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Introduction

Brad D. Lookingbill

Americans made 1876 the “Year of a Hundred Years.” The anniversary of the
Declaration of Independence inspired centennial celebrations and patriotic
parades around the country. The United States International Exhibition,
which was hosted in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, touted a “Century of Progress.”
An inventor named Alexander Graham Bell patented a device called the
telephone. Adolphus Busch, a brewer, began marketing a lager known as
Budweiser. Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer was published and
quickly became a literary classic. Owing to a wave of immigration, the popula-
tion of the United States surged to 46 million. Colorado became the 38th
state to join the union. Railroad corporations operated 35,000 miles of tracks
across the continent. However, graft, scandals, and partisanship in Washington
DC contributed to a pervasive sense of malaise. The sniping of the presidential
clection exacerbated the sectional tensions between the North and the South.
As the Reconstruction Era closed, an anxious generation entered the Gilded
Age. The lingering effects of an economic depression left unemployment high.
Rapid and sweeping changes in America stirred some to question whether or
not, indeed, all were “created equal.”

Americans read newspaper headlines about the Indian Wars that seemed
to never end. The US Army conducted a military campaign against the
Lakota Sioux and their Northern Cheyenne and Arapaho allies. Government
officials intended to acquire what the Lakota called the Paba Sapa, or the
Black Hills, where previous military expeditions had confirmed the presence
of gold. Irrespective of the promises made to the Lakota in the Fort Laramie
Treaty of 1868, Congress demanded that they sell their hunting lands.
President Ulysses S. Grant, whose administration was mired in charges of

A Companion to Custer and the Little Bighorn Campaign, First Edition.
Edited by Brad D. Lookingbill.
© 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2015 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.



2 BRAD D. LOOKINGBILL

corruption, announced that any Indians off the reservation would be
considered “hostile.” The commander of the Division of the Missouri,
General Philip H. Sheridan, authorized a three-pronged offensive for
chastising them. One column, led by General George Crook, marched
north from Fort Fetterman on the Platte River. Under Colonel John
Gibbon, another column headed east from Fort Ellis in the Montana
Territory. The third column, commanded by General Alfred Terry, moved
westward from Fort Abraham Lincoln in the Dakota Territory.

American soldiers in the Centennial Campaign converged upon the
tollowers of Sitting Bull, a powerful holy man and charismatic Lakota leader.
Joined by Crazy Horse and Gall, he denounced the wasichus, or greedy
people, encroaching upon Native American homelands. His prophetic
visions foretold of an impending attack by mounted bluecoats followed by
their ultimate demise. The coalition of Lakota and Cheyenne bands grew
stronger, for they believed that their reckless foes possessed no ears for
listening. Defying the edicts of distant authorities, warriors abandoned the
federal agencies to participate in “Sitting Bull’s War.” In mid-June, Crazy
Horse surprised Crook’s column in the Battle of the Rosebud. Crook fell
back to Goose Creek, while the Indians headed toward a stream that the
Lakota called the Greasy Grass. Maps labeled it the Little Bighorn River,
where as many as 7,000 Indians camped along the west bank.

Without knowing the exact location of Sitting Bull’s camp, General Terry
commanded 925 officers and men along the Yellowstone River (Hedren
2011, 97). He ordered Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer, a
36-year old brevetted general with a reputation for Indian fighting, to lead
the 7th Cavalry on a reconnaissance mission near the Rosebud River. He
expected the 12 companies under Custer’s command to enter the valley of
the Little Bighorn from the south, as he and Gibbon entered with the main
columns from the north. Once the Army’s Indian scouts located the trail to
the secluded campsite, he anticipated little more than a “mop-up” type of
operation. Whatever the intent, his orders to Custer also provided a great
deal of latitude in regard to military actions when engaging with the enemy.

Custer marched an eager contingent through a divide in the Wolf
Mountains to a lookout point known as the Crow’s Nest. They included
31 officers, 566 enlisted men, 35 Indian scouts, as well as civilians and
quartermaster employees. Recent immigrants comprised much of the rank
and file. Private Charles Windolph later recalled their morale: “You were
part of a proud outfit that had a fighting reputation, and you were ready for
a fight or a frolic” (Utley 1988, 168).

