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ABSTRACT 

 

In 1972, a flood tore through Rapid City, South Dakota, killing 238 people. Many 

whose lives and homes were destroyed lived in a predominately Native American 

neighborhood known as “Osh Kosh Camp.” This dissertation asks: why did those people 

lived in that neighborhood at that time? The answer lies at the intersection of the histories 

of race and environment in the American West. In the Black Hills region, white 

Americans racialized certain spaces under the conceptual framework of Indian Country 

as part of the process of American conquest on the northern plains beginning in the mid-

nineteenth century. The American project of racializing Western spaces erased Indians 

from histories of Rapid City, a process most obviously apparent in the construction of 

Mount Rushmore as a tourist attraction. Despite this attempted erasure, Indians continued 

to live and work in the city and throughout the Black Hills. In Rapid City, rampant 

discrimination forced Native Americans in Rapid City to live in neighborhoods cut off 

from city services, including Osh Kosh Camp After the flood, activists retook the Indian 

Country concept as a tool of protest. This dissertation claims that environment and race 

must be understood together in the American West. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

On January 25, 2015 a bus carrying fifty-seven middle school students and their 

adult chaperones pulled into the icy parking lot of the Rushmore Civic Center in Rapid 

City, South Dakota. The group had departed from the American Horse School in Allen, 

South Dakota, part of the Pine Ridge Reservation, around two hours prior. The trip was a 

reward for high academic achievement: a visit to the closest large city and tickets to a 

Rapid City Rush minor league hockey game; the students had been invited by team 

officials.1 Details about what happened during the game’s third period differ, but Justin 

Poor Bear, one of the chaperones, wrote on Facebook later that night that “things got real 

and it ugly [sic].” Poor Bear’s post described an excruciating scene. Toward the end of 

the game, about a dozen men in a VIP box above the students allegedly began shouting 

racial epithets and pouring beer down onto their heads. “[The men were] telling our 

students to go back to the rez … they went thru racism that night,” Poor Bear recalled. 

“They were getting drunk and … were talking crap to our kids and throwing beer down 

on them.”2 The group left in a hurry, fearing for the children’s mental and physical safety 

and indeed returned “to the rez.”3 A highly publicized and contentious trial that summer 

                                                      
1 Ahiza Garcia, “Hockey Fans Pour Beer on Native Kids, Tell Them To ‘Go Back To The Rez,’” Talking 

Points Memo, January 28, 2015, accessed February 15, 2019. 

 
2 Ibid. 

 
3 Charles Michael Ray, “Authorities Probe Alleged Hate Crime Against Native American Kids,” National 

Public Radio, February 9, 2015,  

http://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2015/02/09/383835807/authorities-probe-alleged-hate-crime-

against-native-american-kids accessed February 15, 2019; Massoud Hayoun, “Tensions High in South 

Dakota after Alleged Assault on Native Students,” Al-Jazeera America, February 5, 2015, 

http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2015/2/5/tensions-high-in-south-dakota-after-alleged-assault-on-

http://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2015/02/09/383835807/authorities-probe-alleged-hate-crime-against-native-american-kids
http://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2015/02/09/383835807/authorities-probe-alleged-hate-crime-against-native-american-kids
http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2015/2/5/tensions-high-in-south-dakota-after-alleged-assault-on-native-students.html
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acquitted Trace O’Connell, a white man from Philip, South Dakota, of all charges in a 

decision that drew anger and disappointment from local Native community.4 

Rapid City is a place Native American activist and former professional hockey 

player Henry Boucha called, “one of the most racist cities in the country.”5 He was not 

the first to single out the upper Great Plains of the United States for their sordid, racist 

past. American Indian Movement activists who converged on Rapid City in 1972 hung 

signs along the highway proclaiming, “Welcome to the most racist state in the U.S.A.!”6 

Rapid City, like all American cities, is suffused with and even built upon racial hierarchy. 

It is a settler colonial site, built on land conquered in the name of white supremacy in 

service of creating a continental American empire.7 Americans conquered the Black Hills 

to plunder gold from its rocks, extract power from its rivers and trap solar energy which 

moved through its plant and animal life. To do so, they forcibly took the land from the 

Lakotas, Cheyenne, and Arapaho who had previously called it home. Americas needed to 

remake the Black Hills, previously Native land connected to Native cosmologies and 

culture and used by Native economies, into something new. To do that, they turned to 

                                                      
native-students.html accessed February 15, 2019; Justin Poor Bear, Facebook Post,  January 25, 2015, 

https://www.facebook.com/justin.poorbear/posts/778805098823587, accessed February 15, 2019. 

 
4 Rapid City Journal, September 1, 2015. 

 
5 Rapid City Journal, February 11, 2015. 

 
6 Akin D. Reinhardt, Ruling Pine Ridge: Oglala Lakota Politics from the IRA to Pine Ridge, (Lubbock, TX: 

Texas Tech UP, 2009) 168. 

 
7 The construction of that empire was a politically contentious issue, and Manifest Destiny a politically 

contingent issue, as historians have convincingly argued in recent years. See See Andrew C. Isenberg, ed., 

“Special Issue: Alternative Wests: Rethinking Manifest Destiny,” Pacific Historical Review, 86 (February 

2017), 4-152 as well as Daniel Burge, “Manifest Mirth: The Humorous Critique of Manifest Destiny, 1846-

1858,” Western Historical Quarterly, 47, (Fall, 2016), 283-302. Settler societies such as the Mormon 

colony in modern-day Utah and the independent republic of Texas bely the notion that western settler 

societies were necessarily American. However, other areas, including the Black Hills, were conquered with 

an eye toward their incorporation into the American state. 

http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2015/2/5/tensions-high-in-south-dakota-after-alleged-assault-on-native-students.html
https://www.facebook.com/justin.poorbear/posts/778805098823587
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rhetoric, environmental change, and legislative action to convert conquered Indian 

Country into settler space.8  

The epithet hurled at the Native students in 2015, “go back to the rez,” thus 

emerges from well over a century of history in the Black Hills. Across the United States, 

and especially in the American West, Americans connected Indian-ness as a racial 

category with Native spaces. By allegedly telling the students to “go back to the rez,” 

O’Connell claimed that Native people belonged in a particular place: on a reservation. By 

sitting in that hockey arena in an American city, the Indian students existed outside of 

their prescribed space – by white reckonings, they did not belong in a city and their 

presence represented the break of a racial code. The incident at the Rushmore Civic 

Center was one moment in a long history of Americans racializing space in the American 

West. From border walls to suburban streets and agricultural orchards, space and race are 

intertwined across the region.9 However, no group has had their racial identity so firmly 

                                                      
8 Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan distinguished “space” from “place” thusly: “’Space is more abstract … What 

begins as undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with value.” 

Moreover, “The ideas “space” and “place” require each other for definition.” In short, “place” is any 

“space” filled with meaning from an individual or group perspective. The ocean is space; the Atlantic 

Ocean is place. Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience, (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1977), 6. See also Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, Donald Nicholson-Smith, 

trans., (New York: Wiley-Blackwell, 1992). 

 
9 For borders and race in the West see Rachel St. John, Line in the Same: A History of the Western U.S.-

Mexico Border, (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2012); Sheila McManus, The Line Which Separates: Race, 

Gender, and the Making of the Alberta-Montana Borderlands, (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 

2005); Jeremy Slack, Daniel E. Martinez, and Scot Whiteford eds., The Shadow of the Wall: Violence and 

Migration on the U.S.-Mexico Border, (Tucson: University of Arizona Press,2018); Jeffrey M. Schulze, Are 

We Not Foreigners Here?: Indigenous Nationalism in the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands, (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2018); George J. Sanchez, Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, 

Culture, and Identity in Chicago Los Angeles, 1900-1945, (New York: Oxford UP, 1995); Albert L. 

Hurtado, Intimate Frontiers: Sex, Gender and Culture in Old California, (Albuquerque: University of New 

Mexico Press, 1999); Andrew R. Graybill, Policing the Great Plains: Rangers, Mounties, and the North 

American Frontier, 1875-1910, (University of Nebraska Press, 2007). For suburbanization, race, and the 

West see Elizabeth Tandy Shermer, Sunbelt Capitalism: Phoenix and the Transformation of American 

Politics, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015); Andrew Needham, Power Lines: Phoenix 

and the Making of the Modern Southwest, (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2016); Eliot Tretter, Shadows of a 

Sunbelt City: The Environment, Racism, and the Knowledge Economy in Austin, (Athens, GA: University 
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tied with specific spaces than Native Americans.10 Inventing Indian Country argues that 

in the American West, the American construction of a settler colonial state necessitated 

labeling spaces as either “Indian Country” or “settler space.” The former connoted 

wasteful land use, savage violence, and unjust territorial claims by Native residents. 

Labeling a region as Indian Country marked it for justifiable conquest and conversion to 

settler space, which implied white settlement, Christian domesticity, and capitalist 

enterprise, though its meaning would also be contested by different people at different 

times.  

Historians have tended to use the term “Indian Country” uncritically as a way of 

denoting any place where Native power or Native culture carried more weight than their 

imperial or American corollaries.11 However, Indian Country carried specific meanings 

                                                      
of Georgia Press, 2016); Andrew M Busch, City in a Garden: Environmental Transformation and Racial 

Justice in Twentieth Century Austin, Texas, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2017); Mona 

Lynch, Sunbelt Justice: Arizona and the Transformation of American Punishment, (Palo Alto: Stanford UP, 

2009); Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right, (Princeton: Princeton 

UP, 2001). For agriculture and race in the West see Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the 

Making of Modern America, (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2004); Natalie Molina, How Race is Made in 

America: Immigration, Citizenship, and the Historical Power of Racial Scripts, Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2014); Cecilia M. Tsu, Garden of the World: Asian Immigrants and the Making of 

California’s Santa Clara Valley, (New York: Oxford UP, 2013); Benny J. Andres, Jr. Power and Control 

in the Imperial Valley: Nature, Agribusiness, and Workers on the California Borderland, 1900-1940 

(College Station, TX: Texas A&M Press, 2014). 

 
10 For the history and contingency of race and Native Americans, see Jack D. Forbes, Africans and Native 

Americans: The Language of Race and the Evolution of Red-Black Peoples, (Urbana-Champagne: 

University of Illinois Press, 1993); Nancy Shoemaker, Native American Whalemen and the World: 

Indigenous Encounters and the Contingency of Race, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

2017); Daniel R. Mandell, Tribe, Race, History: Native Americans in Southern New England, 1780-1880, 

(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins UP, 2011); Claudio Saunt, Black, White, and Indian: Race and the 

Unmaking of an American Family, (New York: Oxford UP, 2006); Mikaela M. Adams, Who Belongs?: 

Race, Resources, and Tribal Citizenship in the Native South, (New York: Oxford UP, 2016); Malinda 

Maynor Lowery, Lumbee Indians in the Jim Crow South: race, Identity, and the making of a Nation, 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010); Arica L. Coleman, That the Blood Stay Pure: 

African Americans, Native Americans, and the Predicament of Race and Identity in Virginia, 

(Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana Press, 2013). 

