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"THE LAST BUFFALO HUNT" AND BEYOND 
PLAINS SIOUX ECONOMIC STRATEGIES 
IN THE EARLY RESERVATION PERIOD 

JEFFREY OSTLER 

Sometime in late May 1882, several thou­
sand bison appeared on the Great Sioux reser­
vation about 100 miles west of the Standing 
Rock Indian agency (see Fig. O. According to 
James McLaughlin, the Standing Rock agent, 
the Indians knew "instinctively" that the buf­
falo had arrived, even though "it had been 
many years since the buffalo had sought the 
hunting-grounds of that part of the reserva­
tion." With this "rich store of succulent meat 
in sight," McLaughlin continued, "it was not 

KEY WORDS: bison, colonialism, Indian reservations, 
Lakota, Native Americans, Sioux 

Jeffrey Ostler is a faculty member in the department of 
history at the University of Oregon. He is currently 
working on a book on US-Lakota relations from the 
time of Lewis & Clark to Wounded Knee. 

[GPQ 21 (Spring 2001): 115-30] 

115 

possible that the Indians could be held in 
check." On 10 June, over 600 Standing Rock 
Lakota and Yanktonais left the agency. Days 
later, they located the herd and killed 5,000 
bison.! 

McLaughlin's contention that the Indians 
knew "instinctively" that the bison had ar­
rived revealed the common tendency of Euro­
pean Americans to represent Indians as 
primitives, so close to nature as to be almost 
animal-like. (The Standing Rock Sioux them­
selves probably attributed their knowledge of 
the bison's presence to a combination of reli­
gious and empirical sources.) With its tone of 
light-hearted nostalgia, McLaughlin's and 
other similar accounts of the "last buffalo 
hunt" also reflected the standard trope of the 
"~anishing Indian." Like most Americans of 
the time, McLaughlin saw history as the out­
working of inevitable laws of "progress." These 
laws decreed that the buffalo must disappear 
and that, when they did, Plains Indians would 
either die off or be assimilated by a supposedly 
superior "civilization." In this narrative, the 
last buffalo hunt decisively marked the end of 
a way of life. There was little room for conti­
nuity between the past and the future. 2 
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FIG. 1. Sioux Reservation, c. 1883. Map by University of Oregon InfoGraphics Lab, Department of 
Geography, 2001. 



This moment, captured in books with titles 
like The Last Days of the Sioux Nation and The 
Long Death, continues to inform our under­
standing of the early reservation period. While 
many scholars have stressed the persistence of 
cultural identity, they have given less atten­
tion to the continuities in Plains Indians' eco­
nomic practices during the early reservation 
period.3 Plains Indians certainly experienced 
profound and often wrenching changes as 
Americans forced them onto reservations and 
began implementing colonial policies. As I 
argue here, however, there were important­
and surprising-continuities in their economic 
strategies. 

To understand these strategies it is helpful 
to remind ourselves that Indians viewed their 
own circumstances in the early reservation 
period very differently from non-Indians. 
Plains Indians did not think the hardships they 
were suffering were part of an inevitable his­
torical process that necessarily decreed they 
would have to experience physical or cultural 
death. Although they were subject to brutal 
oppression and often experienced demoraliza­
tion and despair, they thought it was possible 
to retain their familial, community, and tribal 
identities and develop new ways to live well 
under reservation conditions. For Plains Indi­
ans, the future was contingent on human ac­
tion and the willingness of the spiritual powers 
of the universe to take pity on them. At one 
level, their economic strategies were practical 
responses to pressing needs, but they were also 
informed by the hope that they could "walk 
the good red road," in the words of Oglala 
Lakota holy man Black Elk.4 

Although McLaughlin's account of the 
1882 Standing Rock hunt is marred by ethno­
centrism, it contains information that allows 
us to glimpse how the Plains Sioux viewed 
their situation. McLaughlin himself probably 
thought the bison had simply drifted onto the 
Great Sioux reservation, perhaps guided by 
Providence, but certainly not in any con­
scious way. In narrating the bison's arrival, 
however, McLaughlin accurately reported a 
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Sioux understanding of the bison's motiva­
tions. The Sioux, he wrote, "believed that Pte 
[the Buffalo People], finding himself near to 
extinction at the hands of the white pot-hunt­
ers, sought out the reservation that he might, 
in the end, fulfill his mission and die to pro­
vide walls for the tepee, robes for the couch, 
sinews for the bow, and meat for the store of 
the sons of the Lakodia." The bison had de­
cided to come to the Sioux, a people they had 
favored many times before.5 Later in his ac­
count, McLaughlin further noted that "the 
hunt stopped when five thousand buffalo had 
been killed." Although McLaughlin did not 
draw out the implications {and may have failed 
to grasp them}, it is clear that the Standing 
Rock hunters hoped that if the bison could 
avoid being slaughtered by non-Indian hide 
hunters and if they themselves practiced con­
servation, the animals would continue to give 
themselves to the Indians.6 

