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Foreward 

The past few years have witnessed an increased public awareness of Indian cul­
tures and religions. This public awareness is most notably reflected in the passage of the 
American Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1978 (RL. 95-341) as well as in a more 
recent Executive Order issued by President Clinton which seeks to protect American 
Indian sacred sites on federal land (E.O. 13007). Along with this rising public awareness, 
there has also been an increased focus on traditional religious practices among American 
Indians themselves. Increasingly, American Indian peoples are requesting access to public 
lands and resources important to their traditional cultural or religious practices. Tribal 
peoples consistently point to the importance of these lands and resources in the exercise of 
their religions - both past and present. 

Parks and National Monuments are set aside because they contain important as­
pects of the nation's heritage. These nationally valued assets are deemed significant enough 
to protect for the use and enjoyment of future generations. But they also often contain 
historic, cultural or religious values to groups that have had a long and intimate connection 
to these areas long before the the United States was born. As this report demonstrates, 
Devils Tower National Monument is one of these important sites for a number of Plains 
Indian tribes. 

This report was commissioned by the National Park Service in early 1990 to 
document those values held by Indian peoples who consider Devils Tower important to 
their cultural traditions. The study is one of many undertaken to inventory the wide range 
of resources (natural, historic, archeological, ethnographic) that are found on park lands. 
Results of studies like these are fully considered in resource management plans, park inter­
pretive or educational programs, and in the day-to-day operations of parks. 

Most recently, this Ethnographic Overview and Assessment was used to help 
identify those American Indian communities that would have interest in a climbing manage­
ment plan being prepared by Monument staff. The study will be used further to help direct 
the Monument's effort to incorporate American Indian perspectives in its public education 
program. Most importantly, the study is one factor that has led to a productive working 
relationship between a number of tribal governments and the Monument. 

Regional Director 
Intermountain Region 
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Mission Statement 

As the Nation's principal conservation agency, the Department of the Interior 
has responsibility for most of our nationally-owned public lands and natural and cultural 
resources. This includes fostering wise use of our land and water resources, protecting 
our fish and wildlife, preserving the environmental and cultural values of our national 
parks and historical places, and providing for the enjoyment of life through outdoor 
recreation. The Department assesses our energy and mineral resources and works to 
assure that their development is in the best interests of all our people. The Department 
also promotes the goals of the Take Pride in America campaign by encouraging 
stewardship and citizen responsibility for the pubic lands and promoting participation in 
their care. The Department also has a major responsibility for American Indian 
reservation communities and for people who live in Island Territories under U.S. 
Administration. 
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Technical Summary 

As part of established National Park Ser­
vice (NPS) policy (1988), issues regarding pro­
tection and management of Native American ac­
cess to and use of ethnographic resources include 
systematic ethnographic research, employment of 
trained cultural anthropologists, and consultation 
with the appropriate Native American communi­
ties. In this context, ethnography refers to the 
systematic collection of data on traditional sub­
sistence, residential, religious or other cultural 
patterns of contemporary park-associated eth­
nic groups. Park resources used by these groups 
in traditional contexts are referred to as ethno­
graphic resources. Only through systematic and 
collaborative ethnographic studies will the data 
that is collected for NPS programs, management, 
policy, and education/interpretation be accurate 
and appropriate. 

It is within the framework of NPS eth­
nography that the present ethnographic assess­
ment and overview was conducted. 

ticipant observation, interviews, or survey ques­
tionnaires. The focus on traditional cultural prac­
tices and relationships of Northern Plains tribes 
to Devils Tower created a natural bridge between 
ethnohistoric and ethnographic data. 

Study Parameters 

Ethnohistoric and ethnographic data were 
framed within four study parameters: 1) histori­
cal; 2) geographic; 3) ideological; and 4) behav­
ioral. While these parameters overlap, this re­
search generally demonstrated that historical and 
geographic data on tribal territorial proximity to 
Devils Tower through time were found in the 
ethnohistoric materials. On the other hand, ideo­
logical (sacred narratives or stories about the ori­
gin and place of Devils Tower in tribal cosmology 
or "thought world") and behavioral data (actual 
activity that occurred, or possibly occurred, within 
Monument boundaries) came primarily from eth­
nographic information. 

