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William Fuller's Crow Creek
and Lower Brule Paintings
JAN M.DYKSHORN

The reservation system was the result of a federal
government policy to remove the Indians from the onslaught of
white settlers. The reservations provided the Indians with land
for cultivation and a "reserve" that could not be settled by
whites. This system was meant to avoid land ownership disputes
between Indians and whites and to make the Indians easier to
control. Many tribes and bands bitterly opposed the
reservations that were so alien to their life style of nomadic
wandering. Disputes with Indian agents and the desire to leave
the reservation to hunt led to many conflicts in the latter part
of the nineteenth century. The main cause of dissatisfaction and
unrest among the Indians was the poor living conditions on the
reservations, which always seemed to be located on the most
unfertile arid land.
Because of the near starvation conditions on a reserve in
Minnesota, the Santees rebelled in the New Ulm or Santee
Uprising of 1862. After the Santees were brought under control
by the military. Colonel Clark Thompson, superintendent of
Indian affairs for the Northwest, was appointed to find a new
reservation for the Santee and Winnebago tribes. As a result, the
Crow Creek Agency was established in 1863 at Fort Thompson,
located six miles above the point where Crow Creek enters the
Missouri River. The Indians were then taught farming
techniques and encouraged, to grow crops on the unyielding
soil. 1
After crop-raising efforts failed, the Winnebagos were soon
1. Hebert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, rev. ed. (Lincoln; University of
Nebraska, 1968), pp. 84, 90.
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busy making canoes. By December they had floated down the
river to join the Omahas in Nebraska. The Santees were also
dissatisfied with their new surroundings. By 1866 the Lower
Yanktonnais, Yanktons, and Tetons crowded into the
reservation and claimed a share of the provisions, of which there
were barely enough for the Santees. In April 1866 the Santees
were moved to a reserve in northern Nebraska.^
Under the treaty negotiated by the Edmunds Commission in
1866, the Lower Brûles agreed to move to a reservation on the
west bank of the Missouri above the White River. Later, the
government moved the agency fifteen miles above the mouth of
the White River, adjacent to the Crow Creek Reservation. The
agent at Fort Thompson, J. R. Hanson, administered the affairs
of the Lower Brule Agency as welt as Crow Creek.^ Along with
the agent, other whites were employed at the agency to provide
2. Ibid., p. 90.
3. Ibid., p. 91.
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services for the Indians. Among those hired were teachers,
hospital personnel, a blacksmith, and a carpenter. The carpenter
at Crow Creek, William Fuller, was also an artist.
Relatively little is known about Fuller. He is said to have
worked on the Union Pacific Railroad when it was building
across Nebraska in 1867, and to have been the carpenter at the
Crow Creek Agency practically from the time it was established.
However, the Report of Employees in the Upper Missouri Sioux
Agency indicates that he could not have been employed by the
agency before the third quarter of 1869, J. C. Carpenter was the
carpenter before Fuller. He worked there from 20 May 1867 to
the fourth quarter of 1867, and then resigned. He was rehired in
14 April 1868 and worked untU 30 June 1869. Neither
Carpenter nor Fuller were on the employee rolls the third
quarter of 1869.'' Every other year Fuller apparently took a
two-month vacation and used the time to paint; a painting took
him approximately ten weeks to complete. His first known
painting was completed in 1882, and his last in 1893.
The Robinson Museum in Pierre has three Fuller paintings,
the Amon Carter Museum of Western Art in Fort Worth, Texas,
has one entitled Crow Creek Agency, D. T., and another is in
private hands in South Dakota. Also, one small version oï Crow
Creek Agency, D. T. is located in New Jersey. The Robinson
Museum's paintings by Fuller are: Lower Brule Agency. Dakota
Territory (1882), Indian Buriai, Lower Brule, Dakota Territory
(about 1882), and Crow Creek Reservation, 1893, all oil on
fabric. Both of the Lower Brule paintings depict a scaffold
burial on a hill with the agency in the background. All of the
paintings show the countryside in the very early spring, before
the hot sun and droughts of June, July, and August dried up the
fresh green grass and wild flowers.
Lower Bruie Agency, Dakota Territory, 1882 (burial scene)
is a lAVi'hy-SVA inch oil painting that depicts the Indian
method of burial. They believed that the departed spirit
continued to hunt in the afterlife and that he would need all the
equipment for a successful hunt. The favorite horse of the
4. J. R, Hanson, U.S, Indian Agent, Upper Missouri Sioux, Report of Employees
in the Upper Missouri Sioux Agency. 3d and 4th quarter 1867, 1st, 2d, 3d, and 4th
quarter 1868, 1st, Id, and 3d quarter 1869, Upper Missouri Sioux Agency Records,
1863-1870, Historical Resource Center, Pierre, S. Dak.
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Lower Brule Agency, Dakota Territory, 1882 (burial scene)

