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Thomas L. Riggs, Congregationalist Indian missionary in
western Dakota for over half a century, reportedly held the
opinion prior to his death in 1940 that very few genuine
full-blooded Sioux could still be found. Riggs' viewpoint was
based on the belief that wliite contact since the seventeenth
century, combined with the customs of the fur trade and Indian
society, made it highly probable that most Sioux had at least a
tinge of white blood somewhere in the family background. The
Riggs theory is extreme; but it serves to introduce the subject at
hand, namely, some history of the mixed-blooded community
of the Upper Brule or Rosebud Sioux down through 1889, set
against a background of the institution that contributed so
substantially to this interracial mixing, the fur trade.

By way of definition, the term fur trade is used to
encompass both the traditional beaver pelt and the buffalo robe
traffic so extensive in the upper Missouri country. Also, for the
sake of variety, two western terms will be occasionally utilized
that are among the less attractive in the English language-
squawman and half-breed. Both are liberally sprinkled through-
out the source material for the period of this study, and were
used, not infrequently, as forms of self-description by the
subjects themselves.
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234 South Dakota History

Sustained penetration by the fur traders of the upper
Missouri region began prior to the arrival of Lewis and Clark in
ihe area in 1804. Pierre Dorion, whose descendants have lived
on the Rosebud since the early days of the reservation, was
trading among the western Sioux many years before the
Louisiana Purchase. ' The Dorions are probably the oldest
mixed-blooded family enrolled at Rosebud.

It was not until the mid-1820s, however, that the trade had
firmly established itself witli permanent posts on the upper
Missouri, including the important location at the mouth of Bad
River where Fort Tecumseh, and later Fort Pierre, were
situated. A decade later the trade was also operating at the
other end of Sioux country, at Fort Laramie on the North
Platte River. Woven between these two terminals was a network
of small posts or trading houses, connected by a regular system
of pony trails and later crude roads usable by carts and
ox-drawn wagons.

Keys to the successful operation of the fur trade among the
Sioux were the major posts of Fort Pierre and Fort Laramie.
These were not only centers for trade in their immediate
locality but also served as supply depots for the numerous
smaller satellite establishments that operated sometimes two
hundred miles into the interior country and as shipping centers
for the transportation, annually, of tens of thousands of buffalo
robes and other skins to Saint Louis. ^

Management of these major trading establishments was in
the hands of the bourgeois, often a partner in the parent
company who usually had charge of his own post and also of

1. A convenient account of Lewis and Clark's associations with Pierre Dorion is
in Bernard De Voto, ed.. The Journals of Lewis and Clark (Boston; Houghton Mifflin
Co., 1953), pp. 8, 25, 468. See also Doane Robinson, "Our Fiist Family," 5ourt
Dakota Historical Collections 13 (1926): 46-68.

2. For a history of Fort Laramie, including its role in the fur trade, see LeRoy R.
Hafen and Francis M. Young, Fort Laramie and the Pageant of the West. ¡834-1890
(Glendale, CaUf.: Arthur H. Clark Co., 1938). There is no comprehensive history of
Fort Pierre, but much information on the fur trade operation can be found in Doane
Robinson, ed., "Fort Tecumseh and Fort Pierre Journal and Letter Books," 5o«i/i
Dakota Historical Collections 9 (1918): 69-239 (hereafter cited as "Fort Pierre
J ournal").
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the entire trade operations in the district. Assisting him were
several clerks or traders, and a number of lesser employees-
interpreters, hunters, artisans, and common laborers or
voyagers. The number of employees at a major post varied with
the seasons and with the number of satellite establishments
dependent upon it. Fort Laramie, for example, did not seem to
have had as large a working population as Fort Pierre during the
late 1830s and 1840s because the latter was responsible for a
greater number of smaller posts. In the summer of 1843 James
Bordeaux was acting as bourgeois at Fort Laramie, and had only
fifteen men in his employ. ^ That fall the competitive organiza-
tion trading in opposition to Fort Laramie and Fort Pierre
recruited an unusually large number of employees for the
winter season-twenty traders and forty voyagers, ox engages,
along with seventy head of horses, mules, and oxen. Under the
active direction of Joseph Bissonette and John Richard, Sr.,
they "intend scattering in every direction" in search of trade.**

The technique of trading throughout the countryside, which
Bissonette and Richard carried out in 1843, had been an
integral part of the operation in Sioux country for at least two
decades. In late fall or early winter a number of trading parties
were sent out to locate at or near tlie Sioux winter camps.
These crews either constructed wintering houses (or occupied
those remaining from the previous years) or took up residence
in the lodge of a prominent warrior in the Sioux village where
trade was being sought.

During the early 1830s the Fort Pierre satellite posts for the
Brute Sioux trade were situated at five known locations along
White River and the Niobrara. Permanent wintering houses were
at the forks of White River and at Butte Cache, near the present
Pine Ridge Agency. Lesser establishments existed on Black Pipe
Creek, at the mouth of Snake Creek southwest of Valentine,
Nebraska, and on the headwaters of the Niobrara. ^ After Fort

3. Matthew Field, Prairie and Mountain Sketches (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1957), p. 75.

4. Robinson, "For t Pierre Journal," p. 197.

5. ibid., pp. 95n. 12, 100. 101.
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2S8 South Dakota History

Laramie was established in 1834, parties from there were able
to reach the Brule winter camps more readily, and the upper
White and Niobrara regions were regarded to be in the Fort
Laramie district rather than in the Fort Pierre territory.

The daily journal kept at Fort Pierre in 1830 and 1831
provides some detail on winter trade among the White River
Brûles. Because this was the farthest area served by Fort Pierre,
the White River Outfit, as it was called, was one of the first to
leave the fort, usually early in October. In the terminology of
the trade, assembling goods for an undertaking such as this was
called "putting up an equipment of merchandise." ̂

The following account of trading in the Sioux winter camps
is from a statement by Magloire Alexis Mosseau, who first came
to the upper Missouri in 1850. He married an Oglala Sioux
woman and his descendants live today on Pine Ridge Reserva-
tion.

The trading season began about September when the men
went out in twos to open bargainings with the natives.
Two started out alone into the interior to some camp,
there being five or six horses and a mule in charge of each
man, the whole going in single file, the mule leading and
the man walking behind. Each man had his particular
mule for this service. . . . On the going trips the animals'
burdens were goods for traffic with the Indians. They
consisted mostly of beads and vermillion which were in
high demand, blankets, shirts, calicos, muslins, hatchets,
axes, knives, firearms, gun powder, lead molded into
bullets, traps, and a great variety of goods suitable for
their use.

As soon as one of the two men who had gone out could
be loaded he started back to the trading post; then the
other would pack his burden-bearers and start in, and the
two generally met midway; and thus they passed and
repassed the entire season of trade.''

