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A Historical Novel

By Shawn Farritor

July 18, 1873

The Loup River was running very high for so late in the summer.  Enormous thunderstorms had rolled over the country the last few days.  The Great Pawnee Chief, Petalasharo, sat upon his horse patiently waiting for the tribal guard to find a fordable passage back to the village.  He was tired and wished to rest in his lodge.

Petalasharo had been to the courthouse in Columbus where the sheriff had called him to account for some missing grain.  The chief had known some of his braves took the grain because they were hungry and upset with a local settler.  The incident had been an ugly affair that had sparked by another timber theft by the settlers.  He was certain that the Indian Agent would speak him to about it, and he would have to reprimand the Pawnee men who took the grain.  The underlying issue was not the unneighborly behavior of the white settlers.  It was that his people were slowly starving. The chief always disliked the trip to the white man’s buildings.  There always seemed to be harsh words and bitter warnings.  The Indians had been called laggard, thieves, and liars and through out it all Petalasharo had kept his composure.  

“Ru! Petalasharo ru!”  The young brave shouted back to his chief bringing the older man back into the moment.  The brave was busy finding a spot that was relatively fordable.   He stuck his long red lance into the riverbed indicating how deep the water and where he felt the chief should attempt his crossing.  The tribal guard’s pony was chest deep in the river and the water was washing hard upon the animal’s flanks.  The bodyguard was waving him forward assuring him that was all the deeper the water ran.  The Great Chief kicked his horse forward realizing at the last second that his six-shooter was draped in its beaver skin holster over the saddle horn.  Petalasharo thought to himself that it would not do for him to shoot himself if the horse foundered, so he draped the holster straps up over his head swung it around his back to keep the water from ruining the powder.  The horse took some confused steps down the bank and leapt into the warm waters.  The current’s flow lapped up against the chief’s shins as the half dozen Indians with him progressed across the river.  

They had made it three fourths of the way across with only one last deep channel to cross.  The chief was thinking to himself that the day was going to turn beautiful despite of the slight stickiness to the air when he suddenly felt a sharp digging pain in his right side.   The horse shied violently and fell onto its left side kicking and slapping at the muddy water with its head.  The chief felt his head strike hard against the water and the body of the horse pushed him deep into the river bottom sand.  He reached up towards the sunlight he could see through the murky stream but he was not able to reach it.  His mouth opened involuntarily as his body absorbed the blow of the fall.  He thought to himself that this was what it felt like to drown and the thought was oddly reassuring.

Arms were grasping his limbs as he felt himself drug from the river by the strong arms of one of his scouts.  He was laid across the front of one of the spotted war ponies as they made their way the back across the river.  Upon reaching the grassy bank the chief was placed upon his back and the pain in his right hip returned.  The bodyguards were fearful and pointing they told him that he had been shot but that they had him safe.  The old chief felt the pain roll though him and he nodded that he understood.

“I am fine. I am fine.  I am just a foolish old man who has shot himself.  There is no need for this commotion.”

“No Great Chief.  You did not shoot yourself.  We saw the rifle smoke arise along the bank.  The report seemed to come from the direction of the village!”

The chief continued to gasp for air and blood started to appear on his teeth and lips.

“I am just a foolish old man who has shot himself.”  The Great Chief repeated.

The brave holding the chief’s head noticed that blood was pulsing from his side.  The two warriors who were cradling his head were shouting out orders in a frenzy to alert the village and find the killer.  They were torn by a desire to comfort their poor chief and wreck bloody vengeance upon the killer.

“Please do not die Great Chief.  Who will lead our people?”

“Do not worry boy.  I am just a foolish old man who has shot himself.”

The Big Village had witnessed the attack and saw Petalasharo fall.  Pawnee were running across the river to assist.  Some had gathered weapons and were beating the shrubs looking for the rifleman.  Women were screaming and the screams were gathering into the force and cadence of a Pawnee prayer.  As the first villagers reached their leader’s side they saw the chief reach up with a bloody wet hand towards the sunlight filtering through the cottonwood leaves.

He asked with a weakening voice, “Where has all the starlight gone?”

Petalasharo, Man Chief, Le Commandant de l’homme, the Great Chief of the Pawnee Nation, died that afternoon along the river that had been his home.

July 25, 1873


The Pawnee hunting party set up camp in the flat marshy plain called the Grand Island.  Located between broad encompassing channels of the Platte River, the area was an annual summer campground because of its plentiful small game and relative security from marauders.  The Indians relaxed in the humid air of the enormous sand bar, resting for the final push towards their ancestral hunting grounds.  

