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No one wearing a U.S. Army uniform, that is. But
of course, there is another side to that story. And Dr. Joe
Medicine Crow grew up listening to a very different version
of that heroic Last Stand that many of us are so familiar with;
he knows a different story told to him by the old men who
fought in that epic battle as brave young scouts and warriors.
“I have heard so many stories ... that I more or less psychologi-
cally belong to those people, as if I was there myself,” declares
the aging Native American.

THE 94-YEAR-OLD IS THE OLDEST MEMBER of the Crow Indian
Tribe, whose 2 million acre reservation in southeast Montana
contains the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument.
Spry and cheerful, Medicine Crow was the first male of his
tribe to graduate from college. He had earned a master’s
degree in anthropology from the University of Southern
California, and was working on his doctorate, when World
War II interrupted his education. He fought the Nazis in
Europe and once captured a German horse. But he is best

known as the long-time Crow Tribal Historian, and is believed

Clockwise from left: The spot where Custer's body was found on the bat-
tlefield e Bighorn River looking down from Last Stand Hill e Indian Monument,
Bighorn Battlefield e Cheyenne tombstone e Last stand hill
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to be the last living person with direct oral history from  says Medicine Crow.

someone who actually participated in the legendary fight Medicine Crow retells the battle story of White Man Runs
that cost Custer his life. “I'm probably the last connection of Him, his granduncle, his grandmother’s brother. The war-
anybody around here with anybody who took part in that,”  rior was a teenager of 16 or 17 in 1876, one of three young
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scouts working for Custer, helping the Army track down the Sioux and
Cheyenne, the Crow’s bitter enemies. Arapaho and other tribes were also among
the giant camp along the Little Bighorn River that June day, in what historians
call the biggest gathering of Indians ever recorded in North America. There may
have been 10,000 Indians in the valley that day, and with so many horses, the
scouts told Custer they looked from a

distance like worms in the grass.

Recounting a drama you won't find in history books, Joe says the young
Crow scouts thought death was certain, and when one named Goes Ahead began
taking off his ragged Army uniform, and singing his death song, Custer asked
through an interpreter what was going on.

“Tell him, that in a very short time, we're gonna be killed!” said the scout.
“I'm going to the other side camp, Happy Hunting Grounds, as a noble, proud
Crow warrior, not a ragged old soldier.”

Custer told Goes Ahead and the others they were free to leave, saying, “I
hired you to show me the camp, and you have done just that.”

Interpreter Mitch Boyer relayed the message that day, saying, “Boys,
you're lucky! He’s letting you go! Me, I'm stuck... 'm gonna be killed! So get out
of here! Quickly!”

But it wasn’t easy. “They had a heck of a time getting out of there,” tells
Medicine Crow. “But they slipped out of there, and then going up this little
coulee, or draw ... they found a washout, draped over with tall grass from recent
rains. They
crawled in there, and they stayed there all during that afternoon. When the battle
was on ... (they) could hear horseback riders all around them, whooping and
hollering. (White Man Runs Him said) it was the longest afternoon he ever spent
any place.”

And contrary to the mythic image of Custer being among the last to die,
going down blazing away on Last Stand Hill, Medicine Crow says the military
commander was among the first to fall. “He was killed right by the river.
Cheyennes killed him.”

Medicine Crow heard that part of the story from a Cheyenne Chief named
Brave Bear, who came to the 50t anniversary commemoration of the famous
battle in 1926.
Brave Bear and his wife Walking Woman also attended Fourth of July
celebrations in the Crow Reservation town of Lodge Grass that same year. The



aging Cheyenne couple became friends with the Medicine Crow family, and
often stayed with them until Brave
Bear passed away in the early 1930s.

“So people would come and have him tell stories,”

Medicine Crow shares these stories with unexpected details that
have the ring of authenticity.

Medicine Crow recalls. “And I would listen, too. Of course, he was using
sign language ... but the Crows would pick it up. And once in a while, some
interpreter who could speak the Cheyenne language and maybe English or
Crow, translated. So I got a lot of good stories out of that old man, Brave Bear.”

Medicine Crow shares these stories with unexpected details that have the
ring of authenticity. He remembers it the way Brave Bear said it, how on the day
of the battle
Cheyenne chiefs advised their young braves to aim for the bugler, the flag
carrier, and especially the leader of the blue coats coming to attack their villages.
“S0”, he said, “we
waited there,” Medicine Crow recounts. “And pretty soon, here they come,
down this ravine. Medicine Tail Coulee. Boy, they came at a fast trot! Hold your
tire! Hold your fire! Until they hit the river!”

Brave Bear remembered how the river was running high that June. “They
came there and hit that river, and immediately, their horses started swimming,”
explained Joe. “The Cheyennes opened up ... said they killed a bunch of ‘em right
away ... and they just floated away.”

