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THE JOHN EVANS STUDY COMMITTEE - 
SAND CREEK MASSACRE
   The John Evans Study Committee took the position that in order to understand Evans' culpability in the Sand Creek Massacre, it was necessary to know the details of what happened on November 29, 1864. What follows are the details of what happened that day (verbatim from the Report, with footnotes omitted). 
   “The day dawned clear and cold. The encampment of about 750 Cheyenne and Arapahos spread out in family and clan groups along the Big Sandy – Sand Creek to history. This was a chiefs' camp. Present were at least fourteen chiefs of the Cheyenne Council of Forty-Four, the governing body of the Cheyenne nation, but with sub-chiefs and society headmen, the total of Cheyenne leaders present in the village probably reached over thirty. In addition, two Arapaho chiefs with their bands had joined the Cheyennes. Because it was a chiefs' camp, very few men of fighting age were in the village, certainly not over two hundred. Women and children, orphans and the elderly – these attached themselves to the chiefs, who, as chiefs always did, provided them food and protection.”
   “The village was already alive. Women moved over cook-fires and fed their babies, boys tended the large pony herds grazing to the west and south of the village, girls sought fresh water and wood, men looked after their favored slit-eared ponies hobbled near their lodges or busied themselves with daily ceremonial rituals, still others slept in their buffalo robes. Although attacks from traditional enemies always threatened, no one expected an attack from the U.S. Army. Weeks earlier Cheyenne council chief Black Kettle and Arapahoe chief Left Hand had negotiated a truce arrangement with Major Edward W. Wynkoop and his replacement, Major Scott J. Anthony, commanders at nearby Fort Lyon. Anthony told them 'they might go back on Sand Creek . . . and remain there until I received instructions from the department headquarters, from General Curtis . . . They went away with that understanding, that in case I received instructions from the department headquarters I was to let them know it. Sand Creek was a safe place.”
   “Then, suddenly, between first light and day break, came a heavy rumbling sound. Some women joyously cried out, 'Buffalo!', for the camp badly needed fresh meat. Buffalo had not been sighted or hunted for weeks, not since the village had moved over from the Smoky Hill River to the bleak, sandy plains of Sand Creek; and the 'prisoner rations,' issued by the army earlier, never more than moldy hardtack and wormy bacon, had long run out.”
   “But quickly the people identified the sound as approaching horse soldiers. Rifle fire cracked. Panic erupted as women, children, others with babes in arms, the old and infirm began to flee northward upstream away from the charging troopers. In the middle of the encampment, Chief Black Kettle raised an American flag, a white cloth beneath it, shouting for the people not to be afraid. A small group gathered around him, but as the firing increased it was plain the soldiers had come not in peace but to kill them. Men of fighting age scrambled for their weapons, a few rifles and pistols, but mostly bows and arrows, shields and lances. Little Bear, a twenty-year old Cheyenne, had been out to the herds looking for his horses when he heard the firing. As he ran back toward the village, he saw 'a long black line' of soldiers. He heard women and children screaming, saw them running up the creek bed, saw many falling, some stopping and frantically digging pits into the banks and bed of Sand Creek. When he finally reached the encampment, bullets were striking all around him; those that hit against the buffalo-hid lodges sounded 'like hail stones.' He managed to reach his own lodge, where 'I found my War Bonnet, shield and my quiver full of arrows.' Then he joined the crowds running up the creek, trying to run behind the lodges 'as much as I could so the soldiers couldn't shoot at me good.' But even so 'the feathers of my war bonnet were shot away and my shield was shot several times. As I was running I seen lots of women and children that had been killed [and] some were not dead yet.' Soldiers already had broken ranks, and some stood 'over the dead, I suppose scalping them. I came across Owl Woman that had been scalped and was walking around but could not see. She had very long hair. The whole scalp had been taken.”
   “The troops then opened up with four 12-pounder mountain howitzers, fearful weapons that fired spherical case shot, hollow iron balls filled with lead musket balls and a bursting charger of gunpowder. Taking aim at the fleeing women and children, the artillerymen fired the balls directly above their targets, showering death below. Only the hastily dug pits against the banks and in the dry creek offered any semblance of protection. But these quickly became death traps. Women with babes and the elderly who could not run far began digging just yards from the village itself, easy targets for musketry and canister – tin cans filled with more than a hundred lead musket balls.”
   Meanwhile, seventeen of the thirty chiefs in the camp already had been gunned or shelled down. Cheyenne chief White Antelope, age seventy-five, was the first to fall. At opening fire, he advanced unarmed toward the troops making peace signs, his arm outstretched, and then began singing his death song:  'Nothing lives forever, Only the Earth and Mountains.'”
