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Dakota Images
Gabriel Renville, for many years a head chief of the
Sisseton-Wahpeton Sioux, was born in the spring of 1824
or 1825 at Sweet Corn's Village on the western shores of
Big Stone Lake, A Sisseton, he was the son of Victor Renville, a French-Sisseton trader, and Winona Crawford,
who was a descendant of both the Red Wing chief Walking Buffalo and Captain Crawford of the British Army.
By his own account, Renville was at the Yellow
Medicine Agency near Granite Falls, Minnesota, when
the trouble began at the Lower Agency in 1862. He and
his followers subsequently aided the escape of the
prisoners held by Little Crow and kept General Henry
Sibley's army informed of the movements of the hostile
Mdewakanton. Little Crow's warriors destroyed the
property and farms of Renville and his followers, and the
Sioux reserve was broken up with all lands confiscated by
the army. Renville's people found themselves with "no
lands, no homes, no means of support." Renville, always
resourceful, suggested to Sibley the possibility of a troop
of Indian scouts for his 1863 expedition against the
hostile Sioux, and Sibley agreed, Renville served with
Sibley as chief of scouts from 1863 to 1865,
In 1866, the War Department appointed Renville head
chief of the Sisseton-Wahpeton Tribe, and the following
year, he, and twenty-two others, signed the treaty that
established the Lake Traverse Reservation, Renville
then settled on the reservation, where he farmed and
acted as chief of scouts at Fort Wadsworth (Fort Sisseton
after 1876), Wben the tribe organized its tribal government in 1884, Renville was elected by his people as head
chief of the Lake Traverse Reservation for life, a position
he filled with distinction until his death on 26 August
1892.
Renville firmly believed his people needed to learn
farming and he was a diligent farmer himself, but he also
retained the traditional marriage customs and religious
practices of the Sioux, As a result, he frequently clashed
with Indian agents and missionaries who were unable to
recognize his progressive influence because of his
"heathen" customs. His death in 1892 resulted in the loss
of a great leader to tbe Sisseton-Wahpeton Tribe as it
entered yet another difficult transition phase brougbt on
by allotment and white settlement of the reservation.
Non-Indians mourned his death as well, and bishops,
generals, and congressmen eulogized him for his great
mental force and integrity.
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