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conflict between westward-moving citizens and 
national sensitivities by relocating Native Ameri-
cans westward, away from the major flows of set-
tlers. The second half of that century brought 
Americans face to face with the reality that there 
were no longer enough isolated places to stash 
American Indians. Furthermore, a cost-conscious 
nation decided that it was cheaper to feed Indi-
ans than to fight them, even though feeding Na-
tive Americans cut against the national belief that 
people should stand on their own rather than be 
dependent on others for their material needs. 
An added feature in the policy mix was the wide-
spread belief that “savage” Indians could not play 
a major role in creating their own futures.1

GRANT’S PEACE POLICY

President Ulysses S. Grant’s Peace Policy, an-
nounced in 1869, attempted to resolve contradic-
tions between national culture and Indian policy 
by “civilizing” and Christianizing Native Ameri-
cans through the efforts of missionaries. This ap-
proach would also circumvent the graft and cor-
ruption of what many portrayed as an organized 
“Indian ring,” which preyed on Indian annuities 

Nineteenth-century Indian policy in the Unit-
ed States stood at the crossroads of conflicting 
American ideals. One abiding challenge was the 
need to reconcile the collision between citizen 
land hunger and national calls for the humane 
treatment of Native Americans stemming from 
the beliefs that all people are created equal and 
have eternal souls. Throughout the first half of 
the nineteenth century, the nation deferred the 
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to expand the wealth of agents and others con-
nected to the flow of money and goods intended 
to benefit Indians.2

Although Grant’s plan initially relied on 
Quaker missionaries, by the early 1870s the plan 
expanded to include a number of denomina-
tions. By placing individual Christian groups in 
charge of each reservation, reformers hoped that 
religious benevolence could achieve what Indian 
agents pursuing their own pecuniary interests 
could not. The plan anticipated the day when 
Indians such as the Santee and Yankton Sioux 
would shed their tribal, cultural identities and 
fade into American society as citizens imbued 
with the same goals and values as the nation’s 
Protestant majority. This moment would also 
mark the end of the need for a national Indian 
policy to maintain reservations that excluded 
white settlement. Grant’s plan had enough be-
nevolence to please the “friends of the Indian” 
along with a projected outcome that would suit 
expansionistic settlers.3

The national plan to “civilize” Indians through 
the efforts of missionaries did not work out as 
projected, although it did enable some denomina-
tions to gain a lasting entree into the reservation 
worlds of many tribes. The Episcopal Church in 
Dakota Territory gained enduring access to many 
of the Sioux reservations of Dakota Territory in 
1872, even as the authority of all denominations 
over Indian policy was eroding. Traditional actors 
in Indian administration—Congress, the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs, the Department of the Inte-
rior, and the U.S. Army—slowly reasserted their 
dominance. They neutralized the efforts of mis-
sionaries to maintain their central influence in 
the transformation of Indians into citizens.

Episcopal work among the Sioux was also 
undermined on the reservations by the Native 
Americans themselves. These mission “charges” 
used their roles as clergy-in-training and members 
of a men’s guild to influence church actions in a 
variety of ways, including the removal of problem-
atic clergy. A few also served as leaders of tribal 
bands. They formalized their position by the cre-
ation of the Planting Society in 1873, an organiza-
tion they renamed the Brotherhood of Christian 
Unity in 1883. Although this group appeared to 

work as culture brokers, they were not neutral, 
as the term is defined by Margaret Szasz, in their 
relationships with whites and Indians.4

THE RESERVATION SETTING

This is not a story of missionary piety and duti-
ful converts. Except for the Yankton, all the par-
ticipants in the Episcopal attempt to implement 
the Peace Policy were new arrivals. They all came 
to the Dakota-Nebraska border from somewhere 
else and needed to establish their places in this 
new world as well as define their relations to one 
another. The missionaries could be a help or a 
hindrance in this effort.

As a result of the treaty of 1858, the Yank-
ton people lived on the northeastern bank of 
the Missouri River at the point where the river 
ceases to provide the boundary between Nebras-
ka and Dakota Territory and enters fully into 
South Dakota. They lived on a remnant of their 
traditional territory, which once had included 
the entire southeastern quadrant of present-day 
South Dakota. The Santee lived across the river 
and downstream from the Yankton, fully within 
the state of Nebraska.5 They were recent arrivals 
plunked down on this new-to-them reservation 
after a series of dislocations that began with the 
Minnesota Outbreak of 1862. A constant pres-
ence in their trek was entrepreneurial Episcopal 
missionary Samuel D. Hinman, a protégé of the 
well-known Indian reformer Episcopal bishop 
Henry Whipple of Minnesota. Hinman’s work 
with the Santee from the early 1860s onward had 
been made possible by his freelancing ability to 
attract financial contributions from a network of 
wealthy easterners interested in Indians.

The Episcopal Church was represented in sev-
eral ways during the early collaborations of this 
period. Initially represented by Samuel Hinman, 
the role of the church was confined to two in-
dependent missions on the Missouri River. In 
late 1872 the church expanded its responsibility 
to include most Indian missions in Dakota Ter-
ritory when it developed missions on five Sioux 
reservations while taking direct control of its mis-
sions at Santee and Yankton. At this point the 
national denomination made its full and formal 
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entrance to mission work in Dakota Territory. It 
selected Bishop William H. Hare to lead their 
new missionary field, which they called the Nio-
brara Jurisdiction. Hare chose to administer his 
responsibilities from Greenwood on the Yankton 
Reservation rather than the more developed mis-
sion community at Santee.

