Copyright © 1991 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Allotment and the Sissetons:
Experiments in Cultural
Change, 1866-1905
JOHN D. MCDERMOTT, JR.

Although practiced on a limited basis since the early decades of
the nineteenth century, the allotment of American Indian reservations did not become the basis for federal Indian policy until the
passage of the Dawes General Allotment Act in 1887. Before that time,
the concept of allotment, that is, the practice of issuing a quarter
section of land to each eligible individual on a reservation, rested
on the belief that Indian peoples could adopt an agricultural lifestyle
if given land of their own, education, and, most importantly, time
to change their traditional cultures. Under these assumptions, the
Sisseton and Wahpeton Sioux signed the Treaty of 1867, which established a reservation for them in eastern Dakota Territory Over the
next twenty years, they made remarkable gains toward their own
self-sufficiency under a unique set of clauses in the treaty that encouraged them to work for their own subsistence on an economically sheltered reservation.
In contrast to earlier allotment policies, the Dawes Act of 1887
made different assumptions. The key ingredient, formerly present
but now missing, was time: the Dawes Act legislated that the Indians immediately convert to an agricultural lifestyle and that unallotted land be opened for white settlement. Despite their steady
progress over two decades, the Sioux at Sisseton were unable to
function effectively in white society after the allotment act took effect because it changed the basic structure of their reservation's
economy too quickly, introducing white competition and removing governmental protection. The motivating forces in the treaty that
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had previously channeled Sisseton efforts into farming suddenly
vanished. Because their previous lives had afforded them little or
no agricultural experience, they had relied on the government for
advice in running their farms, and they lacked knowledge of the
importance of efficiency and diversification. As a result, many Sissetons incurred an overwhelming debt burden that started a vicious
cycle. The Dawes Act also revealed a problem that the structure of
the old reservation economy had compensated for—the Sissetons'
pattern of settlement on the land. In the vast majority of cases, a
distance of one to five miles separated their homes from the agricultural lands of their allotments. The inefficiency of this arrangement did not become apparent until after white farms began to fill
in the sections between Sisseton homeplaces and their fields. In
this respect, their problems with management and settlement patterns remained deeply buried within the pre-allotment economic
system. Only after the Dawes Act and its accompanying upheaval
did the latent unsuitability of allotment become apparent.
The Sissetons and their closely related neighbors, the Wahpetons,
are two tribes of the larger group known as the Santee or Eastern
Sioux. Traditionally, the Sissetons and Wahpetons inhabited the
woodlands and transitional prairies of central Minnesota. In the
early 1800s, though, the Sissetons and Wahpetons expanded westward to present-day western Minnesota, the area around Lake
Traverse and Big Stone Lake, and eastern portions of the James River
Valley in both North and South Dakota. With the move into buffalo
country, their formerly woodland-dominated culture underwent
moderate change. In the summer, they now hunted buffalo west
to the Missouri and developed the eastern-most example of true
plains culture. However, when not living on what remained of the
annual summer buffalo hunt, the Sissetons relied on traditional
woodland subsistence techniques like hunting bear, deer, and
moose along the timbered river bottoms. The word sisseton means
"fish eaters" or "marsh dwellers," and these people made especially
good use of wet areas where they found ducks, geese, turtles, and
fish and trapped muskrat and beaver, using this meat in late winter
when no other was available. They gathered Indian turnips, berries,
plums, nuts, water lily roots, and, when desperate, acorns. The
women, practicing limited agriculture, raised a modest but important supply of corn, which they stored in caches in bark containers.
When not traveling on the prairie, they used heavily timbered oak
and cottonwood stands for winter shelter, usually in coulees, around
takes and sloughs, or in the lowlands surrounding the Minnesota
River, where they lived in hemispherical mat or bark wigwams or
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conical tipis. Although they practiced agriculture, it was by no means
a cultural priority when locating their village, a fact that would
become painfully obvious in the 1870s.'
In the 1850s and 1860s, the Sissetons experienced the loss of most
of their traditional lands. In 1851, the Sissetons and Wahpetons
signed the Treaty of Traverse des Sioux, which restricted them to
a strip of land ten miles wide on each side of the Minnesota River,
stretching for nearly one hundred miles from New Ulm, Minnesota,
to Big Stone Lake in South Dakota. In 1858, feeling pressure from
white settlers for the fertile land on the north side of the Minnesota
River, the government negotiated a second treaty with the Sissetons
and Wahpetons in which they ceded the thousand square miles
along the north bank.^
After the outbreak of the Uprising of 1862, most Sissetons fled
their Minnesota reservation, fearing white retribution. Meanwhile,
at the urging of Minnesota's governor Alexander Ramsey, Congress
abrogated the treaties of 1851 and 1858 with the Eastern Sioux and
appropriated all remaining annuity money, due the Sissetons and
Wahpetons from the sale of their land on the Minnesota River's
northern shore in 1858, to pay for damages incurred by settlers.^
In a separate action. Congress purchased their remaining reservation land along the Minnesota River's southern shore, placed money
from the sale of this land in trust for their benefit, and called for
the Sissetons' removal to a place "outside of the limits of any state."'*
Slowly, the Sissetons congregated in the Lake Traverse area near
the Coteau des Prairies, or prairie hills. By 1865, a partial reconstitution of the different bands formerly at the Minnesota River reservation had occurred. Except for the Indian scouts who worked for the
army, the majority of the Sissetons had little governmental support
and relied on what they could gather from the land. Commissioner
of Indian Affairs Dennis N. Cooley mentioned the Sissetons in his

1. Alanson Skinner, "A Sketch of Eastern Dakota Ethnology," American Anthropologist 21 (Apr.-June 1919): 167-74; Alan R. Woolworth, tthnohistorical Report on the
Indian Occupancy of Royce Areas Nos. 496, 497, and 538, Indian Claims Commission,
Docket 363-B, Lower Sioux Indian Community in Minnesota et al. v. the United States,
Oct. 1970 (New York: Clearwater Publishing Co., 1978), pp, 18-2a
2. George E. Fay, comp.. Treaties, and Land Cessions, between the Bands of the
Sioux and the United States of America, 1805-1906, University of Northern Colorado,
Occasional Publications in Anthropology, Ethnology Series, no. 24 (Greeley, 1972),
pp. 56, 91.
