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FORT PHOIL KEARNY MO
MN OUT OF FETTERMA

EAST of the Big Horn mountains, a few miles south of the
Montana boundary line in Wyoming on the banks of Piney
creek is the unmarked and almost forgotten site of old

Fort Phil Kearny. Today a visitor to this ,spot will find no trace
of the fortified army post that in the late 60's stood on a little
plateau-some 60 feet above the surrounding bottom lands and al-

most within the shadow of Cloud Peak, an eminence of the Big

Horn mountains whose white-capped cone glittered in the sum-
mer sun thousands of feet above it.

There is nothing in the smiling landscape of these June days,
with its undulating hills covered with bunch grass and wild flow-
ers, and the purple, snow-capped mountains beyond, to indicate
the tragic story of this place. Its name is never spoken by ,this
generation of Montanans, And yet some half a century ago, for
a period of two years, it was, the scene of some of the most bitter
and bloody fighting in all the annals of the west. For more than

2'0 months it was besieged day and night, winter and summer, by

thousands of the Indians of the Sioux, Cheyenne, Arapahoe, Crow

and even the Blackfeet nations, who were deterinined that the

white man should not gain a foothold in this hunting ground,
and who agreed to Torget their own enmities for the time being

to join in a common cause against the palr-face invader.
The story of Fort Kearny is one long chronicle of frontier

fighting; of supply trains, heavily guarded, battling their way in

and out of the post; of sorties by white troops against the wztch-

ful red foe, with varying fortunes of war.
One bloody chapter in this old fort's history tells of the wip-

ing out of Colonel Fetterman and his command of '80 officers and

men, 67 of whom were killed within a space of 50 feet square.

Another tells of the famous "Wagon Box" fight, when 32 men

under Captain James Powell, caught in the open, made a corral

of 16 iron-lined Wagon boxes, and fought Red Cloud, war chief

of the Sioux, and 3,000 red warriors to .a finish, killing and

wounding more than 1,100 Indians. In this fight the Sioux for

the first time went up against a good type of breech-loading

rifles,
Fort Phil Kearny was abandoned and burned more than 56

years ago. It was built to protect gold seekers coming over the

Powder river road into Montana. While it failed of its purpose,

its name - deserves an honored place in Montana history.

In tte year 1866 nearly all of that

portiof the northwest beyond the
. states of Kansas on the south and

Minnesota on the north, including

the Rockies and the western slope,

was occupied by a score of powerful,

savage Indian tribes, of whom the

wildest and- most warlike were the

Sioux, - 131ackfeet, Northere- and
Southern Cheyennes, Crows, Chippe-
was, Assintboines, Gros Ventres, Ara-
pahoes, Kiowas and Comanches.

Most of these tribes had been inter-
mittently at war with one another
for many years, but in that year

formed a general alliance to conduct

a war against the advancing line of
settlers which had begun to move
westward in 1849, when gold was
discovered in California, and which

had been 'given impetus by new
strikes of the yellow metal in Mon-
tana and Idaho in the early 60's.
The strongest of the Indian na-

tions were the Sioux and Cheyennes,
who formed an alliance and who, by

'force of numbers, able leaders and
set purpose, were able to dominate
and control all the other tribes in
every council called for the purpose
of organizing a confederatiou of the
plains tribes against the whites.

In the spring of 1865 a council
was held at Fort Laramie, Wyoming,
between a party of United States
commissioners and certain represen-
tative chiefs of the plains tribes,
where the Indians were urged to
sign a treaty which gave the United
States government the right-of-way
for a railroad through what they
claimed as their country.
.The Sioux and Cheyennes before

this treaty became allied under the
leadership of Red Cloud, the moat
able and astute of the Sioux chiefs,
who positively refused to sign the
treaty. Some of the minor Indian
chiefs afterward signed this treaty,
but they were not powerful enough to
control even their own tribes, and as
*soon as the Indians saw that the gov-
ernment intended to protect the
builders of a railroad within the
limits of the disputed territory, most
of the tribes in the northwest began
a series of raids upon the settlers of
the exposed frontier, with the avow-

ed intention of driving them back
and compelling the government to
abandon all the countr between the

104th meridian and th ' Big Horn
mountains arid betweeil the North

Platte and Yellowstone rivers. They
hoped to secure this territory for a

hunting ground forever. The area
involved contained between 200,000
and 300,00 square miles. There were
probably 70,000 Indians within that
area. .

