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PREFACE

On January 30, 1964, Mrs, Bess Thornton, President of the Elk
City Chamber of Commerce and the Western Oklahoma Industrial and
Recreation Association, proposed to Secretary Udall that the site of
the Battle of the Washita near Cheyenne, Oklahoma, be establlished as
a unit of the National Park System. On February 17 a delegation of
17 proponents met personally with the Secretary at Bartlesville,
Oklahoma, and were assured that a reevaluation of the sife would be
made by the National Park Service., Subsequently, all 8 members of
the Oklahoma congressional delegation endorsed the park proposal and
requested that the Service study it. As a result of these meetings
and communications, Reglonal Historian Robert M. Utley met in Elk
City on April 25 with Congressman Victor Wickersham and a sizable

delegation of western Oklshoma pollitical and business leaders headed
hornton, The day's program inecluded an onsite inspection

of the battleflield led by Cheyenne Attorney Harry C., Chapman, an

gble local historian, Following Mr, Utley's visit, I was assigned

to prepare a speclal report on the Battle of the Washita, con-
centrating on its historical significance, In preparation for this
work, I vislted the site on May 31 and was fortunate to have Nr.
Chapman's guidance in ftracing the events that occurredlon the battle-
field, Based on this vislt and subsequent correspondence with Mr,
Chapman, I have provided a short Appendix to this report gilving basic
information concerning the present status of the site. Also included

in the Appendix are my conclusions and recommendations with respect to

the significanee of the site,
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The historical narrative forming the body of this report is not
a research study, It is an interpretation., The Battle of the Washita
and the Winter Campaign of which 1t was the climax have been
thoroughly studled and documented by the scholars listed in the
Bibliography. It would have been mere pedantic redundance to have
retraced ground they have so ably covered. Anyway, the essential
facts concerning the battle itself are quite clear;cut, and I saw no
reason to believe that significant new evidence concerning them
could be uncoversd, Rather, 1t seemed to me that the contribution
of this report should be to fit the Battle of the Washita into a
larger context-~by considering its causes and consequences to show
that 1t was a turning point 1n the history of the Indian Wars and
that it resulted in a fundamental, even if futile and short-lived,
change in the Nation's Indian policy.

The Washita Battlefield was studied in 1958-59 by the National
Survey of Historic Sites and Buildings as part of the theme "Military
and Indlan Affairs," Desplte 1ts considerable academic significance
and high integrity, it was recommended for the "Other Sites
Considered” category. This evaluation, chiefly based on the
principle of thematic balance, was confirmed by the Consulting
Committee and the Advisory Board,

I wish to acknowledge the help of Mrs, Mary Huey, who drew the
ftwo battlefield maps; Miss Joyce Fox, who designed the cover; and
Miss Ortencia Gonzales, who typed and proofed the manuscript,

William E. Brown
Historian
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THE BATTLE OF THE WASHITA

The cultural collision between white man and Indian, civiliza-
tion and savagery, reached 1ts traglic c¢limax in the post-Civil War
years on the Great Plains, The white ploneer-settler--with his farms,
villages, rails, and roads--aimed to domesticate the land, to own 1%,
to locate permanently upon 1t, The nomadic Plains Indian--with his
horse, mobile home, and migratory buffalo herds--aimed to adapt to
bountiful nature, not conquer and subdue it, Private, exclusive
ownership of the land was a concept totally allen to hlis way of llfe,
Two such diametrically opposed philosophies were like flint and steel:
whenever they met sparks flew,

For a time it had been government policy to insulate Indians
from whites by means of a vast Indian territory comprising the Great
Plains between Missouri and the Rocky Mountains., But in the decade
of the 1840s the Indian frontier was breached, and by the end of the
Civll War land-hungry settlers were penetrating the plains along the
river valleys, Thus the Indian hunting grounds were encroached upon
from the east. To the west were inhospitable mountains and deserts—-
and more white men of the eastward moving mining frontier, The Indian
had hils back to the wall. No longer could he strike at the white man,
then retreat into wilderness. He must stand fast and defend his way
of life,

It is impossible to assign blame to elther white or Indian for
the final great wars on the plains, There were Indians who sought to

follow the white man's road, There were whites who sought through



moral suasion to convert the Indians to civilized ways. But most of
the Indians wanted to contlnue their wild and predatory life, For
this they had been trained since childhood. They were warriors, not
women., And it is not difficulf to understand the sweetness of revenge
among the ploneers whose wives and daughters the Indlans had cruelly
ravished and killed, or condemned to unspeakable slavery,

It is in this context of cultures in collision that the Battle

of the Washita achleves significance.