Mosseau's experiences were quite typical of the period,
although the great distances between most of the Brule winter
camps and Fort Pierre would have precluded the type of

6. Ibid., entry for 5 Oct., p. 138.

7. M.A. Mosseau to Judge Eli S. Ricker, 30 Oct. 1906, Ricker Interviews, tablet
28, Nebraska State Historical Society, Lincoln, Nebr.
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continuous travel he describes. However, the posts at the forks
of White River could have been served in this manner. During
the winter of 1829-1830 some of the largest returns received at
Fort Pierre came to the Brule winter camps. Data from the post
journal discloses that between 8 February and 8 April, 116
loads of robes and furs were brought to Fort Pierre by horse or
mule packtrains from the White and Niobrara regions.^

During this period packtrains played a major role m
transporting materials to and from the satellite posts. The use of
carts is occasionally mentioned in the journals; but apparently
not until the mid-1840s did the shipment of robes by wagons
and ox teams become widespread. Fort Pierre had a fairly
sizeable herd of animals for use in its own trading activities and
for outfitting posts further up the Missouri. In May 1830 when
a herd of fifty-eight horses and mules were sent from Fort
Pierre to Fort Union at the mouth of the Yellowstone, one of
the engages was a Joseph Vailandra.^

Another method widely used along the Cheyenne, White,
and Niobrara rivers to bring robes to Fort Pierre from the
winter houses was in what the journal calls skin canoes. These
were undoubtedly the crafts referred to elsewhere as bull
boats-a framework of heavy flexible branches covered with
sewn buffalo hides and water-tight seams. Those used in the fur
trade must have been of considerable size, for according to the
Fort Pierre journal, Francis A. Chardon (whose name, in
somewhat garbled form, is still common in northwest Nebraska
as "Chadron") came from the forks of the Cheyenne in April
1830 with 4,360 buffalo skins, plus a quantity of furs and
merchandise in seven skin canoes. From this it would appear
that these crafts had a load capacity of about two tons. ^^

One of the most fascinating and detailed descriptions of
winter trading among the Brûles is contained in the writings of
Rufus Sage, who was in the employ of the company opposing

8. Robinson, "Fort Pierre Journal," pp. 95-110.

9. Ibid., p. 119.

10. Ibid., p. n o .
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the Fort Laramie parties during the winter of 1842-1843.^^
Sage, with less than a dozen men and several carts, erected a
wintering house on the upper White River in the midst of
several Brule winter villages.

Several important fur trade techniques are described in
Sage's narrative. One was the employment of several warriors to
act as soldiers or police during the traders' stay among the
Indian camps in order to afford protection for the hves and
property of the whites. It was regarded as a great honor by the
Sioux to be selected for this work, and they often risked their
lives in trying to preserve order and quiet in the trading house.
This practice was also used at the major posts, for the Fort
Pierre journals complained on one occasion that the soldiers had
not been able to prevent Indians from raiding the crops in the
vegetable garden. In another incident one of the Indian soldiers
killed a fellow Sioux after an attempt on the life of a trader at
the fort. For this, the soldier was liberally rewarded with gifts
that included a military sword.'^

The aspect of the fur trade that stands out most vividly in
Sage's account was the extensive use made of alcohol as a
medium of exchange for robes and skins. As the Indians became
more and more intoxicated, they were willing to exchange
anything they possessed in return for additional (and by now
well-düuted) servings of firewater. Often, however, the use of
whiskey proved as dangerous to the personal safety of the
traders as it was effective in separating the Indians from their
property. Sage tells of one instance where a trader and his
Indian soldiers were beaten in a Brule village, their goods stolen,
and the white man dragged through a lodge fire several times
after a drunken row. On another occasion old Bull Tail, the
father {or uncle) of the famous Brule chief Iron Shell, offered
Sage one of his daughters in return for a keg of liquor. ^̂

11. Rufus B. Sage, His Letters and Papers: J8S6-JS47 with an annotated reprint
of his "Scenes in the Rocky Mountains and in Oregon, California, New Mexico,
Texas, and the Grand Prairies," in The Far West and The Rockies Historical Series,
ed. LeRoy R. Hafen, vol. 4 (Glendale, Calif.: Arthur H. Clark Co., 1956).

12. Ibid., pp. 242, 244; Robinson, "Fort Pierre Journal," pp. 133, 140, 141.

13. Sage, His Letters and Papers, pp. 245-59.
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Amade Rousseau and his wife Victoria,
the granddaughter of Bear's Rib.

However, marriage, Indian style, between fur traders and
Siotix women were made for purposes other than satisfying the
cravings of a father or older brother for whiskey. In fact, for a
number of reasons such an arrangement was a keystone of a
successful trader's career. ¡

First (for why should the romantic be ignored in favor of
oniy economic or pohtical considerations) was the natural
human attraction between male and female, particularly when
the former was often destined to spend a year or more in
remote Indian country away from the charms and attractions of
women of his own race. Union with a native woman also
assured the fur trader, whether he be the bourgeois, clerk, or
common employee, of many of the personal comforts that
miglit be otherwise lacking in the traders' society. Sioux wives
would cook, sew, tan robes, and erect teepee shelters on trading
ventures away from the main posts. Personal safety was also a
consideration in arranging a trader's marriage into the tribe. In
the often turbulent atmosphere of winter trading ventures,
more than once, as Sage points out, the trader's life was saved
through the intervention of his Indian woman.
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James Bordeaux and his Indian wife

While in the lower levels of the trading hierarchy a union
with a Sioux wife held out advantages of a purely personal
nature, it was a matter of necessity for the local bourgeois and
his chief clerks and traders and prodLiced definite economic and
political advantages. There was some social significance as well,
although mostly from the Indian standpoint. It was a great
honor to a Sioux family to have one of their daughters married
to a prominent man in the trade. For the trader this was
sometimes a mixed blessing, for along with a wife he also
acquired her host of relatives who expected to share in both
their wlaite in-law's hospitality and supply of trade goods.
However, these minor annoyances couid be endured in return
for the guaranteed trade that marriage arrangements produced
and for the influence it provided the trader within the often
complex intertribul Sioux political rivalries.

James Bordeaux married into the Brule tribe while at Fort
Laramie around 1840. His wife was a daughter of a minor chief
and the sister of Swift Bear, a promijient headman down
through the reservation period. '"̂  There is httle doubt that this

14. Virginia Cole Trenholm, "The Bordeaux Story," Annals of Wyoming 26, no. 2
(July 1954): 121.
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Swift Bear, the Matolona head chief of the
Brule, with Charles Jordon.

rckitionship assured, as much as anything could, that the robe
trade of these leaders and their bands would pass through
Bordeaux's hands.

There were also distinct advantages for the trader who
viewed both his Indian marriage and his trading career from a
long range standpoint. Joseph Bissonette was married first to an
Oglala giri and later to a woman from the Brûles. These unions
produced seven mixed-blooded Oglalas and fourteen mixed-
biooded Brule. '^ The trader's children, as they grew to
maturity, could either assist their father in his business activities
or, in the case of the girls, be married off to prominent Indians
or other traders to cement further economic alhances. When
Louis Menard brought his mixed-blooded family to Fort Pierre

15. John D. McDermott, "Joseph Bissonette," The Mountain Men and the Fur
Trade in the Far Wesi, ed. Le Roy R. Hafen, vol. 5 (Glendale, Calif.; Arthur H. Clark
Co., 1968), p. 49.