3. Roy W, Meyer, History of the Santee Sioux: United States Indian Policy on Trial
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1967), pp. 139-40.
4. Fay, 7real/es, and Land Cessions, p. 98,
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report for 1865, noting that they were living off small, intermittent
issues of supplies from Fort Wadsworth and cultivating some crops
of their own.^
In 1866, Commissioner Cooley reported between six and eight
hundred Sissetons camped near Fort Wadsworth."^ They had been
subjected "to all the suffering incident to a wandering, savage life"
and were "in great want, while they are able to earn their living,
and willing to do so if they can be furnished with implements and
seeds."'' In 1868, conditions had become so bad that Maj. Gen. Alfred
H. Terry, commander of the Department of Dakota, released Fort
Wadsworth provisions that had been condemned as unfit for human
consumption to Indian agent Benjamin Thompson for issue to the
Sissetons.*^ When Congress appropriated sixty thousand dollars to
Bishop Henry Whipple for the Sissetons in 1869, his friend. Dr. Jared
W. Daniels, who actually purchased goods with the federal money,
wrote his findings to Whipple: "I found them without any visible
means of subsistence or protection from the inclemency of the approaching winter. A very few of them had some corn, but the majority were without food or clothing and were living on roots. I had
known them for thirteen years,... and never, at anytime, was there
so much suffering and utter destitution."^
During these hard years, Joseph R. Brown, the Sissetons' old agent
at the Yellow Medicine Agency on the Minnesota River, negotiated
with an 1866 peace commission at Fort Rice on behalf of traditional
Sisseton headmen. The tribal delegation almost reached agreement
on a treaty for a new reservation, which Gov. Newton Fdmunds of
Dakota Territory called "entirely satisfactory to a large majority of
them at that time, and would have been signed but for the efforts
of J. R. Brown," who was not entirely satisfied with its provisions.'"
Brown believed strongly that the only way for Indians to become
successful in white society was for them to own their own land, and
others also wanted the Indians to work for all goods received, a concept the traditional headmen did not like. At the urging of his old
friend Henry Sibley, Brown took part in a second round of negotia5. Meyer, History of the Santee Sioux, p. 198; U.S., Department of the Interior, Office of Indian Affairs, Annual Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs for the
Year 1865 (Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1865), p. 27.
6. Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1866, p. 45.
7. U.S., Congress, Senate, Letteron Indians in Dakota Territory, S. Ex. Doc. 22, 39th
Cong., 2d sess., 7 Feb. 1867, pp. 7, 9.
8. Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1868, p. 195.
9. Ibid., 1869, p. 320.
10. Ibid., 7566, p. 180.
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tions in Washington, D.C., early in 1867. This time, the delegation
he brought with him had been hand-picked by Agent Benjamin
Thompson. These Sissetons represented those who were sympathetic to views on the necessity of agriculture and did not include
any hereditary chiefs, as they "were absent from the present Indian
reservation . . . [and] were in favor of the old system of annuities
and attached to their wild life.'''^ In their absence, the agent had
selected Indians friendly to white views.'^
As a result of these negotiations, on 19 February 1867 the Sissetons
and Wahpetons concluded a treaty that established a new reservation for them ten miles west of the Minnesota state line in Dakota
Territory. Encompassing 918/70.58 acres, the reservation is wedgeshaped, seventy miles long, and forty miles across at its widest point.
The northeastern corner is flat table land that drains into Lake
Traverse, which flows into the Red River of the North. The southeast
third is also flat and drains into Big Stone Lake, which flows south
into the Minnesota River. The western half encompasses a portion
of the Coteau des Prairies, some of which drains into Big Stone Lake
and the rest of which drains into the )ames River to the west. The
Coteau des Prairies rises from five hundred to one thousand feet
above the flat land in the eastern half. On the gently roiling top,
abundant trees surround hundreds of glacial lakes. This area contains the largest supply of wild game and edible plants, especially
ducks, fish, roots, and berries. Deep, rocky coulees lined with trees
cut through the coteau's eastern slope. These provide the best
shelter on the whole reservation. For agricultural purposes, the land
on top is rich but much drier than the valley, uneven, and subject
to wind erosion. It is ideal grazing and haying land. The land below
the coteau is both rich and well watered, making excellent crop
land.'^ As there were few settlers in this region of Dakota Territory,
Congress effectively isolated the Sissetons and Wahpetons from
white intrusions and vice versa.
Besides establishing the reservation, the treaty contained several
other provisions. Article V called for the reservation to be allotted
in tracts of one hundred sixty acres to single persons over twentyone years and heads of families "who shall occupy and cultivate
11. Ibid., 1869. p. 327.
12. Meyer, History of the Santee Sioux, pp. 102-3, 199-200.
13. U.S., Department of Agriculture, Soil Conservation Service, Soi/Survej'o/'/îooerts
County, South Dakota, 1977, and Soil Sun-ey of Marshall County, South Dakota. 197S;
U.S., Department of the Interior, Bureau of Indian Affairs, Planning Support Group,
Billings, Mont., The Sisseton Reservation Area, Its Resources and Development Potential, 1972, pp. 3-4.
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Scat* of .MlFes 1

Situated in northeastern South Dakota, the Lake Traverse (Sisseton)
reservation extended westward onto the couteaus, or prairie hills.
Well-watered with deep ravines on its eastern slope, the area provided
good shelter, ideal grazing, and abundant wild game and edible plants.