 
11 See for example Anne M. Hyde, Empires, Nations and Families: A New History of the North American 

West, 1800-1860, pp.226-227, 240-243. 
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for people in the past, and as such it is a concept with a history. The historical idea of 

Indian Country as employed by Euro-Americans denotes wilderness, a lack of white 

political and social power, and a clear and present danger to white bodies and lives. In 

short, the rhetoric of Indian Country racialized spaces. The history of the Indian Country 

framework is almost as old as white-Native contact. The earliest uses of the term date 

from at least the seventeenth century. Generally, these examples were military and trade-

related, and the phrase always denoted a place apart and separate from European, and 

more specifically, white Euro-American, society.  In 1696, as the British Empire was 

embroiled in King William’s War, the New York Colonial Assembly passed laws issuing 

relief to their Iroquois allies who suffered after an “enemy … Incursion into the Indian 

Country … destroyed two Castles of the Onondages and Oneydas [sic].”12  In this early 

instance, Indian Country was a separate diplomatic zone from the regions under British 

control.  

In another example from 1725, the Boston News-Letter printed a debate between 

“The Committee of Council” and a group of merchants regarding the Indian trade in New 

York. In this instance, the Committee argued, facilitating trade with Indians would be a 

positive, as “Encouraging a Trade with the English Indians, and the Indians round them 

that pass thro’ the British Indian Country to Albany, will certainly Increase the English 

Interest,” at the expense of the French.13 Although the particulars of the debate are 

opaque, this early usage is emblematic of the concept of Indian Country in the minds of 

                                                      
12 “Acts made the 5th Assembly, 4th session. Beginning the 15th day of October, and ending the 3rd day of 

November,” Printed by William Bradford, New York, 1696. Accessed via America’s Historical Imprints 

Series, January 14, 2018. 

 
13 The Boston News-Letter, February 4, 1725. 
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white British colonists. Indian Country was a place beyond the borders of British space. 

“British Indian Country” was a zone apart, allied with the British Empire, but a separate 

zone nonetheless. An article from the Pennsylvania Gazette in 1744 is more telling. John 

Armstrong, a trader, ventured westward to Juniata Creek to trade with a Native man of 

un-named tribal affiliation. The two parties disagreed over payment, and Armstrong 

wound up dead from a tomahawk wound. According to the article, “Armstrong being 

miss’d, some of his Friends went into the Indian Country to enquire after him,” where 

they found the culprit who admitted to killing Armstrong.14 Here again, both elements of 

the early Indian Country framework are apparent: Armstrong’s friends venture out of 

British space into a separate region, one where trade and violence went hand in hand. 

Indian Country as a region where exchange is just as likely as death, as a place where 

white lives are constantly endangered, is a trope that dates back at least as far as the first 

half of the eighteenth century. Taken together, these three examples are representative of 

the kernel of the Indian Country concept near the beginning of its gestation: a place, often 

violent, and always separate from white, Euro-American space. 

The theoretical framework of Indian Country matured and changed over the 

century and a half after the beginning of the eighteenth century, although this core 

meaning remained. Throughout the nineteenth century, Indian Country remained a term 

representing a separate space, referred to often in military contexts, and always 

embodying highly racialized ideas. In 1819 Representative Alexander Smyth of Virginia 

gave a speech defending Andrew Jackson’s arrest and execution of two British citizens 

accused of aiding the Seminole cause. “With regard to the savages,” Smyth said, 

                                                      
14 The Pennsylvania Gazette, May 10, 1744. 
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“whatever degree of force, whatever destruction, whatever punishment is found necessary 

to deter them … they should be made to feel.” In defending this call for drastic action, 

Smyth cited George Washington who, “in his order to General Sullivan, direct[ed] his 

operations in Indian Country … for inflicting exemplary punishment on the savages” by 

destroying their homes and food supplies.15 Indian Country, once again, was a separate 

space and, in this instance, a space in need of subjugation by any means necessary. By 

the mid-nineteenth century, the image of Indian Country as a bloody place where white 

Americans needed defense, and often rescue, was securely lodged in American 

consciousness. The phrase was used beneath banner headlines such as, “Horrible Indian 

Butchery” (here, Isaac Dunn is reported to “set out for the Indian Country” to rescue a 

certain, and aptly named, Mrs. White) and “The Savage and the Civilized” (an article in 

favor of “posting an army on … the frontiers of the Indian Country”).16 Thus, by the time 

some Americans had begun to eye the Black Hills region as a site of future conquest, the 

idea of Indian Country as a dangerous zone unsafe for white Americans was firmly 

placed in the American collective psyche. 

According to the logic of conquest and the loaded meanings of Indian Country, 

because territory so labeled was dangerous to whites, Indians needed to be removed so 

the land could be safely colonized. Indian Country was, by its very nature, wasted land 

within white imaginations. As an editorial writer in the New York Ledger lamented in 

mocking tones in 1867, “the noble savage … wants the Pacific Railroad stopped and the 

                                                      
15 Alexander Smyth, “Speech of the Hon. Alexander Smyth, in the House of Representatives, on the 

Seminole War,” Address to Congress, January 21, 1819. Accessed via America’s Historical Imprints, 

January 14, 2018. 

 
16 Trenton State Gazette, January 30, 1850; Philadelphia Inquirer, January 3, 1859. 
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soldiers in the Indian Country withdrawn … if they would only turn their tomahawks into 

plowshares, hoes, and spades they would do well enough; but they are hereditarily 

lazy.”17 Indian laziness was what kept Indian Country out of cultivation. The racial 

stereotype of the lazy Indian refusing to work the land and preferring to live the 

supposedly easy life of nomadism was clearly thought up by a society of people who had 

never attempted to bring down a one-ton bison with an arrow while riding bareback. 

Nonetheless, the trope was already an old one by the mid nineteenth century and had for 

centuries been at the heart of the racialization of indigenous people in North America by 

Europeans. Gendered criticisms by English colonists taken aback by Indian men whose 

cultures divided village labor into the opposite of the European norm (women engaging 

in field work, primarily) abound in seventeenth century writings out of New England.18 

What were in the seventeenth century culturally biased observations by outsiders with 

preconceived notions had become, by the mid-nineteenth, a racialized given, applied to 

all those deemed to be Indian regardless of political and tribal affiliation. Thus, by 1867, 

a representative newspaper report of the Fort Laramie Peace Commission could praise the 

efforts at peace at pacifying “the Indian Country” which prior had only been traversed “at 

great risk” while also criticizing the Arapahoe and Cheyenne as “lazy loons” who 

preferred to collect annuities than take up farming.19 Indian Country was, in settler 

imaginations, a dangerous and wild place, where violent Indians refused to farm and 

instead took to the government dole, or worse, bloodier, recourses. 

                                                      
17 New York Ledger, November 16, 1867. 

 
18 See William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England, (New 

York: Hill and Wang, 1983), pp. 52-54 and passim. 

 
19 Evening Leavenworth Bulletin, November 1, 1867. 
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This dissertation uses the case study of the Black Hills region and its major 

metropolitan center of Rapid City to demonstrate how the Indian Country spatial 

framework racialized spaces across the American West, and the effects of the 

racialization process. By looking at the history of race and space in conjunction with one 

another, continuities come into focus between violent conquest, the imposition of the 

reservation system, and urban segregation of Native communities. All three processes 

were fundamentally about where Indian people belonged: not in the Black Hills but on 

reservations, not in white neighborhoods, but in Native urban enclaves. From the 

nineteenth century onward, Americans (typically white Americans) labeled spaces as 

Indian Country as a way of containing Native people with an eye toward their eventual 

disappearance, a hallmark of settler colonialism.20 Despite the ideological power of the 

Indian Country narrative, the story on the ground was never so simple. White settlers in 

the Black Hills region may have wished to have constructed racially orderly settler space 

and worked hard to present such an image to the rest of the world, but the truth remained 

that Indians, African Americans, Chinese Americans, and other non-white people 

constantly challenged the racial narratives presented in booster writing, tourism 

advertising, and other outward-facing literature. Their continued presence in the region 

served as an act of resistance against white settler colonialism. By the 1970s, the 

American Indian Movement began turning the colonial concept of racialized space on its 

head by claiming that indeed, certain areas around the Black Hills region were Indian 

                                                      
20 For settler colonial theory, see Lorenzo Veracini, “’Settler Colonialism’: Career of a Concept,” Journal 

of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 41 (2003), 313-333; Patrick Wolfe, “Land, Labor, and Difference: 

Elementary Structures of Race,” American Historical Review, 106 (June, 2001), 866-905. 
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Country, though not as a transitory phase destined to become settler space, but as a 

permanent zone of native sovereignty.  

 

 

 

Historiography 

This dissertation makes three major historiographical interventions. The first is in 

the field of environmental history. As a methodology, environmental history is 

fundamentally about humanity’s relationship with the non-human world and the effects 

each has on the other. The ideological framework of Indian Country and settler space is 

Map 1: The northern Great Plains. Source: National Geographic Online 
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rooted in narratives about people’s relationships to their environments. Native people on 

the northern plains hunted bison, collected plants, rode horses, and cut down pine trees as 

central parts of the social and economic systems. Americans saw the nomadic equestrian 

social-economic model as savage, less civilized, and more wasteful then their own model 

of extractive capitalism. Regions such as the Black Hills thus were deemed worthy of 

justifiable conquest by the United States. Americans made an ecological argument for 

settler colonial conquest, one rooted in the different ways Indian people and Americans 

used the non-human world. 

The labels of Indian Country and settler spaces are ideas that turn neutral space 

into racialized place. Perhaps more than any subfield, environmental history is best 

positioned for analysis of these two of human existence: the reality of space and the 

experience of place. “The sense of place,” the environmental historian Mark Fiege wrote, 

“[is] a person’s feeling of connection to the landscape in which he or she lives … [and is] 

a powerful source of identity.”21 Turning the Black Hills from a place for Indians and into 

a place for settlers was a central part of the American colonial project on the northern 

plains and elsewhere in the American West. They did this by changing local ecologies. 

By commencing industrial environmental projects such as damming streams, digging into 

mountainsides, cutting trees, and building towns, Americans sought to remake the Black 

Hills region into orderly settler space, a zone that could be profitable for settlers 

themselves and propagate American Anglo-Protestant civilization into a new colonial 

                                                      
21 Mark Fiege, The Republic of Nature: An Environmental History of the United States, (Seattle: University 

of Washington Press, 2012), 355. 
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region.22 In conquering the Black Hills, Americans projected their identity onto the 

landscape as a way of incorporating it into their national identity and turning what they 

saw as empty Indian Country space into meaningful place. This act of incorporation took 

many forms, but in the late nineteenth century coalesced around federally-protected 

conservation areas and, in the twentieth century, tourist attractions based on an idealized 

and whitewashed version of the American West.23 

My project also engages with conversations among environmental historians of 

cities, water, and flooding, in the American West. In 1931 Walter Prescott Webb 

published The Great Plains: A Study in Institutions and Environment in which he argued 

that “the Great Plains Environment … [has been] so powerful as to put a characteristic 

mark upon everything that survives within its borders.”24 The hallmark of the Great 

Plains environment and, as Webb would elaborate in a 1957 Harper’s essay, of the 

American West generally was aridity.25 Yet, the Black Hills are not arid. Water flows out 

of large underground aquifers and into the rivers of the northern plains. Deadwood, South 

                                                      
22 William G. Robbins, Colony and Empire: The Capitalist Transformation of the American West, 

(Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 1994); David Igler, Industrial Cowboys: Miller and Lux and 

the Transformation of the Far West, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); Isenberg, Mining 

California: An Ecological History, (New York: Hill and Wang, 2006); David Igler, “Engineering the 

Elephant: Industrialism and the Environment in the Greater West,” in William Deverell ed., A Companion 

to the American West, (New York: Blackwell, 2008); Thomas Andrews, Killing for Coal: America’s 

Deadliest Labor War, (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2010). 

