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The Historiography of 'The
Bloody Field . . . That Kept the
Secret of the Everlasting
Word"; Wounded Knee
MICHAEL A. SIEVERS

Huddled in a Sibley tent and warmed by a camp stove on
the night of 28 December 1890, Sioux Chief Big Foot nursed a
case of pneumonia and contemplated the fate of his followers.
In the preceding months the hope of a return to the old hfe as
predicted by the Messiah and celebrated in the Ghost Dance had
swept the Sioux reservations. Whole families deserted the
agencies to dance, but by 28 December most, with the
exception of Big Foot's band, had returned. The band, moving
slowly toward the Pine Ridge Agency, had been intercepted by
a detachment of Seventh Cavalry under the command of Major
S.M. Wliitside and forced to camp on Wounded Knee Creek. A
second contingent of Seventh Cavalry commanded by Colonel
George A. Forsyth moved into position during the night, so
when the sun rose on 29 December, the Indians found
themselves surrounded by eight troops of cavalry, Sioux scouts,
and four pieces of hotchkiss light artillery. As the Sioux
women broke camp, the warriors were called together by
Forsyth and told to surrender their weapons. When only a few
old firearms were produced, Forsyth ordered a general search of
the Indian camp. In an atmosphere of mounting tension the
soldiers proceeded to scour the village, but during the process a
soldier or an Indian intentionally or accidentally fired a shot.
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The resulting confrontation is known as the Wounded Knee
Massacre or Chief Big Foot's Massacre to Indians and their
sympathizers, or as the Battle of Wounded Knee to many whites
and army sympathizers.
Since that fateful day. Wounded Knee has been debated by
professional
historians,
history
enthusiasts, observers,
participants, and concerned humanitarians. The event has in
recent years assumed added importance because of Dee Brown's
book Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee (1970) and because of a
second armed confrontation in 1973 at the same site.' The
affair has also been traditionally regarded as the end of militant
Indian resistance to white settlement. Yet, despite the
seemingly endless stream of publications on the subject, only
Merrill Mattes's article "The Enigma of Wounded Knee" (1960)
even attempts to analyze some of the literature from a
historiographical view. ^
This article cannot and does not claim to be based on all of
the myriad of sources that discuss the event. The sheer number
of works on the subject, ranging from novels and collections of
poems to scholarly historical accounts, demands judicious
selectivity and necessitates an emphasis upon important works
that are accessible to readers. ^ The views of Wounded Knee
contemporaries have been included, although the writings of
participants and observers have generally been excluded on the
premise that they constitute primary rather than secondary
sources, which are more befitting a historiographical study."*
1. Dee Brown, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: An Indian History of the
American West (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1970). For a summary of the
1973 Wounded Knee affair, sec Clyde D. Dollar, "The Second Tragedy at Wounded
Y^&ç," American West 10, no. 5 (Sept. 1973): 4-11,58-61.
2. Merrill Mattes, Jr., "The Enigma of Wounded Knee," Plains Anthropologist 5,
no. 9 (May 1960): 5-9.
3. John Noinian, Ghost Dance (New York: Ballantine Books, 1970); John G.
Neihardt, The Song of the Messiah (New York: Macmillan Co., 1935).
4. I-or published accounts of participants and observers, see George A. Forsyth,
"A Frontier Fight," Harpers New Monthly Magazine 91 (June 1895): 42-62; James
McLaughlin, My Friend the Indian (Boston: Houghton Miftlin Co., 1910); Nelson A.
Miles, Personal Recollections and Observations of General Nelson A. Miles (Chicago:
Werner Co., 1896); James Mooney, "The Ghost Dance Religion and the Sioux
Outbreak of 1890," Fourteenth Annual Report of the Bureau of American
Ethnology, 1892-1893, pt. 2 (Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1896),
pp. 653-1110.
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A consensus has been reached on many of the basic facts of
the affair; thus, this liistoriographicai inquiry will consider the
question of why the incident at Wounded Knee happened. In
seeking an answer writers have discussed causes of an immediate
nature and those of a more historical origin. The appointment of
D.F. Royer to the Pine Ridge Agency, the calling in of the army
and its conduct on the scene, and the death of Sitting Bull were
all immediate causes and, in fact, comprise some of the events
leading up to Wounded Knee. Historical origins include Indian
hostility, revenge motives of the Seventh Cavalry, Ghost
Dancers, reservation conditions, and land cessions.
One of the causes of a historical origin, Sioux Indian
hostility in the months preceding Wounded Knee, has been
explored by many writers. Some maintain that at least part of
the Sioux were hostile. One Wounded Knee contemporary,
Bartlett Tripp, argued in The Province and the States (1904)
that Indians near the reservations "engaged in pillaging
settlements at every opportunity . . . the people were openly
robbed, and in some instances murdered." Another stated that
the Indians camped in the Badlands were waiting for spring and
then "intended to begin their work of destruction on white
settlements." However, prominent Dakota historian and
contemporary of Tripp, George W. Kingsbury, although
admitting in History of Dakota Territory (1915) that some
hostile acts were committed, reminded his readers that only one
civilian was killed by the Sioux. More recently, Ralph Bailey
wrote in The Story of Nelson A. Miles (1965) that many of the
Sioux, particularly the young warriors, "were inilamed to a
pitch that could only be satisfied by bloodshed"; and as Donald
M. McNicol stated in The Amerindians (1937), "serious
outbreaks occurred" at Pine Ridge and Wounded Knee.^
Many authors, however, have refused to accept the general
hostility thesis. Prominent historian of the Sioux, George E.
