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BLOODSHED AT BIRCH O'JULEE 

"Up with tne Negro; down with the Indian" could paradoXically have 

been the cry of the "civil wars" raging in 1A62. Of these two conflicts 

pursuing human rights, the more significant, between the North and South, 

eclipsed the less oublicized one invo1v1ng the frontiersmen of Minnesota 

and the Dakota Indians. The !ioux and Chippewa tribes, which composed the 

Dakota nation, had long resented the encroachments of the white settl~rs 

ori' their land. 1 

On August 17, 1802, four hungry Indian braves dec~ivingly engaged 

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

on livin ~ targets. HaJlll1"er struck flint; five whites were dead. This 

was the snar« that ignited the ever~growinv pile of tinder. Revenge was 

the byword of the pioneers. Wno would strike first? Tne Dakotas did. 

The Indian Uprising of 1862 had be~un. 'Town after town, all along the 

Minnesota River, felt the defastation of the savages. 

It was on August 28, 1862, that Captain Hiram P. nrant's detail 

had been ordered to investigate the Indian attack on the town of Beaver 

Creek. Three days later, Captains Grant and Joseph Anaerson halted their 

flaggjng soldiers. Their campsite was about 200 yards from Byich Coulee.3 

1 J. J. Egan and Bobt. K. Boyd, The Battle of Birch Coulee; as des-
cribed by two £!.its participants. (01!Vra, Min r esota, 1926), p. 3;-~ 

1-irhe savages planned the "shootinP, contest" so that the settlers( 
guns would be empty, The Indians were accustomed to reloading thejr guns 
after firing. This made the murders relativeiy simple. c. M. Oehler, 
~Great Sioux Uprisine. (New York, i~59), p. 4. 

3 A 11 coulee 11 is a French word S'Lr a ravine. This coulee, runnins 
North and South, is about a mile long. It empties into the Minnesota 
River opposite the Lower Indian Agency, which is thirteen mi~es nonthwest 
of' Fort¢ Ridgely and about 35 miles northwest of New Ulm. Oehler, op. cit., 
p. 169. - -

2 

After due inspec~ion, he wanted to return to Fort Ridgely imniediat iy, 

but had not yet rendezvoused with Joe Brown•s4 burial party.5 By stop-

ning for the night he would give the burial. party time t.o rejlbin the 

militia. 

The commander, Captain Grant, was unaware that Indians were sta1k-

in8 them. Under the leadership of Chiefs Big Eagle, Red Legs, Gray Bird, 

and Mankato, the DaKotas were contriving to besiege New Ulm. Thereupon 

they would withdraw toward Fort Ridgely, where their actions would be 

"governed by ci.rcU11stances 11 • 
6 

When the sub-chiefs arrived at Little Crow's vacated carnp,7 they 

discovered 'that whjte men had recently been there. Tne t.aack~ indicated . 
that they had heaoed northward. One of the warriors spotted the soldiers 

on the horizon. Tne sun was setting . fhe Indians therefore doncluded 

that the soldier! would prcbably comp near the head of Birch Coulee. 

Thjs was, they Knew, the only source of wood ana water in the vicinity. 

Dispatching their five best. scout.s to fo · iow the troops, the Dakotas 
8 

carr.pe ~ at the mouth of the coulee. 

The scouts returned after ~ark, reporting that t.he soldiers had 

halter at the head of the coulee. 'fhe ccuncil of war decided that a 

4 Joe Brown was an Indian aeent anc he had organized a oart.y to 
accompany Captain Grant. They were to bury the deaC. white men they found 
and also they were anxious to locate wom!e of their relations who were 
missing as a resuit of the Indian raios and aaeft&c.res. Ha?Tiet E. Mccon-
key, Dakota War Whoop. (Aubu?TI, Rew York, .18~), P• 158. . 

5 Oaptain Hiram P. Grant. "His report", Minnesot.a in ~ Civ1l 
and Indian Wars, i861-~. (Saint Pau!, 1891), Vol, II, P• "lI?. 
- 6 "Cn1er Big Eagle's Story of t.he Sioux Outbre~ of 186211 Collections 
of 1he Mieaesota Historical Society. (St. Paul, 18~4), ~· 394. 
- - 7 Little Crow, the "Big Chief", had [!One with a storng party towards 
Forest City and Hutchinson. Ibid. 

