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New member Tom Perkins will be our speaker. His topic is
Russian submarine activity during the Cuban Missile Crisis.
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SPOTTING A COIN ON A GRAVESTONE

Ever visited a cemetery and noticed a
splattering of items left on gravestones?
From coins to flowers to stones, there’s a
sentiment behind why visitors leave
certain pieces. If you’ve ever noticed
coins on a headstone, you might be
curious why. As it turns out, this act of
remembrance is intended to honor
individuals who served this country in
the military.

What does it mean when there are
coins on a gravestone?

When you see coins on a gravestone, this
signifies that the person buried there was
a member of the military. Similar to gold
stars on license plates, these coins are a
meaningful way for people to convey
their pride in a loved one who is no
longer with them. People who visit the
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A friend  of  Past
Commander James Poulin
got a call 3 months ago
from someone claiming to
be raising money for the
American Legion. She was
promised a sweatshirt and
T-shirt for participating.
Thinking it was legit, she
sent them $150 and hasn’t
heard back from them.

James wrote the Legion’s
5™ District commander
about the incident. Sadly, it
was a scam.

The district commander
advised that no one should
ever send or pay money to
an anonymous caller.



https://www.rd.com/list/arlington-national-cemetery-facts/
https://www.rd.com/article/gold-star-family-license-plate/
https://www.rd.com/article/gold-star-family-license-plate/
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A GEORGIA BOY BLAMED FOR INDIAN WARS

In 1860, John Merin Bozeman, an 1835 native of
Pickens County (Jasper), GA, caught “gold fever”,
abandoned his wife, Lucinda, and their three daughters,
and headed west to join the
Pike’s Peak gold rush near
today’s Colorado Springs,
CO.

He came by the idea
naturally. When John was
14, his father, Wailliam,
abandoned his family to head
for the 1849 California gold
rush. He went by way of
Panama, but was thrown
overboard enroute and never
made it.

BOZEMAN

After going broke at Pike’s
Peak, John worked gold fields near Deer Lodge, MT.
Equally unsuccessful there, he failed again in the
January, 1863, gold rush along Grasshopper Creek near
Bannack, MT.

Word flashed out on 22 May 1863 that the yellow metal
had been found some 80 miles from Bannack in Alder
Gulch, MT. This time, John apparently hesitated before
dashing off once again with pick, shovel, and pan.

Why not, he reasoned, try to make a buck by finding a
route that would help miners get to the gold instead of
mining it himself?

He approached a friend, John Jacobs, with an idea to
create a trail connecting Alder Gulch with the well-
established (1811-40) Oregon Trail which ran 2,170
miles from the Missouri River to what are now Idaho
and Oregon. Jacobs also had failed at mining, and he
went for it. Reportedly, he had guided wagon trains.

The two men scouted a 250-mile route for what would
become known as the Bozeman Trail. (One account
states that most travelers called it “the road to Mon-
tana”). It branched off the Oregon Trail in central Wyo-
ming and ran to Bannack, MT. Much of it was along
paths native American Shoshone, Arapahoe, and Lako-
ta Sioux had used for centuries. Bozeman and Jacobs
made a trail wide enough for wagons.

Bozeman set up for business to guide westbound gold
seekers along the new route for $6 a wagon. In the
process, he planned to “swallow up all tenderfeet and
their golden fleeces”. The trail journey would average
eight weeks.

The first Bozeman-guided party of 46 wagons left Deer
Creek Crossing (near present-day Glenrock, WY) on

06 Jun 1863. They had made 150 miles when they
encountered an angry group of Northern Cheyenne and
Lakota Sioux warriors. They claimed that Bozeman
was trespassing on prime buffalo-hunting grounds that
had been promised them under the (first) Treaty of
Fort Laramie.

Bozeman could have argued that the treaty permitted
his activity, but he took an alternate route.

In 1851, Congress had called for a treaty with Plains
Indians to resolve conflicts between emigrants and
native Americans along overland trails in the west.
More than 10,000 native Americans gathered at
Ft. Laramie, WY, the biggest assembly to that date of
native Americans and white men.

So many showed up, in fact, that the conference had to
be moved 30 miles to Horse Creek.

A treaty was signed 17 Sep 1851 providing that the
tribes would make peace among one another and permit
outsider access to their lands for such things as
traveling, surveying, and the construction of some
government outposts and roads. In return the
government would protect the signing nations against
“all depredations” by settlers moving west along the
Oregon Trail and deliver to these nations $50,000
annually for 10 years with the right to continue beyond
that at the President’s discretion. The Senate ratified the
treaty 24 May 1852.

The treaty was not, however, published in the U.S.
Statutes thus calling its validity into question.

Three other things also challenged its validity:

a) The U.S. made only one of the sworn 10 annual
payments.

b) The complexity of native American leadership
made it virtually impossible to determine who was
eligible to sign on behalf of the various tribes,
bands, and other subgroups.

¢) Whether news of the treaty ever filtered down to
the individual members of those groups.

Despite the treaty, bloody conflicts continued between
native Americans and white men eager to exploit what
seemed to them to be unlimited free western lands—not
to mention gold-- which should be theirs for the taking.
Further complicating the situation were various
inter-tribal disputes among native Americans. Some
historians lump these together as “the Laramie Wars”.
Roadside plaques in Montana credit Bozeman as
having started some of them.