departed was shot, and sometimes his dog, as they believed that
the spirits of these animals would join him. Gifts of food and
tobacco were also given to the deceased.
The body was placed upon the scaffold for two or three
weeks, then taken down and buried in a shallow grave. The
government had insisted that the bodies be put in boxes, and in
1882 abolished the entire practice. In eariier times, the Indians
wrapped their dead tightly in buffalo robes, or later in trade
blankets, and left them wedged up in trees. Early settlers spoke
of finding some of these skeletons in trees when they first came
to Dakota.
In the Fuller painting, the mourners can be seen wailing.
Those delegated to carry out the ceremony and handle the
casket are on the right hand side. In the background are the
buildings of the Lower Brule Agency, which was then located
one mile south of present-day Oacoma. White River joins the
Missouri at the right side of the picture. The agency was moved
in 1889 or 1890 to the present site across the river from Fort
Thompson where Crow Creek was located, probably to expedite
the delivery of supplies to the two agencies.
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Mrs. F. P. Gannaway of Chamberlain used to tell about
seeing these poles on the hill above Lower Brule when she came
there as the giris' matron in 1882. She said that she never saw
caskets on them, however; so it is likely that the practice was
forbidden that year, and that Fuller, wishing to depict the
custom for historical purposes, painted the actual burial from
memory, using the existing scaffold and agency for background.
This painting was donated by Clara L. Anderson in 1959 and is
presently on exhibit at the Robinson Museum.
The 28-by-54V2 inch oil p3\nX\n% Indian Burial, Lower Brule,
Dakota Territory also depicts a scaffold burial at Lower Brule
Agency, painted around 1882, several years before the agency
was moved from its original site at the junction of the White
and Missouri rivers. This painting was donated by the executors
of the estate of Matilda F. Fuller, the wife of the artist, in 1966
and is presently hanging in the governor's reception room.
Crow Creek Reservation, June 1893 (at Fort Thompson) is
a 28i4-by-61 inch oil painting, which appeared in color on the

Indirin Biirini, Lower Brule, Dakota Territory

Copyright © 1976 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

416

South Dakota History

cover of South Dakota History, fall 1972, volume two, number
four. The figures in the foreground are actual portraitsstanding, left to right, William Fuller, the artist, Mark Wells, the
interpreter, and Talking Crow, the chief of police, and sitting.
White Ghost, chief from 1863 to 1907, and Bull Ghost, a lesser
chief. The eagle feather fan, held by White Ghost, was always
used in the summertime.
The poles at the extreme left support lines of beef, which
was sliced paper thin and then hung up to dry. It was usually
covered with flies, but apparently, being so thin, it dried before
it spoiled. From this sliced meat the sinews were drawn and
used for sewing.
The Episcopal church and rectory are in the left foreground,
and in the enclosure to the right are the hospital, laundry, girls'
dormitory, and employees' mess hall and sleeping rooms. The
boys' dormitory is the building with two wings and covered
porch that is facing the front. Behind it is the bam for both

Crow Creek Reservation, June 1893

COWS and horses. The building with the smoking chimney is the
mill, and the tiny building in the left foreground is the telegraph
office. Other buildings in the left background are the
warehouse, carpenter shop, blacksmith shop, icehouse, and

Copyright © 1976 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Crow Creek and Lower Bruie Paintings

