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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

The year of 1877 was a tragic one for the Nez Perce. Broken promises, misunderstood
treaties, and conservative factions on both sides resulted in open warfare between the Nez Perce
and the United States Governmeht.July the Nez Perce fled Idaho, at first to find refuge in
Montana and in a final desperate bid for freedom they attempted to reach Canada. This trek
became an epic event in American history. The flight ended in October at Snake @reek ne
Bear Paw, Mntana with the surrender of most of the Nez Perce under the leadership of Chief
Joseph. The Nez Perce fought several skirmishes and at least six pitched battles with the army
along the way. A number of the battle sites along the Nez Perce flight reutevaipreserved
and interpreted by various state and federal agencies as memorials. One of those sites is Big Hole
National Battlefield in southwestern Montana. The site of the Battle of the Big Hole is now
ascribed a sacredness by the Nez Perce fovthdsthat occurred there on August 9 and 10,

1877. As a memorial, the site highlights the tragic outcome of hostile relationships between two
cultures.

In a predawn attack on August 9, 1877 the Seventh U.S. Infantry led by Colonel John
Gibbon surprise a Nez Perce camp on the banks of the North Fork of the Big Hole River. The
infantry suffered a decisive loss, but the Nez Perce, although winning the day, suffered an
irreplaceable loss of between eighty and ninety women, children, and men. Disansision
interest regarding what happened began virtually as the gunsmoke cleared from the field and still
continue. Today the Big Hole National Battlefield memorializes the struggle, and is now a
federal property administered by the National Park Servicas dtthousands of people visit
the battlefield each year to learn more about the Nez Perce War and the tragic events of August 9
and 10, 1877.

This is a new kind of story about the Big Hole fight. It is about history but it is not a
history. The focuss the battle but the tool of study is historical archeology, a unique science
that shares a common goal with history, that of understanding the past.

If history turns pages, then archeology turns the ground. Histordaa@ogy, as the
name impliesdoes both. Records and documents are essential ingredients in historical
archeology but no more so than the knowledge gleaned from artifacts left behind by participants
in the event. Thus, historical archeologists weave the strands of history withahsakingly
sifted from the earth to form a fabric unlike that attainable through history or archeology alone.

Our premise is that the modern study of a battlefield requires a combination of historical
sources and archeological data. How is this act2v&n analogy may suffice. In solving a
crime, police rely upon two very different types of evidence. Detectives interview witnesses



while other invesgators gather fingerprints, blood samples, and other physical evidence. These
investigators addredifferent types of evidence using uniquemoes. Evaluated together, this
partnership enhances the likelihood of solving the crime.

The records and documents that historical archeologists utilize, especialhaficst
accounts of historical eventgeaantamount to eyewitness testimony. They provide the material
for generating hypotheses that can be tested in the archeological record. They also furnish the
basis by which archeologically observed patterns can be assigned historically meaningful iden
tities. The archeological record contains historical clues in the form of physical remains,
including artifacts, and their contextual relationships. These relationships, which include
distributions and spatial associations of various types d&etican reveal a great deal about
the activities that were carried out at a site. The historical archeologist continually compares
both sets of data as work progresses in order ta@signbetter explain the events under
scrutiny. Sometimes history aadcheology may be at odds, necessitating, on occasion,
significant revisions in current perceptions of historical events. Thus historical archeology
provides important mutual checks and balances between two data sets allowing more complete
approaches tonderstanding historical events and the cultural milieu within which they
transpired.

The basic tenet upon which anthropology anth@otogy rest is straightforwardyinan
behavior is patterned. The residue of that behavior should also be patternedeatidrref
varying degrees, details of that behavior. Battlefields represent the most violent expressions of
human behavior, and it is our premise that physical evidence of violent behavioral patterns are
likely to be evident (Fox and Scott 1991). Warfare $ecial rules by which it is practiced.
Within our own culture this may be seen in the preparation and training given members of the
military. This training is given, and such was true in 1877, to insure that those engaged in battle
will perform their ddies based on their training and respond to orders without dwelling on the
consequences (Dyer 1985). That is patterned behavior. While the warriors of the Nez Perce did
not have the same training nor respond to orders in the same manner as the selliers, th
nevertheless had a culturally established warfare behavioral pattern.

