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1877
After the battle of the Big Hole, the famous pursuit of Chief Joseph and the Nez Perces was begun. They proceeded south, murdering settlers and stealing stock as they went. They crossed the Rocky Mountains into Idaho and back again, moving rapidly to the Geyser Basin, and through that to the Yellowstone, which they crossed, and thence on to the junction of Clark's Fork and the Yellowstone, hotly pursued by General Howard's wearied troops and a detachment of Colonel Gibbon's command.

On the morning of August 20th the Nez Perces succeeded in capturing about 100 mules from General Howard's troops. Major Sanford, with two troops of the First Cavalry, one of them in command of Captain James Jackson, hotly pursued the Indians, overtaking them at Camas Meadows, Idaho, when after a sharp fight the troops recaptured about fifty of the animals. In this action several troopers had been wounded, among them a trumpeter. Captain Jackson saw him fall from his horse, and immediately he dismounted and went to his side. In the face of a desperate fire from the yelling Indians he called upon one or two men, who quickly responded, and together they carried to a place of safety, out of the reach of the savages, the body of the trumpeter who had been shot and killed. For his heroic action while thus exposed to the Indians' severe fire, Captain Jackson was warmly commended, and he was rewarded by the Medal of Honor.

Hither and thither the escaping hostile Nez Perces proceeded through Northern Idaho and Montana, in the vicinity of the Yellowstone, leading the troops in a hot chase, in which the latter lost their trail. This, however, was again picked up early in September by the Seventh Cavalry, under Colonel Sturgis, and by forced marches of fifty and sixty miles a day the Indians were pursued until the 14th, their rear frequently attacking the troops. For days at a time the latter were wholly without rations, and the limit of endurance having been reached by both men and animals Colonel Sturgis gave up the chase and awaited the arrival of General Howard's forces.
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On the evening of September 17th Colonel Miles was informed that the Nez Perces were beyond the reach of their pursuers and was requested to join in the chase, especially since the colonel, who with his forces was stationed at the junction of the Yellowstone and Tongue Rivers, was believed to be in a position to intercept the Indians by a much more direct and consequently shorter route.

The request was acted on immediately. That same night the troops were taken across the Yellowstone and early the following morning Colonel Miles started in pursuit of the warriors. His command consisted of a detachment of guides and scouts and thirty friendly Cheyenne Indians under the command of Lieutenant P. M. Maus, First United States Infantry, Troops F, G: and H, Second United States Cavalry, Troops A, D and K, Seventh United States Cavalry, Companies B, F, G, I and K, Fifth United States Infantry, one Hotchkiss breech-loading and one twelve-pounder Napoleon gun. The command took a northwesterly direction toward the Missouri River, which was reached early on the morning of September 24th.

Colonel Miles pressed a passing Missouri steamer into service and ferried his force, except one small detachment, across the stream. This was fairly accomplished when he was informed that the Nez Perces were on the other side of the river and the boat, which had already steamed away, had to be recalled at once to take the force back. According to the information, the Indians were in the vicinity of the Bear Paw Mountains, a range of mountains connected by a low divide with the Little Rocky Mountains.

On September 30th, after a forced march through a difficult country, the trail of the long-looked-for savages was discovered at last and followed with much caution and great secrecy, the whole command marching stealthily along the base of hills and mountains.

Colonel Miles had given strict orders that not a shot be fired, and that the numerous buffalo, deer and elk be left unmolested and undisturbed—an order which led many a hunter among the soldiery into dire temptation. The colonel himself recounts a unique incident.

Lieutenant Maus, who commanded the scouts, came across a grizzly or silver-tip bear. The animal raised upon its hind legs and was ready for a " scrap." Lieutenant Maus's sporting blood was aroused in a second, and he ached for the possession of such costly trophy. He brought his rifle to the shoulder, aimed—and one second more and a shot would have, in all probability, put a quietus on Mr. Bear's pugilistic ambitions. But there was the order not to fire a shot! Slowly the rifle sank from its raised position; the captain remembered the order, and his sense of duty conquered over his desires as a hunter.

The Nez Perces were located within the curve of a crescent-shaped cut bank in the valley of Snake Creek and also in the ravines leading into that valley.The Indians seemed perfectly unconscious of the approaching danger. Their scouts failed to detect the troops, the buffalo grazed quietly, the elk, the deer moved about without show of fear or fright. What, then, was there to alarm the camping braves?

The last eight miles along the trail were covered in almost spectacular style, the whole command riding and marching to the impending fray as on pleasure bent. The soldiers laughed, joked, hummed the popular tunes of the day—in fact the finest of military spirit prevailed.Captain Tyler was ordered to take the Second United States Cavalry on a slight detour, attack in the rear and capture the herd, so as to render an escape of the Indians impossible.This order was executed with great zest and dash and proved a complete success, Captain Tyler capturing about 800 ponies.