At high noon on Sunday, June 25, the 7th Cavalry approached the Little
Bighorn. Like most cavalrymen, Custer believed that the Indians would not
stand and fight. The military problem, he assumed, would be catching,
gathering, and escorting them to the federal agencies. Because he feared
that his command had been spotted and that Sitting Bull’s camp had begun
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to disperse, he chose to attack in broad daylight rather than to wait another
day. He hastened to cut off the escape route of the women and children
while forcing a decisive battle in the valley before Terry arrived. Upon
assigning one company to guard the pack train that carried rations and extra
ammunition, he reformed the rest of the troopers into three battalions.

Major Marcus Reno commanded a small battalion with three companies,
which hit the camp on the south end. Instead of charging to drive the
Lakota and Cheyenne northward, the troopers dismounted for a skirmish.
The blue line soon faltered in the exchange of fire, though men made a
stand in the timber along a bend in the Little Bighorn. A headlong rush
across the river followed, in which scores perished before scrambling up the
heights on the other side.

Maneuvering on the far left flank, Captain Frederick Benteen commanded
another small battalion with three companies. After briefly scouting for satellite
villages up the valley, he crossed over several bluffs before turning back. He
never reached the river. He returned to the heights in time to find Reno and
his troops rattled. The fog of war contributed to confusion and disarray. What
followed was a failed attempt by one company to reunite with Custer beyond
Weir Point with the entire group lagging behind. Forced to retreat by pursing
Indians, officers ordered the companies to entrench — on what would later be
named Reno Hill — where they would lay besieged for 24 hours.

With five companies at his side, Custer personally led the largest battalion
toward the north end of the camp. He committed a cardinal error, for he
failed to gather sufficient intelligence about enemy numbers and their
disposition below Battle Ridge. His preference for mobility convinced him
to leave the Gatling guns behind. Not inclined to flee, the Lakota and
Cheyenne surged forward in a combative mood. “This is a good day to die;
follow me,” shouted Low Dog, a Lakota leader (Michno 1997, 163). The
small teams assaulted the encircled force and seized the initiative with at
least a ten to one advantage. The soldiers carried single-shot Springfield
Model 1873 carbines, but the warriors fired muzzle-loaders and Sharps
carbines. A few employed Winchester and Henry lever-action repeaters as
well. Many brought traditional weapons such as bows and arrows, which
permitted plunging fire over obstacles and into ravines. Within an hour, the
fighting in Deep Ravine and on Last Stand Hill ended.

The Battle of the Little Bighorn ended in a disaster for the 7th Cavalry.
Amid the dust and smoke, the “hostiles” slipped away the day after. Terry’s
column entered the ghastly battlefield on the morning of June 27. Soldiers
soon encountered a handful of survivors with Reno and Benteen, but the
dead and wounded lay everywhere. Along the bluffs and coulees, they
found motionless bodies stripped of clothing. Some were scalped or
mutilated beyond recognition. The naked corpse of Custer revealed bullet
wounds to the chest and to the head. While the exact number of Lakota
and Cheyenne casualties remains uncertain, the Army lost 263 killed and
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59 wounded in action (Gray 1976, 182). After burying the dead, Terry
steered the column back to the Yellowstone. The wounded received medical
care at Fort Abraham Lincoln.

Thanks to telegraph lines and printing presses, millions read the sensational
news about the Battle of the Little Bighorn that summer. With the
Centennial Campaign in jeopardy, Sheridan launched a punitive expedition
against the Indians of the Great Plains. Crook conducted the “Horsemeat
March,” which included the Battle of Slim Buttes on September 9 and 10.
The Dull Knife Fight occurred on November 25 along the Red Fork of the
Powder River, where Colonel Ranald S. Mackenzie assailed the camp of a
Cheyenne party. As more regiments funneled into the war zone, close to
9,000 soldiers battered the crumbling coalition.

The Battle of the Little Bighorn unleashed the wrath of the bureaucrats
as well. The Commissioner of Indian Affairs, John Q. Smith, threatened to
withhold rations unless the Lakota relented. Based upon the recommenda-
tions of the Manypenny Commission, Congress seized millions of acres
west of the 103rd meridian and annexed the Black Hills.

