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By 1889 the Indign wars of the American West were mostly
memories. Some of the first battles between the soldlers and the
Indians, such as the Wagon Box fight and Custer's Washita, were
more than twenty years ln the past. However, one flnal chapter
remained in the story of the conflict between the white man and
the red man--the Sloux campaign of 1890. The "Battle" of Wounded
Knee was the principle encounter of that winter campaign, and it
wasg more of a tragic accldent than a clash between two openly
hostlle antagonists. Wounded Knee, and the events which led to it,
have been the subjects of many historical works. Unfortunately
some of these treatments apply a liberal amount of fantasy to the
basic facts. The actlons of Captain Allyn Capron’'s Hotchkiss guns
have been the subject of as much distortion as any other aspect of
the tragedy at Wounded KEnee. It ls appropriate to ¢larify some of
the distortions concerning the guns by relating the details of the
battery and its performance on December 29, 1890.

Captaln Allyn Capron, Commanding Battery E, lst Artillery at
Wounded Knee. National Archives and Records Service, SC 80689



In the fall of 1889, eleven Sioux from the Dakota reserva-
tlons journeyed to Nevada to investigate the story of an Indian
Messiah. The Messiah, a Paiute named Wovocka, claimed to be a
chosen messenger from God. His doctrine proclaimed the return of
the buffalo and of leng deceased Indians to a land devoid of the
white man. The Sicux emissaries eagerly accepted this message
and upon their retum to the Dakotas spread it among thelr respec-
tive tribes, There was cne signiflcant modification to the Sipux
versian of the Messlah's doctrine. The lnevitable demise of the
white man would be a violent one, according to the Sioux, and not
the peaceful withdrawl which Wovoka had described.l

The intensity with which the Sloux adopted the Messiah
movement, and the fervor with which they danced the Ghost Dance,
alarmed the various Indlan agents on the reservations. The coming
Indian millenium and the inevitable disappearance of the whites
made some of the Sloux less than receptive to the guldance of their
white quardians. By the fall of 1890, Indlan agents' control of the
reservations was deterlorating. Scon Ghost Dancers were openly
disregamding the agents' directlives and defying the Indian police.
In November the agent at the Cheyenne River agency reported that
the Sioux were armed and that an outbreak was {nevitable, Agent
E.B. Reynolds reported similar information from the Rosebud agency.2
However, tenslon appeared greatest at the Pine Ridge agency In
sauthwest Dakota, This was unfortunate as agent D.F. Royer, a
recent appointment of the new Republican administration, had been
at the agency only a short time. Although he was Inexperienced,
Rover knew that the situation at Pine Ridge was quickly getting out
of control. Special Indian Agent James Cocper, who had been sent
to Pine Ridge to investigate the disturbance, concurred that an out-
break was a distinct probability. 3

On November 14, 1890, the War Department, at the reguest
of the Interior Department, was glven the responsibility of preven-
ting the 3ioux from leaving the reservations.* Within a week Army
units began moving toward the Sioux reservations. The commander
of the Military Division of the Missourl, Majtor General Nelson A,
Miles, assumed control of the troops converging on the Dakotas.
Miles planned to "anticipate the movement of the hostile Indians and
arrest or overpower them in detail before they had time to concentrate
in one large body... »5 For this purpose Miles had at his disposal
almost half of the cavalry and infantry regiments in the Regular Army
and two batteries of light artillery,

In the early mornlng hours of November 24, Capron's Light
Battery E, lst Artillery, along with most of the 7th Cavalry regi-
ment, entrained at Fort Riley for Pine Ridge. The battery, three
officers and forty-seven enlisted men, arrived in South Dakota
three days lf:l‘ter.6 1n addition to Capron, the battery's officers
were Second Lieutenant John L. Hayden and Second Lieutenant
Harry L. Hawthorne. Hawthorne was an officer of the 2nd Artillery
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regiment who had been attached to the battery for the move to Plne
Rldge. Three of the unit's regularly assigned officers were on either
leave or detached duty.7