Beyond the ability of historical archeology to provide additional details about historical
events is its capability to "identify specific relationships between certain kinds ofitvebiader
the stress of war and the characteristic materigdribgucts of that behavior in their final
(archaeological) context of discard” (Gould 1983:134). The means to understanding behavioral
relationships in the archeological record is pattern arsaly

This archeological tenet argues that artifacts, the leavings of behavioral acts, will occur in
recognizable and interpretable patterns. Battlefields provide a unique opportunity to study the
material byproducts of human conflict. Gould (1983:1087) argues that artifacts are
signatures of particular kinds of behavior and that behavior can be identified if the relationship
between the signatures are studied. Gould (1983:105) makes a significant point that artifacts or
physical evidence should be viesvas another form of documentation. Just as the written word



or oral testimony can be assessed and analyzed the meaning of artifacts and their context can be
understood and interpreted.

Pattern analysis is as old as professional archeology. Pattertie avay in which
artifacts are found in the ground and the relationship an artifact or a group of artifacts have with
other items context and provenience. South (1977) and Lewis (1984) were among the first
historical archeologists to clearly develodeductive theoretical perspective based on pattern
analysis. By way of example, a group of square cut nails recovered in association with a
structural foundation can provide the archeologist and historic architect with an idea of what kind
of structure one stood on the site. Certain sizes of nails were used by carpenters to erect
framing, others for siding, lathing, and finish work. The spatial distribution or clustering of the
nails is one element of the pattern. Another is the fact groups of diféezestof nails are
present. That carpenters were trained to use certain nail sizes for specific construction sequences
is an example of culturally induced behavior. Analysis of the patterns reveals where the
structure was placed, how it was built, andgests what it may have looked like. In addition,
other artifacts provide clues to the location of doors and windows and even to what type of doors
and windows were in use. Even more important are the artifacts of daily life. Food refuse, food
service, lghting, clothing, and personal items all reveal something of the personal habits of those
who inhabited the structure, the structure's function, the social and economic status of the
inhabitants, and how those people viewed their own role and importatie tleir society.

The analysis of the artifacts recovered in an archeological investigation can take a myriad
of forms. It can be simple inductive reasoning or it can be hypothetical and deductive. The
process followed here is the deductive approaskedan the development of research questions,
that guide the recovery of information and the analysis of the data. It is with these conceptual
tools that the archeological investigations of Big Hole National Battlefield were developed.

Historical archeolgy at Big Hole National Battlefield is not new but by no means have
such investigations been frequent. Sporadic efforts at systematic artifact collecting began in the
1950s and continued until the late 1970s. Many of these collecting efforts, pastitubae of
Don Rickey, Jr., Aubrey Haines, and Kermit Edmonds, were careful and systematic. The
information they collected was used to guide this investigation, and because of their precise
recording of artifact location, substantially enhanced the detlysis and interpretive potential
of this effort.

The opportunity for the current archeological investigation of the battlefield occurred in
1990 when a conversation between firearms specialist Dick Harmon and entertainer Hank
Williams Jr. turned to theechniques and results of the Custer Battlefield Archeological Project.
Mr. Williams was interested if something of a similar nature could beraplished at Big Hole.
After deliberations with Unit Manager Jock Whitworth and Rocky Mountain Regional
Archeologist Adrienne Anderson it was decided to proceed with developing research questions
that would guide any field investigations. The questions developed primarily from a desire on
the part of battlefield officials to improve inpetive capabilities fothe public. A draft



research design was developed and sent to all parties concerned for review and comment. Mr.
Williams funded the project, and the effort was expanded to complete the Scope of Work and
Research Design. Following standard Nationak Farvice requirements and procedures
compliance with the National Historic Preservation Act was achieved with the aid of Marcella
Sherfy and Mark Baumler of the Montana State Historic Preservation Office; and Claudia
Nissley and Alan Stanfeld of the Demadfice of the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation.

The Research Objectives

For the past one hundretus years, the Battle of the Big Hole has been the subject of
diverse opinion. The specific issues surrounding the nature of events duritfiell
squarely into the analytical domain of historical archeology. The goal is to investigate the events
of the Big Hole fight as they are represented by the archeological record.

The historical issues surrounding the events of the fight provedditaction in the
research. In this regard the major goal is to understand battle events. The specific research
objectives, on the other hand, are shaped by the realization that there exists a behavioral
relationship between historical events and thgspgal remains of events. Therefore, behavior
on the battlefield can be understood by exposing these relationships and evaluating them in
historical context. The research objectives are designed to do this and they are varied. Specific
research questienvere developed for each objective and are enumerated in the project Research
Design (Scott 1991). The research objectives subsume the specific questions and are
encapsulated in the following discussion.

