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FOREWARD 

This paper is one of many prepared by research workers of 
the Field Division of Education, National Park Service, Berkeley, 
California. 

The objective of this paper is the compilation of pertinent 
information obtained from the best available sources on the eth­
nology and history of the Teton Dakota Indians. The need for 
such a compilation became apparent to the wrtier, an ECW museum 
technician, when faced with the practical problem of gathering 
basic data for use in planning exhibits for the museum at Guern­
sey Lake Park, Wyoming. This data should be useful to museum 
curators and museum preparators in planning and preparing ex­
hibits for museums in the several parks within the area once 
inhabited by the Teton Dakota. 

The form and content of the paper reflect the special pur­
pose for which it is intended. It makes no pretense of being 
an important piece of original research. It stresses those aspects 
of Teton Dakota ethnology and history which are most adaptable to 
graphic interpretation in museums. The paper departs from the usual 
standards of scholarly form in order to save time and expense in 
mimeographing. References are included in the text in parenthesis. 

The work of mimeographing, drawing of maps, coloring of plates, 
and binding has been done by workers made available by the Works 
Progress Administration, District 8, Project #4285. 
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NOTES ON THE ETHNOLOGY AND HISTORY OF THE TETON DAKOTA 

D1TRODUOTION 

A century ago a large portion of the high plains country east of 
the Rockies was inhabited by a powerful, nomadic tribe of Indians known 
to ethnologists as the Teton Dakota. The wide expanse of territory in­
cluded in what is now South Dakota from the Missouri Valley westward, to­
gether with adjacent areas in Nebraska and Wyoming north of the North 
Platte River and smaller portions of southwestern North Dakota and south­
eastern Montana was occupied by the Teton and jealously guarded by them 
against encroachment by surrounding hostile tribes. 

Over this country moved vast herds of American bison, commonly re­
ferred to as buffalo, feeding upon the luxuriant grasses native to the 
high plains region. For the Teton the buffalo constituted the staff of 
life. Their mode of life was peculiarly adapted to buffalo hunting. 
Their major problems of food, clothing and shelter all looked to the buf­
falo for their solution. To the Teton of a century ago the presence of 
the buffalo was naturally taken for granted. This animal seemed to be 
a3 much a part of nature's plan as was the warm sun in summer and the 
heavy snows of winter. Up to this time their knowledge of the white man 
had been limited to contacts with a relatively small number of explorers, 
trappers, and traders. Such contacts were generally mutually satisfactory 
and beneficial. 

In the years that followed thousands of white emigrants and fortune 
hunters passed through the Teton country, killing large numbers of buffa­
lo and driving the remainder further and further from the well-worn emi­
grant trails. The Teton were not slow to recognize the disastrous cultur­
al implications of this destruction of the animal which was so important 
to their way of living. They sought to prevent white passage through 
their country, first by force of argument, then, finding this of no avail, 
they resorted to armed resistance. Force did not solve the problem for 
the Teton. It only brought down on their heads large numbers of better 
equipped fighting men of the United States Army, while the emigrant train: 
continued to move through the Teton country, and the buffalo continued to 
decrease in numbers at a rapid rate. The conflicts between soldiers and 
indians in the '60's and '70's were savagely fought by both sides. Final­
ly, with the buffalo nearing extermination, and the possibility of con­
tinuing their old way of life thereby made hopeless, the Teton accepted 
the government's proposal to lay down their arms and settle upon reser­
vations as wards of the United States, Here they have remained to the 
present day trying to perform the difficult task of adapting themselves 
to a new way of life as sedentary agriculturalists or cattle herders. 

The old nomadic way of life is gone forever. It exists only in the 
memories of a few old men and women of the tribe and in the literature 
of the white man. But the story of the Teton in the first three quar­
ters of the nineteenth century remains as fascinating a bit of history 
as ever was written. 

Today, there may be found within the old Teton country one Nation-



Map No. 1. 

PARKS AND MONUMENTb IN THE 'TETON COUOTRY. 

C J Yellow - Habitat. 
4j) Red - National Monuments. 
0 Green - National Park. 
0 Blue - State Parks. 

