Survival at Crow Creek,
1863-1866

COLETTE A. HYMAN

n September 1865 a congressional commission in- dehumanization. One image that recurs in several

vestigating conditions on Indian reservations visited accounts depicts what came to be known as “cottonwood
Fort Randall and the Crow Creek Reservation, on the soup.” Dakota leader Passing-Hail told the commission
Missouri River in Dakota Territory. The testimonies of that reservation officials “built a box and put the beef in
soldiers, missionaries, and Dakota leaders about life at it and steamed it and made soup; they put salt and pep-
Crow Creek paint a picture of starvation, disease, and per in it, and that is the reason these hills about here are

filled with children’s graves; it seemed as though they
wanted to kill us.” Samuel C. Haynes, an army surgeon
posted at Fort Randall, testified, “A large vat was con-
structed, of cottonwood lumber, about six feet square
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with a pipe leading from the boiler into the vat.” Into this
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vat, reservation personnel threw the beef, entrails, some
beans, flour, and pork that made up the cottonwood soup.
Indian women brought buckets to be filled and then car-
ried them back to their families; some camped close to
the vat, while others lived as far as four miles away.!

The story of this cottonwood soup, sometimes referred
to as “greenwood soup,” appears in several other contem-
porary accounts and lies at the heart of Dakota people’s
retelling of the Crow Creek experience today. In both
modern and historical narratives, this substance embod-
ies both the brutal conditions of Dakota existence on that
reservation and the ruthless policies of U.S. military and
civilian officials that structured those conditions.

The cottonwood soup story also raises questions about
the meaning of survival under colonization. Genocidal
attacks on the Dakota placed survivors in untenable situ-
ations where remaining alive meant more suffering and
pain—for oneself and one’s family. Certainly, Dakota
women at Crow Creek did all they could to overcome ill-
ness, death, rotten and insufficient food rations, and hu-
miliation at the hands of soldiers and other white men.
They struggled heroically to sustain their children and
elders while their men remained imprisoned at Daven-
port, Iowa, in retaliation for their participation in the U.S.-
Dakota War of 1862. Many at Crow Creek did not survive;
those who did endured horrifying physical conditions as
well as the grief of losing family members and the anxiety
of losing their homelands and the lifeways that had sus-
tained them physically and spiritually for generations.

The Crow Creek exile occupies a central
place in the history of the Dakota nation.

The U.S.-Dakota War, like all wars, posed significant
challenges to women as providers of food and other sur-
vival necessities, but the subsequent “ethnic cleansing” of
southern Minnesota and the exile to Crow Creek posed
particular challenges to Dakota women. It left a large
group of them to survive largely on their own, without
the assistance of able-bodied men. For three long years,
Dakota women, whose culture emphasized the comple-
mentary contributions of women and men to community

FacinG PAGE: Crow Creek Reservation as it looked in the 1880s
or 1890s, on the east bank of the Missouri River in present-
day central South Dakota. R1GHT: Dakota in the Fort Snelling

prison compound.

subsistence, were forced to sustain themselves, their chil-
dren, and their elders without benefit of the labor or com-
panionship of fathers, brothers, husbands, or adult sons.

The Crow Creek exile occupies a central place in the
history of the Dakota nation. Individuals frequently
trace their families back to their experiences at Crow
Creek, and tribal histories give a central place to the war
and its aftermath: the hanging of 38 Dakota warriors
at Mankato, the imprisonment of the remaining adult
men at Davenport, and the westward deportation of the
women, children, and elders.

The legacies of the removal to Crow Creek remain
very present for the Dakota people to this day. Dakota
communities remain scattered across three states and
two Canadian provinces. Consequently, native speak-
ers of the Dakota language constitute a very small and
elderly group, and much of the traditional knowledge
about physical and spiritual survival has been lost.
While almost all of these communities are scarred by
exceptionally high rates of poverty, illness, substance
abuse, and suicide, Crow Creek Reservation today holds
the distinction of occupying the poorest county in the
United States.”

Because of the central place of the Crow Creek intern-
ment in Dakota history and its ongoing consequences,
the years at Crow Creek warrant close and careful study.
In addition, this chapter of Dakota history also explains
a great deal about how loss of land base, economic au-
tonomy, and cultural self-determination affected Dakota
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women, specifically, and Native women more generally.
Native women throughout the U.S. have faced removal
from tribal lands, close supervision by soldiers and other
agents of the federal government, the elimination of Na-
tive men’s traditional subsistence and political roles, and
the presence of whites using Christianity to erase tribal
cultures. The study of the Dakota women’s experiences
at Crow Creek helps us understand the challenges facing
Native women and the different ways in which they have
met those challenges. Understanding Dakota women'’s
lives at Crow Creek also provides insight into what sur-
vival might mean for women whose nations have been
subjected to genocidal policies and actions.?