 
23 For tourism, place, and identity, see Marguerite Shaffer, See America First: Tourism and National 

Identity, 1880-1940, (Washington: Smithsonian Books, 2001); Susan Sessions Rugh, Are We there Yet? 

The Golden Age of American Family Vacations, (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2008); John F. 

Sears, Sacred Places: American Tourist Attractions in the Nineteenth Century, (Amherst: University of 

Massachusetts Press, 1999). 

 
24 Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains: A Study in Institutions and Environment, (Lincoln: University 

of Nebraska Press, 1981, original 1931), Prologue, NP. 

 
25 Walter Prescott Webb, “The American West: A Perpetual Mirage,” Harper’s Magazine, 214, May 1957, 

pp. 25-31. 
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Dakota in the heart of the Black Hills averages 11 inches more rainfall annually than 

Cheyenne, Wyoming.26 American settlement in the Black Hills has sometimes been 

vexed by too much water or water flowing in the wrong place, but rarely has the problem 

been too little water. This dissertation argues that control of water – sometimes adapting 

to its lack but also regulating its abundances – is among the defining characteristics of the 

American West.27 

Webb’s view about the relationship between people and the environment in the 

West is also overly deterministic, putting him in line with the nineteenth century historian 

Frederick Jackson Turner, whose “frontier thesis” articulated first at the Chicago 

American Historical Association meeting in 1893, set the tone for much of the next half 

century of scholarship. Turner argued that the defining feature of American institutions 

was contact with “the wilderness.”28 Both Turner and Webb emphasized the interaction 

between human beings and the environment, but in both instances the relationship was 

one-sided. For Turner, Euro-American settlers encountered the wilderness and 

                                                      
26 “Deadwood, South Dakota,” Western Regional Climate Center, https://wrcc.dri.edu/cgi-

bin/cliMAIN.pl?sd2207 , accessed February 15, 2019; “Wyoming Climate Atlas,” University of Wyoming, 

http://www.wrds.uwyo.edu/sco/climateatlas/precipitation.html, accessed February 15, 2019. 

 
27 For water and history in the West, see Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth 

of the American West, (New York: Oxford UP, 1992); Blaine Harden, A River Lost: The Life and Death of 

the Columbia, (New York: W. W. Norton, 2012); Vera S. Candiani, Dreaming of Dry Land: Environmental 

Transformation in Colonial Mexico City, (Palo Alto: Stanford UP, 2014); Mark Fiege, Irrigated Eden: The 

Making of an Agricltural Landscape in the American West, (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 

2000); Isenberg, Mining California. For water and environmental history outside the Western context, see 

David Blackbourn, The Conquest of Nature: Water, Landscape, and the Making of Modern Germany, 

(New York: W. W. Norton, 2007); Faisal Husain, “In the Bellies of the marshes: Water and power in the 

Countryside of Ottoman Baghdad,” Environmental History, 19, 4, 2014, pp. 638-664; Ryan E. Emanuel, 

“Water in the Lumbee World: A River and Its People in a Time of Change,” Environmental History, 24, 1, 

2019, pp. 25-51. 

 
28 Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History (1893), American 

Historical Association, https://www.historians.org/about-aha-and-membership/aha-history-and-

archives/historical-archives/the-significance-of-the-frontier-in-american-history, accessed February 15, 

2019. 

http://www.wrds.uwyo.edu/sco/climateatlas/precipitation.html
https://www.historians.org/about-aha-and-membership/aha-history-and-archives/historical-archives/the-significance-of-the-frontier-in-american-history
https://www.historians.org/about-aha-and-membership/aha-history-and-archives/historical-archives/the-significance-of-the-frontier-in-american-history
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transformed nature into civilization. For Webb, nature in the West transformed American 

society, forcing adaptation. Rather than humans acting on nature or vice versa, this 

project adheres to what the environmental historian Arthur McEvoy called an “interactive 

theory of nature and culture,” wherein human culture, resource use, and the nonhuman 

environment mutually shape one another.29 In the Black Hills, both Native people and 

Euro-Americans changed the environment; they killed bison, removed trees, and built 

dams. Yet, those same factors – animals, plant life, rivers – also shaped how humans 

thought about and used the Black Hills. As an environmental history of the region, 

Inventing Indian Country takes both discursive sides seriously. 

While about the Black Hills region broadly, Inventing Indian Country is also a 

story about urban space, particularly the small metropolitan area of Rapid City, South 

Dakota. Environmental historians have sometimes cast cities as fundamentally unnatural 

places. The urban theorist Lewis Mumford argued that “as the pavement spreads, nature 

is pushed away.”30 Yet, a generation of scholars has emphasized the ways cities are 

themselves natural constructions and interact with the non-urban environment to 

constitute one another. Nineteenth-century Chicago drew into its web various hinterlands 

                                                      
29 Arthur McEvoy, “Toward and Interactive Theory of Nature and Culture: Ecology, Production, and 

Cognition in the California Fishing Industry,” Environmental Review, 11, 4, 1987, pp. 289-305.For 

competing methodological arguments about environmental history, see Donald Worster, Alfred W. Crosby, 

Richard White, Carolyn Merchant, William Cronon, Stephen J. Pyne, “A Round Table: Environmental 

History,” Journal of American History, 76, 4, 1990, pp. 1087-1147. Worster argued for a narrow 

conception of environmental history rooted in capitalism, while White, Cronon, and Merchant argued for 

the inclusion of cultural, intellectual, and gender histories within the field. For an updated examination of 

environmental history in the early twenty first century and a reflection on the 1990 roundtable, see Paul S. 

Sutter, “The World With Us: The State of American Environmental History,” Journal of American History, 

100, 1, 2013, pp. 94-119. 

 
30 Lewis Mumford, The City in History: Its Origins, Its Transformations, and Its Prospects, (New York: 

Harcourt, brace, and World, 1961).  
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of forests, ranches, and waterways. 31 In New Orleans, the Mississippi River created 

urban space through its movement, its ecology, and through the culture that developed 

along its waterfront.32 Cities also exist at the mercy of their environment. In 1995, a 

deadly heatwave hit Chicago, with temperatures well over 100° Fahrenheit. Nearly 1,000 

people died, most of them poor and without air conditioning. The city’s urban 

environment of asphalt, tightly packed buildings, and its demographic landscape of social 

inequality, all made the heat wave an urban environmental disaster. In the words of 

historian Eric Klinenberg, the 1995 heat wave was a “cultural event as well as public 

health crisis.”33 Cities are not separate of the non-human world, but embedded within its 

patterns. 

In 1972, a flash flood on Rapid Creek devastated Rapid City. This disaster, like 

all urban disasters, was a product of uncontrollable ecological factors (rain, waterflow) 

                                                      
31 William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West, (New York: W. W. Norton, 1992). 

For the environmental history of cities, see also Matthew Klingle, Emerald City: An Environmental History 

of Seattle, (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2007); Hurley, Environmental Inequalities; Kelman, A 

River and Its City; Ellen Stroud, “Troubled Waters in Ecotopia,” Radical History Review, 74, 1999, pp. 65-

95; Andrew C. Isenberg, ed., The Nature of Cities, (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2006); 

Joel Tarr, “The Metabolism of the Industrial City: The Case for Pittsburgh,” The Journal of Urban History, 

28, 2002, pp. 511-545.  For the urban American West Richard C. Wade, The Urban Frontier: The Rise of 

Western Cities, 1790-1830, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1959); Gray Brechin, Imperial San Francisco: 

Urban Power, Earthly Ruin, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006); William Deverell and Greg 

Hise, eds, Land of Sunshine: An Environmental History of Metropolitan Los Angeles, (Pittsburgh: 

University of Pittsburgh Press, 2005); John M. Findlay, Magic Lands: Western Cityscapes and American 

Culture After 1940, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992). 

  
32 Ari Kelman, A River and Its City: The Nature of Landscape in New Orleans, (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2006).  

 
33 Eric Klinenberg, Heat Wave: A Social Autopsy of Disaster in Chicago, (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2002). For disaster history, see Ted Steinberg, Acts of God: The Unnatural History of Natural 

Disaster in America, (New York: Oxford UP, 2006); Donald Worster, Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in 

the 1930s, (New York: Oxford UP, 1979); J. Charles Schencking, The Great Kanto Earthquake and the 

Chimera of National Reconstruction in Japan, (New York: Columbia UP, 2013); Louis A. Perez, Winds of 

Change: Hurricanes and the Transformation of Nineteenth-Century Cuba, (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 2001); Joanna L. Dyl, Seismic City: An Environmental History of San Francisco’s 

1906 Earthquake, (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2017). 
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and human decisions (city planning, dam construction). Like the 1995 Chicago heat 

wave, the 1972 flood also did not kill equitably; a disproportionate number of victims 

were of Rapid City’s Native American community, living in urban pockets of Indian 

Country along Rapid Creek. I seek an answer to a central question: on June 9th, 1972, 

why were those people in the path of that water? The question breeds others: why, in a 

city with a roughly 5% Indian population in 1970, were such a high percentage of the 

people killed by the flood Indians?34 How did Rapid City, as a community and a polity, 

change because of the destruction wrought by the flood? The factors which made the 

Black Hills Flood a racialized tragedy were human, as well as ecological. People decided 

to settle in the Rapid Creek floodplain, and they decided to exclude certain people from 

certain parts of Rapid City. Indians themselves decided to move to Rapid City during the 

twentieth century in search of better jobs, education, or any number of factors which 

motivate any person to pack up and move to the city. 35  

                                                      
34 The racial demographics of the Rapid City flood are difficult to pin down precisely. Writer Ian Frazier 

claimed in his 2000 book, On the Rez, that “nearly half” of those killed were Indians. Ian Frazier, On the 

Rez, (New York: Picador, 2000), 145. Karin Eagle, writing for Native Sun News, similarly remembered the 

flood as having disproportionately affected Indian neighborhoods of Rapid City. Karin Eagle, 

“Remembering the Rapid City flood of June, ‘72” Native Sun News, June 8, 2012. 

http://www.indianz.com/News/2012/005992.asp, accessed February 15, 2019. The 50% figure is likely 

quite high, but a death toll of 20% of the total 238 killed is a reliable estimate. See Chapter 5 for further 

elaboration. 

