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 1. The reconstructed population figures throughout this essay are based on the au-
thor’s analyses of a range of historical sources, as detailed in Kingsley M. Bray, “Teton 
Sioux Population History, 1655–1881,” Nebraska History 75 (Summer 1994): 165–88.
 2. The most comprehensive biography of Sitting Bull, rooted firmly in both Lakota 
and non-Lakota sources, is Robert M. Utley, The Lance and the Shield: The Life and Times 

K I N G S L E Y  M .  B R A Y

Before Sitting Bull

Interpreting Hunkpapa Political History, 1750–1867

During the nineteenth century, the Hunkpapa people were the most 
warlike of the seven tribal divisions of the Teton Sioux, or Lakotas. 
Moving aggressively against their enemies, they early won a reputa-
tion as resistors of the expansion of American trade and power on the 
Northern Great Plains. In their leader Sitting Bull, the Hunkpapas 
produced perhaps the single most iconic leader in the plains wars, a 
man deeply committed to repelling white intruders, retaining Lakota 
cultural verities, and resisting the imposition of the reservation system. 
In 1876, as the Great Sioux War convulsed the region, perhaps one-
third of the Teton people gathered in the great summer encampment 
whose warriors went on to annihilate the Seventh United States Cav-
alry command of Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer. While 
two-thirds of Lakotas had remained near their agencies on the Great 
Sioux Reservation, fully 70 percent of Hunkpapas answered the call of 
Sitting Bull at the Little Bighorn.1

 A century or more of political history lay between the emergence of 
the Hunkpapas as an autonomous division and the seating of Sitting 
Bull as the Lakotas’ war leader in 1867. Probing the often fragmentary 
evidence of the Lakota past allows a reconstruction of the course of 
political events, revealing insights into the resistance that so marked 
Hunkpapa dealings with the United States and providing a glimpse of 
the last, most articulate and determined, upholder of the Hunkpapa 
tradition of isolationism.2  
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of Sitting Bull (New York: Henry Holt, 1993). A shorter but provocative profile is Gary 
Clayton Anderson, Sitting Bull and the Paradox of Lakota Nationhood (New York: Harper 
Collins, 1996). Stanley Vestal (pseud. Walter Stanley Campbell), Sitting Bull: Champion 
of the Sioux (1932; new ed., Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1957), mined its 
author’s extensive interviews with Sioux associates of Sitting Bull, but the work suffers 
from uncritical acceptance of their partisan bias. An unusual and valuable source book 
is Mark Diedrich, comp. and ed., Sitting Bull: The Collected Speeches (Rochester, Minn.: 
Coyote Books, 1998).
 3. Hodge, ed., Handbook of American Indians North of Mexico, Smithsonian Institution, 
Bureau of Ethnology, Bulletin no. 30, pt. 1 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 
Office, 1907), p. 579.
 4. James R. Walker, Lakota Society, ed. Raymond J. DeMallie (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1982), p. 19; Raymond J. DeMallie, “Sioux until 1850,” in Handbook of 
North American Indians, vol. 13: Plains (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 
2001), pp. 723–24; Annie Heloise Abel, ed., Tabeau’s Narrative of Loisel’s Expedition to the 
Upper Missouri (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1939), p. 104; The Journals of 
the Lewis & Clark Expedition, vol. 3, August 25, 1804–April 6, 1805, ed. Gary E. Moulton 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1987), p. 420.
 5. James A. Hanson, Little Chief ’s Gatherings: The Smithsonian Institution’s G. K. War-
ren 1855–1856 Plains Indian Collection and the New York State Library’s 1855–1857 Warren 
Expeditions Journals (Crawford, Nebr.: Fur Press, 1996), p. 114.

  “From the meager data relating to the history of this band,” con-
cluded Frederick Webb Hodge in 1907, “it seems probable that it is one 
of comparatively modern formation.”3 Lakota tradition confirms that 
the Hunkpapas were the last of the seven Teton tribes to emerge as 
an autonomous division. Significantly, the Hunkpapas do not appear 
in the comprehensive list of Lakota divisions made by trader Pierre-
Charles Le Sueur, active in the region from 1683 to 1701. The earliest 
reports are by Pierre-Antoine Tabeau (1803–1805) and Meriwether 
Lewis and William Clark (1804), who list the “Hont-papas” and the 
“Sah-o-ne-hont-a-par-par,” respectively, in their tabulations of Teton 
divisions.4 Retrospective statements indicate that the Hunkpapas 
emerged sometime between 1750 and 1775. On his 1855 reconnaissance 
of the area that today encompasses western Nebraska and southwest-
ern South Dakota, Lieutenant Gouverneur Kemble Warren learned 
that the Hunkpapas had “about 100 years ago . . . mixed with 165 lodges 
of Sheyens.”5 The first winter count reference to the group appears in 
1761. Around 1900, Doane Robinson recorded traditions that placed 
the origins of the Hunkpapas at approximately 1760, when the Tetons 
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 6. James H. Howard, “Yanktonai Ethnohistory and the John K. Bear Winter Count,” 
Plains Anthropologist 21 (73, pt. 2, Aug. 1976): 35; Robinson, A History of the Dakota or 
Sioux Indians (1904; reprint ed., Minneapolis, Minn.: Ross & Haines, 1967), p. 26.
 7. Statement of Left-Hand Heron (Makula), in Josephine Waggoner, “Hunkpapaya,” 
unpublished manuscript, Josephine Waggoner Papers, Museum of the Fur Trade, Chad-
ron, Nebr.; statement of Black Moccasin, 11 Sept. 1931, in Mekeel, “Field Notes Summer 
of 1931/White Clay District/Pine Ridge Reservation, South Dakota,” American Museum 
of Natural History, New York. See also James Owen Dorsey, “Siouan Sociology,” in Fif-
teenth Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithson-
ian Institution, 1893–’94 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1897), p. 221; 
F. V. Hayden, “Contributions to the Ethnography and Philology of the Indian Tribes 
of the Missouri Valley,” American Philosophical Society Transactions 12 (No. 2, 1862): 
375–76; Abel, Tabeau’s Narrative, p. 104.

were expanding into the Missouri River valley in present-day South 
Dakota.6

 New bands and divisions did not emerge in a vacuum but, rather, 
as offshoots or dissident factions breaking with parent groups. La-
kota historian Left-Hand Heron has made the clearest statement on 
Hunkpapa antecedents. In the 1930s, he asserted that the Hunkpa-
pas were originally a subdivision of the Oglalas. Black Moccasin, an 
Oglala whom anthropologist H. Scudder Mekeel interviewed in 1931, 
also stated that the Oglalas and Hunkpapas were sister groups, derived 
from a common ancestral band.7

 The eighteenth century was a dynamic period for the Lakota peo-
ple, a time when the expanding European fur trade introduced new 
technologies and devastating new diseases into the continental heart-
land. Tribes shifted range and reassembled decimated populations in 
new groupings united by new ceremonies and symbols of nationhood. 
Pressured by eastern tribes better supplied with firearms and drawn 
by the collapsing numbers of horticultural tribes in the Missouri valley, 
the Teton, or Prairie Village, divisions of the Sioux shifted west from 
the tall-grass prairies of Minnesota. By the mid-1700s, the Oglala divi-
sion, with their relatives the Brulés, formed a regional subgrouping of 
the Tetons that was expanding across southeastern South Dakota into 
the Missouri valley below the Great Bend. At the same time, the other 
Teton divisions, bands ancestral to the historic Sans Arc, Miniconjou, 
Two Kettle, and Sihasapa tribes, formed a more northerly group, ex-
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 8. Bray, “Teton Sioux Population History,” pp. 165–88; George E. Hyde, Red Cloud’s 
Folk: A History of the Oglala Sioux Indians (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1937), chap. 1; Harry H. Anderson, “An Investigation of the Early Bands of the Saone 
Group of Teton Sioux,” Journal of the Washington Academy of Science 46 (1956): 87–94.
 9. Robinson, History of the Dakota or Sioux Indians, pp. 22–24; Howard, “Yanktonai 
Ethnohistory,” pp. 34–36; Josephine Waggoner, “The Oglala Band,” and Left-Hand 
Heron (Makula) Winter Count, Waggoner Papers, Museum of the Fur Trade; Walker, 
Lakota Society, p. 124.

tending westward from the upper Minnesota River into northeastern 
South Dakota. This group kept a sacred bundle, the Calf Pipe, that all 
Tetons viewed as the symbolic charter of their nation. They crystal-
lized as the Saone group of Tetons during the later eighteenth century.8

 Other divisions speaking the related Dakota dialect occupied the 
prairies north and east of the Tetons. The Yanktonais fronted the Mis-
souri valley in eastern North Dakota. Behind the expanding frontier 
zone, Santee and Yankton divisions were pressured westward in the 
chaos of disease and the breakdown of colonial and intertribal alli-
ances. These pressures peaked about 1760, as the Yanktons and San-
tees abandoned traditional zones in central Minnesota and regrouped 
along the Minnesota River valley. The packing of hunting ranges 
caused flashpoint quarrels with Teton and Yanktonai bands. Buffalo 
herds receded westward. A smallpox epidemic exacerbated the crisis. 
About 1759, according to Oglala traditions, the Tetons broke up their 
customary winter camps. Reflecting factional stresses, many Oglalas 
and Brulés scattered westward into the Missouri valley, while Mini-
conjous and other Saones remained to the northeast.9