The cottonwood soup story provides a useful point of
entry into the experiences of the Dakota at Crow Creek
because it represents the near-starvation state of depen-
dence in which white officials placed the Dakota and the
barrenness of the environment that could provide only
green wood for fuel and construction. Cottonwood soup
also speaks of the strenuous physical efforts that the
women at Crow Creek made and the assaults on their dig-
nity that they had to endure in order to keep themselves
and their families alive. Keeping alive through the provi-
sion and consumption of deplorable substances, however,
also resulted in continued exposure to the same degrading
circumstances. While conditions at Crow Creek might
have been extreme, they suggest nonetheless more gen-
eral conclusions about the experience of colonization for
Native women in North America and about the implica-
tions and complexity of survival under colonization.

Camp Release, where Dakota warriors surrendered

and were tried before a military commission
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he 1862 war brought devastation to communities al-

ready transformed by removal from customary lands
and resettlement on a reservation. The lands along the
southwest edge of the Great Lakes and the upper Missis-
sippi River valley are the birthplace and homeland of the
Dakota people. Archaeological and historical evidence
dating back to the fourteenth century indicates that, on
those lands, the Dakota subsisted during the summer
from women’s gathering and small-scale horticulture
and during the winter from men’s hunting and women’s
preparation of meat and other parts of the animals. Early
contact with Europeans, starting in the seventeenth cen-
tury, left these subsistence patterns largely unchanged,
as the Dakota participated as critical partners in the fur-
trade economy. As game became scarcer and European
American farmers more abundant in Dakota homelands,
however, the Dakota’s semi-nomadic lifeways came under
increasing threat. In 1851 these pressures, combined with
continuing entreaties from the U.S. government, per-
suaded the Dakota to cede their lands in exchange for a
reservation and annuity payments.*

Life for the Dakota became
increasingly difficult in the 1850s.

In the years between the establishment of the reserva-
tion along the Minnesota River in 1853 and the war and
subsequent exile, some Dakota began to adapt to Euro-
pean American and Christian ways of farming, dressing,
and living. For most, however, the reservation was only a
seasonal home. This was especially true for the Mdewa-
kantunwan, who, of the four Dakota peoples placed on
reservations, had been moved the farthest from the lands
that had sustained them and their ancestors for genera-
tions. Many returned to the Mississippi River bottom and
bluff lands to hunt in the winter and to fish and gather
plants and fruits during the summer, remaining on the
reservation in the spring to plant small crops of corn,
beans, and squash, and in the fall to harvest them.

Life for the Dakota became increasingly difficult in
the 1850s. The growing presence of European American
settlers establishing farms and pastures reduced the
habitats of plants and animals that the Dakota required
for survival and also reduced access to the forests and
streams that had sustained them. Meanwhile, on the res-
ervation, conditions deteriorated. The farms established
by Indian agents failed to produce enough to support



reservation populations, and annuity payments were
frequently delayed and often seized by Indian traders
claiming payment for credit extended to their Dakota
customers. In the summer of 1862 a severe drought ac-
centuated these conditions, as did the Civil War, which
further delayed annuity payments and distribution of
needed food supplies. In late August, driven by starva-
tion conditions and anger at traders with warehouses
full of grain, Dakota warriors went to war against the
United States. After successes, they were rapidly de-
feated by the U.S. army, with the energetic support of
white Minnesotans.’

By October many Dakota had fled toward the plains
to seek refuge among other Native peoples. Approxi-
mately 2,200 Dakota surrendered to Col. Henry H. Sib-
ley at Camp Release in western Minnesota. The warriors
were disarmed and tried before a military commission—
the first time that this procedure was used against Native
peoples in the United States. Three hundred and three
Dakota warriors, the vast majority of those tried, received
the death sentence, after “trials” that lasted little more
than a few minutes. The army moved the warriors to
Mankato, where 38 were hanged on December 26, after
President Lincoln reviewed and shortened the list of the
condemned. The remaining warriors were kept in chains
at Mankato until May, when they were removed to Camp

McClellan in Davenport, where they would remain im-
prisoned for three years.

Before the hangings, in November 1862, the U.S.
army forcibly marched the Dakota women, children,
and elders who had surrendered from the Lower Sioux
Agency, near Morton, to Fort Snelling on the Mississippi.
In the wind and cold, under the taunts and violence
of white men and women in towns along the way, this
group of Dakota walked the 150 miles to the fort. They
remained imprisoned there in a disease-ridden enclosure
throughout the winter, subsisting on rations of crackers,
flour, and salt pork. Many did not survive this imprison-
ment. While a December 2 military census counted 1,601
Dakota prisoners at Fort Snelling, only 1,318 remained
alive in May 1863, when the federal government removed
them from Minnesota.”