5. Bartlett Tripp, The Province and the States, ed. Weston Aithui Good.speed,
vol. 6 (Madison, Wis.: Western Historical Association, 1904), p. 336; Robert
McRcynolds, Thirty Years on the Frontier (Colorado Springs, Colo.: El Paso
Publishing Co., 1906), p. 90; George W. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 5
vols. (Chicago: S.J. Clark Pubüshing Co., 1915), 3: 72-74; Ralph Edgai Bailey, The
Story of Nelson A. Miles: Indian Fighter (New York: William Marrow and Co..
1965). p. 199; Donald M. McNicol, The Amerindians: From Acuera to Sitting Bull
From Donnacona to Big Bear (New York: Trederick A. Slokes Co., 1937), p. 251.
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Hyde, wrote in A Sioux Chronicle (1956) that as late as
December 1890 the "Sioux had no plans for taking the
offensive." Robert M. Utley claimed in The Last Days of the
Sioux Nation (1963) "that the Sioux had no thought of going
to war." Both Merrill Mattes ("The Enigma of Wounded Knee")
and Stanley Vestal {Sitting Bull, 1932) pointed out that "no
settlers were killed, scalped, or in anyway molested" and the
"Indians never did attack the settlements or commit any

View of Big Foot's band camped beside Wounded Knee Creek.

depredations." In fact, hostility was a figment of white
imagination, according to Bruce Nelson, who noted in Land of
the Dacotahs (1946) that "settlers of the region, perhaps misled
by the newspapers, thought they recognized the symptoms of
revolt and pleaded for protection."^
Part of the general hostility question is the issue of whether
or not Big Foot's band was of hostile disposition on 29
6. George E. Hyde, .4 Sioux Chronicle{Noiman: University of Oklahoma Press,
1956), p. 273; Robert M. Utiey, The Last Days of the Sioux Nation (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1963), p. 76; Mattes, "The Enigma of Wounded Knee." p. 5;
Stanley Vestal, Sitting Bull, Champion of the Sioux: A Biography (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Press, 1932), p. 294; Bruce Nelson, Land of the Dacotahs
(Minneapolis, Minn.: University of Minnesota Press, 1946), p. 225.
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December 1890. Some allege that the entire band was hostile,
while others believe that only a few were. In Crimsoned Prairie
(1972) S.L.A. Marshall wrote that "a prearranged plan of
deception was underway" when the Indians failed to surrender
their arms. The firing upon the troops, continued Marshall, was
a "deliberate Sioux action, so timed as to indicate that it had
been well plotted." E.D. Scott, a retired army officer
who supported army conduct at Wounded Knee, also implied
hostility when he wrote in "Wounded Knee: A Look at the
Record" (1939) that "their attack on the troops was as
treacherous as any in the history of Indian warfare."'
The vast majority, however, argue that the Sioux had no
desire to fight the Seventh Cavalry. Utley maintained in The
Last Days of the Sioux Nation that "at no time . . . had the
Miniconjous as a group considered armed resistance." Even
when they realized that they were to be disarmed, "there was,"
according to him, "still no deliberate intent to fight" for the
weapons. David Humphreys Miller also stated in Ghost Dance
(1959) that "the Indians had no thoughts of making war." Just
as E.D. Scott was a supporter of the hostility thesis, James H.
McGregor, a former Bureau of Indian Affairs employee at Pine
Ridge, was convinced of the Indians' peaceful intentions. He
wrote in The Wounded Knee Massacre from the Viewpoint of
the Sioux (1940), "there was no thought . . . of war or a
surprise attack." Similar statements also appeared in Stanley
Vestal's Warpath and Council Fire (1948) and Charles DeLand's
"TheSioux Wars"(1934). 8
Big Foot himself was not belligerent according to most
authors. Miller, for one, asserted that "Big Foot entertained no
idea of doing battle with the troops." However, some historians
7. S.L.A. Marshall, Crimsoned Prairie: The Wars Between the United States and
the Plains Indians During the Winning of the West (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1972), p. 243; E.D. Scoil, "Wounded Knee: A Look at the Record," FiWd
Artillery Journal 29, noA (Jan.-Feb. 1939): 23.
8. Utley, The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, p. 205; David Humphreys Miller,
Ghost Dance (New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1959), p. 223; James H.
McGregor, The Wounded Knee Massacre from the Viewpoint of the Sioux
(Baltimore, Md.: Wirth Brothers, I94Ü), p. 68; Stanley Vestal, Warpath and Council
Fire: The Plains Indians' Struggle for Survival in War and in Diplomacy, 1851-1891
(New York: Rundom House, 1948), p. 303; Charles Edmund DeUnd, "The Sioux
Wars," South Dakota Historical Collections 17 (1934): 498.
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believe that a few warriors camped at Wounded Knee were
willing to engage the soldiers. Hyde, admitting that Big Foot did
not wish to fight, also pointed out that "some of the ghost
dance fanatics were smoldering with suppressed rage and . . .
waiting for the moment when they might find the opportunity
to strike."^ This view was implicitly or explicitly stated by
Robert Utley in The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, by Virginia
Johnson in The Vnregimented General (1962), and by Norman
B. Wiltsey in Brave Warriors {\961>). '*>

The whole matter of hostihty will probably never be
resolved because the problem is really twofold. Firstly, on what
basis do modern writers or, for that matter, nineteenth-century
Americans determine that a particular tribe was hostile? All
Indians were probably hostile to the idea of whites encroaching
on what they beUeved to be their land, but the intensity and
outward manifestation of that feehng fluctuated in response to
specific actions of the whites and in accordance with a
particular Indian's personality. Moreover, the attitudes of the
whites toward Indian raids were probably entirely different
from that of the Indians. According to most scholars, such
activities were normal in Indian societies. Americans, however,
interpreted them as abnormal, a threat and an act of war. In
essence, Indians and whites might have had entirely different
conceptions of hostility.