Prologue

The story of the Battle of the Washita really begins with the
Sand Creek Massacre of 1864, During the spring and summer of 1864
Colorado settlers and Cheyennes waged bloody warfare, Enmity between
the Coloradans and the Indians was climaxed on November 29 when
Col. J. M. Chivington surprised and attacked the camp of Chief RBlack
Kettle on Sand Creek, 430 miles from Fort Lyon. Black Kettle considered
himself a2t peace and under military protection at this time, There-
fore Indian resistance was ineffective., The slaughter was terrible,
An official government commisslion later stated that the atrocities
committed by Chivington's militia agalnst Indian men, women, and
children "would put to shame the savage ingenuity of interior Africa,”

The same commission, in 1ts Report on the Condition of the Indian

Tribes, fixed part of the blame for Indian troubles on the "fire and
sword" policy of the military, Humanitarians in the East immediately
went to the defense of the poor Indian, clamoring for a cilvilized

Solutlon to the Indian problem. In response Congress created a Peace
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Commission to remove the causes of the Indian wars and to devise a
plan by which the Indians could be converted from thelr nomadic way
of life and settled on reservations,

On the Southern Plains, the work of the Peace Commlssioners
culminated in the Medicine Lodge Treaties of October 1867. By the
terms of these treaties the Arapahoes, Cheyennes, Comanches, and
Kiowas were assigned to reservations in the Indian Territory. Here
they would have permanent homes, farms, agricultural implements and

teachers to direct them on "the white man's road," Annuities of

food, blankets, and clothing would be provided to start them on thelr new

way of life, The Indians who signed agreed to abstain from their
roving after the buffalo and their warring on white settlers and
travelers,

But the treatles were doomed to fallure, Many chiefs did not
sign; and those who did could not control their people, especlally
the younger warriors.. A modern-day anthropologlst would be hard-
pressed to express the Indlans'! antipathy toward the treaties as
succlnetly and persuasively as did the Kiowa Chief Satanfa: "I have
heard that you want to settle us on s reservation., . « « I don't
want to settle, I love to roam over the prairies, There I feel
free and happy, but when I settle down I grow pale and die.”

Even if the Indians had accepted the treaties wholeheartedly,
most probably they would have falled to achieve peace. For Congress
had to ratify them and appropriate money to implement them, Not

untll the following July was this done, and by that time the raiding



season was well underway. As the months passed with little indication
that the government intended to carry out the promises made at Medicine
Lodge, the Indians grew Increasingly restless. They had not been
assigned to thelr reservations, and white setflers were moving into
their tribal lands, The buffalo were dlsappearing. In the spring of
1868, when the grass began to grow and the Indian ponies became sleek

and fat again, the beat of the drum was heard on the Southern Plains,

Sheridan - Problems and a Policy

Maj. Gen, Philip H. Sherldan was assigned command of the
Department of the Missouri in September 1867, but because of poor
health it was March 1868 before he took active control, The Depart—
ment of the Missourl encompassed New Mexlco, Colorado, Indian
Territory, and Kansas--nearly 400,000 square miles., Sheridan's chief

problem was how to restrain th
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Cheyenne, Arapaho, Comanche, and Kiowa. Five thousand warriors of
these tribes wandered with their familles over more than 150,000
square miles of Sheridan's department. They were nomads who followed
the buffalo herds. They were heedless of the white man's land claims,
And now, as in the past, treaties of peace were little more than
pleces of paper whose signing brought presents and whose substance
fhe Indians neither understood nor pretended to obey. To police
these Plains Indlans, Sheridan was allowed only 2,600 men--1,200
cavalry and 1,400 infantry.

In addition to the immediate necessity of controlling the rest=-

less Indians, Sheridan had to steer a course midway between the



"A Hot Trail," by Charles Schreyvogel.