Of the 1,601 Dakota counted that December, 133 were
Wahpekute; 295 were Sissetunwan and Wahpetunwan,
called Upper Sioux for their placement upstream on the
Minnesota River reservation; and 122 were “half-breeds”
without tribal affiliation. The remaining 1,051 were Mde-
wakantunwan. Many of the Upper Sioux had not fought
against the U.S. but fled to the western plains nonethe-
less. The Wahpekute who escaped internment also fled
westward but turned north as well, establishing Dakota
communities in Canada.?

Tipis of the captive Dakota in a fenced enclosure on the Minnesota River just below Fort Snelling, 1862-63




Meanwhile, in Washington, lawmakers were deciding
the fate of the Indians remaining in southern Minnesota.
On February 16, 1863, Congress enacted legislation that
abrogated all treaties with the four bands of Dakota, dis-
solved their reservation, and terminated all other treaty
rights. On March 3 Congress passed a law that, among
other things, called on the president to establish a reser-
vation for the Dakota beyond the limits of white settle-
ment. Responding to white settlers’ fears of all Indians
living close to their towns and farms, Congress also voted
to remove the Winnebago, who had been removed to a
reservation southwest of Mankato just a few years earlier.”

he Office of Indian Affairs charged the head of its

Northern Superintendency, which included Min-
nesota, with finding a new location for the Dakota along
the Missouri River, as far as possible from both white
settlers and other Indians. In April 1863 Superintendent
Clark W. Thompson left Minnesota to seek a suitable
location for a new reservation; on May 28, he wrote to
Commissioner of Indian Affairs William Dole that he
had selected a site along the mouth of the Crow Creek.
Thompson was still staking out reservation boundaries
when more than 1,000 Dakota arrived two days later.
Close to 2,000 Winnebago (or Ho-Chunk) arrived three
weeks after that, on June 24.'° Little was in place to pro-
vide for the dispossessed Indians, who, after a winter in
a crowded, disease-ridden enclosure with inadequate
rations and medical care, had found themselves on a ter-
rifying trip to an unknown destination.

The journey began at Fort Snelling. Of the 1,318 Da-
kota deported from the fort in May 1863, only 176 were
adult men; 536 were women and 606, children. U.S.
soldiers herded them onto two steamboats; one went as
far as Hannibal, Missouri, where federal officials ordered
its passengers into freight cars, 60 to a car, for the trip
across Missouri to St. Joseph. The Dakota on the sec-
ond boat traveled to St. Louis, where they boarded the
Florence. That vessel then made its way up the Missouri
to St. Joseph, where the two groups found themselves
reunited—and packed even more tightly on the Florence
for the remaining 100 miles of the hellish journey. When
the boat departed St. Joseph, “We all crowded in—1I can’t
tell where—some around behind the wheel-house—some
between the pumps some under the boilers, some on
the foredeck but most up on the hurricane roof,” wrote
John P. Williamson, a missionary who traveled with the
Dakota to Crow Creek. In a letter to his mother, he wrote
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that the Indians were “chained two and two . . . crowded
like slaves” on the Middle Passage between Africa and
America."!

The Dakota remained imprisoned on the Florence for
another 12 days. The only food available was “hard bread
and mess pork that was not cooked,” and the muddy river
provided the only water. “And if one gets right low,” wrote
Williamson in another letter, there was not much chance of
recovery, “with nothing to eat but fat pork and hard bread.”
The prisoners even ate some of the pork raw, because they
could only cook it at night when the boat stopped. In still
another letter, Williamson noted that there was neither an
interpreter nor a doctor on board. Because of near-drought
conditions, the human freight, already weakened by hun-
ger and illness, had to walk along the low-water spots on
several occasions, carrying their meager baggage.'

As William Beane, the descendant of a survivor, notes,
the trip led to “hundreds of deaths that started soon after
the journey [began],” and the Dakota, prevented from
giving their dead the customary burials, were forced
to leave them behind in makeshift burial grounds. On

Little Crow’s wife and two children at

the Fort Snelling prison compound
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“Dacotah Territory—Fort Thompson, on the Upper Missouri River, Built for the Sioux and
Winnebago Agency,” from a sketch by John Nairn, Harper’s Weekly, October 28, 1865

May 9 Williamson wrote that a Dakota child had died
the day before and “was buried last night at a wood yard.”
By May 25 he reported in another letter that “there have
been thirteen deaths, one man, three women, and nine
children, and there are more very sick.”'® The deaths
continued well after the Florence reached its destination.
When Williamson described the trip for the congres-
sional commission in 1865, he testified:

