
Reporr of Major Williams
[ O n e  of th e  m os t  d r a m a t i c  ep iso d es  of the  Sp ir i t  L a k e  

M a s s a c r e  w a s  th e  Relief  E x p e d i t io n  m a d e  u p  of W e b s t e r  

C i ty  a n d  F o r t  D o d g e  m en led b y  M a j o r  W i l l i a m  W i l l i a m s  

of F o r t  D o d g e .  B orn  in H u n t i n g t o n ,  P e n n s y lv a n ia ,  in 

1796, W i l l i a m s  a r r iv e d  in Io w a  in 1849 a n d  jo ined  the  

e x p e d i t io n  se n t  to  e s tab l i sh  F o r t  D o d g e  on  th e  U p p e r  

D e s  M o in e s  in 1850. H e  w a s  pos t  su t le r  unti l  th e  fort  

w a s  a b a n d o n e d  in 1853 w h e n  he  a n d  B e r n h a r t  H e n n  

b o u g h t  the  g r o u n d  for  a l a n d  c o m p a n y  a n d  laid ou t  the  

to w n  of F o r t  D o d g e .  W h e n  th e  S ioux  t h r e a t e n e d  h o s t i l i 

t ies in n o r t h e r n  Io w a  a f t e r  the  rem o v a l  of th e  t roops .  

M a j o r  W i l l i a m s  w a s  a u th o r i z e d  b y  G o v e r n o r  Jam es  W .  

G r im e s  to t a k e  such  ac t ion  as  w a s  n e c e s s a r y  to p ro te c t  the  

f ron t ie r .  T h e  fo l low ing  r e p o r t  of M a j o r  W i l l i a m  W i l 

l iams on th e  Sp ir i t  L a k e  Relief  E x p e d i t io n  a d d r e s s e d  to 

G o v e r n o r  G r im e s  is p r in te d  as  a p a r t  o f  the  Sp ir i t  L ake  

M a s s a c r e  s to ry .  T h e  e x p e d i t io n  w a s  r e - e n a c te d  in 1957 

as  a p a r t  of  the  c e n te n n ia l  of the  fo u n d in g  of W e b s t e r  

C i ty .  T h e  E ditor]

F ort D odge, Iowa , April  12, 1857. “ T o  H is  

E x c e l l e n c y , James W .  G r im e s , G o v e rn o r  o f  the  
S ta te  o f  Iow a .  “S ir : —  Being called upon by  the 

frontier  se t t le rs  for aid in checking the horrible  

o u t ra g e s  com m itted  upon the citizens living on the 

Little S ioux river, in C la y  county ,  in the Spirit 

Lake set t lem ents ,  an d  in E m m et co u n ty  by  the 

Sioux Ind ians ,  by  au th o r i ty  you vested  in me, I 

ra ised a n d  o rg an ized  a n d  a rm ed  three  com panies
489
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of 30 m en  each ,  w h ich  w e re  a s  w e  p ro c e e d e d  in 

c re a s e d  to  o v e r  37 men each. W e  took  up  ou r  line 

of m a rc h  on the  25 th  of M a r c h ,  a n d  p ro c e e d e d  up  

the  w e s t  b r a n c h  of the  D e s  M o in e s  r iver  to  in te r 

cep t  the  s a v a g e s ,  w ho ,  r e p o r t s  said , w e re  a b o u t  to 

s w e e p  all the  se t t lem en ts  on th a t  river. B y  fo rced  

m a rc h e s  th ro u g h  sn o w  b a n k s  from fifteen to 

tw e n ty  feet deep ,  a n d  sw ollen  s t ream s,  w e  forced  

o u r  w a y  up  to the  s ta te  line, w h e re  w e  lea rn ed  the 

In d ia n s  em b o d ied  200 or  300  s t ro n g  a t  Sp ir i t  L ake  

a n d  Big I s la n d  G ro v es .  . . .

