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Background

The Dakota were divided into seven divisions and joined in an alliance called the Seven Council Fires.
The Seven Council Fires included the Teton, who are the Lakota, the Ihanktonwan, and Ihanktonna,
known as the yankton Nakota and Mdewankanton, Wahpeton, Sisseton, and Wapekute the Santee
Dakota. Spoken dialects were Lakota, Nakota and Dakota. (See the Lesson 5 Student Activity Sheet:
Political Organization of the Seven Council Fires.) The seven Dakota tribes lived in Western
Minnesota in the 1700's.

During this time, the Lakota became so numerous, that seven subdivisions ofthe Teton Lakota arose
and moved back onto the Plains. The yankton Nakota, the Ihanktonwan and Ihanktonwanna were
geographically located between the Santee

Dakota and Teton Lakota. The Santee Dakota remained in Minnesota. Geographically, the tribes
moved apart because of economic reasons and to defend their frontiers.

Teton is a collective term that identifies the Lakota. The Tetons were made up of seven subdivisions.
These subdivisions included the Oglala, Sicangu, Hunkpapa, Miniconju, Sihasapa, Oonhenunpa, and
itazipco; it is important to note that despite many cultural similarities, each subdivision has qualities
unique to its group. For example, a music study done on the Standing Rock Reservation using the song
of the Hunkpapa and putting them in a book called Teton Sioux Music would not be clear
representation of all Teton music because other Teton tribes may have their own versions of the same
music. (powers, p.13)

According to Royal B. Hassrick in the The Sioux, there is no record of when the Seven Council Fires
organized. The Sioux, also known as the Dakota, regarded the tribe as seven united divisions, never as
separate entities. In practice, each division ofthe Sioux Nation was an independent system capable of
functioning independently of the tribe, and each had a headmen or Chief. Yet, each division was under
the authority of four chiefs, known as Shirt Wearers. (Hassrick, p.7)

The entire Dakota Nation assembled each summer to hold a council. The annual meeting symbolized
the cohesiveness of the nation. All gathered at a great camp to renew old acquaintances, to decide
political matters, and to have a Sun Dance. The Sun Dance was the ultimate of spiritual expression.
During the annual assembly, the four great leaders of the Nation met deliberated. They formulated
national policy and sat in judgment of offenses against national unity and security. They approved or
derived actions taken by the headmen of the separate divisions during the past year.

Sources:

Hassrick, Royal B. (1982). The Sioux. University of Oklahoma Press: Norman.
Powers, William. Oglala Religion. University of Nebraska Press: Lincoln.
Sneve, Virginia Driving Hawk. (1975). They Led a Nation: The Sioux Chiefs. Bevet Press, Inc.: Sioux
Falls.
Walker, James R. Lakota Society. University of Nebraska Press: Lincoln.
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Lesson 5

Political Organization of the Seven Council Fires

Dialect Division Glossary

Santee - Dakota

*Mdewakantonwan Spirit Lake Dwellers

Leaf Dwellers*Wahpetonwan

*Sissetonwan Fish scale Dwellers

*Wahpekute Leaf Shooters

Yankton - Nakota

*Ihanktonwan Dwellers on the End

*/hanktonwanna Little End Dwellers
(also known as Yanktonais)

* Teton - lakota

Oglala They scatter their own

Sicangu Burned Thighs
(also known as Brule by the French)

Hunkpapa Camp at the end of the circle

Miniconju Planters beside the stream

Sihasapa Black Foot (not to be confused with the
Algonquin tribe known by the same name)

Oonhenunpa Two Kettle

Itazipco Without Bows
(also known by the French as Sans Arc)

* Counci I Fire



Many of the Missouris and Otos were away hunting buffalo when the Lewis and
Clark expedition encountered their towns in July 1804. The Corps sent out two
men to search for the Indians but came up empty. The captains decided to proceed
up the river.

On August 2, a small group of Missouris and Otos arrived at the Corps' camp site,
which Clark had named Council Bluff - across and downriver from what is now
Council Bluffs, Iowa. The leading chiefs were still away hunting, but Lewis and
Clark invited six or seven lesser chiefs to a council the next morning.

On August 3, with great ceremony, Lewis and Clark held the first formal meeting
between representatives of the United States and western Indians. The Indians
observed as the soldiers marched in full regalia and demonstrated their skills with
weaponry. The Corps' show of decorum and military strength would establish the
routine for subsequent councils.

During the council, the Indians were told they were the "children" of a new "great
father" who would provide them with trade and protection in place of their
unreliable commerce with the French and the Spanish. It was a speech Lewis
would deliver to numerous tribes throughout the journey.

The Missouris were advised to make peace with other Indian tribes in order to
bring the trade Lewis promised. He also urged the chiefs to send a delegation east
to visit President Jefferson. When Lewis concluded, each chief received gifts
including a peace medal and face paint.