For six weeks after they arrived at Crow Creek they died
at the average rate of three or four a day. In that time,
one hundred and fifty died, and during the first six
months two hundred of them died, and I think that at
least one hundred of them died on account of the bad
treatment they received after they left Fort Snelling.'*

As Beane remarked recently, “It must have been horren-
dous to make a life in strange surroundings while daily

mourning for the many that continued to die.”*®

The surroundings in which the Dakota found them-
selves when they arrived at their destination on May
30, 1863, could not have offered much comfort to a griev-
ing people. In his report to the Commissioner of Indian
Affairs, Thompson noted that the site of the new reser-
vation had “good soil, good timber and plenty of water”
but “on the hills the grass is already dried up.” In any
case, the departure of the boats from Minnesota had left
him little time to find a better site. As a result, the U.S.
government relocated a people whose culture and way of

life depended upon woodland lakes, rivers, and streams
to a semi-arid environment and climate ill-suited to the
subsistence skills and strategies that had sustained them
along the Mississippi and its tributaries. Nor was the new
reservation suitable to the agricultural subsistence that
missionaries and Indian agents had attempted to incul-
cate in the Dakota on the Minnesota River reservation.

During that first summer, Thompson
hired white men to establish farms,
but he fully expected that the Indians
would take over in short order and
produce their own subsistence.

Nevertheless, the superintendent worked to create
an orderly settlement consisting of two Indian agencies
(one for the Dakota and one for the Ho-Chunk) and a
number of “Indian” farms. Thompson established ad-
joining reservations for the two peoples and situated the
stockade protecting himself, his staff, and his supplies
astride the line separating the two. This 1,600-foot bar-
ricade, enclosing a 400-square-foot area, was made up
of 15-foot-tall posts, which no doubt took up most of the
available timber. He carefully mapped out farms for his
Dakota and Winnebago wards, each of which was “forty
rods wide and [ran] from the timber to the bluff, giving
each Indian located a portion of timber, hay land . . . and
water at the river.”'” During that first summer, Thompson
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hired white men to establish these farms, but he fully
expected that the Indians would take over in short order
and produce their own subsistence. As a result, he never
made plans to provide food for the Indians removed from
Minnesota, and he later blamed their starvation on their
laziness and unwillingness to work the land.

The cattle destined to feed the Dakota
and Ho-Chunk were emaciated, and the flour
and other supplies had begun to rot.

Almost as soon as the Dakota arrived at Crow Creek,
officials had to implement severe rationing and, even
with additional provisions contributed by the army;, it
quickly became clear that existing supplies were inad-
equate. These conditions were further exacerbated by
venal and partisan decisions. According to historian Wil-
liam Lass, various political considerations delayed until
August Superintendent Thompson’s departure for Wash-
ington to secure provisions and additional assistance,
and then delayed the arrival of much-needed supplies.
Instead of securing the necessary provisions from Sioux
City, 150 miles downstream on the Missouri, Thomp-
son persuaded the Office of Indian Affairs to award the
contract to his political ally James Hubbell, an Indian
trader in Mankato. As a result, supplies had to travel 300
miles overland, taking more than six weeks to reach Crow
Creek Reservation. Arriving on December 2, 1863, the
cattle destined to feed the Dakota and Ho-Chunk were
emaciated, and the flour and other supplies had begun
to rot. Consequently, rations increased only slightly and
were soon reduced again. By mid-January 1864, officials
at Crow Creek were building the vat that would contain
the cottonwood soup.'®

With deep cold settling over the northern plains,
Indian agent St. Andre D. Balcombe, who had been as-
signed to Crow Creek in the summer of 1863, ordered
agency employees to slaughter the cattle and spread out
the carcasses to freeze. Then, the dead animals were
stacked up in a barn and covered with sawdust for pres-
ervation, since there was no salt to cure the meat. When
agency personnel went to retrieve the meat in the spring,
it was “alive with worms and the stench about it was in-
tolerable,” according to missionary Edward R. Pond, who
was at Crow Creek with the Dakota."

In the summer of 1864 Balcombe attempted to estab-
lish farms on the land prepared for that purpose the previ-
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ous summer, hiring white farmers to put in crops. Their
efforts were no more successful than the belated efforts of
1863: “The drought in the forepart of the growing season,
and the grasshoppers in the latter, caused an entire failure
to produce crops—literally nothing was harvested,” he
reported. As a result, a second supply expedition was initi-
ated in the fall of 1864, with the same outcome of delayed,
insufficient, and rotting food as the first.”° Hunger and
illness continued to plague the Dakota and the few Winne-
bago remaining at Crow Creek through the winter of 1865.