A b o u t  80 miles up w e  m et those  w h o  h ad  es

c a p e d  the m a ssa c re  a t  Springfie ld ,  co m p o sed  of 

th ree  m en u n h u r t  a n d  tw o  w o u n d e d ,  a n d  one  fe

m ale  w o u n d e d ,  a n d  severa l  w o m en  a n d  children , 

in all n u m b e r in g  some 15 or  20 persons .  T h e y  

e sc a p e d  in the  n igh t ,  c a r ry in g  n o th in g  w ith  them  

b u t  w h a t  th e y  h a d  on w h e n  th e y  w e re  a t ta c k e d  —  

h a d  n o th in g  to ea t  for tw o  d a y s  a n d  one  night.  

T h e v  w e re  a b o u t  e x h a u s te d  a n d  the  In d ia n s  on
j

the ir  trail p u rsu in g  them. H a d  no t ou r  scou ts  d is 

co v e red  them  a n d  rep o r ted ,  the re  can  be no d o u b t  

th a t  th e y  w o u ld  have  been  m u rd e re d  th a t  n igh t .  

W e  found  them  in a m iserab le  condit ion ,  des t i tu te  

of ev e ry th in g ,  th ree  of them b a d ly  w o u n d e d  a n d  

severa l  of the w o m en  w i th o u t  b o n n e ts  or shoes. 
T h e y  h ad  n o th in g  on them bu t  w h a t  th ey  had  the 

n ig h t  th e y  fled; the poor w o m en  w a d in g  b re a s t  
d ee p  th ro u g h  s n o w  a n d  w a te r ,  a n d  c a r ry in g  their 
c ry in g  ch ild ren .
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W e  h a l ted  a t  a small lake th a t  fu rn ish e d  suffi

cient t im ber to m a k e  fires a n d  w a rm  them, fu r 

n ished  them  w ith  provis ions ,  a n d  g a v e  them  b la n 

kets  to shield  them  from  the  severe  w e a th e r ,  a n d  

gave  them all the  relief in our  pow er .  O u r  su rg eo n  

d re ssed  the  w o u n d s  of the w o u n d e d ,  w h o s e  

w o u n d s  w e re  in a b a d  condit ion . W e  e n c a m p e d  

there  w ith  them  th a t  n igh t ,  pos t ing  sen t ine ls  a n d  

pickets, ex p ec t in g  to  be  a t ta c k e d .  N e x t  m o rn in g  

w e  sen t  them  on w ith  ou r  scout to w h a t  is k n o w n  

as  the Irish se t t lem en t ,  to rem ain  until w e  re 

tu rned ,  the se t t le rs  ab o v e  th a t  po in t  hav in g  a b a n 

d o n ed  their  hom es a n d  em bod ied  them selves  a t  

tha t  p lace  w h e re  th e y  w e re  e n g a g e d  in bu i ld ing  a 
block house. W^e p ro c e e d e d  on o u r  m arch ,  t h r o w 

ing ou t  in a d v a n c e  som e 30 scouts,  reconno i te r ing  

a n d  exam in ing  e v e ry  po in t  w h e re  the  en em y  m igh t  
possib ly  be found .  E v e r y  point of t imber, lake, 

a n d  s t ream  w a s  c lose ly  exam ined ,  a n d  w e  found  
v e ry  fresh  t races  of the  In d ian s  th ro u g h o u t  the 

day .  F ro m  these  t r a c k s  a n d  tra ils  th e y  h a d  all 
taken  their  course  for Sp ir i t  Lake, o r  in th a t  d irec 
tion. B y  fo rced  m a rch e s  w e  reach ed  the  s ta te  line, 

n ea r  Springfie ld , a n d  en c am p ed  a b o u t  s u n d o w n '  
on the m arg in  of a grove; de ta i led  60 men, a rm e d  
w ith  rifles a n d  s ix -shoo te rs ,  w i th  o rd e rs  to  cook 
their su p p e rs  a n d  su p p ly  them selves  w ith  cold r a 

tions, each  c o m p a n y  the ir  ow n, a n d  be r e a d y  to 

m arch  all n igh t ,  in tw o  divisions of 30 m en each, 

a n d  su rp r ise  the  In d ia n s  befo re  d a y l ig h t  n e x t
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m o rn in g ;  fu rn ish e d  them  w ith  gu ides ,  a s  the  in fo r 