General Phil Sheridan.




demands of. the frontiersmen, who wanted the Indians exterminated,

and the "sickly sentimentalists" of the East, who attributed all
Indian troubles to the white man’s rapacity, At first Sheridan stood
aloof from the debate between the frontier realists and the philan-~
thropic theorists, But as events of the spring and summer of 1868
developed, he listened ever more closely to the army officers, scouts,
and Westerners who counseled a stern policy in dealing with the
Indians., He realized that the cultural transformation required of
the Indians by the visionary Easterners would take time--generations,
Meanwhile he must curb the Indians as they were--bold and free
warrliors whose greatest ambitions were realized on the field of
battle. He adopted the policy that "punishment must follow crime,”

And in that policy was the seed of the Battle of the Washlta,

Thﬂ Frontler Aflame
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During the spring and summer of 1868 the Southern Plains ran
red with blood., From the Platte to the Rio Grande, from Council
Grove to Denver, the Indlians went to war. Operating in small bands
of 50 to 100 warriors, they swept through the ilnadequate frontier
defense system and spread death and destruction over the land,
Comanches and Kiowas raided in Texas and New Mexlco., Cheyennes and
Arapshoes struck in Kansas and Coloradoe., Knowing every water hole in
this arid region, traveling lightly and swiftly from place to place,
living off the land, the Indlans appeared out of nowhere to plllage
and burn and rape and kill-~then disappeared with the same alacrity.

When Sheridan's supply-laden troopers attempted to follow the war




parties, the Indians dispersed in all directions, reuniting again at
some prearranged meeting place a hundred miles distant.

Sheridan, with his small and scattered army, could not hope to
cope with the Indians offensively dQuring the ralding season, so he
set up an elastic defense. A screen of garrisoned military posts
protected the frontier settlements, Mobille cavalry columns moved
beyond the forts attempting to intercept the Indians. This defensive
policy was only partislly successful, Maj. George A, Forsyth's heroic
stand at Beecher's Island on the Arickaree in northeastern Colorado
dealt the Indians a heavy blow; MajJ. E. A. Carr's expedition in the
Republican River country put to flight a large band of marauding
Cheyennes, doubtless saving the frontler settlements from theilr atten-
tions, DBut despite these and other limited successes, reports from
the frontier were discouraging. On August 17 Governor Crawford of

Kansas telegraphed President Johnson:

I have Jjust returned from northwestern Kansas, the
scene of a ferrible Indian massacre, On the thirteenth and
fourteenth instant, forty of our cltizens were killed and
wounded by hostile Indians. Men, women and children were
murdered indiscriminately. Many of Them were scalped, and
thelr bodies mutilated., Women, affer recelving mortal
wounds were outraged and otherwise Ilnhumanly treated in
the presence of their dying husbands and children,

A month later Acting Governor Hall of Colorado reported:

The Indians have again attacked our settlements in
strong force, obtalning possession of the country to
within twelve miles of Denver, They are more bold, flerce,
and desperate in their assaults than ever before. It is
impossible to drive them out and protect the families at
the same time, for they are better armed, mounted,
disciplined, and better officered than our men, Each hour
brings intelligence of fresh barbarities and more extensive
robberies, We have been impoverished of horses by the
frequency and success of these attacks, The prospect was
never so dark as now,




Sheridan was furious with the Cheyennes and Arapahoes who were
causing the trouble in his department., Early in August they had been
issued the annuity goods, including arms and ammunition, that had

been promised at the Medlcine Lodge conclave, It was after this

issue of rations and arms that the Indlans had begun their reign of
terror, Sheridan communicated his rage to his commander, Gen. W. T.
Sherman, and through him to U, S. Grant, commanding general of the
Army, Despite the protests of Indlan sympathizers, Sheridan con-

vinced his superiors that renewed war by the Indians was inexcusable,

They had been 1ssued food, clothing, and arms; they had promised
peace, Yet the entire frontier was aflame and outrage followed
outrage with sickening swiftness. With the approval of Sherman and

Grant, Sherldan now made plans for a strong punitive campaign. By

now, too, he saw that 1t was useless to classify the Indians as good

or bad. He mistrusted even those chlefs who had signed the

Medlcine Lodge Treaties., Experlenced plainsmen charged that the

chiefs had feigned friendshilp only to get annuitles and arms., Sheridan
believed that the chiefs could no longer legitimately blame a few

"bad young warriors" for the bloody raids in Kansas and Colorado.