Research Methods Data Summary 

The research design for this project delineated 
two analytically related but methodologically dis­
tinct data collection techniques: ethnohistory and 
ethnography. 

Ethnohistory implies the critical exami­
nation of historical documents to solve anthropo­
logical problems. It involves the use of historical 
methods and criticism to evaluate the reliability 
and validity of historical information. Ethnogra­
phy is the collection of cultural data from con­
temporary peoples, and involves the use of par-

The ethnohistoric data suggests that six 
tribes have inhabited the general region of north­
eastern Wyoming, including the Devils Tower 
area, at different times during the historic era: Wind 
River Shoshone, Kiowa, Crow, Cheyenne, 
Arapaho, and Lakota. The strength of the data 
varied; it provided the weakest link to Devils 
Tower for the Shoshone and Kiowa, the stron­
gest link for the Lakota, while the Crow, Chey­
enne, and Arapaho were intermediate. However, 
further research is needed to clarify the positions 
of these tribes relative to Devils Tower to deter-
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mine whether the apparent strength of these links 
is historically accurate or a function of the avail­
able data. 

Analysis of published and unpublished 
ethnographic materials demonstrated that all but 
the Shoshone have historic links to Devils Tower 
in the form of sacred narratives or other stories. 
To these and other tribes, Devils Tower is a sa­
cred place, and looms large as an important land­
mark in tribal religion and cosmology. 

It should be pointed out that this report 
does not imply that the Shoshone lack a sacred 
narrative or set of significant stories about Devils 
Tower, but only that the literature search did not 
reveal such information. Currently, the Shoshone 
do claim a traditional sacred relationship to Dev­
ils Tower. As representatives of the Eastern 
Shoshone explained, because the Shoshone "did 
not want to be known" they left no traces of their 
ritual activity. In addition, these representatives 
asserted that, after the reservation era began, 
people feared punishment if they were found to 
have left the reservation to practice what was con­
sidered by Whites "heathen" rituals. Thus, the 
absence of written documentation does not mean 
the absence of a close relationship to Devils 
Tower. Rather, the Shoshone believe that some 
documentation does exist, in the form of rock art, 
to demonstrate the sacred relationship of Devils 
Tower to their tribe as well as to others. 

Although the ethnographic data were not, 
in many cases, precise enough to pinpoint to what 
extent traditional practices were occurring within 
the Monument, on-site inspection, interviews and 
participant observation demonstrated that, cur­
rently, both personal and group ritual activities are 
being conducted within the boundaries of the 
Monument. Personal ritual sites are manifested 
through the presence of offerings or prayer bundles 

in isolated or semi-isolated locations. Tribal iden­
tification of the personal ritual areas was uncer­
tain, although a prayer bundle (which was in a 
secondary location) was identified as a bundle 
from a Lakota Yuwipi sweatlodge ceremony. 
Eastern Shoshone representatives said that 
Shoshones traditionally placed prayer bundles 
atop the tower. In addition, they indicated that 
generally offerings were placed upon approach 
to the tower from the four cardinal directions (with 
east-west approaches being more common). 
However, to access data on tribal or subtribal 
variation in personal ritual sites would probably 
necessitate an in-depth traditional use study. Two 
group ritual sites consisted of a Lakota Sun Dance 
compound and a related campground. 

One of the major issues emerging from 
this project was that of a cultural paradox. That 
is, the National Park Service, in order to protect 
and manage personal ritual areas, needs data on 
the location of these sites. The Native Ameri­
cans interviewed realized this, but also pointed 
out that, in many cases, these locations are by 
religious custom not supposed to be revealed, and 
that Indian people would be acting in a culturally 
inappropriate manner by doing so. Thus, to pro­
vide needed data to the NPS to protect their re­
ligious interests, they risk behaving counter to their 
religion. A solution to this paradox demands very 
close collaboration between Native people and 
the NPS. Several of the Native Americans con­
sulted on this project suggested that the NPS 
permit Native Americans to be included in pro­
tection and management issues. 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations were 
made to the National Park Service as a result of 
this research effort: 
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1) Because the tower itself is both a sa­
cred place and an ethnographic resource, it should 
be nominated to the National Register of Historic 
Places as a Traditional Cultural Property (TCP). 