8 Ibid, P• 395. 
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daybreak attack on the amy would assure them 01· victory. Tney beiieved, 

however, that on.J..y one company was enca.wpea near the ravine. In prepar-

ing to attack, they chose 200 braves and surrour.ded the camp.~ Actually, 

;Joe Brown's burial. par~y nad joined Captajn Grant and Captain Anderson, 

who each cerr~anded a co~pany. The tctaJ. r.UJT!ber of Minnesotans was still 
10 only l.63· 

The arrry bivouac was in the shape of a horseshoe.11 Their supply 

wagons aomprised the major portion of it, wi th njcket ropes for the horses 

comp.i.eting it. When Joe Brown 1·inal.ly arri vect , he had intimated that 

he fe.1..t. r,ne locat.ion ur.safe. However, ne did not press his point; the 

situatior. of the ca~p remained unchar.ged. The CSJ'Tlp was 20U yards east of 

the coulee. The vame distance senarated it from a sma.i.l .knoll of the 

west. 

The cor.'rany was entirely made up of 11 raw rec:nlli ts'! •12 When providing 

for thej.r e v:pedi tiion, they made a cost.J.y bJ.unoer. 'J.'he :v .Loaded the wrong 

caliber ammuntion on the supnl.y wa p·ons •1 3 

All but 3U soJ.aiers bedded ctown for the night.. l'hree sen tries were 

stationerl at eacn of the ter. posts. 'l'ney were to be relieved every four 

9 Of the 2W oraves, Bi.P. 'Eagle had the men unaer him 220 yaras r.·est 
of the earr.p, beh1nd a $ma11 .Kno.ll. Red 1ep,s had his men in the coulee 
east of t.he camp . ManKato sp.1.it. his warriors between t.he coul.ee anrl tee 
prairie ncrth of ~ne camp. And Gray Bird's band was mostly on the prairie, 
sou~h of the camp . Ibid., p . )~~. 

lU Mar)on P. Sat.ter.Ly, A Detai.Led Account of the Massacre by the Da.Kota 
Indians of Minnesota .Ln J.t1~2. -O'linr.eap'ol.is, l.~2~ r, P:--o2. 