Word of Petalasharo’s death was first delivered to the hunters by a boy who was alone and on foot.  The young Pawnee messenger was renowned for his speed and determination having built up his endurance carrying messages the breadth of the Pawnee Agency from village to village.  He had often run over trails that a mule would stumble over.  Despite of his stamina it had been a long run.  Upon reaching the encampment the exhausted Indian boy stated that he had news that could only be delivered to Sky Chief and he was directed to the warrior chief teepee.  Once inside the boy asked for a drink of water.  As Little Bird brought a water pouch the messenger began to sing the Pawnee death song to Sky Chief.  A great foreboding entered the hearts of the persons near by as the chief patiently waited for the chant to be sung to completion.  

The messenger boy stated Petalasharo had been killed while crossing the Loup River near the Big Village.  He also reported the Great Chief had been shot in the chest no one was quite sure how it had happened.  The guards who were there thought the killer was a trained assassin in the village.  Others thought it was Jugavah.  A few onlookers thought they heard the Great Chief state that he had shot himself.  Had it been murder, an accident, or suicide?  Some argued that suicide made sense.   He had often expressed the fear that his beloved tribe would be removed from their land.  Petalasharo wanted to be buried by his beloved Loup River.  Many of the Skidi Pawnee felt the white men killed him as he had recently argued with their officials in Columbus.  The runner reported there was even a rumor circulating among the Chaui Pawnee that his trusted soldiers had killed him.  They whispered that his bodyguards murdered him for trying to make peace with the Sioux.  

The messenger boy only shook his weary head and stated sadly, “The only thing that is known for sure is our Great Chief is dead.”  

Fighting Bear and the other leading men of the hunt were called for and they quickly gathered.  The sad announcement was repeated and the chiefs began to argue whether or not the tribe could continue the hunt.  How could they move further west not knowing what mischief was occurring at the Big Village?

“Fools!” Sky Chief spat.  “Is this arguing what you have learned from the Great Chief?   Did he teach you nothing while he walked and spoke with our people?  The children must be fed!  Do we expect the white man to do that for us?  Are we still men?  Are we still Pawnee?  Have you forgotten how bitter the wind is in the winter without fresh buffalo hides?”

Fighting Bear stated, “There is nothing that needs to be done at the Big Village.  We must continue and gather meat for the people.  We have already delayed too long.”  

July 28th, 1873

The Pawnee saw the narrow fast moving Republican River before them and the women and children rushed to its banks. The river ran in a deep silt-carved crevice that was more barren of tree and foliage than the rivers to the north. The hunters watered their mounts and laughed as the women filled their water pouches to the point of bursting.  The children splashed and played with their dogs in the current.  Everyone seemed to take great joy in finally reaching the river and the forebodings of the last week lessened.  

The scouts informed the head chiefs that buffalo had been spotted to the south on the other side of the ridge of hills beyond the river.  The braves quickly went to work.  Like a fine parade the warriors formed two lines running parallel to one another and rode off disappearing beyond the grassy hillcrests.  The hunting was unexpectedly good.  John Williamson, the trail agent, watched in wonder as the party killed over fifty large fat buffalos. 

Blue Storm, the Brule Sioux War Chief, had no way of knowing newspapers as far away as Denver and Omaha would report the star showers. Nor would he have cared.  As he rode along the southern bank of Frenchman Creek, and spoke with the night watch, he saw the brilliant flaming ball overhead.  The great meteor fell from the western sky and momentarily lit up the landscape with daytime brightness. His eyes could still see the smoky faint trail for many seconds after the fiery orb disappeared. Hundreds of lesser stars began to descend immediately after the trail evaporated into the darkness.  Blue Storm and his companions stood long after the vision disappeared staring up at the sky.  It is a good omen to see a falling star from the west, the Brule warrior thought to himself.  The Pawnee will not return to the east after their destruction.

Miles to the southwest, within the camp the Pawnee had set up along Driftwood Creek, the meteor shower lit up the darkened sky.  As their evening prayers were concluding the great star blazed above their heads and they began to ask themselves what could be its meaning.  The following meteors were barely noticed and little remarked upon after the first spectacular show.  All of the braves concluded that the great meteor was the Remote One’s dedication to Petalasharo.  If they could have spoken to Terrocawah back at the Big Village they would have been filled with a sense of foreboding.  He was dutifully at his evening prayers.  He knew that the falling star indeed represented the death of the Great Chief.   He had often spoken of these phenomena that were legendary among the Omaha, Ponca, and Otoe Indians.  He knew the greater the apparition the greater the warrior.  The star shower that followed the great meteor had a meaning as well.  He began praying for the safety of the Pawnee hunters as he watched the lesser stars fall.  He knew, at that moment, the killing was not over.