These events placed the Santee and Yankton 
Indians at a very complicated set of cultural in-
tersections. Considered among the more peace-
ful Sioux Indians by the early 1870s, they were 
physically located between recently established 
white settlements to their east and the still un-
conquered Teton Sioux who ranged westward on 
the Great Plains from the Missouri River to the 
Big Horn Mountains of Wyoming. Those San-
tee and Yankton inclined to adopt Christianity 
were caught between two missionaries, Hare and 
Hinman, who eventually came into conflict with 
each other. The founders of the Planting Soci-
ety, formed within the first year of the arrival of 
Bishop Hare, were often of combined Indian and 
European ancestry dating to the period of French 
dominance of the fur trade along the Missouri. 
Accepted as fellow members of the Yankton and 
Santee people, those of mixed ancestry were ide-
ally placed to collaborate, or to seem to collabo-
rate, with all parties along the Missouri River.6

HISTORIANS, MISSIONARIES, INDIANS, 
AND THE PEACE POLICY

Most historical analyses of Grant’s Peace Policy 
have evaluated it within the context of national 
Indian policy as a moment of failure to advance 
Native Americans along the path to “civiliza-
tion” and the end of separate Indian cultures. 
From this perspective historians have focused 
on conflicts among policymakers. This storyline 
addresses battles between eastern and western 
politicians; “friends of the Indian” and bureau-
crats; the House of Representatives and the U.S. 
Senate; or the Department of the Army and the 
Department of the Interior.7 In these historical 
analyses, including works on missionary efforts, 
Indians most often appear as largely ignored by-
standers in the struggle over their own futures.

Recent historians are challenging that silence. 

Studies of Native Americans as agents shaping 
their own worlds or creating their own blends of 
culture are becoming common. These perspec-
tives, including those on the efforts of missionar-
ies, underscore the importance of including lo-
cal, face-to-face relationships in the development 
of fuller understandings of Native American op-
tions to protect or promote their own interests. 
National policy was not a one-way street leading 
out of Washington, DC; it was more complicated 
than that.

Two studies suggest the flavor of these newer 
approaches. Philip Deloria offers typologies for 
understanding Native American experiences, 
including the latter nineteenth century, which 
identify cross-cultural relationships as critical for 
understanding Indian successes in establishing 
their own worlds. Deloria’s essay, “From Nation 
to Neighborhood,” points to Indian intention to 
create enclaves for themselves in the face of na-
tional policies intended “to kill the Indian to save 
the man.” Julian Go’s history of early twentieth-
century American colonization of the Philippines 
suggests a connection between American Indian 
policy and broader studies of colonialism. He 
found that Filipinos and by implication, Native 
Americans, were not helpless clay in the hands 
of national policymakers—or resident missionar-
ies. He identifies the Philippine policy as a mis-
adventure in “developmental benevolence.” This 
occurred because of the myopic vision of imperial 
administrators who believed that coerced chang-
es to local values and practices would benefit 
colonized people in the long run. In this setting, 
according to Go, patron-client relationships be-
tween local American bureaucrats and Filipinos 
were more important than the provisions of poli-
cy in determining what actually happened on the 
ground.8 Robert Galler validates the observations 
of Deloria and Go in his analysis of the ability of 
the Yanktonai (not to be confused with the Yank-
ton) at Crow Creek Agency to work with, against, 
or around Indian agents and Episcopal mission-
aries to promote the interests of their people. 
For example, they embraced English-language 
instruction as a necessary skill to promote the in-
terests of their own community, not to facilitate 
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the missionary goal of incorporating the Sioux 
into American culture.9

While Native Americans were actively pursu-
ing their own goals in the face of Peace Policy ob-
jectives, missionary awareness of these efforts was 
not as high as the clergy thought it was. Harvey 
Markowitz demonstrates how a local community 
of Sicangu Lakota (a subdivision of the Tetons) 
analogized the doctrines of Roman Catholicism 
to fit into their own preexisting worldview. While 
this was contrary to what the missionaries intend-
ed, clerical reliance on translators and their own 
initial rudimentary language skills meant that 
they did not fully know what the Sicangu took 
from what they were taught. The clergy likely 
would not have known that the Native Americans 
were largely retaining their traditional views.10

The recognition of Native American agency is 
also growing among scholars who focus on mis-
sionary work. David Howlett’s overview of new 
studies in religious history shows that historians 
are moving beyond the view from the mission 
house window to incorporate Indian perspec-
tives and experiences.11 However, some studies 
of Native American experience continue to situ-
ate the story within the context of the traditional 
mission narrative of the dissemination and adop-
tion of Christian ideals and behavior. Bonnie Sue 
Lewis’s examination of the growing reliance of 
Presbyterians on Native clergy in Indian mission 
work portrays these clergy as more effective than 
white missionaries in achieving the denomina-
tion’s goals. Significantly, she does not claim that 
the indigenous clergy added any perspectives from 
their own culture to the message of the mission.12

My study of missionaries to the Santee and 
Yankton addresses the intricacies and submerged 
aspects of cross-cultural collaboration in a setting 
where Indian agents and Episcopal missionaries 
thought they possessed a monopoly on influence. 
This assumption made it easy for the governmen-
tal and denominational representatives to assume 
they understood the long-term needs of Native 
Americans better than the Indians themselves. 
The unnoticed dimension of this interaction was 
the ability of the Santee and neighboring Yank-
ton to use their knowledge of and relationships 
with two competing Episcopal missionaries to 

modify the world the conquerors brought to their 
lands. The Native Americans achieved their goals 
while seeming to collaborate with “their” mis-
sionaries by modifying the government’s plans 
for them through the creation of a dual-purpose 
men’s guild. Although the group ostensibly oper-
ated within the confines of missionary goals, it 
also had all the traits of a sodality, a type of or-
ganization that anthropologists see as a routine 
creation in Native American life. The traits of a 
sodality are discussed below in direct relation to 
the creation of the Planting Society.

CONVOCATION AND COLLABORATION

The prelude to the expansion of the mission 
outreach to the Sioux by the Episcopal Church 
under the Peace Policy occurred at a two-day 
meeting in October 1870. Those in attendance 
praised the efforts of the current missionar-
ies and called upon the national church to ask 
them to lead the church’s initiative. Following 
the meeting, the participants printed a record of 
the Niobrara Convocation, which presented the 
church’s two local clergy as effective collaborators 
across cultures; nothing in the report hinted at 
the possibility that Native Americans might have 
concerns in addition to or contrary to the points 
raised at the convocation.