417

K Agency, D. I., I «84

office of the field matron and chief clerk. The long-roofed
tenement behind the trees housed the ten policemen and their
families. These Indian police were on duty for two weeks at a
time, and then worked on their own land part of the time.
Several were always on duty and did labor, such as hauling
water and fuel and delivering the mail, as well as keeping the
peace. The herd of cattle was added in 1907. This primitive
painting was donated by Clara L. Anderson in 1959 and is
presently hanging in the office of the governor.
Another painting by Fuller, Crow Creek Agency, D. T,
1884, a 24^^by-51V2 inch oil painting, is the property of the
Amon Carter Museum of Western Art in Fort Worth, Texas. The
figures in the foreground are all actual portraits-the Indian
shown as number one is White Ghost, chief of the Yankton
tribe. At one time he controlled all of what is now south eastern
South Dakota. However, when he moved to the reservation, he
had only about two hundred people in his band. He never
accepted the white man's ways, always dressed in buckskin and
feathers, and never joined the Episcopal church. Some claim
that he advised General George Custer to avoid war with the
Tetons and that he volunteered to intercede with the Sioux in
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order to prevent further bloodshed. Custer ignored the chiefs
advice. White Ghost died 7 December 1905 and was buried in
the Episcopal cemetery at Fort Thompson, South Dakota.^
The Indian man standing next to White Ghost is Drifting
Goose, chief of the Hunkpati band of the Yanktonai Sioux for
forty-five years. He was buried at the Stephan Catholic Mission
on the Crow Creek Reservation when he died on 13 May 1909.
The third man is Wizi, a cousin of White Ghost, who accepted
the white man's life style and religion. It is believed that he
acted as a mediator, keeping disagreements on the reservation to
a minimum. He is reported to have given land for the town of
Fort Thompson. He was buried in the Episcopal cemetery at
Fort Thompson. ^
The men on the left and right foregound are identified as
Mark and Wallace Wells. These brothers were born to a Santee
mother and a white father near Faribault, Minnesota. Mark
Wells was an interpreter and Wallace was the farming supervisor.
The group of three Indians in the center foreground are, left to
5. Roscoe E. Dean, "The Oow Oeek Agency ?\cXmt," Alpena Journal. 20 June
6. Ibid.
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right. Surrounded, Whipper, and Prairie. Next to them is "Hobo
and maiden courting."''
The Episcopal church and rectory are in the left foreground,
and in the enclosure to the right are the girls' dormitory,
government school, and boys' dormitory. Other buildings in the
left background are the camp school, grainery, blacksmith shop,
officers' quarters, post office, and issue house. The building
with the smoke ascending from its chimney is the mill. Other
buildings in the background include the government bam,
carpenter shop, residences, jail, and hospital. The field in the far
right background is the school farm and the field in the far left
background is the agency farm. The agency had the impossible
task of teaching the Indians farming and agriculture on land
eminently unsuited for it. The Eleventh Census of 1890
revealed that many of the inhabitants at the agency were in
poor health, suffering from tuberculosis, scrofula, goiter, and
tapeworm. The agent blamed this condition on the restricted
and substandard Ufe style forced upon the reservation Indians.
All of the buildings in the picture were destroyed or moved
when the site was abandoned in 1956 because the Corps of
Engineers planned to build the Big Bend Dam at that place. The
office buildings were moved a few miles north to a new site.
The old fort is now a park.
The Amon Carter Museum of Western Art received the
Crow Creek Agency painting from the Kennedy Galleries in
New York. A small variation of Crow Creek Agency, 1884 is
owned by Stanley L, Ehrlich of New Jersey, and another small
painting is in private hands in South Dakota.
Two of the paintings from the collection of the Robinson
Museum in Pierre, Indian Burial, Lower Brule, Dakota Territory
and Crow Creek Reservation, J893, were restored in 1974
through matching conservation grants from the National
Endowment for the Arts in Washington, D, C , and the South
Dakota Arts Council. Lower Brule Agency, Dakota Territory,
1882 was restored in 1975 through a similar grant. Prior to
treatment by a professional conservator in Chicago, the
paintings were in an extremely fragile state-with the paint and
7. Ibid.
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ground layers cracked and in danger of flaking, and darkened by
almost a century's accumulation of dirt.
All of William Fuller's paintings are valuable, both in
monetary value and historical significance. No one knows how
many paintings Fuller actually did and attempts to find out
more about the painter have been unsuccessful. The paintings
present accurate, colorful documentation of reservation life in
the nineteenth century. They are also a good example of South
Dakota art depicting Indians, much as Harvey Dunn's art
depicts South Dakota pioneers.
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