GABE’S WARNING

By Ralph Keele

July 7, 1876, Kansas City Missouri:

“Good morning dad, how do you feel today? “Virginia asked. 

“Oh, ok. My arthritis is acting up a bit.”

“I bought a paper while I was in town this morning.  And there is some bad news that I think you would want to know about.”

“Well at my age, most news is bad, but tell me anyways.”

“General Custer and his men were killed at the Little Big Horn last week.  It’s says it was a massacre, Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull and their warriors did it.”
“WHOG!  I warned those soldier boys, but they wouldn’t listen to me.  And now they paid with their lives.”
This was bad news for old Gabe, had it been ten years earlier he would probably have been there.  Old Gabe (Jim Bridger, mountain man), some say Jim was the best Indian scout, trapper, map maker, hunter, Indian fighter ever.  He could speak several Indian languages, knew sign language, spoke Spanish, and broken French and he also was an expert black smith, which he had learned as a young man in Missouri.  But he could not read nor write.  Eight years ago, Jim was an Indian scout for the U.S.Army, stationed at Fort Kerney.  Fort Kerney was located in Nebraska, (where Nebraska is today).  But back in 1868 every thing west of the Mississippi was called “The West, or Western Territory.”   Every thing east of the Mississippi was called the States.
At nineteen years old, Jim was hired as a black smith by Ashton Fur Company to go up the Missouri river, on an expedition to trap beaver.

He stayed with them for a couple of years and then went partners with two other men, in there own company, trapping Beaver.  He did this for several years, until the beaver were all trapped out.  He sold his share in the company; then he became a guide, army scout, and trader.  Jim knew the west better than anyone.  He would draw maps for other people that were going into the west.  They were more accurate than those made by the Army Engineers.  Jim discovered South Pass, the lowest and the fastest pass across the Rocky Mountains.  It became the main trail for thousands of immigrants going west.  He built Fort Bridger trading post and stop over for the travelers heading west.  It later became an army fort. Jim Bridger made many discoveries in the west and some still bear his name.  
In September, 1851 a new treaty was made at Fort Laramie, between the United States and several tribes of Indians, including the Sioux, Cheyenne, Crows and several other tribes. Residing in what might be called the North West section of our country, east of the Rocky Mountains. The U.S. agreed to pay the Indians $50,000.00 a year for fifty years.  But later the Senate amended the treaty to ten years.  But the amended version was never sent to the Indians.  The Indians believed that the original treaty was still in force.  

When the civil war was over, thousands of people headed west to Montana and other places, and the Indians were forgotten.  And this was the start of the trouble with the Indians.  The U.S. wanted to make a new treaty, but the Indians were not willing unless they were guaranteed that no white man would enter their territorial lands again.   The U.S. approved this and promised not to invade Indian Territory unless in a just and lawful war. 
In 1874, General Custer made an expedition from Fort Lincoln into the Black Hills.  This was in direct violation of the treaty.  Gold had been discovered and white man flocked to the area.  This was in GROSS violation of the treaty.  So the conflicts between the white men and the Indians started again.  In 1866 Jim Bridger was employed as an Indian scout at Fort Kerney.  I William Packard was sent to Fort Kerney in that same year.  Along with several hundred other soldiers, to maintain peace between the Indians and the whites, and this is where I met Jim Bridger.  Jim would have been about 62 years old at this time, I was 21.  

