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BLOODSHED AT BIRCH COULEE

"Up with the Negro; down with the Indian" could paradoxically have
been the cry of the "civil wars" raging in 1562, Of these two conflicts
pursuing human rights, the more signifdcant, between the North and South,
eclipsed the less publicized one invoiving the frontiersmen of Minnesota
and the Dakota Indians. The 8ioux and Chippewa tribes, which composed the
Dakota nation, had long resented the encroachments of the white settlers
ofi their land.l

On August L7, 1862, four hungry Indian braves deceivingly engaged

in a "shooting contest".2 After the match, the Indians fixed their wights

on Livin~ targets, Hamrer struck flint; five whites were dead. This
was the spar& that ignited the eversgrowing pile of tinder. Rewenge was
the byword of the pioneers. Who would strike first? The Bakotas did.
The Indian Uprising of 1362 had begun. Tewn after town, ail along the
Minnesota River, felt the defastation of the savages.

It was on August 28, 1862, that Captain Hiram P. Orant's detail
had been ordered to investipate the Indiain attack on the town of Beaver
Creek. Three days later, Captains Grant and Joseph Anaerson haited their

flagging soldiers. Their campsite was about 200 vards from Ppich CouJ.ee.3

1J. J. Egan and Bobt. K. Boyd, The Battie of Birch Couied; as des-
cribed by two of its participants. (0+Ivia, Minresota, 1925), p. 3.
8 The savages vlanned the "shooting contest" so that the séttlers(
guns would be empty, The Indians were accustomed to releading their guns
after firing. This made the murders relatively simple. (. M. Oehler
ZBE Creat Sioux Uprising. (New York, 1959), p. L. ,

3 & Tcoulee™ Is a French word ofr a ravine. This coulee, running
North and South, is about a mile long. It empties into the Minnesota
River opposite the Lower Indian Agency, which is thirteen miles nobthwest
of iggtp Ridgely and about 35 miles northwest of New Ulm. Oehler, op. cit.,
p. 163, e T

After due inspection, he wanted to return to Fort Ridgely immediat ty,

L

but had not yet rendezvoused with Joe Brown's™ burial party.S By stop-

ping for the night he wouid give the buriai party time to rejain the
mititia.

The commander, Captain Grant, was vraware that Indians were staik-
ing them. Under the ieadership of Chiefs Big Eagle, Red Legs, Gray Bird,
and Mankato, the Dakotas were contriving to besiege New Ulm, Thereunpon
they would withdraw toward Fort Ridgely, where their acticns would be
"governed by circunstances".b

When the sub-chiefs arrived at Littie Crow's vacated camp,7 they
discovered that white men hacd recently been there. The tmacks indicated
that they had headed northward. One of the warriors spotted the soldiers
on the horizon. The sun was settinrg. The Indians therefore doncluded
that the soldiers would prcbablv comp near the head of Birch Coulee,
This was, they knew, the oniy source of wood ana water in the vicinity.
Dispatching their five best scouts to fo tow the troops, the Dakotas
carped at the mouth of the cou,Lee.8

The scouts returned after #dark, reporting that the soidiers had

halted at the head of the couiee. The ccuncil of war decided that a

i Joe Brown was an Indiar agent anc he had organized a varty to
accompany Captain Grant. They were to bury the deacd white men they found
and also they were anxious to locate sompfe of their relations who were
missing as a result of the Indian raios and massacres. Harries E. McCon-
key, Dakots Wer Wnoop. (Auburm, New York, i88L), p. 158,

T Daptain Hiram P. Grant. "His report", Minnesota in the Civil
and Indian Wars, 1861-5. (Saint Paui, 1891), Vol, 11, p. 247.

6 "Chlef Big Fagle's Story of the Sioux Outbreak of 862" Collections
of the Mimmesota Historicali Society. (St. Paui, i8%4), pe. 39L.
- 7 1ittle Crow, the "Rig Chief", had gone with a storng party towards
Forest City and Hutchinson. Ibid.

8 Ibid, p. 395.
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daybreak attack on the ammy would assure them ot victory. They betieved, nours. The menWsiept peacefuily" until four o'cxocx.lb At the changing
however, that oniy one company was encarped near the ravine. In prepar- of the guard, one of the sentries heard a rustie in the grass. He dis-
ing to attack, they chose 200 braves and surrourded the camp,” Actually, cussed with a companion the prudence in shooting, "If it is an Indaan,
doe Brown's buriai pargy had joinecd Captain Grant and Captain Anderson, 1t'il be one iess to 1'ignt ano 1t 1t is an animai, we'il have a iittie

who each carmanded a companv, The tctal rumber of Minnesotans was still more 1o eat,"lb His rafie ceacxeu. An Indian vaurted forth. Tnis was