Secondly, authors must relate alleged hostiUty to the
specific event. In the case of Wounded Knee, most writers
believe that the Sioux were not belligerent in the months
preceding Wounded Knee or on 29 December 1890. This view is
p a r t i c u l a r l y characteristic of noncontemporaries and
academically trained historians. Advocates of the hostility
thesis, on the other hand, are in the main^ither contemporaries
of the event or history enthusiasts with httle formal academic
training in history. But those who adhere to the hostility thesis
are unprepared or unwilhng to demonstrate a direct cause and
effect relationship between hostihty and Wounded Knee.
9. Miller. Ghost Dance, p. 208; Hyde,/I Sioux Chronicle, p. 299.
10. Utley, The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, p. 133; Virginia Weisel Johnson,
The Unregimented General: A Biography of Nelson A. Miles (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, )962), p. 285; Norman B.WUtsey, firavc Warriors (CaldwcU, Idaho: Caxton
Printers, 1963), p. 346.
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Readers are left to draw their own conclusions, but many
accounts are slanted to imply that Indian hostility was at least
partially responsible for Wounded Knee. !
Nevertheless, both sides are equally unable to present
concrete evidence. Primary sources consist almost entirely of
white men's accounts, which, although claiming to be accurate,
cannot really psychoanalyze the Indians at Wounded Knee. The
lew Indian sources that exist, such as Black Elk Speaks (1932)
and McGregor's The Wounded Knee Massacre, were written
after the event.*' Thus, they are probably more representative
of post-Wounded Knee Indian attitudes. As a consequence, the
question of hostility is conjecture and will probably remain so.
Another liistorical cause of Wounded Knee was the
hostiUty on the part of the Seventh Cavalry. Many writers
believe that the Seventh Cavalry sought revenge for the 1876
Custer defeat. Dorothy M. Johnson stated in her "Ghost
Dance" (1956) article, "The Seventh had not forgotten what
the Sioux had done to George A. Custer and 225 men at the
Little Bighorn." One of Miles's biographers, Virginia Johnson,
specifically attributed the death of noncombatants to "the
troopers, lusting for revenge." E.A. Brininstool, writing in
Fighting Indian Warriors (1953), also asserted that "the desire
of the Seventh Cavalry for revenge for the wiping out of Custer.
. . . were [sic] doubtless a factor in determining the 'why' and
'wherefores' of the slaughter at Wounded Knee." And McGregor
in The Wounded Knee Massacre maintained, "The Indians well
knew from the actions of the soldiers. . .that revenge was
uppermost on their minds." DeLand ("The Sioux Wars") and
Wiltsey {Brave Warriors) also hold the same view.'^
George Metcalf went one step further in "Tragedy at
Wounded Knee" (1960) as did Paul L Wellman in Death on the
11. Black Elk as told to John G. Neihardt, Black Elk Speaks: Being the Life
.Study of a Holy Man of the Oglala Sioux (New York: William Morrow & Co., 1932),
pp. 259-68; McGregor, The Wounded Knee Massacre.
12. Dorothy M. Johnson, "Ghost Dance: Last Hope of the Sioux," Montana:
The Magazine of Western History 6, no. 3 (Summer 1956): 48; Virginia Johnson, The
Unregirnentcd General, p. 2H6: E.A. Brininstool, Fighting Indian Warriors.True Tales
of the Wild Frontiers f'Harrisburg, Pa.: Stackpole Co., 1953), p. 191 ; McGregor, The
Wounded Knee Aíflssacrí, p. 60; DeLand, "The Sioux Wars," p. 4 5 1 ; Wiltsey, fi
Warriors, p. 348.

Copyright © 1975 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

40

South Dakota History

Prairie (1934). According to them, the Seventh Cavalry was
actually waiting for an incident by which they could avenge
Custer's annihilation. Referring to the first shot, Wellman
wrote, "It was what the 7th Cavalry was waiting for. For
fourteen years they had wanted to wipe out the Custer disaster
in blood. This was too good a chance to miss." Merrill Mattes
probably has had the final word in "The Enigma of Wounded
Knee" in which he stated, "There is no evidence of a sinister
plot by either party; but it is not unlikely that at this little
Armageddon of the Red Man the ghosts of several old fallen
heroes stalked somberly-not only Custer, but also Fetterman,
Grattan, Uttle Thunder, Crazy Horse, and Sitting Bull. '^
As in the case of Indian hostility, no writer has been able
to demonstrate the revenge motive of the Seventh Cavalry,
much less that it was responsible for Wounded Knee. Hostility
and revenge are subjective factors that are impossible to
measure, especially since few soldiers, given the public outcry
following the event, were probably willing to explain the true
reasons for their actions. Moreover, many soldiers might not
have been able to recall later their thoughts during the heat of
conflict. Therefore, those writers who argue that the soldiers
desired revenge find the thesis difficult to prove. Others ignore
the issue completely, implying that it is unimportant or that
evidence is so scant that it does not provide the basis for a
workable historical concept. Few deny that revenge did not
exist, but no one has been able to establish its relationship to
Wounded Knee. In any case, opinions are based on supposition
and most authors do not consider the revenge motive a primary
cause of Wounded Knee.
The Messiah Craze and the Ghost Dance as direct causes of
Wounded Knee have been discussed a great deal by 'writers.