As it turned out, the last large buffalo hunt 
at Standing Rock took place in September 
1883. Indians at the Cheyenne River, Rose­
bud, and Pine Ridge agencies also had their 
last hunts around this time. 7 Nonetheless, 
many Sioux did not think the bison had disap­
peared forever. During the 1880s, some tried 
to bring back the buffalo through religious 
ceremonies. The most famous of these, of 
course, was the Ghost Dance, but the Sioux 
experimented with other rituals. For example, 
to help his people find the red road, Black Elk 
staged a buffalo ceremony in 1884. In prepar­
ing this ceremony, Red Dog, a medicine man 
who assisted him, told Black Elk that it was 
his "duty ... to see that the people will lead 
aI).d walk the right road, because if it is not 
done, in the future our relatives-like will dis­
appear."B 

Whether or not the buffalo could return, it 
was imperative for the Sioux to devise ways of 
living welL This approach was not new. In 
the 1860s and 1870s, Sioux belonging to treaty 
bands had developed an array of economic 
strategies involving various combinations of 
hunting, trading, and using government rations 
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and annuities. In the 1880s Sioux people modi­
fied these strategies and developed new ones. 

During the early reservation period, the 
western Sioux received a significant portion 
of their food, clothing, and material goods di­
rectly from the United States. Under the terms 
of the 1868 Treaty, the government was obli­
gated to provide clothing to every person on 
the reservation annually for thirty years. The 
treaty also required the government to pro­
vide other "necessities," a requirement that it 
fulfilled by providing stock cattle, wagons, 
agricultural implements, material for hous­
ing, and household furnishings. The terms of 
the 1876 agreement, by which the Sioux were 
forced to cede the Black Hills, required the 
government to provide daily to every person 
one-and-a-half pounds of beef, one-half pound 
of flour, one-half pound of corn, and small 
quantities of coffee, sugar, and beans. These 
rations were to continue "until the Indians are 
able to support themselves.'''' 

Despite the fact that annuity goods were 
often late and of inferior quality, Indians de­
pended upon them to meet basic needs. lo 

Sometimes, to obtain food, 'cash, weapons, or 
ammunition, they bartered annuity goods such 
as clothing and agricultural implements. ll The 
Sioux also creatively used annuity goods for 
their own purposes. A schoolteacher recalled 
that Indians at Cheyenne River cut the leather 
from government-issued boots to make "ex­
tra-fine hunting lariats."12 

On paper, government rations afforded a 
minimally adequate diet. As with annuities, 
however, the government often failed to pro­
vide sufficient and timely rations. For example, 
Mary Collins, a missionary at Cheyenne River, 
observed in 1887 that the Indians "are hungry 
this week. They have received no beef issue 
for a long time."13 Another problem was that 
the cattle delivered by contractors in the fall 
tended to "shrink" during the winter. One 
agent stated that it was common for an animal 
weighing 1,000 pounds in October to weigh 
only 700 pounds by the spring. During a se­
vere winter-hardly uncommon-shrinkage 

could be worse. As this agent noted, "all loss, 
by death, or otherwise, during a severe winter 
is borne by the Indians, and not by the Gov­
ernment."14 

Because rations were barely adequate at 
best, the Sioux had to be constantly on guard 
against any initiative that would reduce them 
further. The government's usual practice at 
the western Sioux agencies was to issue beef 
"on the hoof." Every two weeks at the agency 
or at scattered locations on the reservation, 
US officials released cattle to band leaders. 
Men shot the issued cattle. Men and women 
skinned and butchered the animals. ls Many 
US officials objected to this practice because 
it reinforced "barbaric" patterns of behavior 
and gave Indians a rationale to own weapons 
and acquire ammunition. 16 For these reasons, 
the Indian Bureau preferred cattle to be killed 
and butchered by agency employees. It would 
then be issued "on the block" or frozen for 
later issue. 

Sioux leaders strenuously objected to issu­
ing beef on the block. For one thing, as indi­
cated by the fact that the Sioux called issue 
day wanasapi, the word for a communal buf­
falo hunt, "hunting" cattle connected the 
Sioux to their past and allowed them to exer­
cise valued skills and to perform "traditional" 
roles. 17 Beef on the block also threatened to 
diminish Indians' control over their lives. It 
was one thing to have government officials 
release cattle and have Indians take over from 
there. It was quite another thing for Indians to 
contemplate the prospect of government offi­
cials throwing them pieces of beef. Sioux 
women, who stood in line to obtain rations of 
coffee, sugar, and flour, already resented the 
fact that "the clerks and assistants when mak­
ing issues, throw the rations to the Indian 
women in a very disrespectful manner, 'as if 
they were dogs."'l8 