Jim knew the Indians and their ways and one of his greatest assets was his command of the Indian languages.  If he didn’t talk there language, which was very rare, he would use sign language, which was common in all tribes.  Jim could tell by just looking at an Indian village from afar, what tribe they were and if they were hostile.  But several of the younger army officers didn’t believe in Jim’s abilities and doubted his judgement at times.  They thought, (Old Gabe, was just blowing smoke, when he would tell stories of his dealings with the Indians.)  But they would find out later that old Gabe just might have been telling the truth.  
One day a wood cutting squad went to gather wood for use in the Fort for the upcoming winter.  They would also send a squad of Calvary to protect them, and they would station Sentry’s along the way in sight of each other, so they could signal the Fort if they were attacked by hostile Indians.  The party was three miles out by the Pinery, cutting wood when they were attacked.  By the time the rescue squad got there it was too late.  All the woodcutters had been killed and several of the Calvary men also.  The Indians hated the white men so bad for invading their lands and breaking the treaty, that just killing them wasn’t good enough; they would also scalp and mutilate the bodies.  When the rescue party seen this, it really scared them.  They had seen dead soldiers before but never one’s so mutilated.  And now they knew Old Gabe’s stories wasn’t lies, and fighting Indians wasn’t nothing like fighting the confederate soldiers.  
Another time the Indians stole 100 horse and mules from the army.  It was during the night and by the time the army realized they were gone, eight hours had passed.  The General sent a big squad of Calvary out to retrieve the horses and mules.  Jim went with them.  After two days they hadn’t caught up with them yet.  So Jim and some soldiers climbed to the top of a hill to see if they could locate them.  
Jim could see a faint haze of smoke way off in the distant, about 30 miles he guessed.  One of the young officers with him couldn’t see the smoke, so he got the caption up on the hill to look for the smoke, through his field glasses.  He also couldn’t see any smoke.  Jim was afraid if they got much closer they would be ambushed by these Sioux Indians.  Keeping themselves concealed and riding at night, he and a few men rode to the place where Jim had seen the smoke rising. The Indians were right where Jim said they were.  It was a camp of 200 lodges.  They reported back to the captain, and on Jim’s advice they returned to the fort, not wanting to take on 2 to 300 Sioux warriors to get the horses and mules back.  
This raiding and killing was happening at all the Forts in the territory at this time. And this was when old Gabe warned the General, there would never be peace with the Indians, as long as you have Forts and keep building more Forts on the Indians hunting grounds, all in direct violation of the 1851 treaty.  Jim advised them to abandon the forts and pull back and let the Indians live in peace.  But in his heart he knew that would never happen.  

In November of 1875, Sitting Bull and other Indians were residing in unseeded territory and making war on friendly Indians and white settlers of Montana.  In December 1885, orders were given to General Sheridan to have Sitting Bull and other hostile Indians brought in.  On December 6th 1875, the Commission of Indian affairs, sent instructions to several Indian agents to notify the Indians in unseed territory, to come to the agency before the 31st of January 1876, or they would be regarded as hostile.  But due to the lack of food at the agencies, the Indians were out hunting buffalo and couldn’t make it back by the 31st Of January. 
On February 7th 1876, General Sheridan commenced operations against hostile Sioux, 40 lodges under Sitting Bull and other tribes under Crazy Horse, of about 120 lodges.  General Crook received similar orders and was to proceed from the south toward the Big Horn and the Powder River, where Crazy Horse and his allies were.

March 17th General Crook and 10 Calvary and two infantry units, struck and destroyed 105 lodges under Crazy Horse. But the command suffered so much from the severe weather; they had to return to Fort Fetterman to protect them from the extreme cold. They resumed their operations on May 22nd and established a supply camp on Goose Creek on June 8th. 
General Custard had returned from Washington to Fort Lincoln to lead his troops against the Indians.  By June 17th his troops had reached the mouth of the Tongue River, about 250 miles from Fort Fetterman.  We camped here and General Custer sent scouting parties out to find Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull.  On the 19th a scout brought a message from Major Reno stating that he had found a heavy Indian trail on the Rosebud River leading to the Little Big Horn River.  A message was sent back to Major Reno to remain there until General Custer and his Command could join them.  

June 21st a meeting of General Custard, General Terry and General Gibbon, where a plan of campaign was agreed upon. Which they hoped would be a great defeat of the hostile Indians.  From scouting reports they believed the Indians would be found at the mouth of the Little Big Horn River. 

June 22nd the regiment broke camp and started up the valley of the Rosebud River.  Scouts reported later that day, we were within a day and a half of the Indians and they were on the move. 