 Doane Robinson amplifies the situation, explaining that the bands 
that became the Hunkpapas quarreled with relatives over war honors 
in a battle with the Omahas. The Brulé winter counts of Battiste Good 
note an intensive period of intertribal hostilities beginning about 1725 
but mention no further clashes with the Omahas after 1758, approx-
imately the time of the Teton breakup. Perhaps an intertribal truce 
engineered by Brulé and Omaha elders was not respected by certain 
bands, resulting in the factional split of the emergent Hunkpapas just 
as demographic pressures were forcing range shifts and political re-
alignments. Given what is known of later Hunkpapa history, the civil 
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 10. Robinson, History of the Dakota or Sioux Indians, p. 26; Garrick Mallery, Picture-
Writing of the American Indians (1893; reprint ed., New York: Dover Publications, 1972), 
1:287–328; John Parker, ed., The Journals of Jonathan Carver and Related Documents, 
1766–1770 (St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1976), pp. 108–9; Dorsey, “Si-
ouan Sociology,” pp. 221–22.

chiefs and elders likely remained with the parent group while the vil-
lage war chief led the breakaway group.10

 The dissident faction withdrew, asserting its independence by es-
tablishing its own band organization. According to Left-Hand Heron, 
the breakaways were originally known as the “upper river,” or Inkpa-
paya, band because they ranged northward from other Oglala bands. 
For several years, the breakaways camped apart, but they presently 
made an alliance with the Sihasapa, or Blackfoot, division. Intermar-

The economically critical buffalo forms an important theme in northern plains political 
history. This print by George Catlin shows Lakota hunters on the chase in the 1830s. 
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 11. Waggoner, “Hunkpapaya”; Howard, “Yanktonai Ethnohistory,” p. 35.
 12. Frances Densmore, Teton Sioux Music and Culture (Lincoln: University of Nebras-
ka Press, 1992), pp. 22–23, 419–20.
 13. Densmore, Teton Sioux Music, pp. 318–20, 326–29; Clark Wissler, “Societies and 
Ceremonial Associations in the Oglala Division of the Teton-Dakota,” Anthropological 
Papers of the American Museum of Natural History 11, pt. 1 (1912): 23–25, 41–48; Royal B. 
Hassrick, The Sioux: Life and Customs of a Warrior Society (Norman: University of Okla-
homa Press, 1964), chap. 1; Robert H. Lowie, “Plains Indian Age-Societies: Historical 

riages and ceremonial adoptions doubtless marked the alliance, which 
is reflected in a Yanktonai winter count. In 1761, according to John K. 
Bear, the Hunkpapas and Sihasapas wintered on Yanktonai lands cen-
tering along the James River in North Dakota.11

 For the moment, the Hunkpapas may have been content to accept 
guest status with the Yanktonais, but evidence indicates that they 
wasted little time in consolidating their position. Internal political or-
ganization and external alliances alike reflect a commitment to creat-
ing a strong divisional identity, enabling the Hunkpapas to carve out 
an autonomous destiny in a strongly contested frontier zone. Inter-
nally, with the Sihasapas, they formed a unitary council and men’s so-
cieties to coordinate the activities of the summer ceremonial-military 
season. Ethnomusicologist Frances Densmore conducted research on 
the Standing Rock Indian Reservation from 1911 to 1913, assembling a 
vast collection of Lakota songs set carefully within their full cultural 
context. Working with tribal elders, she was able to assign relative ages 
to songs and concluded that those of two men’s societies were as old 
as 150 years, meaning that they had been created during the period of 
Hunkpapa independence.12

 These oldest societies were the Miwatani (Mandan) society, the 
Lakota version of the plains-wide Dog Soldiers association, and the 
Kangi-Yuha, or Crow-Owners. While the Kangi-Yuha was made up of 
younger men, active warriors who performed duties as akicita, or “sol-
diers” who policed communal buffalo hunts and large-scale war parties, 
the Miwatani society was typically composed of older men drawn from 
families prominent in civil affairs. It seems possible that the Hunkpapa 
divisional council, comprising all men proven in war, elders, and holy 
men, overlapped significantly with the Miwatani membership.13
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and Comparative Summary,” Anthropological Papers of the American Museum of Natural 
History 11, pt. 13 (1916): 905–6.
 14. George Bird Grinnell, The Cheyenne Indians: Their History and Ways of Life (1923; 
reprint ed., Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1972), 1:1–46; John H. Moore, The 
Cheyenne Nation: A Social and Demographic History (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1987), chaps. 3–4; Abel, Tabeau’s Narrative, p. 103.
 15. G. K. Warren, Explorations in the Dacota Country in the Year 1855 (Washington, 
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1856), p. 16. See also Hanson, Little Chief ’s Gatherings, 
pp. 113–14.

 The new leadership succeeded in implementing new intertribal al-
liances. As Warren learned during his expedition in 1855, the new band 
effected a major agreement with the Cheyennes, resulting in intermar-
riage on a large scale. In the 1760s, the Cheyennes numbered three main 
bands. Migrating ahead of the Lakotas, one band had already moved 
as nomadic buffalo hunters onto the plains west of the Missouri River. 
Another had established an earth-lodge village on the Missouri near 
modern Fort Yates, North Dakota, while the third maintained a farm-
ing settlement on the lower Sheyenne River in eastern North Dakota. 
Along this chain of bands passed a new commodity that would trans-
form intertribal warfare and trading  patterns— the horse. Derived from 
the Spanish settlements of New Mexico, horses had already revolution-
ized Indian warfare on the high plains. By 1750, earth-lodge villagers 
like the Arikaras and Mandans were acquiring horses. If Lakotas were 
to consolidate their regional dominance, they had to place themselves 
strategically in the trading chain. Santee and Yankton access to new 
British and Spanish fur-trade networks meant that Teton middlemen 
were strongly placed to exchange prized metal trade goods and fire-
arms for horses.14

 Hunkpapa leaders actively sought trade partnerships with the 
Cheyenne bands east of the Missouri. Visitors readily passed between 
the tribes, often making long sojourns. The Hunkpapas “formerly in-
termarried extensively with the Shyennes,” Warren reported, indicat-
ing that a sustained period of interaction followed the initial meet-
ing.15 As late as 1840, long after most Cheyennes had migrated south 
and west into Wyoming and Colorado, one Cheyenne family group 
maintained an earth-lodge village at Many Caches on the lower Grand 
River. Significantly, this site was likely the place of Sitting Bull’s birth 
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 16. Statement of Rev. A. McG. Beede to George Bird Grinnell, in George E. Hyde 
Papers, author’s collection. On the Cheyenne extraction of Sitting Bull’s mother, see 
Diedrich, Sitting Bull, p. 59. Boyhood anecdotes about both Sitting Bull (born 1832, Bad 
Bows band) and Rain in the Face (born 1835, Droopy Penis band) mention scraps be-
tween Hunkpapa and Cheyenne youths on Grand River.
 17. Journals of the Lewis & Clark Expedition, 3:420; Elliott Coues, ed., The Expeditions 
of Zebulon Montgomery Pike, to Headwaters of the Mississippi River, through Louisiana Ter-
ritory, and in New Spain, during the Years 1805–6–7 (1895; reprint ed., New York: Dover 
Publications 1987), 1:346–47.
 18. Bray, “Teton Sioux Population History,” pp. 177–78. According to Victor Douville, 

in 1832, and, according to one account, Sitting Bull’s own mother was 
Cheyenne.16

 In 1804, when Lewis and Clark ascended the Missouri, they record-
ed valuable details on Teton organization from traders like Tabeau 
and Hugh Heney. The latter had traded with the Saone bands, and he 
identified the ranking Saone leader as “Ar-kee-che-tur,” doubtless the 
head soldier (akicita) of the Bad Bows band. Heney noted Long Dog, 
“Sharh-ka-has-car,” as the Saone-Hunkpapa band chief. Red-Tailed Ea-
gle I, whose main trading ties remained with British concerns in Min-
nesota, was the Sans Arc chief. These names reveal significant contrasts, 
for while a dynasty named Red-Tailed Eagle confirms that hereditary 
chiefs dominated Sans Arc politics, the presence of akicita highlights 
a recurring Hunkpapa theme: the elevation of prominent warriors to 
political primacy.17

 By 1800, the forces for tighter tribal integration caused Teton leaders 
and holy men to innovate and elaborate ceremonial life. Four distinct 
oyate, or tribes, had emerged: Brulé, Oglala, Miniconjou, and Saone, 
each raising a tribal camp circle, or “Sacred Hoop,” at the time of the 
annual Sun Dance, an eight-day pageant that vividly dramatized tribal 
unity and integration. The core of the Saones lay with the Sans Arcs 
and the Hunkpapas. Ritual primacy lay with the Sans Arcs and the 
Calf Pipe Keeper, but elders respected Hunkpapa conservatism and 
warrior strength. In tribal movements, the Hunkpapas were assigned 
the defenders’ position at the rear of the column. When the Saones 
formed a tribal hoop, the Hunkpapas occupied the “anchor” position 
at either side of the hunkpa, or camp entrance. From this position was 
coined the name Hunkpapa, Head of the Camp Entrance, which soon 
replaced the older term Inkpapaya.18
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Lewis and Clark recorded the names and estimated strengths of the bands they en-
countered during their 1804–1806 voyage. They placed the “Teton Saone” just below 
the confluence of the Cannonball and Missouri rivers.
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professor of Lakota Studies, Sinte Gleska University, Mission, S.Dak., the Hunkpapas 
were the “anchor division” of the Saone Tetons. Telephone interview with Douville, 1 
Aug. 2001.
 19. Alexis Praus, The Sioux, 1798–1922: A Dakota Winter Count, Cranbrook Institute 
of Science, Bulletin no. 44 (Bloomfield Hills, Mich., 1962), pp. 8–9; James H. Howard, 
“Dakota Winter Counts as a Source of Plains History,” Anthropological Papers, Numbers 
57–62, Smithsonian Institution, Bureau of American Ethnology, Bulletin no. 173, Paper 
no. 61 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1960), pp. 351, 353; Densmore, 
Teton Sioux Music, pp. 68–77. Numerous accounts of the hunka appear in James R. Walk-
er, Lakota Belief and Ritual, ed. Raymond J. DeMallie and Elaine A. Jahner (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1980), pp. 193–241.