The constitution and bylaws for the Niobrara 
Jurisdiction present the fruits of local discussions 
held in the expectation of the entry of the Epis-
copal Church into Dakota Territory. The printed 
report of the meeting was circulated widely to in-
fluential audiences that included eastern church-
men and national policymakers. The journal of 
the two-day session presented the mission com-
munity in idealized terms that suggested that the 
Santee and Yankton people were already well 
down the road toward the goals envisioned by 
reformers. The Santee and Yankton communi-
ties expressed their willingness to join in the mis-
sionary effort to reach all the Sioux in the upper 
Great Plains.13 The report suggests that all parties 
at the meeting were actually, as well as figurative-
ly, on the same page.

Convocations are standard fare in the Episco-
pal Church. They provide periodic opportunities 
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for clergy and laypeople in a specific geographic 
setting to discuss common concerns. The organi-
zation of the Niobrara Convocation provides an 
excellent example of a general collaborative effort 
in pursuit of a common goal. From a more ana-
lytical perspective, however, the convocation is 
transformed from a durable, unambiguous part-
nership into a single moment in the long-term 
interplay of relationships among peoples working 
out separate but inextricably interrelated des-
tinies in the presence of one another along the 
Missouri River. Collaboration was always neces-
sary but never as straightforward as the statement 
on the Niobrara Convocation suggests.

In this essay I use the term “collaboration” 
in three ways. One definition refers to people 
working together on a joint endeavor. Missionar-
ies saw their work with Native Americans from 
this perspective; indeed, the Episcopal Church 
included a pathway for selected Indians over 
time to achieve full clerical status comparable to 
white missionaries. A second definition regards 
collaboration as treasonous cooperation with an 
invader of one’s home territory. This is the defi-
nition directed at Native Americans who worked 
with missionaries or the Bureau of Indian Af-
fairs, presumably against the traditional practices 
of their people.14 A third definition results from 
turning the second definition on its head. In this 
case collaboration becomes working with the con-
querors to gain the knowledge and trust needed 
to undermine the efforts of the invaders, mission-
aries in this case, to create a home for traditional 
practices and values within the emerging, white-
dominated world.

The collaboration present in the announce-
ment of the Niobrara Convocation had two 
general functions. First, it addressed the relation-
ships and announced goals of the people actually 
involved in the discussions. Second, it was in-
tended to appeal to two outside audiences whose 
support was critical to the new organization: the 
leaders of President Grant’s Indian policy and 
the mission committee of the national Episcopal 
Church. Although partnership with both groups 
was needed, neither entity was directly represent-
ed at the Niobrara River meeting.

The path of all the participants in the forma-

tion of the convocation began with the United 
States–Dakota War of 1862.15 The prelude to and 
prosecution of that war triggered the search for a 
new national Indian policy, which culminated in 
the creation of President Grant’s policy. The war 
itself shattered Santee social organization and led 
to their removal to a new reservation along the 
Missouri River in the mid-1860s. Rev. Samuel D. 
Hinman built on his previous ties to the Santee 
during the 1862 war to become the leading white 
church voice at the 1870 convocation. The Yank-
ton people had just initiated a relationship with 
the Episcopal Church. Both tribes were placed 
under agents who advocated assigning their 
charges to individual land allotments and open-
ing their remaining land to pioneer settlement.16

THE 1862 MINNESOTA WAR AND 
ITS CONSEQUENCES

Santee needs triggered the Minnesota Outbreak 
of 1862. Their lives were at least partially depen-
dent on a flow of treaty goods and annuities 
promised by Washington in exchange for a large 
cession of Santee land for white settlement. Un-
der the deal, the Santee had also been required 
to relocate to two small reserves along the Min-
nesota River in the western part of that state. Un-
fortunately, Congress often delayed passing the 
appropriations needed to finance the nation’s 
treaty obligations. In an era of tribal starvation, 
this pattern magnified the misery experienced 
by the Santee; some tribal members responded 
with attacks on neighboring white farmers and 
residents of nearby towns. After some initial suc-
cesses of Santee war parties, white Minnesotans 
retaliated against warlike and peaceful Santee 
alike. In the end, 400 to 800 whites were killed 
along with about 150 Santees.17

Santee misery continued. After the war they 
were scattered across the West. Some fled to Da-
kota Territory or Canada, many were confined 
at Fort Snelling near St. Paul, while others were 
sent to prisons outside Minnesota. Wives and 
children of the imprisoned were removed to the 
Crow Creek Reservation along the Missouri Riv-
er in what is now central South Dakota to await 
the release of their incarcerated relatives. In 1866 
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the Crow Creek group walked down the Missouri 
River to its juncture with the Niobrara River to 
reunite with their newly released relatives. To-
gether in 1866, they began efforts to re-coalesce 
as a tribe.18

President Grant’s Peace Policy grew out of les-
sons learned in the wake of the Minnesota Out-
break. In that war the military was required to 
suppress a bloody but avoidable war over prom-
ised but undelivered rations. Reformers came to 
believe that the field personnel as well as Con-
gress comprised an “Indian ring” that exacerbat-
ed relations with Native Americans in the pursuit 
of personal profit. White retaliation during the 
outbreak demonstrated the deep hostility felt by 
settlers toward their previously peaceful Indian 
neighbors. Summary trials at the end of the con-
flict assigned the death penalty indiscriminately 
to guilty and innocent Santees. Rt. Rev. Henry 
Benjamin Whipple, Minnesota’s Episcopal bish-
op, described the injustices of the trials in a letter 
to President Abraham Lincoln, who subsequent-
ly commuted the sentences of the vast majority of 
the 303 “guilty.” White wrath also spurred calls 
for the removal of all Minnesota Indians to Dako-
ta Territory and the diversion of promised Santee 
treaty payments to reimburse the damage claims 
of the settlers.19 The issues of the Minnesota war 
were not unique to that setting. The hostility di-
rected at Native Americans in 1862 was repeated 
in the Sand Creek Massacre of 1864 in Colorado 
while Red Cloud underscored the effort and high 
costs needed to defeat Native Americans along 
the Bozeman Trail.20