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a portion thereof for five consecutive years [and] shall thereafter
be entitled to receive a patent for the same so soon as he shall have
fifty acres of said tract fenced, ploughed, and in crop: Provided, said
patent shall not authorize any transfer of said lands, or portions
thereof, except to the United States, but said lands and improvements thereon shall descend to the proper heirs of the persons obtaining a patent." This key article gave Indians a restricted patent
only after they had cultivated and fenced fifty acres, a large undertaking. While it was similar to an article providing for allotments
in the Treaty of 1858, this one was on a larger scale. Article VI gave
authorization for appropriations "to enable said Indians to return
to an agricultural life under the system in operation on the Sioux
reservation in 1862." Under this provision, the Sissetons received
plows, oxen, seed, and wagons. Article VII called for the nomination of an agent. Article Vlil provided for the issuing of subsistence
goods to the tribes under the condition that "no issue of goods,
provisions, groceries, or other articles . . . shall be made to (ndians
or mixed-bloods on either reservation, unless it be made in payment of labor performed, or to be performed, or for produce delivered." Exceptions would be made only for age or sickness.^'* After
a turbulent decade, the Sissetons and Wahpetons had a new treaty,
a new reservation, and a new pledge of support and confidence from
the government. Open to the concept of allotment and prodded
by Article VIM, which made them work for subsistence goods, they
were about to embark on a great experiment, embracing an entirely new culture and its accompanying values.
It would not be a smooth course, however. Surveying and updating
lines on the new reservation accompanied the allotment process,
and this difficult task had to be repeated several times. Although
Congress ratified the Treaty of 1867 in April of that year, the Indian
office did not complete a survey of the reservation until 1869. indeed, land records at Sisseton were in such disarray that the Indian office resurveyed parts of the reservation on four separate
occasions before 1875. In that year. Commissioner Edward P. Smith,
hoping to clarify the situation once and for all, dispatched Special
Agent Charles C. Royce to resurvey the unresolved lines. Before his
arrival, most Sissetons had already selected claims for their allotments at the stern urging of their agent. Controversy arose because
some of the allotments were, in Agent Royce's words, "in such proximity to each other that two or three of them would lay claim to
the same forty or fifty acre tract. Many vexatious disputes were thus
14. Fay, 7reai/es, and Land Cessions, pp. 141-42.
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brought about which in some instances I found much difficulty in
adjusting to the satisfaction of all parties, owing to the tenacity with
which each claimant would adhere to the assertion of the priority
and superiority of his own claim."*^ Royce's presence, however, had
a "beneficial effect" as the Sissetons were "highly gratified to find
that some one has been sent from Washington to settle [their disputes]."^^ When Royce left in September, he had finally straightened
out the allotment situation for the time being. He issued an allotment of one hundred sixty acres to every head of family and single
Sisseton over twenty-one who wanted one.
Although the history of the reservation's survey makes an interesting study in itself, the fact that there was little order in the distribution of land in the eight years after ratification was partly
responsible for the unique pattern of settlement that occurred at
Sisseton. Through years of confusion, the government lost control
of the process and, in the end, had to recognize allotment claims
that were arranged in a peculiar fashion. When selecting allotments,
the Sissetons generally sought wooded lands in the coulees on the
eastern slope of the Coteau des Prairies for their abundance of fuel,
shelter, and wild game. As this environment was their traditional
wintering habitat, it was natural that they chose this type of terrain,
but the choice presented grave problems for the surveyors and
agents making allotments. Even though the Sissetons made their
homes in the coulees, there was not enough timbered land to give
one hundred sixty acres to each person. Additionally, the Treaty of
1867 required each Sisseton holding an allotment to fence and
cultivate fifty acres before he received a restricted patent. Clearly,
Sissetons who selected timbered lands would have no way of meeting the fifty-acre requirement.
In 1868, Benjamin Thompson, the Sissetons' first Indian agent, proposed a compromise to Commissioner of Indian Affairs Nathaniel
G. Taylor: "Permit me to suggest... that instructions may be given
under which each Indian to whom land shall be assigned may be
allowed to locate and hold as part of his tract one forty acre lot containing timber, and that no Indian shall be assigned more than one
forty acre lot containing timber." Thompson recognized that the
timber "would be disconnected and in many cases remote from
the farm of the Indian" but recommended that the forty-acre timber
15, Royce to 5mith, 25 Sept. 1875, Letters Received, Sisseton Agency, Records of the
Bureau of Indian Affairs, Record Group 75, National Archives Microfilm Publication
M234, roll 827, frame 774 (this microfilm collection is hereafter cited M234).
16, Í. G. Hamilton to E. P. Smith, 1 July 1875, M234, roll 827, fr. 401; Royce to Smith,
14 June 1875, M234, roll 827, fr. 766.
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Sisseton Reservation Landownership Map, 1968

LEGEND
Indian Lands

Although this map was drawn three-quarters of a century after allotment, the concentration of Indian lands in the coulees along the eastern slopes of the Coteau des
Prairies remains. Much of the better agricultural land that, along VV/Î/Ï timbered land,
made up individual allotments is noiv in white hands.
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lot be assigned "regardless of the distance intervening between the
farm and the timber."^' Commissioner Taylor submitted this proposal to Acting Secretary of the General Land Office W. J. Otto who
approved the arrangement for forty acres of timber and one hundred twenty acres of arable land.^" Special Agent Royce concurred
with this previous decision when he allotted land in 1875, allowing
the Sissetons to select either forty or fifty acres of timber and "the
remainder of his claim at some other most convenient and desirable
spot upon the 'flat' or bottom prairie." He noted that the land along
the coulees, while extremely hilly and wooded, also had rough,
stony soil unfit for any type of agriculture.'"