 Hunkpapa ceremonial leaders played their part in elaborating the 
new Teton ceremonial cycle. In 1798–1799 and 1801–1802, Hunkpapa 
winter counts record the holding of hunka ceremonies, a fresh spin on 
the old ritual of ceremonial adoption. In keeping with the tribes’ grow-
ing prosperity, the ceremony featured lavish gift-giving, symbolized by 
the replacement of plain adoption wands with elaborately decorated 
hunka pipes hung with colorful feathers and tufts of buffalo hair. In 
honoring the buffalo, mainstay of the new life, the Hunkpapas showed 
a becoming humility before the Sacred Powers. The elaboration of the 
hunka can also be interpreted as another stage in the old rivalry with 
the Oglalas. Late in the 1790s, the mysterious deaths of many pregnant 
women caused Oglala holy men to suspend the adoption ceremony. 
When reintroduced in 1804, it had been reformed along the lines of 
the Hunkpapa ceremony, but with an emphasis on horse symbolism. 
Contrasting with the conservative tenor of Hunkpapa innovations, the 
Oglalas placed greater emphasis on the new wealth and individual-
ism of the Lakotas. Through a round of competitive gift-giving, Oglala 
leaders attracted many incomers to their hoop, among them, perhaps, 
Hunkpapa adherents.19

 The development of competing hunka ceremonies marks the begin-
ning of a difficult period for the Hunkpapas. After two generations of 
aggregative growth, the next generation saw significant population 
drain away to the southern Tetons. Comparing Teton demographic 
profiles suggests that as many as four hundred people left the Hunkpa-
pas between 1805 and 1825. Many joined the Brulés and the Oglalas, 
where greater opportunities existed for trade with American and In-
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 20. Bray, “Teton Sioux Population History,” p. 184; Dorsey, “Siouan Sociology,” pp. 
220–21.
 21. Bray, “Teton Sioux Population History,” pp. 177–80. 
 22. Richard E. Jensen and James S. Hutchins, eds., Wheel Boats on the Missouri: The 
Journals and Documents of the Atkinson-O’Fallon Expedition, 1824–26 (Helena: Montana 
Historical Society Press, and Lincoln: Nebraska State Historical Society, 2001), p. 127.

dian partners. Significant here was the gradual southward shift of the 
Cheyennes out of the Hunkpapa range. The Hunkpapas lost their key 
place in the horse-trade chain, while the Oglalas tracked the Cheyenne 
migration into the Platte River valley. Perhaps Northern Man’s follow-
ers in joining the Oglala hoop cored from the Hunkpapas’ Wakan ti-
yospaye, which established an offshoot among the Oglalas early in the 
nineteenth century.20

 The southern Tetons also enjoyed closer ties to the Saint Louis-
based fur trade, whose personnel first entered Lakota territory during 
the 1790s. These contacts grew in significance with the Louisiana Pur-
chase in 1803, when the United States takeover of the region expanded 
trading opportunities, and after the War of 1812, once British trade in 
Minnesota dried up. Statistics collected by Lewis and Clark indicated 
that the Brulés were trading twice the number of buffalo robes their 
Saone kinsmen provided, while Brulé middlemen sought to control 
Saone access to traders based in the Great Bend district. Brulé leaders 
with key trade contacts established themselves as hereditary “chiefs,” or 
 itancan— men who could manipulate the embryonic alliance with the 
United States. Remote from American contacts, the Hunkpapas did 
not develop such a hierarchy, conducting their limited trade through 
war leaders like Heney’s “Ar-kee-che-tur.”21

 The Hunkpapa leadership responded in a number of ways to these 
new disintegrative forces. They intensified trade with the village tribes 
on the Missouri River. In 1825, the Atkinson Treaty Commission, sent 
by the United States to negotiate peace and exclusive trade agree-
ments with Missouri River tribes, visited the Arikara village north of 
the mouth of the Grand River. There they found “3 chiefs of the Siones 
with several braves, & 2 chiefs and 4 braves & 14 men of the Hunkpap-
pas [who] are here to conciliate with the Aricaras, who have ‘till re-
cently been at war with them.”22 One of the Hunkpapa akicita, Pah-
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 23. Treaty with the Hunkpapa Band of the Sioux Tribe, 1825, in Charles J. Kappler, 
comp. and ed., Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties (Washington, D.C.: Government Print-
ing Office, 1904), 2:235–36.
 24. Jensen and Hutchins, Wheel Boats on the Missouri, p. 164.
 25. LaDonna Brave Bull Allard, Tribal Archivist and Tourism Officer, Standing Rock 
Sioux Tribe, statement to author, 14 June 2008.
 26. Statement of Archie Fire Lame Deer (on how his Miniconjou ancestors joined 
the Brulés), in Mike Cowdrey to author, 17 Nov. 1983; Praus, The Sioux, p. 12; Densmore, 
Teton Sioux Music, p. 88.

sal-sa, signed the treaty concluded on 16 July as “the Auricara.”23 Later 
that summer, the commission found “40 Sioux Indians of the Sione & 
Hunkpapas bands . . . on a friendly visit” at the Mandan village of Mitu-
tahank, significantly coinciding with a Cheyenne visit to “make a peace 
with the Mandans” that no doubt involved the exchange of horses for 
guns, trade goods, and corn.24 Some intermarriage took  place— Sitting 
Bull’s father’s first marriage was to an Arikara woman25—but these 
were short-term, opportunistic truces at best, and they could not offer 
the sustained trade opportunities the Brulés and the Oglalas enjoyed.
 Ritual intensified once more, as well. The Sun Dance became a focus 
for the themes of tribal aggregation and population drain. The ceremo-
nial season of 1820 proved a pivotal juncture. The Brulé council, having 
lost many holy men to smallpox, invited Saone elders to assist in their 
Sun Dance. Significant numbers of Miniconjous attended, permanent-
ly joining the Brulé hoop. Underscoring their self-determination, the 
Hunkpapas sponsored their first independent Sun Dance. Hitherto 
they had attended the ceremony presided over by Sans Arc holy men, 
but in the dynamic shift of Teton politics the Sans Arcs had reactivated 
old ties to the Miniconjou division, establishing hunting rights west of 
the Missouri. Determined to maintain their independence, Hunkpapa 
leaders found an invaluable asset in Dreamer of the Sun, a charismatic 
holy man who matched profound spirituality with intense creativity 
(he is credited with composing many of the Hunkpapa Sun Dance 
songs) and the logistical abilities needed to coordinate large-scale cer-
emonial gatherings.26 In 1820, he made a famous offering at the Sun 
Dance pole, praying “for lots of game and health” for the Hunkpapa 
hoop. For over thirty years, Dreamer of the Sun remained at the apex of 
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 27. Howard, “Dakota Winter Counts,” p. 364.

Hunkpapa ritual life, well known for his gift of prophecy.27 As much as 
any chief, he may be credited with the claw-back of demographic edge 
the Hunkpapas enjoyed from 1825 to 1855.
 The political leader who would dominate Hunkpapa affairs in their 
period of resurgence was Little Bear. Born around 1791, he was the 
headman of a tiyospaye derisively called Ce-ohkba, or Droopy Penis. 
Little Bear was among the Teton leaders who joined an expedition 
dispatched under Colonel Henry Leavenworth in 1823 to chastise the 
Arikaras for attacking a party of fur traders, using the alliance with the 
United States to shift the balance of intertribal power. In 1825, Little 
Bear formed a Hunkpapa deputation to confirm a renewed truce with 
the Arikaras and led the signatories to the 16 July treaty concluded 

George Catlin highlighted the most dramatic aspects of the Sun Dance, a major rite that 
brought divergent Lakota bands together to reaffirm a shared identity.
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 28. Hayden, “Contributions to the Ethnography and Philology of the Indian Tribes of 
the Missouri Valley,” p. 376; Dorsey, Siouan Sociology, p. 221; Jensen and Hutchins, Wheel 
Boats on the Missouri, p. 127; Treaty with the Hunkpapa Band of the Sioux Tribe, 16 July 
1825, in Kappler, Indian Affairs, 2:235–36; Vestal, Sitting Bull, p. 182.
 29. Edmund C. Bray and Martha Coleman Bray, trans. and ed., Joseph N. Nicollet on 
the Plains and Prairies: The Expeditions of 1838–39 with Journals, Letters, and Notes on the 
Dakota Indians (St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1976), p. 261.
 30. Ibid. A later Two Crows is reported as belonging to Cross Bear’s tiyospaye, a sub-
band of the Sore-Backed band.