He determined to treat the Indians as a single group and to hold them

collectively accountable for every hostile act.
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Genesis of the Winter Campaign

Sheridan's experience with the Plains Indians during the 1868
ralding season convinced him that only a strong offensive blow could

halt depredations. He had learned, too, the rhythm of the seasons




that set the pattern of Indlan warfare and dictated the strategy of

reprisal,

Randolph B, Marcy, in hils book Thirty Years of Army Life on the

Border, had well described the difficulties of Indlan fighting:

To act against an enemy who is here to-day and there
tomorrow; who at one time stampedes a herd of mules upon the
headwaters of the Arkansas, and when next heard from is in
the very heart of the populated districts of Mexico, laying
waste haclendas, and carrying devastation, rapine, and
murder in his steps; who 1is every where without belng any-
where; who assembles at the moment of combat, and vanishes
whenever fortune turns against him; who leaves his women
and children far distant from the theatre of hostilities,
and has nelther towns nor magazine to defend, nor lines of
retreat to cover; who derives his commlssariat from the
country he operates in, and is not encumbered with baggage-~
wagons or pack-trains; who comes into action only when 1t
suits his purpose, and never without the advantage of numbers
or position--with such an enemy the strateglc science of
civilized nations loses much of its importance,

But this was Indian flghting in the spring and summer when war

ponies were nourished on rich plains grass., Then, as Marcy had stated,
the Indlian was mobile, swift, cunning, and dangerous, Without warning
he raided and destroyed, then seemingly vanished into thin alr, leaving
many a pursuing cavalry column dangling at the end of a trail to no-
where, Fighting Indians during the grass season was, as Custer put

it in My Life on the Plains, "meeting them on ground of their owmn

selection . . . when every natural circumstance ., . . was wholly in

their favor."

Winter was a different matter. Then the horse herds starved and

the ponles were unfit for all but the most limited service, Plains

blizzards forced the Indian into sheltered breaks and river valleys

where he could warm himself by his tepee fire. In his refuge,




immobilized by the condition of his horses, surrounded by his women
and chlldren, the Indlan was vulnerable., His only protection was
isolation and brutal weather,

Sheridan proposed to ally himself with the weather. He would
thus expose hls ftroopers to hardship and suffering. He would go
counter to the advice of scouts and plalnsmen, who pronounced the
sleet and ice and snow of winter an insurmountable barrier to the
prosecutlion of a successful campalign, But i1f he could pull 1t off,
8 successful winter campaign--possible because the army could trans-
port its forage and supplies in wagons~-would not only punish the
gullty Indians, but would destroy their bellef that winter protected
them from reprisal for theilr summer misdeeds., It would be a psycho~
logical blow of the first magnitude--a revolution in plains warfare,
Thus Sheridan setfled on a winter campaign, the most formidable yet
undertaken and one that would set the pattern for the final defeat of
the Plains Indians,

The next step was to get approval from higher headquarters,
Sherman approved Sheridan's plan and immediately went to work to get
the assent of the Interior Department, under whose authorlty Indilan
affairs were conducted, With the proviso that some means be found to
protect the innocent from the fate of the gullty, this assent was
finally forthcoming in early October, Friendly Indians were advised
to proceed to Fort Cobb, Indilan Territory, and there put themselves
under the protection of Col., W. B. Hazen Superintendent of Southern

Plains Indlans, Sheridan told Hazen that the Kiowas and Comanches
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could take advantage of this arrangement, for they had not raided in
Sheridan's department, He was determined, however, to punish the
Cheyennes and Arapahoes. Accordingly he denied them sanctuary.