Accept Sioux Challenge

The Sioux and Cheyennes, headed
by Red Cloud, sent a defiant mes-
sage to the government, threatening
death to all whites who invaded their
territory. The war department was
quick to accept the challenge, and in
1866 a battalion of the Eighteenth
infantry, under command of Colonel
Carrington, set out from old Fort
Kearny in Nebraska and marched
600 miles through Sioux country to
Fort Reno, at the crossing of Powder
river, without seeing a hostile In-
dian. Nevertheless, every step of

• their way was watched by Sioux spies
-and scouts; every man in the batta-
lion was counted, every wagon and
every mule numbered, and each
night's damp carefully located and
examined a few hours after their de-
parture from it.
The whole Sioux nation, as well as

the iiheyennes, were fully advised of
their advance, but decided to allow
the soldiers to get as far as possible
into the wilderness and away from
their base of supplies before attack-
ing.

Early in July Carrington's com-
mand left Fort Reno and marched
northwest, across the Powder river
and Clear creek, to the foot of the
Big Horn mountains. On Piney
creek, a beautiful mountain stream
that threaded its way through the un-

dulating foothills, they decided to
build Fort Phil Kearny. Then the
rage of the Sioux over this invasion
of their particular country was un-
governable and they began hostili-
ties.

Harrying the Soldiers
From the first fatigue party that

escorted the wood train to the pine
woods, seven miles from the site of
the fort, in the foothills, to bring in
timber, to the final one that brought
in the last load of logs the following
winter, the troops that guarded the
trains had to be ready to fight their
way both in and out of the post. The
Sioux had thousands of well-armed
and well-mounted warriors to draw
on, and they lay in ambush at every
available place along the trail be-
tween the pine woods and the post.
At some point, going to, or coming
from, the post, the strong escort sent
out to protect the wagons • would
have its work cut out to drive off
the savages who swarmed out of cou-
lees or dashed up through woods to
try to capture the outfit.

In the pine woods, where the
wood choppers worked, small block-
houses were built for defence, and
the soldiers cutting down the trees
always kept their rifles at their sides,
while an ample guard, posted well
out among the trees, kept watch and
ward to protect them from the con-
tinuous assaults of the Indians. But
despite all precautions, both in the
woods and along the timber trail,
the soldiers were constantly being
picked off by the bullets of the Sioux.
The thickening ranks of freshly
rounded graves that fast filled the
post graveyard at the foot of Pilot
1011 constantly. received new recruits
to the little army of the dead. But
Colonel Carrington kept up the spir-
its of his men and they gave the
Sioux as good as they sent. Many a
Sioux warrior bit the dust in these
attacks, and the desperate red men
grew more and more wary isqi the
summer passed

Long Siege Begins

As the fall came on the soldiers
worked feverishly to complete the
post before winter. The trees fell
thickly in the forest and the loaded
trains passed safely, if slowly,
through the woods and over the hills
under heavy guard. All the troops in
the garrison toiled early and late on
the barracks and other buildings, ex-
cepting when repelling an attack or
when they were sent out suddenly to
rescue some quartermaster's supply
train from Fort Laramie that had
been forced to corral for defense. On
October 31 the last log was in place
in the stockade. The Oft was 1,400
feet in length, but only 800 feet of
it was contained in the stockade. Its
completion was marked by a little
celebration, a garrison flag was
flung to the breezes and a salute of
12-pounders told the hordes of exas-
perated Sioux that watched the post
from the side of Cloud Peak moun-
tain that Fort Phil Kearny had come
into being.
Now began one of the meet re-

markable experiences known by any
American troops in an Indian coun-
try since the foundation of the gov-
ernment, for almost from the day of
its completion until it was finally
evacuated nearly two years later in
compliance with the ill-considered
and blundering treaty made by the
government with the Sioux; this post
was constantly surrounded, if not in
a state or actual siege by the enemy.
Time and again the Indians swarm-
ed up and around it, only to be
driven back again and again. Nearly
every supply train that reached it
from the east had to fight its way
through. Twice the Sioux and Chey-
ennes, succeeded in capturing the post
herd, grazing under guard within
shot of the stockade. Once they
stampeded and ran off every horse
of one of the best cavalry troops in
the army, when the cantain, who wan
guarding a supply train, incautiously
allowed his then to unsaddle: and
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graze their tired horses within a few
yards of the road. -

Awful Fetterman Massacre ,
December 6, 1866, Colonel W, J.