On August 18, the leading Missouri chief, Big Horse, and main Oto chief, Little
Thief, met with the Corps. Lewis gave his speech, but Big Horse responded with
pointed requests for goods and whiskey. The Corps gave them tobacco, paint and
beads, but the Missouri warriors were not satisfied and went away unhappy. Before
departing, Little Thief indicated he would go to Washington in the spring.
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Mi ouri Indian
The Missouri Indians were part of the Southern
Sioux tribes who lived along the Missouri River
near the present-day border of Missouri and
Nebraska. They were buffalo-hunters and
farmers who lived in oven-shaped, earth-
covered houses grouped into towns.

Smallpox had depleted their numbers, so the
surviving Missouri Indians lived with the
neighboring Oto Indians. Combined, these
bands included about 250 people.
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Skirting the Skyline

In March 1805, a delegation including one Missouri chief and Little Thief met in
Washington, D.C., with President Jefferson, who promised trade goods and told
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Oto India
The Oto Indians were part of the Southern Sioux tribes who lived along the
Missouri River near the present-day border of Missouri and Nebraska. They were
buffalo-hunters and farmers who lived in oven-shaped, earth-covered houses
grouped into towns.

Smallpox had depleted their numbers, so the Oto Indians combined with the
neighboring Missouri Indians, and their villages totaled about 250 people.

Many of the Otos and Missouris were away hunting buffalo when the Lewis and
Clark expedition reached their towns in July 1804. The Corps sent out two men to
search for the Indians but came up empty. The captains decided to proceed up the
nver.

On August 2, a small group of Otos and Missouris arrived at the Corps' camp site,
which Clark had named Council Bluff - across and downriver from what is now
Council Bluffs, Iowa. The leading chiefs were still away hunting, but Lewis and
Clark invited six or seven lesser chiefs to a council the next moming.

On August 3, with great ceremony, Lewis and Clark held the first formal meeting
between representatives of the United States and western Indians. The Indians
observed as the soldiers marched in full regalia and demonstrated their skills with
weaponry. The Corps' show of decorum and military strength would establish the
routine for subsequent councils.

During the council, the Indians were told they were the "children" of a new "great
father" who would provide them with trade and protection in place of their
unreliable commerce with the French and the Spanish. It was a speech Lewis
would deliver to numerous tribes throughout the journey.

The Otos were advised to make peace with other Indian tribes in order to bring the
trade Lewis promised. He also urged the chiefs to send a delegation east to visit
President Jefferson. When Lewis concluded, each chief received gifts including a
peace medal and face paint. But the captains also sought a council with the leading
Oto chief, Little Thief. Lewis had the chiefs take gifts and a copy of his speech to
Little Thief in hopes the leader would meet them further up the river.

On August 18, Little Thief and the main Missouri chief, Big Horse, met with the
Corps. Lewis gave his speech, and Little Thief agreed that peace would benefit
everyone. He asked the captains to negotiate peace between the Otos and the
Omaha Indians. But Little Thief also noted that most important to the Otos was the
price and quality of trade goods.

Before departing, Little Thief indicated he would go to Washington in the spring.
In March 1805, a delegation including Little Thief and one Missouri chief met in
Washington, D.C., with President Jefferson, who promised trade goods and told
them he hoped for peace.
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"The Scioues Camps are handsom of a Conic form Covered with Buffalow Roabs
Painted different colours and all compact & handsomly arranged," wrote William Clark
in his journal on August 29, 1804. He was describing a teepee-populated village.
Teepees, conical tents constructed out of painted buffalo skins, were a common sight
near the mouth ofthe James River. The mouth of the James, located in present-day
southern South Dakota, was in the territory of the Yankton Sioux.

The first council between the Yanktons and the
expedition took place with a good deal of pomp on
August 30, 1804. Some 70 Yanktonsjourneyed to the
Corps' camp, all proceeded by musicians. During the
meeting, the Yankton chiefWeuche explained his
people's poverty to Lewis and Clark, as well as their Hollow Horn Bear of the Brule Sioux, 1907

need for a reliable trading partner. Afterward,
Yankton braves demonstrated their proficiency with one of the weapons of their people
- the bow and arrow - and then performed a series of ceremonial dances.

On the whole, the Yanktons' talks with Lewis and Clark were not particularly
successful. The Yanktons wanted rifles, ammunition and possibly whiskey from the
Americans, but they were to get none ofthese. Instead, they received and accepted an
invitation to send a delegation to Washington D.C., where they might begin trade
discussions with President Jefferson.

Lewis and Clark. Native Americans. yankton Sioux I PBS

Yankton ioux ndian

When they met the expedition at the end of August
1804, the Yanktons were ready to open a trade
relationship with the United States. The Yanktons had
already entertained British and French traders, and
were aware that the world and their place in it was
changing. Moreover, the tribe lacked firearms and
ammunition, and many of its women and children
were destitute. Yankton chiefs wanted to preserve
their nation, and believed that the Corps of Discovery
could help make that possible.
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Given their reputation, perhaps one of the more
interesting aspects of Teton culture concerned
the tribe's relationship with their Arikara
neighbors. The Tetons made their military might
very clear to the Arikaras, yet the Arikaras had one thing to offer that kept their
relationship with the Tetons a good one: corn. The Arikara were great farmers, and
their corn crop was essential to the survival of the Tetons. In exchange for clothes,
guns and other supplies provided by the Tetons, the Arikaras shared their horses
and corn.