“Sitting Bull’s War” ended within a year. Although the Lakota and
Cheyenne scattered, Colonel Nelson A. Miles pursued them during a winter
campaign. He attempted to negotiate an end to the fighting near the
Tongue River, but his Crow scouts attacked a party of Sioux on their way
to the council. He marched his regulars to the foothills of the Wolf
Mountains, establishing a defensive perimeter on a ridge line. On January 8,
1877, Crazy Horse charged in a futile effort. Miles skillfully shifted his
reserves and ordered an advance, which secured a vital ridge for a successtul
artillery barrage in the Battle of the Wolt Mountains. Crazy Horse with-
drew from the field of battle, as weather conditions worsened. Demoralized
Indians began dispersing or submitting to federal authorities. Crazy Horse
surrendered in early May and was detained at Camp Robinson, where four
months later he died from a bayonetting in the back. Dismounted and
disarmed, most of the “hostiles” capitulated.

The United States made certain that the Indians of the Great Plains never
regained their power. The buftfalo herds dwindled to less than a few hundred
head, as indigenous communities grew dependent upon the federal
government for subsistence. Sitting Bull and about 2,000 followers sought
sanctuary in British Canada but eventually returned to Fort Buford. He
announced: “I wish it to be remembered that I was the last man of my
tribe to surrender my rifle” (Utley 1993, 232). William “Butfalo Bill” Cody
invited him to travel with his spectacular Wild West show, which included a
“Custer’s Last Stand” reenactment. Advertisements heralded the Lakota
leader as the “Napoleon of the West.” In fact, the brother of a soldier slain
at the Little Bighorn attacked him during an appearance in Pennsylvania.
While living on a reservation in South Dakota, Sitting Bull was killed by
Indian police during an arrest attempt in 1890.
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Sitting Bull’s death was a catalyst for the Battle of Wounded Knee, in
which the 7th Cavalry massacred hundreds of Lakota Ghost Dancers — men,
women, and children. In the wake of the carnage, the federal government
deemed it the last battle of the Indian Wars. Stories circulated thereafter
that the air was filled with the soldiers’ cries of “Remember Custer.”

Americans tend to remember the Indian Wars as a clash of cultures. Yet
the Battle of the Little Bighorn constitutes a peculiar story about the military
conquest of North America, because everything about it is out of order. The
mythical roles in the frontier epic are reversed. Romance turns to tragedy, as
the guardians of civilization fall to the forces of savagery in “Custer’s Last
Stand.” The most significant event of the Centennial Campaign is not a
great victory but a stunning defeat for the United States. The Army loses,
while the Indians win. On one bloody Sunday in 1876, the world seems to
turn upside down. In other words, a “relatively minor series of events
became a critical moment in American history” (Buchholtz 2012, 2).

I first heard the story of the Little Bighorn in my boyhood, or at least
that is how I remember it now. The perusal of an absent father’s vinyl
record collection introduced me to an album by the “man in black.” It was
Johnny Cash’s Bitter Tears: Ballads of the American Indian, which included
a song titled “Custer.” My turntable spun a fascinating yet cautionary tale:

General Custer come in pumpin’ when the men were out a huntin’
But the General he don’t ride well anymore
With victories he was swimmin’ he killed children dogs and women
And the General he don’t ride well anymore....
Twelve thousand warriors waited they were unanticipated
And the General he don’t ride well anymore
It’s not called an Indian victory but a bloody massacre
And the General he don’t ride well anymore
There might have been more enthusin’ if us Indians had been losin’
But the General he don’t ride well anymore.
(D’Ambrosio 2009, 172-173).

Penned by activist Peter La Farge, the 1964 recording mixed elements of
the folk tradition with country humor. It was Americana. I wanted to know
more about Custer’s day of doom.

Cheyenne, Oklahoma, is a long way from the Little Bighorn, though
I remember field trips to the site for the Battle of the Washita. The 7th Cavalry
once attacked the Indians along the river, which unbeknown to me
occurred nearly eight years before the Centennial Campaign. Walking the
dusty trails below a barren ridge, I imagined incorrectly that the General
met his fate on that ground. My mistaken impression about the location
of “Custer’s Last Stand” was corrected a few years later by the 1970
film, Little Big Man, even if it perplexed me in other ways. A librarian
introduced me to books about the Indian Wars by Walter S. Campbell,
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who wrote under the pen name of Stanley Vestal. Eventually, I visited the
Little Bighorn in Montana as an adult and took my own children to see the
Black Hills in South Dakota.