Fetterman, an active and dashing
officer with a fine war record, was
ordered to relieve the wood train,
which had been attacked two miles
from the fort and had formed a cor-
ral of the wagons for defense. He
left the post- with a detachment of
cavalry and mounted infantry, num-
holing 40 men. with orders to rescue
the wood party and drive the Indians
across Lodge Trail creek. At the
same time Colonel Carrington, with
26 mounted -infantry, crossed Piney
creek, hoping to outflank the Sioux
as they retreated. Fetterman et-.
tacked the reds and relieved the
wood train, and then chased the
Sioux four miles, but the Indians, be-
ing heavily reinforced at that point,
turned and charged his command.
The cavalry suddenly gave way, leav-
ing Colonel Fetterman, • with Cap-
tain Brown, Lieutenant Wands and
14 men to face a war party of Sioux
more than 100 strong. They stood
the Indians off till Carrington ar-
rived, but Lieutenant Brown, a ser-
geant-and several men were killed.

At this time Red Cloud, supreme
chief of the Sioux, . tOok personal
command of the siege of the fort. On
December 21 a train numbering 90
men, with escorts and drivers, start-
ed for the pine woods after timber.
A few hours later the watchers in the
fort saw a signal from their lookout
on Sullivant which read "many
Indians on wood road—train corral-
ed and fighting"against heavy odds."
At•L once 80 men were detailed to go
to the rescue, with Colonel Fetterman
and Captain F. H. Brown, the regi-
mental quartermaster, in command.
Lieutenant Grummond also volun-
teered to accompany the relief party
and he was placed in charge of the
cavalry detachment. Two civilian
frontiersmen—Fisher and Wheatly—
who happened to be in the post and

who were armed with the then newly

invented Henry Repeating rifle, of-

fered their services and were accept-
ed as members of the party. Fifty

of the soldiers were armed with

Spencer repeating carbines, which

were new and had just recently been
receixed at the post. The other 30
soldiers had Springfield muzzle-load-
ing rifles.

Colonel yette.roati marched his
command rapidly upon the Montana
road, crossed southwest to cut off the
Indians who had cOrraled and were
holding at bay the train of timber
wagons. As Fetterman's command
reached the foothills leading to the
crest of Sullivapt hill, Indians ap-
peared on his fi-ont and flank. So
forming his men as skirmishers, he
moved up the hill to the ridge above
the creek, the Sioux-keeping just out
of range and slowly retiring.

Hear Roar of 'Battle

The picket on Sullivant Hill then
signalled that the Indians had left
the wood train, and that the latter
was moving toward the pine thtber.
Fetterman and his Men were seen to
advance, cross the apex of the ridge
and disappear down its further side.
In a few minutes dropping shots were
heard, and then a scattering fire
which grew until it developed into a
steady roar of musketry, telling to
the anxious•listeners at the fort the
tale of desperate fighting beyond the
ridge. The assistant post surgeon
with one man galloped nearly seven
miles to the wood train, and finding
that in good order, started for the
ridge where Fetterman's command
had disappeared. He found it occu-
pied by the Indians, BO he returned
and reported at the post. Captain
Ten Eyck, with 76 men—all that
could safely be spared from the fort
—then started for the ridge to help
Fetterman.
By this time the firing had slack-

ened. Soon it stopped completely,
and as Captain Ten Eyck topped the
ridge, he saw the valley beyond fill-
ed with Indians, dashing about on
horseback, or dismounted, brandish-
ing their weapons and taunting his
men and daring them to come down
and fight. Ten Eyck saw that his
small command could not cope with
the horde of Indians, so he held his
ground and sent track to the post for
a howitzer. But the Indians evident-
ly feared a flank attack from the fort
and began to withdraw.'

Whole Conunand Wiped Out

Then Captain Ten Eyck rode down
Into the valley to a little ridge. As
they reached the top of this ridge,
they came upon a sickening sight.
Here, within a space less than 50
feet square, lay the bodies of Colonel
Fetterman, Captain Brown and 66
enlisted men. Each body was strip-
ped naked, scalped and hacked; the
skulls beaten in with war clubs and
the bodies mutilated horribly and
almost beyond recognition.

There was no evidence of a great
struggle; no indication of a protract-
ed defense. Few empty shells lay on
the ground. The truth was plain.
Fetterman's comand had, after a
running fight, run out of ammuni-
tion. The Indians, aware of this,
had suddenly hurled themselves in a
dense mass upon the retreating
troops, riding them down, shooting,
spearing and clubbing them to death
It was almost a replica of the'Custer
fight, which was to follow a decade
later.