A third consequence of the 1862 war was the 
transformation of Samuel D. Hinman from a 
local protégé of Minnesota’s influential Bishop 
Henry Whipple to an emerging national figure 
among Indian reformers. An orphan from Con-
necticut, he began conducting Sunday services 
while a student at Whipple’s Faribault, Minne-
sota, seminary where he immersed himself in the 
lives of the Santee people. His growing closeness 
with them was reflected in the willingness of in-
dividual Santee to facilitate his escape during the 
1862 outbreak. He also accompanied a group of 
them to their confinement at Fort Snelling and 
later wintered with relatives of Santee prisoners 

during their interim stay at the Crow Creek Res-
ervation. Upon their arrival at their final destina-
tion along the Niobrara River, Samuel Hinman 
began the development of a new mission in par-
allel with Santee efforts to rebuild their world.21

By 1870 Hinman’s activities extended well be-
yond his base of operations on the Santee Reser-
vation. He worked periodically as an interpreter 
for governmental commissions to Sioux Indians 
beginning in 1867; he was also emerging as a 
national figure in the Indian work of the Epis-
copal Church through his mission reports and 
requests for financial support for his work.22 In 
the late 1860s his mission added a new unit for 
the Yankton people residing on their own reser-
vation across the Missouri River from the San-
tee agency. Although guaranteed possession of 
their remnant, reservation lands by the treaty of 
1858, this land was under constant pressure from 
whites who wanted to settle in the area.23 In reac-
tion the Yankton sent a request for a missionary 
to Samuel Hinman who obtained financial sup-
port for the effort from his network of eastern 
supporters. William Welsh, a wealthy Philadel-
phia Episcopalian with interests in Indian affairs 
as well as the blossoming career of Reverend Hin-
man, financed the new mission. Welsh was one 
of Hinman’s major eastern supporters; he served 
briefly as one of the first members of the Board 
of Indian Commissioners to oversee the opera-
tion of the church-led reservations before resign-
ing for lack of full authority on June 29, 1869.24

Hinman designated one of his native Santee 
clergy, Paul Mazekute, to serve the Yankton peo-
ple while he looked for a white clergyman to lead 
the new mission. Joseph Cook, a missionary from 
Cheyenne, Wyoming, joined Hinman’s staff in 
1869 to work directly with the Yankton. The com-
bination of the Santee and Yankton missions ce-
mented the Episcopal claim for a leading role with 
the Sioux throughout Dakota Territory under the 
Peace Policy. The Yankton request for a missionary 
suggested Hinman’s influence was growing among 
the Sioux. The trials and tribulations of the Santee 
and the impoverished condition of the Yankton 
made them ideal prospects for Grant’s program of 
civilization and Christianization.
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THE NIOBRARA CONVOCATION

The formation of the Niobrara Convocation 
represented the effort of the Episcopal Church 
to advance its reputation as a worthy mediator 
between the white and Indian worlds. According 
to convocation records, Rev. Samuel D. Hinman 
led the meetings at the request of Rt. Rev. Rob-
ert Clarkson, Bishop of Nebraska and what was 
called, at that moment, “the Indian jurisdiction.” 
The discussions occurred in the Santee Reserva-
tion home of Chief Joseph Wabashaw at the Epis-
copal Mission of the Most Merciful Savior on the 
banks of the Missouri River.25

The meeting was collaborative and inclusive 
but also hierarchical. Participants included the 
two white clergy working on the Santee and Yank-
ton Reservations, three Indian clergy, four Indian 
catechists, and two lay representatives from each 
of the church’s mission congregations. In addi-
tion, each band served by a chapel was allowed 
a representative, while the five Yankton head-
men present at the convocation were invited to 
sit in, as was a representative of the Ponca tribe. 
Major leadership roles for this collaboration were 
assigned to white clergy; the organization peti-
tioned Bishop Clarkson to name the two whites 
present at the meeting, Samuel Hinman and Jo-
seph Cook, as “reverend deans” for their work 
on the Santee and Yankton Reservations, respec-
tively. The group also requested that Samuel Hin-
man be named archdeacon over the Niobrara 
Jurisdiction.26

The published proceedings include numerous 
instances that suggest that the Santee and Yank-
ton were fully ready accept President Grant’s 
reforms and become willing clay ready to be 
molded in the ways of the white world. Abraham 
Wamasnasu proposed that “if they [Indians] can 
be saved, it must be by learning the ways and reli-
gion of the whites” while catechist Andrew Nam-
duca resolved that “it is impossible for a people to 
be thoroughly civilized until they are brought un-
der law.” Thomas Kicosmani, another catechist, 
added that “the lands of all the tribes should be 
surveyed, divided and given to the Indians in 
severalty.” Native clergyman Rev. Paul Mazekute 
(Santee) asserted, in a blow to Indian agent lead-

ership, that “in our opinion the Christian law 
of love is far stronger [than civil law], and that 
most of the dissensions among our people can be 
healed by kind and godly advice from the Clergy 
and Christian people.”27 The minutes do not dis-
tinguish between Yankton and Santee voices in 
the presentation of resolutions.

Other provisions suggested Indian rejection 
of those traditional cultural norms regarded as 
heathen by whites. The institution of marriage 
received special attention. Samuel Hinman stated 
that clergy should not “recognize any divorce un-
less granted for the cause of adultery; and even 
then not to consent to the [subsequent] marriage 
of the guilty party.” Mazekute added that “polyg-
amy is forbidden” and that if a polygamous man 
sought baptism he must choose among his wives 
the one whom he would marry in the church. 
Another resolution urged that Indians adopt the 
Christian standard of marriage holding that the 
man was the head of the household; if adopted, 
this proposal would end the expectation that hus-
bands would live in the homes of their mothers-
in-law rather than on their own. Finally, Andrew 
Wamasnasu moved that any sorcerer or anyone 
who invites such a person into their home should 
be suspended from Holy Communion.28