with General Henry Atkinson upholding the new alliance with the 
Americans. Clauses stipulated that the Indians abrogate their old alli-
ances with the British and others, but Saone councils remained deeply 
ambivalent about the United States. Their northern position had fos-
tered British ties through the War of 1812—Hunkpapa leaders being 
issued George III medals while, according to Sitting Bull, agents of the 
Crown promised the Hunkpapas refuge in case of war with the Ameri-
cans. By 1825 the British were a spent force, but many Saones remained 
equivocal in their commitment to the American alliance.28

 During the 1830s, the Hunkpapas increasingly articulated a con-
scious ideology of isolationism. Little Bear was the prime spokesman, 
reported by Joseph N. Nicollet in 1839 as a “good chief of his band. 
. . .[but an] Independent spirit, who does not want the assistance of  
whites, and wishes that his band get along without them” (author’s em-
phasis).29 Little Bear’s policy resonated strongly with Lakota traditions 
that valued autonomy and freedom from encumbering alliances. Dur-
ing the colonial period, as the powers of France, Britain, and Spain had 
waxed and waned at the edge of the Lakota domain, such attitudes 
made hard political sense. With the United States the sole heir of the 
colonial powers and gearing for continental domination, isolationism 
seemed anachronistic to many Tetons who cultivated the American al-
liance and sought to maximize trade. Not all Hunkpapas supported 
the Little Bear line. Two Crows, headman of the Sore-Backed tiyospaye 
and characterized by Nicollet as “Good toward the whites,” sought to 
foster a counter ideology of accommodation.30

 That Little Bear prevailed in the tribal debate was due in no small 
part to his role in a new warrior society. The Hunkpapa chapter of the 
Cante Tinza, or Strong Heart society, was founded in 1834, a year re-
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 31. Praus, The Sioux, p. 14; Howard, “Dakota Winter Counts,” p. 372. The winter count 
pictograph in Praus clearly depicts the type of warbonnet associated with the Strong 
Hearts, with split horns and horizontal rows of feathers lying flat on the trailer.
 32. Stanley Vestal (pseud. Walter Stanley Campbell), New Sources of Indian History, 
1850–1891: The Ghost  Dance— The Prairie Sioux, a Miscellany (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1934), pp. 317–18; Wissler, “Societies and Ceremonial Associations,” 
2:25; Densmore, Teton Sioux Music, pp. 320–22, 439.
 33. Denig, Five Indian Tribes of the Upper Missouri: Sioux, Arickaras, Assiniboines, Crees, 
Crows, ed. John C. Ewers (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1961), p. 26. 

ported in the winter count as “They Made Horned Warbonnets” in ref-
erence to the distinctive headdresses worn by society members.31 Little 
Bear was seated as one of the Strong Heart headmen, and his role as  
society spokesman indicates that he may have been elected as a her-
ald or as one of the pipe-owners who chaired society meetings. Coura-
geous upholders of Hunkpapa esprit, the Strong Hearts soon became 
an influential pressure group in tribal life, called upon by the coun-
cil of elders to advise in areas of expertise such as hunting, warfare, 
and the maintenance of alliances. When Little Bear spoke of getting 
along without the whites, it was a Strong Heart policy he adumbrated. 
Strong Heart popularity can be gauged by the proliferation of society 
chapters; by about 1850, as many as four Strong Heart tipis stood in 
the Hunkpapa tribal hoop, with counterparts among other tribal di-
visions.32 Undoubtedly it was the Strong Heart network that caused 
trader Edwin Thompson Denig to declare that Little Bear enjoyed “so 
much influence over [the Sihasapas and Sans Arcs] as to bring them 
under his jurisdiction.”33

 By the 1840s, the Hunkpapas were asserting an intellectual leader-
ship over the old Saone group, as the isolationist agenda created a clear 
distinction between themselves and the accommodationist Brulés and 
Oglalas. The Hunkpapas continued to engage in the buffalo-robe trade; 
Little Bear was a regular visitor to Fort Pierre, meeting agents of the 
United States to accept presents as tokens of the nominal good-feel-
ing between the races. Traders, however, asserted that the Hunkpapas 
made difficult partners. Until 1850, “these people could be dealt with 
although not without some trouble,” wrote Denig, singling out Little 
Bear as working “matters to the disadvantage if not destruction of all 
traders in the country.” Early in his chieftainship, contended Denig, 
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 34. Denig, Five Indian Tribes, pp. 26–27. See also Hanson, Little Chief ’s Gatherings, 
192n.50.

Little Bear had arranged the killing of Edward La Chapelle, a trader 
married to a Hunkpapa woman, at his wintering quarters on the Grand 
River.34

 Under the twin political and ritual leadership of Little Bear and 
Dreamer of the Sun, the Hunkpapas enjoyed a second period of aggre-
gative growth. First the Sihasapas were drawn into the Hunkpapa Sun 
Dance sphere. As new trade opportunities beckoned across the Mis-
souri, Sihasapas accepted Hunkpapa invitations to hunt with them. 
As late as 1825, Hunkpapas ranged eastward from the Missouri to the 
upper Minnesota River, winter-trading on the James River. In 1830–
1831, however, Fred Laboue, trading out of Fort Tecumseh, wintered 
at a Hunkpapa camp on the head of the Moreau River. Subsequently, 

Fort Pierre was a trade nexus for the Lakotas. This view by Karl Bodmer shows an In-
dian encampment set up near the  fort— a common sight during the heyday of the post.
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 35. Bray, “Teton Sioux Population History,” pp. 183–84; Roger L. Nichols, ed., “General 
Henry Atkinson’s Report of the Yellowstone Expedition of 1825,” Nebraska History 44 
(June 1963): 76; Charles Edmund DeLand, ed., with notes by Doane Robinson, “Fort 
Tecumseh and Fort Pierre Journal and Letter Books,” in South Dakota Historical Collec-
tions 9 (1918): 138–39, 143.
 36. Russell Thornton, American Indian Holocaust and Survival: A Population History 
since 1492 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1987), pp. 94–99. Already decimat-
ed by various diseases, the Mandans were reduced from an estimated population of 
sixteen hundred to two thousand to just over one hundred during the summer of 1837. 
The Arikaras suffered losses on a similar scale. 
 37. Bray and Bray, Joseph N. Nicollet, p. 260. On Sihasapa chiefs, 1823–1837, see Treaty 
with the Siounes of the Fire-heart’s band, 12 July 1825, in Kappler, Indian Affairs, 2:232, 
and George Catlin, Letters and Notes on the Manners, Customs, and Conditions of the North 
American Indians (1844; reprint ed., New York: Dover Publications, 1973), 1:223.

Hunkpapa trade was usually conducted on the lower Grand River. The 
1832 withdrawal of the Arikaras from the Missouri River facilitated a 
general Hunkpapa move northward up the Missouri and westward 
along the Grand River valley. Increasingly, the Hunkpapas and their 
Sihasapa guests stayed year-round west of the Missouri.35

 The smallpox epidemic of 1837 worked in two ways to facilitate 
Hunkpapa claims to regional dominance. The first played directly to 
internal Lakota affairs, for the epidemic, so disastrous for the sedentary 
tribes of the upper Missouri, had only localized impact on Teton popu-
lations.36 Several hundred Hunkpapas and Sihasapas died, but most 
significantly, a generation of Sihasapa chiefs like Fire Heart I, Walking 
Shooter I, Makes a Noise as He Flies, and Bear Coming Out, was wiped 
out. Temporarily leaderless, Sihasapa tiyospaye accepted Hunkpapa se-
niority as a parent band. Sans Arc bands also were redrawn into the 
Hunkpapa sphere. In the 1840s, Hunkpapa numbers increased from 
about eighteen hundred to over twenty-two hundred, indicating that 
once again significant numbers of outsiders were marrying in to seek a 
place in a forceful and victorious tribe.37

 Secondly, the epidemic broke the power of the remaining village 
tribes, forcing them to move up the Missouri. Hunting range along 
the Cannonball and Heart rivers passed into Hunkpapa hands. Across 
the Teton heartland between the Missouri and the Black Hills, buffalo 
were visibly retreating due to overhunting to supply both the growing 
tribes and the intensifying buffalo-robe trade. Some Tetons, like the 
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 38. Bray, “Teton Sioux Population History,” pp. 179, 184, 186; Denig, Five Indian Tribes, 
pp. 25–28.
 39. Denig, Five Indian Tribes, pp. 25–28; Vestal, Sitting Bull, pp. 8–13; Utley, The Lance 
and the Shield, pp. 14–15; Vestal, New Sources of Indian History, pp. 193, 318.