 
35 This distinction between outside forces and individual agency is central to the last forty years of urban 

Native American historiography. Beginning in the early 1970s, anthropologists, sociologists and, to a lesser 

extent, historians interested in the story of Indians in cities split into two broad groups. The first viewed and 

wrote about urban Indians as victims of a world capitalist marketplace which systematically crushed 

indigenous people worldwide. See Hugh Brody, Indians on Skid Row, (Washington: Department of Indian 

Affairs, 1971); Jack O. Waddell and O. Michael Watson, The American Indian in Urban Society, (Boston: 

Little, Brown, 1971). The other group saw Indians living in cities as individuals taking the first steps 

toward acculturation and assimilation into wider American society. See John A. price, “The Migration and 

Adaptation of American Indians to Los Angeles,” Human Organization, 27, 2, pp. 168-175. The former 

group removed all agency from Indian individuals while the latter saw Native Americans as actors but 

operated on wrongheaded assumptions about their motivations. For an excellent overview of this schism, 

see James B. LaGrand, Indian Metropolis: Native Americans in Chicago, 1945-1975, (Urbana: University 

of Illinois Press), pp. 4-8. My study seeks to recognize both the individual choices people made as well as 

gain an understanding of the wider constraints which shaped these choices. 

http://www.indianz.com/News/2012/005992.asp


17 

 

The answers to the central question of this dissertation have as much to do with 

housing discrimination and the tourist industry as they do weather patterns, 

environmental change and non-human ecological processes. The unique racial 

demography of the victims of the Black Hills flood, as well as the city’s relief efforts, 

were the result of decades of United States governmental policies, American institutions, 

economic agendas, and social norms, all of which racialized certain spaces as settler 

space and others as Indian Country. Inventing Indian Country argues that the concept of 

Indian Country, and its incumbent racialization of spaces, segregated people to 

communities along Rapid Creek, and erased the memory of those spaces in rebuilding 

efforts after the flood. The urban Indian Country of Rapid City, the rural tourist landscape 

of the Black Hills, and the rural Great Plains reservations are all mutually constitutive 

parts of a greater whole: the American attempt at building settler space in the American 

West. Among the results were the 1972 flood. 

In his remarkable book, The Republic of Nature, the historian Mark Fiege 

rhetorically asked whether, “in confining race and nature to separate analytical 

categories, scholars have unwittingly perpetuated an intellectual form of the color line?”36 

This dissertation answers in the affirmative, and bridges that gap by arguing that ideas 

about the environment motivated racialized thinking among white Americans about 

Native people and justified inherently racist American settler colonial policies. In 

                                                      
36 Fiege, The Republic of Nature, 415. Fiege may have overstated his case somewhat, as several important 

books examine the centrality of race to questions about the environment, and vice versa. These include, 

Andrew Hurley, Environmental Inequalities: Class, Race, and Industrial Pollution in Gary, Indiana, 1945-

1980, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995); Stephanie A. Malin, The Price of Nuclear 

Power: Uranium Communities and Environmental Justice, (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 2015); Steve 

Lerner, Sacrifice Zones: The Front Lines of Toxic Chemical Exposure in the United States, (Boston: The 

MIT Press, 2012).  
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examining the history of race within the context of environmental history, Inventing 

Indian Country engages in what the historian Andrew Isenberg called a “new 

environmental history” of scholars “integrating environmental history with other, 

established subfields.”37 Rather than separate categories, race and environment mutually 

construct one another.  

As a history of Native people in Rapid City and the Black Hills region, this 

dissertation joins with a small but growing body of scholarship on the experiences and 

history of Indians living in urban places. However, most of these histories focus on large 

urban western cities, particularly Los Angeles and Chicago. Yet, small cities and towns 

are equally important for the history of the region, particularly those cities and border 

towns adjacent to Indian Reservations. Urban histories of Native Americans in the west 

since the nineteenth century have given more attention to border towns, but most still 

foreground large cities where Indian populations are larger, but demographically make up 

a smaller segment of the metro area’s demography.38 This is not the case in Rapid City, 

where recent census data places the Native American population at approximately 12% of 

the overall city population, or about 8,000 people.39  As a comparison, the Native 

                                                      
37 Andrew C. Isenberg., ed., The Oxford Handbook of Environmental History, (New York: Oxford UP, 

2014), 10. 

 
38 Don L. Fixico, The Urban Indian Experience in America, (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 

Press, 2000) is an exception to this generality, but his is a broad study and does not focus on any single 

community. More representative are such fine works of history as Coll Thrush, Native Seattle: Histories 

From the Crossing Over Place, (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2008, Rosalyn R. Lapier, City 

Indian: Native American Activism in Chicago, 1893-1934, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2015) 

and Susan Lobo and Kurt Peters eds., American Indians and the Urban Experience, (Walnut Creek, CA: 

AltaMira Press, 2001) and James B. LaGrand, Indian Metropolis: Native Americans in Chicago, 1945-

1975, (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2002).  

 
39 “United States Census Quick Facts: Rapid City, South Dakota,” 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/rapidcitycitysouthdakota/INC110217, accessed February 15, 

2019. 
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population of Los Angeles is around 28,000 people; a sizable number, but less than 1% of 

the total city population.40 Telling the history of indigenous experiences in smaller cities 

serves an important role of uncovering, as the historian Philip Deloria put it, “Indians in 

unexpected places,” and replacing hoary stereotyped narratives with stories of Native 

modernity, adaptation, resilience, and change.41 Doing so expands the story of the 

American West and serves the additional purpose of “reimagining Indian Country,” as 

the historian Nicholas Rosenthal urged scholars to do in his 2012 book of the same 

name.42 

The erasure of Native narratives in Rapid City and the Black Hills during the long 

twentieth century resulted from the racialization of space in the American West and the 

imposition of the Indian Country/settler space dichotomy onto the region’s cultural 

landscape. I argue that the violent project of conquering and colonizing the west rested 

upon an ideological framework of racialized spaces, a process by which whites connected 

different racial categories with different parts of the region. The logic behind the 

racialization of western space was, and is, circular: people fit into racial categories in part 

because they lived in particular places and used the land in certain ways. For whites, the 

land itself thus became non-white space because of the racial classification of the people 

who lived there. Once conquered by whites, these places became settler space. In this 

way, space and race are not separate structures, but rather mutually constructed 

                                                      
40 “United States Census Quick Facts: Los Angeles city, California,” 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/losangelescitycalifornia, accessed February 15, 2019. 

 
41 Philip J. Deloria, Indians in Unexpected Places, (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2004).  

 
42 Nicholas Rosenthal, Reimagining Indian Country: Native American Migration and Identity in Twentieth 

Century Los Angeles, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012). 
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categories. “Far from being a neutral, empty arena in which people of various races are 

located,” wrote the philosopher Shannon Sullivan, “space both constitutes and is 

constituted by conceptions of race.”43 When applied to the American West, racial/spatial 

theory reveals what the historian Patricia Nelson Limerick called “legacies of conquest” 

in places that work to conceal their violent histories, including the Black Hills.44  

Spaces are defined by what people do with them, who uses them, and the history 

of what has transpired within them. Whether one is dressed right, talking quietly enough, 

eating food too odorous, are all benign ways spaces and action exist in a dialectic. In a 

library, all three factors matter quite a bit. Within one’s home, they matter considerably 

less. In North America after the fifteenth century, race also came to define spaces, and, in 

turn, spaces played roles in defining race. Roads in the American South in the 1840s, for 

instance, were relatively safe spaces of commerce and transit if one was white, and 

                                                      
43 Shannon Sullivan, “The Racialization of Space: Toward a Phenomenological Account of Raced and 

Antiracist Spatiality,” in Steve Martinot and Joy James, The Problems of Resistance: Studies in Alternate 

Political Cultures, (Amherst, NY: Humanity Books, 2001), 86. See also George Lipsitz, How Racism 

Takes Place, (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011). 
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fraught spaces of surveillance if one was not.45 A mestizo individual standing in a plaza in 

Ciudad Juarez in 1900 could claim (or have foisted upon them) any number of racial 

identities if transported across the border to El Paso.46 What makes the American West 

distinct is that among these racial histories of urban space are those of Native Americans. 

Race and space are inextricably linked in a conceptual dialectic in which both shape and 

reshape one another, and in the West that interactivity cannot be described without 

including Indians. 

Control of space is also a central concept in settler colonial theory. Inventing 

Indian Country at once both utilizes settler colonial studies but also offers a critique of 

that field. Patrick Wolfe’s 1999 book Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of 

Anthropology: The Politics and Poetics of an Ethnographic Event did not found the field 

of settler colonial studies, but it did give it a name. Since then, settler colonial theory has 

invigorated the field of American Western studies and pushed scholars of the West into 

taking a transnational and comparative turn.47 This concept of spatial racialization is a 

critical component to settler colonialism. As opposed to other forms of colonialism, the 

settler variety embarked upon by European powers beginning in the fifteenth century and 

which the United States undertook across the American West throughout the nineteenth 

century rested on the acquisition of land from Indigenous inhabitants. Rather than other 

                                                      
45 Sally E. Hadden, Slave Patrols: Law and Violence in Virginia and the Carolinas (Cambridge: Harvard 

UP, 2003). 

 
46 Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America, (Princeton: Princeton 

UP, 2005).  

 
47 For a synthesis of the West in global history see Janne Lahti, The American West and the World: 

Transnational and Comparative Perspectives, (New York: Routledge, 2019). 
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forms of colonialism, settler colonialism is fundamentally about appropriating land from 

natives to settlers. 

Revoking indigenous sovereignty is a primary method of settler colonial 

conquest. The Black Hills were one of the culminating regions of that long history of 

conquest and re-peopling the land which defined American settler colonialism; 

Americans colonized the Hills late, finally claiming militarily annexation in 1877 and 

only coming securely under American jurisdiction in the early 1880s. The Australian 

historian Patrick Wolfe argued in his 2016 book, Traces of History, “race denotes people 

out of place, rendering the subordinate populations concerned inherently dirty,” 

especially when “found” outside their prescribed areas of residents (in the American case, 

Indian reservations).48 Whites racialized Indians and the land upon which they lived as 

“Indian Country,” marking it for conversion to settler space. By the beginning of the 

twentieth century, this meant everywhere not already carved into reservations. Land is the 

primary motivating factor in thought and deed for settler colonists toward indigenous 

people. Settler colonialist ideology in the United States linked Indians to the land Euro-

Americans coveted, thus driving colonizers to first treat with, and then forcibly remove 

Indians from the landscape with the end goal of literally re-placing them on the land: 

converting an Indian ethos of place with an American identity rooted in place.49 

Wolfe emphasized how conquest and subsequent settler colonization was not a 

single, momentary event, but rather a process; it was not merely a thing that happened, 

but something that continued to happen, so long as settlers retained sovereignty over 

                                                      
48 Patrick Wolfe, Traces of History: Elementary Structures of Race, (London: Verso, 2016), 16-17.  

 
49 Matthew Klingle, Emerald City, pp. 265-280 and passim. 
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Indigenous land. This notion of “process, not event” in the context of the Black Hills 

explains and unites diverse processes such as the creation of a tourism industry based on 

vanished Indians and the 1972 flood, where Native people had been shunted out of sight 

within urban space. Each represents the settler colonial state reasserting the Black Hills as 

settler space, reinforcing the process of conquest repeatedly over the course of the 

twentieth century. Settler colonial systems of power and control are best represented in 

areas where the settler colonial state has fully asserted itself. Thus, zones of 

accommodation such as the seventeenth century pays d’en haut or colonial New Mexico 

are best seen as, at best, precursors to settler colonialist entities or indeed, 

counterbalancing examples to the theory.50 The Black Hills after 1875 arguably, and 1885 

certainly, are more full articulations of settler colonialism as a place where white 

Americans extinguished native sovereignty through military force and sheer numbers, 

both of which acted to racialize formerly Indian Country, transmuting it into settler 

space.51 

Scholars have begun to examine the urban nature of settler colonialism.52 Coll 

Thrush examined the process in Seattle in his 2007 book, Native Seattle.  Yet, Thrush’s 

Seattle is markedly different from Rapid City in a few ways. First, it is a far larger city, 
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the type of metropolis common to many histories of the urban West but less common on 

maps of the American West. Second, Seattle, as Thrush argues, “is a city in love with its 

Native American heritage,” a place which wears its non-American history on every street 

corner and in an array of municipal iconography.53 The seal of the city of Seattle bears 

the face of the city’s Suquamish leader namesake. Seattle stereotypes and flattens Native 

people, but it does not fully deny their presence. The seal of Rapid City however, bears 

the four faces of Mount Rushmore, a monument to conquest and American expansion in 

the West. Rapid City’s contemporary aesthetic is rooted in its economic base: tourism 

based on the two national park units located driving distance from the city (Mount 

Rushmore National Monument and Wind Cave National Park) and the various state 

parks, national forests, wilderness areas and other outdoor recreation sites in and around 

the Black Hills. Despite the continual presence of Indians in Black Hills history, 

Americans who founded cities and lived in the region have long tried to make Rapid City 

and the Black Hills into a space for white people by erasing the city’s un-ended Indian 

history. This is very much in-line with the settler colonial imagination: the continued 

presence of Indians in settler space is a reminder and threat to the tenuous state of settler 

sovereignty. The denial of the Indian political power and the removal of Indians from 

sight and mind thus is a necessary function of the settler colonial state’s legitimacy. Even 

when the Indian is present, they are by necessity considered absent or, at best, transitory. 