The founders of the Niobrara Convocation 
also claimed the responsibility to extend their 
mission work in the upper Great Plains. Us-
ing the scriptural image of ministers as “fishers 
of men” (Mark 1:17), Chief Joseph Wabashaw 
resolved “[t]hat it is the duty of the Clergy and 
Mission, and of all the Christian Indians, to give 
all their strength and time until the net [of the 
fisherman] can be drawn around . . . the whole 
Dakota People.”29

Concluding resolutions of thanks skillfully 
tied the creation of the convocation to a num-
ber of outsiders interested in the work of Samuel 
Hinman. Thanks were offered to the newly iden-
tified dean of the Niobrara, Samuel Hinman, and 
his immediate superior at that moment, Robert 
Clarkson, the bishop of Nebraska. Special thanks 
were directed to William Welsh, the Philadelphia 
Indian reformer who largely financed Hinman’s 
Santee Mission, and Minnesota bishop Henry B. 
Whipple, Hinman’s long-standing clerical spon-
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sor. With an eye toward Washington the Niobr-
ara group thanked President Grant for his inter-
est in the welfare of Indians, his determination to 
eradicate the abuses of the past, and his success 
for ensuring that Indian annuities arrive on time 
and intact.30

On its surface the creation of the Niobrara 
Convocation represented cross-cultural collabo-
ration. The concluding document appeared to 
be written by a group of people working together 
to achieve common goals. Native Americans ex-
pressed support for both the value of Christianity 
and the acceptability of impending government 
policies. They seemingly embraced the leadership 
of the white clergy, valued the support of white 
outsiders who were known to many of them per-
sonally, and valued the role of President Grant in 
their lives. And they indicated the willingness to 
become missionaries to other Dakotas.

THE PROBLEM WITH SAMUEL HINMAN

Although the Niobrara Convocation may have 
helped the national Episcopal Church advance 
its status in the Indian reform movement, there 
were other dynamics at work at the local level. The 
meeting at Chief Wabashaw’s home concealed 
the conflicting, private agendas of Rev. Samuel 
Hinman and “his” Indians. After the proclama-
tions of the 1870 meeting, Hinman pursued his 
personal goals, while there is no evidence of Na-
tive Americans doing anything other than follow-
ing along. Hinman looked forward to his selec-
tion as bishop of the Niobrara as the culmination 
of his drive toward national stature comparable 
to that of his mentors, Bishop Whipple and 
philanthropist William Welsh. In the meantime 
Hinman needed to demonstrate his effectiveness 
as a shepherd guiding his “charges” toward “civi-
lization” and Christianity while appearing disin-
terested in his possible elevation to bishop. Hin-
man’s needs were, at best, contrary to any hopes 
that the Santee and Yankton might have had to 
ameliorate the impact of the American presence 
in their environs by turning the dynamics of the 
Peace Policy to their advantage.

The Niobrara agreement did not include any 
provisions representing what Steven Sabol has 

identified as “adaptive strategies.” These strate-
gies are frequently pursued by people laboring 
under the terms of a colonial setting such as the 
American reservation system. Their purpose is to 
offset the worst impacts of government policy or 
to pursue positive changes in the system. There 
were no resolutions that clearly reflected sup-
port for anything directly tied to the particular 
interests of Indians. The motion having the best 
chance to keep the tribe together was made by 
the secretary of the convocation, Joseph Cook, 
who was the white missionary at Yankton Agen-
cy. If “Hinman’s Indians” hoped to find wiggle 
room for their interests within the framework of 
the Niobrara Convocation, they would be disap-
pointed until the Episcopal Church selected an 
“outsider” to lead their missions.31

The ability to exploit openings in the Niobr-
ara negotiations was largely unavailable to the 
Sioux under the leadership of Samuel Hinman. 
His financial support came from eastern benefac-
tors who were captivated by his stories of selfless 
service to helpless, needy Indians huddled in 
their tipis.32 He would have had little interest in 
supporting or allowing the resistance implicit in 
“adaptive strategies” whenever they appeared to 
undercut his own plans. In fact, if Hinman were 
elected bishop of Niobrara, he would become a 
more influential advocate of the national Indian 
policies embedded in the Niobrara Convocation 
agreement as well as a more powerful presence on 
the reservations.

The Hinman relationship had many liabili-
ties in the eyes of the Santee. He had not been 
their unstinting friend and advocate. Although 
he had been a constant companion of the Santee 
since 1862 and knew their language and culture, 
he was not a neutral culture broker.33 As the trial 
record of his 1882 libel suit against Bishop Hare, 
discussed below, indicates, his ultimate loyalties 
were to the white community or to himself.

The Santee and Yankton also had likely di-
rected a wary eye toward Hinman’s reservation 
presence since 1862. According to Mary Graves, a 
long-term housemother of Saint Mary’s Boarding 
School and worker at the Santee Mission, Hin-
man’s success with the Santee people was ground-
ed on special knowledge dating from the 1862 
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war. He knew which Santee had killed whites in 
that conflict and which had not—and they knew 
he knew. Even eight years after the war and its 
mass executions, Santee men could imagine re-
prisal for past deeds if they incurred Hinman’s 
wrath.34

Hinman’s loyalties lay with the government 
and the settlers. From the late 1860s onward, he 
frequently left the reservation for extended time 
periods to interpret for commissions investigat-
ing Indian living conditions or to negotiate treaty 
revisions including land cessions on behalf of the 
federal government.35 These activities were also 
strategically located in the territorial and national 
white communities. His attractiveness included 
fluency in the Dakota language, knowledge of 
Sioux culture, and convenient location along the 
Missouri River, the major transportation artery 
in the transition zone between white settlements 
and Indian lands. His proximity to Yankton, the 
capital of Dakota Territory, placed him close to 
territorial politicians in an era when a primary 
political goal was to lobby for more land to be 
opened for settlement. Finally, his many friend-
ships among white settlers could assure easterners 
that he was ultimately on their side. The memory 
of Hinman’s loyalty to the U.S. government over 
and above any bonds to Native Americans ex-
tended well into the twentieth century; Hinman 
was mentioned negatively in a memoir of the 
American Indian Movement’s occupation of the 
Wounded Knee battlefield, which occurred in 
1973, almost one hundred years after the events 
related to the creation of the Planting Society.36

BISHOP HARE AND THE CREATION 
OF THE PLANTING SOCIETY

Samuel Hinman suffered a major setback in late 
1872; he was not elected bishop of Niobrara. In 
a rejection of Hinman’s past mission work, a na-
tional meeting of Episcopal bishops selected Wil-
liam Hobart Hare to direct the denomination’s 
expanding network of Indian missions. Indeed, 
Hinman’s mentor, Bishop Whipple, nominated 
Hare for the post.