Much controversy has swirled over thils denlal, Black Kettle of
the Cheyennes and Blg Mouth of the Arapahoes both pledged peace. But
Sheridan reasoned that even though some Indians of these tribes were
innocent, they had not restrained the gullty, nor had they given them
up as required by the Medicine Lodge Treatles, The record showed
conclusively that 1t was Cheyennes and Arapahoes who had created havoe
in Colorado and Kansas during the past summer, Sheridant!s blanket
denlal of sanctuary to these tribes thus consigned the innocent and
the guilty to the same fate, It 1s easy, far removed from the
exlgenclies of Indlan campaigning, to condemn Sheridan, But to con=-
tribute to an understanding of his actlon, it 1s worthwhile to note
that he faced the same loose tribal organlzation that confounded the
entire history of the Indlan wars, Because of this loose tribal
organization, 1t was Impossible to deal with any particular tribe as
g unified political entity. The perennial problem of the "bad young
warriors," who gave a bad name to an entire tribe, perplexed Sheridan

and led to tragedy for the Cheyennes, Sherildan's declsion to punish

the Cheyennes and Arapahoes, as tribes, was one of desperation. He was
not responsible for the political anarchy of the Indian tribes, and he

lacked the means for precise discrimination in his war of retribution,

While this 1s regretable it is understandable.

There were gullty Indlans among the Cheyennes and Arapahoes,

Sheridan meant to punish them, The others, though innocent of raiding,
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were accomplices, for they sheltered the gullty ones. Absolute justice
would require distinction between the two sorts of guillt. The nature
of Indlan warfare forbade it. In thls lack of discrimination the
Battle of the Washita exemplifles one of the more tragic facets of the
Indian wars. Here, as on so many other battleflelds, the Army erred
against Justice, No matter the reasons for these errors, which in the
context of the times were ample, the history of the Indian wars will
aluays conjure up an overtone of the white man's guilt, The Battle of

the Washita significantly 1llustrates this unheppy theme,

Strategy and Logistics

The prime obJective of Sheridan's campaign was to drive the Indians
onto the reservations set aside at Medlcine Lodge. Secondarily he
would pursue and kill Indians gullty of ragiding or those who refused
to go to the reservations.

His strategy was the favored one of Indian campaigning: convergilng
columns., The main force under Lt, Col. Alfred Sully included 11
companies of Lt. Col. George A, Custer's Tth Cavalry, & battalion of
5 companies of infantry commanded by Maj. John H, Page, and the 19th
Kansas Volunteer Cavalry under Governor S, J. Crawford, This column
was to proceed south about 100 miles from Fort Dodge, Kansas, and there
establish a depot, Camp Supply, which would be used as the base of
operations against tribes in the Indian Territory and in the Staked
Plains of Texas, Two other columns were to penetrate the Indian
Territory in conjunction with the main force: Maj. A. W. Evans was to

march eastward from Fort Bascom, New Mexico, with 6 companies of the
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54 Cavalry and 2 companies of infantry; Maj. E. A. Carr was to move
southeastward from Fort Lyon, Colorado, with 7 companies of the 5th
Cavalry. The function of these other two columns was that of "beaters.,"
They would drive eastward any straggling bands camping west of the
main column's line of march., Once Camp Supply was established, Custer
would march south and attack hostile bands camped on the Washita or
the headwaters of Red River,

Sheridan planned a 6 months' campalgn, one that would keep the
Indians reeling throughout the winter. The loglstics of such an
operation were enormous. Vast stores were accumulated at Forts Dodge,
Lyon, Arbuckle, and Bascom, Wagon= and pack-trains were formed %o
transport the supplies. Troops received winter outflts and rigorous
fralning to improve their survival and fighting abllitlies, White and
Indian scouts and trailers were recruited. Notable among them were
the Mexican-Indian interpreter, Romero; ex-Forty-niner, California
Joe; his partner, Jack Corbin; and the Osage trailers, Little Begver
and Hard Rope,

The Tth Cavalry, spearhead of the campalgn, wes quickly whipped
into shape by Colonel Custer, This recently formed unit was notably
poor in morale when Sheridan called Custer to command 1t, Within a
few weeks, devoted to improving the horscmanship and markmanship of
the troopers, Custer had made the 800-man command an elite corps. The
40 best sharpshooters were designated the elite of the elite and as a
unit were glven preference in the order of march and in the performance

of camp duties, They were placed under command of Lt. W. W. Cooke,




=]