   Ignoring his obvious peaceful intent, a band of soldiers let loose a deafening volley. White Antelope, a chief who had visited Washington, D.C., in 1851, where he received a peace medal and ever after had sought accommodation with encroaching settler colonists, fell dead. Troopers immediately set upon his body, stripping him, then slashing off his private parts.”
   “The attackers now resembled more a mob than an organized body of troops. They were in fact soldiers of the 1st and 3rd  regiments of U.S. Colorado Volunteers, The 250 men of the 1st Regiment were seasoned veterans who had signed on for three-year enlistments. Most of them had fought at the decisive 1862 Battle of Glorieta Pass, just south of Santa Fe, New Mexico Territory, an engagement that halted a Confederate advance on the Colorado goldfields. These men were trained and well equipped.”
   But 425 mend of the 3rd Regiment were not. The War Department had only authorized the unit on August 11, 1964, and it had done so only at the shrill urgings of Colorado territorial governor John Evans. As early as April 1863, Evans had convinced himself  that the Cheyenne and Arapaho were conspiring with the Sioux and other plains tribes to open a general war against Colorado settlers. Writing to William P. Dole, the Commissioners of Indian Affairs in Washington, D.C., Evans made plain his conviction – and hysteria:  'I beseech you, in the name of humanity, and of our dearest interests, to give us authority to avert this threatened repetition of the Minnesota War, it may be, in a larger and more destructive scale.' Evans had continued to shotgun similar letters to army and civilian officials for well over a year, proclaiming the existence of a general Indian war, and all calling for a military solution.”
   “Evans finally received his authorization for the 3rd Regiment, but the term of enlistment was only for 100 days, prompting the Rocky Mountain News to hail the 3rd as the 'Hundredazers.'” And some 'Hundredazers' had received almost no training; instead. They lay about Denver and other places unsupervised, waiting for equipment and commanding officers to appear.”
   “Now they were in the field at Sand Creek, killing everyone they ran across, obeying the orders of their commanding officer Col. John Chivington to take no prisoners. From the opening of the attack, all command and control had been lost. Most men fought in groups, each on its own hook. Robert Bent, the mixed blood son of William Bent and his Cheyenne wife Owl Woman, had been forced to guide Chivington and his command to Sand Creek. Sitting his horse next to Chivington, Bent saw unspeakable atrocities everywhere he looked. When a gathering of Thirdsters approached five women who had taken shelter in a pit, the women “showed their persons to let the soldiers know they were women and begging for mercy, but the soldiers shot them all.' He saw another group of thirty or forty women, who had collected in a pit, send out a six-year old girl with a white flag, She  had just climbed out of the  pit when she was shot and killed. Then the troops advanced on the women – who were not armed – and killed them all. He saw a little girl about five years of age, whose mother had hidden her in the sand, discovered by two soldiers, who drew their pistols and shot her. He saw the body of Chief White Antelope with the privates cut off and heard a soldier say 'he was going to make a tobacco-pouch out of them.'”
   “The killing frenzy moved upstream, pit by pit, until soldiers encountered larger pits against the high banks some two miles above the village. Here, determined warriors fought desperately to protect the women and children who had thus far managed to escape the carnage. But they fought with bows and arrows against an enemy armed with rifles and cannon. And they fought against impossible odds, ten  to one in some instances. George Bent, another son of William Bent and Owl Women, was in one of those pits with a family group of twenty Cheyennes. The father of one of the girls heard the cannon fire and warned that the pit was now a death trap and they should find a safer place. Bent agreed and with two others jumped out, suffering a gunshot wound to his hip but managed to clamor over to a larger hole that offered better protection. As he looked back toward the pit he had just vacated, he saw those who remained killed by point-blank canister fire.”
   “The killing went on for nine hours. When darkness fell, over two hundred Cheyennes and Arapahos lay dead, and like number wounded. The soldiers spent the night in the village, while the surviving Cheyennes and Arapahos suffered terribly from the cold as they moved toward the Smoky Hill villages some fifty miles away. Bent remembered that night as the worst night he ever went through. 'Most of us were wounded and half naked; even those who had had time to dress when the attack came, had lost their buffalo robes and blankets during the fight. The men and women who were not wounded worked all through the night, trying to keep the children and the wounded from freezing to death.' When the survivors reached Smoky Hill and rode into camp, 'everyone was crying, even the warriors and the women and children screaming and wailing. Nearly everyone present had lost some relations or friends, many of them in their grief were gashing themselves with their knives until the blood flowed in streams.'”
   Next, Chivington returns to Denver.
   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