Americans articulated this facet of settler colonialism by reinforcing the nearby 

reservations as “Indian Country” and using the blunt instruments of housing policy and 

overt employment discrimination, as well as the subtler barbs of language, law and 
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culture, to make Rapid City an urban settler space and reject the notion of urban Indian-

ness.  

Examining the American West from the perspective of settler colonialism thus 

expands on the concept of conquest which the historian Patricia Nelson Limerick argued 

in 1987 her field-defining book, Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American 

West. Limerick identified a darkening shadow cast over the historiography of the 

American West by the frontier thesis articulated at the end of the nineteenth century by 

Turner. The concept of the frontier, defined by Turner in 1893 as “an area of free land,” 

constantly receding in the face of “American settlement westward,” had for too long been 

presumed as an ahistorical ur-process, all explaining and, ultimately, stifling inquiry. 

Limerick, along with a like-minded cadre of historians such as Donald Worster and 

Richard White, called instead for a “new” Western history which focused on the West as 

a particular region, similar to the American South or New England. For Limerick, the 

west was defined by its never-reckoned with legacy of American conquest. Limerick 

argued that “the history of the West is a study of a place undergoing conquest and never 

fully escaping its consequences.” To Limerick, conquest could take several forms, 

including cultural conquest, but primarily involved, in her words, “the drawing of lines 

on a map … and the subsequent giving of meaning and power to those lines.”  For 

Limerick and the other “new” western historians, the West was ultimately a place, not a 

process of historical change. 

The concept of settler colonialism is one method of stitching together the West as 

place and the West as process. Yet, like all grand historical theories, settler colonialism 

can be a poor fit for the vagaries and complications of the past. Inventing Indian Country 
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offers a multifaceted critique of settler colonial theory. Part of that critique is about what 

settler colonialism fails to include. Under the theory, tourism, urban spaces, and urban 

segregation are all fruits of settler colonial processes, rather than tools that operate to 

further its goals. However, conquest doesn’t merely create the conditions wherein a a 

tourist trade based on Western myths and symbols can exist; those symbols also assist in 

the continuation of settler colonial conquest.54 Settler studies have yet to adequately 

address the urban and cultural facets of settler colonialism, a deficiency this project will 

address. 

More saliently, settler colonialism leaves little room for exceptions to its 

framework. A central tenet of settler colonialism is the lack of space for native people 

within settler societies, particularly as a labor force.55 Hence the reliance on unfree 

outside labor, such as the development of American slavery from the seventeenth century 

onward. Yet, several scholars have pointed to the importance of Native unfree labor to 

settler colonial societies from the Spanish in the sixteenth and seventeenth century 

Mexico and Central America, to the Native slave trade hub of South Carolina at the 

outset of the eighteenth century, to the continuation of peonage in New Mexico well into 

the nineteenth century.56 In the Black Hills region, Native labor as ranchers, laborers, 
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teamsters, and other positions integrated reservation lands into the wider regional 

economy, even as the American settler state aimed to assimilate Native people as a means 

of ending Indigenous sovereignty.  

Similarly, Indians persisted throughout the Black Hills during late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, when the American settler colonial state should have been in 

ascendance, its power to erase Indian presences at its strongest. Their presence at 

festivals and rodeos, in encampments and neighborhoods on the outskirts of towns, and 

as parts of tourist attractions themselves both served the interests of settler society and 

challenged its hegemony. When President Calvin Coolidge visited with Native leaders on 

a tour of the Black Hills in the 1920s, he did so mostly to gain legitimacy among local 

whites by paying homage to the region’s American past – visiting Indians was part of his 

engagement with Western mythos. However, Lakota leader Henry Standing Bear also 

used the opportunity of a meeting with the president to remind him of his obligations to 

Native people and to remind all in attendance that the Black Hills were Lakota sacred 

ground. Despite the event being designed to further the aims of settler colonialism, 

Native people had agency too, and used the opportunity to assert their claims to 

sovereignty. 

Settler colonial theory undervalues the importance of continued Native power in 

settler spaces. Their political and economic power may have been constrained, but it 

existed and checked settler society in important ways. Lakotas and other plains people 
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used the settler legal system to assert sovereignty over the Black Hills with a lawsuit 

begun in the 1920s. And beginning in the 1960s, Native people in the Black Hills region 

asserted their civil rights through increasingly militant and place-based protests, such as 

the takeovers at Mount Rushmore, Wounded Knee, and Camp Yellow Thunder. Native 

people did not follow the settler script, and their presence and survivance demonstrates 

the limits of settler colonialism in explaining the history of the American West. Inventing 

Indian Country thus uses settler colonialism as a means of understanding how conquest 

happened and the processes by which it achieved partial success, but also recognizes that 

its reach always extended only so far, and that the people who settlers were supposed to 

erase in fact survived and pushed back. Rather than an overwhelming force, settler 

colonialism is instead best seen as a curtailed, and perhaps even failed, process.57 

 

Chapter Outline 

In telling the story of the Black Hills, this dissertation progresses through five 

chapters and an epilogue. The first chapter stretches far back into geologic time to 

explain how the geology and climate of the Black Hills region created the conditions 

which would draw people to the northern plains. Geology and climate created particularly 

wet ecologies in a region not known for lush vegetation. Moreover, the wide array of 

streams and creeks which emerged from the Hills over the region’s ancient history 

watered people as well as plants and animals, making the Black Hills one of the oldest 
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continually inhabited places in North America. By the eighteenth century, the highlands 

of the Great Plains were a collection of shared resources and sacred spiritual sites, 

utilized and inhabited by several separate Indigenous societies. Geopolitical changes 

rooted in Empire far to the east of the Black Hills affected the region from the 

seventeenth century onward. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, when the newly-

nomadic Lakota conquered the region and enforced their sovereignty in the Black Hills, 

they also adopted many of the spiritual beliefs about places such as Bear Butte and 

Devil’s Tower from their predecessors. Throughout this period, the Black Hills region 

was not “Indian Country” to its inhabitants, but rather their own society’s territory – 

Kiowa space, Lakota space, or Cheyenne space - marked by sacred places and their own 

land use practices. The human history and ecological history of the Black Hills have thus 

always been intertwined and indeed, that connection spurred the next round of conquest 

toward the end of the nineteenth century. 

Chapter one concludes with the increased presence of Americans in the Black 

Hills region and the conflicts sparked by the interaction between Lakotas, Cheyenne and 

Americans in the mid-nineteenth century. In 1851, the Treaty of Fort Laramie, signed by 

several Indian societies of the Great Plains, recognized Native sovereignty in the region 

while also imposing racialized American notions of politics and borders onto Indigenous 

versions of both. Soon thereafter, Americans began building forts along the trail to the 

Bozeman gold mines, sparking Red Cloud’s War, a victory for Lakotas and their allies 

over an American state weakened by Civil War. The subsequent 1868 Treaty of Fort 

Laramie marked the high point of Lakota power in the Black Hills and a serious rebuke to 

the American settler project. Although in hindsight the treaty laid the groundwork for 
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future encroachment by whites and marked the Black Hills as Indian Country, at the time 

it seemed to enshrine Native power in the region and recognize the military might of 

Lakotas. 

 Chapter two picks up with the disintegration of the peace set by the 1868 Fort 

Laramie Treaty, in part because of the collapse of the bison ecology on the northern 

plains. As the Great Sioux War began on the northern plains in the 1870s, American 

settlers moved into and colonized the Black Hills. The process of settlement was violent, 

multi-racial, and incomplete. American settlers needed to downplay all these facts in 

order to convincingly argue to the rest of the nation that the Black Hills were 

transforming from Indian Country into settler space and draw further settlers. Through 

printed media, boosters and other people with financial interests in Black Hills 

colonization claimed that Christian civilization, domesticity, peace, and whiteness had all 

arrived in the region, and that Indians were fast becoming a thing of the past. The arrival 

of Chinese immigrants and African-Americans, the continued presence of Indians, and 

rampant violence all gave the lie to the Indian Country/settler space dichotomy and 

indicate how fraught the process of colonization in the 1870s was.  

 Chapter three documents the first decades after American conquest in the Black 

Hills, approximately 1880 to 1900. Part of the process of settlement and conversion of 

Indian Country to settler space was ecological change. If settlers defined Indian Country 

by wasted resources, lazy inhabitants, and un-civilized land use, then settler space would 

be defined by order, wealth creation, and industry. Economic activities such as gold 

mining, agriculture, ranching, townsite speculation and lumbering all fit the bill of proper 

land use in settler space. Yet, these activities also often infringed on one another, turning 
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the very idea of settler space into a contested concept. Throughout this period, Americans 

changed the environment of the Black Hills through mining, farming, and other extractive 

processes. In doing so, these same industries also helped create the nascent conservation 

movement and an invigorated federal regulatory state that created national forests, 

national monuments, and state and national parks. Thus, the history of environmental 

change during the Gold Rush years led directly to the creation of the Black Hills as a 

tourist destination. 