• •- There are today four National Monuments, one 
National Park and two State Parks which have muse­
ums in the area formerly occupied by Teton Dakota. 
The habitat of the Teton in the mid-nineteenth cen­
tury is shown on the map in yellow. 
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West of the Mississippi the largest division of Siouan speaking 
people was the Dakota, commonly known as the Sioux. The Dakota were di­
vided into seven groups the Mdewakanton, Wahpeton, Wahpekute, Sisseton, 
Yankton, Yanktonai, and Teton. The first four comprised the Santee or 
Eastern Dakota, who lived in Minnesota in the first half of the nineteenth 
eentury, the Yankton and Yanktonai held the eastern portion of South Da­
kota, and the Teton, the largest of the seven groups, occupied the portion 
of the Dakota country from the Missouri River westward. Much of the pub­
lished data on the general subject of the Dakota in reality deals only 
with the Eastern Dakota whose eulture differed considerably from that of 
the Teton. This fact must be kept in mind in connection with research on 
the subject of the Teton Dakota. 

The Teton were divided into seven bands: Oglala, Brule, Blackfoot, 
Miniconjou, Sans Arc, Two Kettle, and Hunkpapa. These were in turn di­
vided and subdivided into smaller bands or village groups. 

(If further information on the identification of the Teton is 
desired consult Hodge, Part 2, pp 736-37). 

THE ORIGIN AND MIGRATION OF THE TETON 

The scattered location of groups of Indians speaking dialects of a 
common language (Siouan) at the beginning of the historic period (as in­
dicated on Map No. 2) has given rise to considerable speculation on the 
origin of these scattered groups. Obviously all of them must be descend­
ed from a common group of Siouan speaking peoples who at one time inhab­
ited a single geographically continuous area. Most serious students of 
the problem believe that at one time this ancestral group occupied a con­
tinuous area east of the Mississippi and probably west of the Appalachians. 
Bushnell has placed this area in the Ohio Valley with**he greater part of 
the early Siouan peoples living north of the Ohio in' the present states of 
Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio, while a smaller number were south of the Ohio 
in Kentucky and West Virginia (See map No. 3). This must have been sever­
al centuries prior to Columbus' epoch making journey to America in 1492. 
At a later, but still prehistoric period, a northwestern movement of the 
powerful Iroquoian peoples from west of the Mississippi split the Siouan 
peoples into smaller groups, some of them moving eastward and others west­
ward. By the beginning of the sixteenth century the Siouan peoples inhab­
ited several distinct areas some of which were hundreds of miles apart. 
(See Map No. 3). The Dakota were then a part of the northwestern group. 

At the beginning of the historic period westward expansion of Algon-
quian peoples, particularly the Chippewa was forcing the Dakota still 
further toward the west. When first encountered by whites in the middle 
of the 17th century the Dakota were living in the timbered country at the 
western end of Lake Superior, in Wisconsin and Minnesota. The pressure 
from the Chippewa increased after those Indians acquired firearms from 
the whites. Although the Dakota have steadfastly denied it, this pressure 
from the east is generally regarded by students of the problems as a 
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strong factor in the movement of the majority of the Dakota peoples from 
the timber out onto the Plains. 

In the vanguard of the westward moving Dakota were the Teton. When 
first met by white men the Teton, as the westernmost division of the Da­
kota, were already leaving the timbered country for the prairie plans 
of southwestern Minnesota. Hennepin who met some of them in 1680 placed 
them in the neighborhood of Mille Lacs in east central Minnesota. Le-
Sueur in 1700 found them near the present ManKato in the south central 
part of the stste. He was told that at that time they lived entirely by . 
the chase on the prairies, resided in lodges of skin which they carried 
with them, and made expert use of the bow and arrow. (Robinson, 1904, 
p. 46). 

During the succeeding 125 years the Teton pushed gradually west­
ward, always seeking more favorable buffalo hunting grounds, wresting 
the territory from hostile tribes as they proceeded. This.movement was 
facilitated by the acquisition of the horse sometime prior to 1742. 

The sequence of the Teton movements westward withing the historic' 
period was as follows: (1). Big Stone Lake between Minnesota and South 
Dakota (Robinson, 1904, p 22); (2) Eastern South Dakota, the valley of 
the Sioux and James Rivers (Robinson, 1904, p 23); (3) the Missouri Valley 
(Robinson, 1904, p 24); (4) the Black Hills (Mallery, 1893, p 266); (5) 
Eastern Wyoming and south to the North Platte. (Robinson, 1904, p 141). 

The movement to the vicinity of Big Sto ne Lake seems to have been 
made without serious conflict with other tribes. But the valleys of the 
Sioux and James Rivers were only secured after the Omaha had been driven 
south of the Missouri. In the course of this migration the Teton learned 
of the superior buffalo hunting grounds west of the Missouri and decided on 
a new movement to the favored land. By the middle of the 18th century 
the Teton reached the Missouri Valley, only to find their way blocked by 
the Arikara owners of this region. The Missouri Valley was secured after 
a long period of warfare when the Arikara withdrew up the Missouri river 
in 1792. The Teton entered the Black Hills, favorite winter home of the 
buffalo, about 1765 and proceeded to dispossess the Cheyenne and Kiowa 
whom they found there. The final westward movement into Wyoming followed 
the defeat of the Crow in 1822-23 by the Teton and Cheyenne. 