In the Pawnee hunting encampment, the riders brought the white hide hunter to John.  The young hunter was waving his lantern high above his head and shouting that he needed to talk with the white man in charge.  John recognized him instantly as the younger companion of the hide hunter whom he had spoken with two days before.

“I needed to talk with you.  I was afraid these Indians would shoot me first.” The young man stated.

“They won’t shoot you.  Why would you think they would?”  John asked.

“I have heard stories of what injuns do to white men and I do not need that sort of trouble.”

“So why are you coming to me in the middle of the night?” John asked.  “I told you that these Indians are peaceable but anyone might get spooked with strangers coming into camp for a visit at this hour.”

The young hunter said, “What we told you earlier about those Sioux Indians is the truth.  We weren’t lying.  I know because my boss, Mr. Kildare, had a discussion with their agent.  They talked a week ago after Mr. Kildare saw your Indians in the area.  Mr. Kildare saw your Indians hunting and he got real mad.  He knew that the Sioux were up on Frenchman’s fork.  They’ve been camped out on the creek for some time.  He figured that he would help those Sioux chase you off so that we could keep all these buffalo to ourselves.  You know these animals are getting mighty hard to find. In the dry months when the fur is nice and thick they pert near disappear.  Anyway, my boss, he went up there to tell the Sioux’s agent where you were.  Mr. Kildare and Mr. Janis go way back.  The agent, Mr. Janis, seemed real interested in the information and I know that it has been passed on.  Anyway, my boss, he aint a bad feller, but like I say, these buffalo are getting scarce.  He began to think on telling that agent where you were and he began to feel guilty cause he knows the Sioux aint ever up to no good.  He began to feel bad something fierce.  So we rode over to tell ya’all.  I suspect that you did not believe us because ya’all are still here.  You ought to be real nervous.”

“Why aren’t you nervous about the Sioux?”

“Because that Mr. Janis told my boss that they weren’t there to hurt white men, only Pawnee.”

“This Mr. Janis is their trail agent?

“Yep!”

“And the Sioux are suppose to be on a buffalo hunt?”

“Well, that’s what they say.  That’s even what Janis said - but they did not seem interested in buffalo.  No one even asked where were the herds.  They seem to be camped out over on the creek waiting for you.”

“How many?”

“We saw only a few dozen or so but we didn’t see the full camp.  Mr. Janis said there were a thousand Indians in his charge.  Of course, he could have been bragging.” 

“You say your boss was feeling guilty.  How did he know the Sioux were there to attack us in the first place?”  

The hunter shrugged, “I don’t know.  He seems to know Indians of all types.  He knows that they like to fight.”

John was struck by the boy’s sincerity.  He asked him if he was hungry and the Indians gave him some Pemmican and coffee.  John walked over to Sky Chief’s lodge and entered unannounced.  He began to speak to the leader in Pawnee.

“We need to do something.  A boy with the hide hunters has confirmed that Sioux are up on the Frenchman and they mean to attack us.”

Sky Chief seemed unconcerned.  He nodded and answered,  “The throat-cutters are in the area.  A scout confirmed it but I do not think they are more than we can handle.  We will call a meeting of the hunter’s council.  They will decide.”

Runners were sent out to gather the leaders and John and Sky Chief sat before his lodge in uneasy silence.  Sky Chief smoked his pipe and offered the long stem to John.  John had never acquired the taste for Indian tobacco but he accepted the pipe out of a sense of politeness.  The first puffs caused Williamson to stifle a cough and he looked quickly to Sky Chief to see if he were laughing.  The warrior seemed to stare into the fire. Fighting Bear, Stone Dog, and Walking Eagle were soon gathered and curious as to why they had been called.  Sky Chief informed them of the reports and who their sources were.  He also told John that Pawnee scouts had spotted a few Sioux in the river valleys to the west but he thought that it was nothing they should worry about.

John spoke up.  “How can you not be concerned?  There may be a thousand Sioux warriors out there and they aim to fight.”

Sky Chief spoke angrily but directly,  “No one believes there are a thousand warriors along the Frenchman.  Those are the white hunter’s numbers.  He is wishing for us to leave.  If the Sioux are here to fight let them come.  Our warriors can defend our people.”

