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Mary Clementine Collins was born in Alton, Illinois, on 18 April
1846. Prior to her second birthday, her family moved to Keokuk,
Iowa. The young Collins was raised in a religious home and was a
member of the First Congregational Church in Keokuk. She at-
tended public and private schools and earned her teacher's certi-
ficate. Collins began teaching school in 1872 and taught for three
years before going to Dakota Territory as a missionary to the
Sioux.

Collins made her decision to become a missionary after hearing
a lecture by Nina Foster Riggs, an active missionary. In 1875, at
the age of twenty-nine, Collins began her career as a missionary.
She came to Dakota with Rev. Thomas L. and Nina Riggs and
joined tbe Rigges' Oahe Mission at Peoria Bottom, near Pierre.
The mission was located eleven miles upstream from the present
site of the Oahe Dam. Collins quickly picked up the Lakota dialect
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ofthe Sioux language. She worked as a teacher and social worker
among the Indian women and children.

In 1885, Collins decided that there would be more opportunities
for her if she were away from the Riggs mission. In December
1885, she moved to what is now Little Eagle, South Dakota, on
the Grand River. This move marked the beginning of her mission
work on the Standing Rock Indian Reservation. She would spend
the next twenty-five years ministering to the Standing Rock
Sioux. Collins had the ability, rare among whites of her day, to
see Indian problems from the Indian point of view. In addition to
her teaching and social work, she expanded her efforts into
preaching and practicing simple medicine. Her medical abilities
gave her a position of honor with the Sioux and made it easier for
her to present the Gospel since an Indian medicine man was also a
religious leader. Perhaps more important than her various skills,
however, was her ability to be a friend to the Sioux she served. It
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was not uncommon to find Collins's small house at Little Eagle
overflowing with visitors.

Collins was well acquainted with the Hunkpapa Sioux leader
Sitting Bull. Even though he viewed Christian missionaries as a
threat to traditional Indian life. Sitting Bull came to respect Col-
lins. His admiration was based largely upon the fact that she was
not afraid of him and would not back down when he confronted
her. He also admired her medical abilities. It was partially due to
Collins's influence that Sitting Bull did not get the Ghost Dance
firmly established on the Standing Rock reservation.

In October of 1899, Collins was formally ordained as a minister
of the Congregational church, allowing her to expand her work at
Little Eagle. As an ordained minister, she could administer the
various ordinances and sacraments of the church and could per-
form ceremonies such as weddings, baptisms, and funerals. She
no longer had to depend on distant clergy and was better
equipped to handle crises. Her ordination also made it possible
for her to become superintendent of the Standing Rock Mission
Field.

A member of the American Missionary Association, Collins
continued her active mission work until age and failing health
caught up with her in 1910, and she was forced to retire. She re-
turned to Keokuk, Iowa, where she lived with her sister. Until
1919, she made many speaking tours on behalf of the American
Missionary Association and was active as an advocate for Indian
concerns. For several months in 1919. she filled the pulpit of
Keokuk's First Congregational Church. Severe illness struck her
in the summer of 1919. and, despite a brief recovery in the fall.
Collins died on 25 May 1920. She was buried in Keokuk.

The Mary C. Collins Family Papers at the South Dakota Histor-
ical Resource Center are divided into two main categories: those
papers dealing with Mary C. Collins and those papers dealing
with the family of Ethel Collins Jacobsen, Collins's niece. The ma-
terial in the Mary Collins portion of the collection includes
diaries, correspondence, writings, genealogical information, and
photographs. The collection also includes a short autobiography
by Mary Collins, which is currently being edited by Dr. Richmond
Clow for publication in Volume 41 of the South Dakota Historical
Collections, which will appear in the spring of 1983.

The twenty-seven folders of Mary Collins's correspondence
comprise the single largest part of the collection. The letters deal
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mainly with the various aspects of mission life and the problems
involved in gaining fair treatment and legal rights for the
Indians. Among the people Collins corresponded with are Major
James McLaughlin of the Standing Rock Agency; A. L. Riggs of
the Santee Normal Training Institute; James Franklin Cross of
the Rosebud Agency; the Commissioner of Indian Affairs; S. M.
Brosius of the Indian Rights Association; various officials of the
American Missionary Association; and officials of various eastern
Indian schools. In some of the letters, Collins comments on the ef-
fects of white civilization on the Indians and the attempts by the
Indians to become productive members of society. Also among
the correspondence are a number of "Missionary Letters," a
mimeographed letter normally prepared monthly for use by the
American Missionary Association. These letters usually contain
accounts of mission activities, comments on conditions at the mis-
sion and on prospects for the future, and calls for support of the
mission work.

The Mary Collins portion of the papers also contains several
folders of material written by Mary Collins. These handwritten
and typescript accounts contain some of the best material in the
collection. Collins gives detailed descriptions of social and reli-
gious life among the Sioux and records much of the Sioux reli-
gious and social tradition. A number of items that deal with Sit-
ting Bull contain material that has not yet been used in studying
the life of the Hunkpapa leader. Collins also discusses Sioux cus-
toms and the degree of civilization attained by the Sioux. In one
manuscript, she suggests that the Sioux may be more civilized in
some respects than whites of her day would admit. Collins also in-
cluded accounts of Sioux legends and Sioux history. The writings
in this section of the collection, a few of which have been pub-
lished, give a good view of Sioux life as it existed on the reserva-
tions at the turn of the century.

The remainder of the material dealing with Mary Collins is an
assortment of miscellaneous items. There are publications re-
lating either to Indians or to mission work, a folder of genealogi-
cal information on CoUins's family, material on the Wild West
shows, manuscripts in the Sioux vernacular, items on various con-
troversies that troubled the mission effort in 1905 and 1912, and
three folders of photographs from the Little Eagle region of the
Standing Rock reservation.

The Ethel Collins Jacobsen portion of the collection contains
diaries of both Ethel and her husband, Elias Jacobsen; corre-
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spondence; Jacobsen family genealogical information; and a
number of miscellaneous folders. Both Ethel and Elias Jacobsen
were involved in mission work among the Sioux. The collection
contains a quarterly report from the Oahe Indian Boarding
School dated 30 September 1890, carrying the names of Elias
Jacobsen as principal and Ethel Collins as teacher. An oversize
folder contains material on both Ethel Collins Jacobsen and Mary
Collins, including various mission reports, articles by Collins,
eulogies and obituaries of Collins, an issue of Iapi Oaye {The
Word Carrier) in Sioux, and other items.

The material in the Mary C. Collins Family Papers was donated
by several people. Although early records are unclear, it appears
that Ethel Collins Jacobsen donated a portion of the Collins
papers as well as some of the Jacobsen material. The major
donors in the last five years have been Mrs. L. W. (Helen) Meigs
of Portland, Oregon, and Mary Ausman of Scottsdale, Arizona.
Meigs is a daughter of Ethel Collins Jacobsen, and Ausman is a
granddaughter.

Mary Collins's house on Grand River
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The material in the Mary C. Collins Family Papers is a valuable
source for tbe study of nineteenth-century and early twentieth
century missionary efforts among the Sioux Indians of South
Dakota. The collection provides vivid first-person accounts of
mission work in the field. For more information concerning the
Collins papers, contact Manuscript Curator, South Dakota Histor-
ical Resource Center, 500 E. Capital, Pierre, South Dakota, 57501.
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