m ation  w e  h ad  just rece ived  w a s  th a t  the  In d ia n s  

w e re  em b o d ied  a t  or n e a r  the  t r a d in g  house  of a 

h a l f -b re e d  b y  the  n am e  of G a b o o .  W e  p ro c e e d e d  

w ith  g re a t  h opes  of o v e r ta k in g  a n d  giving a good  

a c c o u n t  of them; bu t  to ou r  g re a t  mortif ication w e  

found  th a t  th e y  had  all fled a t  the a p p ro a c h  of 50 

r e g u la r s  from F o r t  R id g ley .  . . .

T h e  c o n d u c t  of the t ro o p s  from F o r t  R id g le y  is 

h a rd  to be a c c o u n te d  for. O n  T h u r s d a y ,  the  26 th  

of M a r c h ,  the In d ia n s  a t t a c k e d  Springfie ld  a n d  

n e ig h b o rh o o d .  T h e  c i t izens d e f e n d e d  them se lves  

as  well a s  th e y  could . T h e  b a t t le  a n d  pil lag ing  

las ted  until n igh tfa l l ,  w h e n  the In d ia n s  w i th d re w .  

O n  F r id a y ,  in the  a f te rn o o n ,  the  t ro o p s  from F o r t  

R id g le y  a r r iv ed  all well m o u n ted  on mules. . . . 

Sa id  officers lay  over from F r i d a y  even ing  till 

S u n d a y  m orn in g  w ith o u t  p u rsu in g  or m ak ing  a n y  

effort to o v e r ta k e  the Ind ians ,  w ho , th ey  m ust  have  

know n ,  h ad  tak en  off four w h i te  w o m en  as  p r is 

oners .

O n  S u n d a y  m orn ing  he, the co m m an d in g  offi

cer, set out on their trail, an d  fo l low ed them half 
the  day ,  f inding their cam p  fires, o v e r tak in g  th ree  

or four s t r a g g l in g  sq u aw s ,  let them go, a n d  f ind 
ing all so r ts  of go o d s  th ro w n  a n d  s t rew n  a long  

their trail to l ighten their load a n d  ex p ed i te  their 
flight. W T e n  he could no t  have  been over  ha lf  a 

d a y ’s m arch  from them he s to p p e d  a n d  re tu rn ed  

the sam e even ing  ( S u n d a y )  to Springfie ld .  W h e n
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he o rd e re d  the men to re tu rn ,  th ey  ex p re s se d  a 

wish to follow on, a n d  said th ey  w o u ld  put up 

w ith  half ra t io n s  if he w ou ld  a l low  it. H is  rep ly  

w a s  tha t  he h ad  no  o rd e r s  to fo llow  them.

O n  M o n d a y  he set out for Spirit  L ake  to b u ry  

the d ead ,  etc. H e  w e n t  to the first house, th a t  of 

M r .  M a rb le ,  found  one  d e a d  body ,  bur ied  it, a n d  
re tu rn e d  to Springfie ld .

It is ce r ta in  such troops,  or r a th e r  such officers, 

will afford  no  p ro tec t ion  to ou r  t roub led  fron tier  

settlers . T h in k  of his conduct!  H is  men. all well 

m ounted ,  tu rn in g  b ack  w h en  he w a s  no t  a half 
d a y ’s m arch  off them; they  lo ad ed  d o w n  with  

p lunder ,  a n d  horses ,  a n d  mules, an d  c a r ry in g  off 
w ith  them four re sp ec tab le  w o m en  as  prisoners .  

T h e  In d ian s  w ere  k n o w n  to have  tw en ty -f ive  or 

th i r ty  head  of horses ,  a n d  e igh t  or ten mules, 
taken  from the se tt lers .  . . .  on the Little Sioux. . . .