A typical Sisseton allotment had forty acres of timber in the shelter
of a coulee. When the Sissetons first arrived on the reservation in
the late 1860s, most lived in tipis. They cut wood and built log cabins
to appease the agent, who believed that a permanent dwelling
would extinguish the wandering habit. The log houses generally had
dirt floors, d^irt roofs, and no windows, making them acceptable in
winter when the earthen roofs froze but uninhabitable in rainy
seasons when water rushed down inside. The resulting dampness
turned them into a breeding ground for disease, especially tuberculosis. Most Sissetons adopted a several-dwelling approach, living
in the log cabins during cold weather and in tipis the rest of the
year. With moderate success, the agents of the 1880s undertook an
intensive campaign to build only new frame houses and to put
wooden, waterproof roofs on the existing cabins. Besides a tipi and
a cabin, the homesite usually included a vegetable garden. Popular
crops were turnips, potatoes, squash, and beans. The bulk of the
allotment lay from one to as many as four or five miles distant. At
this remote site, of necessity, the Sissetons plowed and fenced the
fifty acres required under Article V of the treaty. The arrangement
could not be termed convenient or conducive to agriculture by
anyone's standards.'^"
In addition to the divided holdings of individual allottees, the
Sissetons scattered their entire population over a large expanse of
land. Their farms followed the edge of the coteau for more than
seventy miles with few concentrations that could be termed
"villages." This pattern had several drawbacks. The tribesmen were
unable to mobilize in case of attack from hostile Ojibway, an infre17. Thompson to Taylor, 11 July 1868, M234, roll 824, fr. 229.
18. Otto to Charles E. Mix, 15 Sept. 1868, M234, roll 824, fr. 142.
19. Royce to Smith, 25 Sept. 1875,
20. Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1879, pp. 44-45; 1884, p. 52;
pp. 45-46; 1890. p. 67
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quent occurrence but one that happened on a few occasions in the
1860s. The arrangement also made It difficult for their agent to keep
track of the Sissetons and their progress. Most importantly of all,
it affected their children's school attendance. The schoolhouses
were situated from twelve to fifteen miles apart. Wyllys K. Morris,
the superintendent of the Good Will School, observed, "The majority of the scholars came a distance of from three to five miles.
Their attendance was quite irregular. This made it impossible to
organize and carry forward regular classes."^' Agent John G.
Hamilton blamed the low attendance on the "fluctuating and often
very severe weather" encountered while traveling from home to
school.^^ The fragmentary pattern of their settlement made it much
rTiore difficult for the Sissetons to educate the generation of children
who would have to lead the tribe into a critical period of intimate
contact with whites.
As soon as the Sissetons received their initial allotments, the reservation agents noticed changes in attitudes and living conditions.
Agent Moses Adams observed that some young men built log cabins
on their allotments and enthusiastically asked for finishing-lumber,
nails, windows, and doors to complete the project.^^ The next year.
Agent John G. Hamilton reported: "When an Indian acquires a claim
to a farm it is far easier to stimulate ideas of self-reliance and independence, and to encourage individual effort, than when the land
is owned in common. The influence of this allotment is felt and seen
here in an increased demand for material to improve houses and
make pleasanter homes."^^ Hamilton also saw it as a way to enable
the agent to deal with them as individuals and to develop enterprise.^'^ After having their old reservation stripped from them and
being forced to wander the plains in fear, the Sissetons found that
the idea of an allotment that is one's own had appeal.
Still, Article V of the Treaty of 1867, the allotment section, did not
entirely please the Sissetons. Two-and-a-half years after signing the
treaty, they complained about the stipulation that fifty acres be
fenced and plowed before the government would issue a restricted
patent. Agent Daniels reported in 1869 that they wanted him to
"write the Department asking that it be ten acres instead of fifty
as required in the Treaty. They say as it is now, it is hardly possible
for any one of them to ever possess the land they have selected
21. Ibid., 7877, p. 534.
22. Ibid., 1875, p. 252.
23. Adams to E. P. Smith, 24 Feb. 1874, M234, roll 826, fr. 114.
24. Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1875, p. 253.
25. Ibid., 1876, p. 37.
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for a home. The large number of acres required to be under cultivation is beyond their reach."'^^ Agent Adams next took up the cause
in 1872. "Many of these Indians," he reported, "work harder in the
subduing and cultivation of five acres of land on these coteau des
prairies than many of our American and foreign immigrants to the
West do who secure fifty acres under fence and the plow in soil
more easily subdued."" The homestead and preemption laws under
which white settlers claimed land were also more lenient than Article V, requiring a homesteader to cultivate a maximum of twenty
acres.
In 1872, a treaty commission including Agent Adams negotiated
an agreement with the Sissetons for cession of their title to lands
in eastern Dakota Territory that were not included in their reservation. The treaty commission of 1867 had not broached this subject.
The Sissetons had used the lands in question only on the summer
buffalo hunts of the past, and because few buffalo now remained
in the James River Valley, the Sissetons did not strenuously object.
As part of the agreement, the Sissetons convinced the commission
to modify the fifty-acre requirement as follows:
Fifth. The provisions of article V of the treaty of February 19,1867, to be
modified as follows: An occupancy and cultivation of five acres, upon any
particular location, for a term of rive consecutive years, shall entitle the
party to a [restricted] patent for forty acres; a like occupancy and cultivation of ten acres, to entitle the party to eighty acres; and a like occupancy
and cultivation of any tract, to the extent of twenty acres, shall entitle the
party so occupying and cultivating toa patent for 160 acres of land. Parties
who have already selected farms and cultivated the same, may be entitled
to the benefit of this modification. Patents so issued, {as hereinbefore set
forth) shall authorize a transfer or alienation of such lands . . . after the
expiration of ten years from this date . . . but not sooner.^"

Additional amendments would issue to all members under the age
of twenty-one, at a date ten years distant, a fee-simple title to forty
acres and sell all remaining unoccupied lands ten years from the
date of the agreement. Without apparent explanation. Congress
deleted all parts of the agreement that did not deal with the cession of title to nonreservation lands, and the fifty-acre requirement
remained intact.^"
Charles C. Royce broached the subject next when he surveyed
the reservation in 1875. In his report to the commissioner, he stated,
"In my judgment the requirement is unnecessarily and, to an In26. ]. W. Daniels to H. H. Sibley, 16 Dec. 1869, M234, roll 824, fr. 366.
27. Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1872, p. 258.
28. Fay, Treaties, and Land Cessions, p. 174.
29. Meyer, History of the Santee Sioux, p. 208.
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dian, discouragingly large." He recommended either reducing the
requirement by half to twenty-five acres or issuing a patent of forty
acres for every ten cultivated until the Indian reached one hundred
sixty.^^The commissioner took no action. In 1880, the headmen of
the Sissetons petitioned the president, getting straight to the point:
"But lately... we have heard you talking and saying that it was right
that Indians should have land in fee simple. That every Indian who
had a family and occupied the land you would put in possession
and ownership of 160 acres." They ended by emphatically stating,
"Make us citizens."'" Again they got no response. They brought Rev.