Shortly after the Teton conquest of the Missouri Valley in 1792 the 
Teton turned over their former hunting territory in eastern South Dakota 
to their relatives the Yankton Dakota. Since about the year 1800 the 
true homo of the Teton Dakota must be regarded as from the Missouri Valley 
westward. 

(If further research data on the origin of the Siouan peoples is re­
quired see Moonoy, 1894; Swanton and Dixon, pp 307-389; J. 0. Dorsey 1886; 
and especially Bushnell, 1934. Robinson is the principal authority on the 
migrations of the Teton). / 



Map Ro.2 

SIOOLN SPPiJOTG nEOPLZS ET THE 17th CIRvE'URY,. 

A large portion of the United States east of 
the Rockies vjas occupied by Siouan speaking 
peoples at the tine of the first v.'hite contact• 

( After Snanton's da*a in Paullin Plate 33). 



Map No.3 

PREHISTORIC MOVEMENT OF THE SIOUAN SPEAKING PEOPLES. 

Location of the Siouan speaking peoples several centuries 
before Columbus. 

Later northeastward movement of Iroquoian peoples. 

Location of Siouan speaking peoples at the beginning of 
the 16th Century after the parent group had been ..broken 
up by the movement of the Iroquoian peoples. 

Indicating overlaping area. 

( After Bushnell, 1934) 
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PHYSICAL APPEARANCE OF THE TETON DAKOTA 

The Dakota or Sioux Indian has long been regarded by anthropologi.t.. 
as one of the finest physical types of man. In appearance he is tall •• .0 
well built, with skin color of reddish chocolate. His face is long, 
clear cut, and strong, with eagle nose and prominent cheek bones. The 
countenances of many Teton individuals suggest both dignity and poise to 
the white observer. 

In 1893 a total of 1431 Dakota individuals were observed and meas­
ured under the direction of Franz Boas. Many of these were Teton. The 
data obtained was studied by L. R. Sullivan of the American Museum of 
Natural History and worked up for publication in 1920. Although some 
data is given for the Teton separately, the Teton average measurements 
so nearly approximate those for the entire Dakota group that we may well 
use the more complete data for the Dakota in the brief summary below: 

Hair color: almost uniformly black and straight. 

Eye color: usually dark brown to black. 

Stature: male: 172.4 cm, average, 
female: 160 cm. average. 

Average difference in male and female stature: 12.4 cm. 

Ranga in stature: male: 152 cm. to 190 cm. 
female: 146 cm. to 174 cm. 

Shoulder width: male: 38.8 cm. average, 
female: 35.5 cm. average. 

Cephalic index: Male: 79.6 average, 
female: 80.5 average. 

Comparative data: 

Height: The Dakota are among the tallest of the American In­
dians among whom the average stature ranges from 153 cm. to 175 cm. They 
are exdeeded in stature only by the Maricopa, Creek, Winnebago, Iroquois, 
Tlingit, and Bororo outside the Plains, and by the Cheyenne, Arapaho, 
Crow, and Omaha of the Plains Indians. 

Head form: In head form the Dakota are classified as mesoce-
phalic, their heads being neither extremely long or markedly broad. In 
this same classification are a large number of other North and South Amer­
ican Indian groups, among which are the majority of the tribes of the 
Plains, the Eastern Woodlands, Mackenzie area and a number of tribes in 
Southern California and Southwestern United States. 

(Should more detailed data be desired for an exhibit on the 
Teton physical type consult Sullivan's publication. A large number of 
Teton individuals, both male and female, are portrayed in Densmore's 
"Teton Sioux Music"). 
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Population 

For the past century and a half the Dakota have comprised a large 
proportion of the Indian population of the Great Plains region. In 1780, 
on the basis of Mooney's careful estimate, the Dakota represented over 
one-sirth of the entire Plains Indian population. In 1907 they formed 
over one-half the total population of the Plains tribes. (Mooney, 1908. 
p. 13). Today the Dakota comprise appoximately one-tenth of the entire 
Indian population of the United States, (based on figures in Annual Re­
port of Secretary of Interior, June 30, 1936). The numerical strength 
of the Dakota over the entire period would seem to average about 26,000. 
See Wissler, 1936 p. 14 for a table giving the best available figures 
on the number of the Dakota at various dates since 1780). 