|

.._-t_ o “I -
)> l

o r e
|
O N = L
" LL ANO\YSM capo N4 THIRD ::.Avm.ml
26" . o _* DEPDT OF
4
b :
— R——— _.,." S — TEL e
(=] ; s ‘E -
- H Fnrl
[ i T E X A S -
-
St t
! - WINTER CAMPAIGN, 1868-1869 a8 el d
B 1 Drawn from Sheridan's field map which was furnisked through 1 - Q}d F ﬂl‘ t Cﬂbb
courtesy of the Office of the Chiel Signal Officer, . [
3 | War Department. Washington, D. C. ("‘} ' F P 4 m“ = "W’-
1| =mwem Carr’s route, Dec., 1868 'i. ti“li'u'.';'i*- 08 sl lics '!ﬁ:" :.Fﬁl'trg'@-' ol g
: T sspoas R L i) bl £ ,:%‘“m o
€3 wosws Custer-Sheridan route, Oct.-Dec., 1868 Ui M‘; '4{: S ' -ﬁ%mﬁﬁﬁf‘? Sil Eiiz--—g:;,,&ﬁ_;;;?-:.fﬁ
i sss=s Custer’s route, Nov., 1868 WEBSTER,) “E‘?‘f ; kil
z | o Evans’ route, Nov.-Dec., 1868 A
esese Custer’s route, ]ﬂ.‘ﬂ., 1869 €
ssoca Sully-Custer route, Nov., 1868
(24 v- P
L. | P ). CommwmicHT I
103 fee 10: :00‘ 99' 93 g?'




Il N N B B = l‘IIL R - I N " e IIIII‘I‘III

13

Thus, in the atmosphere of impending historic events, the army

made ready for the campaign.

To Camp Supply

On November 1 Sheridan Issued marching orders to his subordinate
commanders, On November 12 Custer and the 7th Cavalry left Fort Dodge
and proceeded south toward the Junction of Wolf and Beaver Creeks
where Camp Supply was to be loceated., Custer was straining at the
leash to get on with the campalgn, As one of Sheridan's divisional
commanders during the Civil War he had time and again exhibited a kind
of reckless courage and dash that appealed to the department commander,

Custer made his first camp on Mulberry Creek, Here Sully,

Page's infantry, and the 400-wagon supply train Joined him, The
Kansas volunteers were delayed and would later meet the column at Camp
Suppiy. Even minus the Kansans, the command made an impressive
pilcture, The wagons, in four columns, were preceded by the painted
Osages and the rangy scouts, Cavalry held advance, rear guard, and
flanking positions, while marching with the wagons was the infantry.
Several days' march produced no incident., But field and camp routine
was set, and the troops, already lean from their training, toughened
to the rigors of actual campaigning.

On the fifth day they reached the valley of the Beaver, Moving
downstream they struck the trall of 2 north-bound war party. Custer
immediately requested Sully's permission to back-track the Indian trail
and attack the village at its end., Sully, however, was cautious,

Fearing that the village would be alerted, he refused Custer's request,

much to the latter's disgust,
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Next day the column reached the intended sifte of Camp Supply and
the infantry went to work bullding the post.

Meanwhile, Custer and Sully, completely incompatible men, lndulged
in a dispute over command of the column, Fortunately, Sheridan arrived
on November 21st with two companies of the 19th Kansas and settled the
dispute by sending Sully back to Fort Dodge. Henceforth Custer was
in command of the troops in the field, deferring, however, to
Sheridan's wlshes,

Eight companles of Kansans were still missing, but at Custer's
urging Sheridan ordered the campaign to commence wlthout them, Despilte
a snow storm throughout the day and night of the 22d, Custer prepared
the 7th Cavalry for a scout toward Antelope Hills, a favorite Indian
campsite, By dawn of the 23d they were ready. Thelr supply train was
loaded, equipment had been checked, and the troopers were completely
outfitted, Through 12 inches of snow Custer rode to Sheridan's tent
and announced that he was ready to depart, The bitter cold and snow
made Sherildan hesitate to give the final command, but Custer convinced
him that nothing could be better for Indian hunting than severe weather
that would keep the warriors close to their fires and remove any
suspicion of impending attack, Sheridan could not help but agree.