Indian agent St. Andre D. Balcombe of
Winona, about 1858 when he served in

the first Minnesota state legislature

onditions on the reservation improved somewhat in

the spring and summer of 1865 due to several factors,
including weather more favorable to growing crops, a
change in administration, the establishment of a sepa-
rate Ho-Chunk reservation downriver, and the arrival of
Dakota women and men who had been held as prisoners
at Davenport. In August 1865 John Williamson wrote to
his father, “The season has been very different from the
past two. There have not been the continued rains I have
seen in other countries, but we have had moderate show-
ers every week or ten days all summer.” James M. Stone,
who replaced Balcombe in June 1865, reported that the
grasshoppers and other bugs had devastated the potato
crop, but “the corn is ripening fast, and will undoubtedly
be a good crop.” !

Along with better weather and crops, recent admin-
istrative changes would have positively affected the Da-



kota, according to historian Roy W. Meyer. First, Agent
Stone appeared to be more sensitive to the needs of the
Indians under his charge than his predecessor. Second,
the Crow Creek Agency was transferred from the North-
ern Superintendency, headquartered in St. Paul, to the
Dakota Superintendency, much closer in Yankton. The
new superintendent, Newton Edmunds, supplied Crow
Creek from nearby sources, ensuring more rapid delivery
and better condition of provisions when they arrived for
distribution.>?

In addition, the establishment of the Winnebago
Agency and a separate reservation for the Ho-Chunk
lessened competition for scarce resources and eliminated
a source of tension. Crow Creek was the third new place
in as many decades to which the federal government had
moved the Ho-Chunk. In Minnesota, they had established
successful farms and had rejected entreaties from the Da-
kota to join the warfare in 1862. After the war, they were
forced to leave behind crops, homes, and livestock be-
cause, as Ho-Chunk leader Little Hill put it, “another tribe
of Indians committed depredations against whites.”*3

The very first summer at Crow Creek, Ho-Chunk
men began making canoes out of cottonwood logs and
traveling down the Missouri River to take refuge among
the Omaha. By the following summer, the majority of
Ho-Chunk had left Crow Creek, and a delegation of their
leaders initiated negotiations with the Omaha tribe to ac-
quire the northern part of their reservation. In 1865 the

Ho-Chunk leader Little Hill, 1860s

federal government made this purchase and established a
new reservation for the Ho-Chunk.?* No longer were the
Dakota living side-by-side with people who blamed them
for their losses.

Such modest improvements, however, did little to
mitigate the tremendous burden that internment at Crow
Creek imposed on Dakota women, who still faced the
requirements of daily life—their own and those of the
young, the old, and the disabled—under physically and
emotionally oppressive conditions. The inadequate nour-
ishment, nonexistent medical care, and insufficient sup-
plies provided by their captors required Dakota women
to expend significant amounts of energy to keep them-
selves and their families alive. These women persisted in
their efforts at survival, bearing the weight of grieving for
their losses while working to feed, clothe, and heal mem-
bers of their community.

he demands of survival required the women at Crow

Creek to take advantage of every possible oppor-
tunity to procure necessities, cash, food, and medicines.
They at first turned to the Ho-Chunk, who had more men
at Crow Creek than the Dakota, and they made use of the
opportunities and resources proffered by the white men
whose presence shaped and constrained their day-to-day
existence. In addition, they drew on the skills and knowl-
edge that they brought with them from their Minnesota
homelands.

In their efforts to feed their
families, Dakota women also turned
to white settlers living nearhy.

Despite resentment about being punished for actions
of Dakota warriors, some Ho-Chunk took Dakota women
into their families and shared their more abundant mate-
rial resources. Because the Ho-Chunk at Crow Creek all
received “more than one blanket a piece,” some Dakota
women chose “to marry a Hotanka and get a new suit of
clothes,” Williamson wrote to a fellow missionary, using the
Dakota name for the people.?> When the Ho-Chunk left
Crow Creek, however, the Dakota lost whatever material
and emotional contributions they had been able to make.

In their efforts to feed their families, Dakota women
also turned to white settlers living nearby. Virginia Driv-
ing Hawk Sneve’s great-great-grandmother, Maggie, was
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among those removed to Crow Creek. In Completing the
Circle, her book about her family’s history, Sneve notes:

Maggie and other young women labored so that their
children and older relatives would survive. They cut and
hauled wood to the saw mills, to the boatyard to feed the
boilers of the steamships, and to the stoves of the white
settlers in the area, for whom they also planted and
harvested corn. They cooked and cleaned in the soldiers’

mess [and] did their laundry.?°

Jeanette Weston, whose mother was a little girl when
the U.S. government removed her family to Crow Creek,
told an interviewer in 1971, “My mother’s mother, she
cooked for the Army there, soldiers there. There was 20
women working for them, you know. They cooked and
everything.” %’