Armament, Weapon Types and Numbers

The first ofective is to analyze the nature of armament used at the fight. History, of
course, documents what weapons the soldiers used. But the Nez Perce may have been better
equipped and could have had more fire power than supposed. Resolution of Nez Pexgerfirep
requires understanding the variety and number of weapons in their hands. Modern firearms
identification analysis, such as that used in crime labs, provides the key. Using these procedures
firearm types are determined by identifying ammunition cadipéistinguishing marks on
cartridge cases and bullets, and firearm parts. Distinguishing marks, such as those left by firing
pins, are indicative of individual firearms, as well as firearm type. By comparing these marks it
is possible to ascertain ammum number of firearms per weapon type thus providing important
new information on the nature of Nez Perce firearms.



Chronology of the Big Hole Fight

The second objective is to trace deployments during the battle and account for these in
behaviorakerms. This issue is of interest to historians and interpreters so that a greater degree of
accuracy in on the ground interpretation can be established. During the field investigations, the
precise locations of cartridge cases and all other artifacesweorded in order to trace
combatant movements and assess the battle developments. Combatant positions can be
evaluated on this basis also, but other criteria are relevant. Positioning is evaluated by observing
variations in artifact densities and asistions.

Within this overall context a number of specific issues can be addressed by the artifact
distributions and spatial patterning of the artifact types. These include location and extent of the
Howitzer capture site, further clarification of thieation and extent of rifle pits in the Siege
Area, lines of attack, lines of retreat, location and extent of the Nez Perce Camp, and extent of
the battle area.

Campaign Equipment

The Seventh Infantry brought with it to the Big Hole substantial vainetyilitary
hardware and personal belongings. A third research objective is directed toward evaluating the
equipment of the infantryman on field campaign with respect to what is perceived to be the fully
and properly equipped soldier of the time (Chapp@r2).

A Research Framework

Concern with behavioral dynamics is not new in historical archeology, although
battlefield archeology is a relatively new area of study (Fox and Scott 1991). The battlefield
model states that individual, unit, and battliefimovements can be reconstructed using pattern
recognition techniques. The model also predicts certain types of behavior will be present
depending on the culture, training, and organization of the combatant groups. The Big Hole
inventory provides an ogptunity to objectively test that model and refine it by adding the
artillery (the howitzer) and the Nez Perce Camp as factors.

The ability to translate artifact patterning into behavioral dynamics, particularly through
the use of modern firearms idergdtion procedures, constitutes an important contribution in this
regard. Accordingly, research into the Big Hole fight provides, in addition to new data bearing
on the fight, a framework within which the behavioral aspects of many other battles can be
studied.



History andHistorical Archaeology

The accumulation of historical literature pertaining to the Big Hole fight is sizable. Most
of the uncertainties in historical perspectives of the fight stem from limitations in the primary
historical record This primary record consists mostly of eymess accounts. There is no dearth
of testimony available regarding events during the battle. In fact, the Big Hole is one of the best
historically documented battles of the Indian Wars. As might be expdotejh, these accounts
must be critically examined and historians have long recognized this. The soldiers, civilians, and
Nez Perce accounts are fairly consistent. However, there are contradictions and ambiguities
between and among participant accoufiise major contribution to ambiguity in the testimony
seems to lie in the nature of Indian warfare and perhaps all warfare. Regardless of training or
cultural affiliations individuals rarely witness more than a few incidents in a fight. It is thus
diffi cult to piece together various individual testimonies in order to form a coherent account, in
our own cultural terms, of the fight's process. With participants who do not speak the English
language fluently, even straightforward accounts are subjedetpiiater error.

Inconsistencies among accounts ameexample of confusion in the historical record.
Some individuals may have been participating in their first combat action, thus their memories
may have focused on the most memorable event they withe€dbers were old hands at
combat and were perhaps less excited than the recruits, allowing them to remember more details.
Although in any situation the individual's personality comes into play as well. Contributing to
this is the tendency, in some tasces, for testimonies to change over time as memories dimmed.
Some accounts were not written down until 30 or more years after the fight, and there may be
situations where closely spaced separate evests collapsed into and recounted as a single
epionde. Finally, eyewitnesses, who could not have anticipated the future, generally failed to
comment on or were less than specific about details that are of interest today.