The Teton were the most populous of the Dakota divisions, comprising 
fully one-half of the entire Dakota population. In 1840 Colin Campbell, 
in charge of the trading post at Fort Pierre, estimated their number at 
13,000 (Robinson, 1904, p. 197). Culbertson estimated the Teton popula­
tion in 1850 at 2280 lodges, which, computed on the basis of eight persons 
to a lodge, gives a total of 18,240 (Culbertson, p. 141). Lieut. Warren 
gives the figure 14,800 (Warren, p. 210) in 1858, and Gen. Stanley lists 
12,900 for 1869 (Robinson, p. 391). It appears that the Culbertson fig­
ure is excessive for the date 1850, although the Teton numbered 18,048 
in 1899 (U.S. Statistics of Indian Tribes. 1899). 

Some data is available on the population of the seven Teton bands, 
But for the early years of the 19th century this information usually 
appears in the form of the number of lodges occupied, and there is some 
difference of opinion as to how many individuals should bo ascribed to 
each lodge. The figures do give some idea of the relative numerical 
strength of the bands however. Two such estimates appear below together 
with later numerical estimates: 

(The data for 1833 is from Hayden, p. 371; for 1850 from Culbertson, 
p. 141; for 1858 from V/arren, p. 210; and for 1869 from Robinson, 1904, 
p. 391). 

There seem to bo considerable differences in regard to the relative 
number of members of the seven bands as expressed in these estimates. 
However, it appears evident that the Brule ;.nd Oglala were the largest 
bands. 

Stanley also gives some interesting figures on the numbers of the 
various bands remaining hostile to the government in 1869: Iwiniconjou 

Band 1833 1850 1858 1869 

Brule 500 lodges 500 lodges 3,040 3,000 
Oglala 300 lodges 400 lodges 3,680 2,000 
Hunkpapa 150 lodges 320 lodges 2,920 2,000 
Blackfoot 220 lodges 450 lodges 1,320 900 
Miniconjou 260 lodges 270 lodges 1,600 2,000 
Two Kettle 100 lodges 60 lodges 800 1,500 
Sans Arc 100 lodges 250 lodges 1,360 1,500 
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1,600 (or 80$); Oglala 1,500 (75%); Hunkpapa 1,500 (75%); Sans Arc l,on.; 
(67%); Brule 800 (27%); Blackfoot 200 (22%), (Robinson, 1904, p. 392). 

(Figures on the population of the Teton, by reservations, are gi n 
in the annual reports of the Commissioner of the Indian Affairs from 1- '/•'• 
to the present). 

LOCATION OF TIE VARIOUS TETON BANDS 

There is great difficulty in locating on the map the distinct habi­
tats of the seven Teton bands prior to their settlement on reservations 
in 1876. Early travellers who might have been interested in such matters 
largely confined their movements to the two great river valleys, the 
Missouri and the Platte, hence their knowledge of the intervening Teton 
country was extremely limited. Lewis and Clark in their explorations of 
1804-06 contacted three, possibly four Teton bands on the Missouri River; 
the Brule on both sides of the Missouri, White and Teton rivers; Oglala 
on both sides of the Missouri below the Cheyenne river; Miniconjou on both 
sides of the Missouri above the Cheyenne river, and a fourth group which 
may possibly have been the Sans Arc futher north on both sides of the 
Missouri. The probability is that this was a Yanktonais rather than a 
Teton group however. (L. and C. Vol l.pp. 99-101). 

The best available description of the location of the separate Teton 
bands prior to their settlement on Reservations is given by Hayden who 
travelled extensively in the Teton country in 1856. His data is given 
below: 

Brule - on headwaters of White and Niobrara Rivers, extending down 
these rivers about half their length. The Teton river formed their 
northern limit. 

Oglala - from Fort Laramie on the Platte, extending northeast, in­
cluding the Black Hills, the sources of the Teton River, and reaching as 
low down as the fork of the Cheyenne. They sometimes ranged as far west 
as the head of Grand River. 

Miniconjou - usually found from Cherry Creek on Cheyenne to 
Slender Butte on Grand River. 

Two Kettle- confine themselves to the Cheyenne and Moreau Rivers, 
seldom going higher on the former than the mouth of Cherry Creek, but 
passing up and down Cheyenne, Moreau and Grand Rivers. 

Hunkpapa, Blackfoot, Sans Arc - occupy nearly the same district, and 
are so often encamped near each other and otherwise so connected in their 
operations, as scarcely to admit of being treated separately. Their 
country lies along the Moreau, Cannonball, Heart and Grand rivers, seldom 
extending very high up on Grand River, but of later years reaching to the 
Little Missouri. 

(Hayden, pp. 372-37-0 