Copyright © 1973 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



244 South Dakota History

from Minnesota in the early 1850s, his "buxom half-breed girls"
created quite a stir among the young Frenchmen at the post. A
number of Menard's descendants later lived on the Rosebud. '^

Unfortunately, not a great deal is known about the
composition and size of the fur traders' households. The
squawman undoubtedly followed Sioux custom and engaged in
plural marriage, marrying into several different Indian families,
or else, as was more common, taking his wife's sisters into his
bed and board as well. The census of whites and mixed bloods at
Spotted Tail Agency taken in January 1875 provides some
useful information about this matter, althougli the time period
is somewhat removed from the heyday of the fur trade.
Discounting several widows and the single men, there were sixty
mixed-blooded families then attached to the agency. These
averaged exactly six persons, including four children per family,
although in total there were sliglitly more female offspring than
male. The largest household was that of Francois Marashale (a
name subsequently Anglicized to "Marshall"), containing seven
sons and four daughters. Next in size was that of F.C. Boucher
who, interestingly enough, was the only one to list two wives.
One of these was a daughter of Spotted Tail Boucher had three
boys and six girls. John B. Colombe listed a family of eleven,
including four sons and five daughters. The eldest of Jim
Bordeaux's sons, Antoine, then about twenty-nine years old,
also had nine children in his household, six boys and three
girls. *'

It has been impossible to accurately determine the size of
the fur trading community among the Sioux during the height
of its activity. In 1867 some of the old traders estimated that
their families numbered about two thousand persons on both
the Platte and the Missouri;'*^ but this figure seems much too

16. Constant R. Marks, "French Pioneers of Sioux City and South Dakota,"
South Dakota Historical Collections 4 (1908): 256.

17. list of White Men and Half Breeds living at Spotted Tail Agency to Office of
Indian Affairs, 1 Jan. 1875, file no. H741, Spotted Tail Agency, National Archives,
Washington, D.C.

18. G.P. Beauvais and others to the commissioner of indian Affairs. 16 Nov.
1867, Upper Platte Agency, National Archives, Washington, D.C.

Copyright © 1973 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



Fur Traders as Fathers 245

low for those two regions, particularly so when Spotted Tail
Agency alone had over three hundred eighty living there in
1875.

The traditional pattern of fur trade operations in Sioux
country began to change about 1850, the year after the sale of
Fort Laramie to the United States government. Fort Pierre
suffered a similar fate in 1855. Althougli the old Chouteau firm
of Saint Louis continued in the trade on both the upper
Missouri and Platte for a decade or so longer, the role played by
many of their former key employees had been altered. Jim
Bordeaux went independent and established his own trading
house on the Platte ten miles below Fort Laramie. Taking with
him some of the old engages of the company and also his
son-in-law, Clement Lameroux, he carried on satellite activities
north and south of the Platte, one known location having been
on Bordeaux Creek near Chadron. '^ Joseph Roubideaux
operated a store and blacksmith shop in the early 1850s near
Scott's Bluff. ^̂^ These establishments seem to typify the trend
in trading activities in that decade and in the early sixties, as
overland travel brought into the country nearly as many white
customers as Indian.

One of, if not the most, important events in the history of
both the western Sioux tribes and their intermarried white and
mixed-blooded elements was the treaty negotiations completed
at Fort Laramie and Fort Rice in the spring and early summer
of 1868. The Fort Laramie Treaty not only created the Great
Sioux Reservation and firmly established the agency system
with rations, annuities, agents, and all the other trappings as an
integral part of Sioux life, but It also gave the squawmen and
their offspring the basis for the legal status as tribal members
they now enjoy.

Simply outlined, the treaty had as its primary objectives
first to end the hostilities that had been going on for several

19. John D. McDermott, "Janies Bordeaux," The Mountain Men and the Fur
Trade in the Far West. ed. Le Roy R. Hafen, vol. 5 {Glendale, Calif.: Arthur H. Clark
Co., 1968), pp. 71,76.

20. Merrill J. Mattes, "Robidoux's Trading Post at 'Scott's Bluffs,' and the
Caüfornia Gold Rush," Nebraska History 30, no. 2 (June 1949): 95-138.

Copyright © 1973 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



The site of Fort Rice.

years and second to remove the Sioux as a threat, actual and
potential, to the completion and operation of the Union Pacific
Railroad. Other factors, to be sure, were behind the negotia-
tions, including the desire to start the Sioux along the pathway
towards white civilization, but these were of less immediate
importance.^'

Our literature suffers from the lack of a good, detailed
analysis of both the 1868 treaty and the forces that shaped
some of its key provisions. Take, for example, because it also
illustrates the role of the old fur traders and mixed bloods in
this affair, the matter of locating the agency, which was called
for by the treaty. When all was said and done, there was not a
single centrally located agency for the Sioux, but rather three of
them (or five, if you choose to count two previously existing
ones at Lower Brule and Crow Creek that were allowed to

21. George F. Hyde, Red Cloud's Folk (Norman; University of Oklahoma Press,
1937), pp. 162-67; James C. Olson, Red Cloud and the Sioux Problem (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1965), pp. 58-82.
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continue operations). All were located on the Missouri River, as
far from Fort Laramie and the railroad as it was possible to get.

The uprooting of the Brule and Oglala Sioux from the Fort
Laramie region was an extremely difficult undertaking, as the
government commissioners clearly recognized. The lure they
sought to use in accomplishing this move was the large colony
of whites and their families who liad become an integral part of
the tribes over the previous three decades. If these people couid
be persuaded to live at or near the agency with their sizeable
families and followings of relatives, it was hoped that otlier
groups would follow.

To understand this plan and the manner in which it was
accomplished, it is helpful to review a petition that was sent to
the commissioner of Indian Affairs in November 1867 in the
handwriting of G.P. Beauvais, a veteran Sioux trader. Beauvais
was married into the Brule tribe and had also been a member of
the government comniission sent earlier that year to pave the
way for peace negotiations with the Sioux. Also on the petition
were some one hundred twenty names of whites and mixed
bloods residing, or whose Indian families resided, in tlie Fort
Laramie area.

Noting that many of the petitioners were formerly fur trade
employees who later obtained their sources of livelihood from
overland travel to the western gold fields, the document stated
that the railroad had destroyed the prospects of further support
of this kind along the North Platte route. The petitioners,
therefore, were "anxious to locate with their families upon
some good agricultural land in the Indian Country and
commence farming." In support of their requests for home-
steads of 320 acres, the old fur traders added that "their
settlement in any country would draw about them their Indian
Relations & friends and would aid much in locating and
civilizing the Indians." The particular area where the traders
were asking to settle was described as follows:

Commencing at the mouth of the White Earth river thence
running up said River in the middle of the main channel
thereof to the junction of the North & South forks of said
River thence due south to the Northern line of the State
of Nebraska thence along said line to the Missouri River
thence up said Missouri River along the line of low water
mark to the place of beginning. ,
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Exclusive and perpetual occupancy was also requested for
"themselves, their Indian relatives & friends" and also the
opportunity for "each of said petitioners and said half-breeds to
be allowed to enter three hundred and twenty acres of [land]
for a permanent home for themselves and their heirs." At the
same time not wanting to give up any benefits already accrued,
they also asked that "all rights vested under Indian treaties
heretofore made in said country may be reserved" to the traders
and their families. ^̂

In addition to Beauvais this document also bore the
signatures of James Bordeaux., Sefroy Iott, and Joseph
Bissonette. Twenty more names followed, but these did not
appear to be actual signatures. Attached also were several
additional sheets containing well over a hundred names (all in
the same handwriting) of whites or mixed bloods among the
Sioux on the Platte and Missouri rivers. These supplementary
sheets were obviously an attempt to provide an indication of
the number of the mixed-blooded families involved, since some
of the individuals named were known to have been deceased.

It is difficult to believe that through only sheer coincidence
the arrangements requested in the petition compare very closely
with some of the actual provisions of the 1868 treaty. The area
outlined by Beauvais would today encompass all of Gregory and
Tripp counties and the east halves of Todd and Mellette
counties. It comprised the southeast corner of what became the
Great Sioux Reservation, established in 1868 for the Platte
River Sioux with an agency at the mouth of Whetstone Creek.