Capron had been in command of the battery for almost two
years, He had been with the 1st Artillery reqgiment since his com-
missioning from West Point in 1867 .8 One of the correspondents at
Wounded Knee described him as having enough nerve for a hundred-
ton gun. Hawthorne had a rather unusual background for an army
artillery officer, for he had rteceived his military educatlon at the
United States Naval Academy at Annapeolis. He had served two
years as a naval cadet engineer prior to accepting a commission in
the 2nd Antillery in 1884.3

Shortly after arriving in South Dakota, the battery was 1ssued
six Hotchkiss mountaln guns and was ready to take the fleld by the
third week in December. Lleutenant Hayden and a platoon (two guns)
of Battery E jolned Major Guy Henry's battalion of the 9th Cavalry on
Christmas Eve, [Henry was to patrol the White Clay River from his
camp at Hamey Springs. Hayden's detachment would remain with the
9th until the end of the campaign.l? Three days later, Hawthome
with another platoon of the battery left Pine Ridge with Major Samuel
Whitslde's battalion of the 7th, It was this ferce which intercepted
Big Foot's band of Minlconjou Sioux near Porcupine Butte on Decem—~
ber 28. Whitslde then escorted the band to a camp on Wounded Knee
Creek about twelve miles northeast of the Pine Ridye agency. During
the night the rest of the 7th under Colonel James Forsyth, and Capron's
platoon arrived in Whitside's camp A1

On the morning of December 29, the troopers of the 7th Cavalry
were positioned around the Indian village to suppert the directed dis-
arming of the warrlors. Forsyth had summoned the braves t¢ a council
con the north side of the village and had formed them in a semi-circle,
Initlally, B and K troop had been placed between the council and the
cavalry camp. However, the two troops were shifted to prevent
movement between the council and the village. 12 capron's and
Hawthorne's platoens were located on a hill to the northwest {See
map}.

A discussion of the events whlch precipitated the clash be-
tween the two partles and a description of the cavalry's part of the
battle is not within the sccpe of this paper. The actlons hoth of the
troops and of the Indians have been described, often with varying
emphasis, in other accounts. 13 Nevertheless, as the morning passed
tension between the soldlers and the warriors Lncreased. A single
shot was sufficient to spark the [ollowing blocdshed. By the early
afternocn the conflict had ended. Approximately two hundred Indians
were kllled and another one hundred were wounded. The soldiers
suffered twenty-five killed and thirty-nlne wounded, 14



Hotchkiss 1.65" Mountain Gun- These were the guns Capron's
battery used on the day of the battle. National Archives and
Records Service, RG 156-AA-51(A)

The responsibility for many of the casualities on both sides,
and for the obliteration of the village has been placed ¢on the four
mountain guns of Battery E. Most accounts of the fight have de-
scribed the guns on the hill as firing almost fifty rounds a minute.
The destructiveness of this cannonade has varied with different
works, One account stated that one-half of the Indian casualities
were caused by the battery's first volley. 15 vet several technical
factors raise doubts as to the validity of the rate of cannon fire
and its destructiveness at Wounded Knee.

With respect to the battery's volume of fire, the first polat
of doubt rests on the characteristics of the gun. The Hotchkiss
gun, designed in the 1870s, had no true recoil system. Therefore,
it did not have a mechanism which absorbed the recoil from firing
and returned the gun to the initial firing position. This meant that
every time the weapon was fired, the gun and carriage moved back-
ward, Capron testified after the battle that his first targets were
approximately three hundred yards from his position. At such a
range the tube of the weapon would have been at zero degrees
elevation or less.1® The recoil from firing and the resulting back-
ward movement would be greatest when the tube was in this posi-
tlon. Firing the gun without returning it to a primary firing or aiming
position would have resulted in the battery's gradual withdrawl from
the fleld of battle. Repositioning the weapon, along with loading
and sighting took time--too much time for the battery to achieve
anything approaching fifty rounds a minute.