The new bishop had been the secretary for the 
denomination’s committee on foreign missions 

and had turned down an earlier election to a 
bishopric in Africa. Where Hinman appeared in 
Minnesota out of the blue as a twenty-year-old or-
phan from Connecticut, Hare was a well-placed 
Philadelphian whose maternal grandfather, John 
H. Hobart, had been an influential bishop with 
experience in Indian work. Hinman was now ex-
pected to work with and through a man who had 
a world of connections but no background in Na-
tive American culture.37

It was the practice of the Episcopal Church 
to announce only the person elected to office. 
Proceedings were secret. For this reason the ratio-
nale for the selection of Hare beyond his strong 
eastern ties is not known nor are the positive or 
negative estimates of Hinman, the only other 
nominee in the close election. The voting results 
leaked out almost immediately. Subsequent re-
ports of the Domestic Committee of the Board 
of Missions emphasize the importance of proper 
moral behavior in a bishop. They believed that 
bishops have “a higher degree of moral power” 
than other clergy and that a missionary bishop 
must be able to unify his clergy around his leader-
ship.38 Could this have been a factor in the vote? 
Did the voting bishops have moral reservations 
about Hinman? Once Bishop Hare arrived in Da-
kota Territory he quickly encountered reports of 
Hinman dalliances with Indian women.

Hare’s arrival also marked a new chapter for 
the Santee in their recovery from the disaster 
of the U.S.-Dakota War. Not connected to the 
events or personal networks of 1862, Hare also 
did not have preexisting ties to local white set-
tlers or the military. Still, the relationship did 
not represent an immediate fresh start for the 
Sioux. The bishop was not physically available to 
meet with members of his Santee congregations 
because he lived upriver on the Yankton Reserva-
tion. In addition, Hare required a translator for 
any meetings with Native Americans. Although 
Joseph Cook, resident white missionary on the 
Yankton Reservation, was a capable translator, he 
was also well known as a close friend of Reverend 
Hinman. When Hare ventured to Santee, Hin-
man himself served as translator. Thus Indians 
could not meet freely with their potential ally. 
Furthermore, a rebuffed Hinman began empha-
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sizing his title of presbyter over the Santee mis-
sions, a claim that he felt made him equal rather 
than subordinate to the organizational status of 
Bishop Hare.39

The Yankton and Santee, operating in con-
cert in 1873, turned to a traditional form of 
Sioux organization, what is generically known as 
a sodality, to create the adaptive strategy that had 
eluded them in the creation of the Niobrara Con-
vocation. This type of organization, according to 
anthropologists, appears most often in societies 
where most personal relationships are based on 
kinship. In this context, according to Guy Gib-
bon, a sodality stretches across political and fam-
ily bonds, has a defined organizational structure, 
excludes some people, and has a common pur-
pose and a sense of pride and belonging. A sodal-
ity is especially effective for addressing problems 
or interests that cannot be met effectively within 
individual kin structures.40

Within the year of Hare’s arrival in Green-
wood, three young Native American men collabo-
rated in the creation of an informal organization 
they called The Planting Society. Ten years later 
it was renamed the Brotherhood of Christian 
Unity. Although the two titles suggest support for 
the goals of American Indian policy—civilization 
and Christianization—the organization provided 
a space for emerging leaders to collaborate with 
one another without white clergy always present. 
Like the founders of the Niobrara Deanery, the 
men were residents of the Santee and Yankton 
Reservations; unlike the 1870 collaborators, 
there were no Euro-Americans among the found-
ers or promoters of the association. In addition 
the founders was very young; their ages ranged 
from nineteen to twenty-one. White clergy saw 
the group as a guild designed to supplement their 
work; Bishop Hare was unaware of the organiza-
tion until 1876.

Contrary to missionary hopes for these theol-
ogy students, the Planting Society was not a club 
to further the goals of the Peace Policy for the 
wholesale adoption of the values of white soci-
ety. The founders regarded their organization as 
a brotherhood club. The Planting Society com-
bined Christian values with traditional Dakota 
charitable responsibilities for poor and neglected 

members of the tribe or band. The organization 
was similar to the Big Bellies formed by Sitting 
Bull, which had also been formed for charitable 
purposes. The organization suited the needs of 
this younger generation of Santee and Yankton 
by emphasizing the importance of inherited val-
ues. Membership grew quickly.41

Tribal unity was also a concern. The society ad-
dressed the fragmentation of Native American life 
caused by disagreement over how best to respond 
to the pressure to “civilize,” to deal with the frag-
mentation of society from denominational com-
petition, and to reconcile their familiar under-
standings of the spirit world with the teachings of 
Christianity. They did not portray their heritage 
as an inventory of items to be surrendered along 
the path toward civilization. Where missionaries 
saw Indian culture as a savage lifestyle to be eradi-
cated, the founders regarded the ideals of their an-
cestors as good but incomplete because previous 
generations lacked knowledge about Jesus. They 
were alarmed that the messengers of Jesus created 
divisions among Indian people by insisting that 
membership in a particular church was a lifelong 
commitment. Missionaries scorned those who 
moved back and forth among several denomina-
tions. On the Yankton and Santee Reservations 
the Episcopal Church faced an abiding challenge 
from Congregational and Presbyterian missions. 
In contrast, the Brotherhood of Christian Uni-
ty welcomed converts to members of different 
Christian denominations to their combination of 
Christianity and Indian unity.42