Stephen R. Riggs onto the scene, asking him to write a letter to the
secretary of the interior. Apparently, a bill introduced in the Senate
at that time provided for the allotment of Indian reservations, but
it also confirmed agreements made under previous treaties. Referring to the fifty-acre requirement, Riggs wrote: "Under this arrangement (which was made to keep them from getting land) a few have
obtained patents—less than a half dozen I think. But generally they
cannot do it. If I should say to them this condition will not be
changed but will be confirmed by this law, the better half of them
would leave the Reserve in three months and take Homesteads outside."^''^ As it turned out, Riggs was not able to change the fifty-acre
requirement. The issue did not come up again.
The point Riggs made in his letter about Indians leaving the reservation was not without precedent at Sisseton. Section 15 of the Indian Homesteads Act of 3 March 1875 stated: "Any Indian family head
of over twenty-one years who has abandoned or will abandon his
tribal relations shall on proof of such abandonment be entitled to
the benefits of the act entitled 'An Act to secure homesteads to actual settlers on the public domain. May 28,1862.' "The land would
be inalienable for five years, and the Indians would be entitled to
a share of annuities and other property as though they had maintained their tribal relations.'^-' Using this act in 1875, approximately
twenty-five families left the reservation to take homesteads just over
the treaty line. Although these church-attending Sissetons claimed
persecution from the rival faction known as the "scout party," it cannot be doubted that the fifty-acre requirement also played a part

30. Royce to Smith, 25 Sept, 1875,
31. Sisseton and Wahpeton Headmen to the President, Secretary of the Interior,
and Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 25 Feb, 1880, M234, roll 831, fr. 692,
32. Riggs to Carl Schurz, 6 Mar. 1880, M234, roll 831, fr. 687.
33. Copy of Indian Homestead Act, Department of the Interior, General Land Office, 25 Mar. 1875, M234, roll 827, fr. 354.
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in their decision, for some would petition the president for feesimple title to their reservation patents after the outside experiment
This group of independent homesteaders called themselves the
Brown Earth Colony. When they first left the reservation. Agent John
C. Hamilton refused to let them take wagons and farming implements issued to them under the Treaty of 1867 for use on the reservation. However, with a clarification of the Indian Homestead Act,
the government reissued them all manner of tools in 1880. They
quickly built a church and later a day school, which they soon abandoned due to poor attendance. They farmed their land with fields
rangingfrom two-and-a-half to forty acres in size. In 1885, they raised
roughly fourteen hundred bushels of wheat, fifteen hundred
bushels of oats, and five hundred fifty bushels of potatoes.''^ Benjamin Thompson, reappointed for a second term as agent after a
fifteen-year hiatus, noted: "These claims were very badly chosen
at first and have been almost entirely neglected. Few of them have
more than five acres of land broken, and many of them have not
that much under cultivation
They exist by fishing, hunting, trapping, and selling the wood off of their claims to white settlers."'*''
As they were off the reservation and among white settlers, alcohol
became a large problem. Generally, the Brown Earth colonists fell
behind the Sissetons on the reservation, who were still subject to
the necessity of working for all goods received under Article VIM,
in their efforts to become independent. After the Dawes Act became
law, the majority of the Brown Earth residents abandoned their
claims with the government's blessing and took allotments on the
reservation in an effort to start over. Their homesteading effort ultimately failed, but it did provide a preview of the fate of the entire
Sisseton reservation after the Dawes Act of 1887.^''
Starting in the late 1870s, when the Sissetons became resigned
to the fact that they could not alter their treaty, a new movement
to change allotments gained a foothold. The realization that many
Sissetons had chosen poor lands for agriculture formed the impetus
behind the movement. Agent E. H. C. Hooper informed the commissioner in 1879: "When allotments of land were originally made
to the Indians on the Reservation many of them took 160 acres of
land on which fifty acres of tillable land cannot be found. It being
34. Meyer, History of the Santee Sioux, pp. 214-15; J. G. Hamilton to E. P. Smith,
21 Jan. 1875, M234, roll 827, fr. 345.
35. Report of the Commissioner
of Indian Affairs, 1880, p. 50; 1885, p. 50.
36. Ibid., 1884, pp. 51-52.
37. Meyer, History of the Santee Sioux, p. 215.
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necessary in order to obtain a patent for 160 acres of land, that fifty
acres should be cultivated, fenced, etc. many of the Indians will be
obliged to change their location in order to entitle them to a patent under the provisions of the treaty."''« In 1880, Agent Charles
Crissey asked for direction from the commissioner: "Can an Indian
desiring to change his allotment retain any forty (40) acres desired
of the original allotment and select three forties two miles distant?
The situation is such that there is an intervening space of one or
two miles broken and stony ground between the timber and agricultural land." He also wanted to know if he could proceed as Royce
had done in 1875 by continuing to issue forty acres of timber and
one hundred twenty of farmland.'"' By 1884, the movement had partially succeeded in relieving the most pressing cases of unsuitable
land. Agent Thompson reported that "quite a number have pushed
out from the hills" and that several of these had already received
their restricted patents, with twenty more waiting to be processed
by the Indian office.'*"
This movement to obtain better agricultural land generally reflected the mood of the Sissetons in the late 1870s and early 1880s.
These were prosperous times. The agents granted a small but steady
number of patents each year during this period. More than anything
else, though, the desire for more productive land proved that the
Sissetons had begun to see things through a different filter, that
of white civilization. The traditional coulee, the terrain that provided
food, shelter, and fuel, no longer exclusively filled the Sissetons'
needs. What had changed? And more importantly, how and why?
Article VIII of the Treaty of 1867, the clause stating that no rations
or supplies would be issued except for work done, played a key role.