T h r o u g h o u t  their w ho le  course  they  have co m 

pletely  dem olished  eve ry  sett lem ent,  killed all the 
cattle, rav ished  the w om en  an d  most sca n d a lo u s ly  
ab u sed  them. T h e y  s tood  over the men w ith  their 

guns  cocked, while  they  w ere  e n g a g e d  in their 
hellish o u trag es .  A lo n g  tha t  river they  a p 

p roached ,  a n d  got into the houses th ro u g h  p ro fe s 
sions of fr iendsh ip ,  a n d  with  a rush  seized the 
men a n d  arm s, tak ing  the people by  surprise ,  a t 
tacking  in such a w a y  th a t  one family  could  not 
help the o ther;  all a t ta c k e d  s im ultaneously ,  robbed  

them of eve ry th ing ,  in the midst of cold w e a th e r
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a n d  d e e p  sn o w s .  T h e y  d id  n o t  com m ence  to kill 

the  se t t le rs  till th ey  re a c h e d  D ick in so n  coun ty .  

T h e r e ,  a t  S p ir i t  Lake, it a p p e a r s  th a t  the  se t t le rs  

h a d  p r e p a re d  to d e fe n d  them selves ,  a s  well as  

th e y  could ,  a n d  from all a p p e a r a n c e s  th e y  fo u g h t  

b ra v e ly  for the ir  families. T h e  se t t le rs  of Spir i t  

L ak e  n u m b e re d  over  fo r ty  souls, n o t  one  of w h o m  

is left to tell the  tale. F in d in g  th a t  the  t ro o p s  from 

F o r t  R id g le y  h a d  no t  b u r ied  the  d e a d ,  I de ta i led  

tw en ty - f iv e  m en to p ro c eed  tw e lve  miles to the 

lake, a n d  re co n n o i te r  th a t  d is tr ic t ,  a n d  if no  In 

d ia n s  w e re  d iscovered ,  to in te r  the  d e a d  as  an  ac t  

of h u m an i ty .  G u id e s  w e re  p ro cu red ,  a n d  th e y  set 

ou t  u n d e r  the  c o m m an d  of C a p t .  Joh n so n  a n d  

Lieut. M a x w e l l ,  of C o m p a n y  C. T h e y  cou ld  find 

no  In d ian s ,  b u t  fo u n d  the ir  en cam p m en t ,  a n d  a 
d re a d fu l  d e s t ru c t io n  of p ro p e r ty .  T h e y  p e r 

fo rm ed  the  sa d  d u ty  of in te r r in g  the  d e a d  so fa r  

as  th e y  cou ld  find any .  T h e y  fo u n d  a n d  bur ied  

tw e n ty -n in e  bodies ,  a n d  fo u n d  the  skulls  a n d  

b o n es  of those  w h o  w e re  b u rn e d  in the  ru ins  of a 

house, w hich ,  w ith  one  bu r ied  b y  the t roops  from 

R id g ley ,  m a d e  in all th i r ty - tw o  d e a d  fo u n d  a t  

Sp ir i t  Lake, seven  killed a t  Springfie ld ,  a n d  

tw e lve  m issing  a t  the lakes, c e r ta in ly  killed. It is 

su p p o se d  th e y  a re  lying off a t  a d is tance ,  killed in 

a t te m p t in g  to escape .  Som e tw o  or th ree  w ere  

fo u n d  w h o  h a d  been  sho t  in a t te m p t in g  to escape, 

four  of the ir  w o m en  tak en  off p r isoners ,  a n d  th ree  

b a d ly  w o u n d e d .  I m a y  sum up  as  fo llow s: In all,



fo r ty -o n e  killed; tw e lve  missing, no  d o u b t  killed; 

th ree  b a d ly  w o u n d e d ,  tw o  I fea r  m orta l ly ;  four  

w o m en  p r isoners .  B esides  severa l  m en from 

B oone river a n d  coun ties  eas t  of this, w h o  c ro ssed  

the  D e s  M o in e s  r iver  w ith  a v iew  of go ing  to  

D ick inson  c o u n ty  a n d  the  lakes, h ave  n ev e r  ye t  

been h [ e ] a r d  from —  su p p o se d  to be killed on 
their  w a y .