2) In light of several complaints by Na­
tive Americans who were interviewed, climbing 
on the tower should be prohibited; 

3) If participants and sponsors of the 
Lakota Sun Dance concur, the dance compound 
area at Devils Tower should be nominated to the 
National Register of Historic Places as an eth­
nographic resource; 

4) NPS staff, if it is not already doing so, 
should educate the general public to refrain from 
removing offerings in ritual use areas; 

5) Since the name "Devils Tower" is an 
ethnocentric term without any ethnographic foun­
dation, and is considered culturally insensitive to 
Northern Plains tribes, it is recommended that the 
National Park Service change the name of the 
Monument to "Bears Lodge". This renaming, of 
course, would be subject to the approval of and 
collaboration with appropriate tribal and intertribal 
organizations. 
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SECTION 1 

ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH AT DEVILS TOWER 
NATIONAL MONUMENT 

In recent years Native American tribes 
have increasingly voiced concern over the pres­
ervation and integrity of aspects of their traditional 
culture. They have voiced concerns to all levels 
of government, wherein greater cultural aware­
ness of and sensitivity to Native American cul­
tural traditions, values, and religious beliefs have 
become important issues. On the federal level, 
passage of legislation such as the American In­
dian Religious Freedom Act, the National Envi­
ronmental Policy Act, and the National Historic 
Preservation Act provided for the acknowledg­
ment and consideration of Native American con­
cerns. However, these laws, while requiring the 
appropriate federal agencies to consult with tribes 
or to provide Native Americans access to lands 
for the pursuit of traditional economic or ritual 
activities, lack the strength to require management 
plans and policies that would include tribes in the 
decision-making process or protect their inter­
ests. 

In addition, some Native Americans feel 
that, while various state and federal agencies are 
listening to their concerns, they are not really be­
ing "heard" in any substantial way. For instance, 
Eastern Shoshone representatives indicated at a 
July 3,1991 meeting concerning sacred sites that 
they felt that non-Indians lacked an understand­
ing of their spirituality, particularly regarding the 
adverse spiritual effects of sacrilegious behavior. 
They expressed their concern over the issue of 
sacred sites not only in terms of preservation and 
access for ritual purposes, but also in terms of 
maintaining proper spiritual balance for all peoples. 

In its role as conservator of the natural 
history and cultural heritage found in the nation's 

parks and monuments, the National Park Ser­
vice is also responsible for developing and ex­
ecuting programs that reflect: 

knowledge of and respect for the 
cultures, including religious and 
subsistence traditions, of Native 
American tribes or groups with 
demonstrated ancestral ties to 
particular resources in parks. Evi­
dence of such ties will be estab­
lished through systematic ar­
chaeological or ethnographic stud­
ies, including ethnographic oral 
history and ethnohistory studies, 
or a combination of these sources 
(NPS Management Policies 
1988:Chapter 8:8-9). 

In order to meet its obligations to park-
associated ethnic groups, including Native Ameri­
cans, the National Park Service has developed 
an ethnographic component to its Cultural Re­
source Management program (Crespi 1987a, 
1987b). Within the National Park Service, eth­
nography means the systematic collection of data 
on the traditional subsistence, residential, religious 
or other cultural patterns of contemporary park-
associated ethnic groups. Park resources used 
by these groups are referred to as ethnographic 
resources. A vital element in the NPS ethno­
graphic studies program is the active collabora­
tion between the NPS and these park-associated 
ethnic groups. Through this kind of ethnographic 
approach, data collected for park programs, man­
agement, policy, and education/interpretation will 
be culturally sensitive and appropriate (1987a, 



Ethnographic Overview and Assessment 

1987b). 