First, these historians have tried to determine whether or not
the dance was in and of itself a hostile demonstration. Miller
thought not in his Ghost Dance book. "Few of the ghost
dancers," he wrote, "planned on all-out war against the whites
13. Potomac Corral of the Westerners, Great Western Indian Fights (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1960), p. 313; Paul I. Wellman, Death on the Prairie:
The Thirty Years' Struggle for the Western Plains (New York: Macmillan Co , 1934),
p. 276; Mattes, "The Enigma of Wounded Knee," p. 9.
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Fight with Chief Big Foot's Band, Dec. 29th ¡890. "

"U.S. Cavalry returning after Battte of Wounded Knee, S.D. 1891.
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. . . they actually believed there would be no need to fight the
whites." Dakota historian Doane Robinson in South Dakota
(1930) previously agreed with Miller's assessment and stated,
"the last thing they thought of or desired was conflict with the
whites." George Hyde observed that "none of the ghost dancers
seemed to have any plans beyond holding out on the reservation
until their ghost relatives came from the spirit world to join
them." Both McGregor and Mattes also maintained that "no evil
was intended toward the whites" and "there was no visible
harm or threat." However, Stephen Youngkin pointed out in
"Prelude to Wounded Knee" (1974) that while the Ghost Dance
was "not an aggressive movement, the explosive potential of its
defensiveness alarmed the civilians, the agents, and the army.""*
Others do admit that the Sioux Ghost Dance did have
"militant overtones" not present among other tribes.'^ This
was the position taken by Ralph K. Andrist in The Long Death
(1964) and by Utley who wrote in The Last Days of the Sioux
Nation that the "Sioux apostles had perverted Wovoka's
doctrine into a militant crusade against the white man." Perhaps
the most important impact of the Messiah, continued Utley,
was that it removed the reason for fear of open conflict with
whites, which, when combined with the militant crusade,
provided an explosive mixture. Three other authors have argued
that the Ghost Dance was a hostile demonstration. Maurice
Frink implied as much in "Died Here Innocent" (1915) when
he stated, "They felt safe in going to war" when they wore the
ghost shirts. John William Tebbel and Keith Jennison were more
positive. "When the Plains people danced the Ghost Dance,"
they wrote, "war against the whites was in their minds and in
the doctrine as their medicine men expounded it." '"
14. Miller, Ghost Dance, p. 138; Doane Robinson, South Dakota: Stressing the
Unique and Dramatic in South Dakota History ,'i vols. (Chicago: American Historical
Society, 1930), 1: 121; Hyde, yl Sioux Chronicle, p. 270; McGregor, The Wounded
Knee Massacre, p. 44; Mattes, "The Enigma of Wounded Knee," p. 2; Stephen D.
Youngkin, "Prelude to Wounded Knee: The Military Point of View," South Dakota
History 4, no. 3 (Summer 1974): 345.
15. Robert M. Utley, Frontier Regulars: The United States Army and the
Indian, 1866-1891 (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1973). p. 402.
16. Ralph K. Andrist, The Long Death: The Last Days of the Plains Indian (New
York: Macmillan Co., 1964), p. 338; Utley, The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, p.
87; Maurice Maturin Frink, "Died Here Innocent," Outing (Feb. 1915): 552; John
William Tebbel and Keith Jennison, The American Indian Wars (New York: Haiper &
Brothers, 1960), p. 293.
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On the other hand, most writers maintain that the dance
was not a hostile demonstration in itself. Instead, major authors
argue that the Ghost Dance was a sign of bad conditions on the
Sioux reservations. Utley, citing unfulfilled promises of the
1889 Crook Land Commission, crop failure, and reduced
rations, believed these factors furnished a catalyst that turned
"sullen resentment into violent protest." Kingsburg believed
that the 1876 agreement, the 1889 land cession, drought, and
bureau attempts to destroy tribal organization were all
circumstances that "contributed to furnish what seemed to be
excellent reasons why the Indians should openly revolt against
the whites, in view of the believed fact that the Messiah would
come again to give the Indians the justice which they had failed
to secure from the Government." Maurice Frink also
maintained at a symposium entitled "The Ghost Dance Indian
'War' and the 'Battle' of Wounded Knee" (1945) that the dance
would have run its course if the Sioux had not been hungry.
The Sioux, asserted Miller, turned more and more to the
Messiah because of ration cuts, drought, and disease. Citing the
1889 cession, ration cuts, and unfulfilled Crook Commission
promises, Herbert S. Schell argued in History of South Dakota
(1968) that "the new religion was an outward manifestation of
their dissatisfaction, and was exploited by chiefs and medicine
men to bolster up their waning prestige." Flora Seymour wrote
in The Story of the Red Man (1934), 'The craze,
unfortunately, coincided with a period of unrest among the
Sioux; and the combination of dissatisfaction and prophetic
frenzy wrought both red man and white to a pitch of
excitement where anything might happen, and far too much
did." Stephen Youngkin concurred in this view ("Prelude to
Wounded Knee") when he wrote, "had the reservation system
been less destructive of Sioux culture and the government more
responsible in honoring its agreements, the appeal of the Ghost
Dance would have been far less effective."^'^ Ray Allen
17. Utley, The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, p. 83; Kingsbury, History of
Dakota Territory, 3: 71; Maurice M. Frink, "The Ghost Dance Indian 'War' and the
'Battle' of Wounded Knee," Westemers Brand Book (Chicago) 1, no. 1 (Jan. 1945):
3; MiUer, Ghost Dance, pp. 72-73; Herbert S. ScheU, History of South Dakota
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1968), pp, 320-21; Flora Warren Seymour,
The Story of the Red Man (New York: Tudor Publishing Co., 1934), p. 345;
Youngkin, "Prelude to Wounded Knee," p. 350.