The agents, on the whole, obeyed this clause strictly. During the
formative years in the early 1870s, the agents interpreted it to mean
work done for the agency. However, after Royce issued the allotment
patents in 1875, the agents also credited work done on an individual's
allotment. Thus, by working on their own allotments, the Sissetons
not only inched toward that fifty-acre requirement, but they also
earned their subsistence. More than anything else. Article VIII was
responsible for keeping the Sissetons busy on their scattered fields,
becoming the motivating factor that forced daily trips of two or even
five miles to remote quarter sections of oats and wheat.
3a Hooper to E. A. Hoyt, 5 May 1879, M234, roll 830, fr. 673. See also Crissey to E.
A. Hoyt, 23 June 1879, M234, roll 830, fr. 326.
39. Crissey to E. |. Brooks, 18 Mar. 1880, M234, roll 831, fr. 18a
40. Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1884, p. 49.
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Becoming the first
person to earn a
patent for his allotment, industrious
headman Cabriel
Renville set the pace
for others on the
Sisseton reservation.

The headman of the Sissetons, Gabriel Renville, also played a
motivating role. A mixed-blood and nephew of trader Joseph Renville, Gabriel Renville understood white society better than probably
any other Sisseton. He was chief scout for Brig. Gen. Henry Sibley
during the Minnesota Uprising of 1862, and was related by marriage
to Joseph Brown. Gabriel Renville knew how to get ahead in the
white world. On the reservation, he became the first person to earn
a patent for his allotment, receiving it in November 1875 when many
were initially selecting their allotments. He was one of the best
farmers in the 1870s, and he set the example for others to follow.^'
As soon as an individual took an allotment, the agent issued him
"a yoke of work-oxen, wagon, plow, chains, scythes, axes, and hoes,
with instruction in their use and proper care."''^ This early investment by the government resulted in spectacular productivity per
acre from the late 1860s to the mid-1870s (Figures 1-3). As the Sissetons began to work their claims, they desired ways to make their
41 Meyer, History of the Santee Sioux, pp. 200, 204-5, 209; Renville to |. G. Hamilton,
20 Nov. 1875, M234, roll 827, fr. 541
42. Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1874, p. 255.
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labor more productive. Agent Crissey noted in 1879, "Eor the past
four years the head men and others of influence have advised the
issue of beef-cattle as working cattle.""*^ During the year, some Indians also purchased reapers and mowers with money they earned
from their crops. In 1882, agents noticed a decided increase in the
number of males farming. As agriculture was traditionally the
woman's province, male farmers represented another leap toward
white culture.'*'* The late 1870s and early 1880s saw the greatest output per capita (Eigures 4 and 5). There can only be one reason for
this: the Indians were all working extremely hard. The previous
decade under Article VIII had finally paid off, showing the Sissetons
the rewards that could be theirs for labor. Despite low rainfall in
1884 and 1887, the period continued to be one of abundant moisture
and bumper crops, a tremendous confidence-builder for first-time
farmers. They raised little livestock during this time, using what cattle
they owned as work animals. They slowly built a substantial horse
herd, and experimented with swine, fowl, and, briefly, sheep.
In 1882, the Sissetons felt so confident about their abilities that
they asked Agent Crissey not to issue any more subsistence rations
as payment for their labors. Instead, they wanted wagons, harnesses,
and other implements. They fed themselves entirely on their own
without government support (Eigure 6). Agent Crissey expressed his
optimism for their future when he stated, "After five months trial
of a lesson, which, probably, is as hard a one as this people has
ever been called upon to learn, and harder than any they will ever
be obliged to learn in the future, I can safely say that the question
of the self-support of this people is forever settled."'*^
Someof the wealthier Sissetons continued to purchase machinery.
In 1882, a farm census revealed the following machinery in Indian
hands on the reservation: twenty-four mowing machines, forty-five
mowers and reapers combined, five reapers and harvesters, two selfbinding reapers, seventeen horse rakes, eighteen fanning mills, and
five sulky-plows.'*^ In 1883, Crissey reported that the more successful
Indian farmers hired skilled white labor during harvest time. Agent
Crissey also divided the reservation into ten agricultural districts,
with a competent Indian farmer appointed to head each one. The
farmer's job was to keep statistics and issue goods to the most
needy. This era of progress and optimism culminated in the Sisseton
43.
44.
45.
46.

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,

1879, p. 44.
1884, p. 49.
1882, p. 43.
pp. 40-41.
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Figure 1. Sisseton Reservation Acres Cultivated, 1866-1905
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SOURCE: U.S., Department o( the Interior, Office ol Indian Affairs. Annual Reports of the Commissioner ot
Indiarj Affairs, JS66-Í90S [Washinpon, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1866-1905).

Figure 2. Sisseton Reservation Gross National Product, 1866-1905
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SoURCE: The GNP is the sum of the dollar value (in 1900 dollars! of the annual production oí wheal, corn,
oats, barley, rye. potatoes, vegetables, hay, horses, cattle, swine, sheep, fowl, butter, and houses. Production figures
come from Reports of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, W66-190S; prices come from US,, Department of Commefce. Bureau of the Census. Historical Statistics of the Uriited Síaíes; Colorjial Times to Í97tt Bicentennial ed.
(Washington. D.C; Covernment Priming Office, 1975). pt. 1. pp. 512-25,
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Figure 3. Sisseton Reservation Gross National Product
Per Acre, 1866-1905
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SOURCE: These figures derive from Ihe CNPs of Figure 2 divided by the number of total acres cultivated per year,
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Figure 4. Sisseton Reservation Population, 1866-1905
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leaders petitioning Congress to recognize them as a civilized tribe
with all privileges granted the Five Civilized Tribes in Indian Territory. Congress took no action on the request."*'
The period was not without its problems, however. As though
some things never change. Agent Thompson reported in 1884:
"There is a disposition among some of the farmers to imitate one
of the failings of the white farmers around them, viz, to buy expensive farm machinery on credit far beyond their needs. The result
is bad, of course. The rates of interest are ruinous, and their crops
go largely to pay machine notes."'*^ A few years of drought and
pestilence ate away the perseverance of some farmers. As a result,
the per-capita productivity began a general slope downward from
the highs of the early 1880s (Figure 5). The level of government investment in Indian agriculture also dropped. Although the wealthier
Indians continued to purchase equipment, the majority did not.