The infiuence of the whites and mixed bloods in promoting
the terms and negotiations of the 1868 treaty is apparent from
other sources as well. Frank Salaway, a French half-breed from
Idaho who worked for many years in the fur trade around Fort
Laramie, was very specific on this point when he was
interviewed by Judge Eli C. Ricker on Pine Ridge over sixty
years ago. According to Ricker's notes, during the treaty talks it
became apparent that some arrangement had to be made "with
the mountaineers, for so long as these should come to Laramie
the Indians would do so. Then it was that Mr. Salaway, Jim

22. Beauvais and others to the commissioner of Indian Affairs, 16 Nov. 1867,
Upper Platte Agency, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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Crow Creek Agency

Bordeau [sic] and Mr. Charles Garrow [sic] . . . were appointed
to represent the half-breeds, and Bissonett [sic] to represent the
Mountaineers." ̂ •̂

Salaway's statements were confirmed by other squawmen
interviewed by Ricker on the reservations at the turn of the
century. Discounting Salaway's very human effort to project
himself into the limelight, the other individuals he mentions
were known to have held positions of importance in moving the
mixed-blooded families and other Sioux from Fort Laramie to
Whetstone. Bordeaux had charge of transporting a small fortune
of subsistence and other supplies to the new site. Bissonette was
appointed a special interpreter for the treaty commission, and

23. Frank Salaway to Judge Ricker, 4 Nov. 19Û6, Ricker Interviews, tablet 28,
Nebraska State Historical Society, Lincoln, Nebr.
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Charles Garrou was delegated to remain at Fort Laramie
throughout the summer of 1868 as special agent to secure
additional signatures on the treaty.

And finally, the treaty text itself offers what appears to be a
specific example of the desire of the government commissioners
to court the favor of the Sioux squawmen.^** Article Ten stated
that the United States would "furnish and deliver to each lodge
of Indians or family of persons legally incorporated with them,
who shall remove to the reservation herein described and
commence farming, one good American cow, and one good
well-broken pair of American oxen within sixty days after such
lodge or family settled upon the reservation." This promise of
cows and oxen was not a part of any of the treaties negotiated
by the Peace Commission in 1867, and it first appears in the
text of the Sioux agreement drawn up at Fort Laramie in the
spring of 1868.25

No one famihar with the attitude of the Sioux at that time
could have seriously expected that they would become imme-
diately interested in farming or stock raising once within the
reservation boundaries. At the risk of reading things into the
evidence, the inclusion of this provision for cows and oxen
would appear to be an addition made to secure the support for
the treaty of the white-mixed-blooded element, rather than the
Indians. Taken cumulatively, these pieces of evidence would
indicate that the Sioux squawmen played a greater role in the
treaty negotiations than has heretofore been recognized.

One of the less clear aspects of their involvement m this
matter concerns the formal incorporation of non-Indians
married to Sioux women into the tribe under terms of the
treaty. Althotigh the treaty text makes no direct reference to
this process. Article Ten already quoted refers to persons
"legally incorporated," as does Article Six.

In later years there were numerous occasions on which the
squawmen claimed, and received, rights and privileges, includ-

24. \i,S., Statutes at Large, vo\. 15(1867-1869): 635-47.

25. The Medicine Lodge Treaty with tlie Southern Cheyennes and Arapahoes,
dated 28 Oct. 1867, contains promises of seeds and farming implements, but no
references to cows or oxen being supplied to the Indiaii.s.
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The Peace Commission at Fort Laramie in 1868. Left to right are unidentified
man. General Hamey. General Sherman, General San horn. General Augar. General
Terry, General Henderson, and Asa White, secretary of the commission.

ing annuities and rations under the 1868 treaty, in spite of the
fact that the document contains no specific mention of how
this incorporation was made or who the individuals were that
were recognized as having this status. The records of the Peace
Commission also do not supply anything definite on this
subject. It can only be concluded that taking a Sioux wife
according to native custom and acquiring acceptance by the
tribal leaders was the only requirement that had to be met for
incorporation. Custom and practice, reinforced by the passage
of years, became a more than adequate substitute for any
legislative or legal action.

From the standpoint of effective implementation of Indian
policy, the movement of the Brule Sioux from the Platte to
Whetstone proved to be a failure and worked considerable
hardship on both the government and the Indians. If anyone
benefited at all from this three year stay on the Missouri, it was
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the newly recognized incorporated whites and their mixed-
blooded progeny. Aside from the benefits provided by the
treaty—rations, annuities, and services in quantity far exceeding
anything previously experienced—there were additional eco-
nomic advantages for the enterprising individual.

Opportunities for economic betterment were greatly in-
creased through the operation of the agency itself, where the
positions of interpreter, farmer, butcher, machinist, and laborer
were frequently filled from within the ranks of the incorporated
whites or mixed bloods. Rations had to be transported regularly
from Whetstone Agency to Spotted Tail's large camp at the
forks of Wliite River every five to seven days. Trading
stores-there were at least two of them at Whetstone, one run
by the Bordeauxs and the other by John W. Smith—also
provided an opportunity for employment.^^ While most of the
whites and mixed bloods lived either at the agency in a
village-like cluster of log cabins or in teepees at the Sioux
camps, Jim Bordeaux with some of his old associates moved off
the reservation to the east bank of the Missouri and established
another large store and road ranch with both Indians and white
travelers for customers. ̂ "̂

Some writers have asserted that the old traders who
operated stores and way stations along the Platte were ruined
by the hostile Indians in the mid-1860s and came to Whetstone
in near poverty.-^ This may be true of some cases, but it is
difficult to understand how veteran traders such as Bordeaux

26. Tlie Bruie Sioux stay at Whetstone Agency is covered in detail by George E.
Hyde, Spotted Tail's Folk: A History of the Brule Sioux (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1961), pp. 130-65; Will G. Robinson, "Whetstone," The Wi-iyohi:
Monthly Bulletin of the South Dakota Historical Society 8, no. 2 (May 1954): 1-7.

27. Mosseau to Judge Ricker, 30 Oct. 1906, Ricker Interviews, tablet 28.
Nebraska State Historical Society, Lincoln, Nebr. Mosseau speaks of Bordeaux's
trading operations east of the Missouri where he liad a good business with the heavy
immigrant trafñc. ¡'"rom scattered references in U.S., Congress,//ÖMSC Miscellaneous
Document No. 47, 42nd Cong., 2d sess., 1872, pp. 1-179 passim (an investigation of
election frauds in Dakota), it is clear that Bordeaux was not living at Whetstone
Agency, although he exercised considerable influence over tbe whites and mixed
bloods who did reside there, and that he had a government land claim in Charles Mix
County on the east bank of the Missouri.

28. McDermott, "James Bordeaux," p. 78.
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and Joe Bissonette were pauperized while the Gilman brothers,
relatively newcomers to the region, made $200,000 over the
same period. Admittedly, this statement on the Gilmans'
success comes from John Y. Nelson, whose reputation for truth
can best be illustrated by the fact that his book Fifty Years on
the Trail, was more popularly known as "Nelson's Forty Lies"
among Sioux squawmen. ^̂  But even if the Gilman brothers had
only a fraction of the success Nelson claims for them, Bordeaux
and Bissonette should have been able to do at least as well. And
it is very clear that Bordeaux at least came to the Missouri with
enough capital to go back into business on a large scale in
Charles Mix County.