Meanwhile Lieutenant Grummond
and a dozen enlisted men, who had
been with Fetterman, were missing.
Darkness was falling and it was im-
possible to search for them that day.
The next day the body of the -lieuten-
ant and those of his 12 men, wer
found a quarter of a mile from the
other boding, at a point near the Mon-
tana road, but these were evidences
of a most desperate fight. In every
direction dead ponies and great fro-
zit 'fools of blood in the sno)v, told
where the Sioux had paid dearly for
their victory. The ground where the
men had ftgllen was strewn with chip-
ty shells.

Red
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(loud, supreme war chief of the Sioux, Cheyennes and Other allied
its atplains tribes at the siege of Fort earny, was not a heriditary r

chief of the Sioux, but rose by a personal bravery in the

field and his abilityin i.ogaigal . 

y

 a political leader. -Army officers

generally considered hifh—a far more able and astute politician than

Sitting Bull, as well as a great warrior, which Sitting Bull could

never claim to be. Red Cloud, as a warrior, was • regarded as a

close second to that fighting demon, Roman Nose, who was killed in

Forsyth's fight at Beecher Island; Red (loud died at the Sioux

agency nearly 20 years ago.

Two Frontiersmen's Desperate Fight.
Fisher and Wheatley, the two

frontiersmen who had gone out with
Fetterman, had ensconced themselves
in'alittle pile ef reeks close by where
the soldiers laS•,,and the evidence of
blood pools in the snow and many
dead horses showed that they had
killed 60 Indians. Their lives had
been a costly bargain to their foes.

Later it was learned that more
than 2,000 Indians had taken
part" in the battle, being made up
of five .bands of Sioux, some North-
ern Cheyennes and Arapahoes, as
well as quite a few Blackfeet. It was
a most signal victory for Red Cloud,
who led the fight in person.

The Wagon Box Fight.

But the next summer Saw another
day in the story of Fort Phil Kear-
ny. It came on the second day of
August, 1867, when ' Capt. James
Powell was ordered to take station
at Piney Island, five miles from the
fort, to protect wood trains in haul-
ing fuel to the post. His command
consisted of one company of the
Twenty-seventh infantry, numbering
51 enlisted men, besides his lieuten-
ant and himself.

Captain Powell found the wood
train divided into two groups of wag-
ons about a,--mile apart. One train of
16 wagons had corraled on a little
hill in a good position for defense.
The other was on the flat. He as-
signed 12 men to protect the work-
ing parties of both trains and 13
more soldiers to act as escort to the
trains. He retained 26 enlisted
men, one lieutenant and four civil-
ians to bear the brunt of an attack
should one be made, and decided in
that event, to form a corral fortress
out of the wagons on the hill, and
make a stand there. His men were
armed with the Allen alteration of
the old Springfield rifle, one of the
best single breech-loading rifles
ever issued any troops, which had
recently been sent to him. These ri-
fles were far superior to the new
Spencer repeating carbines, which
had been found uncertain in opera-
tion. He had also' extra rifles and
many thousand rounds of ammuni-
tion, for at Fort Phil Kearny the aw-
ful blunder of Colonel Fetterman of
being caught short of ammunition
was never repeated.
The 16 wagon boxes were lined

with boiler iron, loopholed, thus ren-
dering them bullet-proof against rifle
shots which fact saved the little c6m-
mend from utter extermination.
Captain Powell had the wagon boxes
taken off the running gears, placed
on the ground in a circle and filled
the interstices with logs. On the most
exposed side he placed two of the
boxes on wheels just outside those on
the ground, enabling those within the
corral to fire under them at a mount-
ed foe, and offering unusual protec-
tion from fire at close range from
o'unted Indians. Boxes of ammuni-

were cut open and placed ready
at hand.

Desperate Battle Fought.

Three thousand Sioux, Cheyennes
and pther Indians swarmed on the
hilside nearby under the leadership
of Red Cloud. While Powell was
completing his little fortress, the
horse herderis, having kt,t3ien cut off
from the train by khdia s, tried to

join the guard detail, who, with the
wood choppers, had taken up a posi-
tion among the rocks ow one side of
the mountain. The Indans tried to
surround them, but Captain Powell
made a sudden dash from the corral
and attacked these reds in the rear,
killing many of them. The Indians
turned to defend themselves, which
permitted the herders to 'join the
train guard and wood choppers.
These fell back slowly, fighting every
foot of the way, and finally reached
the fort.

