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In a culture renowned for the bravery of its warriors, Young Man Afraid of 
His Horses became known for his courage in preserving peace. 
 Born in 1836 into the Hunkpatila band of the Oglala Lakotas, Young Man 
Afraid was the son of an influential father, Man Afraid of His Horses. The 
name they shared, also translated as They Fear Even His Horses, implies 
a formidable reputation among the enemies of the Lakotas. Young Man 
Afraid gained experience in conflict with the Crows and later in the Fetter-
man and Wagon Box fights against the United States Army. In recognition of 
his leadership capabilities, he was invested with authority as a shirtwearer.
 In 1871, Young Man Afraid and his band began the transition to reservation 
life by moving to Red Cloud Agency (later moved and renamed Pine Ridge 
Agency). From this point, the former warrior began to promote his people’s 
welfare through peace and the selective adoption of new ways. On more than 
one occasion, Young Man Afraid defused conflict between whites and Indi-
ans; in October 1874, he and his warriors escorted an army detachment safely 
into the agency through a hostile crowd. Federal bureaucrats came to label 
him a “progressive” chief because he frequently sided with agent Valentine 
T. McGillycuddy against traditionalist chiefs like Red Cloud, supporting the 
creation of an Indian police force under the agent’s control, presiding over a 
board of councilmen that dispensed justice after white models, and assenting 
to limitations on traditional Oglala spiritual practices.
 Nevertheless, Young Man Afraid consistently opposed the sale or appro-
priation of Lakota lands, beginning with the 1876 negotiations on the Black 
Hills and Powder River country. Mounting pressure to give up more land in 
the late 1880s, as well as an increasingly paternalistic attitude on the part of 
federal agents, caused him to rethink his earlier openness to white culture. 
For the last years of his life, Young Man Afraid asserted the Oglalas’ cultural 
autonomy against white interference. When the Ghost Dance came, how-
ever, he opposed it. After Wounded Knee, in one of his last peacemaking 
efforts, he encouraged refugee Ghost Dancers to return to the Pine Ridge 
Agency and surrender.
 Young Man Afraid of His Horses died on 13 July 1893 on his way to visit 
the Crows, another former enemy with whom the pragmatic Oglala leader 
had made peace.             

 —Rodger Hartley



Copyright of South Dakota History is the property of South Dakota State Historical Society and its content may

not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder's express written

permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for individual use.