Chapter four argues that by the early years of the twentieth century and the 

beginning of mass-automobile culture, Americans came to agree that the region’s 

landscape could itself be a resource. As the Black Hills gold rush ended and conflict 

continued between various, mutually exclusive, extractive industries, some people 

capitalized on a growing cultural interest in the mythos of the American West. The 

creation of a Black Hills tourist industry gave rise to boosters like the local historian 

Doane Robinson who saw a way to turn the Black Hills into a tourist destination defined 

by its status as a distinctly Western place. Indians, as imagined in settler minds, would be 

critical to the new image of the Black Hills, as represented by Robinson’s original plan 

for Mount Rushmore which included planned sculptures of Native people. Mount 

Rushmore was the culmination of the construction of the Black Hills tourist industry, a 

monument to settler colonialism and conquest. However, Indians were ever-present in 

this era, both as a symbol of the region’s Western past, and as a counterweight to 

uncontested narratives about Indian disappearance and to settler colonialism itself. The 

tourist industry in the Black Hills inscribed white supremacy on the landscape, but that 

process was never uncontested and indeed, lay incomplete. 
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Chapter five details the mid-twentieth century history of Rapid City and the 

presence of Indians in that city. The founding of the Rapid City Indian School at the end 

of the nineteenth century made the urban Black Hills a continued site for assimilationist 

settler colonialism. However, the school also brought Indian parents and families to 

Rapid City, who constructed camps around the town’s outskirts. These camps served as 

refuges for runaway students and existed outside the control of white settlers, thus 

creating pockets of Indian Country within urban settler space. World War II brought a 

new military base and new economic opportunity to the city, but the post-war period and 

Termination and Relocation policies also created a dramatic rise in the number of non-

white people coming to Rapid City. To reinforce the area as urban settler space, Rapid 

Citians enforced segregationist policies on African Americans and Indians alike. The 

early 1970s exposed the racism embedded in the DNA of Rapid City. By then, Native 

people lived primarily in two enclaves of urban Indian Country in Rapid City: the Sioux 

Addition on the northern side of town, and Osh Kosh Camp, closer to downtown and on 

the banks of Rapid Creek. When a series of ecological and human factors led to the 1972 

Rapid City Flood, the floodwaters hit this neighborhood particularly hard. A 

disproportionate number of Indians died or lost property in the flood, an outcome made 

worse by subsequent discrimination in federal aid disbursement and recovery efforts. The 

1972 flood and its aftermath demonstrated how Rapid City had become divided into 

settler space and urban Indian Country. Despite efforts by American settlers to erase 

Native communities in settler space, they had instead only shifted Indian Country to new 

locations. 
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In the epilogue, I argue that after the flood, western South Dakota became the 

center of national attention as the American Indian Movement (AIM) rebelled against 

civil rights violations and local oppression. In this period, Native activists retook the 

concept of Indian Country as a rhetoric for sovereignty, rather than as a justification for 

settler conquest. Protests based around place became a major tool in the Indian activist 

playbook, as represented by the sit-in at Mount Rushmore in 1970 and the standoff at 

Wounded Knee during the winter and spring of 1973. In the early 1980s, Native people in 

the Black Hills region took the idea of Indian Country back to the Black Hills by sitting 

in and constructing an illegal encampment in the Black Hills National Forest, 

symbolically reclaiming that federal site as Indian Country. At the same time, a legal case 

for Native sovereignty over the Black Hills made its way to the supreme court, marking a 

major (though contested) victory for Lakotas and other Native people of the Great Plains. 

Thus, by the end of the early 1980s the Black Hills were front and center in the national 

discussions over Indian sovereignty. The region’s settler colonial past made the question 

ring throughout the West: who controlled the Black Hills? Were they settler space or 

Indian Country? The answer has never been settled. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BEFORE INDIAN COUNTRY 

TO 1868 

 

Lame duck President Grover Cleveland, in one of his final acts as president, 

signed Proclamation 392. “That the President of the United States may from time to time 

set apart and reserve in any State or Territory having public land bearing forests,” the 

legislation read, “and whereas the public lands in the State of South Dakota within the 

limits hereinafter described are in part covered with timber … the public good would be 

promoted by setting apart and reserving said lands.” With the stroke of his pen), President 

Cleveland on February 22, 1897 “set apart” the Black Hills from the rest of South Dakota 

and the United States.  Cleveland had initially been reluctant to create additional forest 

reserves. His predecessor and partisan rival Benjamin Harrison had been the first 

president to use the Forest Reserve Act in 1891. Over the course of his term, Harrison set 

aside almost fifteen million acres of public land across fifteen forest reserves. Cleveland 

initially created only one forest reserve, the Ashland Forest Reserve in southwestern 

Oregon, in September 1893. However, at the urging of National Forest Commission 

headed by Gifford Pinchot, Cleveland created thirteen national forest reserves, including 

the Black Hills Forest Reserve, with the February 1897 proclamation.1 

 Cleveland’s act would have far reaching implications for the Black Hills region 

ecologically, culturally, and economically. Yet, there were more subtle implications of 

the 1897 proclamation. “Setting apart” the Black Hills set a strange and new precedent 
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for the region. A century later, it is common for writers and scholars to describe the Black 

Hills as a place “set apart” from its surroundings, as an island in the plains. In 2012, the 

Plains Archaeological and Historical Symposium held their 20th annual conference under 

the theme, “Island in the Plains.”2 Historian Jeffrey Ostler’s 2010 monograph, The 

Lakotas and the Black Hills begins its first chapter with a description of the region as “a 

forested island in a sea of grass.”3 In 2003, the University of Utah Press published an 

excellent collection of archaeological, anthropologic, geographic and other essays 

entitled, Islands on the Plains, which included two essays on the Black Hills 

specifically.4 Writers across disciplines have considered the Black Hills as an island set 

apart from its surroundings in the twenty first century. 

 Nor is the “island” metaphor a recent phenomenon. Watson Parker’s 1966 study 

of the Black Hills gold rush describes, in its first sentence, “an island of mystery, promise 

and adventure” rising “out of the sea of grass.”5 The idea of the Black Hills as a place set 

apart from the plains West, as somewhere different from and not of its region, is as old as 

white settlement in the area. Newspaper articles about Black Hills tourism from the 1930s 

played up the region’s mystery. The Chicago Tribune in 1933 described the Hills as 

“something of another world,” a place where the Lakota did not venture deeply, a 

mysterious, unknowable place among the humdrum Great Plains.6 Even the first forest 
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service report on the Black Hills, commissioned by Gifford Pinchot and written by his 

assistant, Henry Graves in 1898, described the mountain range as “isolated” among the 

surrounding flatlands.7 To Americans, the Black Hills were a distinctly different 

landscape from the rest of the Great Plains; their aesthetic, natural history and human 

history all set them apart.  

 The idea of the Black Hills as a place separated from its surroundings must hold 

some value, as its use as a hermeneutic device dates back well over a century. The idea is 

not completely without merit. From space, the Hills appear as an inky blot on the 

surrounding green-brown Great Plains. Topographically, they are certainly distinct. Black 

Elk Peak (known as Harney Peak until 2016), is 7,231 feet above sea level, making it the 

highest peak between Colorado and the Pyrenees. South Dakota’s mean elevation of 

around 2,000 feet is an indication of how distinct the Black Hills are compared to the 

surrounding landscape. The heavily forested mountains also stand in contrast to the 

relatively treeless Great Plains. Geologically, the Hills are a uniquely old uplift 

surrounded by rocks of largely similar age. The many springs, small creeks and rivulets 

which flow out of the Hills and nourish the plants and animals endemic to the high 

country but not the prairie are testament to the uniqueness of the Black Hills in 

comparison to their surroundings. 

Approach the Black Hills from the east at ground level, however, and they seem 

much less set apart. They first appear from a distance of about twenty or thirty miles as a 

deep blue, slightly craggy rise along the horizon. From this distance, the first impression 

of the Hills is rather less immediately spectacular than the majestic gray and white vistas 
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which greet a traveler approaching the larger Rocky Mountains further west. Even at a 

distance of five or ten miles, the Hills only appear from the plains as dark green and 

sandy-brown furrows along the horizon. Climb to the top of the nearby 4,400-foot Bear 

Butte, and a person gains a different perspective. The Black Hills do not rise 

unexpectedly from a flat plain, but rather gradually emerge from an already undulating 

landscape furrowed with tree-lined creek beds and other micro-environments. They are 

one part of a greater whole. The Black Hills resemble an island from the view of a 

satellite or a topographic map, but their gradual rise from the Great Plains at human level 

belies the island appellation. They are different from the plains, but still connected to a 

greater whole. 

 More saliently, the Black Hills are also not an island from the perspective of 

human history. Thinking of the Black Hills as isolated from the rest of the Great Plains 

conceals more about the region’s history than it reveals. Islands stand apart from a larger 

landmass and are unreachable unless by specific means. Islands denote unique social or 

ecological development and an insulated community of life separated and isolated from 

the concerns and forces which shape the people, plants or animals of the mainland. The 

Black Hills do not fit this description. Black Hills history has been shaped by the motive 

forces of the history of the North American Great Plains and the American West more 

broadly. Scientifically, aesthetically and rhetorically the Black Hills may be islands, but 

historically they are bear a closer resemblance to an ocean: ever present, constantly 

changing and always demanding one’s attention. 

 This first chapter has three goals. The first is to establish the natural and early 

human histories of the Black Hills region. The non-human environment is crucial to 
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understanding the history of a given place, and the northern plains are no exception. The 

human history of the region is tied to its environmental history, and to understand the 

former, one must also fully grasp the latter. The second goal is to describe the processes 

by which nomadic, equestrian-based societies took control of the Black Hills region 

beginning in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. These would be the 

indigenous groups which would encounter the United States as that nation began 

expanding its empire onto the Great Plains over the course of the nineteenth century. 

Lakotas, Cheyennes, Arapahos, and others, all thought of the Black Hills as a critical 

location to their spiritual and material well-being and understanding their relationship to 

this space is necessary to fully grasp why resistance to conquest was so strong. Finally, 

this chapter describes the process by which white Americans racialized the Black Hills as 

Indian Country, particularly through treaty making, and the immediate effects of thinking 

of the region through that lens. Beginning in the middle decades of the nineteenth 

century, Americans encountered Lakotas and other nomadic people of the northern plains 

with greater frequency, as emigrants traveled across the continent to 
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the west coast. Although few Euro-Americans had seen the central Black Hills in person, 

many had crossed through the Black Hills region and been rebuked by those who relied 

on the northern plains for their livelihoods. These encounters colored American 

impressions of the region and those who lived there and helped define the region as 

Indian Country. This chapter ends in the mid-nineteenth century, as the United States 

begins to set its sights on the Black Hills region as a site of future conquest and cited the 

Indian Country narrative as justification for indigenous dispossession.  

 

Map 2: The northern Black Hills. Source: National Geographic Online 
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Deep History in the Black Hills 

 If the island metaphor is at all applicable, it is from the geological perspective. 

The Black Hills are among the oldest mountains in North America. Rocks in this 

mountain rage date from deep in Precambrian era, roughly three billion years ago. As a 

point of contrast, the oldest exposed rocks in the nearby Rocky Mountains date from 

around 1.5 billion years ago. Both mountain ranges rose fifty to eighty million years ago 

as the Kula and Farrallon tectonic plates slid under the far larger North American plate. 

The general shape and geologic character of the Black Hills has its roots in a period of 

Map 3: The southern Black Hills. Source: National Geographic Online 
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intense volcanic activity from around one billion years ago. It was this long era of 

volcanism which sets the Black Hills apart from the surrounding Plains and gives them 

their “island” appearance form above. Extremely hard granite, dating from one billion 

and more years ago, remained covered through the eons by layer upon layer of 

sedimentary rock. This lighter rock was eventually eroded away in places, creating the 

dramatic rock peaks of Black Elk Peak, Mount Rushmore and the Needles visible today.8  

 As the global volcanic period ended, the region which eventually would become 

the Black Hills lay submerged under a mammoth ocean. On the ocean floor, life began to 

form and spread. For about 40 million years, huge colonies of algae resided on the 

nascent Black Hills, whose remains eventually formed a thick layer of limestone. 