Though depleted by hunger, illness, and grief, Dakota
women endured heavy physical labor to earn cash to ac-
quire food and clothing, but they also worked in different
ways to produce food themselves. They worked the fields
established by Superintendent Thompson, and when
drought, heat, grasshoppers, and the unsuitability of the
soil overwhelmed their efforts, they returned to more
familiar ways of producing food: they took part in buffalo
hunts and gathered edible plants. Although wanting to

Dakota women winnowing wheat at the Upper Agency
in Minnesota, shortly before the 1862 war
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“civilize” the Dakota by moving them away from tradi-
tional modes of subsistence, federal officials realized very
quickly that food supplies were insufficient to keep their
wards alive. As early as November 1863, they distrib-
uted rifles to the small number of adult men so that they
might hunt buffalo.?® The women participated in these
hunts much as they had in their homelands, although
without the benefit of all the men, supplies, equipment,
or physical health and stamina of previous successful ex-
peditions.

David Faribault, a mixed-blood trader married to a
Dakota woman, participated in the first hunt. He testi-
fied before the congressional investigating committee
that in February 1864 “about 500” Dakota set out with
only one pony, which belonged to the missionary John
Williamson. “They were compelled to pack the wood on
their backs as far as the James River, about 60 miles,”
he told committee members. “One aged woman became
exhausted, and they had to leave her about forty miles
out. They had no provisions to leave with her, and she has

never been seen since.”??

One vital element of survival at
Crow Creek was Dakota women’s
skills in preparing meat and hides;
another was their knowledge of
nutritional and medicinal plants.

The other women on that expedition and on subse-
quent ones continued to provide the customary essential
labor. Winifred Barton, Williamson’s daughter and biog-
rapher, recounted the tasks that her father had observed
in the February 1864 hunt. When the hunters returned
to their camps with game, in the evening, “The women
would go out, get their share of the meat, which was
equitably divided. Then while they prepared it the men
rested and smoked.” The women also prepared the skins,
which would later be used to make clothing, tents, and
bedding, “all of which they were needing badly.”?° The
death of the elderly woman, the relatively small number
of men, and other consequences of undertaking buffalo
hunts with inadequate equipment and supplies do not
appear in Barton’s lyrical description.

While insufficient resources made buffalo hunts dan-
gerous, heat, drought, and grasshoppers severely limited
harvests of fruits, roots, and leaves. One vital element



of survival at Crow Creek was Dakota women’s skills in
preparing meat and hides; another was their knowledge
of nutritional and medicinal plants. Although the perva-
sive drought made for limited resources, the women were
able to harvest fruits to dry for later use as they, their
mothers, and grandmothers had done for generations

in Minnesota. According to missionary Williamson, the
women “had pretty plenty of berries for a little while,” as
well as cherries and huckleberries, to supplement meager
food rations and failed crops. In an earlier letter to fellow
missionary Stephen R. Riggs, he noted that the Dakota
could not live on the rations provided by the Indian
agency if they did not also pick “a few roots and every

thing eatable.”*!
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Missionary John P. Williamson (center), about 1880, probably
at Oahe Mission, also on the Missouri River in South Dakota

What counted as “eatable” to these women, like cot-
tonwood soup, reflects the horror of their conditions:
they collected “a little corn from the cavalry horses
that passed through,” Willliamson wrote to Riggs. Rod
Steiner, a descendant of these women, is more explicit:
“Women would have to sift through horse manure to find
enough grain to make soup.”??> Whether the corn had
spilled from feedbags or was undigested kernels, the fact
remains that these women endured no end of backbreak-
ing and debasing labor in order to feed their families.

In addition, they gathered medicinal plants to help
them keep their families alive in the face of pervasive dis-
ease. Ida Allen, whose grandmother survived the intern-

ment at Crow Creek, told an interviewer in 1971, “There
were no doctors, and the Indians did the best they could
with their Indian medicine.” There is no direct informa-
tion on what they gathered, but in recent interviews
Hester Fleury, a lifelong resident of the Crow Creek Res-
ervation, and Bernice Blakney, of the Santee Reservation
in Nebraska, both recalled their grandmothers and other
women using plants to help family and community mem-
bers recover from various ailments. Fleury and Blakney
still harvested plants like sinkpetawote (sweet flag or
“muskrat food”), used as a laxative, and wazusteca (straw-
berry), for its fruit and its leaves, which were prepared

as an infusion to heal a variety of ailments. Both of these
plants also grew in their ancestors’ Minnesota home-
lands.?® If women were still harvesting medicinal plants
in the early decades of the twentieth century, it is most
likely that their mothers and grandmothers had gathered
them while in captivity at Crow Creek in the 1860s.