Two Kettles, responded by settling near trading posts and supplying 
fine furs, deemphasizing the warrior ideology that animated Lakota 
life. By contrast, the Hunkpapas deepened their commitment to an 
expansionist, militaristic ethic that complemented their isolationist 
stance. Hunkpapa militarism strengthened a core of leaders who were 
alienated from American interests, guaranteeing an ultimate confron-
tation with the United States.38

 After 1845, Hunkpapa bands extended the western limits of the 
Teton domain. Renewed diplomacy with the Arikaras legitimized 
fall hunting along the Little Missouri River, and Hunkpapa opera-
tions crossed into the rich game grounds along the lower Powder and 
Yellowstone rivers. Immediately, clashes such as the confrontation in 
which Sitting Bull counted his own first coups in 1845 escalated with 
the river Crows. Raiders also struck the relocated Mandan and Hidatsa 
village and Assiniboine camps around the Yellowstone-Missouri con-
fluence, creating a zone that Hunkpapa raiders considered their own 
warground. Only the Crows remained strong enough to mount con-
certed resistance. In the late 1840s, Crow war parties, well-armed with 
trade musketry, landed a series of blows against the expanding Teton 
frontier. These reverses lay behind a new development in Hunkpapa 
political history.39

 The Hunkpapa tradition of conservatism and isolationism had en-
sured that political organization remained undeveloped. Loose gather-
ings of elders coordinated band-level activities, and when the division 
assembled for summer operations the Strong Hearts organized camp 
moves and communal hunts. Little Bear, as society speaker, enjoyed 
a tacit political seniority. Overall, however, the system was becoming 
inadequate to integrate the various segments of a rapidly growing tribe 
that by 1850 comprised seven bands. The number seven represented 
a Lakota ideal, but proliferation undermined unity. The southern 
Tetons, enjoying population growth and intensive trade relations, had 
developed elaborate tribal hierarchies to help ensure cohesion. In 1851, 
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 40. Thaddeus A. Culbertson, “Journal of an Expedition to the Mauvaises Terres and 
the Upper Missouri in 1850,” ed. John Francis McDermott, Smithsonian Institution, Bu-
reau of American Ethnology, Bulletin no. 147 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 
Office, 1952), p. 135; Wissler, “Societies and Ceremonial Associations,” 2:25; Utley, The 
Lance and the Shield, p. 21; Vestal, New Sources of Indian History, pp. 193–94.
 41. Vestal, New Sources of Indian History, pp. 193–94, 317–18; Vestal, Sitting Bull, p. 
83; Utley, The Lance and the Shield, pp. 21–22; Anderson, Sitting Bull, pp. 34–35, 128. On 
Running Antelope, see Henry A. Boller, Among the Indians: Four Years on the Upper Mis-
souri, 1858–1862, ed. Milo Milton Quaife (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1972), 
pp. 159, 171; Garrick Mallery, Picture-Writing of the American Indians (1893; reprint ed., 
New York: Dover Publications, 1972), 2:571–75. Several band affiliations are noted in 
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Missouri,” p. 376.

the Hunkpapa tribe followed suit. Considerations of defense and the 
increased trade that some argued was needed to improve Hunkpapa 
weaponry led the council to select four noted leaders as Shirt Wearers. 
Presented with ceremonial garments of office, shirts fringed with hu-
man hair embodying the spiritual life of the people in their care, the 
Shirt Wearers represented the highest epitome of Lakota ideals.40

 Wise elders weighing the whole tribe’s interest clearly made these 
choices. Each of the men selected represented one of the larger bands. 
Still active war leaders in their thirties, the Shirt Wearers were con-
ceived as a vital link between the council of elders and the warrior so-
cieties that filled the role of akicita. They also constituted a delicately 
weighted counterbalance to the isolationism of the Strong Heart re-
gime. Running Antelope, of the Sore-Backed band, continued that ti-
yospaye’s tradition of accommodating United States interests. A leader 
of war parties and hunka trade embassies, strongly independent of 
mind and an accomplished orator, Running Antelope mistrusted the 
isolationist philosophy and supported deeper ties with the Ameri-
cans. Four Horns (Bad Bows band) and Red Horn (Half Breechcloth 
band) more guardedly welcomed the American presence but broadly 
favored trade and friendship. Only Loud-Voiced Hawk (possibly of the 
Kiglaska, or Tie-Their-Own band) was clearly identified with the isola-
tionist stance.41

 Accompanying these changes in the Hunkpapa political system was 
the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851, which redefined relations between 
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Running Antelope was honored as a Shirt Wearer early in his political career. He later 
made the transition to the reservation system and became a leader at Standing Rock.
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the government and the Plains Indians. It outlined hunting grounds, 
appointed tribal head-chiefs accountable for their people, sanctioned 
rights-of-way like the Oregon Trail, and demanded an end to intertrib-
al hostilities. The agreement did not demand land sales, and it dangled 
the lure of annuities, presents of goods and provisions that compen-
sated for the loss of resources occasioned by the American presence on 
the plains.42

 A Hunkpapa deputation attended the treaty council, but no 
Hunkpapa signed the final document or accompanied the subsequent 
delegation to Washington, D.C. A tribal council called to debate the 
issues immediately disagreed, and the Hunkpapas split their winter 
camp. For the moment the majority, as many as 250 lodges, warily ap-
proved the treaty and declared themselves the “peace party.”43 Some 

Like many important warriors, Running Antelope recorded his exploits in a series of 
pictographs. This image represents an incident in which he killed ten enemies and three 
of their women.

 42. For Hunkpapa involvement in the Treaty of 1851, see Vestal, New Sources of Indian 
History, pp. 185–207.
 43. Praus, The Sioux, p. 17; Howard, “Dakota Winter Counts,” p. 381; J. N. B. Hewitt, 
ed., and Myrtis Jarrell, trans., Journal of Rudoloph Friederich Kurz: An Account of His 
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eighty lodges disavowing the agreement camped on the Missouri 
above Knife River. Intelligence gleaned at Fort Union indicated an 
awkward compromise between the factions: “The Sioux have the in-
tention to keep the Treaty of Horse Shoe Creek [Fort Laramie]; at least, 
they are willing to try and keep it for 1 year, so as to find out whether 
they derive any benefits from it or whether it is nothing more than 
empty  promises— white men’s lies.”44

 During 1852, the rough consensus favoring engagement with the 
Americans resulted in a tantalizing breakthrough in intertribal rela-
tions. While the Miniconjous made truces with the mountain Crows 
in Wyoming, peace party Hunkpapas won support for dialogue with 
their foes the river Crows, whose lands centered along the lower Yel-
lowstone River. A great assembly, marked by trade, adoptions, and ex-
changes of captives, gathered on the lower Powder and concluded an 
edgy truce.45

 In Little Bear and the Strong Heart society, the Hunkpapa isolation-
ists had a factional core ready to undermine peace party efforts. They 
did so on three fronts: intertribal relations, diplomacy with the United 
States, and trade. The Shirt Wearers had been appointed on the as-
sumption that the Hunkpapas needed to strengthen trade ties. The 
appointment of an akicita force led by Bear Ribs, head warrior of the 
Droopy Penis band, signaled the will of peace proponents. In 1853, Fort 
Pierre traders arrived to winter at the Hunkpapa camp. When a dispute 
arose between them and Little Bear, the latter deployed the Strong 
Hearts, who “cut up the carts, killed the horses, flogged the traders and 
sent them home.”46 In what is probably an account of the same inci-

Experiences among Fur Traders and American Indians on the Mississippi and Upper Missouri 
Rivers, during the Years 1846 to 1852, Smithsonian Institution, Bureau of American Eth-
nology, Bulletin no. 115 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1937), p. 300. 
 44. Hewitt and Jarrell, Journal of Rudolph Friederich Kurz, p. 300.
 45. Iron Hawk winter count in Wilhelm Wildhage, “Die Beiden Winterzahlungen 
von Iron Hawk,” Magazin fur Amerikanistic 11, no. 3 (1987): 25. See also Kingsley M. Bray, 
“Lone Horn’s Peace: A New View of Sioux-Crow Relations, 1851–1858,” Nebraska History 
66 (Spring 1985): 28–47. 
 46. Denig, Five Indian Tribes, p. 27.
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 47. Lucile M. Kane, ed. and trans., Military Life in Dakota: The Journal of Philippe Régis 
de Trobriand (1951; reprint ed., Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1982), pp. 267–68.

dent, De Trobriand asserts that three of the Shirt  Wearers— Red Horn, 
Four Horns, and Running  Antelope— intervened to protect the trad-
ers. While Running Antelope harangued from the captured cart (to 
the accompaniment of war songs sung by his wives and sisters-in-law) 
the other Shirt Wearers fielded the peace party akicita and, after three 
Strong Hearts were killed, succeeded in saving the traders’ lives.47

Lakota political organization was notable for its fluidity, in which a leader like Bear Ribs 
might break away and begin his own camp. General Alfred Sully executed this stylized 
rendering of a Sioux encampment.
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 The affair pointed up the polarization of attitudes between the fac-
tions. Some extreme isolationists were questioning the very concept of 
the buffalo-robe trade that had underpinned the American alliance. In 
1853, the prospects of extending the Crow truce also receded. Hunkpa-
pa war parties once more targeted the Yellowstone valley, taking their 
raids to Tongue River and the Crow trading post, Fort Sarpy. A new 
attitude developed whereby Hunkpapa councils explicitly rejected a 
United States alliance, interpreting it as unwarranted interference in 
their autonomy.48

 It was the annuities guaranteed under the 1851 treaty that tipped 
the balance in favor of the isolationists. The first goods arrived at Fort 
Pierre in November 1852 but were not distributed until the following 
June. In the spring of 1853, Hunkpapa and Sihasapa councils agreed 
to reject the goods. Disaffected traders and mixed-bloods, their liveli-
hoods threatened by government provision of large-scale subsistence 
for the Indians, helped to convince warrior societies like the Strong 
Hearts that the government’s object was to take away Indian lands and 
remove the people. A ready example was that of the eastern Dakotas, 
whose 1851 treaties had involved a massive land cession in Minnesota in 
exchange for government subsistence, a modest reservation, and aid in 
starting European American-style farming. As if confirming American 
bad faith, the Upper Missouri Indian agent would release the goods 
only after the chiefs signed an amendment to the treaty reducing the 
annuity term from fifty to ten years.49 It was an inauspicious start to 
treaty relations, one that readily played into the hands of isolationists 
who reckoned that the treaty’s trial year was a signal failure.
 Although Agent Alfred J. Vaughan prevailed upon the Miniconjous 
and Sans Arcs to accept the goods, he could not sway the Hunkpapas 
and Sihasapas. In what would become the isolationists’ mantra, they 
told Vaughan that they preferred “war and stealing Horses to receiving 
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 50. Vaughan to Superintendent of Indian Affairs (SIA), 6 Mar. 1854, Letters Received 
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 51. Denig, Five Indian Tribes, p. 27.
 52. Vaughan to SIA, 21 Nov. 1854, LROIA, UMA. 
 53. Annual Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1854, p. 87.