“Sky Chief we have no idea how many are out there.  I have a bad feeling about this.  We have had good success with this hunt.  Your people should consider turning back now.”  John felt immediately that he had overstepped his bounds actually advising the chief when to end the hunt.  His remarks were met with an angry response.

“Your feeling is bad because you are a woman and a coward.  We will decide when to return and we will return when the people have gathered enough from the hunt to last for the season.  Would our children go cold and hungry because you are frightened?  These herds are good.  I do not know if they will return.  We must hunt them now!  You may leave us.”

John stepped forward and said in anger, “I will go as far as you go.  Remember that!”

The two glared at one another as Fighting Bear spoke up.  “Our white leader need not leave us.  It is good that he is here as much of this information comes from other whites.  I doubt the buffalo hunters would have even spoken to us had he not been here.  Tell us Chaikstaka Laket, what are your thoughts on the story of the hide hunters?  Do they want us out of this land?”

“To tell the truth, I think they do want us to leave so that they can hunt without our competition.  But I also think they are telling the truth.  The boy I spoke with today seemed concerned for the people, even though they are strangers to him”

Fighting Bear then asked Sky Chief if they were attacked could his warriors defend the people?

Sky Chief replied defiantly, “Yes”.

The chiefs decided that the hunt should continue but Sky Chief should organize an extra scouting detachment to investigate the valley of the Frenchman.  Sky Chief agreed this was a wise precaution.

August 1, 1873

Entering a long grassy draw that stretched up onto the plain from the river’s timbered bottoms, the Pawnee moved south into the winding canyon.  The hunting party was proceeding slowly, heavily laden with their equipment, hides, and meat.  Women and children spread out to gather turnips and small game to feed the hunters after the morning kill.  

After proceeding a few miles John noticed a commotion at the head of the hunting column.  He and Platt rode forward and approached three chiefs who were speaking with marked intensity.  John asked what all the fuss was about.  Fighting Bear answered in English,  “Sioux are in the hills south of here!  The chiefs are calling for the warriors to annihilate them.  They have killed a couple of our buffalo scouts!”

John answered in Pawnee, “Chief, don’t you think that we should find out how many there are?”  We could ride back up this canyon and make a stand along the timber we had just passed.  It is better ground for a fight.”

“What is going on?” Lester Platt, Williamson’s friend who did not speak Pawnee inquired.

Fighting Bear stated,  “There may be no one out there except for a few raiders.  Sky Chief’s warriors will take care of them.  The guards can watch over our caravan.  It may only be a dozen horse thieves”

Walking Eagle of the Skidi Pawnee spoke up, “It is wise to retreat to the timber.  We have no idea how many Sioux we will face.”

“What is going on?” Platt insisted.

Fighting Bear shouted, “Sky Chief has not told us to return to the timber!  We must gather the warriors and send them forward.  I have fought the Sioux before.  We can beat them on open ground.  Whatever their number!”

The Pawnee were feeling their strength as the warriors rode up to their chiefs.  Shouts began being heard and the war chant arose.  John looked back wistfully at the hills hiding the grove of timber.  If the buffalo hunters were right and there were a thousand Sioux warriors on the plain, the cover would be needed.

“Will someone tell me what the blazes is going on?” Lester was clearly exasperated at this point.

John looked at him and said, “You do not need to be a part of this.  Ride down and hole up in that timber.  The Sioux are coming and I am afraid it could get pretty hot for these Indians.  You are here for the pleasure and this could turn out badly.”

“What are you planning to do?”

“I need to be here for them.”  John motioned toward the squaws that were moving the pack animals deeper into the valley. “I need to see this thing through.  No one back at the agency is going to call me a coward and say that I shirked my duty.  I’m planning to go out there and talk to the Sioux.  Maybe I can put some reason in their heads”

A few shots were heard over the horizon and the shots brought the warriors shouts to frenzy.  The women in the canyon began a slower more fearful chant.

Lester looked doubtfully in the direction of the shooting.  “You had better forget about putting reason into anyone’s head and make sure that you keep the hair on yours!”  Lester looked over at John’s shoulder length hair.  “I have seen my share of scalps and your lovely locks would make quite the prize!”  

John felt a twang of fear and took off his hat to tuck his curly hair inside.

Lester was clearly growing nervous.  “It is be best if I leave now.  I do wish you luck and I’m sorry.”

John answered, “No need to apologize but please get moving.”