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Bilüngton, Westward Expansion (1967), James McGregor, The
Wounded Knee Massacre, Bruce Nelson, Land of the Dacotahs,
and Irwin M. Peithmann, Broken Peace Pipes (1964), have all
taken the same view.*^
The passage of time has substantially altered interpretation
of the Messiah Craze and the Ghost Dance. Among
contemporaries the dance was seen as evidence that an Indian
outbreak was afoot. Thus, great significance was attached to the
militancy of the Ghost Dance; an emphasis that history
enthusiasts have perpetuated. Although professional historians
discuss the militant aspects of the dance, most view it as an
emotional outlet and a sign of Indian dissatisfaction with
reservation life and government attempts to assimilate them
into white culture. Hence, the Messiah and the Ghost Dance
have decreased in importance as causes of Wounded Knee.
The dance is generally seen as an outward manifestation of
poor reservation conditions^ which were viewed by many
historians as a prime cause of Wounded Knee. In Tragedy
Strikes at Wounded Knee (1955) Will Spindler stated that "a
series of errors, motivated by fear and distrust, brought on this
great tragedy." Errors, according to him, included the reduced
rations in a drought year and the appointment of D.F. Royer to
the Pine Ridge Agency. The immediate result of that
government policy was hunger and, according to Brininstool,
this was the "prime factor in the outbreak." Hunger resulting
from declining game, short rations, and drought, as well as
division of the reservation, outbreaks of disease, and the
government civilization program, according to Andrist, Hyde,
Miller, and Utley, hit the Sioux with "particular ferocity." ^^
The importance of these factors were also emphasized by Harry
H. Anderson, "A History of the Cheyenne River Agency and Its
Military Post, Fort Bennett" (1956), Angie Debo,/I History of
18. Ray Allen Billington, Westward Expansion: A History of the American
Frontier {New York: Macmillan Co., 1967), p. 669; McGregor, The Wounded Knee
Massacre, p. 45; Nelson, Land of the Dacotahs, p. 223; Irwin M. Peithmann, Broken
Peace Pipes: A Four Hundred Year History of the American Indian (Springfield, III.:
Charles C. Thomas, PubUsher, 1964), p. 104.
19. Will Heniy Spindler, Tragedy Strikes at Wounded Knee (Gordon, Nebr.:
Gordon-JournaJ Publishing Co., 1955), p. A;hi\mrííXoo\, Fighting Indian Warriors,ç.
171; Andrist, The Long Death, pp. 338-40; Hyde,/I Sioux Chronicle, pp. 238,248;
Miller, Ghost Dance, p. 37; Utley, Frontier Regulars, p. 402.
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the Indians in the United States (1970), and Flora Warren
Seymour, The Story of the Red Man.^° Jerome Greene, "The
Sioux Land Commission of 1889" (1970), although less certain
about hunger as a cause of Wounded Knee, asserted, "Prompt
legislation to feed the hungry Sioux might have averted
trouble." According to Greene, "the Sioux Land Commission
and subsequent Government irresponsibility were chiefly to
blame" for Wounded Knee. McGregor also believed that the
"real cause of the imaginary threatened uprising was the failure
of the Government to fulfill its promises."^^
Of all the long-term reasons for Wounded Knee, reservation
conditions and government policy seem the most plausible to
professional historians. In recent years these explanations have
received a great deal of attention, particularly in more analytical
works. The matter of Indian and Seventh Cavalry hostility and
the Ghost Dance have been deemphasized as major causes due
to their extreme tenuousness. There is, however, little doubt
that reservation conditions were unfavorable to the Indians;
thus, writers must demonstrate only their role in Wounded
Knee. However, those who discuss the subject, while assuming
reserve conditions had an impact, are generally unable to
determine the degree ofthat impact.
Other explanations for Wounded Knee that have been
examined were of a more immediate nature: the removal of
Pine Ridge Agent D.H. Gallagher by the incoming Benjamin
Harrison administration and the appointment of D.F. Royer.
Kingsbury considered Royer "inexperienced" and "unequal" to
the crisis. Andrist asserted in The Long Death that "few men
less qualified have held the post, even in a service known for the
general sorry level of its appointees." DeLand wrote, "A change
in Indian agents at Pine Ridge resulted in miscarriage of
administration resulting in bloodshed." Paul I. Wellman in
20. Hany H. Anderson, "A History of the Cheyenne River Indian Agency and
Its Military Post, Fort Bennett, 186S-IS9\," South Dakota Historical Collections 2S
(1956): 499-500; Angie Debo, A History of the Indians in the United States
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press. 1970), p. 242; Frank Fiske, The Tamingof
the Sioux (Bismarck, N.Dak.: Bismarck Tribune, 1917), pp. 155-56; Seymour, The
Story of the Red Man, p. 347.
21. Jerome A. Greene, "The Sioux Land Commission of 1889: A Prelude to
Wounded Knee," South Dakota History 1, no. 1 (Winter 1970): 70; McGregor, The
Wounded Knee Massacre, p. 39.
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Death on the Prairie maintained that Royer provided the spark
that converted the Ghost Dance to militancy. Brininstool,
Fighting Indian Warriors, as well as Tebbel and Jennison,
American Indian Wars, also hinted that Royer's appointment
was a poor decision and contributed to Wounded Knee. In a
more general indictment Utley, citing Congress's failure to
fulfill obligations to the Sioux, wrote that the conditions that
required troops could have been avoided "if the spoils system
had not placed inexperienced agents at Rosebud, Cheyenne
River and Pine Ridge at a critical time." Youngkin wrote in
"Prelude to Wounded Knee," "Another essential reason for the
Sioux outbreak was the changes wrought by the Republican
spoils system . . . . Capable and experienced agents were crucial
to the stability of the agencies.""