Indians also objected to issuing beef on the 
block because this method cost them impor­
tant parts of the animal. In 1882 the agent at 
Pine Ridge reported that the Oglalas were "par­
ticularly sensitive on this beef question," since 
by killing cattle themselves, "they are enabled 



to make use of at least a fifth quarter in nutri­
ment in the way of intestines, liver, etc." Beef 
on the block would also deprive Lakotas of 
the animals' hides. 19 Indians used a small num­
ber of these hides for making moccasins and 
other leather goods. They sold the large ma­
jority to traders at prices between $2.50 and 
$4.00 each. A hide was worth 100 pounds of 
flour and some kerosene oil or a pair of women's 
shoes and a ham. 20 With people struggling just 
to survive, any innovation that threatened to 
deprive them of a valuable source of food and 
income was certain to meet resistance. In 1889 
the agent at Rosebud predicted that any change 
in the present system of issuing beef would 
result in "open revolt." Although the agents 
were able to make some progress in imple­
menting issuing on the block, the Rosebud 
agent's remarks suggest that issuing live cattle 
remained the most common method. 21 

Although the Sioux relied on government 
rations and annuities for a significant part of 
their material needs, they were not completely 
dependent on these sources. To a surprising 
extent, the Sioux continued to hunt in the 
1880s. After 1883 there were no more bison, 
but they continued to hunt deer, pronghorn 
antelope, and other game. 

After the buffalo were gone, White Bull 
recalled, people at Standing Rock, few of 
whom had guns or ammunition, "made arrows 
and kept them hid and would ... hunt small 
animals."22 Although small game was impor­
tant primarily as a source of food, Indians used 
elk, deer, and pronghorn hides for moccasins 
and other clothing.· They also sold hides or 
traded them for other goods. The trader at 
Cheyenne River reported that in 1883 he pur­
chased $11,000 worth of skins and furs from 
Indians. 23 

Indians frequently left the reservation to 
pursue small game. In 1887 Wyoming ranch­
ers complained that Sioux hunting parties were 
"killing off all the game." In response, the agent 
at Pine Ridge wrote that because "deer and 
antelope are very plentiful in southeastern 
Wyoming," it was difficult to prevent Oglalas 
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from leaving the reservation to hunt there. 
The following year settlers along the Cannon­
ball River protested to the Standing Rock 
agent that "two roving bands of Sioux Indians 
... are carrying on an indiscriminate slaugh­
ter of Antelope."24 

Elaine Goodale, a non-Indian school­
teacher, provided a rare glimpse into the ac­
tivities of one Sioux hunting party. In the 
summer of 1889, Goodale accompanied Whirl­
ing Hawk, his family, and a few other families 
on a hunting expedition to the Sand Hills of 
Nebraska. In addition to killing several prong­
horn, this hunting party was on the lookout 
for anything that was edible. One hot July day 
as the party was traveling, Goodale was 
"startled to see men and boys leap suddenly 
from their seats and race ahead of the wagons, 
yelling and throwing off their clothes as they 
ran." Soon, they were "dashing into a shallow 
pond, madly chasing a flock of half-grown wild 
ducks, not yet able to fly. Screaming with joy, 
they plunged after the terrified birds as they 
dove and rose and dove again, finally seizing 
and wringing their necks and casting them 
triumphantly on shore." Not long after, the 
party enjoyed an "impromptu feast." On other 
days, Goodale shared in meals of badger, skunk, 
and mud turtle. 25 

Goodale's account brings to light another 
important aspect of early-reservation-era eco­
nomic strategies. Although the Sioux were 
traditionally a hunting people, their diet had 
always included a variety of plant foods. Lakota 
names for the summer months show the im­
portance of some of these foods: Wipazutkan 
Waste Wi (June, the months when service ber­
ries are good), Canpasapa Wi (July, the month 
when the choke cherries are black), Kantasa 
Wi (August, the month when the plums are 
red).26 In the summer of 1889, Goodale ob­
served women and children gathering wild 
cherries, tinpsila (wild turnips), rose hips, mint, 
and balm. These were important sources of 
nutrition. 27 

While hunting and gathering revealed the 
persistence of older ways of life, othereco-
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nomic strategies in the 1880s involved inno­
vation and the creative use of government 
programs. United States policy called for In­
dian families eventually to become commer­
cial farmers. To implement this policy, 
government agents provided Indians with ag­
ricultural implements and seeds. These re­
sources (supplemented by equipment and 
supplies Indians obtained on their own) en­
abled many Sioux to work small plots of land, 
usually less than five acres, seldom more than 
ten or twenty. These gardens were generally 
located along creek bottoms where there was 
water for at least part of the year. Families 
grew wayahota (oats), wagmeza (corn), wagmu 
(squash and pumpkins), blo (potatoes), and 
spansniyutapi or wagmuspansni (watermelons; 
literally, "they eat it raw" or "uncooked 
squash"),2s Indians also raised chickens and 
turkeys. As early as 1883, "a large number of 
poultry of all kinds" could be found in Pine 
Ridge communities. With the pseudo-preci­
sion of a skilled bureaucrat, the agent at Chey­
enne River reported 1,957 "domestic fowl" in 
1887.29 

