Dakota Uprising

First events

While a fight had broken out in Spirit Lake, Iowa in 1857, most accounts trace the beginning of the conflict to the killing of five whites by four young Dakota men on August 17, 1862. The Dakota men had been hunting but ended up stealing food from the settlement of Acton in Meeker County. This event caused an uproar among the Santee Sioux living on the reservation, and some warriors convinced a reluctant Chief Little Crow to lead further attacks.

An account of the outbreak of the Uprising is told in Terry Tales 2 by Terry R. Shaw:

"On Sunday, August 17, 1862 in nearby Acton Township, which is by Grove City, four Sioux from Rice Creek were out hunting for food. They stopped near Robinson Jones’ cabin, which doubled as a store, and saw some eggs in a hen’s nest by Jones’ fence. One of the Indians bent over and picked up one egg. 

“No,” said another brave, “Don’t take that. It belongs to the white man.” 

“I don’t care. I’m hungry,” replied the Indian with the egg. 

“Put it down, quickly.” 

The other Indian threw it onto the ground, breaking it. “There,” he said, “Now no one eats it. You are a coward. You are starving and you are afraid to take one egg from the white man because you fear him.” 

“I do not fear the white man,” spat back the Indian. “Come with me. I will show you. I will kill the white man.” 

With that, he climbed over the fence and marched towards the cabin, followed by the other three. When they got to the cabin, they asked for liquor. Jones, the local postmaster, had a barrel of whiskey on hand but he refused the young Indians. After all, it was Sunday and besides he didn’t think it was a good idea to give alcohol to some young armed Indian braves. Words were exchanged but Robinson held his ground, the Indians turned and left, and nothing came of the incident. 

“Why didn’t you kill the white man?” the young brave was asked by his companions. 

“I have a plan…” came back the answer. 

Meanwhile, Jones and his wife, the widow Ann Baker, left their adopted daughter Clara Davis Wilson, who was also their niece, to watch her little baby brother while they went to Ann’s son Howard Baker’s cabin, which was less than half a mile away on the same piece of land. It was their normal Sunday afternoon visit. 

On the way to Baker’s cabin, Ann and Robinson noticed the Indians, who had demanded the liquor, following them. But they seemed friendly enough. In fact, when they all reached Baker’s place, the entire group entered into a discussion about hunting and marksmanship. Another neighbor named Viranus Webster joined the group along with his wife and two children. It was decided to have a contest to prove who could shoot better, the whites or the Indians. A large white oak tree was selected as the target. The Indians shot first and then reloaded their rifles as the white men were shooting. 

Suddenly, as if the whole thing had been planned, the Indians turned on the settlers, who now had empty rifles, killing Baker, Webster, and Robinson Jones and his wife Ann. In fact, a story was told that previous to the whole event, the young Indian men had been arguing about who was the bravest and they had decided to do the shooting to show each other their daring. No doubt they had wanted the liquor to bolster their bravery. Howard’s wife, Mrs. Webster and the children ran and hid. The Indians didn’t pursue them. Instead they retraced their steps to the Jones’ cabin where they saw Clara standing at the window. She was wondering what all the shooting was all about. The Indians shot Clara but not her baby brother, who they didn’t see inside the cabin. 

Mrs. Webster and Ann Baker ran to the Nels Olson home and told of the shooting. Then they continued on to Forest City. Olson alerted his neighbor Nels Danielson who was four miles to the west of the Baker place. Danielson got some other settlers, they armed themselves, and they went to investigate. At the Baker farm, eighteen-year-old Hans Evenson was the first to discover the bodies. The men buried the dead in one grave at the Ness Lutheran Church cemetery and then they went to get their families to go to Forest City for protection. 

While at his house, Nels heard shots being fired at his neighbor Anders or Andreas Olson’s place. It was just fifty rods away. Sensing what was taking place and that the Indians were close by, Nels gathered his family and grabbed a few possessions including a single feather mattress with ticking, which was a luxury in the days of straw beds. He rolled the mattress up, strapped it to his back and he and his family took off into the woods, heading for Forest City. They ran and ran for their lives, never really seeing Indians but knowing they were close by. When they stopped to rest, Nels took the mattress off his back and only then discovered that there was an arrow sticking out of it. The mattress had saved his life. It was later discovered that Olson and his family had been killed at their farm. 

Swedish immigrant Peter J. Lund, who had recently been inducted into the Union Army, was walking with a couple of other men when they came across a small group of Indians. The Indians weren’t hostile but were acting quite nervous. They were armed but said that they were hunting deer. The two groups parted company with no incident. 

Lund had also been friendly with the Indians. He had even bought an Indian pony from them. The pony didn’t like the Indians because they had been cruel to it. So, the horse was always running away. The Indians decided to sell or trade him and they approached Lund about the horse. Peter didn’t have any problems with the horse, so he bought it. 