The new Whetstone location also provided new oppor-
tunities for less legitimate areas of business activity. The tastes
of many Indians for whiskey, carefully cultivated by the fur
trade, had not changed simply because they now resided on a
government reservation. At Whetstone the whiskey trade
developed major proportions with the peddlers operating
unmolested on the east bank of the Missouri. Harney City,
situated opposite Whetstone Agency, was a local center for this
disruptive traffic. The effect of whiskey, leading to shooting
and other drunken violence, was the principal reason why
Spotted Tail refused to bring his large camp any closer to the
agency than the mouth of the Little White, ô

However, distance was no guarantee that the Indians could
be kept from the devastating effects of demon rum. A few
unscrupulous whites from the agency actively engaged in the
whiskey trade and were able to operate quite successfully
because of the advantage provided by their legal right to be
located on the reserve. Nelson, in his book Fifty Years on the
Trail, boasts openly and in great detail of the chaos and
bloodshed that he and his associates created among the Indians
in 1869 and 1870.^' The techniques were little changed from

29. John Y. Nelson, Fifty Years on the Trail (Norm-àn: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1963), p. 241. The reference to this volume as "Nelson's Forty Lies" is by
George Colhoff to Judge Ricker, 25 Nov. 1906, Ricker Interviews, tablet 24,
Nebraska State Historical Society, Lincoln, Nebr. Colhoff was married into the Oglala
Sioux tribe.

30. Hyàe, Spotted Tail's Folk, pp. 132, 136-37.

31. Nelson, Fifty Years on the Trail, pp. 244-45.

Copyright © 1973 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



Fur Traders as Fathers 255

the old fur trade days. If the reservation Indians had fewer
robes and skins to barter, they possessed a greater supply of
rations, white man's clothing, and other annuity goods for
wliich there was a ready market among tlie nearby pioneer
white settlers in eastern Dakota or northern Nebraska. As
Nelson remarked at one point, "Indians will sell anything for
Whiskey." Nelson was a typical example of tlie less desirable
element among the squawmen and half-breeds, which has
helped to give the entire class a poor reputation at the expense
of their more numerous brethren who were reasonably hard
working and industrious and possessed some interest in support-
ing and educating their Indian families.

The movements of Spotted Tail's Brûles from the time they
left Whetstone in 1871 until they finally arrived at Rosebud in
the summer seven years later is a sad commentary upon the
vacillating and indecisive nature of government Indian policy
during tliis period. Six agencies in ten years cost the federal
treasury a great deal of money and retarded whatever progress
the Brûles could legitimately have been expected to make in
acculturation. The incorporated whites and mixed bloods came
through this decade of travehng with mixed blessings. Those
who preferred to live in log homes (and there was quite a
colony of them around Whetstone in 1870) were uprooted and
forced to rebuild at a new site every few years or else take to
teepee living. On the other hand whenever the agency moved,
lucrative transportation contracts were often available, and even
when these were obtained by nonagency residents, much of the
work was often subcontracted to those local whites and mixed
bloods who possessed wagons and teams.

In 1873 when the Brule Agency was moved from White
River near White Clay Creek to the site on Beaver Creek,
Edward W. Raymond was awarded the contract for much of the
freigliting, transporting 221,391 pounds of supphes and equip-
ment at a penny a pound. 2̂ Perhaps the fact that he was still
waiting to collect his $2,213 in December 1875 takes some of
the sheen off these lucrative sources of income.

32. Edward A. Howard to the commissioner of Indian Affairs, 13 Dec. 1875,
Spotted Tail Agency, National Archives, Washington, D.C. (hereafter cited as E.A.
Howard to the commissioner of Indian Affairs).
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Moses Armstrong

If the Whetstone interlude provided the economic fortunes
of the old fur traders with a shot in the arm, it also did much to
further their education (or reeducation) in the ways and means
of American polifical life. During the territorial elections of
1870, they became acquainted with the curious, and often
uproarious, manipulations of frontier politics. The campaign
that year was highlighted by the race for territorial delegate to
Congress from Dakota, and the Whetstone residents, comprising
as they did a potential block of some seventy-five voters, did
not escape the attention of the more imaginative candidates for
this office. 33

Principal courters of the Whetstone voters were Moses K.

33. A wealth of detail on this campaign is contained in U.S., Congress, "Papers
and Testimony in the case of W.A. Burieigh vs. M.K. Armstrong, as Delegale from
Dakota Tenitory," House Miscellaneous Document No. 47, 42nd Cong., 2d sess.,
1872. Material on the Whetstone involvement can be found on pp.41-57, 1204K
175. See also George W. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, vol. 1 (Chicago: S.J.
Clarke PubUshing Co., 1915), pp. 551-52.
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Armstrong, Democratic candidate for the office of delegate, and
Walter A. Burleigh, former agent for the Yankton Sioux under
the Lincoln-Johnson administrations and as unscrupulous an
Indian oftlcial or politician as ever set foot on Dakota soil.
Burleigh was one of two Republican candidates in the race. The
other, S.L. Spink, did not seem to have made much of an effort
to seek support from among the Whetstone community.

Amid the excitement of torchliglit parades, endless stump
speeches, and other campaign techniques less legitimate, but
probably more effective, the voters of Dakota went to the polls
on 11 October 1870. When the returns were counted,
Armstrong had squeaked through by a margin of 96 votes over
Burleigh and 175 more than Spink out of a total vote of a little
over 3,300. Burleigli immediately contested the results, charg-
ing, among other things, that some of Armstrong's slim margin
of victory came from votes cast by nonquahfied electors who
were half-breed Indians or white inhabitants of the Indian
reservations. Armstrong filed countercharges against Burleigli
and the legal battle was on. Testimony was taken for several
months and filled nearly two hundred pages of fine type with
charges and countercharges that leave the reader considerably in
doubt as to who was the greater manipulator of the voters.
Congress eventually recognized the lesser of two evils and
acknowledged Annstrong's right to the seat. That porfion of the
testimony pertaining to the votes cast by Sioux squawmen and
mixed bloods provides both humorous and informative reading
on the composition of the Whetstone community and its
activities in Dakota's tumultuous pohtical arena.

From an examination of the poll books it developed that
the Whetstone vote, as it was called, amounted to fifty-eight
ballots in all for the delegate contest. Thirty-eiglit of these were
cast by whites married to Sioux women, and this figure
represents just over 50 percent of the number of squawmen
reported by the agent in 1869. Three of the voters were
identified as Mexicans—noncitizens and former fur trade em-
ployees who had drifted into Sioux country via Taos and Bent's
Fort on the Arkansas River. The remaining seventeen ballots
were cast by mixed bloods, and of this number eleven were said
to have been under twenty-one years old when they voted, and
several were not yet over sixteen years old.
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Dr. Walter BUrleigh

One of the most informative witnesses was John B.
Colombe, who identified himself as a forty-five year old former
boss farmer at Whetstone. He had been living in the upper
country since 1847 and had been engaging in the robe trade
among the Platte River Sioux since 1854. According to
Colombe, the Whetstone vote was controlled by John W. Smith,
James Bordeaux, and two other whites. Smith and Bordeaux
were married into the tribe, and both operated substantial
trading establishments.

The Smith-Bordeaux machine had actively supported
Burleigh's candidacy during the campaign and had attempted to
gain Colombe's assistance in persuading the half-breed popula-
tion at the agency to cast Burleigh ballots. Colombe said he
refused and, in fact, did not vote in the election at all. He
Identified the few known Armstrong supporters among the
Whetstone people as John Bigelow, Todd Randall, and Steve
Estes.