There would be no kind of similar relationship between the Tetons and Lewis and
Clark, however. At the first council with the leaders of the Teton tribe, the
expedition went through its practiced ritual for meeting Indians, parading in
uniform and demonstrating an air gun. The display did little to impress the Tetons,
who perceived the Americans as competitors for control of trade in the region.
Tensions increased between the two sides, nearly resulting in an armed conflict.
Fortunately, the Teton chief Black Buffalo intervened and brought things back to a
more diplomatic level.

Over the following three days, the Tetons
hosted the Corps, though the expedition kept its
keelboat anchored almost a mile away. During
the Corps' stay, Clark made detailed notes of
Teton culture. In his journal, the Tetons are
described as thin, small and generally ill-
looking. Teton men wore hawk feathers about
their heads and robes over their bodies, while
women dressed in buffalo skins and robes.
During the expedition's stay, the Tetons held a
number of celebrations - scalp dances - of a
recent war victory over the rival Omahas.

A number of confrontations between the Tetons
and the expedition brought the Americans visit

2/2612012

Lewis and Clark. Native Americans. Teton Sioux Indians IPBS

eton ·oux Indians
At the time of the Lewis and Clark expedition,
the Teton Sioux occupied two villages near
present-day Pierre, South Dakota. One village
was located on the Missouri River itself, while
the other was situated off a tributary, the Bad
River. Among French and Canadian traders, as
well as other neighboring tribes, the Tetons
were known for aggressiveness and power.
Intent on controlling traffic through their
portion of the river, they would demand large
gifts from passing merchants. Sometimes, they
even used more violent tactics.
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to an end. No one in the Corps of Discovery
spoke Sioux, and the inability of the two groups
to communicate effectively played a significant
part in several misunderstandings. After another
argument between the Tetons and the expedition
nearly escalated into fighting, Lewis and Clark
continued upriver.
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Ari ar I dian
Sometime during the 1780s, the Arikara Indians
suffered through the first in a series of brutal
smallpox epidemics. Over the years, the disease
savaged the original populace of nearly 30,000,
so much so that by October 1804 and the arrival
of Lewis and Clark, only a small percentage of
the original population remained. One deserted
village after another greeted the expedition as it
neared the Arikara homeland, located in what is
now northern South Dakota.
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Lewis and Clark found three Arikara villages,
all located on a three-mile-long island at the
mouth of what is now the Grand River.
Altogether, some 2,000 Arikaras inhabited these
villages, living primarily in earth lodges that
were scattered across each village. The round,
covered lodges were the first of this type that
the expedition had encountered, and aroused the interest of the Corps' Patrick Gass
- a former carpenter - enough for him to note their design in his journal.

The Arikaras were primarily farmers. Their
major crops were com, beans and squash, but
they also grew tobacco, watermelon and
pumpkins. Some years, when crops did not
grow in sufficient numbers, the Arikaras
supplemented their food supply by hunting
buffalo. Farm fields were owned by family
groups, and women did the farming. The
women used two simple yet effective tools to do
their work: digging sticks fashioned from the
shoulder blades of buffalo or deer, and rakes
made by fastening reeds to a long handle.

Bear's Belly (Arikara)

It was important for the Arikaras to have
productive harvests, both to supply the tribe
with food to eat and to provide commodities
that the Arikaras could trade with other Indians.
In particular, crops balanced the relationship
between the Arikaras and the neighboring Teton Sioux. The Tetons possessed great
military strength, but they depended on the Arikara harvests to survive. Similarly,
the Arikaras obtained many of the trade goods that they needed from the Tetons.

The Rush Gatherer

On October 8, 1804, the expedition made contact with the Arikaras, and stayed
with the tribe for five days. Relations between the Corps and the Arikaras were
warm. Keeping with the directives of the expedition, the Corps observed and
recorded descriptions of their hosts. Arikara men wore buffalo robes, leggings and
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mocassins, and many warriors wielded guns that they had acquired in trade.
Women were clad in fringed antelope dresses.

Much of the negotiations between the expedition and the Arikaras centered on
future trade with America, toward which the Indians showed interest. Moreover, as
the Oto and Missouri Indians had already done, the Arikara agreed to dispatch a
representative east to visit President Jefferson. Lewis also encouraged the Arikaras
to make peace with their chief enemies, the neighboring Mandans, and the tribal
chiefs consented to his suggestion.

But more than anything else, York -- Clark's slave -- occupied the minds of the
Indians. The Arikaras had never seen a black man. York played with the children,
and told them he was a wild creature who had been captured and tamed by Captain
Clark. The adults were so astonished by his presence that they believed he had
special spiritual power. Because of this and his impressive size, they nicknamed
him Big Medicine.
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