June 23rd We only made twelve miles up the Rosebud, due to the density of the willows and bushes and having to cross the river so many times.  The next day traveling was much easier, we advanced 30 miles.  General Custer had gone ahead to the point on the divide where the scouts had seen the smoke rising from the Indian village 12 to 15 miles away.  When Custard returned we were ordered to saddle up and were soon on the move.  We stopped about 10:30 A.M. four to five miles from the Indian Village.  
It was the Generals intentions not to attack until the next morning.  But scouts came back reporting that our presence had been discovered, so it was necessary to attack at once.  The regiment was divided into battalions.  General Custer took troupes C, E, F, J and L and went to the right.  I was with Major Reno’s Battalion; we went down Sundance creek, with flowed into the little Big Horn.  As we crossed the Little Big Horn, horses and men drank all the water they could.  Not realizing that this would be the last water we would have for 24 hours.  
As we rode on, we came to the Indian horse herd.  There was Indians running everywhere gathering up their ponies.  We could see puffs of white smoke from the rifles and head the bullets whizzing around us.  We were given the order to charge.  It was custom, when in battle, the men had to dismount every 4th Man to stay behind and hold the horses so they wouldn’t run off. I was Number 4. I wanted to get in the battle, but I had to stay with the horses.  We moved the horses back into the trees.  (The death angel) was near.  He put his seal on many over the next hour.  Here we were, 150 Calvary men, less every 4th man to hold the horses, charging down on 2500 or more Sioux warriors.  It seemed like madness.  In less than 15 minutes, the men came running back, saying, “We must get out of here quick!”  Two of the men whose horses I was holding, came back and took their horses and left back the way we had came. 
After a minute or two I dropped the reins of the third horse and headed back myself.  Just a short while ago, we were driving the Indians, now they were driving us.  They were firing at us and we at them, I with my Colt pistol. We came to a place where we had to cross the river.  When the horse jumped down off the bank, I dropped my pistol.  When we reached the far bank, my horse struggled to climb up it, but finally made it.   But was so exhausted he refused to go another step.   So I grabbed my carbine and headed up the hill, hopping to reach the ridge before I got shot in the back.  
The Indians had stopped on the far bank and were now shooting at us.  I saw several men go down, I stopped to help one, but when I turned him over I could see that he had taken a bullet to the head.  So I ran another 100 yards to the top of the ridge where I took cover, where we returned fire at the Indians. They retreated back into the trees on the far side of the river, and the firing stopped. The Major came around checking on every one to determine how many men had been lost or wounded.  It was now about 2:30 p.m. We were now ordered to pack up and try to join up with General Custard.  The Major feared that the fast retreat of the Indians meant that they had now gone to help the Indians fighting Custer and his men, less than one mile away.  
We soon engaged a large party of Indians, coming right at us, firing their rifles.  We had to retreat back to the ridge we had just left. They continued firing at us until dark.  Scouts had been sent out to make contact with Custard, but returned shortly stating, there were Indians every where.  We sounded the trumpet hoping Custard might hear it, and come to us, or sound the call back, so we might know their where a bouts, but we heard nothing.  Major Reno said we should build a barricade because the Indians would be attacking at daylight.  The Indians did attack at dawn, and the barricade saved many lives, because the Indians could not ride their horses over it.  
Later that afternoon, some of the men made it to the river, to fill all the canteens they could carry.  This was the first water we had had for 24 hours.  Later we all moved down to the rivers edge. And dug pits to get into, and slept until morning.  It appeared the Indians had left the area.  So we were able to start fires and cook some food. We were preparing to ride out in search of Custard and his men, but we could see a rider approaching.  It was a scout from General Terry’s command, and he told us about the terrible disaster that had befallen General Custards command.   We were soon joined by General Terry’s command, and we all set up camp by the river.  There were two doctors who attended to our wounds.  The next day we rode to the battle field where General Custard and his 212 men made their last stand. I had never seen such carnage.  The bodies had been stripped of all clothing and weapons, then scalped, militated and dismembered.  It was a horrible sight.  The wolfs had also been eating on the bodies.  We spent the next two days burying their remains, the best we could.  This was the worst disaster since the civil war. 
One of the mysteries of Custards last battle is the fact that within the sound of his guns, hiding behind the bluff, were over 300 men of his regiment and not one of them had the least suspicion of the actual truth until 56 hours afterwards.  The story of Custards last fight has always has a strong interest for many people.  The story is plainly told, but no living witness has told it.  212 men rode with Custard, 212 men died with Custard that day.  None wounded… none missing… all dead.

And what was Old Gabes warning?

You can’t expect the Indians to keep the treaty, especially when the white men break it first.  Building forts and making wagon trails though their prime hunting grounds.  (There’s going to be big trouble some day.)
(Old Gabe) died July 17th 1881, in Kansas City Missouri.  He is buried in the Mt. Washington cemetery.  On a memorial monument at his grave site, bears the inscription.  

1804-James Bridger-1881

Celebrated as a hunter, trapper, fur trader and guide.  

Discovered the Great Salt Lake 1824.

The South Pass 1827.

Visited Yellowstone Lake and Geysers- 1830

Founded Fort Bridger-1843

Opened the overland route by Bridger’s pass to the Great Salt Lake.

Was a guide for U. S. Exploring expeditions, of Albert Sidney’s army in 1857 and G.M. Dodge’s U.P. and Indian campaigns 1865-1866 

