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D 
uring the 2002 excavation of the Chinatown area in  
Historic Deadwood, South Dakota, a small copper alloy 
button was recovered. This button, only 2.3 cm in  

diameter and weighing 3.3g, is the badge of a US Cavalry officer 
(Figure 1). The button features the Great Seal device of the United 
States, an eagle grasping an olive branch in one talon and arrows 
in the other. This cavalry button is distinctive in that a shield is  
displayed on the bird’s chest, bearing the letter C”. Shortly after the 
US Congress created the Cavalry in 1855, the use of letters to 
“denote military branch on enlisted men’s buttons was stopped.  
Officers, however, continued to use this style of button until the 
standardization of all uniform buttons in 1902 (Tice 1997: 133). 

Figure 1.  US Cavalry Officer’s Button “•EXTRA•/QUALITY” 
CV215A54. 

D uring the 1860s and 1870s, the American 

drive for expansion into the western  

frontier was met with violence as settlers  

struggled with Native Americans over land and 

opposing ways of life. In an effort to put an end 

to these conflicts, Congress created the Indian 

Peace Committee charged with preventing future 

Indian uprisings and wars. (Oman 2002: 35) The 

primary method employed by this committee was 

to establish treaties that would force tribes to give 

up existing lands and move further west into  

reservations. The 1868 Treaty of Laramie (Figure 

2) was one such effort between the US  

Government and the Sioux, which established the 

Black Hills as part of the Great Sioux Reservation 

and for exclusive use by the Sioux people.  

Figure 2.  Select pages of the 1864 Treaty of Laramie. National Archives.  

O nly six years later, the US Government sent 

a military expedition into the Black Hills  

region to establish the location of a new Army 

fort and to survey the area’s natural resources. 

The two month expedition was led by Lieutenant 

Colonel George Armstrong Custer with the  

accompaniment of the 7th Cavalry, over 1000 

men and more than 100 wagons, together with 

horse and cattle (Cozzens 2004: 176) (Figure 3).  

On August 15, 1874, Custer wrote to Assistant 

Adjutant General of the Department of Dakota 

describing the presence of gold in the Black Hills, 

“the miners report that they found gold among 

the roots of the grass… gold was found in paying 

quantities… men without former experience in 

mining have discovered it at an expense of but  

little time or labor” (Cozzens 2004:166). Custer’s  

reports were conveyed by the New York Times 

(Figure 4) and other reporters with the  

expedition soon had reports of gold covering the 

headlines of newspapers across the nation. 

Figure 3.  Custer Expedition into Black Hills, 1874, photo by William H. 
Illingworth 

O ne year following Little Bighorn,  

Fort Meade was established to provide  

protection to the gold mining area around  

Deadwood and the associated transportation 

routes. The 7th Cavalry was stationed at Fort 

Meade during the height of hostilities. Years  

later, on December 29, 1890, the 7th Cavalry  

was responsible for the infamous Massacre at 

Wounded Knee, which would herald the end of 

the American Indian Wars. 

Figure 4.   New York Times article, published 
Aug 23, 1874. 

B y the fall of 1874, white and Chinese  

prospectors flocked to the Black Hills  

without regard to the Treaty of Laramie. The new 

town of Deadwood, South Dakota would become 

the most prominent settlement and later an  

icon of the American Wild West (Figure 5). With 

this invasion into Sioux territory, violent  

encounters between whites and Native Americans 

increased and the settlers demanded protection 

from the US Army. This led to the Great Sioux 

War of 1876-1877, and the famous Battle of Little 

Bighorn and the defeat of Custer and the 7th 

Cavalry.  

Figure 5.  Deadwood City, Dakota Territory, 1876 
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THE BLACK HILLS EXPEDITIO-1'{. 

TB:S C0l't-1MAND AT • BEAR BCTI"E-GLO'\YIXG 

Jtf:PORTB OF THE NEW COC'?.'TRY, 

Sr. P.,uL, ltlinn., Aug. 22.-A telegre.m from 
l31smatck C011veys a dispatch from the 11iecial r.or­
rllllpondent of the Daily Pru• with Cw,ter'o Blru,k 
"Hills expedition : 

GE~. CUSTER'S REPOll'r, 
ST. PAUL, Min., Aug. 112.-Gen. Cnster, in hill 

report; of the eX])edition to the Black Hills, • says: 
" I referred in a. fo=er dispa.tch to the di•covery of 
gold. Subseq o.ent examina.tions o.t numerou• points 
confirm and •trengthen the fact of the exiswnc-e _of 
£Old in the Illack Hille a.ml some of t!,e water­
COUll!BB. Almost every earth produced gold in J1mall 
yet paylai: quantitie■. Our brief halto in rapid 
marching prevent anythini: but a ve,:v hasty ex­
amination of th& cow:itry In tbie respect, but 
m one plllce, anti. the only one within 
my knowledge where so i.,,e&t depth was 
reached, n. hole w&e du£ eli:Jlt feet deep. The 
roinere report they found i:;old among the roote of 
the gra~•. a.nd from that point to the lowest 
point reached, 20\d wae fonnd in payinir 
q_nnntities. It hae needed no expert to 
:find gold in the Blac,k Rills, a.a men without former 
experience in mining have discovarod it at an e:r­
-peuse of'bnt little time or labor. .A.s a.n evidenc,, of 

fli~e~e\tl !Jork i!l'.inu.1 
Published: August 23, 1874 
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Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum is part of the 

Maryland Historical Trust, and agency of the 

Maryland Department of Planning, Baltimore. 

The Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory (MAC Lab) is a state-of-the-art archaeological research, conservation, and collections storage facility located at the Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum. 