At that moment the cries of the Pawnee were echoed back by the terrifying war cry of the Sioux.  The sound made John’s hands tremble as he remembered hearing it back on his farm.  The screaming seemed to come from all sides of the canyon but still no warriors were visible.  He thought of unholstering his pistol but then thought better of the idea.  He rode up to Fighting Bear and informed him that it was his job to attempt to parlay with these hostiles, perhaps a fight could yet be avoided.  The chief was dividing up his warriors ordering the two-dozen back to the canyon to guard the helpless ones.

The chiefs seemed surprised at the number of voices rising up in the air.  They nodded at Williamson as if giving consent.  Fighting Bear immediately sensed an uneasy urgency.  He sprang off his Indian pony and offered the horse to John.  Williamson gratefully took the faster steed knowing that if it turned into a race his mule would get them both killed.  He looked to the rolling prairie hills before him and announced he needed one man who spoke Lakota.  A half-breed interpreter by the name of Baptized Ray volunteered and the pair rode out.  

In the canyon, the women began to remove the packs from the animals as if anticipating a flight.  Singing Sparrow cried out to them “Do you shame our men folk?  Are we not Pawnee women?  Do you not believe that our warriors will best the Sioux?  Why do you grovel so?”

 The women seemed to take heart from her courage and began rocking back and forth to their own war chant.  She grabbed one of the older boys who was crying with his head in the grass and shouted.  “You are afraid now because there is nothing for you to do but feel fear.  Here, I have a task for you.”  Removing the bright red ribbon from her throat she handed it to the boy.  “Take this to the Chaikstaka Laket, give it to him as a gift.  Its magic will protect the both of you but only if you get it to him.  Off with you now!”  

The boy leapt upon the back of one of the unburdened pack ponies and scampered over the canyon’s embankment.

John rode out towards a gathering cloud of dust along the southeastern horizon.  He figured that was where the Sioux were.  As he topped a crest of one hill he saw forty or fifty Sioux warriors riding ponies toward him.  He stopped, took a white kerchief from his pocket and tied the end to long pole that Baptized Ray had brought along.  

John looked over at the interpreter and said, “Do not raise your gun.  Shooting is just going to make things worse. Hold this up high so that they can see we come in peace.”

Baptized Ray nodded with a look of nervous exasperation.  He looked at John and said, “You’re the trail boss.”

John lifted his arm in the air showing his palm to the oncoming braves.  In less than a moment the warriors spotted him and turned their ponies in his direction.  John pulled the horse to a stop and shouted at the top of his lungs,  “Hoka Hey Lakota!”

John heard a shot in the distance and then he saw a burst of smoke coming from the rifles of the Indians.  He turned to make sure his companion had the white flag visible.   He found that the interpreter had turned tail and was galloping away as fast as his horse would carry him.  He heard a shot and the back of the interpreter’s head exploded in blood.  John turned back to face the charging Indians.  He began to feel true fear as he heard their piercing shouts and saw their angry faces.  He pulled out his revolver and held it high in the air.   John knew that he was not going to be able to get out of this without firing the weapon.  With surprising resolve he lowered the pistol towards the leading brave and fired.  The bullet smashed into the leading warrior’s right shoulder tearing him off of his mount.  John could hear bullets flying past his head and he knew that he would not be able to shoot again.  He turned his steed back towards the Pawnee and fled down the hill with the Sioux hot in pursuit.

As his horse strained to run faster, John realized he had really shot a man.  The horse shrieked in a sudden gasp of pain and stumbled.  John struggled to remain in the saddle.  He realized the horse had been shot.  He whipped the horse not heading its shrieks of agony understanding that if the horse went down, he would be killed.  The horse staggered forward and John knew from the shouts behind him that the Sioux were getting closer.  He leapt off the horse when he realized a line of Pawnee had formed along the near rim of the canyon.  It was the former soldiers in the Pawnee Battalion!  Sky Chief had the Indians kneeling side by side in a skirmish line protecting the women and children in the canyon.   As former soldiers in the battalion the Indians had a number of rifles in their possession.  John was surprised to see the Pawnee fight in this manner but it gave him hope.  Sky Chief was not going to give in!

The Pawnee lifted their rifles towards John and his pursuers when he suddenly realized that he was directly in the line of fire.  He immediately hit the ground as the rifles fired.  The first volley struck the Sioux with a terrible force and John could hear the war cries immediately turn to shrieks of pain.  He began crawling in the grass towards the Pawnee hoping to make it to his friends before they fired a second time.  Soon mounted Pawnee warriors dashed towards the Sioux.  John heard a terrible fusillade of fire and said to himself, “My God what has this turned into?”

