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The camp site where the battle took place was located on a prairie 
bordered by a wooded ravine through which flows Birch Coulee Creek.^The 
Indians could approach within gunshot from all sides and still be under 
cover,\ The camp itself was located two hundred yards from the timber 
along the coulee, "with the wagons parked around the camp, and the 
team horses fastened to the wagons." The soldiers had what amounted to 
a corral less than a hundred yards in diameter with the tents inside 
the circle. Ten pickets were stationed around the camp.

The only alteration to the site has occurred in the camp area 
which has had some cultivation and the necessary access alterations to 
the picnic area of the ravine and park.
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On August 31, 1862, after scouts had assured him that no large band 
of Sioux stalked nearby, Henry H. Sibley sent out a party from Fort Ridgely 
to bury the bodies of settlers killed in the first outbreaks of the Sioux 
War of 1862.

The force consisted of about 170 men including an Indian agent^ c 
a few citizens who wanted to look.for the bodies of relatives, and a 
physician. The entire party was commanded by jteseph RA Brown« the 
former Indian agent who had been elevated to the rank of Major in the 
volunteer army. Some men were mounted, others were infantry. After 
the force had divided for various errands,N it came together again and 
camped on a prairie near a coulee. The spot was exposed to ambuscade^ 
and not in compliance with Sibley*s injunction to Brown to take every 
precaution to avoid surprise.

Early on the morning of September 2, some two hundred Sioux, 
crawling through the coulee and wearing turbans of grass, opened fire on 
the camp. The surprise was complete and the camp was besieged for 
thirty hours, its defense in the charge of Brown and Captain Hiram Grant. 
The soldiers sought protection behind dead horses, more than eighty 
were killed by Indians, and by digging in with spades, pocketknives, and 
sabers. The Indians made no overwhelming charge (the charge at heavy 
costs in lives was not a part of their military tradition) but in the end 
the whites were saved only by the arrival of Sibley»s main force, which 
had been alerted by the sounds of distant firing but was slow in coming 
to the rescue.\

In the battle of Birch Coulee, the troops suffered the heaviest 
military casualties of the war. Big Eagle, one of the Indian leaders 
of the attack, later reported that he had seen only two dead Indians. 
Some historians have surmised that the action at Birch Coulee may have 
diverted the Sioux from the down-river settlements toward which they were 
headed. On the other hand, events there taught the whites the folly of 
moving in hostile Indian territory without a large, well-trained army.
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