The founders of the Brotherhood of Christian 
Unity were leading young men of the Yankton 
and Santee tribes drawn from the “friendly Indi-
ans” who lived near agencies and forts; they were 
engaged in farming and held jobs such as carpen-
ters and blacksmiths.43 One of the founders was 
Philip Deloria. According to missionary writings 
the sixteen-year-old Deloria was brought to Rev. 
Joseph Cook in 1870 for religious instruction 
at the behest of his mixed-blood father, Frank 
(or Francois) Deloria, known to the Yankton as 
Saswe. This moment was hailed by missionaries 
as proof of the appeal and promise of the mis-
sion effort and was immediately trumpeted na-
tionally in the missionary press.44 The ebullient 
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Joseph Cook did not know that Frank Deloria 
had brought his son to the mission in compliance 
with his traditional vision quest, which bound 
the Deloria family to adopt Christianity for four 
generations. Another explanation for Philip’s 
conversion, also unknown to the clerics, is that 
Philip’s father pointed him toward the church 
in order to access its political power for the ben-
efit of the tribe.45 But, despite the hopes for the 
Indian-only Planting Society, Samuel Hinman 
remained a barrier to the success of the society.

CONFLICT BETWEEN 
BISHOP AND PRESBYTER

Almost immediately after his arrival, Bishop 
Hare began establishing missions on all the res-
ervations in Dakota Territory assigned to the 
Episcopal Church. This included hiring clergy 
and staff, building churches and mission houses, 
and establishing the day and boarding schools 
needed to carry out the twin goals of civiliza-
tion and Christianization. His absences left Hin-
man unhindered on the Santee Reservation and 
highly influential in the work with the Yankton. 
While initially Hare was likely grateful to be able 
to focus on mission building, he was dogged by 
tales of Hinman’s liaisons with Indian women. 
The worst story held that the failing health of 
the presbyter’s wife was caused by a “loathsome 
disease” (syphilis), which she allegedly contracted 
from her husband, who got it from an Indian 
woman. Hinman denied all these stories and 
endured several clerical investigations into his re-
ported immorality. Mary Hinman died in 1876.46 
When asked by a white neighbor why the many 
accusations against him never seemed to stick, 
Hinman said he was always exonerated because 
the witnesses against him were Indians.47

Analysts of the Hare-Hinman relationship 
have always had to address the issue of lying, 
which lay at the core of nineteenth-century white 
understandings of the nature of Native Ameri-
cans. There are two ways of addressing this issue. 
Was Hinman guilty of the charges of immorality 
but evaded responsibility because white observers 
did not believe Indian witnesses? Or was he in-
nocent but victimized by Indians with a penchant 

for making up stories about whites? The latter 
claim predominated in the white community, in 
part because honesty was seen as a Christian trait 
whereas “heathens” were “natural” liars.48

Notwithstanding the frontier and Victorian 
prejudices of the era, Bishop Hare believed Na-
tive American claims and declined to reemploy 
Samuel Hinman from 1878 onward because his 
behavior was not a proper role model for Indians. 
Bishop Hare’s message to his board terminating 
Hinman was acquired by the deposed cleric who 
reprinted it along with his rebuttal. Hare’s charg-
es included the names of his Indian cleric inform-
ers and their specific charges while Hinman ar-
gues for the absurdity of each of Hare’s claims. 
The conflict led to a libel trial filed by Presbyter 
Hinman against Bishop Hare, held in New York 
City, the organizational home of the national 
Episcopal Church. The story got daily coverage in 
the New York Times and other East Coast papers. 
Hinman won his suit in 1882 but Hare won a 
new trial on appeal in 1887 because of numerous 
judicial errors during the trial. At the urging of 
mutual friends, the adversaries grudgingly agreed 
to a written reconciliation.49

The “reconciliation” continued Hare’s ban 
on Hinman’s presence on the Santee and Yank-
ton Reservations, where it was feared he could 
meddle in the operations of Bishop Hare. Was 
this a victory for justice or an example of the 
power of a convenient fiction shared by Bishop 
Hare and some Native Americans? The removal 
of Reverend Hinman from the Niobrara Juris-
diction eliminated the person who represented 
an obstacle to the separate goals pursued by the 
bishop and by the Santee and Yankton people.

The libel trial record places the bishop and 
the Native Americans in agreement on Hinman’s 
guilt while local white witnesses sided with Hin-
man.50 Furthermore, the stories that reached 
Hare’s ears were from Indians. While it is impos-
sible to prove if the stories were true, it is certain 
that the stories provided Hare with the rationale 
needed to end his ongoing difficulties with Hin-
man. It is also clear that the acceptance of the 
stories as true also eliminated an obstacle to the 
initiatives of the Planting Society.51

A recent article by Joshua Piker raises the pos-
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sibility that Hare and the Indians were mutually 
complicit in advancing a story that both knew to 
be untrue. Piker’s convincing analysis from the 
colonial era demonstrates that British and Creek 
Indian leaders crossed a cultural divide to pres-
ent a common story about a minor Creek leader 
which both knew to be a lie. This action en-
abled both sets of leaders to stabilize their holds 
on power, one in a colony, the other in a tribe. 
This suggests the possibility that Hinman was in-
nocent but that the members of the new Indian 
society disseminated a story they knew would be 
helpful to Hare, who chose to accept it as true to 
solidify his hold on his missionary jurisdiction.52

The banishment of Hinman helped advance 
the influence of the Planting Society on the res-
ervations of South Dakota. The organization 
became a meeting ground for Native American 
clergy and assumed a key role in the leadership 
of Indian Episcopalians. Subsequent political 
developments in South Dakota facilitated this 
growth. The 1883 national political decision to 
move the capital of Dakota Territory from Yank-
ton to Bismarck triggered the action of residents 
from “southern Dakota” to begin a statehood 
movement for their half of Dakota Territory. In 
response to this effort, the Episcopal Church 
expanded Bishop Hare’s jurisdiction to include 
white communities in his pastoral responsibili-
ties. To meet this change, the bishop moved his 
“see” from Greenwood to Sioux Falls in 1883 to 
better serve white as well as Indian communities 
and to enjoy the benefits of living in a larger com-
munity.53 At this point Bishop Hare’s former Nio-
brara Jurisdiction became one of three deaneries 
in the territory and divided the attention of the 
bishop. It was at this moment that the Planting 
Society changed its name to the Brotherhood for 
Christian Unity and likely gained greater autono-
my over its own affairs. By the end of the century 
its leaders were known as the “Big Four,” and 
they played a key role in influencing the work of 
the Episcopal Church in what became known as 
the Niobrara (Indian) Deanery. Founder Philip 
Deloria, one of the “Big Four” Indian clergy lead-
ers in the deanery, came to be regarded as one 
of the spiritual leaders of Indian Episcopalians.54