My interest in warriors and soldiers drove me to become a historian.
While completing a textbook on the American military, I desired to let the
General speak to me directly. I turned to primary sources, which included
a series of articles by Custer that initially appeared in the Galaxy magazine.
His written testimony on Indian fighting evolved into a published memoir,
My Life on the Plains, shortly before his death. Following the trails of
other historians, I scanned the recollections from the 1879 Reno Court
of Inquiry and Walter Camp’s notes on the “Custer Fight.” I also sought
Lakota and Cheyenne pictographs of military action, which curator
Herman J. Viola has collected for Little Bighorn Remembered (1999). The
partial and fragmentary evidence evokes the eternal questions that have
fueled scholarly controversies for years: How many Indians fought? What
were their dispositions? Did they outgun the soldiers? What did the Indian
scouts see and do? Did Custer disobey Terry’s orders? What was he
thinking? Was he forsaken by Reno and Benteen? Who was responsible for
the General’s death? The more historians know about what happened on
the battlefield, though, the less we seem to agree.

As literary scholar Hayden White noted, historians always have problems
with the transitions in the histories of their subjects (White 2010, 305). Of
course, every critical moment is transitional at some level. It insinuates the
end of one period in history, or at least the beginning of the end. It includes
what happens between two periods, that is, an instance of time that some-
thing becomes something other than what it had been. However approached
in the past, a turning point is something that is difficult to represent in
narrative form. It is the instant that the “living” of one historical reality
become the “dead” of another. It is too fraught with “great mysteries” to be
explained easily in scientific language. In other words, historians must
tolerate ambiguity to tell the story of the Little Bighorn.

Like many famous events, the Battle of the Little Bighorn signifies
different things to different people. No single battle in the Indian Wars
has generated so much curiosity and speculation. It ranks as the worst
military defeat of the Army in the American West, yet it provides a high-
water mark for Lakota and Cheyenne resistance on the Great Plains. It is a
monumental battle, no less compelling than the fights at Bunker Hill,
New Orleans, the Alamo, Gettysburg, or Pearl Harbor. Also called the
Battle of Greasy Grass, it epitomizes the ways in which individuals make
history. The command decisions — especially those made by Custer — have
prompted conjecture, inquiry, and debate. Although the General may be
remembered by many as a gallant hero on Last Stand Hill, the Centennial
Campaign also has become a potent symbol for national sins. The Little
Bighorn is a place of endless contradictions.
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Not until 1991 did the site obtain its present name of Little Bighorn
Battlefield National Monument. It spans just over 765 acres, making it one
of the smallest units administered by the National Park Service. At least
300,000 tourists visit the windswept ravines and ridges each year. They pass
through the Crow Indian Reservation, pause at the Custer National
Cemetery, and gaze upon the Indian Memorial. They enter the visitor
center, where they peruse the shelves for books that tell them about a clash
of cultures. Now more than ever, they need a tool that helps them to
burrow into the historiography that frames the scholarly controversies.

With as many as 8,500 books, periodicals, and magazines on the subject
by 2014, it is altogether fitting to wonder: What more can be said about
the Little Bighorn? Historiography well illustrates an eruption in know-
ledge over the years, but a comprehensive examination of the scholarship
indicates that major problems remain. Traditional scholars of the military
campaign accentuate non-Indian casualties, communication lapses, and
leadership blunders. More recent accounts underscore Native American
perspectives, which suggest that the warriors encountered by the soldiers
were as highly skilled as they were. Forensic and archaeological evidence
has greatly enriched interpretations of the written and oral testimony. The
folklore and memorabilia arising from the battlefield are still treasured by
Custer buffs, even it some academicians view them with scorn. What might
be helpful going forward is a “must-have” compendium that takes the full
measure of the scholarship.