Limestone is a particularly permeable rock, suitable for aquifer formation. The dead coral 

and algae of the ancient Black Hills are responsible for the wetness which gives the Black 

Hills their lush plant and animal life. Over eons, the slow drip-drip of water through this 

soft limestone layer created vast chambers, tunnels and structures which the Lakota 

would later call Wasun Wiconiya Wakan and which Americans called Wind Cave. Algae 

at the bottom of an ancient sea and federal policy makers signing a National Park into 

legislation are thus part of the same, huge structure of global ecological history. Viewed 

across geological time, the Black Hills have been very much part of interconnected 

processes which shaped the North American landmass throughout the long, ancient 

periods of shelf movement and rock formation.  
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By 300 million years ago, tectonic movements finally exposed the Black Hills to 

open air and atmosphere, allowing non-aquatic plant life to flourish in the region for a 

time before tectonic machinations submerged the region once more. The onrushing and 

retreating of water was repeated over the multi-million-year periods known as the 

Permian and into the well-known Triassic, Jurassic and Cretaceous periods inhabited by 

dinosaurs. It is toward the end of this, the Mesozoic period, that the Black Hills gained 

their elevation as part of the same tectonic collision that raised the Rocky and Sierra 

Nevada Mountains. During this dramatic, slow moving, transformation, molten rock 

known as igneous formations were pushed up toward the surface of the Earth’s crust. 

Around sixty million years later, miners looked for these formations as signs that gold 

was close at hand.9 

Perhaps the most arresting difference between the Black Hills and the rest of the 

northern Great Plains is the abundance of water that flows through and out of the 

highlands and onto the Plains below. Despite Walter Prescott Webb’s famous assertion 

that aridity is the defining feature of American Western history, the Black Hills are 

defined by their wetness.10 This is true unto themselves as well as in contrast to the drier 

lands which surround the hill country. Water has played an outsized role in shaping the 

Black Hills environment. Geographically, the Belle Fourche and Cheyenne Rivers bound 

the Hills to the North and South respectively, flowing into one another forty miles east of 

the hills before merging with the massive Missouri River approximately two hundred 

                                                      
9 Edward Raventon, Island in the Plains: A Black Hills Natural History, (Boulder: Johnson Books, 1994), 

pp, 8-10. 

 
10 Walter Prescott Webb, “The American West: Perpetual Mirage,” Harper’s Magazine, 214 (May 1957), 

pp. 25-31. 
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miles east of Rapid City. The Black Hills are thus part of the giant Missouri River 

watershed. Precipitation is relatively low in the hills, but groundwater feeds the biome’s 

abundant plant and animal life.  

The Black Hills’ many creeks, including Rapid Creek, are fed by limestone 

aquifers, water held beneath ground level atop a layer of impermeable rock and recharged 

by rainfall. These aquifers emerge as springs in the higher elevations of the Black Hills, 

eventually flowing together to form the beginnings of a stream or creek. There are five 

primary aquifers which water the Black Hills: the Deadwood, Inyan Kara, Madison, 

Minnelusa and Minnekahta aquifers. The Black Hills aquifers hold somewhere near eight 

trillion gallons of water and, despite the relatively aridity of the region’s climate and 

many human uses taxing the water table, this number is regularly replenished by rain and 

snowfall.11 These aquifers and the springs they create make the Black Hills a uniquely 

moist ecosystem amid the far drier Great Plains. The wetness of the Black Hills, rooted in 

the region’s distant geologic past, feeds the abundant plant and animal life of the region’s 

ecology. 

The Black Hills form a mountain range about the size of the state of Connecticut. 

The mountains themselves are embedded in a swath of the northern Great Plains crossed 

and bounded by rivers which, for the purposes of this dissertation, I have called the Black 

Hills region. About 625,000 square miles, this region stretches from the Missouri to the 

Powder Rivers on the east and west, and from the Grand River to the Niobrara to the 

north and south. It encompasses several biomes, including the stark and blasted Badlands 

                                                      
11 Daniel G. Driscoll, Janet M. Carter, Joyce E. Williamson, Larry D. Putnam, Hydrology of the Black Hills 

Area, (Washington: United States Geologic Survey, 2002), pp. 19-25. 
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of South Dakota to the arid shortgrass steppes of east-central Wyoming, to the cool and 

fertile Black Hills themselves. Within this region lie several river systems, including the 

Belle Fourche and Cheyenne, most of which ultimately drain to the Missouri which flows 

southeast into the Mississippi and, eventually, the Gulf of Mexico. These rivers have 

been critical throughout the region’s history, giving life to trees and other large plants 

along floodplains such as that of Rapid and Spearfish Creeks. In the simplest terms, the 

Black Hills region can be thought of as two concentric squares, bordered on the outside 

by four rivers. Within the center square are the Black Hills proper, the mountains of pine 

forests and creeks. Surrounding the mountain range is the second box, within which is 

shortgrass and mixed grass prairie. The two squares are scored by several smaller creeks 

and rivers which cut across, primarily flowing north and east. This crude topography 

conceals much of the natural variation between types of grasslands, but nonetheless 

serves as a baseline for understanding the region. 

While in part defined by its lack of precipitation, the wide array of groundwater 

sources has historically sustained a wide array of plant and animal life. When Colonel 

George A. Custer marched through the Black Hills in 1875, his party shot and killed a 

grizzly bear and paused to take a photograph with their kill. Custer’s photo op is telling: 

Up until the very end of the nineteenth century, bears, mountain lions, wolves and other 

apex predators still lived in the Black Hills; today, only mountain lions remain. For 

virtually all its post-glacial history, the Black Hills have been a fount of biodiversity, 

supporting a range of biomes, including wetlands and the characteristic and parklike 

mountain meadows. This sets them apart even among the deceptively biodiverse Great 

Plains. Indeed, it is the rich animal life of the Black Hills that intertwines them with the 
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wider prairie. Animals, particularly highly mobile creatures such as birds and large 

mammals, migrate between biomes. Bison sought winter refuge in the Black Hills and 

probably found the high country’s many creeks and streams a necessary respite from the 

arid Plains. For bison, the hills and plains were two portions of a greater whole, and they 

ventured into both during their food-driven travels. Even the Ponderosa pine, the most 

common tree in the Hills and which give the Black Hills their dark appearance from afar, 

probably migrated into the region from after the last ice age ended. The density and 

diversity of plants and animals which live in the Black Hills and can thrive there because 

of the abundance of water relative to the surrounding Plains. However, the Black Hills 

are not an island apart from the shortgrass or mixed grass prairies. Rather, the two biomes 

are interlocked, sharing creatures, sharing moisture and sharing a history.12  

 While water plays a defining role in shaping the non-human history of the Black 

Hills, moisture has been perhaps even more important in the region’s human history. The 

Black Hills would not be the place of cultural and economic importance they have been 

for thousands of years without the dozens of streams, rivulets, creeks and rivers which 

crisscross the region and bless the upcountry and the prairie streambeds with material 

abundance and biodiversity. It is likely that the first visitors to the Black Hills were 

drawn to the forested peaks because of the depth of resources endowed upon them by the 

moisture rich soil and climate. Their elevation, vegetation and generally moist conditions 

make the Black Hills three to five degrees cooler on average than the surrounding 

                                                      
12 Raventon, pp. 92-107; Donald E. Trimble, The Geologic Story of the Great Plains, (Medora, ND: 

Theodore Roosevelt Nature and History Association, 1990), pp. 20-22. 
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lowlands, making them much more comfortable for humans particularly during the 

summer. 

 Human habitation, as much as water, has been a defining feature of the history of 

the Black Hills for over 10,000 years. The region has known many societies during its 

long history, and each has left its mark on the region, sometimes in the literal form of 

artwork on the exposed rocks. The earliest likely date for human habitation in the Black 

Hills is around thirteen thousand years ago. Archaeologists have found carved stone 

spearheads known as Clovis points throughout the hills. The Clovis people, a rough 

conglomeration of bands named after the town in New Mexico where their weapons were 

first unearthed in the 1920s, hunted large Paleolithic mammals such as giant bison and 

mammoths throughout the Black Hills and surrounding Plains. Virtually nothing is 

known about Clovis social, cultural, or political life, but they were probably the first 

people to utilize the bounty of the Black Hills.13 

 While it’s impossible to say with certainty, the arrival of the Clovis societies to 

the Black Hills likely marks the beginning of thirteen thousand years of unbroken human 

presence. Archaeologists use what little remains of their weapons technology to 

determine who in the distant past used the Hills and for what purpose. The Goshen, 

Folsom, Plano and Besant people all hunted, made camp and even built structures in the 

Hills region during the long interval after the Clovis period and prior to around 1000 CE. 

By around 2,000 years ago, bows and arrows were common in the Black Hills and both 

hunter-gatherers and sedentary villagers lived in the region and hunted bison and other 

                                                      
13 Ostler, The Lakotas and the Black Hills, pp. 5-6; Linea Sundstrom, Storied Stone: Indian Rock Art in the 

Black Hills Country, (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2004). 
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mammals in the high country. Archaeologists have discovered large buffalo kill sites 

scattered around the region dating from this period. These bone-filled pits, places where 

pedestrian hunters herded buffalo off a cliff or bluff, indicate relatively large-scale 

regional habitation and resource usage.14 Indigenous people used one buffalo jump, the 

Vore site in the Wyoming portion of the northwestern Black Hills, repeatedly over the 

course of the fifteenth to the nineteenth century and is the final resting place for some 

twenty thousand buffalo.15 Humans are no strangers to the Black Hills. Societies from the 

long period before European arrival in the Black Hills used the plains highlands as a 

crucial storehouse of resources as they made their season rounds from plains to village to 

mountains. 

 Sometime around 1000 CE, Athapaskan-speaking people likely moved through 

the Black Hills on their way south from what is today northwestern Canada, where they 

would eventually settle around the southwestern deserts and southern Great Plains, 

becoming, by European arrival, the societies which would make up the Navajo and 

Apache people, among others. One of these, the Plains Apache (known to themselves as 

Naishan Dene and to some historians as Kiowa Apache), almost certainly lived in the 

Black Hills by around 1300 CE and remained in the general area until the nineteenth 

century.16 Devil’s Tower, a nine-hundred-foot tall laccolith rising from the northeastern 

border of the Black Hills, features prominently in Plains Apache cosmology. The Kiowa 

                                                      
14 Sundstrom, Storied Stone, 54. 

 
15 Colin Calloway, One Vast Winter Count: The Native American West Before Lewis and Clark, (Lincoln, 

NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2006), 41. 

 
16 Linea Sundstrom, “Mirror of Heaven: Cross Cultural Transference of the Sacred Geography of the Black 

Hills,” World Archaeology, 28, 2, October 1996, pp. 178-179. 
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(also known as Ka’ Igwu), a society closely related via language to the Plains Apache, 

likely arrived in and around the Black Hills from the Great Basin in the century or so 

after and share some origin stories with the Plains Apache. One tells of a group of 

children playing in the forest when one turns into a bear, chasing his comrades toward a 

magic stone. The stone, via unseen forces, rises out of the ground, rescuing the children 

and stranding the bear, whose attempts to climb the uplifted rock formed the grooves now 

present on the sides of Devil’s Tower. The children are saved and transported to the sky 

where they became the constellation Pleiades.17 The connection between the Black Hills 

and the cosmos is a common theme in the Indian history of the Black Hills and another 

way in which non-Americans conceived of the Hills as integrated with a greater world, 

and not a separate entity. 