Aside from the general hostihty or revenge motive of the
Seventh Cavalry, the conduct of the mihtary has also come
under criticism. General Nelson A. Miles, wrote one historian,
"exaggerated the seriousness as well as the prospective area of
the feared conflict at arms." On the other side, Andrist, The
Long Death, Downey,/«¿/wn Fighting Army (1971), and Utley,
The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, have all come to the
defense of Miles and Brooke. Andrist, for example, wrote that
"it was the general strategy of the two men to avoid bloodshed
if at all possible."^^ One of Miles's biographers, meanwhile,
implied that Forsyth's actions at Wounded Knee were
responsible for the blood letting. Schell also considered Forsyth
a "brash officer." Perhaps the most comprehensive statement
on this score was written by George Kingsbury. "It must be
admitted," he wrote, "that the conflict was due largely to the
mismanagement of the military authorities and to the anger of
the soldiers . . . it is . . . true that the hostile act of Yellow
Bird could have been prevented had the right course been taken
with the hostiles early in the morning." Although admitting
22. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 3: 72; Andrist, The Long Death, p.
341; DeLand, "The Sioux Wars," p. 447; Wellman, Death on the Prairie, p. 271;
Brininstool,. Fighting Indian Warriors, p. 175; Tebbel and JennJson, The American
Indian Wars, pp. 293-94; Utley, The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, p. 112;
Youngkin, "Prelude to Wounded Knee." p. 340.
23. DeLand, "The Sioux Wars," ]p. 502; Andrist, The Long Death, p. 347;
Fairfax Downey, Indian Fighting Army (1941; reprint ed.. Fort Collins, Colo.: Old
Aimy Press, 1971), p. 299; Utley, The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, p. 120.
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"race hatred and fears" were factors, Youngkin maintained that
army officers were aware of the crisis situation on the
reservations and "had the government heeded the warnings of
military spokesmen, the tragedy at Wounded Knee might have
been averted."^'*
Almost all writers agree that the arrival of the army at the
agencies caused many of the Sioux to flee to remote areas of
the reservations. Noting that the troops were necessary to
protect government employees and property, Utley asserted
that "the arrival of soldiers on the reservations united the
dancers in armed defense of religious freedom and was therefore
the immediate cause of the hostilities that later broke out." The
flight to the Badlands was attributed particulariy to the
appearance of the army at Pine Ridge. The movement,
according to Doane Robinson, was probably not a hostile one,
"but was a stampede caused by panic at the appearance of the
troops." Merrill Mattes wrote, "this was not a hostile
movement, but a stampede caused by panic."
This view is
shared by Andrist,
The Long Death, DeLand, "The Sioux
Wars," Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, and Miller,
Ghost Dance.^^ In fact. Little Wound might have returned to
the agency had it not been for the troops and Royer, according
to Hyde. Both Hyde and Marshall believed that, at the same
time, the troops "assured quiet at the agencies."^'' However,
Frink, Schell, Billington, and Greene had little doubt that the
presence of troops "aggravated the unrest." Youngkin's
evaluation is even stronger; for "more the presence of the
military than any conspiracy on the part of the Sioux . . .
precipitated the confrontation."^*
24. DeLand, "The Sioux Wars," p. 502; Virginia Johnson, The Unregimented
General, p. 289; Schell, History of South Dakota, p. 322; Kingsbury, History of
Dakota Territory, 3: 79; Youngkin, "Prelude to Wounded Knee," p. 351.
25. Utlcy, 'The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, pp. 111-12; Robinson, SOMÍA
Dakota, 1: 123; Mattes, "The Enigma of Wounded Knee," p. 3.
26. Andrist, The Long Death, p. 343; DeLand, "The Sioux Wars," p. 451;
Kingsbury,///jiorvo/Dfl/:o/ö Territory, 3: 75; Miller, G/iosi DOAÍCC, p. 137.
27. Hyde,/I Sioux Chronicle, p. 270-71; Maish-^, Crimsoned Prairie, p. 234.
28. Frink, "The Ghost Dance 'War' and the 'Battle' of Wounded Knee," p 4;
ScheU, History of South Dakota, p. 323; Billington, Westn'ard Expansion, p. 66y;
Greene, "The Sioux Land Commission of 1889," p. 70; Youngkin, "Prelude to
Wounded Knee," p. 350.
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Most writers assign little relationship between the death of
Sitting Bull on 15 December 1890 and Wounded Knee. The
majority who discuss the event, however, agree that his death
caused the Indians to distrust soldiers and whites more. James
C. Olson, writing in Red Cloud and the Sioux Problem (1965),
believed that the chiefs death "produced great alarm among
both friendlies and hostiles." Jerome Greene wrote that the
death of the chief "alarmed the Sioux," and according to
Tebbel and Jennison, "panic engulfed the Sioux."^^ Similar
views were held by David Humphreys Miller in Ghost Dance,
George E. Hyde, A Sioux Chronicle, and Stanley Vestal in
Warpath and Council Fire.^^ Vestal went one step further in
Sitting Bull and claimed that Sitting Bull's death was a cause of
Wounded Knee. "When Sitting Bull was killed," he wrote,
"panic swept the Sioux everywhere. From the panic sprang the
massacre at Wounded Knee." Utley disagreed with this
interpretation and argued that the "news of Sitting Bull's death
had no discernible effect either upon the friendlies at Pine
Ridge or upon the dancers in the Stronghold." Indeed, the
Sioux, according to Mattes, "started to drift sullenly but
without hostile action back toward Pine Ridge Agency."