presents.” In January 1854, a sixty-man war party set out for Fort Union. 
Serving notice of their alienation from the robe trade, they drove away 
twenty-six horses from around the American Fur Company post and 
murdered a mixed-blood engagee of the opposition company.50  “They 
declare war to the knife with the Government of the United States 
and all whites in the country,” observed Fort Union bourgeois Edwin 
Denig. “[They] threaten to burn up the forts, make no buffalo robes 
except what they want for their own use and wish to return to their 
primitive mode of life” (author’s emphasis).51

 In 1854, and again in 1855, the annuity issue proved a catalyst for 
trouble. The situation was exacerbated in the summer of 1854 by the 
Grattan incident near Fort Laramie, when troops sent to arrest a Mini-
conjou who had been accused of slaughtering an emigrant’s cow were 
killed to a man. Rejecting an invitation to collect their annuities at 
Fort Pierre, one hundred or more lodges of Hunkpapas and Sihasapas 
confronted Agent Vaughan “and with every manifestation of hostility 
[told] me that they did not want any of their Great Fathers presents[;] 
that they preferred scalps and stealing horses to any thing he could 
give them.”52 Penning his annual report, Vaughan concluded that the 
two divisions were “constantly violating all the stipulations of the 
treaty. They are continually warring and committing depredations on 
whites and neighboring tribes, killing men and stealing horses. They 
even defy the Great Father the President, and declare their intention 
to murder indiscriminately all that come within their reach.”53

 In the summer of 1855, Vaughan’s runner was detained in the Hunkpa-
pa and Sihasapa village for twelve days while the council hammered 
out a consensus position on whether to accept or reject the treaty annu-
ities. Voicing that decision, Shirt Wearer Loud-Voiced Hawk decisively 
rejected the goods, stating that in a vision he had seen the distribution 
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of food and blankets create violent dissension among the Lakotas. A 
deputation of fifty-four headmen subsequently visited Fort Pierre and 
told Vaughan that they could not accept the annuities, lest the Strong 
Hearts kill their horses, or them, when they returned home.54

 In September 1855, the dialogue with Vaughan deteriorated into a 
dark endgame. Arriving at Fort Clark to open the corn trade with the 
Arikaras, the Hunkpapas and Sihasapas menacingly demanded an is-
sue of powder and ball. Caving in, Vaughan feasted the headmen and 
reiterated the consequences of continued warfare. In return, the war-
riors abused Vaughan, contemptuous of the United States Army pres-
ence at Fort Pierre, where the Harney Expedition sent to punish the 
culprits of the “Grattan Massacre” had established its headquarters. 
“On one occasion after they had gone through what they term the Buf-
falo Dance,” the agent told his superiors, “I gave them some Sugar, To-
bacco Bread and Calico, the calico they shot at, their guns being loaded 
with powder only, stuck their Lances through the Tobacco and other 
articles, saying they wanted none of their Great fathers presents.”55

 Vaughan indicated that fully two-thirds of the Hunkpapas and Si-
hasapas took a more moderate stance, but that fear of deadly reprisals 
prevented their forcing the issue with the war faction. Several head-
men conceded that they wished to enter full diplomatic relations with 
the United States, “but they tell me frankly they cannot control their 
young men, that if they gave their Sanction and received the presents, 
there would be a civil war among them, which would result in the loss 
of many lives, as well as the loss of their Horses and the destruction of 
their Lodges.”56 One headman, evidently Bear Ribs, declared that he 
intended to take his band of forty lodges and “quit” the tribe, but the 
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 57. Ibid.; “A list of  Indians— their  Chiefs— Country and strength . . . [November 1855],” 
Letters sent by the Sioux Expedition, Apr. 1855–July 1856, Records of the Department of 
the West, Records of United States Army Continental Commands, 1821–1920, RG 393, 
National Archives, Washington, D.C. (transcripts at Nebraska State Historical Society, 
Lincoln).
 58. U.S., Congress, Senate, Message of the President of the United States Communicating 
a Report of the Proceedings of a Council Held at Fort Pierre by General Harney with a Del-
egation from Nine Tribes of the Sioux Indians . . . , Ex. Doc. 94, 34th Cong., 1st sess., 1856 
(hereafter cited Ex. Doc. 94); Utley, The Lance and the Shield, p. 45.
 59. Kane, Military Life in Dakota, p. 144.

Hunkpapas remained united in a village of 380 lodges as they settled 
into wintering grounds along the Moreau, Grand, and Cannonball  
rivers.57

 Intelligence at the Harney Expedition headquarters was that Little 
Bear stood in charge of Hunkpapa operations, confirming that the 
Strong Hearts were policing the camp. General William S. Harney 
soon issued orders demanding that all Lakota divisions send delega-
tions to Fort Pierre. He scheduled a grand council for 1 March 1856 
and ordered each tribe to nominate a principal chief and nine band 
chiefs to attend. Harney’s destruction of the camp of Little Thunder’s 
Brulés on Blue Water Creek in September 1855 forced even the intran-
sigent to reconsider their positions. Over the winter, Hunkpapa coun-
cils moderated their attitude. The ten chiefs sent with delegations to 
Fort Pierre the following spring included Little Bear and two of the 
Shirt Wearers, Four Horns and Loud-Voiced Hawk. As principal chief, 
however, the tribal council nominated Bear Ribs, leader of the peace 
party akicita.58 A “brother” of Running Antelope, the most pro-Ameri-
can Shirt Wearer, Bear Ribs was a stalwart “soldier” for the Fort Pierre 
traders, not afraid to beat and even kill offenders. Moreover, he had 
formed his own band, comprising forty pro-treaty lodges.59 Harney de-
manded that five Hunkpapa and five Sihasapa warriors “implicated in 
the insults offered to Colonel Vaughan” be surrendered. Bear Ribs and 
Fire Heart II, his Sihasapa counterpart, effected the surrender, turning 
the offenders over to Harney on 20 May 1856. Impressed by the coop-
eration of the peace faction, Harney immediately returned the men to 
their people “with strong admonitions as to their behavior hereafter.” 
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 60. Harney to Secretary of War, 23 May 1856, Post Records of the War Department, 
Office of the Adjutant General, Selected Letters Received, National Archives, Wash-
ington, D.C. (transcripts at Fort Laramie National Monument). From 1850 to 1855, the 
Hunkpapas had grown by about forty-five lodges. Reflecting continuing fragmentation, 
Bear Ribs had attracted about that number of ultra-accomodationists to form an au-
tonomous band, styled the Hunkpapa proper in 1857. See Hayden, “Contributions to the 
Ethnography and Philology of the Indian Tribes of the Missouri Valley,” p. 376; Dorsey, 
“Siouan Sociology,” p. 221.
 61. Ex. Doc. 94, pp. 31–32.
 62. Ibid., p. 25. Little Bear’s last reported political act was his involvement in the 
treaty concluded at Fort Sully in October 1865 in which the Lakotas agreed to allow 
whites to travel through their lands in exchange for annuities. See Treaty with the 
 Sioux— Hunkpapa Band, 1865, in Kappler, Indian Affairs, 2:901–3. Little Bear is not not-
ed in the voluminous documentation regarding the subsequent treaty negotiations of 

In an ominous development, the general recognized Bear Ribs as the 
principal chief of all Tetons.60

 For the moment, the peace party had forged a new consensus in the 
tribal council. Besides the roll of ten chiefs, Harney directed each tribe 
to nominate a force of “soldiers,” akicita charged with upholding the 
authority of the civil leadership, to be outfitted and provisioned by the 
government. Bear Ribs requested that ten “chief soldiers” and seventy 
“soldiers” be recognized for the Hunkpapas.61

 Their leadership temporarily discredited, the Strong Hearts were 
compelled to accede to Harney’s demands. Strong Heart members 
were certainly included among the men surrendered to Harney. The 
involvement of Little Bear in negotiations with the general reflects sig-
nificant shifts in the attitudes of the warrior societies. Although Little 
Bear had warned the Strong Hearts that the nomination of chiefs and 
soldiers was “a hard matter . . . and that they should be very careful,” 
both he and his son Tall Soldier were recognized as chiefs by Harney. 
Despite the accelerating westward expansion of other Hunkpapa 
bands, Little Bear’s Droopy Penis band remained close to the Missouri 
after 1856. Faced with depleted buffalo herds, the band leadership was 
increasingly compelled to cooperate with the Americans in return for 
aid and subsistence. In one of the more ironic reverses in Lakota his-
tory, Little Bear would end his public life as a key proponent of the 
tenets of the Harney accord. By 1868, one Strong Heart chapter pro-
moted strengthened treaty ties with the United States.62
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Bear Ribs, pictured at the top of this Carl Wimar sketch also showing One Horn and Iron 
Horn, represented an accommodationist side of Hunkpapa politics.
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1866–1868 and is presumed to have died during the winter of 1865–1866 (aged seventy-
four). His son Tall Soldier succeeded him. Another tiyospaye of the Droopy Penis band 
was led by the brothers Bear Face II and Iron Horn. Both were peace party advocates 
after 1865, although another brother of Bear Face, the famous Rain in the Face, was a 
prominent war party leader. The putative father of these brothers, Bear Face I, signed 
the Treaty of 1825 as an akicita. He was probably Little Bear’s head soldier and, as such, 
a Strong Heart Society servant.  
 63. Garrick Mallery, The Dakota and Corbusier Winter Counts, Reprints in Anthropol-
ogy, vol. 36 (Lincoln, Nebr.: J & L Reprint 1987), p. 122; Hanson, Little Chief ’s Gatherings, 
pp. 161, 165–66; Bray, “Lone Horn’s Peace,” pp. 40–42.
 64. Lieutenant G. K. Warren, Preliminary Report of Explorations in Nebraska and Da-
kota, in the Years 1855–’56–’57 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1875), 
pp. 20–21.