For the western Sioux, the idea of engaging 
in gardening or small-scale -farming as part of 
their economic strategies probably did not 
seem as foreign as one might think. Although 
Plains Sioux people (especially men) often 
spoke scornfully of farming as something in­
imical to their identity (and, at best, women's 
work), most could have easily recalled ances­
tors only a generation or two before with ex­
tensive horticultural experience. Many bands 
had planted crops in the late 1700s and early 
1800s while living near the Missouri. The very 
name of the Minneconjous, "Planters beside 
the Stream," revealed an older history of wood­
land subsistence patterns. More recently, the 
Corn band of the Sicangus had grown corn 
(although not without enduring a fair amount 
of ridicule from other bands). Furthermore, 
the Plains Sioux had historical ties to corn­
growing people-eastern Dakota and Arikara, 
for example. 30 

Although the government wanted Indians 
to conform to the patriarchal model of the 

American farm household, Sioux women prob­
ably did most of the farm work in the 1880s. In 
part, this was because of men's antipathy to­
ward farming. Furthermore, Sioux men often 
engaged in work that took them away from 
the household (see below). Nonetheless, many 
men-especially older men-took up farming. 
Robert Higheagle, who grew up at Standing 
Rock, recalled that he often saw grandfathers 
"out in the fields early in the morning with 
the hoe."3! 

For decades US government officials had 
talked about a future in which Indian people 
would support themselves through agriculture. 
This fantasy was especially absurd when it came 
to people living on the northern Great Plains 
where the growing season was short, the soil 
often poor, and rainfall usually scarce. Most 
government agents who actually lived in the 
region eventually grasped these facts. Al­
though some agents feared that cattle raising 
would retard Indians' progress toward civiliza­
tion by reinforcing their "nomadic love of 
roaming," they eventually concluded that this 
was the only plausible way for them to achieve 
economic self-sufficiency.32 

Peter Iverson has pointed out that it was 
fairly easy for Indian people in North America 
who were familiar with horses and hunting to 
adapt to cattle ranching. For men who were 
raised in a society that measured status by the 
number of horses owned and valued skill in 
riding and knowledge of animals, the idea of 
herding cattle was far more attractive than 
tending to a patch of corn and melons. Own­
ing several head of cattle also provided men 
with the opportunity to build a reputation for 
generosity, crucial to achieving prominenceY 

At Standing Rock and Cheyenne River, 
the army provided stock cattle as compensa­
tion for the confiscation of Sioux ponies in 
1876. People did not forget this outrage, but 
they did start building a livestock popula­
tion. At Cheyenne River, where 647 cows 
and 9 bulls were issued in 1877 and 1878, 
there were 2,600 head of cattle in 1880 and 
5,400 in 1887. In 1890 Cheyenne River Indi­
ans provided one-fourth of the beef required 



for the agency's rations. To White Swan and 
Charger, prominent leaders at Cheyenne 
River, stock raising looked like the best road 
to follow. They requested in 1890 that half of 
the money the government planned to spend 
to acquire plows be used to buy stock cattle 
instead.34 

The increase in these herds was the result 
of hard work, planning, and knowledge of ani­
mals. The Sioux used mowing machines to cut 
hay, and they constructed stables to shelter 
their animals from cold Dakota winds.35 After 
the particularly severe winter of 1886-87, the 
agent at Standing Rock noted that losses of 
Indian cattle had been about 30 percent. Even 
more cattle would have died had the Indians 
not fed their cattle with the bark of cotton­
wood trees, just as they had fed their horses for 
generations. The agent noted that losses to 
non-Indian ranchers in the region were much 
higher.36 

Cattle ownership was concentrated in a few 
hands. The agent at Cheyenne River reported 
in 1887 that half of the 5,400 cattle there 
were owned by eight "half-breeds," a pattern 
that probably prevailed at other agencies. Evi­
dence from Pine Ridge indicates that some 
"full bloods" also had large holdings of live­
stock. Yet such concentrations did not exclude 
widespread ownership of at least some cattle. 
Most families had a few head by the late 
1880s.37 

