
The Second Battle of Adobe Walls

27 June 1874


The Second Battle of Adobe Walls began early in the morning on Saturday 27 June 1874.  The fighting the first day was the most severe, but the conflict continued sporadically for several days culminating on the sixth day, Thursday 2 July 1874, when A. J. Anthony's ox train arrived with reinforcements from Dodge City.  The battle involved the combined forces of several Indian tribes, including the Comanche, Cheyenne, Kiowa, and Arapaho.  The Indian forces totaled somewhere between 700 and 1,000.  The hunters and townspeople consisted of just twenty eight hardy souls.  The site of the Adobe Walls settlement and battlefield is located in what is now Hutchinson County, Texas seventeen miles northeast of the town of Stinnett.

Adobe Walls was a trading post in the Texas Panhandle, just north of the Canadian River. In 1845 an Adobe fort was built there to house the post, but it was intentionally destroyed just three years later by the traders who had built it after they had suffered continual Indian attacks. In 1864 it was the site of one of the largest battles ever to take place on the Great Plains. Colonel Christopher Houston “Kit” Carson led 300 volunteers from New Mexico against a force of thousands of Indians.  Although the results of the battle were indecisive Carson took full credit for a victory and was acclaimed as a hero for successfully striking a blow against the hostile Indians and for leading his men out of the trap with minimal casualties.  That encounter is historically referred to as the First Battle of Adobe Walls.

By June of 1874, just ten years after the first battle at Adobe Walls, a group of enterprising businessmen had set up two stores near the ruins of the old trading post in an effort to re-establish the previously abandoned outpost. The small complex quickly grew, and soon included the two stores, a corral, a restaurant, and a blacksmith shop. The tiny settlement served a population of 200-300 buffalo hunters from the area.  Indian depredations were on the rise, and in the weeks preceding the battle several hunters had been killed.  Included in the group of twenty eight or twenty nine hunters and townspeople defending the outpost at the time of the 1874 battle were James Hanrahan the saloon owner, William Barclay “Bat” Masterson (twenty years old at the time), William “Billy” Dixon, and by some accounts “California Joe” Milner (although Milner’s account of his exploits has been proven somewhat unreliable).

The once immense and wide ranging buffalo herd of the American West were already being reduced to a mere fraction of their former vastness.  The Southern Plains Indian bands (Comanche, Cheyenne, Kiowa, and Arapaho) rightfully perceived the post, and the buffalo hunting, as a major threat to their existence.  Comanche medicine man Isa-tai had convinced his leader Quanah Parker that the white man’s bullets would simply bounce off the brave warriors. Isa-tai, who’s name roughly translated means coyote dung, was the person most responsible for the attack.

At dawn on Saturday 27 June 1874 about seven hundred Indians under the leadership of Quanah Parker and Isa-tai attacked the post.  Witnesses later claimed that at about two in the morning on 27 June 1874 the ridgepole holding up the sod roof of Hanrahan’s saloon broke with a loud crack. "Providential things usually are mysterious," Billy Dixon later wrote, adding, “There has always been something mysterious to me in the loud report that came from that ridge pole in Hanrahan's Saloon. It seems strange that it should have happened at the very time it did, instead of at noon or some other hour, and, above all, that it should have been loud enough to wake men who were fast asleep.”  Everyone in the saloon, along with several men from the town, immediately set out to repair the damage. But was it a providential warning that prevented a massacre at Adobe Walls? Dixon wrote in the original draft of his autobiography (which was reportedly deleted by an editor), "It has been told that the ridge pole broke. As a matter of fact, when [it] was examined afterward, it was sound and firm."  Regardless of which account of the story you accept, most of the towns inhabitants were already wide awake when, at dawn, this combined force of over 700 Comanche, Cheyenne, and Kiowa warriors swept across the plains in an all out attack on the inhabitants of Adobe Walls. Chief Quanah Parker led the Comanches.  Lone Wolf led the Kiowas, Stone Calf and White Shield headed the Cheyenne.  The raiding Indians, who had previously planned on attacking the Tonkawa Indians, had been convinced by Isa-tai’s to attack the white hunters at Adobe Walls instead.