William T. Hagan in American Indians (1961) concurred in this
view. Tebbel in Cortipact History of the Indian Wars (1966)
believed that Sitting Bull had lost so much influence that "there
was no immediate, violent response to his death." ^*
All of the events occurring in the months immediately
preceding Wounded Knee have been examined in the search for
an explanation. Included in these incidents were Royer's
appointment, Forsyth's conduct, the army's appearance at the
agencies, and Sitting Bull's death. But the significance and
importance of these events as causes of Wounded Knee have not
been established in most cases. There is little doubt that these
29. James C. Olson, Red Cloud and the Sioux Problem (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1965), p. 329; Greene, "The Sioux Land Commission oí 1889," p.
70; Tebbel and Jennison, The American Indian Wars, p. 294.
30. Miller, Ghost Dance, pp. 196-97, 201, 203; Hyde, A Sioux Chronicle, p.
291; Vestal, Warpath and Council Fire, p. 300.
31. Vestal, Sitting Bull, p. 294; Utley, The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, p.
172; Mattes, "The Enigma of Wounded ¿nee," p. 3; William T. Hagan, American
Indians (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), p. 132; John Tebbel, The
Compact History of the Indian Wars (New York; Hawthorn Books, 1966), p. 302.
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factors played a role, but the degree is again a matter of
dispute.
Besides the controversy over the causes, historians disagree
on who fired the first shot on that 29 December 1890 morning.
Some writers stated that the initial decision to disarm the
tribesmen was a "most unwise and fatal error" that was
"inviting tragedy," especially since the "Indian had shown no
inclination to fight." ^^ utley implied in 77ie Last Days of the
Sioux Nation that the Indians were responsible for the first
shot. Analyzing the situation, he commented, "fear and
suspicion led them to carry passive resistance to disarmament to
the point where both sides were so nervous that an incident or
misunderstanding could spark a conflict . . . a few unthinking
young men, incited by a fanatical medicine man, lost control of
themselves and created an incident." William A. Ganoe, The
History of the United States Army (1924), was more positive
that the Indians started thé affair, because "one of the seated
Indians drew a rifle from under his blanket and fired upon the
soldiers." 33 Although not mentioning whether or not the
Indians were seated or standing, Brininstool, Fighting Indian
Warriors, Scott, "Wounded Knee," and Tebbel, Compact
History of the Indian Wars, have all stated that combat
commenced with a shot from an Indian weapon. ^'* Others such
as Frink, "The Ghost Dance 'War' and the 'Battle' of Wounded
Knee" and "Died Here Innocent," and Peithmann, Broken
Peace Pipes, were unsure who started the battle and stated only
that the first shot was fired by someone.^^
Most writers on this subject either maintain that an Indian
fired first or that someone did. Few argue that the Seventh
Cavalry initiated armed conflict, although many believe the
desire for revenge caused them to carry it further than
necessary. Historians also disagree on whether the shot was fired
32. Mattes, "The Enigma of Wounded Knee," pp. 3-4; Hyde,/I Sioux Chronicle,
p. 299.
33. UUey, The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, p. 230; William A. Ganoe, The
History of the United States Army (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1924), p. 366.
34. Brininstool, Fighting Indian Warriors, p. 189; Mattes, "The Enigma of
Wounded Knee," p. 4; Scott, "Wounded Knee," p. 21; Tebbel, The Compact History
of the Indian Wars, p. 303.
35. Frink, "The Ghost Dance 'War' and the 'Battle' of Wounded Knee," p. 6;
Frink, "Died Here Innocent," p. SSV, Peiihmann, Broken Peace Pipes, p. 108.
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accidentally or intentionally, or why it was fired. All of the
causes explored by writers could have played a part, but, here
again, nothing concrete can be found. The firing of that first
round, however, is not usually viewed as a cause of Wounded
Knee, but the precipitatory event.
In discussing causahty, answers are multitudinous and
elusive. For example, in 1891 the commissioner of Indian
Affairs identified twelve causes of Wounded Knee. "The
causes," he wrote, "are complex, and many are obscure and
remote." His list included white settlement, disruptions in the
Indians' life style, unsettled conditions resulting from frequent
treaty changes, reduction of reservations, crop failure, ration
cuts, Messiah Craze, and appearance of the military.^*
Present-day writers, as well as Wounded Knee contemporaries,
have added to and subtracted from this list. Any and all of these
factors are plausible, but writers cannot agree to what extent
these factors caused Wounded Knee.
Modem professional historians have emphasized the
long-term historical causes, while history enthusiasts have
tended toward the immediate causes. Historians have also
approached the subject from a more analytical view, while
others have written narrative descriptions of the course of
events. Writers have also divided themselves into army and
Indian schools. The army supporters see the affair as a battle
started by the Indians, while the Indian sympathizers maintain
army and government conduct was responsible for the massacre.
In recent years interpretation has stressed the Indian view.
Thus, the reasons for Wounded Knee were a series of incidents
combined
with long-term Indian dissatisfaction
with
government policy. Each one of these incidents and feelings was
by itself not enough to cause Wounded Knee, but all together
they propelled and snowballed the course of events toward
tragedy. In the case of Wounded Knee it appeared that the
people involved were governed by the course of events, each of
which was within their control, but the sum total of which was
not. Perhaps human nature is the real explanation; for everyone
36. U.S., Department of the Interior, Office of Indian Affairs, Annual Report of
the Commissioner of Indian Affairs to the Secretary of the interior, 1891, vol. 1
(Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1891), pp. 132-35.