Upon arrival in Acton, Lund’s group heard of the massacre and wondered if they hadn’t come across the Indians involved and narrowly escaped with their lives. Lund decided to take his family to Forest City where the stockade was near completion. 

The same day as the attack at Acton, a meeting of some of the settlers was being held in the morning at Nels Elofson's house. The purpose of the meeting was to find three men to go off into service in the Union Army. Swede Grove Township was required to fill the draft quota made on it by the government. Nels Elofson was the second white man in Meeker County. At about ten o'clock in the morning, Nel’s neighbor’s children came to the house and informed their father, Mr. Monson, and the other settlers there that Indians were about in the area. They were frightened and wanted to stay. Monson and Swan Nelson went to see what the trouble was. Along the way, they met some Indians on horseback. One of the Indians reached down from his horse and grabbed Nelson by the whiskers. Then he pointed to the east. Swan didn’t understand what the Indian was trying to tell him. They parted company peacefully. 

The Indians stopped at Elofson's, who knew several of them. They told Nels that they were on their way to the “Big Woods” for the purpose of killing some Chippewas who, they said, had been killing the whites. They then rode off. Before long news of the murders of the Jones and Baker families got to Nels and in the evening he and Nels Hanson went to the scene of the murders where others had gathered before their arrival. There they learned the details of the attack and were told to come back the next morning to help bury the dead, which they did. While they were there, nine Indians came in sight and several shots were exchanged, but no one was hurt. Elofson returned to his home and helped to start his own and all neighboring families for Ripley (now Litchfield). 

When the settlers returned to their homes later, they found that the Sioux had burned down most of the houses, except for a couple. They were the homes of men who had been friendly with the Indians and even had bothered to learn their language. Their homes had been “protected” by a yellow feather on a stake in the ground out front. The Sioux had placed it there meaning “friend to Indian, leave alone.” 

The four young Indians, who had done the shooting, stole four horses and went south to their village forty miles away in the Lower Agency on the Minnesota River. They told their chief what they had done. The crowd, which had gathered around them, insisted on going to Chief Little Crow’s village and asking him to lead them into war against the whites. When Chief Little Crow heard what they had done, he told them “No!” 

“Then we will fight anyway, even if you are afraid to,” Little Crow was told. 

“You are fools,” Little Crow told them. “You will be hunted down like rabbits in the winter.” Finally, he decided that it was “kill or be killed”. 

“You are fools, but I am not a coward. I will die with you.” 

With those words, the Sioux Uprising of 1862 officially started. Little Crow gathered all the chiefs together and they decided the time was right to rid their land of the invading white men. 

Peter Lund and his family arrived at Forest City with the Indian pony and corralled it with the other horses just outside the stockade in a fenced area. There were now two hundred and forty settlers assembled inside the stockade. They knew they needed more help and they decided someone should ride to the State Capital in St. Paul with a letter to the Governor asking for help. 

The Capital was about a hundred miles or more on horseback through Indian country. Fifty-nine year old Jesse Branham, Sr. was the only person to volunteer to go. Looking like an Amish Santa Claus, Branham, Sr. didn’t look the part of a “pony express” rider or hero. But his stern face showed that he wasn’t one to be messed with. At 6am on Wednesday, August 20th, 1862, he took off on his famous ride. 

Nils Axel Viren had a homestead near Eagle Lake in Kandiyohi County. His last name was really Werin, but he changed it to Viren when he came to America from Sweden in 1855. He was on his way to Forest City with his wife Hedvig and children, which included young Frank, baby Josephine, and Nils’ widowed mother-in-law Stina Greta Sandstrom and her children. They were all packed onto a cart pulled by two oxen. They had forty slow miles to cover and no roads to follow, only Indian trails. 

When the group arrived at a crossing over the Crow River, a lone Indian approached them and demanded an ox. He said he would kill it and take it anyway if they attempted to cross the Crow River. Nils didn’t want to give up the ox and he wanted to get his family to the safety of Forest City, so he crossed the river anyway, thinking the brave wouldn’t do anything as he was outnumbered, even if it was mostly women and children. 

The Indian, true to his word, shot and killed one of the oxen. When some of his comrades arrived, they started butchering the ox. Nils and his family were surprisingly allowed to continue on. A little further on they came upon a neighbor lying wounded outside of his burned cabin. They loaded him on their cart and continued on. 

Nils had gotten along with the Indians previously. Many times they had come to his cabin hungry and he had allowed them to help themselves to his food. They didn’t like his salt pork, however, and threw it on his dirt floor, thinking it had gone bad. The Indian women were fascinated with baby Josephine. On two occasions, they took her away to show her off at their village and then returned her to Hedvig unharmed." 