The present ethnographic overview and 
assessment of Devils Tower National Monument 
was conducted within this framework of NPS eth­
nography. Established in 1906, Devils Tower Na­
tional Monument occupies 1,347 acres in north­
east Wyoming (National Park Service 1986:1). 
It is a centrally located area for several Native 
American tribes. It lies approximately 150 miles 
from the Cheyenne River Sioux Reservation to 
the east, and about the same distance from the 
Pine Ridge Sioux Reservation to the southeast. It 
is approximately 200 hundred miles from the Wind 
River Reservation (Shoshone and Arapaho) to 
the west, and approximately 175 miles from the 
Crow and Cheyenne Reservations to the north­
west. 

One of the paramount concerns that arose 
during the course of the project was the issue of 
cultural sensitivity and data collection. In order 
for NPS staff at the monument to make informed, 
culturally sensitive decisions regarding develop­
ment and expansion within the monument (deci­
sions that would avoid inadvertent destruction of 
Native American ritual sites), a data base was 
needed on ritual use locations and the ethnographic 
resources associated with them. This need be­
came problematical, especially concerning per­
sonal ritual areas because, by their very nature, 
some of the locations of these areas are not sup­
posed to be revealed; even if they can be revealed, 
they are not necessarily confined to an habitual 
location. The result is a paradox for both the NPS 
and the Native Americans concerned. The NPS 
needs information to make culturally informed and 
sensitive decisions, but requesting such data risks 
being culturally insensitive. Native Americans re­
alize that the NPS needs information to protect 

park-associated ethnographic resources, yet they 
risk acting inappropriately (in their culture) by re­
vealing certain knowledge. The only way this 
paradox can be resolved is through mutual par­
ticipation and collaboration by the NPS and the 
affected Native American communities. 

Representing a preliminary step in this 
direction, the Devils Tower project could not have 
been completed without the mutual cooperation 
of the National Park Service and members of the 
Native American communities, all of whom, for 
perhaps different reasons, accord Devils Tower 
a special status in their respective cultural worlds. 

Research Design 

The objective of this research is to pro­
vide an ethnographic overview and assessment 
of past and current Native American use of re­
sources, derived from traditional cultural patterns, 
within Devils Tower National Monument. Fun­
damental to this project is the concept of ethno­
graphic resources, which are defined as "park 
resources with traditional subsistence, sacred cer­
emonial or religious, residential, or other cultural 
meaning for members of contemporary park-as­
sociated ethnic groups, including Native Ameri­
cans" (Crespi 1987a:20). Data derived from this 
study will form a baseline of knowledge from 
which the National Park Service can better ac­
commodate various user-oriented ethnic groups, 
in particular Native Americans, to its management 
plans. 

The ethnographic overview and assess­
ment can be analytically framed around four re­
lated general study parameters: 1) historical; 2) 
geographic; 3) behavioral; and 4) ideological. 
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Ethnographic Overview and Assessment 

The historical parameter is defined as the 
temporal connections between Devils Tower area 
and specific bands or tribes that can be docu­
mented as having lived in the vicinity and utilized 
available resources. This parameter necessitates 
summarizing the ethnohistorical data bearing on 
the territorial locations and movements through 
time of at least six Plains tribes known or be­
lieved to have inhabited, or in other ways to have 
been familial- with, northeastern Wyoming and the 
Devils Tower/Black Hills region: Eastern 
Shoshone, Crow, Kiowa, Arapaho, Cheyenne, 
and Lakota. 

Research Goals and Methods 

This study had two major research goals: 

1) To conduct a literature search that 
would result in an ethnohistoric overview of tra­
ditional Native American use of and references 
to Devils Tower and its immediate environs; and 

2) To provide an overview of past and 
current use of ethnographic resources by Native 
American individuals and groups within Devils 
Tower National Monument. 

The geographic parameter refers to the 
delineation of boundaries, features, locations, and 
natural resources that can be identified with spe­
cific tribal groups. This parameter will include data 
on the tower itself, nearby springs, the Belle 
Fourche River, and adjacent habitats that were, 
or continue to be, utilized. 

In combination, the accomplishment of 
these goals provides the National Park Service 
with baseline data and information with which to 
conduct future, more in-depth, ethnographic stud­
ies and to make more informed decisions con­
cerning the Native American presence in the NPS 
management equation. 