 The period 1856–1859 drew a veneer of unity over the polarities of 
Hunkpapa politics. The peace and war factions temporarily spoke with 
one voice, creatively dovetailing the agreement concluded with Har-
ney with the isolationist agenda. Interdivisional diplomacy dominated 
Teton affairs, beginning with a hunka ceremony that bound together 
Hunkpapa and Miniconjou interests. The Hunkpapa Shirt Wearer 
Four Horns adopted Red Arse, son of the prominent Miniconjou chief 
Elk Bellows Walking. The principals then issued general invitations 
for all Tetons to attend a massive council scheduled for the summer of 
1857 along the Belle Fourche River. There the massed villages agreed to 
maintain the inviolability of the Teton domain.63 Strong Hearts con-
ceded that annuities were acceptable, so long as they did not bind the 
Tetons to terminating all warfare with other tribes, but the warrior 
society members also bound moderates to a new policy of closing the 
interior to all intruders, restricting even traders to the main trading 
posts. For their part, peace party advocates acknowledged that treaty 
annuities were divisive and inadequate. “Scarcely paid for going after 
them,” summed up Bear Ribs, adding that if the next round of goods 
were not waiting when they paid their spring visit to Fort Pierre, they 
“did not want them.”64

 For the moment, the isolationists bided their time. Even the “so-
called insolent and audacious” Hunkpapas and Miniconjous, reported 
Upper Platte Agent Thomas S. Twiss in 1859, “are strenuous advocates 
of the [Harney] stipulations . . . and have their Indian soldiers orga-
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 65. Thomas S. Twiss to Commissioner of Indian Affairs (CIA), 16 Aug. [1 Sept.] 1859, 
in Robinson, “Digest of Reports of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs,” p. 266. 

nized as a police force, although they have never had any assistance 
from the Indian Department.”65

 Events soon wrenched developments out of the hands of peace pro-
ponents. The 1858 land cession by the Yankton Dakotas alienated many 
Tetons. In 1858, Congress appropriated funds to fulfill the promises 
made in Harney’s agreement, but only for one year. An issue of army 
sabers made their way into the regalia of the Kit Fox Society, but the 
one-time appropriation only highlighted the inadequacy of govern-
ment provisioning, soon to be cut back further as the United States 
drifted into civil war. In the fall of 1859, the Bad Bows band, led by 
Four Horns and Black Moon, looted traders Pierre Beauchamp and 
Frederic Girard. The action was symbolic, for six years earlier Little 

Records like the Lone Dog 
winter count provide a 
timeline for interpreting 
events in Lakota life. This 
pictograph for the year 
1855–1856 shows the Shirt 
Wearer Four Horns, who 
played a prominent role in 
the Harney negotiations. 
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 66. Robinson, History of the Dakota or Sioux Indians, pp. 249–51; A. M. Robinson to 
CIA, 17 Apr. 1860, enclosing Charles Patineau to Agent Bernard S. Schoonover, 28 Sept. 
1859 (claim for goods looted by Hunkpapas), and Schoonover to SIA, 23 Aug. 1860, all 
LROIA, UMA; Praus, The Sioux, p. 19; Howard, “Dakota Winter Counts,” p. 387; Vestal, 
New Sources of Indian History, p. 349; Thomas S. Twiss to SIA, 10, 11 Oct. 1860, Letters 
Received by the Office of Indian Affairs from the Upper Platte Agency, RG 75, National 
Archives.
 67. Vestal, Sitting Bull, p. 30; Utley, The Lance and the Shield, pp. 6, 18; Anderson, Sitting 
Bull, pp. 51, 54, 57–62.
 68. Hamlin Garland, The Book of the American Indian (New York: Harper & Bros., 
1923), pp. 160–63. For a significant assessment of Garland’s novelized treatment of this 
incident, based on interviews at Standing Rock, see Diedrich, Sitting Bull, p. 61.

Bear’s Strong Hearts had targeted these same traders; now, the Shirt 
Wearers who had protected them were shifting toward isolationism. In 
the spring of 1860, as Hunkpapa bands prepared to leave their winter 
quarters along the Powder River, peace party chiefs were warned not 
to receive annuities. The “Killing of the Best Horses” reported in the 
Hunkpapa winter counts, in which nine horses of prominent men were 
mysteriously shot with arrows, undoubtedly reflects a reemergence of 
Strong Heart opposition. On 22 August, 250 Hunkpapa and Sihasapa 
warriors made a frontal assault on Fort Union. Some also raided along 
the North Platte, seeking to draw their Oglala kinsmen into a general 
war against the Americans.66

 The isolationist agenda of the Strong Hearts had not simply with-
ered on the vine in the wake of the Harney accord. A pressure group, 
one determined to shape tribal policy even more decisively, had 
emerged within the warrior society. The Midnight Strong Hearts 
comprised an elite within an elite. It was in their councils that Sitting 
Bull first clearly emerged as a political actor. A nephew of Four Horns, 
Sitting Bull was the scion of a prominent family within the Bad Bows 
band. From boyhood he had absorbed the isolationist agenda, joining 
the youth chapter of the Strong Hearts at age nine and the men’s so-
ciety five years later. Raised on Little Bear’s speeches, he nursed ambi-
tions to lead the war party.67 In 1855, the twenty-three-year-old warrior 
shaped the tribal consensus rejecting annuities, delivering a powerful 
speech that closed with a statement of his desire to be made “Chief Sol-
dier of Treaties,” in effect, secretary of war.68 Over the following winter, 
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 69. Garland, Book of the American Indian, p. 164; Densmore, Teton Sioux Music, p. 218; 
Utley, The Lance and the Shield, pp. 22, 31–33; Anderson, Sitting Bull, 51, 54, 57–62.
 70. Utley, The Lance and the Shield, pp. 48–50; Frederick T. Wilson, “Old Fort Pierre 
and Its Neighbors, with Editorial Notes by Charles E. DeLand,” South Dakota Historical 
Collections 1 (1902): 366–68; W. Jayne, Governor, Dakota Territory, to CIA, 15 Sept. 1862, 
LROIA, UMA; Samuel N. Latta to CIA, 27 Aug. 1862, P. Chouteau, Jr., to CIA, 2 Dec. 1862, 
and Charles Primeau to Chouteau, 20 June 1862, all in Robinson, “Digest of Reports of 

Sitting Bull argued strongly against the Harney accord and declined to 
attend the Fort Pierre talks. Although the tribe went against him, the 
reversal only whetted Sitting Bull’s appetite for political leadership. 
In 1856–1857, he intensified his ambitions, undergoing the most severe 
form of the Sun Dance. In recognition of his bravery, he was made chief 
of the Midnight Strong Hearts, who were seeking to rebuild the isola-
tionist agenda. A measure of his success may be seen in the renewals of 
the men’s societies during the 1860s, when the hitherto moderate Kit 
Foxes inducted him as a lay member. The authority of Bear Ribs was 
unraveling.69

 As the United States moved ever closer to civil war, Hunkpapa iso-
lationists must have sensed that the time was ripe for revival and the 
terminal discrediting of the peace party. In 1861, the Strong Hearts re-
gained tribal favor and issued orders cutting off diplomacy. Across the 
Missouri, the Yanktonai chief Medicine Bear committed his band to 
the Strong Heart stance. Toward the Black Hills, Miniconjou and even 
Oglala councils were swayed by the Strong Heart revival and ordered 
wintering traders out of their lands. In the spring of 1862, Bear Ribs 
led his forty-lodge camp in to Fort Pierre. His role, always thankless, 
had become impossible. He arrived intending to declare that annuities 
were no longer acceptable, but on 28 May the agent persuaded him to 
relent. Severing his ties with the Hunkpapas, Bear Ribs united his camp 
with one hundred lodges of other pro-American Tetons: Sans Arcs led 
by Yellow Hawk and Red-Tailed Eagle II, Miniconjous led by The Hard, 
and a Two Kettle camp. Together, they formed a village along the Bad 
River. On 5 June, 150 Miniconjou and Sans Arc  warriors— reflecting the 
widening of the isolationist  agenda— rode into Fort Pierre, threatening 
to kill the peace party chiefs. When Bear Ribs called their bluff the fol-
lowing day, they shot him dead outside the post stockade.70
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Medicine Bear, a Cut Head Yanktonai who later led his people to the Fort Peck reserva-
tion in Montana, sided with the ascendant isolationists in the 1861–1862 crisis that saw 
the death of Bear Ribs.

