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 Black Kettle’s  
 Last Stand 

All we ask is that we have peace 
with the whites. We want to hold you 

by the hand. You are our father. 
Black Kettle, 1864

A T DAWN, BLACK KETTLE WOKE 
to hear the soldiers approaching.  
    He was weary, having been up most of 
the night in council with the other tribal 
chiefs of his village, discussing the result of 
his meeting at Fort Cobb the previous day.
    Black Kettle had attempted to offer their 
tribe’s surrender, but Colonel Hazen had 
refused to accept it, informing them that if 
they wanted to discuss peace they would 
have to speak directly with General Sheridan, 
who was somewhere off in the field. 
   The council decided that as soon as the snow 
cleared the next day, they would send out 
messengers to make sure any nearby soldiers 
knew Black Kettle’s people wanted peace. 
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Then they would move further downriver to 
join the 6, 000 Cheyenne and other tribes 
camping along the upper Washita.   
    Some of the elders were worried and 
wanted to move camp that night, but Black 
Kettle convinced them that they were safe. 
After all, hadn’t he been assured by the 
white man’s chief that they would be given 
protection? And just to be sure, wasn’t the 
white flag of surrender flying in plain sight 
from the tallest lodge in the camp?

****
    It was true that by this time Black Kettle’s 
influence among the Southern Cheyenne 
was waning. Half the tribe had been lost in 
the cholera epidemic which swept through 
the Plains in 1846, brought by the flood of 
white settlers in search of gold in California. 
The epidemic weakened the authority of the 
tribe’s Council of Elders, and many of the 
remaining young warriors had left to join 
the more militant ranks of Dog Soldiers.   



What’s more, Black Kettle shared the Dog 
Soldiers’ frustration, as the white man 
seemed to lack any semblance of honor.
    The Southern Cheyenne had been 
guaranteed peace under the Fort Laramie 
Treaty of 1851, but the discovery of gold at 
Pikes Peak brought a new flood of settlers, 
and in 1861, the tribe was forced to sign a 
new treaty at Fort Wise, ceding all their land 
except the relatively small Sand Creek 
reservation in Colorado. The barren tract of 
land was unfit for farming and the nearest 
buffalo herd was two hundred miles away.
    In 1864, in retaliation for attacks on 
settlers by angry, starving Dog Soldiers, 
army soldiers had begun attacking and 
destroying Indian camps, and later that year, 
Black Kettle and White Antelope met with 
the governor of Colorado and Colonel 
Chivington at Fort Lyons to discuss peace. 
While no formal treaty was signed, the band 
was persuaded to surrender their weapons. 
They were then given an American flag and 
told to relocate about 40 miles away at the 
Sand Creek Reservation, where they would 
be under military protection.
    Just two months later, Chivington’s 
cavalry attacked the Sand Creek reservation 
without warning. The Dog Soldiers had 
refused to move to the reservation, and the 

few other capable, armed men in Black 
Kettle’s band were out hunting, leaving only 
unarmed old men, women and children. 
    As the soldiers approached his teepee, 
Black Kettle quickly raised the American 
flag he had been given—along with a white 
flag of surrender—but both were ignored.
As many as 500 of his people were killed 
that day, many while trying to surrender, 
and the village was burnt to the ground. 
When the smoke cleared, the soldiers 
returned and—following Chivington’s order 
to ‘kill and scalp all, big and little’—
mutilated the corpses, dressing their hats 
with scalps, genitalia and other body parts.

Miraculously, Black Kettle managed to 
escape the slaughter with his wife, but not 
before she suffered nine bullet wounds.
    Among the victims were eight chiefs of 
the Council of Elders, including, ironically, 
most of the others who had advocated for 
peace. In a subsequent investigation, two 
other officers testified against Chivington, 
forcing the government to reluctantly 
acknowledge the massacre, but two new 
treaties signed in reparation only further 

dispossessed the tribe, relocating them once 

again—this time to faraway Indian Territory 
(present-day Oklahoma).

****
    Now, just two days short of the fourth 
anniversary of the Sand Creek massacre, 
Black Kettle stumbled out of his teepee at 
dawn to witness General George Armstrong 
Custer leading his calvary in yet another 

surprise attack on his people. Heavily out-
numbered, woefully unarmed and caught 
unaware, scores of Cheyenne were killed in 
the first minutes, although several hours 
were required to hunt down survivors who 
had escaped into the gullies and brush.
    Once again, Black Kettle’s village was 
burnt to the ground. In all, 103 people were 
killed—11 presumed warriors and 92 old 
men, women and children. But this time, 
Black Kettle wasn’t so fortunate. He and his 
wife were fatally shot in the back while 
escaping across the Washita River on a pony.
    In 1869, having been vindicated for 
resisting Black Kettle’s peace efforts, most 
of the Dog Soldiers were killed in the Battle 
of Summit Springs. After another dawn 
surprise attack on a sleeping village in 1876 
—allegedly in retaliation for Custer’s defeat 
at Little Big Horn earlier that year—the 
remnants of the once proud Cheyenne 

Nation, worn down by decades of broken 
promises and futile resistance, surrendered 
to join the other scattered survivors of 
America’s so-called ‘Indian Wars.’ ◾