A second consideration which cast doubts on the high rate
of fire concerns the amount of ammunition available at Wounded Knee.



Colonel Forsyth, overall commander of troops, estimated that the
most intense part of the battle lasted twenty minutes A7 15 the
battery had fired fifty rounds a minute, it would have expended
almost one thousand rounds in twenty minutes. There Is no reason
to assume that Capron carried this much ammunition with him to
Wounded Knee., Evidence suggested that no wagons accompanied
Capron and Forsyth when they left Pine Ridge on December 28.18
Capron's understanding of the battery's role in the coming opera-
tion would have reflected the attitude of the senicr commander. As
Forsyth did not anticipate trouble with Blg Foot's band, it is doubt-
ful that Capron would have carried more than the normal ammunition
load, which was approximately four hundred rounds. Accepting four
hundred shells as a reasonable amount of ammunition available to the
battery, and the claimed rate of fire, the guns would have partici-
pated in only elght minutes of a battle which lasted more than an
hour.

Hotchkiss 1.45" Revolving Cannon., Mooney might have mistaken
the mountain gun for this revolving gun. This Hotchkiss gun could
have fired fifty rounds a minute, but it was not at Wounded Knee.
National Archives and Records Service, RG 156-AA-49A

A realistic estimate of the battery's volume of fire has been
difficult to ascertain for there was no mention of the total number
of rounds fired in any battle account. Many variables, such as the
battery's state of training, the condition of the guns, and the loca-
tion of the ammunition mules, would affect the volume of fire. It
must also be remembered that cannons are limited in their rate of
firec due to the heat generated with the weapon. Modern cannons
are limited to ten rounds a minute for the first three minutes and
three rounds a minute thereafter. 19 A consistently high rate of fire
can cause irteparable damage to the gun. If a reasonable volume
of fire is needed to compiete an accurate picture of the fighting at
Wounded Knee, then a battery rate of fire of from twelve to twenty-
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four rounds a minute can be used. Although thls 18 speculative, it
is based on data which can be analyzed instead of undocumented,
unsubstantiated descriptions as found in most histerical aceounts.

The second major polint of contention was the general
accounts of the destructlveness of the guns at Wounded Knee.
Aside from the obvious difference made by accepting a reagonable
rate of fire, the caliber of the gun should be considered. Most
accounts of the battle accurately desecribe the mountaln gun as
being of 1.65 lnches in caliber and firing a shell welghing a little
more than two pounds, However, the varlous authors have failed
to give the reader any appreciation of the effectiveness of the shell.
The bursting charge of the shell contalned only 1.76 ocunces of
pcww.ier.20 The impacting shell including the bursting charge weighed
slightly more than one pound. The total explosive force of the shell
would be less than that of a modern hand grenade .21l It 1s therefore
difficult to accept that the first volley of the battery (four rounds)
inflicted half of the total Indian casualities-as has been claimed.
It is not argued that the guns on the hill did not inflict casualities.
It is argued that the guns did not obliterate the village and declmate
the Indians as has been described in certain totally unobjective works.

An accurate picture of the battery’'s actlons at Wounded Knee
can be drawn. Such a view incorporates the testimony of the parti-
cipants, Indian, soldier, and civilian, with a ratlonal assessment of
what the battery could and could not do. Wlith the flrst volieys of
fire between the Indlans and the soldlers, the immedlate area became
enveloped in a haze of smcke and dust. 22 Soon, both sides merged
into a desperate struggle at close quarters, On the high ground to the
northwest, Capron held his fire. He knew that shell fire at that
moment would be fatal to friend as well as to fce. When the Indlans
broke through the line of K ttoop and the remnants of B and K troop
withdrew to the cavalry camp, the battery began firing by piatocm.23

Capron opened flre with his two guns on a group of [ndians
fleeing southwest along the agency road. Hawthorne's guns engaged
the warrlors who had fled to the village and were firing at the cavalry
from there.24 As the fightlng continued, the warrlors, now mixed
with the women and children, scattered to the west, south, and east.
Consequently the distances between the battery and some of the flege-~
ing clusters of Indlans approached two thousand yards.