Copyright © 2010 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



S U M M E R  2 0 1 0   |   B E F O R E  S I T T I N G  B U L L   |   1 3 1

 Within weeks of the death of Bear Ribs, the scale of hostilities un-
derwent a fundamental change. Ideological conflict became real war-
fare, as gold discoveries in Montana turned the Missouri River into a 
steamboat highway for prospectors and, for the first time, thousands 
of civilians poured through Hunkpapa lands. The outbreak of the Da-
kota War of 1862 in Minnesota reverberated through Dakota Territory 
in 1863 and 1864. New garrisons established a permanent army pres-
ence along the Missouri at Forts Sully, Rice, and Buford. Hunkpapas 
were inevitably drawn into the hostilities, and at the Battle of Killdeer 
Mountain in July 1864, they fought their first large-scale action against 
United States troops. Sitting Bull emerged as a key figure in organizing 
resistance to the intruders. In July 1865, learned General Alfred S. Sully, 
“a chief (who wishes to lead the war party) called Sitting Bull . . . went 
through the different villages cutting himself with a knife and crying 
out” for a united front to repulse the army from Lakota lands.71

 Faced with massive encroachment, the isolationists sought to 
strengthen the Hunkpapa tribal circle. The prestige of Hunkpapa holy 
men continued to underwrite warrior valor. Dreamer of the Sun had 
died, but his role as Sun Dance leader was taken up by Black Moon. An 
incisive thinker and persuasive orator, Black Moon was a close kins-
man to Four Horns and Sitting Bull. He squarely favored isolationism 
and stamped his moral authority on the Hunkpapa ceremonial cycle. 
Dreamer of the Sun had been a link to the deep past, but visitors to 
Black Moon’s Sun Dance hoop could be in no doubt as to the tenor 

the Commissioner of Indian Affairs,” pp. 298–99, 304–5. Chouteau’s report transcribes 
a message sent by Hunkpapa Strong Heart leaders justifying their order to assassinate 
Bear Ribs. Dated 25 July 1862 at Fort Berthold, it was signed by Feather Tied to His Hair 
(society spokesman), Bald Eagle, Red Hair, The One that Shouts, Little Bear, Crow that 
Looks, Bear Heart, Little Knife, and White at Both Ends. This act was Little Bear’s last 
as a war party partisan. One could speculate that Feather Tied to His Hair may have 
been a nickname for Sitting Bull himself. Ten years later, pro-Sitting Bull partisans are 
said to have removed the coup feathers from their hair when in his presence. Robinson, 
“Digest of Reports of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs as Pertain[ing] to Dakota In-
dians, 1869–1872,” South Dakota Historical Collections 28 (1956): 309.
 71. Utley, The Lance and the Shield, pp. 67–68. Sully’s statement is believed to consti-
tute the first time the name of Sitting Bull appears in any official document. The best 
account of these events from a Hunkpapa perspective appears in chaps. 5 and 6. 

Copyright © 2010 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



1 3 2   |   S O U T H  D A K O T A  H I S T O R Y   |   V O L .  4 0 ,  N O .  2

Brigadier General Alfred Sully, 
pictured here, penned the first 
known written reference to Sitting 
Bull in an 8 August 1865 letter to 
his superiors. 

Two years after the hostilities of the United States-Dakota War of 1862 broke out, 
General Sully engaged a force of Sioux including Hunkpapas at the Battle of Killdeer 
Mountain. The sketch of the battle is attributed to Sully himself.
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 72. Vestal, Sitting Bull, pp. 26–27, 94, 149; Utley, The Lance and the Shield, p. 32; Ander-
son, Sitting Bull, p. 52.
 73. Bray, “Teton Sioux Population History, 1655–1881,” pp. 174–75.

of Hunkpapa political life. Parties wishing to trade, visit, and court at 
Sun Dance time committed themselves to aid tribal war parties that 
increasingly targeted American forts and personnel. War party akicita 
hardened sanctions against reluctant visitors, “‘soldiering” half-heart-
ed guests until the fall breakup of the hoop. The isolationist agenda 
extended beyond its Strong Heart origins; reflecting the tribal mood, a 
chapter of the Kit Fox  Society— led by Black Moon’s  son— assumed the 
rhetoric first associated with Little Bear and his comrades thirty years 
earlier.72

 Yet even as the Hunkpapa circle tightened its authority, the tribe 
experienced a reversal in its demographic fortunes. According to pop-
ulation estimates, the booming cycle of Hunkpapa growth bottomed 
out abruptly. In 1855, Hunkpapa numbers peaked at 360  lodges— some 
2,330 people. Ten years later, the total was 335 lodges, and the rate of 
loss quickened, leaving tribal numbers in 1870 at 315 lodges. In an era of 
population growth for the Tetons as a whole, the Hunkpapa numbers 
tell of disaffection and disillusionment. The hard core of isolationists 
boasted profound thinkers, accomplished speakers, and visionary holy 
men, in addition to incomparable warriors. Together, they deepened 
their faction’s commitment and intensified their esprit de corps, but they 
failed to attract permanent new adherents as accelerating ecological 
and political realities altered their world out of recognition.73

 The peace party looked terminally marginalized after the assassi-
nation of Bear Ribs, but the changing aspect of the  plains— as buffalo 
numbers receded in the face of a deepening drought and overhunting 
by both Indian and American hide- hunters— dictated that the govern-
ment-imposed reservation system would gradually absorb the Lakotas 
and their neighbors. 
 It was to combat such threats, palpable or embryonic, that war par-
ty leaders consulted through 1866. Taking their lead from Four Horns, 
pro-treaty Shirt Wearer turned arch-isolationist, elders, chiefs, and 
warrior societies debated ways in which the tribe could unite around 
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 74. Utley, The Lance and the Shield, pp. 84–86.
 75. Ibid., pp. 86–87.

the isolationist agenda. Their decision was to invest a single leader as 
“head war chief ” of the Lakota nation. To counter weak tribal struc-
tures, the candidate would be empowered with decision-making au-
thority over matters of peace and war, when to negotiate and when to 
reject diplomacy. Given the prickly independence of the Lakotas, such 
a rank could never be anything but symbolic. Four Horns reasoned, 
however, that the right candidate could lend the position the moral au-
thority that invests symbols with the potency to transform perceived 
realities.74  
 Although tradition did not record the names of passed-over 
 candidates— and the peace party surely fielded its  own— a consensus 
formed around a man who could combine courage and generosity with 
fortitude and wisdom. An effective but unpretentious speaker, Sitting 
Bull matched piety with prophetic powers and an unerring sense of 
ritual theater. Although never a Sun Dance priest like his uncle Black 
Moon, Sitting Bull as a regular pledger and sponsor transformed Sun 
Dances into compelling dramas of tribal strength. Knowing the pre-
mium on building wider coalitions, he would first extend support to 
emerging factions of isolationists among the southern Tetons, ulti-
mately recognizing the Oglala Crazy Horse as his chief lieutenant, and 
then seek to rebuild the old Hunkpapa alliance with the Cheyennes.75 
 The investiture of Sitting Bull as tribal war leader in 1867 fulfilled 
twelve years of consuming ambition to lead the war party and set an 
isolationist agenda at the heart of Hunkpapa tribal policies. In fulfill-
ing his role, Sitting Bull lent a unique gravitas and charisma to this lat-
est development in the century-long evolution of Hunkpapa tribal life. 
For all its novelty, his role resonated with themes drawn from a peo-
ple’s shared sense of their past. The suspicion of entangling alliances 
reached back through the fur trade into the colonial-period origins of 
the Hunkpapas, when a dissident faction first broke with kinsmen over 
the redrawing of intertribal and interethnic alliances. The suspicion 
of hereditary civil chiefs, so marked in Hunkpapa history, had already 
yielded a loose succession of leaders drawn not from the elders and 
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 76. See Vestal, Sitting Bull, chaps. 13–14. Anderson, Sitting Bull, pp. 63–65, and Utley, 
The Lance and the Shield, pp. 84–89, 350–51, analyze the Vestal interview material with a 
more nuanced reading of Lakota political realities. Dating remains ambiguous, with es-
timates falling in the frame 1867–1869. I favor an early date because Loud-Voiced Hawk 
(Cetan Hotanka), the Shirt Wearer appointed in 1851, officiated at the investiture. Con-
temporary reports show that “Ishetan-Otanka” died, from an accidental knife wound, 
in early 1868. See Kane, Military Life in Dakota, p. 260.
 77. Vestal, Sitting Bull, p. 95. 

tiyospaye headmen but from the ranks of the warrior societies. Sitting 
Bull stood as last in a line that had numbered Akicita, the Bad Bows 
leader in 1804; Little Bear, surely Sitting Bull’s inspiration and youthful 
role-model; and even Bear Ribs.
 In the spring of 1867, most Hunkpapas, plus many Sans Arc and 
Miniconjou bands, gathered in tribal hoops to celebrate Sitting Bull’s 
appointment.76 The assembly lent the proceedings a validation that 
partisans could interpret as total Teton support for the investiture. As 
ceremonies climaxed, it was with full knowledge of themes resonating 
back through a uniquely Hunkpapa tribal experience that Sitting Bull 
rode to the head of a great procession of all six men’s societies. In a low, 
clear voice he struck up a song, composed for the occasion, that, joined 
by the others in a gathering unison, spoke to the deepest issues of that 
shared history:

Ye tribes, behold me:
 The chiefs of old are gone.
 Myself, I shall take courage.77
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