Colombe's unchallenged testimony concluded with this
deliglitful exchange;
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Question: Now did not that entire Whetstone vote go to
the polls in the wagons and under charge of Smith;. . .
and were not those voters, at the time they left the
reservation to go to the polls, so much intoxicated that
they were incapable of telling one vote from another?

Answer, [a] majority of them were so much under the
influence of liquor that I do not think they knew who
they were voting for; in fact, I do not think they cared.^'*

Colombe's comments should be weiglied in the context of
what was commonplace during the period, and particularly for
this election. Surprisingly, the Whetstone community had a
substantial representation in the political organizations of both
Armstrong and Burleigli during the 1870 contest. At the
Republican territorial convention held in VermilUon in
September, John W. Smith, the agency trader, Todd Randall,
and E.W. Raymond represented the Whetstone voters as
delegates from Todd County. Smith was subsequently elected a
member of the six man Dakota Central Committee. On the
Armstrong side, Steve Estes, the one-time agency clerk, Nick
Janis, and Domenick Bray were delegates to tlie Democratic
convention that assembled in Yankton, with Estes being elected
as a member of the central committee of that party.^*

One major characteristic of the early reservation period was
frequent controversies between the government agents and the
old fur traders and mixed bloods. The reasonably well-
documented events of the year 1875 affords some insights into
the causes of this problem. An understanding of these diffi-
culties between agent and the squawman-mixed-blooded ele-
ment during the 1870s and 1880s is frequently made difficult
by two widely held, but misleading, characterizations of the
antagonists. First, it is believed that the wlaites and mixed
bloods were all lazy and shiftless, interested primarily in
exploiting their relationship with the Indians and creating
difficulty for local authorities just for the pleasure of devilment;
and second, all Indian agents are believed to have been basically
dishonest, concerned only in lining their own pockets at the

34. Colombe's complete testimony is to be found in U.S., Congress, House
Miscellaneous Documeni No, 4 7, 42nd Cong., 2à sess., 1872, pp. 136-39.

35. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Tenitory, pp. 546, 549-50.
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expense of the Indians and federal treasury, and that they
performed their duties as local representatives of an often
talked about, but infrequently identified, "Indian Ring." Of
course neither picture is accurate, but there were just enough
crooked agents and trouble-making squawmen to obscure the
issue.

In 1875 the Brule Agency was located on Beaver Creek,
south of the Dakota-Nebraska hne. The agent was Edward A.
Howard of Hillsdale, Michigan, appointed to the position in
1872 through the patronage machine of the influential senator
from Michigan, Zachariah Chandler. According to Howard's
census returns of 31 January 1875, there were some nine
thousand Indians on his rolls, mostly Brûles under the tribal
head-chief Spotted Tail and also seventy-two families of whites
and mixed bloods who were living at or near the agency.

The situation that developed during the summer of 1875
between agent Howard and some of his squawmen had
evidently been brewing for some time, and it was complicated
by events of a wider scope. Spotted Tail Agency had become a
gathering place for an assortment of prospectors and adven-
turers intent on going to the newly discovered gold fields in the
Black Hills. Howard requested, and secured, a military patrol to
apprehend the trespassers and later organized a guard of
friendly Indians to drive those still at the agency further south
into Nebraska. When the cavalry patrol from Camp Sheridan
returned with the captured miners, two of the leaders were
found to be Charles Brughier. a Missouri River half breed, and
Alfred H. Gay, who had an Indian family since prior to the
1868 treaty and according to Howard, "claimed what are here
called Treaty rights."-'^

Before a decision could be made on what action to take
regarding Gay and Brughier, Howard was required to escort a
party of Spotted Tail's chiefs to Washington for talks with the
government on relinquishing Sioux claims to the Black Hills. On
arriving in Washington. Howard was placed in tho curious
position of having to deliver to the commissioner of Indian
Affairs a collection of affidavits from some of the discontented

36. E.A. Howard to the commissioner of Indian Affairs, 26 Apr., 2 May 1875.
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white men at Spotted Tail agency charging him, Howard, with
improprieties in office.

According to Howard, the affidavits had been given to John
Bordeaux, a half-breed son of the old trader, to take to
Washington, but Bordeaux got drunk in Cheyenne and turned
them over to Howard instead. Howard at first refused to accept
them for delivery, and John Bordeaux then gave the papers to
his brother Louis, who was going with the Spotted Tail chiefs to
Washington as interpreter. The agent, of course, denied all the
accusations and told the commissioner that the instigator of the
scheme, A.G. Shaw, was just trying to get revenge for heing
fired by Howard as an agency employee. Shaw had come to
Sioux country in 1862 as a member of tlie Eleventh Ohio
Cavalry, when the regular troops were ordered east during the
Civil War. He had married into the tribe after his discharge in
1865 and was described by Howard as having "considerable
influence among some of the tribe." Howard further stated that
Shaw and other whites at the agency who also claimed treaty
rights were "constantly tampering with the Indians" and were
"altogether unscrupulous." ̂ "̂

The day after delivering the affidavits. Howard, apparently
on advice from the Indian office, wrote the commissioner
asking for authority to remove from the agency and reservation
the following persons: A.G. Shaw, Steve Estes, John H. Bigler,
Alfred H. Gay, his brother William Gay, W.A. Bonser, and Louis
Menard, the latter a mixed blood. The agent claimed that these
men were constantly making disturbances and trouble among
the Indians, having as their objective to gain control of agency
affairs. ^̂  Apparently, Howard received the authorization he
sought, for on 29 August he notified the commissioner of
Indian Affairs that Bigler and W.A. Bonser had been ordered to
leave the reservation. Howard described Bigler saying that "his
habits are of the most vicious kind, idle and disorderly, not
having performed a day's labor for himself, the Government, or
the Indians since 1 have been Agent here. He is without family.

37. Ibid., 2 June 1875. There is some biographical data on Shaw in Ricker
Interviews, 1 Sept. 1907, tablet 11, Nebraska State Historical Society, Lincoln, Nebr.

38. E.A. Howard to the commissioner of Indian Affairs, 3 June 1875.
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living with a woman not his wife, and has the reputation of
being a professional gambler, which I have every reason to
believe is the case." Shaw's habits, according to Howard, were
less vicious, but still not good, and he had been discharged as an
employee a year previous for incompetency and dishonesty.
Bonser was "another of the disaffected kind, making all possible
trouble that he can." ^̂

If Howard had obtained the authority to remove these men
from the reservation, he still lacked the means by which to
carry out the directive. No Indian police force yet existed at the
Sioux agencies, leaving the agents dependent upon tlie military
authorities for enforcement of such orders. Shaw and his
companions had written to the district commander at Fort
Laramie protesting the authority of the agent to remove them
contrary to their treaty riglits.""^ The military, desiring not to
become involved in a very complicated matter, concluded to
proceed slowly and not to interfere unless the agent made
specific application for troops.

Thwarted, at least for the time being, in his efforts to deal
with the troublesome squawmen, Howard then took another
approach. On 20 September he asked the Indian Bureau for
authority to stop the issue of rations to these whites and their
families in order to get rid of them. As exceptions to this
request, Howard enclosed a list of eigliteen former fur traders
who had "spent the largest porfion of their lives with the
Indians, have raised families, and are now too old and
incapacitated to earn a hvelihood elsewhere." '*'

Despite their reluctance, the army authorities at Camp
Sheridan finally became involved in Howard's skirmishing with

39. [bid., 29 Aug. 1875.