11 WiJ.liam A. Truesdel.l. "Field Notes of the Birch CouJ.ee Battle~ 
fieldW. Unpublished anc unpag~d. 

J.2 Theo. D. BJ.e~en, (ed.), Minnesota History. (Saint PauJ , l.~30), Voi. ~I, p. )UU • 
.1..3 A. P. Conno.J..l.y, Minneapolis and the B.A.R. (Minneapolis, l~uo), 

~~~~~- ~ ~ ~~ p. 29. 

• 

4 

hours. The menlfs.J..ept peacefu.J..ly" unt.11 four o' ciocK • ..Lb At t.he changing 

of the guard, one of the sentries heard a rustl.e in the grass. He dis-

cussed wj tn a companion the prudence in shoot.in f . "if' it is an Inciian, 

1t'il be one .J..ess t.o i ·ight ano 1!" it is an anima.J.., we 1 ..Ll nave a J.itt.i.e 

more t.o eat. ,.J.~ His r1f le cncK1::u. An Indian vaul. ted forth. Tnis was 

a signal. for his comrades. None of them were armed with rit'J.es since their 

JOb was to .Knff!e the r,uards silently. '!'hen the main botjy of DaKotas 

cou.ld a tt.ac.K with complete surnrise • .1.6 The eent r -.' ' s shot destoryed this 

strat.egem. A St.ag::rering bl.ow was now impossibJ.e. 17 

Wi tnin fi ve minutes the soldiers were at. their posts retunning shot 

for shot. Yet, t.he Indians kiJ.led all but one hcrse int the f~rst th~ rty 

minutes .18 

After the first phase of the battle, which e nded an~ut ten o'cJ.ock, 

the Indians withdrew. For no apparent reason they devised a new manner 

of at-cac.K. Gne of tne soldiers who particioatea in the i':'attl.e Later re-

markea: "The Indians made a J!\~ st.ake and did not cont.j nue to advan~e aft.er 

the jnitial attack. If they harl, it wouJ.d have been their victory. 1119 

l 
14 Robt. K. Boyd, 'l'he Battie of Brich Coulee (F.au Ciaire, Wiscon -

sin, i92;), p • .i.2. - -
.15 The troops had been ficii r.p for three days. Wi tn supolies dj.min-

ishj_r~ , their food ration was cut to a ''quarter of a hard cracker and 
one ounce of raw cag~age". Letter frol'T' Jos. Anaerson, Capt., r.o. A, 
Cavlary R0 girnent, to Major J. R. Brown , Bommanct1ng Expedition to Sioux 
Sgency • 

.16 I. W. Earl.e, Reminiscences of the Sioux Massacre (Fairfax, Minn-esota, fr1o date?O, p • .1..12. - ~ ~ 
.J.."7 Robt, K. Boyd, "Personal Acco~1nt of the Batt.J.e of Eirch Couiee", 

Unpublished and unpaged. 
l.8 Egan and Boyd, pp. cit., p. 9. 
19 "Birch Coulee Attacked by Indians", Saint .Paul Daily Press (St. 

Paul, Minnesota), September 6, 1tl62. 
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The 111.saesotans orofi ted by the retreat.. The '-used this valuable time. 

to dig tro:?nches. However 'their onJ.y tools were 11Tnree spades and one shov• 

el". Due to hhis J.ack of equipment, it tooK them eight hours t o prepare 

a suitable breastwork. 20 

Joe Brown, Captain Grant's ri ght hand man, was wounded early in 

the batt.1..e. His .1..oss was greatly feJ. t by the commandj.ng officer since 

the Indian ag~nt was better acquainted with the terrain and Indian cus-

toms . 21 

The night. was very dark. A sefere elect.rica1 stonn was threateni".'lg. 

One of the,men, James Auge, had vo..Lunte~red r,o ride to Fort Ridgel~' for 

help. 22 As he wa~ mount~ ng the last li Vi rip hrrse, a flash of .Liphtnin~ 

revea.Led his action. A gun discharge<i: the horse fell. There went their 

11 1ast chance for help". Some of the men staterl .Later that even if Auge 

had mounted the horse, he would never have escaped the J.ine of fire . 2t1 

Scme twe.Lve hours earl~er, benty yards out~ide Fort Rictge.iy, Charles 

H. Watson, Cornnan:v F, Sixth Min nesota Infantry, was on guard duty or. a 

knoll. He thought he heard shots com!bng from the distant northwest. 

He reported this to Co1one.L Sibl!!!Y· The CoJ.oneJ. wer t up the hi.1..l, r jy 

could hear hr.tning. He told Watson to notify him should the sounns reoccur. 24 

2U "Indians Strike at Birch Coulee", Tne Pioneer 
Pau.L, Minnesota), September 6, ld62. ----

and Democrat (St. -
21 William '.•'atts Fo1weJ.l, A History of Minnesota 

192u), Vol. II, p. 153. - -
(St. Paul., Minnesota, 

22 Egan and Boyd, op. cit., p. ia 
23 ConnBlly, op. crt.,-p: 37. 2u Boyd, "PersonarAcronr.t", .Loe. cit., unpar;ed. -

At one o•c.1..ocK $bat ofternoon, t.he sentry was again a.1..erted by shots. 