In providing Indians with stock cattle, 
agents expected Indians to behave like ex­
pectant capitalists. Each family was supposed 
to calculate the advantages that would come 
from increasing the size of its own herd so that 
it could eventually sell surplus animals. Most 
Sioux, however, thought about their cattle in 
a social context. The Sioux had always recog­
nized certain individual property rights, but 
proper uses of property-what could be done 
with a deer that had been killed or with a 
cow-were regulated by notions of reciprocal 
obligations among kin within the tiyospaye 
(band). Sioux people often gave cattle to needy 
relatives or killed them in order to have a 
feast. Sioux leaders used cattle to show gener-
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osity. Such responsibilities could require sub­
stantial resources. In June 1887, for example, 
1,000 people attended a dance at Hump's camp 
near the mouth of Cherry Creek. All needed 
to be fed. 38 

Government agents punished Indians who 
did not use their stock cattle according to capi­
talist values. In September 1885 at Pine Ridge, 
for example, White Horse, He Crow, and Good 
Boy were found guilty of shooting stock cattle 
and sentenced to a fine of thirty dollars or fifty 
days of hard labor.39 These men were not inca­
pable of planning for the future, but they found 
other needs more compelling. In this way, too, 
Sioux economic strategies showed continuity 
with earlier ways of life. 

The Sioux did not simply enact a cultural 
script that automatically conformed to a static 
set of values. The opportunities and pressures 
of colonialism encouraged some Sioux to con­
test "customary" notions of proper behavior 
and to begin to move in the direction of indi­
vidual acquisitiveness. Those who moved this 
way, however, were subject to community dis­
cipline. "[O]ut of spite or revenge," the Pine 
Ridge agent reported, "evil-disposed Indians 
have ... maimed or killed their neighbor's 
cattle."40 

The western Sioux also increased their 
horse herds in the 1880s. Even though the 
army took away most of the horses of the Chey­
enne River Indians in 1876, they did not con­
fiscate those belonging to mixed-bloods and 
"squaw men" (non-Indians married to Indian 
women). Through trade with these people and 
perhaps with Indians from other reservations, 
other Cheyenne River Indians reacquired 
horses. In 1878 there were only 606 horses 
reported at Cheyenne River. This number in­
creased to 1,075 in 1881 and 2,785 in 1887.41 
At Pine Ridge Red Cloud remained angry 
about the army's confiscation of his people's 
horses in 1876, but the government had not 
taken horses from all Oglala bands. By 1889 
over 9,000 horses were reported at Pine 
Ridge.42 

Because Indians depended upon the range 
to graze their horses and cattle, they were eager 
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to prevent stock owned by non-Indians from 
encroaching on their lands. In 1887 the agent 
at Rosebud determined that there were 2,500 
head of non-Indian-owned cattle grazing ille­
gally north of the Nebraska state line, on the 
southeastern part of the reservation. Accord­
ing to the agent, when the Sicangus contested 
the ranchers' practices, the ranchers said they 
would pay 25 cents per head to graze on the 
reserve. But the Sicangus vetoed this plan, 
first because they wanted $1.00 per head, and 
second because they feared that any funds 
collected would go to Washington and not be 
used for their benefit. When non- Indians con­
tinued to graze on their land, the Sicangus 
burned the grass to stop them. The agent tried 
to prevent illegal grazing, but it was difficult 
to do so. His entire force of Indian police 
would have had to patrol the range, impos­
sible in view of their other responsibilities. 
Not surprisingly, then, illegal grazing contin­
ued. In 1889 Swift Bear and other Sicangus 
protested to the commissioner of Indian Af­
fairs that "the whole country in the vicinity of 
Turtle Creek has been covered with cattle 
belonging to parties residing in Nebraska, 
many of whom are professional cattle and horse 
thieves."43 

There was substantial illegal grazing on 
Sioux lands. In April 1888 Red Cloud informed 
the government that 40,000 head of cattle 
belonging to non-Indians were on the reser­
vation. At first glance this number may seem 
exaggerated, but it was a reasonable estimate 
if, as seems to be the case, it covered the entire 
Sioux reservation. In June Oglala informed 
their agent that a large number of cattle had 
crossed the South Fork of the Cheyenne River 
onto the reservation. When the agent investi­
gated, he concluded that 20,000 head were 
grazing on that portion of Indian land alone.44 

Indians protested against the growing en­
croachment of non- Indians' stock on principle, 
but also because it damaged grasslands that 
they needed for their own growing herds of 
cattle and horses. The problem was exacer­
bated by the onset of drought in the late 1880s. 
In June 1890, because of the absence of rain, 

the grass was "very short and thin all over the 
reserve. "45 

Thus far, we have seen the Plains Sioux 
working in a variety of ways to feed them­
selves and to prevent government initiatives 
that would diminish treaty rations. They also 
creatively exploited the limited opportunities 
of the reservation economy. 

