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O n the misty, rain-soaked 
morning of 17 June 1877, 106 
troopers of Troops F and G, 1st

US Cavalry, and 11 civilian volunteers, 
cautiously descended White Bird 
Canyon. Leading the column was Capt. 
David Perry, who had orders to bring 
the “non-treaty” bands of Nez Perce 
to the reservation at Lapwai. They 
were expected; after the massacre of 

white settlers earlier that month, 
three of the fi ve non-treaty Nez 

Perce bands had fl ed to the 
encampment of Chief White 

Bird. Alerted to the presence 
of the approaching soldiers, a 
party of six mounted warriors 
approached under a white 
fl ag of truce. Inexplicably, a 

trigger-happy civilian volunteer fi red 
two shots that scattered the truce party. 
Both sides commenced shooting.

In less than an hour, the fi refi ght 
was over. Thirty-two soldiers were 
killed, and four were wounded, a 30 
percent casualty rate. The Nez Perce 
suffered several wounded but none 
seriously. Some 60 to 70 poorly armed 
warriors had outfl anked and rolled 
up Perry’s mostly inexperienced and 
untrained regulars. For the Nez Perce, 
the victory at White Bird yielded 
valuable weapons and ammunition. 

The scene was set for a bitter four-
month struggle that became the most 
territorially-extended armed confl ict 
fought between the US Army and 
Native Americans. Several hundred 

warriors, armed with mostly outdated 
weapons, would outfi ght and outfox 
an American force that eventually grew 
to 2,000 troops in one of the largest 
deployments of the US Army during 
the Indian Wars. Ultimately, the army 
would vanquish the Nez Perce, but 
only after an incredible 1,500-mile 
trek from the panhandle of Idaho 
to the buffalo plains of Montana.

Origins of Confl ict
The Nez Perce, or Nimiipuu, 

constituted the largest ethnic 
group on the Columbian Plateau. 
Their homeland encompassed 17 
million acres within the present-day 
states of Washington, Oregon, and 
Idaho. Tribal bands were generally 

By Jon Cecil

Left: Chief Joseph. Below: A band of Nez Perce warriors.
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identifi ed by the name of the 
tributary stream where they lived.

The Nez Perce established friendly 
relationships with the whites they fi rst 
encountered in the early 19th century. 
In 1805-1806, they helped the starving 
Lewis and Clark expedition. They 
eagerly traded for goods and guns with 
Hudson Bay Company explorers and 
American fur trappers. In the 1830s, 
Protestant missionaries established a 
mission and the fi rst school in Idaho. 
Missionary infl uence, however, would 
profoundly impact the Nez Perce, 
dividing them between treaty and non-
treaty, Christian and non-Christian, 
“civilized” and traditional factions. 

Two treaties negotiated between 
representatives of the federal 
government and Nez Perce band 
chiefs in 1855 and 1863 resulted in 
the reduction and subdivision of 

Nez Perce camp at Lapwai, Idaho.
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the Indian lands. An agency was 
established at Lapwai, Idaho Territory; 
that later became the Nez Perce 
Reservation. Five non-treaty bands, 
including Chief Joseph’s band from the 
Wallowa country of northeast Oregon, 
continued a nomadic and traditional 
lifestyle outside the reservation system. 

Confl icts increased with the 
steady stream of white homesteaders 
and livestock grazers who were later 
followed by tens of thousands of gold 
seekers in the 1860s. In 1862, a fort 
was established at Lapwai, the fi rst 
military post in Idaho, to prevent 
white incursions on Nez Perce lands. 

In 1875, President Ulysses Grant 
declared the days of the free roaming 
non-treaty bands over. The duty 
of overcoming the non-treaty Nez 
Perce fell to the commander of the 
military Department of the Columbia, 
Gen. Oliver Otis Howard. Intensely 
pious and moralistic, Howard, the 

Nez Perce Non-Treaty Leadership Council
The Nez Perce tribe was composed of several independent non-treaty bands 
led by Chief Joseph (Wallowa), White Bird (Lamátta), Toohoolhoolzote 
(Pikunin), and Looking Glass (Alpowai). The chiefs practiced a dynamic 
and collaborative form of decision-making, with additional infl uence 
from at least four major groups within the tribe: The Basket Hat Women, 
a group of female tribal elders; tribal spiritual leaders; warriors; and 
members of the Dreamer Faith, who advocated traditional spiritual 
values. The latter included among their ranks Toohoolhoolzote, 
an older chief, and Hahtalekin, a primary chief and experienced 
buffalo hunter, while Bald Head served as a secondary leader. 

All four group influences included further subsets of followers 
who could freely and independently interact and influence 
tribal decision making. For example, Ollokot, Joseph’s younger 
brother, and the warrior Two Moons usually aligned with 

Joseph. Other warriors such as Five Wounds and Rainbow 
tended to affiliate with the war chief Looking Glass. 

Contrary to popular belief at the time Joseph was not a war chief, 
or an “Indian Napoleon” as he was dubbed by the newspapers. In 
reality, he served as a camp chief along with Chief Whitebird. Camp 
chiefs organized the logistics for the tribe. War chiefs such as Looking 
Glass and Poker Joe alternated responsibility for military strategy and 
tactics depending on their successes or failures on the battlefi eld. 

