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A fearless Native American warrior, Crazy Horse was an 
implacable foe of white encroachment on Native American land 
and of the reservation system. His annihilation of American 
forces led by Gen. George Armstrong Custer at Little Bighorn in 
1876 established him as a fierce defender of Native American 
sovereignty.  
 
Crazy Horse (Tashunka uitko) was born around 1840 near 
Rapid Creek, South Dakota, a member of the Oglala Sioux 
nation. He accompanied horse-stealing raids against the Crow 

and other neighboring tribes while quite young and became renowned for fearlessness and 
guile. His quiet nature, refusal to take scalps, and penchant for mystical visions made him 
unique among his tribesmen, and they appointed him war chief around 1858.  
 
Apparently, Crazy Horse's first contact with army troops came as a result of punitive raids 
by Gen. William S. Harney against Sioux villages in 1855. Crazy Horse thereafter displayed 
a hostile, uncompromising attitude toward whites, subsequently distinguishing himself in 
Red Cloud's war against settlers along the Powder River road in the late 1860s. He became 
renowned for using feinting and decoy tactics to confuse his foes. On December 21, 1866, he 
lured a detachment of 80 soldiers under Capt. William J. Fetterman up a ravine and wiped 
them out.  
 
Crazy Horse also fought well at the Wagon Box Fight of August 2, 1867 and refused to abide 
by the Fort Laramie Treaty (1868), which ceded much of the Oglala Sioux's land to the U.S. 
government. Rather than settle on a reservation, Crazy Horse led his tribe west onto their 
traditional old ranges where they hunted buffalo, raided Crow villages, and attacked 
prospectors looking for gold. In 1873, Crazy Horse skirmished with a party of cavalry led by 
Custer, his future nemesis, on the Yellowstone River before riding north to join a group of 
Sioux and Cheyenne under Sitting Bull.  
 
In 1875, gold was discovered in the Black Hills of South Dakota, which the Sioux regarded 
as sacred. The government offered to buy the land, but when tribal leaders refused, they 
threatened to shoot any Native American not on a reservation by January 1876. This 
threat stung the Native Americans into open defiance and imparted a sense of unity and 
cohesion among tribes that had been lacking in prior encounters. By springtime, they had 

 



mustered several thousand warriors. On March 17, 1876, a U.S. Army column under Gen. 
George Crook mistakenly attacked what they thought was Crazy Horse's village. Instead, it 
turned out to be a Cheyenne encampment, and the survivors threw themselves into the 
swelling ranks of other tribesmen.  
 
The extent of Native American resolve became apparent on June 17, 1876, when Crook 
attacked Crazy Horse at Rosebud River, sustained heavy losses, and was forced to 
withdraw. He took no further part in the campaign while the victorious Native Americans 
returned to their main encampment along Little Bighorn River to await developments. On 
June 25, their camp was attacked by elements of the Seventh U.S. Cavalry under Custer, 
which were promptly driven off. Once the Hunkpapa Sioux under Chief Gall had pinned the 
Americans frontally, a large body of Native Americans under Crazy Horse turned their flank 
and attacked the U.S. troops from behind. After 20 minutes of fighting, Custer and his 226 
men were completely annihilated. Despite this success, achieved largely through tribal 
unity, the Native American bands broke up their encampment and dispersed.  
 
Custer's defeat stimulated greater efforts on the part of the U.S. Army to crush the Native 
Americans. Throughout the winter of 1876, a column under Gen. Nelson A. Miles 
relentlessly hounded Crazy Horse's band, and on January 7, 1876, Miles and his men 
destroyed the remaining Sioux village at Wolf Mountain in southern Montana. The 
tribesmen, hungry and half-frozen, began surrendering in small groups to the Americans. 
Crazy Horse, however, held out until the spring, when emissaries from Red Cloud arrived 
and entreated him to surrender. When Gen. Crook assured him of his own reservation on 
the Powder River, Crazy Horse led 800 exhausted followers to Fort Robinson on May 5, 
1877.  
 
Unfortunately, Crook could not fulfill the terms of the agreement, and Crazy Horse was 
constrained to the Red Cloud Agency, a reservation in the area. Older chiefs, including Red 
Cloud himself, resented the adoration given Crazy Horse by younger braves, and they urged 
Crook to confine him. Crook was apparently taken in by rumors that Crazy Horse was 
plotting a rebellion in camp and ordered his arrest. Crazy Horse was bayoneted in the 
attempt to arrest him on September 5, 1877 and died as he had lived, defiantly. He remains 
an enduring symbol of human resistance to tyranny and is commemorated by Korczak 
Ziolkowski's gigantic sculpture on the same Black Hills that Crazy Horse gave his life to 
defend.   
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