T o o  m uch  p ra ise  c a n n o t  be b e s to w e d  on the 
men I have  h ad  u n d e r  m y  co m m an d  on this o cca 

sion. Officers  a n d  men, w i th o u t  excep tion ,  have  

d o n e  their  d u ty .  T h e y  e n d u re d  the  g re a te s t  p r iv a 

tions a n d  fa t igue  w i th o u t  a m urm ur .  F o r  sev en 

teen d a y s  they  p re ssed  fo rw a rd  on their  m arch ,  

w a d e d  r ivers  a n d  c reeks  b re a s t  deep ,  a n d  tu g g in g  

w a g o n s  th ro u g h  s n o w  b anks ,  s leep ing  on the  p ra i 

ries, f re q u en t ly  in their  w e t  clothes, ex p ec t in g  
ev e ry  mile, a f te r  reach in g  th i r ty  miles, to m ee t  the 

Ind ians ,  as  their  th re a t  w a s  a t  S ioux  river  th a t  
they  w o u ld  sw eep  the  D e s  M o in e s  r iver  se t t le 

ments .  O u r  m en suffered  ve ry  much, o w ing  to the  
severe  c h a n g e  a n d  snow sto rm . W e  have  four teen  
men b a d ly  frozen, a n d  tw o  lost, C a p t .  Johnson , 

of W e b s t e r  C ity ,  a n d  M r .  B u rk h o ld e r ,  of this 
place, b o th  frozen  to d e a th  in a snow sto rm . T h e y  
w ere  s e p a ra te d  in re tu rn in g  from the  lake. F ro m  
the s ta te  of the m en w h o  su cceeded  in ge t t ing  
back  to camp, b o th  of these  men m ust  be d ead .
_ s

E v e ry  sea rch  has  been  m a d e  for them, b u t  n o  d is 

covery  as  yet. So  severe  w a s  the  w e a th e r  th a t
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those  w h o  w e re  p icked up  a n d  got in w e re  so 

m uch  frozen  a n d  e x h a u s te d  th a t  th ey  w e re  c r a w l 

ing on their  h a n d s  a n d  knees  w h e n  found ,  a n d  

th ree  or four  of them h ad  lost the ir  m inds ,  b eco m 

ing p e r fe c t ly  d e r a n g e d ,  a n d  k n e w  no one.

A s  n e a r  as  I could  a sce r ta in ,  the  In d ian  force 

w a s  from 150 to 200 w arr io rs ,  ju d g in g  from their  

e n c a m p m e n ts ,  etc. T h e  n u m b e r  of In d ia n s  m ust  

be fifteen or tw e n ty  killed a n d  w o u n d e d .  F ro m  

the  n u m b e r  seen to fall killed, a n d  ju d g in g  from 

the b lo o d y  c lo thes  a n d  clots  of b lood  in their  e n 

cam p m en ts ,  the  s t ru g g le  a t  the  lakes m ust  have  

been  ve ry  severe ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  the one a t  the house  

of E sq .  M a t to c k .  E leven  d e a d  bod ies  w e re  found  

a t  this house, to g e th e r  w ith  severa l  b ro k en  guns. 

T h e y  a p p e a r  to have  fo u g h t  h a n d  to h an d .

I have  to in form  y o u r  E x c e l le n c y  . . , n ev e r  . . . 

have  such  o u t r a g e o u s  ac ts  been com m itted  on a n y  

people. W e  have  no a c c o u n ts  of In d ian s  com m it

t ing such o u t r a g e s  on fem ales  as  they  have  d o n e  

—  no  d o u b t  com m itted  b y  the half  b reeds .  W e  

have  a host of d es t i tu te  a n d  w o u n d e d  p e rsons  

th ro w n  upon  us to p ro v id e  for, bo th  from Little 

S ioux  river a n d  the u p p e r  D es  M o in e s  river, as 

well as  ou r  o w n  frozen  a n d  d isab led  men.

I fo rw a rd  this h a s ty  a n d  so m e w h a t  co n fu sed  
repo r t ;  will give a n o th e r  soon, m ore  in detail .  . . . 

V e r y  re sp ec t fu l ly  yours ,

W .  W illiams .