, 10 . . : . :
only 183, a signai for his comrades, None of them were armed with rit'ies since the

The arry bivouac was in the share of a norseshoe.ll Their supply Job was to knife the puards silently. “Then the main bosy of Dakotas
‘ : . : ) _ . 16 ¢
wagons gomprised the major portion of it, with picket ropes for the horses could attack with compiete surorise. The sentr's shot destoryved this
: ' . . b . . . 4y
compieting it, When Joe Brown tinaily arrivecd, he had intimated that strategem. A 8vagrering blow was now impossibie,

he feit the location ursafe. However, ne did not press his point; the Witnin five minutes the soldiers were at their posts retvming shot

sitvatior. of the camp remained uncharged, The camp was 200 yards east of for shot., Yet, the Indians kiiled all but one herse intthe first th rtv
the coulee., The wame distance separatec it from a smail knoll of the minutes .18

west. After the firsu phase of the battle, which erded 2hcut ten ofclock,

The corrany was entirely made up of "raw recnultsv.lz “hen prcvading the Indians withdree. For no apparent reason they devised & new manner

for their evpecition, they made a ccstiy biuncer. Thev loaded the wrong of attack. One of the soldiers who participatea in the hattie iater re-

- 1 . 2
caliber ammuntion on the suppiy wacons. ‘ marked: "The Indians made a mistake and did not continue to advance after

All but 30 soiaiers bedded down ftor the night. <Lhree sentries were the initdal attack., If they had, it would have been their victory."l9

stationed at each of the ter posts., ‘'ney were to be relieved every four R

R i 1l Hobt. K. Boyd, The Battie of Brich Coutee (Fau Ciaire, Wiscon-
sin, L9BS), P. 42,

9 0f the 2w braves, Rig Fagle had the men under him 220 varas 'est 15 The troops had been fidirng for three davs. Witn supplies dimin-
of the earp, behind a smail knoil. Red legs had his men in the coulee 1shirg, their food ration was cut to a "quarter of a herd cracker and
east of the camp, Mankato spiit his warriors between the coulee and the one ounce of raw capbage"., Letter fror Jos, Anaerson, Capt., Co., A
prairie ncrth of the camp. And Cray Rird's band was mostiy on the prairae, Cavlary R.giment, to Major J. R,
south of the camp. 1Ibid., p. 3YL. Sgency.

10 Marion P. Satteriy, A Detailed Account of the Massacre by the Dakcta 16 B. W, Farie, Reminiscences of the Sioux Massacre
Indiars of Minnescta in 1862. (Minreapo.is, 19257, p. 67. esota, ¥no date/), p. 11Z.

11 Wiitliam A, Truesdeil. "Field Notes of the Birch Coulee Battlem 0 Rort,'k. Boyd, "Personal Account of the Battie of PBirch Coulee",
fieldW. Unpublished ancd unpaged. Unpublished and unpaged.

12 Theo. D. Biegen, (ed.), Minnesota History. (Saint Pau y 1930), 18 Egan and Boyd, pp. cit., p. 9.

Vouw. KI,; @ 300, 19 "Birch Coulee Attacked by Indians", Saint Paul Daily Press (St.
13 A. P. Connoiiy, Minneapolis and the B.A.R. (Ninneapolls, 1y06), Paul, Minnesota), September 6, 1862, o
p. 29, i

4
Brown, 8ommarding Fxredition to Sioux

(Fairfax, Minn-
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The Mimsesotans protited by the retreat. The used this valuable time.

to dig trenches. However their oniy tools were "Three spades and one shova

el"., Due to bhis lack of equivment, it took them eight hours tc prepare
a suitable breastworx.2U
Joe Brown, Captain Grant's right hand man, was wounded early in
the battie. His Loss was greatly felit by the commanding officer since
the Indian agenrt was better acquainted with the terrain and Indian cus-

TomsS . 21

The night was very dark, A wefere electrical storm was threatening,
ne of theymen, James Auge, had voiunteered tvo ride to Fort Ridgelv for

heip.22 As he was mounting the last livire hcrse, a flash of i1ightning

At one o'ciock shat ofternoon, the sentry was again eierted by shous,
He immediateliy summonea the Coionel. Sibley wenb out again but heard

nothing. MNevertheless he went Major R, N. McLaren, with "S50 rangers and

E
three companies of infantry", to investigate.z’

When Major McLaren!s troops arrived, Mankato railied his savage band
at the coutee. They made such a2 loud commotion that the Najor was con-
fused and ordered a retreat. He haitted the retreat two mites from the
ravine, when thev built breastworks, Mankato foilwed the soldiers and
staticred enly thirty Indians to chack their advance. This strateryv
was effective and prevented the rescue colurn from relieving the besieged

soldiers under Ca~tain Grant until iate on the rornineg of September the

reveatecd his action., A gun dischareed: the horse fell. There went their third 26