Contradictions punctuating the historical record cannot be resolved through sfuties
historical record alone. The physical evidence and spatial patterning contained in the
archeological record should help to resolve some of these issues. It is equally recognized that
historical archeology does not represent the "last word" isttieyy of the Battle of the Big Hole.

On the contrary, the work is compientary to history and is a vehicle by which new data can be
brought to bear on historical problems. The archeological record is only a new set of data
contributing to the study dhe battle.



Chapter 2

AN OUTLINE HISTORY OF THE BATTLE

It is important to have an understanding of the historical events that led to and occurred
during the battle. This understanding is necessary to be able to interpret the archeological data in
proper context. With the Battle of the Big Hole it is unnecessarygite the battle history,
because of the extensive literature base already available. Yet it is important to have a basis for
subsequent interpretation of the archeological dataouiline of the events leading to the Big
Hole Battle, and the sequence of the battle as described in the primary sources (Howard 1972;
Shields 1889; Beal 1963; Brown 1982) as well as from the synthetic work of Aubrey Haines
(1991) is presented here.

The Nez Perce had agreed, in 1877, to a reduced reservation area as a result of increased
Euro-American settlement of Idaho and Washington. There was disagreement and hard feelings
among and between tribal bands and individuals regarding the loss of diaedsa Some
bands, particularly Joseph's were reluctant to give up their lands, but they planned to do so.

Some Nez Perce bands requested an extension for moving to the new reservation due to the need
to assemble all their members and associated sidok.government denied the extension which
exacerbated an already tense situation. As anxiety built over preparations for leaving their
homeland a taunt by one or more tribal members over not revenging the death of his father led
Wah-Lit-its to act. Wa¥L.it-its and two cousins went in search of the white settler responsible for

the death. Not finding the settler they raided a number of ranches and homesteads in the Carson's
Prairie and Salmon River, Idaho area killing several people. This incidentdcagat@alterable

cycle of events that led to the open hostilities between the Nez Perce and the U.S. Army.

When the army learned of the raids a unit of the First Cavalry set off in pursuit of the Nez
Perce. Captain David Perry accompanied by thirteglati volunteers and two companies of
cavalry located the Nez Perce camp at White Bird Canyon, Idaho. An early morning peace
parley quickly ended in battle when civilian guide Arthur Chapman fired two shots at the Nez
Perce. The ensuing fight left thirfour soldiers dead but only two Nez Perce wounded. The
Nez Perce camp made good its escape.

General O. O. Howard then took personal command of the army units and began a search
for the fleeing Nez Perce. The army further exacerbated the situateanunprovoked attack
on peace advocate Chief Looking Glass' camp. Looking Glass' band lost most of their camp
equipage and personal items, but they escaped to join Joseph. The Nez Perce continued to elude
the army, although there were several skirmishésutenant Rains and ten men were attacked
and killed on a scout secomaissanceear Cottonwood, Idaho, and Captain Randall and a
volunteer of a relief group were also attacked with the cost of Randall's life and that of a civilian.
Here the first Ne Perce death occurred. Up to this point the Nez Perce had only suffered a few
wounded as casualties.



The next major engagement was at the Nez Perce camp on the South Fork of the
Clearwater River. Howard employed a force of 400 including a battehe dfdurth Artillery.
The Nez Perce were able to form an effective screen with tvieetyvarriors that kept the army
from crossing the river and gaining the camp. The fighting went on for two days. During the
second day the Nez Perce evacuated the t@awmg behind caches of food and many personal
belongings.

Eluding the army again the ndreaty Nez Perce halted at Weippe Prairie to discuss the
next direction to take. The 700 Nez Perce, represented by their Chiefs and spokesmen, decided
to go to Montana and join their friends, the Crow.

Following the Lolo Trail across the mountains the Nez Perce began their trek into
Montana. Word of the fights and the Nez Perce flight reached Montana before they arrived.
Captain Charles Rawn, Seventh Infantytnmanding a detail to build a new army post at
Missoula, headed a combined force of Bitteroot and Missoula Valley volunteers, a few friendly
Indians, and about 30 soldiers to a point on Lolo Creek about 23 miles east of Lolo Pass. Rawn,
with his few menthrew up a line of log and earth breastworks and a few riflepits across a
narrow portion of the trail leading into Montana. -&&gorced by additional volunteers to about
216 effectives, Rawn hoped to halt the Nez Perce flight. After several unpredueetings the
Nez Perce, using their knowledge of the local terrain, on July 28 passed around the barricade,
which became known as Fort Fizzle. The Nez Perce once again made good their escape.