till, the harshness of life at Crow Creek was all-

pervasive. The extreme gender imbalance persisted,
as did the deaths and the emotional and physical toll that
they took on survivors. When he became Indian agent in
the summer of 1865, James Stone found “one thousand
and forty-three Indians belonging to this agency; of that
number over nine hundred were women and children.”
According to Meyer, “The death rate must have remained
high even after the first six months, when casualties were
heaviest,” as the Dakota had no physician to ameliorate
the worst of their health conditions until after their
removal to Nebraska in 1866. Mae Eastman, a grand-
daughter of Crow Creek survivors, recalled learning that
“almost every day, a funeral procession left the camp for
the cemetery on the hill outside.”*

The emotional burden weighed heavily on the Dakota
women at Crow Creek, adding to the physical struggle of
survival. The obituary of one, who lived another 50 years
after the removal to Nebraska, speaks clearly of the many
different kinds of burdens these women carried. Paza-
hiyayewin, She Shall Radiate In Her Path Like The Sun,
was born in Minnesota in 1839. She was 24 when she ex-
perienced the traumatic journey to Crow Creek. Although
her husband had not participated in the warfare, he was
taken from his family and imprisoned among the Dakota
men at Davenport for three years. The night he was taken
prisoner, Pazahiyayewin gave birth to her fourth child.
Throughout the years at Crow Creek, she worked hard
to provide for her children and others, her hard work
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heightened by the absence of her husband. According

to her obituary, she “would take her share of the burden
of supplying the camp with food, notwithstanding the
heart sorrow because of not expecting to see her husband
again, the burden of carrying one child all the time, and
the care of the others and the old mother.”

While coping with the arduousness of food gathering
and other physical labor, disease, death, and “heart sor-
row,” the Dakota women at Crow Creek also faced sexual
assault, the aspect of internment that causes the most
anger and pain in their descendants. Rod Steiner still
seethes when discussing the sexual violation of his grand-
mothers and other women: “The soldiers raped [the
women ] and the women were called filthy hags,” he said
in a speech in June 2002, commemorating the Dakota
women and children who died at Crow Creek.>¢

The journal kept by Colonel Robert W. Furnas from
1864 to 1866 provides evidence from a contemporary
observer of the sexual abuse at Crow Creek, but it also ex-
plains the pervasiveness of the attitudes that allowed it to
occur. Because Furnas was the commander of the Second
Nebraska Volunteer Cavalry, his journal constitutes an of-
ficial account of the activity of regiment. In writing about
his unit’s stop at Crow Creek, he noted that “the Isantee
Squaws . . . swarmed our Camp from ‘early morn to dewy
eve’ their dusky forms frequently seen flitting in the pale
moonlight performing their ‘rites’ among the shrubbery
and stumps to a much later hour—filthy hags whose ug-
liness was only equalled by their want of anything like
modesty or virtue.” 7

Furnas’s account reflects the pervasive European
American assumption that Native women’s bodies are,
in the words of scholar Andrea Smith, “sexually violable
and ‘rapable.”3® As the leader of a military unit, Furnas
served as a model for the soldiers under his command,

and, through his attitudes, gave them permission to rape
Dakota women. The attitudes and behavior of these men,
in turn, signaled to other white men that such violence
was acceptable and even unremarkable. Furnas and his
soldiers thus created a climate of sexual victimization
that pervaded life at Crow Creek, as it did Indian-white
relations more generally. For Dakota women, survival at
Crow Creek thus meant enduring rape as well as the vio-
lence of brutal physical conditions.

This climate of sexual victimization, coexisting with
the lack of food and other necessities, forced women into
impossible choices for themselves and their daughters.
When Hannah Howe Frazier told Virginia Driving Hawk
Sneve, her great-granddaughter, about the experiences
of her mother-in-law, Maggie Frazier, at Crow Creek, she
revealed that Maggie and other Dakota women at times
“prostituted themselves to earn money to feed their fami-
lies.”?? The absence of able-bodied men to help provide
for families heightened the need for women to use all
means possible to acquire food and supplies, and the sex-
ually degrading views of white men, combined with their
economic and military power over the Dakota, increased
the sexual exploitation of women at Crow Creek.