"iast chance for help". OSome of the mer stated Later that even if Auge Captain Grant had been orderdd to report bte Frot Ridgely no later

| i 134 Y 5 < ?
had mounted the horse, he would never have escaped the iine of fire. 3 than the night of September second. Since no report had been forthcom-

Scme tweive hours earlger, TWenty yards outcide Fort Ridgeiy, Charies ing frem either him of Mclaren, Sibley decided t¢ investigate. fHe him-

! Y f‘, y 3 Isrmrae 2 . . p
He. Watson, Comvany F, Sixth Minnresota Infantry, was on guard duty or a self accompanied Coionet McPhhil's regiment. The column marched along

Kknoll. He 'CJ"OUS"hT he heard shots COmﬁJnP‘ fI‘OI"! tuhe diS‘ban‘D northwest. t,pe Font Ambercrombje Road‘ Arri‘rjng _Late tnat marning, thev -joined

fle reported this to Coiores Sibigy. The Coionei wert up the hiil, tiy MclLaren's tpoops whe were "holding off" the thirty Indians. Tagether

could hear hcthing. He told Watson to notify him should the sounds reoccur.zh they attacked. They scattered the "handful of Indians", and apprcached

27

. . the main body from the rear.
20 "Indians Strike at Bireh Coulee", The Pioneer and Demoerat (St.

Pauit, Minnesota), September 6, 1362,
21 Wiillam “atts Foiweil, A History of Minnesota (St. Paul, Minnesota,
1920), L. I1, 9. w6} - >
22 Egan and Boyd, op. cit., p. 10
23 Conndlly, op. cIt., 7. 37.
2L Boyd, "Personal Accournt", loc. eit., unpaged.

It was at this time that one of the soldeirs in Grant's fortifica-

tions, Bob Royd, heard an Indian yeil, "Wan-see-choo-otah-do".2R He

25 Frankiyn Curtiss, (compiier(, History of Renviile County (Chicago,
1936), ¥ow: T, 8, 187, Bl 1
26 Big Fagle's Story, Coilectiors, op. cit., p. 395.
27 Ibid.
28 Fgan and Boyd, op. cit., p. 3v.
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knew the Dakota languvage ancd spread the rews that "many white men" were
coming. No pne beléeved him, They thought their pdight was unkncwm since
their attemp to ebtain help had failed. When thev heard the bugler and

was the charge of the "bluecaat¢s", thev fought with a néw zest. The fight-
ing cortinvdd for an hour and a half, Ccurht in cross fire, the Indians
recoenized retreat to the southwest as the orly alternative. Using a

auasi rearguard acticn, several of the more courageous warriors tarried

to fire a flew shots at the juhilant soldiers.29 This was thirty-one

hours after the Indians first attacked.

After the repulse, the roll call revealed 19 ddad and L5 critically
w:uzded.BO There had been only one physician, Dr. J. W. Daniels, to care
for them during the battle. There were but eight of the original troops
wh- came out unscathed.31

The Indbans 1lost merely two warriors. Llater, Chief Bir Ea ‘le said,
"Owing to the white man's way of girhiing, they lost many men; owing to
the Indians!' way of fighting, thev lost but few111"32

The wagon in which Justina I\rﬁem”B1 was lving had 50 bullet holes
in it. One of the Siblev tent= showed 375 perforations.

If it had not beer fer Ccl-nel Sibley's prompt decision, the ontcome

———— -

26 Big Eaple's Story, Collections, loc. cit.

30 Boyd, "Pwesonal A-~count®, unoublIshed,

31 Cemmeddy, op. cit.; n. 30.

32 Big Eagle's Story, Collectiors, loc. cit.

33 During their march before the batfle, Captain Grant had encountered
this woman who war naked, had knife slashes in her back and had boen with-
out, food and water for twelve days. The soldiers put herfin a wagon and
contirued on their way. Folwell, op. cit., p. 1565,

34 Bfant, "His Report", op. ¢it., p. 218.

of this Uprising might have been reversed. Though the Indians had been
defeated in this battle, still the inhabitants along the river felt their
harrassing effects for the next three months., But the death knoll had
been ktruck. For, on Decerber 26, 1862, Abraham Lincoln, President of
the United 8tated, sentenced thirty-eight Dakota Indians to be hanged
at Mankato, Minnesota.35 The raging fire of the "civil war" in Minnesota
had been ouenched,

Ironicallv enough, just six davs after the hanging of the Indians,

President Lincoln issued his Emancipation Proclamation,

35 John G. Nicolay and John Hay, (ed.), Complete Works of Abraham
Lincoln, (New York, /c. 19057), Vol. VIII, ;ap'.T%ITHST_“ e
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