The Seventh United States Cavalry and Fifth United States Infantry then charged directly upon the village. The surprise of the Indians, however profound, was not complete, nevertheless. The tramp of the horses had given them warning, and when the troops came upon the village they were met with a hot and deadly accurate fire. This was a somewhat unexpected reception, and for a minute checked the advance. But for a minute only. Again the troops charged ahead, and soon had a portion of the Indians driven from the camp into the ravines. The combat raged fiercely, the Indians putting up and maintaining a stout resistance. Colonel Miles, however, arranged his force in such a manner as to completely encircle the camp, first in a wide and large circle, but gradually tightening his grip and slowly driving the Indian force into the ravines.

This was not easily accomplished, and resulted in a great loss of life to the troopers. The Nez Perce proved to be a perfect marksman. Moreover, he knew how to select his victims and used his rifle with telling discrimination. He seemed to pick out the officers.A few minutes stopped the advance of the Seventh. In the meantime White Bird and several other warriors rushed out from their camp, mounted their horses and made for the hills. The Second Cavalry had become widely scattered over the valley. Captain Tyler had captured more than 300 Indian ponies; Lieutenant Jerome had also secured a large number. Lieutenant E. J. McClernand, with but a few men, had moved far down the valley, where he had captured several hundred
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ponies. While he was driving them back he encountered the Indians who made their escape from the camp and they made a vicious effort to regain possession of the horses. In the sharp fight that followed Lieutenant McClernand successfully beat off the enemy and got his men and horses back to an opening in the hills in safety.

By this time the troops had completely encircled the Indian camp, but it had been done at awful cost. Captain Hale and Lieutenant Biddle of the Seventh Cavalry were lifeless upon the ground; Captain E. S. Godfrey and Captain Myles Moylan, who had led their troops at full gallop against the Indians, were severely wounded; Assistant Adjutant-General George W. Baird was shot through the arm and had one ear carried away while bringing orders to different parts of the battlefield.

Four of the five officers of the Seventh Cavalry battalion had been killed or wounded in the first charge, and Lieutenant Henry Romeyn, of Company G, Fifth Infantry, mounted on a captured Indian horse, was put in command also of troops A and H. With his own company and the cavalry Romeyn charged down the steep bank to cut the enemy off from water. He had scarcely got the men moving when he was struck by a bullet in the right breast, breaking a rib where it entered, and another where it passed out near the spine. Another bullet pierced his belt, the handle of his hunting knife was shot away, his field-glass case was shattered and a ball had gone through his ear after grazing his shoulder. He was carried off the field by four of his men, who risked their lives in the act, but his wounds were considered mortal and he was left to die, something being given him to ease his pain. Lieutenant Mason Carter, of the Fifth Infantry, had continued the charge after Romeyn's injury, and succeeded in dislodging the Indians, inflicting heavy loss upon them.

Lieutenant Oscar F. Long had been directed by Colonel Miles to order one of the cavalry troops to advance. Finding both of its officers wounded, Lieutenant Long voluntarily assumed command and took the troop forward under a heavy fire. While the men were falling rapidly, Major and Surgeon Henry R. Tilton seemed everywhere among them giving them his best aid, notwithstanding the rain of bullets about him. He rescued by admirable courage quite a number of fallen soldiers who would have received finishing bullets by the Indians had they not been taken care of by him. Two officers and twenty-two soldiers had been killed; half a dozen officers and thirty-eight soldiers had been wounded. Colonel Miles had now to fear that the Indians who had escaped would bring the hostile Sioux to the assistance of the Nez Perces. The wounded were too many to be properly cared for, and he dared not risk another assault upon the Indian camp, knowing that a siege would be the safer though slower method of bringing the enemy to time. To make matters worse snow began to fall, and the suffering of the soldiers was intense. The next day, however, a flag of truce was sent out from the Indian camp and a parley followed, which resulted three days later in the complete surrender of the Indians.

Strange to say, Lieutenant Romeyn survived his wounds, although he had been prepared for burial. The next morning it was found that life was not extinct, and shortly after he regained consciousness. Seven days later he was placed in an army wagon filled with brush and grass, and after seven days of this sort of travel arrived at the Missouri River, where with the rest of the wounded he was put on board a steamer and taken down the river.

For gallantry in this engagement Medals of Honor were given to Captains Edward S. Godfrey and Myles Moylan; Lieutenants Henry Romeyn, Mason Carter, George W. Baird, Oscar F. Long, Edward J. McClernand and Major Henry R. Tilton. 
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