As Capron fired at any group of Indians firing at the cavalry,
Hawthorne shelled the ravine south of the Indian village. The
warriors who had taken refuge there were pouring a galling fire on
the caua]ry.25 For the most part, this group was safe from the shells
fired from the hill. Because of the extremely flat trajectory of the
guns, few shells landed in the ravine. Those that did hit ln the
ravine spent most of their fragmentation on the far bank. [t was
necessary then to take a gun closer to the ravine. In the process
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of moving cne of his guns, Hawthome was struck by a bullet which
shattered his watch, driving parts of the mechanism into his bt:v-:ly.26
Command of the gun then fell to a twenty-one year old Corporal,
Paul H. Weinert, With one of his men carrying the wounded
Hawthorne to safety, Welinert and one other artilleryman maneuvered
the gun into the mouth of the ravine. Although thetr clothes and the
gun were riddled with bullets, the two artilierymen persisted and
eventually the firing Irom the ravine ceased.2?

The main mission of the guns on that day was to fire at
Indians who were firing at the cavalry and silence any pocket of
resistance which could not be assalled by the cavalry. 8 In one
instance an Indian had concealed himself in one of the tents north
of the semi-circle. He managed to kill several cavalrymen before
his locatlon was discovered, His fire '.gas silenced by two direct
hlts on the tent by the mountain guns.z Even when the Hotchkiss
quns ceased flre, sporadic firlng continued between the cavalry and
lsolated Indians.

The battery's guns were effective in neutrallzing some of the
pockets of resistance, but 1t did so at the high price of casualities
amang the women and children. At the ranges the guns were firing,
it was impassible to distinguish men from women in those groups
firing at the cavalry. Even if the distinction could have been made,
it would have been equally impossible to fire on the warriors without
ilnadvertently hitting those arcund them.

By the early afternoon a tragic, somber silence prevailed at
Wounded Knee, Stretcher-bearers criss-crossed the battlefleld
searching for those who were injured, Indian and white. The 7th,
especially B and K traop, bore the brunt of the soldier casualities.
Hawthorne was the only artllleryman seriously injured in the affray.
Corporal Weinert and Private George Grezen miraculously had escaped
injury amidst the flying lead in the ravine.

By the second week of January, 1B91, the Sioux campaign of
1890, the last campalign of the Indian Wars, was over. After a grand
review, held mostly for the benefit of General Miles, the regiments
and separate unlts returned to their home posts. ©On January 24,
Capron loaded his battery on a train at Rushville, Nebraska, for the
return trip to Fort Riley. However, for Battery E the campaign in the
Dakotas would have one final tragic consequence. Enroute to Eansas,
the troop train on which the battery was riding colllded with a passen-
ger train. One sergeant was kllled and another enlisted man was
injured.

Thus four days after Christmas, 1830, on a ccld windswept
field in South Dakota, Battery E, 1st Artillery opened fire in support
of the 7th Cavalry. Any Indian who fired at the cavalry brought hlm-
self to the attention of the gunners on the bill. Minutes later he
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received fire from the small Hotchkiss cannons. The battery did
not sweep the field with a hurricane of fire coming at the rate of
almost fifty rounds a minute. The guns did not obliterate every-
thing which moved on the hattle field. The nature of the gun and
the shortage of ammunition precluded this. Because of the small
slze of the shell, approximately forty-two millimeters, 1t could
not have wrecked the devastation attributed to it. The guns in-
flicted casualities, some of them unavoidable, on lanocent women
and children. For Capron's battery, Wounded Knee was not
revenge. It was combat with an enemy often barely visible.. For
the men of the battery, Wounded Knee was nelther a point of honer
nor a peint of shame.

] o dsin’ 5 |
Sketch Map of the Wounded Knee Battlefield- This map was drawn
shortly after the battle and was included in the annual report of the

Secretary of War in 1891. National Archives and Records Service,
111-8C-87318
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