CONCLUSION

The chain of events, from starvation and military 
intervention in 1862 through cultural convales-
cence along the Missouri River to the collabora-
tion associated with the Niobrara Convocation 
and beyond, supports David Lindenfeld’s inter-
pretation of the development of Sioux Christian-
ity. He argues that the Sioux assimilated the alien 
contents of Christianity while conserving many 
indigenous religious forms.55 The Santee and 
Yankton people may have taken this path because 
they lived along the Missouri River immediately 
adjacent to white settlements and under the eyes 
of folks wanting to establish homesteads or ex-
tend existing farms onto their remaining treaty 
lands. Theirs was the world of settler colonialism, 
the constant possibility of military intervention 
from nearby Fort Randall, and the challenges of 
the nation’s capitalist economy that saw the In-
dian trade and treaty annuities as profit centers 
and Indian lands as future pioneer settlements.

In the face of these pressures the Santee and 
Yankton had a couple of advantages that enabled 
them to construct elements of a modified culture 
in the near vicinity of the white community. One 
advantage lay in the mind of missionaries who 
were certain that their charges were destined to 
change from American Indians to Indian Ameri-
cans, a people of American habits and Christian 
values. This viewpoint led them to devalue or 
overlook the ideals, concerns, and perspectives 
of their indigenous parishioners. After all, they 
expected that none of these experiences would 
last into the future. This attitude also led people 
like Bishop Hare to decline to learn the Dakota 
language because he believed that the use of that 
language would wane over time. He also felt that 
he could not master all the variant dialects of 
the language. If the Sioux sang Christian hymns 
and prayed in unison from the Dakota language 
prayer book, he could feel his missions were cre-
ating Indian Americans. He was not equipped to 
look beyond the outward signs of conversion and 
interpersonal behavior to see what inner mean-
ings his new churchmen ascribed to the Christian 
belief system. He would not likely be aware of any 
blending of Indian practices with Christian be-
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liefs. This fact also created space for the develop-
ment of Sioux Christianity.

Collaboration played a central role in the 
lives of all of the participants in this story. The 
creation of the Niobrara Convocation provided 
some semblance of white-Indian partnership, ad-
vanced President Grant’s Indian policy, propelled 
the Episcopal Church toward its major role in 
Native American missions, and placed Samuel 
Hinman at the doorstep of national prominence. 
The Santee and Yankton need to advance an In-
dian agenda led to a successful collaboration, the 
Planting Society (Brotherhood of Christian Uni-
ty). The reports of Indian Christians led Bishop 
Hare to dismiss a man who represented the com-
mon obstacle to the career of the bishop and to 
the cultural goals of the Native Americans. The 
subsequent libel trial found Hinman’s opponents 
allied against him behind the truth or fable of his 
personal behavior.

POSTSCRIPT

The Brotherhood of Christianity Unity oper-
ated into the middle of the twentieth century. Its 
key founder, Philip Deloria, is one of only three 
Americans represented on the reredos of the high 
altar of the National Cathedral of the Episcopal 
Church in Washington, DC.56

Immediately after the 1882 trial Bishop Hare 
welcomed Herbert Welsh and Henry Pancoast 
to tour some of the Indian missions of the Epis-
copal Church. Welsh, the nephew of Hinman 
benefactor William Welsh, and Pancoast would 
soon found the Indian Rights Association, which 
would continue as a major voice on Native Amer-
ican issues into the twentieth century. Hare, a 
contributor at these and other meetings, became 
known as one of this new group, the latest itera-
tion of “friends of the Indians.”57

Samuel Hinman returned to Minnesota in the 
midst of the appeals process to work as a teacher 
at Bishop Whipple’s mission to some Santee 
remnants who had stayed on or returned to their 
former lands. He regained his full rights to work 
as a minister in 1887 according to the terms of 

FIG. 2. This image of outdoor church services during the 
Niobrara Convocation was frequently used by Bishop Hare 
in reports to national church leaders and potential donors 
to show the success of his efforts to create Indian Episco-
palians. The regimentation of worship and the anonymity 
of the Indian clergy extended to the original cutline of the 
photo, which read in part, “Bishop Hare kneels at the table. 
On his right the second, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh and 
eighth are Indian clergymen, three being absent.” Courtesy 
of the Archives of the Episcopal Church.

FIG. 1. These Episcopal clergymen were the founders in 
1873 of the Planting Society, which was later renamed the 
Brotherhood of Christian Unity. Known as the “Big Four,” 
they were influential to the end of their lives in voicing 
Native American perspectives within the reservation mis-
sions and white hierarchy of the Episcopal Church in South 
Dakota. In this 1925 photograph taken during the Niobrara 
Convocation, they symbolically stand between those on the 
left whose dress connects them to westernized ranch life 
and, on the right, the tipis of traditional life, which housed 
the Indian attendees during the meetings. Members of the 
Yankton and Santee tribes, the Big Four are, from left to 
right, Baptiste Lambert, Luke Walker, Philip Deloria, and 
Amos Ross. Courtesy of the Center for Western Studies, 
Augustana College.
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his reconciliation agreement with Bishop Hare. 
Three years later, at age fifty, Hinman died and 
was buried at Birch Coulee near the site of his 
original mission to the Santees. The cause of his 
death is not stated. The annual meeting of the 
Niobrara Convocation continues to the present.
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