In addition, more marginal land was now in production, and the
per-acre productivity inevitably declined (Figure 3). Finally, the
Sissetons relied almost exclusively on one or two small-grain crops.
In a bad year, their lack of diversification offered no relief from
failure. Such items suggested that the Sissetons, as yet, were poor
farm managers. While they may have produced all the food they
needed for a few years, ultimately they could not sustain that level
of production. In 1881, Crissey found some evidence that the tribal
farmers were "beginning to take thought for the morrow," but
evidence from the rest of the decade indicates that planning for
the future was not the norm.^^ High farm debt, low investment, and
no concept of managing risk through diversification illustrated a
naive business sense that could barely survive under the protective wing of the agent on the reservation.
A large percentage of the white settlers in Dakota Territory were
not doing much better. The years 1885-1889 and 1892-1895 brought
abnormally low rainfall and significantly reduced crop yields.
Regions to the west of the Sisseton reservation saw homestead abandonment rates as high as sixty percent. As wheat brought high
prices, a majority of newly arrived homesteaders also did not diversify their crops, causing complete losses in extreme drought yearsone reason for the high abandonment rate. Two differences existed
between homesteaders and Sissetons: the Sissetons received implements as an annuity on a regular basis, and while homesteaders
47. Ibid., 1879, p. 45; 1883, pp. 45-46; 7885, p. 49.
48. Ibid., 1884, p. 49.
49. Ibid., 1881, p. 55.
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Figure 5. Sisseton Reservation Gross National Product
Per Capita, 1866-1905
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SOURCE: CNP per capila is CNP (Figure 2) divided by population (Figure 4).

Figure 6. Sisseton Reservation Sources of Subsistence, 1866-1905
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SOLIRCE: Reports of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1866-1905. The category litles are those chosen by the
agents, who estimated percentages of Sissetons supported by différent means each year.
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who were not cut out for farming could leave for greener pastures,
the Sissetons could not. Through survival of the Tittest in an unrestricted marketplace, the white homesteaders who remained gradually developed an expertise in managing their farms that the
Sissetons were not forced to learn and did not need, for the government could always offer aid in hard times. As a result of the system,
the Sissetons were less efficient than white settlers.^"
During times of good crops, the Sissetons did remarkably well
in spite of all odds, but their condition began a downward spiral
in 1886 as Agent I. Greene requested additional aid for the first time
in four years. "The farming implements, teams, and wagons issued
them years ago," he wrote, "have become old and worn out, and I
ask for them that they receive aid and encouragement from the
Covernment in their agricultural pursuits."^^ In 1887, a severe drought
wiped out most of the crop, forcing the Sissetons to cut and sell
wood to settlers off the reservation for subsistence. The drought
also caused a shortage of seed for the 1888 crop and made it too
expensive to buy from other sources.''^ The following year, weather
conditions continued to be a problem. Agent William McKusick
commented: "The crops are almost a failure from drought, and a
large portion of these Indians must be helped or they must suffer
during the coming winter. They are much discouraged about farming, on account of successive droughts."'"'^ Drought struck again in
1890, causing so much discouragement that "the usual farm work,
such as plowing and preparing the ground for next year's crop, is
done very reluctantly."^'* This loss of confidence in their abilities
could not havecomeat a worse time, for the Dawes Act soon opened
the reservation to white settlers, and the Indians were unprepared
to deal with the accompanying competition.
Congress hoped allotment under the Dawes Act of 1887 would
bring an end to the Indian problem forever. The process of allotment started with the issuance of patents for one hundred sixty
acres to all tribal members over the age of twenty-one. The government assigned allotments in a checkerboard pattern to end the communal way of life found in Indian cultures by forcing interaction
50. For discussions of farming conditions and adaptations in this era, see Mary
Wilma M. Har^reaves, Dry Farming in the Northern Great Plains, 1900-1925 (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1957), pp. 30-61, and Gilbert C. Fite, The Farmers' Frontier,
1865-1900 (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1966), pp. 44-46.
51. Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1886, p. 85.
52. Ibid., 1888, pp. 57-58.
53. Ibid., 1889, pp. 163-64.
54. Ibid., 1890, p. 66.
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with white settlers. The sections between Indian homesteads were
declared surplus lands and sold to settlers after the negotiation of
a final treaty with the Indians. This policy, enacted in response to
white pressure for more land, did not consider the devastating effects it would have on Indian peoples. Instead of nurturing gradual
change, as the Treaty of 1867 had for the Sissetons, the Dawes Act
arrogantly legislated it, with poor results.
Special Agent Isaiah Lightner traveled to Sisseton in late 1887 to
make allotments under the Dawes Act, and in November 1888,
Special Commissioner Eliphalet Whittlesey went to Sisseton to make
arrangements for selling the surplus land. On both occasions, the
Sissetons brought up the subject of equal allotments for all tribal
members regardless of age. Additionally, they called attention to
some long neglected grievances against the government, including
the confiscation of monies due them under the Treaty of 1851. The
final agreement between the Sissetons and the United States government, completed on 12 December 1889 and ratified by Congress
on 3 March 1891, included five articles: (1) that the Indians will cede,
sell, or relinquish their rights to unallotted lands; (2) that payment
for land will be $2.50 per acre held in trust at three percent and
that the land will not be ceded before $342/7837 in back annuities
and $18,400 in present annuities from Article 3 is paid; (3) that the
government will pay these back annuities and $18,400 per year until
1901 for scouting work done under the Treaty of 1851; (4) that
everyone on the reservation will be allotted one hundred sixty acres;
and (5) that the right of way of the Chicago, Milwaukee, & St. Paul
Railroad was confirmed. Special Agent Lightner distributed 1,341
patents in 1888, with a few additional issued after the final agreement of 1891. Indian allotments took up 310711.06 acres out of a reservation of 918770.58 acres. Roughly one-third of the land stayed in
Indian hands. Another 34,18726 acres were reserved for school,
church, and agency uses. The government opened the rest,
573,872.26 acres, to white settlement on 15 April 1892.^^^ By late
September 1892, Agent D. T. Hindman commented, "To-day the
houses of white settlers dot the prairie in every direction, while a
number of towns have sprung into existence."'^*'
The most immediate effects on the Indians were the large land
payments and the resumption of per-capita annuity payments
(Figure 6). Within one year, these destructive forces undid twentyfive years of training under Article VIM of the Treaty of 1867. Agent