The behavioral parameter is defined as 
those specific economic, ritual, or other traditional 
activities that occur or were known to have oc­
curred within Devils Tower National Monument. 
In particular, this parameter will attempt to isolate 
specific individual ritual behavior such as offer­
ings and vision quests, and group ceremonies such 
as the Sun Dance. 

Both of the goals were achieved within 
the context of the four study parameters previ­
ously discussed. While these goals are intricately 
related and comprise the two arms of the overall 
research objective, they require distinct methods 
and therefore are treated below as separate re­
search strategies. 

Finally, the ideological parameter refers 
to the beliefs (as opposed to behavior), sacred 
narratives, or other means by which the various 
tribes have encoded Devils Tower into their his­
tory or thought-worlds. 

Ethnohistoric Overview: 
Methods and Scope 

Ethnohistory can be defined as the 
complementary application of historical and eth­
nological methods to solve specific anthropologi­
cal problems (Axtell 1979; Carmack 1972; Furie 
1961; Stuitevant 1968; Trigger 1982). In Native 
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Ethnographic Overview and Assessment 

American studies, an ethnohistorical approach 
involves the critical use of historical documents 
such as journals, narratives, maps, and other 
forms of non-Native evidence for reconstructing 
tribal histories or addressing questions of accul­
turation and other processes of cultural change. 
These sources of information have the advantage 
of offering potentially useful ethnographic obser­
vations contemporary with various time periods 
in questions. However, because many of the indi­
viduals who authored these documents were not 
trained ethnographers, their information is often 
vague and can contain degrees of cultural bias 
and ethnocentrism. Therefore, these materials must 
be interpreted cautiously and their accuracy must 
be established through cross-checking with avail­
able ethnographic reports. 

In addition to non-Native sources of data, 
ethnohistorical approaches have also benefited 
from the use of Native American sources, such 
as oral history, legends, myths, calendar histories 
or winter counts, and rock art, as well as more 
recently developed mediums such as maps and 
written documents (Allen 1987; Bahr 1971; Day 
1972; Hanson 1983; Henning 1982; Lewis 
1987). The value of Native American sources of 
information lies not only in providing a potentially 
independent check against non-Native sources 
(and sometimes the interpretations derived from 
them), but also in the internal validity of beliefs 
and values that these sources express. They pro­
vide an inside perspective of tribal culture that 
might otherwise be lacking from a purely outside 
perspective. The major difficulty associated with 
the use of Native American sources, particularly 
myths and legends, is the timeless quality that of­
ten characterizes these media. While timelessness 
may help keep a cultural theme relevant, it can 
constitute a limitation when applied to chrono­
logical concerns. 

The goal of the ethnohistoric overview is 
to summarize primary, secondary, original and 
derived sources bearing on tribal presence in and 
around Devils Tower National Monument through 
time. 

A primary source refers to a document 
or statement that reflects the testimony of an eye­
witness. A secondary source refers to a docu­
ment or statement which reflects the testimony of 
one who was not an eyewitness (Gottschalk 
1950:53). For example, Lewis and Clark's ob­
servations on the locations of the Ankara villages 
along the Missouri River in present-day South 
Dakota constitute a primary source, since they 
actually saw the villages. However, their informa­
tion on the Cheyenne tribe southwest of the Black 
Hills along the Cheyenne River is secondary in­
formation because they did not actually see the 
Cheyenne, but learned of their location from oth­
ers. Thus, it is possible for a single document (the 
Lewis and Clark journals) to be a primary or sec­
ondary source, depending on the information of 
interest to the researcher. Usually, but not always, 
primary sources are considered more reliable than 
secondary sources. In the absence of a primary 
source, secondary sources of information can be 
shown to be reliable to the best of the available 
materials, but should be cross-checked with other 
sources if possible. 

An original source in an ethnohistorical 
context is one that gives the earliest available in­
formation regarding an event or subject 
(Gottschalk 1950:53). Sources that have their 
basis in, or are copied from, original sources can 
be referred to as derived sources. In general, 
original sources take ethnohistorical precedence 
over derived ones, unless new information is of­
fered or original information is reinterpreted in a 
more compelling way. 
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