With inimitable flourish Custer rode back to the head of his
troopers. "Mount!" and "Advancel" followed in quick succession. The
band struck up the marching tune, "The Girl I Left Behind Me." Preceded

by Custer and the scouts, all 11 companies of the Tth Cavalry moved

out.
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The March to the Washita

The long column soon disappeared into the falling snow, So dense
was 1t that the surrounding country was cut off from view., Even the
Indlan scouts were lost, unable to percelve the landmarks on which
they depended for guldance, Custer himself guided the column, compass
in hand. That afternoon Wolf Creek was reached and crossed and the
column turned west up its right bank., Camp was set up at a spot 15
miles from Camp Supply. Custer noted that the short march through
deep snow had fatigued the horses more than the ordinary day's quota
of 30 miles. The troops gathered wood from the fallen timber along
the creek bed., OSoon fires were blazing and the company cooks prepared
the troopers! supper, Hot coffee restored warmth, and desplte the
uninviting weather spirits were high.

Next day 1t was clear, Camp was struck and the march continued
up Wolf Creek, About noon on the 25th, course was altered southward
toward the Canadian, which was reached that evening. Custer took
counsel with the Osages and Callfornia Joe as to the next step., At
their suggestion, on the morning of November 26, Custer sent three
companies under Maj, Joel H. Elliott up the north bank of the Canadian
to look for the trails of any war parties that might have crossed the
river since the storm, Custer counted on the storm forecing back the
war party whose north-bound trail had been discovered during the march
from Fort Dodge., Elliott's instructions were to follow any trail
discovered, He was to send word immedlately to Custer, who would
follow with the main column, Meanwhile Custer would cross the

Canadian and head south toward Antelope Hills,
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As Elliott departed, the main column and wagon train commenced
¢rossing the swollen, ice=flecked Canadian, This difficult task was
barely completed when Scout Jack Corbin was sighted struggling through
the snow with a message from Elliott, Breathlessly he told Custer
that a trail less than 24 hours old had been struck just 12 miles up-
stream, It headed southeast and Elliott was following 1t at his best
speed, The durable Corbin was given a fresh mount and directed to
return to Elliott wlith these orders: Elliott was to continue the
pursult while the main column sought to intercept hls trall and over=-
take him, If this was not accomplished by 8 p.m., Elliott was to halt
and walt for Custer,

Corbin had barely regalned his breath and set out on hls return
Journey when Custer issued a serles of quick orders that turned the
Tth Cavalry into a disturbed ant«hill of running, cursing men, The
main wagon traln was to be abandoned, With an escort of 80 men it
would follow the light-marching cavalry as best i1t could. The fighting
men would strip their outfits of all unnecessary gear and prepare for
a swift march, Each trooper was to carry with him 100 rounds of
ammunition, a small amount of coffee and hard bread, and on his saddle
an equally small ration of forage for his horse, A detall of seven
ammunition wagons was to accompany the fighting troops. These wagons
were lightened so they could keep up with the hard-marching cavalry.
Twenty minutes were allowed for these preparations before "The Advance"
would be sounded., The troopers took care, within limits of time, to

put on extra clothes for the winter march, They would have no tents,
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no campfires to keep them warm, They would be shelterless and exposed
in the midst of the open plains where unhindered winds would magnify
the bitter cold.

The column was nearly ready to march when Capt, Louls Mclane
Hamilton, grandson of Alexander Hamllton, came to Custer and asked if
he must remain behind with the wagon train. On that day the duty of
officer of the day routinely fell on Hamilton, Protection of the wagon
frain was the main duty of the officer of the day. Custer sympathized
with Hamilton's desire to lead his c¢rack squadron in battle, but he
could not order any other officer to stay behind in Hamilton's place,
A willing substitute was the only solution, One officer, blinded by
the snow, offered to take Hamilton's place and the latter exultantly
joined his troopers, For Louils Hamilton it was "the final fork in
life's trail,”

As soon as Hamilton's quandary was resolved the troops marched,
Custer pushed them hard, All day long they struggled through snow
and cold without a halt, No sign of Elliott's trall was found, Custer
feared that some change in the direction of pursult had occurred,
throwing him off the proper course for interception. But just before
sunset one of the advanced scouts signalled that the trail had been
found, The column swung onto the tracks of Elliott's men and con-
tinued without a break., A detall was sent shead to halt Elliott,

The main column descended into a river valley fringed with timber.,
Still the ftroops marched, on into the darkness, Hour after hour they
struggled forward hoping to overtake the three companies in advance,

Hunger and cold made the men miserable and the horses were about to