One important source of income in the 
1880s was hauling freight. Indian freighting 
was one of many arrangements that neither 
government officials nor Indians ideally 
wanted but that wound up serving the pur­
poses of both. In 1877 the government argued 
that the Oglala and Sicangus should live at 
agencies on the Missouri River, in part be­
cause it was cheaper to transport supplies there. 
The Oglala and Sicangus replied that the cost 
of shipping goods from the Missouri to agen­
cies on the western part of the reservation 
could be reduced if they hauled their own 
freight. Although the government would have 
to provide them with wagons, Indians were 
willing to haul for a lower rate than non-In­
dian companies. Sioux leaders cleverly pointed 
out that hauling freight would help them be­
come "civilized."46 US officials imagined that 
Indians would learn the arts of civilization 
behind a plow, not a freight wagon. But the 
discourse of civilization required them to ad­
mit that any kind of labor was a step in the 
right direction. 

When the Oglala and Sicangus moved to 
their new agencies in the fall of 1878, the 
government employed 100 men from each 
agency to haul supplies. Sicangus were paid 75 
cents per hundred pounds; Oglala received 
$30 a monthY What began as an improvisa­
tion to meet the exigencies of particular cir­
cumstances quickly became institutionalized. 
As soon as the first wagons arrived at the agen­
cies, they were sent back to the Missouri and 
to the rail station at Sidney, Nebraska. Soon 
the agents were calling for the government to 
issue more wagons so that more Indians could 
haul freight. By October 1879 Oglala had car­
ried 2 million pounds of freight and earned 



$41,000; the Rosebud agent reported in Au­
gust 1880 that Indians were doing all the 
freighting for the agency.48 Government offi­
cials were ecstatic about the success of the 
"experiment" of Indian freighting. One wrote 
that not only had "the most sanguine expecta­
tions as to cheap transportation been fully re­
alized," but, he exclaimed, the "Indians' 
hereditary prejudice against labor has been 
broken down."49 

The Sioux would have been surprised by 
the idea that they had never worked before. 
They embraced this particular form of labor 
not because they had undergone some moral 
transformation but because it provided a 
practical way to obtain wagons, it was a source 
of income, and it offered some freedom of 
movement. Indeed, they found freighting at­
tractive precisely because it required less al­
teration in the patterns of their lives than 
some other government schemes for their im­
provement. 50 

Sioux people earned small amounts of in­
come from several other activities. For ex­
ample, Corabelle Fellows, a day school 
teacher at Swift Bird's camp at Cheyenne 
River, informed the agent in 1884 that Hairy 
Dog Bear had "finished chopping his five 
cords of wood for the school. It is all mea­
sured correct, and good wood as far as I am a 
judge. I measured it myself and believe it five 
good cords. He did it as I directed and at 
your terms $4.00 a cord, making $20.00 com­
ing to him." In 1889 the Standing Rock agent 
reported that during the previous year Indians 
had sold 1,800 cords to the agency and to a 
military contractor. At Cheyenne River, 
Charger's band regularly sold wood to Mis­
souri River steamboatsY Other Indians sold 
hay to feed agency livestock. 52 

Some men and women worked directly for 
the government. At Standing Rock, for ex­
ample, Indian laborers hauled water from the 
Missouri River for use at the agency. When a 
new water system was constructed in 1889, 
they dug trenches for it. Indians plowed and 
harvested the agency farm, herded agency live­
stock, and put up fences. 53 They built houses, 
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schools, and other agency buildings. They 
made harnesses and repaired wagons. Some 
worked on the agency police force. By the late 
1880s a few taught in the government and 
mission day schoo1s.54 

Much of this work was casual labor at a rate 
as low as 50 cents per day.55 In 1888 the five 
assistant carpenters at Standing Rock made 
between $120 and $360 a year (an apprentice 
carpenter made $60); other semiskilled work­
ers were paid at similar rates. The captain of 
the police and his two lieutenants made $15 a 
month; the twenty-four privates were paid $10. 
The annual salary for teachers was $600; for 
assistant teachers it was $480.56 

The best jobs went to mixed bloods and 
relatives of prominent leaders, especially those 
whom agents regarded as "progressive" or were 
trying to co-opt. Some positions went to gradu­
ates of off-reservation boarding schools such 
as Carlisle and Hampton or on-reservation 
industrial and agricultural schools. Men held 
by far the majority of agency jobs. There were, 
however, some female teachers in the 1880s.57 

Women also did some domestic work at the 
agencies' headquarters. 58 

Protestant and Catholic missions also pro­
vided a few opportunities for paid labor. In 
1882, for example, female missionaries at 
Oahe, a Congregational mission at Cheyenne 
River, were paying a young Sioux woman 50 
cents for laundering and 25 cents for ironing. 
Indians laborers also helped build a Catholic 
church for the St. Francis mission at Rosebud 
in 1890. Although the priests hoped that In­
dians would "haul stones for a house for the 
Great Spirit" without requesting earthly ben­
efits, the fathers eventually had to pay them 
to" accomplish God's work. 59 