The Nez Perce made their way into Montana and continuéukortrek to find the
Crow. Passing tlough the area of Stevensviied along Rye Creek they raided a few homes,
traded with some individuals, an may have even purchased ammunition. In the meantime,
Colonel John Gibbon (Figure 1) began to assemblsdaitiered Seventh Infantry. Gibbon,
commanding the District of Montana, pulled his unsteength companies from their scattered
posts. They reached Missoula August 3 and left for the field the next day.

Lieutenant James Bradley scouted ahead oflthe moving column, impeded by supply
wagons tragling over a rough road. Bragleand his detachment located the Nez Perce camped
along the North Fork of the Big Hole River. He sent a courier back to Gibbon. Bradley waited
throughout the day of August &atching the Nez Perce camp.

Gibbon's column, less the wagons and a guard left about three ahdlbmeles from
the battlefield, found Bradley late in the afternoon of August 8. At eleven o'clock that night the
command of seventeen officers, 132iged men, and thirtjour volunteers started down the
mountain toward the village in the valley. Each man carried ninety rounds of ammunition,
probably fifty in a cartridge belt and an additional forty rounds in two twenty round boxes in his
haversack.

Gibbon moved his men along an old trail down into the valley (Figure 2). Passing over a



Figure 1. Conel John ibbon, army cmander at the Battle of the Big Hole.

wooded point of land (an old alluvial fan) Gibbon noted it as a good defense hpmild &

retrograde movement become necessary. In hindsight, a wise observation as it would become
known as the Siege Area to history. Gibbon passed on north of the fan and deployed his men
along the trail which is situated on a steep hillside aboventbmpy willow covered land west

of the river. The Nez Perce village was arrayed in a slighfyh&pe line along the east side of

the river in a camas meadow (Figures 3, 4).

Gibbon found his command in a good position. Some Nez Perce horses were@razing
the hillside behind his position and to the north. The soldiers effectively separated the camp
from those horses. About four o'clock in the morning of August 9, the order was given for two
companies and the volunteers with Lt. Bradley's detachmewlviince through the willow



swamp to the edge of the village.
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Figure 2. Map of the Big Hole National Battlefield showing the main
topographic and historic features.

Bradley was on the north or left flank. He is thought to have crossed the river and then
entered dense willows that continued to the edge of the village. Captain James Sanno with
Company Kwas on Bradley's right. Captain Richard Comba with Company D was to the right
of Company K, but due to a meander in the river channel was in the willows across the river
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from the village. The plan was to charge the village at daylight. However, Aiéanerce was
seen coming out of the village and moving toward Bradley's detachment. One or more
volunteers fired, killing the individual which opened the battle.

Figure 3. A view to the northwest of the valley and village area.

The Nez Perce kiéld was Wetistokaith or Natalekin, an old, nearly blind man, on his way
to tend his horses. At the first shots Comba's Company D on the right flank stopped about 75
feet from the river and delivered volley fire low into the tepees. Captain Comba thesddnde
men to charge across the river and into the village, near its southern end.

At nearly the same time Company K, in the center, also charged and entered the camp.
Sanno's men also apparently fired into the tepee's during their charge. Thestepsetheir
line was a maternity tepee where the bodies of young woman and a older woman acting as
midwife were later found.

The Nez Perce were surprised and initially confused. Many men grabbed their arms and
moving to the north, south, and eastrfduefuge in the willows, along river meanders, and on
the terraces east of the camp. Women and children did the same. Some Nez Perce, reportedly
mostly women and children, ran across the meadow to the terraces to the east of the village. The
warriors aquickly returned fire from their cover.

Company D experienced fire from two warriors to their south. Wgits (the same
man who had started the raiding in July) found cover in low spot behind a log. Yellow Wolf
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reported Waklit-its fired killing asoldier then was killed himself. His wife next took up his
rifle and was shortly killed.

Bradley's men also apparently fired volleys into the northern end of the village. As they

Figure 4. A Nez Perce tepee village taken in 1871 by W. H. Jacksergéneral configuration
approximates that at the Big Hole.

made their way through the willows after crossing the river Bradley was killed along with a
volunteer. With the loss of their leader the men formed a firing line at the edge of the willows.
The historic accounts suggest they did not gain the north end of the village which was still held
by the Nez Perce. The left flank broke up and joined Captain Sanno's company as they
attempted to burn the tepees.

12