INDIAN WARS...Continued on Page 3



https://www.wyohistory.org/essays/horse-creek-treaty
https://www.wyohistory.org/essays/horse-creek-treaty
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INDIAN WARS...Continued from Page 2

In 1865, federal troops began guarding Bozeman Trail
travelers against hostile indian attacks. LTG William
Tecumseh Sherman ordered three forts constructed
along the trail to protect wagon trains. They were Forts
Reno (1874), Phil Kearny (1848), and C. F. Smith
(1866).

Historian Joseph Marshall, III, notes that the Lakota
Sioux and Cheyenne “went hard” against the trail until
only wagon trains escorted by U.S. soldiers, or those
with plenty of ammunition, dared use it.

After the 21 Dec 1866 Fetterman Massacre near
Fort Kearny, the Bozeman Trail was temporarily
closed. President Ulysses S. Grant ordered them shut
down that summer. All three were burned to the ground
by native Americans after the troops departed.

While the Bozeman Trail was open, some 3,500
migrants traveled it. Approximately 50 were killed by
native Americans. Others died in accidents, drowned,
or perished from “mountain fever” imparted by tics.

One source notes that construction of a Union Pacific
rail line along the Yellowstone River (circa. 1867) later
provided much easier access to the Alder Gulch gold
field.

In 1866 The Department of the Interior called tribes
together to try once again to work out safe passage on
the Bozeman Trail.

In 1867, a congressional committee produced a "Report
on the Condition of the Indian Tribes". An Indian Peace
Commission was established to try to end the conflicts.
The government wanted native tribes to move onto
reservations.

On 29 Apr 1868, another conference at Fort Laramie
produced a treaty between the U.S., 10 Sioux tribes and
the Arapaho. The native Americans agreed to relocate.
To accommodate them, the U.S. established the Great
Sioux Reservation, consisting of a large portion of the
western half of what is now South Dakota, including
the Black Hills.

The Black Hills were sacred to the Sioux. The tribes
retained hunting and fishing rights in their previous
territories. They also agreed not to attack railroads or
settlers.

In 1874, however, Gen. George Armstrong Custer led
an Army expedition into the Black Hills. It was
accompanied by miners who found gold. Other miners
rushed in, trespassed onto Sioux hunting grounds, and
demanded Army protection. Soon, the Army was
ordered to move against wandering bands of Sioux
hunting on ranges to which they were entitled under the
second Laramie Treaty.

On 25 Jun 1876, an Army detachment led by Custer
encountered an encampment of Sioux and Cheyenne on
the Little Bighorn River. Custer and most of his force

were annthilated at what is now known as “Last Stand
Hill”.

Hostilities would continue between the United States
and the Sioux in the Black Hills until the government
confiscated the land in 1877. Ownership of the Black
Hills remains disputed between the government and the
Sioux.

The second Ft. Laramie treaty would not come in time
to benefit John Bozeman. He was murdered 20 Apr
1867 at age 32 while on his way to Fort C.F. Smith
with his business partner, Tom Cover, to negotiate a
flour contract. Cover—one of the men who discovered
gold at Alder Gulch—reported later that he and
Bozeman had been attacked by savages. Cover said the
attackers wounded him and killed Bozeman. Some
historians believe Cover killed Bozeman because the
latter had made improper advances to Tom’s wife.

Bozeman is credited with laying out the town that
would become today’s Virginia City, MT, hard by the
Alder Gulch strike which ultimately yielded some
$50 million in gold. (Some historians place the value at
$150 million.) Later, Bozeman helped found what is
now Bozeman, MT.

Before the end of 1864, Virginia City claimed 10,000
residents. It became the capital of the Montana
Territory on 26 May 1864 and today is a National
Historic Landmark. Montana became our 41% state on
08 Nov 1889.

There is one final irony. Should the route have been
named the Orcutt Trail?

One account states that, in 1863, Englishman Edward
Shelley and a friend, William Orcutt, were the first
white men to traverse the trail. Orcutt spent the winter
of 1863 in Bannack, MT, as did Bozeman and Jacobs.
In such a small community, they very easily could have
met. That could have been the source of Bozeman’s
idea.
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deceased service member can leave a coin on the
headstone so when loved ones come to the cemetery,
they’re aware that others have been there to pay their
respects, too. This moving sentiment can make a
tremendous impact on the family of deceased military
folks, which is why it’s a special tradition.

It’s also important to take note of the type of coin on
the stone. For instance, different coins hold different
meanings.

What do individual coins on a gravestone mean?

As you may have guessed, the different coins have
different associations. If you notice a quarter on a
headstone, for instance, the past visitor is trying to
convey something different. Let’s walk through what
the individual coin types mean.

If you notice a penny on a gravestone, this signifies
that a person has visited the headstone. It’s an act of
gratitude for the person’s service. Anyone can leave a
penny, If there is a nickel on the gravestone, this means
that the visitor who left it went to boot camp with the
person buried.

Next, if you see a dime on their gravestone, that

signifies that the visitor served with the deceased
military member.

Seeing a quarter has a particularly heavy association.
This signifies that the visitor was present when the
soldier passed away.

You’ll have a better idea of what it means when you
see this emotional item left behind on a gravestone.
And more importantly, you’ll know the appropriate
coin to leave.
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