There were few opportunities for employ­
ment off the reservation. In the fall of 1887 
fourteen men from Standing Rock labored for 
about two weeks on a Missouri River steam­
ship at the rate of $1.00 a day, but such work 
was unusual. 60 Although some Sioux may have 
worked occasionally for non-Indians ranch­
ers, there is little evidence of much off-reser­
vation work in the 1880s. It was not until the 
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1920s and 1930s that some Sioux began work­
ing for non-Indian ranchers and farmers. 61 

The only significant source of off-reserva­
tion income in the 1880s was through Wild 
West shows. At a time when Americans were 
demanding that the Sioux cease being Indian, 
it is ironic that many of them found employ­
ment in an American industry that paid them 
for being the most "Indian" of all Indians.62 

William "Buffalo Bill" Cody opened his first 
show in 1883. At first, Cody hired Pawnee to 
entertain audiences by attacking the Dead­
wood mail coach. For the 1885 season, Cody 
was fortunate to add to his list of employees 
the most famous Indian name in all of North 
America, Sitting Bull. Cody gave the "re­
nowned Sioux chief" second billing in the 
show's publicity, just below his own name.63 

When Cody wanted to employ Sitting Bull 
again for the 1886 season, James McLaughlin, 
the Standing Rock agent, refused to give per­
mission. Cody then went to Pine Ridge, where 
h~ hired twenty-nine men at $25 per month 
to accompany his show. 64 Although Cody ob­
tained authority from the Indian Office to hire 
these people, it became common in the next 
few years for agents from 'Cody's and other 
shows to recruit Oglala, often without the 
government's authorization. In 1889 the Pine 
Ridge agent complained that over 200 Oglala 
were away with various "circus[esJ, Wild West 
exhibitions, [and] quack-medicine busi­
ness[es]." Half of these "are absent ... with­
out permission from the Department."65 

It is difficult to determine the actual eco­
nomic benefits Indians gained from working 
in Wild West shows. At the rate of $25 a 
month, the 200 Oglala employed in these 
shows in 1889 would have made a total of 
$5,000 a month. Assuming an average stint 
of four months, they would have netted an 
aggregate of $20,000, an amount twice that 
earned by freighting during the same year. 
(Some were away much longer, especially those 
who went to Europe.) If a good portion of this 
money returned to the reservation, it would 
have been a significant economic benefit to 
many families. The Pine Ridge agent argued 

that Oglala communities gained little from 
the shows. In "the great majority of cases," he 
contended, Indians traveling with shows "do 
not send a dollar home to their families during 
their absence," and almost always they "re­
turn to their homes perfect wrecks physically, 
morally, and financially." While people em­
ployed by the shows undoubtedly spent a good 
portion of their pay while traveling, the Pine 
Ridge agent's assessment of the situation, so 
obviously colored by his opposition to Oglala 
leaving the reservation, seems extreme. There 
is every reason to think that traveling Indians 
sent some of the money they earned back to 
the reservation. Furthermore, Cody's contracts 
generally included a "hold back" provision, in 
which Indians received one-third of their 
wages upon returning home. 66 

In addition to working for wages, Indians 
also gained income through trading their own 
products. One important source of income was 
beadwork. Western Sioux women began using 
beads to decorate robes, shirts, pipe bags, 
cradles, and moccasins as early as the late 
1700s. Beadwork expanded steadily from the 
1860s through the 1890s. A portion of this 
growth can be attributed to the conditions of 
enforced idleness for women in the early res­
ervation period. At Pine Ridge, for example, 
it was a common joke that "if anything didn't 
move, an Oglala woman would bead it." Most 
beadwork circulated within the nonmarket 
economy of the tiyospaye (band). However, 
women produced some beadwork for sale or 
trade to settlers. Goodale noted that the Indi­
ans she accompanied to the Sand Hills in 1889 
attempted to trade beadwork to the settlers. 
She also observed that Indian women com­
monly sold moccasins to settlers at a dollar a 
pair. One authority notes that settlers "often 
furnished the garment to be decorated and 
dictated the style."67 

Sioux people also sold objects such as pipes, 
drums, war shirts, war clubs, and shields to 
collectors of Indian artifacts. At a Pine Ridge 
sun dance in 1881, for example, Lt. John G. 
Bourke purchased several pipes and was of­
fered, but apparently declined to buy, a wooden 