He immediateJ.Y sUIT'monea t.he Co1onel. Sibley wenn out agajn but heard • 

nothing. Nevertheless he went Major R. N. McLaren, with "Su rangers and 

three companies of infantry", to investigate.35 

When Major McLaren ( s troops arrived, Manka to raJ.lied his savaP-e band 

at the couiee. They made such a loud commotion that the !ajor was con-

fused and ordered a retreat.. He haltt3d the retreat two miles from the 

ra,,ine, wher. they built breastworks. Mankato fo.Llwed the soldiers and 

statir~ed ~nly thirty Indians to chacK their advance. This stratePy 

was effective and prevented the res rue colu""n frorr. reltevj np the besieged 

so.Ldiers under Cantain Grant until .Late on the !"'ornin~ of September the 

thirct. 26 

Captain Grant had been ordered to report to Frot Rid~eJ.y no J.ater 

than the night of September second. Since no report had been forthco~­

ing frrm either him of McLaren, Sibley decided t o invest:tgate. tte hi~-

self accompanied CoJ.oneJ. McPhhil's regiment. The column marched along 

the FaDt Ambercrombie Road. Arriving .1..ate tha~ marning, they joined 

McLaren's t11oops whe were "holding off" the thirty Indians. Together 

they attacked. They scattered the "handful of Indians", and approached 
27 the main body from the rear. 

It was at this time that one of the soldeirs in Grant's fortifjca-
2A tions, Bob Eloyd, heard an Indian ye.LI, "Wah-see-choo-otah-do". He 

25 FranK.lyn Curtiss, (compi.LerO, History of Renvi.Lle County (Chicago, 
1916), Vo.1... I, p. 167. ~ ~ 

26 Big Eaf-le's Story, Collectiors, fP• cit., p. 3~~. 
27 Ibid. 
28 tgan and Boyd, op. cit., p. Ju. 
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knew the Dakota language and spread thEl r.ews that "many white men 11 were 

· No one bel!ieved him. The'.\,· thoup,ht thej.r pmight was unknrwn si nee c0m1.nr,. 

the:i r at temp to abtain help ha(1 failed. When th~y heard the bugler and 

waf: t.he charge of the 11 blueceat¢'s", they foupht ·~·j th a new zest. The fight-

j ng cor tinued for fin hour anrl a hal:. C011f7ht in cros~ fire, the Indl.ans 

recop.n:i z~d retreat to the southwest a~ the orlv alternative . Usinp; a 

aue..si rearruare act:i en, se~reral of the rr.ore courageous warriors tarried 

to fire a ffew shots at the jubilant soldiers. 29 This was thjrty-one 

hours after the Indians first at tacked . 

After the repulse, the roll call revealed 19 dead and u.5 cri t.j cally 

wounded. 30 There had been only one ph~rsician, Dr. J. 'ff. Daniels, to care 

for them dur:i .n;:i; the battle . There were but eight of the original troops 

wh ·- came out unscathed. 3l 

The Indf>ans lost merely two warriors. Later, Chief Bi:::- Ea ·le said, 

"Owing to the white r.ian' s way of gis•htin r- , they lost ma ny rrt8n; owing to 

the Indians' way of fighting, they lost but few1111132 

The war,on in wh-i ch Justina Krieger33 was l~·ing had .50 bullet holes 

in it. One of t.he Sibley tent;. showed 375 perforations. 

If it had not been for Cr.J_, ne1 SiblP:V' s pro'1pt decision, the 011tcol'"e 

29 Big Eagle's Story, Collections, loc. c:i.t. 
30 Boyd, "Pwesonal A'"'r.Ou.ntii, unpubliSRed:--
31 Connolly, op. cit., ~ . 30. 
32 Big Eagle's Story, Collectio~s, loc. cit. 
33 During their marrh before toe bat r.!e, Captain Grant had encountered 

this woman who wa~ naked, had knife slashes in her bark and had b~en with-
out food and water for twelve days. The soldiers put her/in a wa~on and 
contir·ued on their way. Folwell, op. cit.., p. 155. 

34 Bf ant, "His Report" , op. Cit. ;-p. 21·9 . 

8 

of this Uprising might have been reirersed. 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 Dece~ber 26, 1862, Abraham Lincoln, President of 

the United States, sentenced thirty-eight Dakota India."1~ to be hanged 

at Mankato, Minnesota.35 The ragin~ f:ire of the "civil war" in Minnesota 

had be~n auenched. 

Ironicall~: enouph, just six days after the hanrinr of the Indians, 

President Lincoln issued his Emancipation Proclamation. 

35 John G. Uicolay and John Hay, (ed.), Complete Works of Abraham 
Lincoln, (Nev York, [C. 19057), Vol. VIII, pp. IJii-135. - ~ 
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