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may be judged culpable to various degrees, but neither side may
be condemned entirely for an event they probably did not plan.
Two other facets of Wounded Knee-the death of
noncombatants and the importance of the event-have received
widespread attention. In discussing the death of women and
children, most writers agree that far more than necessary died at
Wounded Knee. James C. Olson tenned it a "senseless
slaughter." G.E.E. Lindquist asserted in The Red Man in the
United States (1923) that "scores of defenseless Indians were
killed,'* and DeLand described it as "an act which the word
massacre itself fails to measure in its atrocity." Others believed
that "the troops fired their rifles. . . indiscriminately," and the
soldiers killed "without regard for age or sex." ^"^ Similar views
were held by Hyde, Wiltsey, and Kingsbury.^^ Some writers
defend the troops' actions by arguing that the women and
children fired on the soldiers. "The squaws and even children
took part," wrote Wellman. Longstreet's War Cries on
Horseback (1970) and McReynolds' Thirty Years on the
Frontier adhered to the same view. Utley maintained in
Frontier Regulars that the testimony at Forsyth's Court of
Inquiry showed that "every possible effort to avoid harming
noncombatants" was made.'''
Some claim, as an explanation for the death of women and
children, that the officers lost control of the troops and the
troopers lost control of themselves. Such phrases as
"blood-crazed" and "blood mad" were frequent descriptions of
the soldiers' conduct. Their behavior has also been termed as
"soldiers had completely lost their heads" and "soldiers blind
with rage." Utley stated in The Last Days of the Sioux Nation
that the placement of untrained raw troops in the field was
37. Olson, Red Cloud and the Sioux Problem, p. 329;G.E.E. Lindquist, r/i<? Red
Man in the United States: An Intimate Study of the Social, Economic and Religious
Life of the American Indian (New York: George H. Doran Co., 1923), p. 231;
DeLand, "The Sioux Wars," p. 513; Hagan, American Indians, p. 133; Anderson, "A
History of the Cheyenne River Indian Agency," p. 504,
38. Hyde, A Sioux Chronicle, p. 302; Wiltsey, Brave Warriors, p. 349;
Kin^huiy, History of Dakota Territory, 3: 78.
39. Wellman, Death on the Prairie, p. 277; Stephen Longstreet, War Cries on
Horseback: The Story of the Indian Wars of' the Great Plains (Garden City:
Doubleday and Co., 1970), p. 326; McReynolds, Thirty Years on the Frontier, pp.
93-94; tJtley, Frontier Regulars, p. 407.
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responsible. And Robinson wrote in Brief History of South
Dakota (1905), "The butchery was the work of new and
untrained recruits." DeLand's statement is probably the final
word. He wrote that "unrestrained anger and revenge and such
motives only can account for the dead.'"^^
The killing of women and children in any conflict is always
a highly emotional issue. Most agree in the case of Wounded
Knee that far too many died. The reasons again are many,
ranging from the Seventh's desire for revenge to loss of control
of the troops by the officers. However, no explanation, in the
view of most writers, particularly professional historians, can
justify the death of women and children.
Virtually all authors agree that Wounded Knee was the last
armed confrontation between the Indians and the United States
Army. The affair has been characterized as the "dying gasp"
and "the last stand of a dying race."'** "The episode,"
according to Alvin M. Josephy, "marked the completion of the
white man's conquest of the Indian in the United States."**^
Accounts from Marshall, Crimsoned Prairie, Longstreet, War
Cries on Horseback, and National Park Service, Soldier and
Brave (1963), all follow this pattern.**-* Other authors, however,
have written a more comprehensive analysis of the significance
of Wounded Knee. Utley, Frontier Regulars, wrote that
accommodation, retreat, war, and religion all failed the Indians;
thus, "No choice remained but to submit to the dictates of the
government." Gordon Macgregor wrote in Warriors Without
Weapons (1946), "Wounded Knee drove home the impossibility
40. Potomac Corral, Great Western Indian Fights, p. 313; Miller, Ghost Dance,
p. 233; Herbert S. Schell, South Dakota: Its Beginnings and Growth (New York:
American Book Co., 1942), p. 213; Fiske, The Taming of the Sioux, p. 174; Utley,
The Last Days of the Sioux Nation, p. 202; Doane Robinson, A Brief History of
South Dakota (New York; American Book Co., 1905), p. 185; DeLand, "The Siou.v
Wars," p. 514.
41. Frink, "The Ghost Dance 'War' and the 'Battle* of Wounded Knee," p. 1;
McReynolds, Thirty Years on the Frontier, p. 87.
42. AJvin M. Josephy, Jr., The Indian Heritage of America (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1968), p. 342.
43. Marshall, Crimsoned Prairie, p. 248; Longstreet, War Cries on Horseback, p.
327; National Park Service, Soldier and Brave: Indian and Military Affairs in the
Trans-Mississippi West, Including a Guide to Historic Sites and Landmarks, vol. 12
(New York: Haiper & Row, Publishers, 1963), p. 224.
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of escape from white subjugation.'"*** Perhaps John G.
Neihardt's The Song of the Messiah (1935) best characterizes
the state of Wounded Knee historiography. "The bloody field"
has indeed "kept The secret of the Everlasting Word;" for "The
blind would look astonished on the bund." ***
44. Utley, Frontier Regulars, pp. 409-10; Gordon Macgregor, Warriors Without
Weapons: A Study of the Society and Personality Development of the Pine Ridge
Sioux (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1946), p. 33.
\,Song of the Messiah, pp. 108, 110.
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