"medicine saucer." In addition, some Native 
artists sold ledger drawings. 68 Although these 
sorts of transactions must have occurred with 
some frequency throughout the 1880s, there 
is little direct evidence of them. As with the 
circulation of bead work, this subject also needs 
more study. Some of these items were traded 
voluntarily, but trading took place in the con­
text of government policies that both limited 
the value of some of the items Indian traded (a 
war shield had little practical use in 1881) and 
shaped the economic conditions that pressured 
Indians into trading. Furthermore, collections 
ofIndian artifacts were not built primarily with 
items acquired through trade. Bourke obtained 
several items in his collection during a US 
government-sponsored attack on the Dull 
Knife's Cheyenne village in November 1876. 
One Indian agent evidently built his collec­
tion by giving government-issue horses to In­
dians for "a nice lot of Indian relics."69 

In their reports to Washington, agents 
praised some Indians for their willingness to 
work, but they castigated others for sitting 
around eating government beef, drinking gov­
ernment coffee, and telling stories about the 
good old days. (Some agents coined phrases 
such as the "ancient order of aboriginal coffee 
coolers" to ridicule people who resisted their 
efforts to improve them.)70 The agents' divi­
sion of their colonial subjects into two groups 
-those who worked and those who did not­
was not only culturally biased but also em­
pirically false, since all Sioux people clearly 
engaged in various forms of productive labor 
during the 1880s. 

In addition to social labor, such as bearing 
and raising children, tending to the sick, mak­
ing clothing, and preparing foods, Sioux people 
hunted, gathered, planted, and harvested. To 
gain extra income, they sold hides, hauled 
freight, cut wood, made beadwork, built 
schools and houses, and worked for the gov­
ernment. This income was vital to their eco­
nomic strategies because it allowed them to 
obtain additional food, clothing, and guns and 
ammunition for hunting beyond what the gov-
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ernment provided through treaty rations and 
annuities. This income also allowed purchases 
of things like tobacco, colored cloth, beads, 
dye (for face painting), coffee, shawls, and 
saddles. These items were not utterly neces­
sary, but they made a difference between simple 
survival and the hope of living well.71 Sioux 
people also relied on extra income for impor­
tant collective projects. For example, when 
six Sicangus were arrested for stealing horses 
and killing a non-Indian in 1880, Rosebud 
Indians raised $332.80 to hire lawyers for their 
defense. In 1888, when Cheyenne River Indi­
ans heard of yet another government scheme 
to take more of their land, they raised $400 to 
send their leaders to Washington.72 

Depending on their means and inclinations, 
different individuals and groups pursued dif­
ferent economic strategies. Because of access 
to weapons and proximity to game, some Sioux 
were able to hunt more than others. Some 
were able to earn money by freighting or cut­
ting wood. Others did not have these oppor­
tunities or chose not to pursue them. Clearly, 
some families within particular communities 
had greater wealth than others and some com­
munities were economically better off than 
others. But all western Sioux communities pur­
sued strategies that involved some combina­
tion of the activities discussed above. It was 
not so much the divergence in these strategies 
themselves that caused government agents to 
divide Indians into "progressives" who worked 
and "nonprogressives" who did not. These 
categories were political labels, which agents 
applied according to positions leaders took on 
issues such as allotment, education, and cul­
tural transformation. 

Indians probably found some kinds of work 
enjoyable. Gardening, caring for horses, or 
freighting likely offered many people a certain 
measure of autonomy and satisfaction. Other 
forms of labor, however, revealed the brutal 
facts of colonial domination. Not only was 
hauling water for the Standing Rock agency 
back breaking and mind numbing, it must have 
been deeply alienating for people to place their 
bodies in the service of those who had taken 
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their land and thought of themselves as be­
longing to a superior race. It also must have 
been painful to go onto the prairie and gather 
the bleached bones of bison and other animals 
as many Sicangus did in 1886. The 330 tons of 
bones they collected and hauled to Valentine, 
Nebraska, to be shipped to fertilizer factories 
provided an important source of income. At 
the same time, however, each bone gathered 
was a bitter reminder of all that had been lost. 73 

The early reservation period was a time of 
wrenching change. Nonetheless, the act of 
gathering bison bones revealed continuities 
with earlier ways of life. In the past, the west­
ern Sioux had often been able to hunt bison, 
but there were many times when they were 
unable to find sufficient game. Then, as in the 
early reservation period, they did what was 
necessary for their families and communities 
to survive and, if possible, to live well. 

The decade of the 1880s was a time of un­
precedented conditions and new challenges. 
Although the United States intended to de­
stroy Indian ways of life through policies of 
education, suppression of cultural and religious 
practices, and allotment, the Sioux did not 
think of themselves as a "dying people. An 
analysis of their economic activities reveals 
one area in which Indians blunted the full 
force of US colonialism. By winning on the 
issue of beef-on-the-hoof, leaving the reserva­
tion to hunt pronghorn, working as freighters, 
selling beadwork, or using government re­
sources to garden, the Plains Sioux survived 
the transition to reservation life. Although 
they did not choose the circumstances under 
which they did so, they continued to make 
their own history.74 
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