The soldiers turned back from the heavy Indian fire, fleeing back up the
coulee they had come down. The pursuers were now the pursued. “Then the
chase was on,” continues Joe. “The front end (of the soldiers) had now become
the rear end ... as the soldiers are headed for the hilltop up there (Last Stand
Hill). And it was easy pickings, according to the Cheyenne warriors. They (the
soldiers) were panicked. And
Custer was killed there.”

So Custer died in the initial charge? “Yeah,” Medicine Crow answers. “But
the historians don’t want it mentioned. They never do.”



But how then to explain the fact that Custer’s body was found among his
men on Last Stand Hill? Medicine Crow heard that story from a Sioux storyteller
who said a warrior named Brave Antelope, who had hunted bears with Custer in
1874, recognized him, guarded the body, then put it on a stray horse after the
battle, and brought it to the hill where it was discovered. The Park Service that
runs the Battlefield Monument does not agree with that version of Custer’s fate,
but many Indians accept it as fact.

I ask Medicine Crow if there is still bad blood between the Crows and the
Sioux and Cheyenne, tribes they helped the U.S. Army subdue. Born in 1913, he
admits there were still bad feelings when he was a boy. But he says intermarriage
among tribes and the passage of time have largely healed those old wounds. “So
we don’t look at each other, ‘Oh, that old Sioux’, or ‘that old Cheyenne’ ... We're
just kinda all Indians together.”

While the stories surrounding the Custer fight are the most visceral, they
are just a small sample of Medicine Crow’s vast knowledge of Crow history and
culture. He was first recognized as Tribal Historian in the late 1940s, has written
six books, and has been awarded honorary doctorate degrees from three
universities, including the University of Southern California, and has even
spoken at the United Nations. Dr. Medicine Crow can tell you of his tribe’s
arrival on the Great Plains in 1700, its acquisition of the horse some 30 years later,
and horseback buffalo hunting techniques the Crow soon perfected.

He’s also a keeper of tribal legends, such as the story of how seven buffalo
transformed themselves into the stars that make up the constellation known as
the Big Dipper.

“So whenever you smoke, you point your (peace) pipe over to your
brothers up there, and pray to them for their protection. They’ll listen to you.”

Remarkably fit for his age, with a cheerful smile and a quick laugh, his
tales span generations, ebbing from dramatic to humorous and echoing the tenor
in which they were
handed down to him at family gatherings, powwows and other tribal meetings.

Dr. Joe tells another story of how the Indians actually coined the word
“cowboy.” A Sioux war party had attacked a wagon train, and captured a
monkey that had belonged to an organ grinder. The warriors had never seen
such a creature, and took it to a medicine man. “Blue eyes, like a white man,”
observed the old sage. “A tail ... like the white man’s cow ... cow-boy. This is a
cowboy!” he concluded.



“Did you ever hear that?” Joe says as he laughs. “Put that in your book!
That Indian started that word, cowboy!”

My meeting with Joe was arranged by Christopher Kortlander, owner of
the Custer Battlefield Museum, in Garryowen, Montana (named after the Irish
tune adopted
as the regimental song of Custer’s 7th Cavalry). The small village was little more
than a rundown ghost town when the California Custer buff moved to the area
in the early 1990s. He resurrected the neglected hamlet, where today he operates
a gas station, restaurant, and Western gift shop, right next door to the now
acclaimed museum he founded in 1995. In fact, the Crow Tribe was so
appreciative of Kortlander’s efforts, they
adopted him as an honorary member. Joe Medicine Crow bestowed Kortlander
with the Indian name Alo-Chia Ichay, or Stops Where It Is Pretty, which was
actually a Crow Indian’s name who lived in the area years ago. “Because he
stopped here and made this into a pretty place,” explains Medicine Crow, who,
as a Tribal Elder, is authorized to award names. “So the name is fitting. And he is
in the process of making it
bigger and better.”

Kortlander bills Garryowen as the place where the battle began, the spot
where Major Marcus Reno launched the initial attack on the south end of the
Indian village. (Custer had earlier split-up the 7th Cavalry, and took more than
200 men to attack the vast camp from another direction.) “Exactly the spot,” says
Kortlander, as we view the landscape out back of his complex, perhaps standing
near the same place where

Sitting Bull’s tipi stood.

“This is where the 3,000 tipis started ... (that) filled up the valley,” points
Kortlander out into the rolling grassland.

Today it’s just off Interstate 90. The traffic rolls by this place where 1876 is
so long ago and yet, only yesterday. Talking to Dr. Joe Medicine Crow is like
traveling back to that time. Perhaps it is he who is truly the last survivor of the
battle where the free life of the Plains Indian made its land stand.

Mark Bedor's stories and photographs on the American West
have been published in more than a dozen magazines. BS]J





