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WAR OR PEACE: 
THE ANXIOUS WAIT FOR CRAZY HORSE 

By OLIVER KNIGHT 

In the early afternoon of a bright Sunday in May, 1877, a 
sullen Oglala riding a white horse led a peace-chanting cavalcade 
into the environs of Camp Robinson) Nebraska, there to 
surrender their arms, give up their ponies, and forfeit forever 
the sweet freedom of the grasslands. Until Crazy Horse* 
actually came into sight, however, there had been four months 
of anxious waiting, because his decision-more than that of any 
other one man-would determine whether there was to be peace 
or continued warfare on the Northern Plains. 

Crazy Horse's surrender was an epochal moment in the 
history of the West. With the other large tribal groups having 
surrendered or found sanctuary north of the border, it removed 
from the field the last war leader whose "Hoka, hey!" could 
have been a magnet for the wild young men at the agencies. 
There would be scattered, small-scale fighting in the West after 
he capitulated-between then and the bleak winter days when 
Hotchkiss guns would drum the last death-song at Wounded 
Knee. But military leaders and others recognized his submission 
as signaling the end of massive Indian resistance on the North 
American continent. 1 

Irony stripes their recognition of the moment, for military 
leaders had become aware of Crazy Horse's stature only in the 
few months preceding his surrender. Throughout the fighting of 
1876, Sitting Bull had personified the northern Indians, "Crazy 

*Crazy Horse means uHis Horse Is Crazy" - or perhaps "foolish", 
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Horse" being just the name of another Indian.2 Gradually, 
however) Brigadier General George Crook, commander of the 
Department of the Platte) had become aware of Crazy Horse's 
position and charisma. Perhaps the vector was Frank Grouard, 
the controversial plainsman of disputed ancestry (probably 
black and Indian) who had been Crook's only reliable guide 
through the then-unknown Sioux country during the summer of 
1876. Grouard had lived in the camps of both Sitting Bull and 
Crazy Horse and in time betrayed both. By 1877 Crook and his 
staff knew Crazy Horse was their key opponent Speaking for 
Crook, Lieutenant Walter S. Schuyler, one of his aides, would 
say later in the spring: "The chief fighting man is Crazy Horse, 
as a chief ... Sitting Bull is looked upon more as a council 
chief. "3 

One of the holdouts who had sought to preserve the Sioux 
way and Sioux lands, Crazy Horse was an extraordinary man by 
the standards of any culture. Unlike most Indians, he possessed 
the genius of command. More, he was wrapped in a mystique 
that drew young warriors to his lance with eagerness and 
confidence, a mystique compounded of a selfless concern for 
his people, courage in battle beyond the call of Plains culture, 
and an almost secretive modesty. In the big camp on the Little 
Big Hom, the Oglala had made Crazy Horse a new kind of 
chief-a leader of warriors and wise father of his people.4 

The son of an Oglala father and Brule mother (the sister of 
Chief Spotted Tail of the Brule), Crazy Horse was only in his 
mid-thirties when he stopped Crook at the Rosebud and eight' 
days later led the warriors who wiped out Custer's immediate 
command) fanatically shouting to his warriors that it was a good 
day to die. After the thoroughly satisfactory fight with Custer 
on what they called Greasy Grass Creek, the Indians had "put 
the war back in the bag)) for that summer, thinking the soldiers 
would have sense enough to do the same. Dismantling their 
huge collection of villages, the Sioux and Cheyenne had then 
broken into smaller groups) some scattering to favorite hunting 
grounds and some going to the Big Horns to cut new lodge 
poles. 

But the soldiers surprised the Indians by not going back to 
their forts. The Army had been given control of all Sioux 
agencies. These included the Red Cloud (Oglala) and Spotted 
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Tail (Brule) Agencies, within forty-five miles of each other in 
northwestern Nebraska, policed by Camp Robinson and Camp 
Sheridan, respectively. Crook had deposed Red Cloud as chief 
of the Oglala in October, 1876, and installed Spotted Tail as 
chief of all Indians at both agencies. The exchange had no effect 
on the Oglala governing structure. Guided by five hundred 
Sioux scouts who enlisted at regular Army pay, Crook had then 
sent Colonel Ranald S. Mackenzie against Dull Knife's major 
Cheyenne village on a branch of the Powder River in late 
Novem ber. Mackenzie had sacked the village, driving the 
Cheyenne into the winter snows as paupers. Simultaneously, 
Colonel Nelson A. Miles-operating in Brigadier General Alfred 
Terry~s Department of Dakota-had remained in the Yellow­
stone country through the winter) fighting Sitting Bull in 
October and Crazy Horse in January and wearing down but 
rou ting neither. 