40. Ibid. Howard transmitted a copy of a communication from Lieutenant-
Colonel L.P. Bradley, the district commander, stating that Shaw, Bigler, and Bowser
had appealed to him for protection against the agent.

41. E.A. Howard to the comiiûssioner of Indian Affairs, 20 Sept. 1875. The
former fur traders he mentioned were: E.W. Raymond, Sefroy Iolt. Trank Marashale,
Henry Oairmont. James Bordeaux, John Stead, Joseph Merrival, Charles Elston,
Dominique Bray. Josepii Manteaux, Narcisse Moran. Joseph Bissonette, Charles
Garrou, Jacob Herman, John B. Colombe, Antoine Du Bray, Lestou Pratt, and
Clement Lamereaux.
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the squawmen late in October. However, the issue was not the
removals requested by the agent, but the confiscation of liquor
being sold illegally on the reservation. Forty quarts were
discovered in the house of William Gay by a military patrol.
Gay was arrested when he offered some resistance to the officer
in charge of the detail and was placed in the post guardhouse.
However, he escaped the same niglit and disappeared from the
vicinity of the agency, '»i

In communicating a report of these events to the Indian
office, Howard also enclosed additional charges against A.G.
Shaw. According to an affidavit by Louis Bordeaux, Howard's
interpreter, "Shaw's messhouse," situated about a half mile
from the agency, was the frequent scene of card games and
gambling with the participants using money and meal tickets
(evidently agency ration tickets) as stakes. On one occasion a
drunken brawl erupted and pistols were drawn before spectators
stepped in to prevent bloodshed. Shaw seemed to be Howard's
particular target, for the agent later reported that he had been
arrested by the army for stealing military lumber supplies and
that in mid-November the post guard had to be sent to break up
a brawl at his roadhouse."*^

A more serious incident involving the agency squawmen
occurred the day after Christmas that added to Howard's
difficulties and openly illustrated the alarming weakness of the
agent's authority to maintain order among the inhabitants of
the agency. Gustavus Butler was shot while asleep in his cabin
and died the following day. Howard requested the mihtary to
arrest and confine John C. Whalen for the crime. Whalen was
taken before the resident United States commissioner (the post
trader at Camp Sheridan) for a hearing, who, after reviewing the
evidence, ordered the prisoner held for transfer to the custody
of proper authorities and trial.'*'* Whalen remained in confine-
ment from late December until 27 March, when the judge
advocate ordered his release, stating that there was no authority
for the army to act as custodian for civilian prisoners. The

42. E.A. Howard to the commissioner of Indiati Affairs, 13 Nov. 1875.

43. Ibid.

44. Ibid., 3 Jan. 1876.
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United States attorney in Omaha had rather curiously advised
that the federal courts had no jurisdiction over crimes com-
mitted on Indian reservations, and he directed that the trial
should be held in the nearest state court. The county directly
east of Spotted Tail Agency had not been organized and had no
court system. In order to prevent Whalen from going free when
released by the military, Howard persuaded the sheriff at
Sidney, Nebraska, to accept custody of the prisoner; but this
arrangement was not completed until the agent agreed to
assume the costs of Whalen's bed and board while in confine-
ment. The Indian department later received a bill for over $160
from the sheriff under this arrangement.Whalen never did go to
trial.•^^ The following summer he was at Cheyenne River
Agency on the Missouri and from there he went to the Black
Hills gold fields. Subsequently, he returned to the Sioux and
lived on the Pine Ridge Reservation until as late as 1905.

In trying to evaluate this controversy between agent
Howard and the Brule squawmen, it should be kept in mind
that these incidents involved only one segment of the non-
Indian community at the agency. And Howard himself came
under serious criticism from both the agency whites and the
military authorities for alleged improprieties in the management
of the agency. He was removed from office during the summer
of 1876, more probably as a result of the decision of the army
to take control of the Sioux agencies as a means to end the
Sioux War of 1876 than for any proven dishonesty on Howard's
part.

While men like John Y. Nelson, Billy Gay, Jack Whalen, and
possibly Jerry Shaw represented an element of the white-mixed-
blooded community among the Brûles in the early 1870s,
they by no means typified this entire class. Agency records for
the same period indicate that a surprising number of the old fur
traders were economically well-to-do. Bids submitted on govem-

45. Ibid., 29 Mar. 1876; Lieutenant Morris C. Foote. 9th Infantry (acting agent)
to the commissioner of Indian Affairs, 26 Nov. 1876, Spotted Tail Agency, National
Archives, Washington, D.C.

46. Dennis Moran, "Recollections of an Adventurous Life," South Dakota
Historical Collections 24 (1949): 130-33; Jolin C. Whalen to Judge Ricker, 12 Mar.
1907, Ricker Interviews, tablet 13, Nebraska State Historical Society, Lincoln, Nebr.
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ment contracts at Spotted Tail Agency regularly listed, as
sureties for amounts from three to five thousand dollars, the
names of Charies Garrou, John Colombe, E.W. Raymond, and
Domenick Bray.**̂

Whites at the agency consistently bid on and received
contracts for such basic services as supplying hay, wood, and
charcoal; and herding and butchering cattle. Small freighting
enterprises were another source of steady business activity,
although in time of Indian troubles, this sometimes proved a
risky activity. In September 1876 Peter Decory, an old fur
trader with a Brule family, lost thirteen of his mules to an
Indian raiding party while freighting supplies for the military at
Camp Sheridan. He filed affidavits staring he had recently
purchased the animals at a cost of almost twenty-five hundred
dollars, which is in itself a sign of affluence."^^ There also seems
to have been a small, but steady, continuarion of the Indian
trade in addition to the operations of the licensed agency
traders who were usually outside parties with Washington
intluence. On one occasion, John H, Pratt, the trader, com-
plained to the commissioner of Indian Affairs that two
Frenchmen married into the tribe, Frank Boucher and Joseph
Bissonette, were doing business in the Brule camps without a
license, apparently with enough success to cause Pratt to
complain about their activities.'^^

If the 1868 treaty at Fort Laramie was one bench mark in
the story of the white and mixed-blooded community among
the Brûles, the arrival of the tribe at their new agency on
Rosebud Creek in the summer of 1878 was another. From that
date until the negotiation of the land agreement of 1889,
numerous changes took place in the way of life of these people.
For the most part, this resulted from the degree of relative
peace and stabihty that settled over the community. The final

47. FOI example, see E.A. Howard to the commissioner of Indian Affairs, 31 July,
2 Aug., 15 Aug. 1875.

48. Peter Decory to Lieutenant Morris C. Foote, 9th Infantry (acting agent), 12
Sept. 1876, Spotted Tail Agency, National Archives, Washington, D.C.

49. J.H. Pratt to the commissioner of Indian Affairs, 25 Feb. 1875, Spotted Tail
Agency, National Archives, Washington, D.C.