55. Ibid,, 1887, p. 47; 1888, p. 56; 1889, p, 16; 1891, pp, 664-65; 1892, pp. 81, 728-29.
56. Ibid., 1892, p. 469,
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McKusick reported in 1891, "The whole tribe have been so elated
over their prospects of wealth that anything like industry or economy
were far in the background."" Acting Agent George W. H. Smith
had even harsher words in 1893: "It is generally supposed that they
have made great progress towards civilization and are self-supporting, good, loyal citizens of the United States. I regret that I can not
confirm this opinion. Only a small number are self-supporting; a
few more are attempting to cultivate on a small scale; but most of
them are not doing one thing towards the support of themselves
or families, depending for sustenance entirely upon the per capita
payment they receive."^^ Alcohol, because of its ready availability,
became another factor that sapped the will of the Sissetons. Matters became so serious in 1896, on the eve of the disbanding of the
agency and the accompanying granting of citizenship to the Sissetons, that Agent Anton M. Keller urged the postponing of citizenship until the Indians could be better educated.^"
Meanwhile, debt grew from a small problem in the early 1890s
to a huge one. At the start of the decade after several years of drought
and poor harvests, the Sissetons had little cash flow. Many of them
already owed money on equipment purchased earlier in the 1880s.
For some, the situation became so bad that to "be seen in town
with [a good horse] would make [an Indian] a shining mark for every
collector in the neighborhood."^" After allotment, annuity payments
flowed in, but these only served as further distractions from the
business of farming. The annuities provided a substitute cash flow
for farm income at a subsistence level. They did not provide enough
to pay off previously incurred debts or to allow investment in new
equipment to continue farming. The Indians needed a solution.
As early as 1890, some Sissetons approached the agent and asked
about the possibility of leasing their distant allotments. Agent
McKusick recorded an oft-heard soliloquy: "I am a citizen, but I can
not vote, I can not hold office, I can not sit on a jury, I can not lease
my land. . . . I have seven children; our allotments are all together;
my neighbor has the same number of children, and all our allotments join and make quite a large tract of land. I wonder if my neighbor and I could tease this tract to a white man to herd upon, and
if we can not give a written lease for a term of years? . . . I think
completing my allotment is one thing and completing my citizenship is quite another/''''
57.
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By 1895, they had started to lease their allotments to white settlers. At first the agent encouraged them, as he believed it would
be beneficial business experience, but as the numbers increased
the agent became increasingly less enthusiastic. In the Indian appropriations act for fiscal year 1898, Congress limited to three years
the term for which allotments could be leased for farming and grazing purposes and required the agent to file the leases with the secretary of the interior, further increasing the agent's paperwork.
Leasing started off slowly, but by 1899, there were 49 leases on the
Sisseton reservation. The year 1900 saw 238 leases, a five-fold increase. Agent C. B. Jackson in 1903 became so swamped with paperwork from the leases that he suspended lease-making several times
until he could catch up.^^
When the leases were executed legally with the agent's approval,
the Sissetons generally got fair prices for use of their land. At 1904
price levels, an acre of broken land rented for one dollar; an acre
of unbroken farming land was twenty-five to fifty cents; an acre of
grazing land was twenty-five to forty cents; and an acre of haying
land went for fifty to seventy-five cents. When the agent did not
approve a lease, the Sissetons usually went behind his back and
executed it privately, frequently taking less than half the market
price. Illegal leasing became such a problem by 1900 that the tribal
police force made frequent trips about the reservation to investigate.^^ Some disputes became so heated that Agent Jackson reported
that "illegal lessees have resorted to the State courts and procured
injunctions restraining the allottees from going upon or occupying
their allotments.""*^ Starting in 1900 and continuing for the next five
years, a full fifty percent of the Sissetons derived their entire support from lease money (Figure 6). The leasing problem became a
vicious cycle in which the Indians leased their lands for quick cash
to pay off old debts but, in doing so, lost their only means—the
larger profits to be made in farming—of getting out of debt.
After allotment under the Dawes Act, the steady state that had
existed on the reservation vanished, and the time for gradual adjustments ran out. Article VIM no longer prodded the Indians to
work for issues from the agency. Article V no longer gave them incentive to cultivate fifty acres. Cabriel Renville, a positive role model,
died in 1892. All previous control mechanisms that had urged the
Sissetons to make those daily trips to their distant fields no longer
existed. After white settlement, many Indian farmlands were closer
62. Ibid., 7090, p. 452; 7S99, p. 59; 7900, p. 77; 1903, p. 321.
63. Ibid., í90a p. 385; 7907, p. 376; 7902, p. 348; 7903, p. 321; 7904, p. 33a
64. Ibid., 7903, p. 321.
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to white homesteads than to Indians' homes. This geographical fact,
coupled with the reality of poor farm management and an intolerable debt burden, led the way to leasing, and once leasing began,
many Sissetons reverted to a subsistence lifestyle in their coulees,
picking berries and roots and hunting wild game.^^ In opening the
reservation lands to white settlement, the Dawes Act also ended
the protective environment of the preserve, increasing the Sissetons'
access to liquor and illegal leasers. The effects of the allotment act
on the Sissetons demonstrated the naivete of a policy that sought
immediate and major cultural change through a different living arrangement. And yet one still wonders if the same result would have
occurred if the Sissetons had all held a contiguous quarter section
of prime land or had not become disenchanted with farming. It
might not have happened the same way.
65. Ibid., 190(i p. 385.
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