Billy Dixon and Jim Hanrahan, who had been awakened by the commotion at two in the morning, decided that they may as well make the best of it and get an early start buffalo hunting. Hanrahan sent Billy Ogg to retrieve the horses that were picketed at nearby Adobe Walls creek. Ogg saw the Indians emerge from the tree lined creek bank and ran back to the settlement to alert the others. About the time he arrived Billy Dixon spotted the Indians as well, and fired a shot into the air to alert everyone thus spoiling the Indians surprise attack.  At first Dixon believed the Indians to be after the horses, but soon realized this large scale attack was coming straight towards the settlement. Dixon and Ogg managed to join the others inhabitants who had sought refuge inside the walls of the saloon.

The now besieged inhabitants were not only unprepared for the attack but were divided into three small groups with only about fifteen useable guns among them. Of the three groups, Hanrahan's saloon was fortified most quickly because the men inside had been awakened most quickly.  Rath's store housed the fewest defenders.  Had the Indians known that Mrs. Olds was inside the building the danger to the inhabitants would have been the greatest.  In what seemed like an instant the hostile forces surrounded every building.  Windows were shattered as bullets rained through striking the sod of the walls.  Arrows rattled as they struck the planking of the doors. Attackers circled the settlement.  The group built barricades as they fought, using sacks of flour, grain, and whatever other materials they found available for the chore.  Forted up at Myers and Leonard's store were Fred Leonard, James Campbell, Edward Trevor, Frank Brown, Harry Armitage, "Dutch Henry," Billy Tyler, Old Man Keeler, Mike McCabe, Henry Lease, and "Frenchy."  In Hanrahan's Saloon were James Hanrahan, Bat Masterson, Mike Welch, Shepherd, Hiram Watson, Billie Ogg, James McKinley, "Bermuda" Carlisle, and the famed Billy Dixon.  In Rath's store were James Langton (the manager), George Eddy, Thomas O'Keefe, William Olds and his wife, Sam Smith, and Andy Johnson. 
  

The initial attack came perilously close to being successful for the Indians, who got close enough to pound on the doors and shuttered windows of the buildings with their rifle butts. At such close quarters the hunters' long-range rifles were of little use.  They fought with their pistols, and with the few Henry and Winchester lever action repeating rifles they had.  At the end of the affair three men lay dead, scalped and mutilated.   The two Shadler brothers were killed and relieved of their hair. The Shadler’s trusty dog who was also a victim, and had patch of hide cut from his side.  Billy Tyler was shot through the lungs as he paused in the doorway of Myers & Leonard's store. All twenty eight of the Shadler Brothers' oxen were found dead.  There were fifty six horses dead, and all the remaining animals had been scattered tot he four winds.  The Indians had tried to slash the ropes that tied the horses to Rath's wagon, but a vicious gray mare had prevented them from doing so with her kicking. Her brave efforts proved futile in the end, as all of the animals were shot.  By most reports thirteen to fifteen Indians lay dead on the ground. More casualties had been carried away by the attackers when they retrieved their wounded. The hostiles rode out of range and camped in the distance while deciding how to handle the situation. In so doing they effectively laid siege to Adobe Walls.

When darkness fell the men of the small outpost prepared to bury their dead. Graves were dug to the north of Myers & Leonard's store. The Ike and Shorty Shadler were wrapped in blankets and laid them side by side in the grave.  Billy Tyler, also wrapped in a blanket, was carried from the store and laid beside the two Shadler brothers. There were no reports concerning the internment of their loyal dog, but one can imagine that his remains were treated with appropriate dignity.

James Langton was worried about keeping everyone at the store alive, and in keeping his stock of goods and the thousands of buffalo hides he had inventoried outside the store safe. Langton wanted to send someone for help. He offered $200 to any man who would carry a message through to Dodge City.  Henry Lease, an experienced hunter and frontiersman, stepped up to the challenge.  George Bellfield, hunter and ex-soldier, volunteered the use of his horse, it being one of the few survivors.  Lease checked his pistols and his 50 caliber Sharp's. Satisfied that all were in order he loaded his belt with ammunition, shook hands all around and headed out on his perilous ride.