Powell had just time to return to
his fortified corral when 500 Chey-
ennes and Arapahoes dashed out. of
the timber less than half a mile away,
and charged the corral in a dense

mass. Not a shot was fired from the
corral till they were within a few
hundred feet of the wagons. Then

the, latter sprang into a blaze of rifle
fire, for there were many extra rifles,
and half a dozen men were reloading
them for the men who manned the
loopholes. The war shouts of. the
Cheyennes and Arapahoes were soon
mingled with death shrieks, for the
soldier's fire was doing deadly execu-
tion. But the red warriors swept up
to the fire-vomiting corral till at 10
yards, their crazed horses would re-
coil. The galling fire the Indians
poured into the wagons seemed to
have no effect, and finally, after the
most desperate efforts to overwhelm
the wagons, they turned and galloped
back, leaving scores of their dead on
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the slope leading up to the miniature
fortress, and all around it.

Red Cloud Is Beaten.
Red Cloud and his warriors were

greatly puzzled, as well as terribly en-
raged at this repulse. To them it
was incomprehensible, but they had
not yet learned the lesson of the kill-
ing qualities of the then new breech-
loading Springfields.
An attack on foot by the whole

force of Indians was decided upon, so
stripping themselves of everything ex-
cepting their arms and ammunition,
700 of the reds stole out of the woods
and surrounded the corral; then,
from every direction through small
ravines and grass to points in a circle
just out of range of rifle fire from
the corral, where they waited orders.
At a signal they stealthily advanced
within long range and suddenly
opened a terrific fire concentrated on
the wagons. Their bullets were
turned by the boiler iron. The lit-
tle garrison within lay waiting, grim,
silent and expectant.

All at once the adjacent hills
seemed covered by Indians, and more
than 2,000 warriors, under, the lead-
ership of Red Cloud's nephew, began
a iteady advance in a vast semi-cir-
cle, prepared to rush in and over-
whelm the defenders as soon as their
own skirmishers should dravijhe fire
of the whites and silence it. -The In-
dian skirmishers redoubled their fire;
then, singing their war song, dashed
forward. But the instant they came
within short range n every portion of
the little corral belched rifle fire and
bullets poured into the advancing
hordes.

In vain the desperate and crazed
Indians tried to swarm up to annihi-
late the wagons and their defenders.
Once in a desperate and united rush
they came within a few feet of the
corral, but so deadly was the fire
and so appalling the slaughter that
almost as one man, they broke and
fled out of range.
For three long hours various sub-

chiefs led new assaults, only to re-
treat before the withering fire from
the wagons, until it became whis-
pered about among the chiefs that
there was some "bad medicine"
against them. Finally, worn out by
repeated charges, shattered, baffled
and beaten, the red warriors fled to
the hills.

Rescue Their Dead.
Bed Cloud and some of the older

chiefs, watching from the hillside

nearby, realized that they were beat-

en. An order was given for another
attack to shield the work of recover-

ing the bodies of the slain, and for
several hours this work went on until
most of the dead, excepting these just

around the corral, had been dragged

back toward the hills.
While they were still at work the

sound of a field piece., was heard

and the bursting -'of- a shelLamong

the savages told the little band in the

corral that help was at hand. Soon
Major Smith and 100 men with a
mountain howitzer from the fort, re-

lieved them amid ringing cheers

from the garrison and the rescuers.
The losses of Captain Powell's

force were only Lieutenant Jennetss

and two enlisted men killed, and two

men wounded. Red Cloud•had a loss

of killed and wounded of 1,137, ac-

cording to a number of Sioux chiefs

who took part in the battle, and who

gave their side of the story later.

The Sioux chiefs had paid dearly for

the victory over Colonel Fetterman

and his men.
A few weeks later Fort Phil Kear-

ny was abandoned and burned; left

only to the keeping of the little city
of detid who slept peacefully beneath

Pilot Hill,. nearby.

. J. P. Used Artillery?

Frank Bender, Livingston justice

of the peace, is reported to have fired
a shot at Under-Sheriff Herb Cook
in a local office building following a
disagreement in the office of the jus-
tice of the peace. Blows are Bald to
have been struck in the office and
Cook had left the office and was
walking down the hall when the shot
was fired. Cook escaped injury.
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like flavor.
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