Adhering to the format of the Companions to American History series,
I hope to give the reader of this volume an orientation to the Battle of the
Little Bighorn. My introduction provides a short narrative of the Centennial
Campaign, grounded in the latest scholarship and focused on what historian
Brian W. Dippie once called “a Last Stand for all of yesterday” (Dippie
1976, 144). My objective is to make all the chapters accessible to the non-
specialist, while also engaging experts seeking a concise but accurate
accounting of the literature. What follows are 25 scholarly essays that offer
detailed historiographical treatments of diverse topics.

Part I, “The Indians of the Northern Plains,” covers the histories of the
Lakota and the Northern Cheyenne. In addition to the pantheon of Indian
leaders, it also considers the role of Indian scouts and auxiliaries. Part II,
“The US Army in the Western Territories,” deals with the deployment of the
armed forces. Broadly speaking, these essays contemplate the long struggle
over the land west of the Mississippi River.

Part ITI, “The Making of George Armstrong Custer” features essays about
the central character of the battle. Since his death in 1876, the General has
remained one of the most controversial figures in American history. The
widowed Elizabeth Bacon Custer, who was known as Libbie, worked vigor-
ously to memorialize the life of what otherwise might have been another
forgotten casualty of the Indian Wars.
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The pivotal section, Part IV, “Into the Valley,” focuses on battlefield
maneuvering. Meeting along the Little Bighorn, the soldiers and the
warriors confronted each other across a space that extended for more than
14 square miles in all. These essays recognize Indian in addition to non-
Indian perspectives on the combat operations near the river.

The final section, Part V, includes essays about “The Last Stand of Myth
and Memory.” The bloodshed at the Little Bighorn seemed to launch the
dead into immortality. Ever since the public first learned about the out-
come, the renderings that appeared in poems, novels, paintings, movies,
and other ephemera conveyed remarkable aspects of Americana. Generation
after generation has been inspired by the all-too-human sacrifices on the
battlefield, where individuals transformed a venerated landscape into
sacred ground.

Given the extensive literature on the subject, A Companion to Custer and
the Little Bighorn Campaign provides an essential and authoritative overview
of the scholarship that has shaped our present knowledge. This single
volume explores a broad range of themes, making it a valuable guidebook
for graduate students and professional researchers. It will enhance the refer-
ence collections of academic and public libraries. Military experts will want
it on their shelves, especially those studying unconventional warfare. New
historians as well as old ones will use it to revisit the grand narratives about
the clash of cultures. Above all, it will appeal to any reader who is interested
in the General, the Little Bighorn, or the Indian Wars.

The Centennial Campaign was a turning point in American history, which
teaches lessons that each generation must learn anew. It is a microcosm for
all Americans to understand who we are, where we have been, when we
acted, what we did, and why it still matters. Its combatants left us a momen-
tous battle for the ages.
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Chapter One

THE LLAKOTA S10UX

Rani-Henrik Andevsson

According to Lakota mythology, long before humans were born, different
powers and creatures struggled to exercise control or influence over the
cosmos. As a result they created the Sun, the Moon, and Mother Earth.
Once the four winds, each with its own task, were born, the directions and
most important powers of the world were set. Eventually the godlike crea-
tures grew tired of each other and sent Iktomi (trickster) to find people. At
that time people lived underground together with the buffalo in a state of
chaos. That is why the people were also called Pze oyate, the Buffalo People.
According to some versions of the story, the people and the buffalo emerged
from beneath the earth together.

After emerging from the earth, the people and the buffalo did not get
along. The buftfalo were dreadful creatures, and people were afraid of them.
The people had no food, and the buffalo did not agree to be eaten. According
to Lakota myths, a strange contest took place in those early times: Animals
raced around the sacred Black Hills (Hesapa) to decide who was the most
important. The bison seemed to be in clear lead. Just as the end of the race
was near, it turned out that a small bird had sat on the bison’s shoulders and
flew across the finish line. Because the bird, like the human being, is one of
the two-legged creatures (hununpa) of the earth, it meant that human
beings also got credit for the victory. As a result, humans received the right
to use animals as sustenance. Hence, the human beings were wakan akan-
tuln, “things on top” (Walker 1991, 68-74).