Joseph was the sole surviving chief among the bands 
who surrendered to Miles in 1877. Every other chief was 
either dead or had fl ed to Canada. Joseph’s personal qualities 
of self-sacrifi ce, concern for others before himself, a quiet 
dignity, and principled leadership style has ensured his place 
in American frontier history as a truly great leader.        ◆
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“praying general,” had not expected 
fi ghting to break out on the Columbia 
Plateau. During his 23-year army 
career, he had accrued a solid, if 
less than stellar, combat record 
that included fi ghting Seminoles in 
Florida. One particularly noteworthy 
success occurred when he convinced 
Cochise, a leader of the Chiricahua 
Apaches, to return to the reservation.

During the Civil War, Howard lost 
the use of his right arm while leading 
an infantry attack at the Battle of 
Fair Oaks or Seven Pines (31 May 
1862) for which he later received 
the Medal of Honor. While at the 
Battle of Chancellorsville (2 May 
1863), Howard suffered the fi rst of 
two severe military setbacks that led 
to the sobriquet “Uh-Oh Howard.” 
At Chancellorsville, his corps was 
outfl anked and routed by Stonewall 

Jackson. At Gettysburg (1-3 July 1863), 
Howard’s XI Corps was again routed 
and forced to retreat. In 1864, Howard 
was transferred to the Western Theater 
where he assumed command of the 
Army of the Tennessee, fought in the 
Atlanta Campaign, and led the right 
wing of Gen. Sherman’s scorched 
earth campaign through Georgia 
and the Carolinas. After the war, 
Howard became superintendent of 
the Bureau of Freedmen’s Affairs and 
later helped found Howard University. 

He assumed command of the 
Department of the Columbia in 
1874. In May 1877 he forcefully 
persuaded the non-treaty Nez Perce 
to relinquish their tribal homelands 
and accept the reservation.

Bowing to the inescapable 
conclusion that resistance was futile, 
the fi ve non-treaty chiefs, including 

US Army Orders of Battle
Whitebird Canyon 
Capt. David Perry, Commander 
Companies F and G, 1st Cavalry 
Mount Idaho Volunteer Company.

Clearwater 
Brig. Gen. Oliver Otis Howard, Commander, 

Department of the Columbia
Capt. Norwood’s Battalion: Troops 

B, E, F, G, L, 1st Cavalry 
Capt. Miller’s Battalion: Batteries A, 

D, E, G, and M, 4th Artillery 
Capt. Miles’ Battalion: Companies B, 

C, D, E, H, and I, 21st Infantry 
Idaho Volunteer Battalion (known as 

the Idaho 2nd Volunteer Regiment) 
consisting of three volunteer companies: 
Lewiston (ID) Volunteer Company, 
Dayton (WA) Volunteer Company, and 
the Mount Idaho Volunteer Company.

Big Hole 
Col. John O. Gibbon, Commander, 
Companies A, D, F, G, I, and K, 7th Infantry
Stevensville Volunteer Company.

Bear Paw Mountains 
Col. Nelson A. Miles, Commander
Troops F, G, and H, 2nd Cavalry 
Troops A, D, and K, 7th Cavalry 
Companies B, F, G, and I, 5th Infantry

Right: Chief Joseph and Gen. Gibbon in 1889.

Below: Tipi logs standing in fi eld near the Big Hole Battlefi eld in western Montana.
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Chief Joseph, reluctantly agreed to 
meet Howard’s demands. By mid-June, 
Joseph’s Wallowa band, White Bird’s 
Salmon River band, Toohoolhoolzote’s 
band from the Salmon-Snake River 
divide, the Looking Glass band from 
the Clearwater River, and a band 
of two Palouse groups led by chiefs 
Hahtalekin and Husishusis Kute (Bald 
Head) gathered at a fi nal rendezvous 
at Tolo Lake on Camas Prairie.

Between 13 and 15 June several 
young men from White Bird’s band 
attacked local area ranches and killed a 
dozen whites. Capt. Perry’s column was 
sent to apprehend the perpetrators, 
leading to the battle described earlier.

War 
 The army made its next move two 

weeks later when Howard ordered 
Capt. Stephen G. Whipple to capture 
Looking Glass’ non-treaty band on 

the Middle Fork of the Clearwater 
River. Whipple commanded a mixed 
force of 67 regulars and 20 members 
of the Mount Idaho Volunteers. 

Looking Glass had not fought 
at White Bird Canyon and saw no 
reason to parley with Whipple. A 
trigger-happy volunteer fi red his 
weapon, and the roused cavalrymen 
plunged into the river, captured 750 
horses, and killed several Nez Perce 
while the band fl ed. There were 
no army casualties. Gen. Howard 
acknowledged Whipple’s attack 
“stir[red] up a new hornet’s nest” that 
would have implications, dramatic 
and tragic, in the coming months.

Following the destruction of 
Looking Glass’ village, Whipple led his 
men across Camas Prairie to Norton’s 
Ranch, a stage station also known 
as Cottonwood House. On 2 July, 
two civilian scouts spotted Indians. 

While running back to the ranch, 
one of the scouts got separated. 

The next morning, a report was 
received of Indians with a herd of 
horses. Whipple ordered Lt. Sevier 
M. Rains to take 10 men from Troop 
L, 1st Cavalry, and a scout to fi nd the 
missing scout. (The 25-year old Rains 
came from a prominent Southern 
family. His father, a Confederate 
general, is credited with the creation 
of the modern anti-personnel 
mine.) Two miles from Cottonwood 
House, Rains was attacked at the 
base of Craig’s Mountain. Within 
minutes, the entire party was dead. 
Moments later, Whipple arrived 
to fi nd 150 warriors and promptly 
retreated to Cottonwood House.

The next day, 4 July, Perry 
arrived at Cottonwood House 
with the survivors of Troop F, 1st

Cavalry, and assumed command. 