Generals William T. Sherman and Philip H. Sheridan wanted 
Crook to strike again, but Crook persuaded Sheridan that the 
hostiles probably could be induced to surrender. Using Sioux as 
he had learned to use other Indians in the Pacific Northwest and 
Arizona, Crook sent spies into the hostile camps who came back 
with reports that the hostiles were willing to at least talk about 
surrender. S They were low on ammunition, game was scarce, 
and the soldiers seemed to be everywhere. From his scouts 
Crook knew what he could realistically expect 

On the basis of that intelligence, Major Julius W. Mason, 
commanding Camp Robinson, sent thirty Sioux under Sword, a 
minor Oglala war leader, to the hostiles on January 16, 1877.6 
Sword brought back information that showed the "backbone of 
the opposition had lost its former strength and that, if pushed 
vigorously in the spring, the enemy would gladly enough 
surrender."7 From them and other Indians, Crook's officers 
learned that the hostiles would accept Spotted Tail as a 
negotiator.8 

With that, Crook left Cheyenne, where he had been attending 
the court-martial of Colonel Joseph J. Reynolds,9 and arrived at 
Red Cloud Agency on January 29, accompanied by one of his 
aides) Lieutenant Walter S. Schuyler; Colonel Thaddeus H. 
Stanton, departmental paymaster; and Robert E. Strahorn, a 
Chicago Tribune correspondent who remained in the field with 
Crook's forces from March 1876 until May 1877. He also called 
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The Adjutant's Office (toPt left) and Guardhouse (top, right), both built in 1874 
at Fort Robinson, were reconstructed by the Nebraska State Historical SOciety 
in 1969 on the original site. Below is the same scene about 1894. The third 
building built about 1884 as a second guardhouse, has not been 
reconstructed. (Colonel Adna C. Hamilton Collection.) 
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procedure that would be followed in dismounting, disanning 
and counting the people. 

At that point Crazy Horse spoke his only words, HI have 
given all I have to Red Cloud."6 6 Throughout the literature 
those words have been interpreted consistently-as they were in 
the newspaper reports of the meeting-as meaning he had 
given all his personal possessions to Red Cloud. But the 
interpretation may be distortion. Since he most certainly held 
onto his Winchester and had characteristically worn a single 
feather rather than a war bonnet, he may have meant that he 
had yielded authority to Red Cloud. Red Cloud was a 
manipulative tribal politician, whereas it is easy to see Crazy 
Horse in Marl Sandoz' biography as a man of action who may 
have been inarticulate and unable to cope with political 
nuances. 

That was the surrender. Contrary to some historical accounts 
{including Sheridan's annual report),6 7 Crazy Horse did not 
surrender to Crook personally; Crook then was in Washington 
and would not meet Crazy Horse until May 25, 1877, 

With Clark, Rosenquest, and the Indian soldiers in the lead, 
the column reached Red Cloud Agency about 2 p.m. There was 
none of the pomp, parade, firing, or whooping that had been 
part of some of the earlier surrenders (and which some authors 
have inserted in their accounts of this one). In five disciplined 
ranks, astride painted war ponies, the three hundred warriors 
wore their finest: war bonnets, blankets, ornaments of silver, 
brass, tin, and glass. Watching through field glasses from a 
distance, an officer exclaimed, "By God! This is a triumphal 
march) not a sunender!'~ From end to end of the two-mile~long 
column rang a solemn peace chant. Reaching their campsite in 
the White River bottoms, the Oglala formed their lodges in a 
crescent, about three-fourths of a mile from the agency. 68 

Thomas Moore, Crook's chief packer, took the ponies first, 
stopping the count at 1,700. Next came the guns, Clark 
allowing the Oglala to surrender their weapons voluntarily} as 
they had requested. But when they relinquished only a token 
number, he announced firmly that he would search every tipi 
and take every weapon. To shield their humiliation, the Oglala 
warriors asked that white men be withdrawn from the area. 
Dismissing all whites but two officers, Clark took his Indian 
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soldiers on a search that lasted until 8 p.m. and netted 117 rifles 
and pistols, including two Winch esters which Crazy Horse gave 
up with neither objection nor assistance; he apparently had 
placed one Winchester on the ground in the first) token 
surrender of arms. 6 9 

Throughout, Crazy Horse-a sinewy man of about 5 feet, 11 
inches, exuding command presence-remained silent and pas­
sive. He spoke to none of his conquerors until Frank Grouard 
and Bourke went to his lodge that evening? 0 On all sides the 
Anglo-Americans recognized that Crazy Horse's surrender 
meant that the big Indian wars had come to an end. For history 
it was an epochal moment. For the people concerned, it was a 
sad collapse of a proud way of life. For the Dakotas-"The 
Men" -and the nation) it remained for Bourke to write an 
apprehensive epilogue: 

If our Government will only observe one-half of its promises, the Indians will 
comply faithfully with their agreements, I am certain; the great danger of the future 
is not from the red man's want of faith so much as from the indifference of our 
Government to the plainest requirements of honor. Our own faith is worse than 
Punic; yet, we always prattle about Indian treachery. 

If the Government will only keep its promises and treat these fed men with 
justice, we shall have no more Indian wars,71 

His premonition of dishonor was to prove well-founded. 
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