Thus, in the beginning, there was disharmony between humans, ani-
mals, and superhuman elements. Then the mythical White Buffalo Woman

A Companion to Custer and the Little Bighorn Campaign, First Edition.
Edited by Brad D. Lookingbill.
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( Wobpe/ Ptesawin) came to resolve the conflict. The story is central to the
Lakota belief system and encompasses abundant symbolism. There are mul-
tiple versions of the story, but the main idea remains: When the woman
turns into a buffalo, she creates a connection between the buffalo and the
human, and the human and the Wakan Tanka. The White Butfalo Woman
is a link between Wakan Tanka and humans. In the myth, the woman calls
the Lakotas her relatives, saying that she was their sister and at the same
time was one with them. When the woman brought the Lakotas the sacred
pipe, she gave them the foundation of their religious ceremonies. The pipe
symbolizes the universe, and the fire in the bowl is the symbolic center of
the universe, serving as a direct link, prayer, to Wakan Tanka. In addition
to the pipe, the buffalo, or symbolism related to it, is an integral part of
religious rituals and rites. In her great generosity, the woman gave the
Lakotas seven sacred ceremonies that were to ensure that the buffalo would
fill the earth and the Lakota nation would thrive.

This is how the Lakotas placed human beings and animals as part of the
Creation. In the Lakota view, the world was an entity, and human beings
were part of it. They did not make a distinction between the supernatural
and the natural world. Although some things were beyond human under-
standing, they were a natural part of the world; they were wakan. Wakan
can be understood as a mystic power that consists of everything that cannot
be comprehended. Everything in the world originated from this power that
was everywhere. Animals, rivers, lakes, plants, even people, were wakan, or
they had a wakan power. Together, the world’s wakan powers formed
Wakan Tanka, the mystic power of the universe, which can also be described
with the words sacred or sacredness. Western conception might character-
ize Wakan Tanka as a godlike being, but the Lakotas do not view Wakan
Tanka as a single being but as a power that encompasses everything living
and inanimate, visible and invisible.

The most comprehensive sources for understanding Lakota beliefs, myths,
and stories are materials collected by James Walker in the early twentieth
century and published in Lakota Myth (1983) and Lakota Belief and Ritual
(1991). Another important source is Dakota Texts (20006) by Ella Deloria. The
latest publications on Lakota myths are Lakota Legends and Myths: Native
American Oral Traditions Recorded by Marie L. McLawghlin and Zitkala-Sa
(2009) and The Sons of the Wind: The Sacred Stories of the Lakota (Dooling
2000). Excellent studies on Lakota religious thought are Sioux Indian
Religion: Tradition and Innovation (DeMallie & Parks 1987), Oglain
Religion (Powers 1977), and a summary by Raymond J. DeMallie (2001Db).
Black Elk, a famed Oglala medicine man, provides us with the most compre-
hensive insider view on Lakota religion in John G. Neihardt’s Black Elk
Speaks (1961) and The Sixth Grandfather (DeMallie 1985). Joseph Epes
Brown’s The Sacred Pipe: Black Elk’s Account of the Seven Rites of the Oglaln
Sioux (1989) gives additional information on Lakota religious ceremonies.
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Lakota mythology explains Lakota origins and their relationship with the
universe. Understanding Lakota views is instrumental in seeking an inter-
pretation of Lakota behavior. For example, in 1890 a religion known as the
Ghost Dance promised the return of the buftalo by dancing a certain dance.
By then the buftfalo was almost hunted to extinction by the whites. For the
Lakotas the buffalo had symbolically returned to the earth from where they
had once originated. When the new religion, which the Lakotas called
wanagi wachipi kin, the Spirit Dance, told that the buffalo would again
emerge from the earth, this was natural for the Lakotas. And so was meet-
ing with the spirits of the departed during the dance ceremonies. For the
whites both ideas were ridiculous and even dangerous. The new religious
ceremonies had to be stopped, which eventually led to the Wounded Knee
massacre in December 1890 (see DeMallie 1993; Andersson 2008).

The Lakotas

Until the eighteenth century, the Lakotas and other Siouan groups lived in
present-day Minnesota and Wisconsin. In the mid-eighteenth century, the
first groups of Sioux crossed the Missouri River and settled permanently
on the western plains. Gradually, more Sioux moved to the plains, and by
the early nineteenth century they had become a typical hunting tribe of
the plains.