This exploitation was well known to officials at the
time. One of the questions asked by the congressional
commission studying conditions at Crow Creek was: “Do
you know of [ Dakota] women being pressed so hard with
hunger that they prostituted themselves in order to get
something to eat?” When commissioners posed this ques-
tion to David Faribault, he replied:

I know of many such cases—women who were virtu-
ous before they came here. Others, who had daughters,
would sell them for something to eat. . . . Numbers of
women have left the agency and gone to Forts Sully,

Fort Thompson, Dakota Territory, about 1890




Randall, Wadsworth, the Yankton agency, and other
points, to obtain their living. I think, if they had plenty

to subsist on here, they would not leave the agency.*®

In his terse reply, Faribault challenged dominant as-
sumptions about Native women, and, at the same time,
held officials at the internment camp responsible for the
dehumanization of Dakota women. The son of a white
trader, Faribault was well informed about European
American attitudes toward women and was intent on as-
serting the “virtue” of Dakota women, establishing their
common humanity with the wives and mothers of the
white men interrogating him. At the same time, he also
drew attention to the depth of their degradation and
placed the blame for this squarely at the feet of those
responsible for conditions at Crow Creek: Had those
in power provided Dakota women what they needed to
subsist, “they would not leave the agency.” Faribault’s
indictment of officials starkly states the kinds of choices

that those surviving the internment at Crow Creek faced:

selling their own or their daughter’s body in order to
keep themselves and others alive. Keeping others alive,

David Faribault, about 1904. Exiled to

Crow Creek, he testified about conditions

on the reservation in 1865.

in turn, meant placing them in the position of facing the
same unbearable choices.

Living with such pain and degradation also required
its own strategy for survival, and for many, this meant
keeping silent about the horrors experienced at Crow
Creek. Rod Steiner did not know about his grandmother’s
experiences until he was an adult, and he learned about
them accidentally from his mother. Other survivors also
kept these experiences from their own children and
spoke of Crow Creek guardedly. Minnie Trudell’s mother
never talked to her about it, although she did tell stories
to others, and Ida Allen knew that her grandmother and
others spoke about the times at Crow Creek out of ear-
shot of the children. “I think what happened was they tell
these stories,” Allen recalled in her later years, “they tell
these stories at night, and I'd go to sleep and some of the

stories I didn’t hear.”*!

he internment at Crow Creek came to an end in

1866 when officials decided to move the Dakota to
a more promising location farther down the Missouri
River.*? Yet the physical, cultural, and emotional losses
that they suffered remained with them even as they
strove to establish themselves on the new reservation in
Santee, Nebraska, and as some left to establish a new
community in Flandreau, South Dakota, and to reestab-
lish communities in Minnesota. To this day, the experi-
ence of the women, children, and elders at Crow Creek
in the 1860s lives on in the anguish of their descendants,
who, like Rod Steiner, cannot speak of that experience
without pain and anger, or who, like many others, have
not been able to speak of it at all.

Descendants of the Dakota who remained at Crow
Creek when soldiers came to remove them to Nebraska
continue to suffer the aftereffects of internment. Resi-
dents report frequently finding human remains in un-
marked graves and sensing the disturbing presence of the
restless spirits of ancestors who did not receive proper
care and burial. As one lifelong resident recently put it,
“How do you think it feels living on what was a penal
colony?”*3 Finally, the deep poverty that makes Buffalo
County, which encompasses most of the reservation, the
poorest in the nation is, for many like writer and Crow
Creek native Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, one more conse-
quence of the internment there almost 150 years ago.**

In recent years, members of the Crow Creek com-
munity have brought traditional ceremonies back to the
reservation in an effort to facilitate healing from the his-
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torical trauma of internment. In addition, Dakota people
in South Dakota, Nebraska, and Minnesota have come
together to break the silence about the experience. In
June 2002, representatives of Dakota reservations in the

U.S. and Canada laid a marker on the dam that crosses
the Missouri River just above Crow Creek.*® This marker,
along with the small park surrounding it, stands as a me-
morial to the women and children who endured the exile
at Crow Creek. It testifies to the survival of the Dakota
and to the numerous ways in which Dakota women—
through illness, hunger, cold, heat, drought, and exploi-
tation—mobilized all the material and cultural resources
at their disposal to ensure that their children would live
through the ordeal.

Writing about the Dakota Commemorative Marches
of 2002 and 2004, which memorialize the forced march
of Dakota women and children from Lower Sioux to Fort
Snelling in November 1862, Gabrielle Wynde Tateyus-
kanskan noted, “This Dakota narrative is not finished”*6

Santee Dakota woman and children at
Flandreau, South Dakota, 1889

While she was referring specifically to that march, her
words also have meaning for the experience at Crow
Creek. The internment officially ended in 1866 with the
removal to Santee, and the hard work and persever-
ance of Dakota women, during those three years, made
it possible for survivors to start new communities with
their own institutions and cultures. At the same time,
the losses and traumas experienced at Crow Creek have
continued to trouble descendants, leaving the narrative
of those years unfinished. The women at Crow Creek
worked tirelessly for the survival of their families, but
survival would carry its own particular burden. @
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