The attacks were sporadic thereafter.  On what is believed to have been the third or fourth day of siege a small group of Indians had ventured to the edge of distant ridge to plan their next attack. At the urging of one of the hunters, Billy Dixon, who was a renowned marksman, took aim with a .50 caliber Sharps (either a .50-70 or .50-90) he had borrowed from Hanrahan. The hunters laughed at Dixon, exclaiming, “they’re a mile away!”  Regardless, the intrepid Dixon took careful aim, squeezed the trigger and watched with some surprise as the tiny figure of an Indian mounted on his horse tumbled to the ground dead.  It was this act that caused the Indians to become so discouraged that they gave up the fight and left. Two weeks later a team of US Army surveyors under the command of Nelson A. Miles measured the distance of the shot. It was recorded to have been 1,538 yards, which is nine tenths of a mile. For the remainder of his life Billy Dixon never claimed the shot was anything other than a lucky one. His memoirs do not devote so much as a full paragraph to “the shot”.
Meanwhile, at the same time as Henry Lease had ridden out towards Dodge City two hunters had been dispatched to nearby camps to warn the buffalo men of the attack.  By the third day of the attack a number of hunters had started to come to Adobe Walls, having been alerted of the siege.  By the end of the fifth day more than a hundred men were at Adobe Walls.  Also during the fifth day tragedy struck when, at the Rath place, Mrs. Bill Olds accidentally shot her husband in the head as she handed a reloaded rifle up to him. The bullet entering under his chin and exited through the top of his head.  Hunters buried William Olds on a little knoll about sixty feet southeast of Rath's store.

On the sixth day, not knowing if Henry Lease had made it through, Billy Dixon led a party of twenty five men out on the trail and started towards Dodge City for help. They had barely lost site of the outpost when they caught site of A. J. Anthony's ox train approaching Adobe Walls.  There were fifty nine mounted guards riding along to protect the caravan of eight or ten wagons drawn by six yoke of oxen each.  All were under the command of Tom Nixon, well known frontiersman, hunter and freighter.  Henry Lease had reached Dodge and returned with help.

For days incoming freight wagons returned merchandise to the Charles Rath & Company store in Dodge City. Soon the last load was brought in and Adobe Walls was once again abandoned.

Years later forensic archaeologists at Adobe Walls discovered several firearms, including a Colt Richards' conversions, some Smith & Wesson Americans, and at least one new Colt Model 1873 .45 caliber pistols. They also unearthed numerous rifles in calibers .50-70, .50-90, .44-77, .44 Henry and at least one .45-70.

Isa-tai tried to absolve himself of his promise that the Indians would not be harmed by the white man’s bullets by saying that his magic had been weakened before the battle when one of the Cheyenne violated a sacred taboo by killing a skunk.  He was publicly humiliated, beaten and totally discredited. Although the Second Battle of Adobe Walls was not a major historical event it did deliver a crushing blow, and spiritual defeat, to the Southern Plains Indians who had come to believe in the supernatural powers of the medicine man.  This event marked the beginning of the medicine man’s steep decline as a military power.  Isa-tai was eventually forgiven, but remembered in his advanced years only as a comical figure. 

Through wise investments Quanah Parker became perhaps the wealthiest American Indian of his day. He embraced much of white culture, and was well respected. Parker went on hunting trips with President Theodore Roosevelt, who often visited him.  He had five wives and twenty five children and founded the Native American Church. Parker died on 23 February 1911 at Fort Sill, Oklahoma. Lone Wolf surrendered his band to the military authorities at Fort Sill about 26 February 1875. He was among the leaders singled out for incarceration at Fort Marion, Florida. Weakened by malaria, he died near Fort Sill in the summer of 1879. Stone Calf died on 25 November 1885 at his camp near Cantonment, Kansas of spinal meningitis.

Billy Dixon became famous for “the shot”, which is still fondly recounted by historians, marksmen and trivia buffs. The young buffalo hunter Bat Masterson became an Army scout, gambler, frontiersman, lawman and U.S. Marshal before eventually choosing the unlikely profession of sport editor and columnist for the New York Morning Telegraph.  The all but forgotten site of the Adobe Walls battle is sufficiently remote that relatively few tourists make the journey. The ever present winds of the Staked Plains have practically scoured the site clean, its presence invisible to the causal passerby… but for the cluster of monuments now marking the spot.

� By 1878, after the fight at Adobe Walls had long since concluded, Sam Smith made his way to Lincoln County, New Mexico. He may have traveled there in the company of George Curry, James B. Carlyle and Thomas O'Keefe.  All of the foregoing were participants in the Second Battle of Adobe Walls and all are believed by to have participate in the Lincoln County War.  
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