The first white accounts of Sioux Indians are from the 1640s, when fur
trappers and explorers Jean Nicollet and Paul LeJeune met some Sioux on
the upper Missouri. Most early explorers described the Sioux as proud,
honest, and noble-looking people, who took great honor in war. Early mis-
sionaries, mostly Jesuits, compared the Sioux with the Iroquois, who were
the strongest and most warlike of the eastern Indians. Many travelers
described the Sioux with respect mixed with fear, while they used words
that are rarely seen in their depictions of other Indians. The early white
reports are fragmented and mostly deal with the Eastern Sioux. By the late
eighteenth century more trappers, traders, explorers, and artists ventured
beyond the Missouri River, providing us with a fuller description of the
Western Sioux, the Lakota. Perhaps the most detailed accounts come from
Jean Baptiste Truteau and Pierre-Antoine Tabeau. Artists like George
Catlin have preserved information on clothing and other ethnographic data
from the early nineteenth century. The most comprehensive ethnographic
account of the Sioux from the earlier part of the century is Edwin Denig’s
Five Indian Tribes of the Upper Missouri (1961). Denig gathered material
for his book for more than 20 years starting in the 1830s. His work is still
considered to be one of the classics in Native American studies (see DeMallie
1975; DeMallie & Parks 2003; DeMallie 2001a, 718-722). An interesting
early nineteenth-century description comes from the explorers Meriwether
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Lewis and William Clark, who described the Sioux as “the vilest miscreants
of the savage race.” The Lakotas were the only tribe with whom they nearly
had a serious engagement during their two-year trek across the continent.
Still, they too describe them as “stout and bold looking people” (Bergon
1989, 40; Ostler 2004, 13-21).

Neighboring tribes of the Sioux called them nadowessiwak, “little snakes.”
Sometimes the word has also been translated as “enemy.” In any case, the
French turned this Ojibwa word into Sioux, which is still the collective term
used for these tribes.

The Sioux, however, were and are not a unified nation but a loose group
known as the Seven Council Fires, Ochethi sakowin. The Seven Council
Fires is the mythological origin of all the Sioux people. According to the
Sioux, seven tribes formed a fire of seven councils in ancient times. The
tribes drifted apart so that each tribe selected its own leaders and living
areas, but they maintained relations with each other.

This relationship is most clearly seen in the Sioux language, which has
three dialects, Dakhota, Nakhéta and Lakhoéta. People speaking different
dialects can understand each other. The Dakhota-speaking Santees,
Yanktons, and Yanktonais form the eastern branch of the Sioux. Traditionally,
it has been assumed that the Yanktons and the Yanktonai speak Nakhota,
but the latest linguistic and anthropological studies show that Nakhota is
rather spoken by distinct relatives of the Sioux, the Assiniboine Indians of
Montana, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba. Lakhota is spoken by the
western branch of the Sioux, the Lakotas (/akhota). The Lakotas are also
known by the name Teton, coming from the Lakota word thithunwan
(“dwellers on the plains”). The Lakotas are divided into seven tribes (oyate),
the Oglalas, Hunkpapas, Minneconjous, Brulés, Two Kettles, Sans Arcs,
and Black Feet (DeMallie 2001a, 718-722).

By 1825, the Lakotas had occupied an area ranging from the Missouri
River west to the Black Hills, and from the southern parts of North Dakota
to south of the Platte River in Nebraska. They pushed away the Kiowa,
Arikara, and Crow tribes, establishing their status as the strongest tribe of
the northern plains during the first decades of the nineteenth century. This
was due to the overpowering numbers of the Lakotas as well as to illnesses
that devastated other tribes in the region.

Sedentary tribes like the Pawnees and Mandans suffered severely from
new illnesses brought by the whites. The Lakotas, who were constantly
moving in small bands, were not as affected. Lakota wintercounts, never-
theless, record winters when illnesses struck the Lakotas (Walker 1982).
Still, their population grew from approximately 4,000-8,000 at the end of
the eighteenth century to 25,000 by the 1820s. The figures are, however,
slightly misleading, as early nineteenth-century white observers were una-
ble to recognize all the Lakotas, while the largest figures probably include
individuals from other Sioux tribes.
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Much of the information on the earliest period and early migration comes
from these relatively sparse notes, making it difficult to conclusively deter-
mine early Lakota migration patt