Copyright © 1973 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



selection of a permanent location for the agency helped create
this atmosphere, as did the ending of hostilities in the Sioux
War of 1876-1877. The whites and mixed bloods were now able
to select places of residence with some degree of certainty that
they would not have to pack up and move to a new location in
a year or two. Stock raising had its beginning in this era, as did
limited agricultural enterprises. Freighting continued to bring
money into the pockets of those owning wagons and teams, as
all supplies were shipped overland to the agency from Rosebud
Landing on the Missouri.^°

Peace and quiet did bring one negative change in the
economic picture, however. It now had become safe for
outsiders from the East to come to the agency to fill the jobs
that formerly were held almost exclusively by squawmen or
mixed bloods, and miiny of the latter fell victim to the
infamous patronage mills of nineteenth century American
politics. ^'

Somewhere similarly, the end of the warpath lor the Brule
warriors prevented them from practicing the old mourning

50. Hyde, Spotted Tail's Folk. pp. 19-23; George F. Hyde, A Sioux Chronicle
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press. 1956), pp. 19-23.

51. Hyde, Spotted Tail's Folk, pp. 270-71. Serious charges against agenl Cicero
Newell for selling po.sitions at the agency are contained in Dr. N. Webb to the Hon.
H.P. Baldwin, United States senator, 2 Feb. 1880, Spotted Tail Agency, National
Archives, Washington, D.C.
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custom of exchanging a hfe for a life, with raids on the Omahas,
Ponças, or some other hated enemy. Therefore, the reservation
whites were used as a subsfitute. Henry Young, a veteran fur
trader, was seriously wounded in the summer of 1879 by a
young Indian who was in mourning for his sister. Agent Cicero
Newell, first of several weak and ineffectual agents that were
foisted upon the Bruies during this period, was afraid to
challenge tribal sentiment, and rather than send the Indian to
Yankton for trial, the matter was settled in the old Sioux way
by a payment of horses and blankets. ̂ ^

An effective system of law and order was still lacking at
Spotted Tail Agency, partially because of the agent's weak-
nesses and partially because of the inabihty of Spotted Tail and
the other chiefs to agree on who was to control the organized
police force. At one point an effort was made to recruit the
agency police entirely from the ranks of the mixed bloods, but
according to one authority of the Sioux history and customs,
no full-blooded Brule would permit a mixed blood to lay hands
on him and the scheme failed. *̂

If the mixed bloods were regarded as inferior in social and
political standing at the agency in the late 1870s, this attitude
underwent a marked change by the end of the next decade. The
mixed bloods began to acquire additional infiuence in the
affairs of the tribe at the expense of both the full bloods and
their fur trade fathers. The several attempts that were made
during the 1880s to open the Great Sioux Reservation to
settlement were generally received with sympathy by the
younger whites and mixed bloods among the tribe. Although
they could not tolerate some of the near thievery that was
proposed by the government commission of 1884, these groups
did actively support passage of the 1889 land agreement when it
finally provided the Sioux with a fair price for the lands to be
ceded.

Differences between the mixed bloods and the leaders of
the so-called nonprogressive, full-blooded element that was
opposing the land cessions came out in the open before the

52. Cicero Newell to "My dear Colonel" (Brooks, the assistant commissioner?) 22
Oct. 1879, Spotted Tail Agency, National Archives, Washington, D.C.

53. Hyde, Spotted Tail's Folk, pp. 279-80.
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Hollow Hom Bear

government land commission at Rosebud on 7 June 1889. First,
Charles P. Jordan, a young, articulate spokesman for the whites
married into the tribe, spoke in favor of the bill that would have
permitted all enrolled members of the tribe to take allotments
of land amounting to 320 acres, with lesser areas for their
children. He accused the older chiefs of not knowing what was
best for the tribe or the young people, both Indian and mixed
blood. Jordan was answered by Hollow Hom Bear, who said he
had been selected to speak for the tribal council and they would
decide who was to talk for the Brûles on the land cession. Tlús
in turn caused Louis Bordeaux, as a spokesman for the mixed
bloods, to tell Hollow Hom Bear: "Every man is supposed to
have his own opinion in regard to this business. It is not left
with a body of men I meaning the chiefs' council] to decide
upon this matter." ^^

54. The extensive record of the 1889 land commission and its councils with the
Sioux can be found in U.S., Congress, Senate Executive Document No. 51, 51st
Cong., 1st sess., 1890. For the dispute at Rosebud, see particularly pp. 48-Í9.
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This open rebellion by the younger whites and mixed
bloods against the authority of the chiefs would not have been
successful, or even tolerated, a decade before; but under the
encouragement of General George Crook, a member of the
commission, the opposition of the older element was overcome
and the land agreement approved by 98 percent of the Brûles
eligible to vote on the matter. Although it is difficult to follow
the trend down to the present day, this seems to have been the
beginning of the development of the mixed-blooded population
as a major influence in the poUtical life of the Rosebud Sioux.

Even after a hasty survey such as this, it is possible to draw
some conclusions regarding the role of the incorporated
white-mixed-blooded element in the history of the Brule people
of Rosebud. On the whole they were a progressive force that
repeatedly sought, or supported, the implementation of new
government policies for the Sioux. Often their motivation was
highly personal. This was certainly true in connection with both
the 1868 treaty and the 1889 land agreement, where they saw
these negotiations as a means for self-improvement as well as an
inevitable encroachment of the whites upon the Sioux way of
life that could not be successfully resisted.

Again, as a rule, the whites, and later the mixed bloods,
were not content to only sit back and live on the ration issues
and annuities due them and their families under the 1868
treaty. Though they had a lawless and unruly element in their
ranks, they did not ever completely revert to the primitive; but
instead served to provide the tribe, particularly after the death
of Spotted Tail, with economic and political leadership—if only
by example. For good or bad, the Sioux frequently emulated
their white or mixed-blooded relatives. It was the example of
this class, far more than government policy or limited educa-
tional instruction, that taught the Indians how to carry on such
essential aspects of white civilization as working for a living
through freighting, farming, and stock raising; living in houses;
the use of eating and cooking utensils, tools, and equipment;
and the value of even a limited amount of schooling for the
children.

Of course, it is possible today to go about the reservation
and find contradictions to these generalizations—to point out
examples of Sioux who cannot use the English language
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fluently, or earn a decent living, or take care of their personal
property adequately. But how many more of this type of Indian
would there be had it not been for the examples set by the old
fur traders and the mixed-blooded offspring.

More generally, the traders and their families also played
significant roles in the wider history of the northern plains
region. The fur trade was not only a major aspect of the
economy of western America for many decades, but its
activities also provided the geographic knowledge that was so
essential to the successes of the explorers, military expeditions,
and settlers that followed in their wake.

The mixed-blooded children of this fur trade also made
substantial contributions to the operation of government Indian
policy among the Sioux and other tribes from the early 1870s
onward. It was this younger generation that developed the vital
function of interpreting EngHsh to Lakota and vice-versa to a
new height of proficiency.Young men, such as Louis Bordeaux,
Charley Tackett. or Louis Robideaux on the Rosebud, for
whom the Sioux language was their mother tongue and who
benefited from the efforts of their fathers to give them the
advantages of some formal schooling, finally made it possible
for the Indians to know accurately and in detail what was going
to happen to them under government policy changes, and for
the agent to be able to communicate intelligently on the
attitudes of his Indians to the commissioner in Washington. If
this is not regarded as a significant accomplishment, examine
the comphcated language of the 1876 treaty, or the 1889 land
agreement, and try to imagine under the old system how
garbled would have been the translation of English ideas and
terminology into Sioux terms and thought patterns by a
semiliterate fur trader whose native tongue and upbringing was
basically French.

The story of the old fur traders and their mixed-blooded
children has a significance both on the Rosebud and throughout
the northern plains area. It deserves further study as both a
fascinating recreation of the past as well as a means for
understanding the present and future role of this group in the
affairs of the Sioux people.
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