 For the Kiowa, the Black Hills were connected to the sky on a north south axis, 

rather than separate from the surrounding biomes on an east west axis. For many pre-

European residents of the region, cosmology linked the Black Hills to other sacred spaces 

through constellations and star maps. The Cheyenne, another major group of inhabitants 

of the Hills who likely arrived in the mid or late seventeenth century, thought similarly 

about the relationship between the Black Hills and their surroundings. For the Cheyenne, 

Bear Butte, another laccolith in the region’s northeastern corner, was a particularly 

significant site. Bear Butte was where their people received an ancient edict to create 

shield petroglyphs, many of which are found on rocks throughout the Black Hills. They 

also had similar stories to the Kiowa, linking Devil’s Tower to the Big Dipper. The 

Arapaho, another northern Plains society who shared, and sometimes likely shed blood 

                                                      
17 William C. Meadows, Kiowa Ethnography, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2008), 117. 
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over, the Hills during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, located seven sacred 

medicine bags in a cave in the Black Hills where they also spotted seven sacred arrows 

belonging to the Cheyenne. The Black Hills were not zero-sum sacred space; many 

Indian societies perceived their spiritual value conterminously. Supernatural forces 

connected all these groups of people to one another through the Black Hills. They were 

not an island in the plains, but a sacred space in a sea of sacred spaces.18 

 Beginning in the seventeenth century, events far from the northern Plains began 

having an outsized effect on the ecology and human history of the Black Hills. Chief 

among these was the return of the horse to the ecologies of the Great Plains. Horses were 

endemic to North America until around 12,000 years ago. For decades, scientists linked 

their extinction to overexploitation from Clovis and other hunters arriving on the 

continent via Beringia. More recently however, historians such as Colin Calloway as well 

as other scientists and anthropologists have called into question this extinction model, 

instead citing a changing climate and increased competition for food from other, more 

numerous ungulates such as bison. The reality will probably never be known for certain, 

but certainly by 10,000 BCE the genus equus had gone extinct outside of Eurasia and 

Africa.19  

                                                      
18 Sundstrom, “Mirror of Heaven,” 182-183. 

 
19 Caitlin E. Buck, and Edouard Bard, “A Calendar Chronology for Pleistocene Mammoth and Horse 
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The effects of the horse’s reintroduction to the North American grasslands are 

difficult to overstate, although their adoption moved in fits and starts over the course of 

many decades. Certainly, some Indians gained access to and knowledge of horse culture 

in the sixteenth century, but the revolt of the Pueblo against the New Mexican colonial 

government in 1680 opened the floodgates which reintroduced the animal onto the Plains 

ecology. As the Spanish beat a hasty retreat south out of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains 

and across the Rio Grande, the Pueblo annexed thousands of horses and began a robust 

trade in horseflesh in the southwestern deserts. Over the course of the next century, 

Native Americans adopted horses into their social systems and economies from the 

Navajo in what is today Arizona at the end of the seventeenth century, up through the 

Comanche-controlled Red River country by the first quarter of the eighteenth century. 

Horse trading had brought horses to the northern Great Plains at least by 1781 and it is 

likely that the Cheyenne and Kiowa likely had access to horses via trade by the last 

quarter of the eighteenth century.20 

Access to horses did not guarantee a revolution in any given Indian society, 

however. Some sedentary people, such as the Pueblo and Navajo, remained as such and 

mostly used horses as labor energy and for trade. Others, such as the Comanche, 

gradually transitioned into a fully nomadic people and used fast, equestrian military 

tactics to carve out a large, formidable zone of control on the Llano Estacado of what is 

today north and eastern Texas.21 For their part, the Lakota took up full time horse culture 

                                                      
20 Richard White, “The Winning of the West: The Expansion of the Western Sioux in the Eighteenth and 

Nineteenth Centuries,” The Journal of American History, 65, 2, September 1978, pp. 319-343; Calloway, 

One Vast Winter Count, pp. 268-273; Isenberg, Destruction of the Bison, pp. 31-62. 

 
21 Pekka Hämäläinen, The Comanche Empire, (New Haven: Yale UP, 2008). 
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over a period of about thirty years. The eastern Dakota never fully shifted from semi-

sedentary to an entirely nomadic way of life.22 The Lakota took up nomadism and in fits 

and starts over decades, a move which eventually propelled them into political 

dominance over the northern plains. 

For groups like the Cheyenne and Kiowa, adopting horse culture meant 

widespread changes to their relationship with the resources of both the Black Hills and 

Great Plains. While bison hunting had always been an important element of semi-

sedentary life for these societies, the full-scale adoption of nomadism inextricably linked 

their fates to their ability to obtain materials (robes, meat, bone) from bison. For them and 

other nomads such as the Comanche, this would prove disastrous in the long run.23 For 

the short term, however, their ability to quickly raid their sedentary neighbors (European 

or otherwise) and their direct entry into the solar economy of grass and ungulate made 

them eighteenth century masters of the continental center. 

The horse and bison economy of the eighteenth-century Plains is a prime example 

of how the Black Hills were not only ecologically and spiritually interconnected with the 

Great Plains and wider North American continent but were also linked economically. For 

example, as the nomadic Comanche extended their reach north in the early 1760s, they 

encountered the Cheyenne and Kiowa in the Black Hills, themselves recent adoptees of 

nomadic or semi-nomadic horse culture. The harshness of northern plains winters, along 

with the recent arrival of horses, meant trade between Black Hills region societies and 
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their powerful southern neighbors was critical for bison hunting. Horses, guns, and other 

goods needed to be imported into the Black Hills region from wealthy neighbors to the 

south.24 The Comanche regularly acquired horses from their Spanish, and Mexican and 

independent Texan neighbors along their southern and eastern borders, while the Kiowa, 

Cheyenne and other northern plains Indians had no such pliable and wealthy neighbors. 

Thus, exchange was crucial for Indians of the Black Hills and surrounding regions to 

maintain their sovereignty over the northern plains. The arrival of the horse in the Black 

Hills meant trade to the south was crucial to the very survival of Hills residents, linking 

the Black Hills to the wider plains economy.25 

 By the mid eighteenth century, the Black Hills stood at the center of the social and 

economic fabric of the Northern Great Plains. At least three separate Indian societies – 

the Kiowa, the Cheyenne and the Kiowa-Apaches – coexisted and co-utilized the bounty 

of the high country as an important stop in their seasonal nomadic routine of bison 

hunting and small-scale agriculture. This is not to imply that the Black Hills were 

peaceful until European arrival, as they certainly were not. Rather, the salient point is that 

no one society controlled the entire Black Hills at one time prior to the nineteenth 

century; the region had many rulers who took resources from the highlands for use and 

trade. The items they extracted from the Hills, especially animal furs, they traded with the 

Comanche as well as with French and British traders in Canada and the Great Lakes, thus 

becoming an outpost for the wider global economy. Moreover, all three groups integrated 

the Black Hills into their culture and found spiritual significance among the region’s pine 
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forests and rushing creeks. This was not a place set apart, but very much connected with 

the wider world and indeed, with worlds beyond that which humans easily see. These 

material and spiritual connections only intensified after the mid-eighteenth century as a 

new face appeared in the Black Hills. 

 

Lakotas and The Black Hills Region to the Early Nineteenth Century 

 The bison, according to the Lakota, first emerged into this world from another 

through “a hole in the earth [which] makes a breathing sound,” a place they called Wasun 

Wiconiya Wakan, in English “Breathing Cave” or “Holy Cave.”26 Later, Americans 

would call the place Wind Cave after the air which rushed in and out from the cave’s 

entrance due to temperature fluctuations. From here, Lakotas claim, the buffalo emerged 

small, but quickly grew into the large ungulates which roamed the plains in the millions 

by the eighteenth century. As the primordial home of the bison, Wasun Wiconiya Wakan 

doubled as the ancestral home of life itself. For Lakota, the bison are representative of 

life, thus making the cave a place of extreme spiritual power and sacred importance - a 

hierophany, a sacred, other-worldly location made material.27 By the 1760s, the formerly 

tiny bison had grown up and multiplied, inhabiting the Black Hills region year-round, 

moving to the highlands during the winter to avoid the blowing cold of the northern 
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plains. Similarly, the Lakota presence in the Black Hills began small and, over time, grew 

to be all-encompassing. 

 The colloquial name “Sioux” is a creation of empire, history, and a trans-glottal 

game of telephone. “Sioux” likely has its origins in French traders who, in the process of 

plying their trade around the Great Lakes, heard, perhaps from Ojibwe trading partners, 

of a group of Indians called, to their ears, “Nadouessioux.” Possibly this term was meant 

derisively by the speakers as it roughly translates from Ojibwe to “snakes.” The French 

shortened the name and stuck with Sioux to describe the groups loosely associated 

through language and custom who, in the late seventeenth century, inhabited the 

woodlands of what is now northern Minnesota and western Ontario. In fact, the Sioux 

never considered themselves a singular political body or indeed, ever thought of 

themselves as “Sioux” at all. They thought of themselves rather as the “Seven Council 

Fires,” a loose affiliation of bands connected more by shared culture and language than 

by politics. The bands of the Seven Council Fires referred to each other as Lakota or 

Dakota, dependent on dialect, which translates roughly to “friends.” Three of these bands, 

the Tetons (Lakota), Yankton, and Yanktonai (both Dakota) eventually took up full time 

nomadism in the late eighteenth century. The Tetons were further differentiated into the 

Sicangu (Brule), Oglala, Saone, Minneconjou, Sans Arc, Two Kettle, Hunkpapa, and 

Sihasapa bands. The Tetons (who spoke Lakota). These groups and names were unstable 

and dynamic and should not be considered timeless political divisions.28   

                                                      
28 Ostler, Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism, 21-22. See also, Raymond J. DeMallie, “Sioux Until 1850,” 
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The Lakotas began a period of substantial expansion during the period when the 

Kiowa, Cheyenne and Kiowa-Apache all shared the Black Hills. During the seventeenth 

century, the Cree-Assiniboine, armed with firearms through their trade partnership with 

French voyageurs, ejected the people of the Seven Council Fires from their northern 

homelands and into the woodlands near the shores of the western Great Lakes. These 

woods were, however, prime beaver country and, taking advantage of the ever-present 

high demand for North American mammal pelts, the Lakotas soon developed their own 

trade partnerships with the French and were soon able to turn the tables on their Cree 

rivals. By the beginning of the eighteenth century, the westernmost members of the 

Lakota were poised to expand their territory out of the forests and onto the eastern Great 

Plains. Aided by the buffer the Dakotas made against the powerful Ojibwa to the east, the 

Lakota expanded their zone of economic use and control over the Great Plains east of the 

Missouri River by the mid-eighteenth century.  

Lakotas of this period made their living on both the beaver fur trade as well as 

bison hunting, and it is likely that they remained semi-nomadic. However, by 1760, 

Lakota winter counts begin to indicate more frequent mounted raids, providing evidence 

that people were beginning to see the benefits of adopting year-round horse culture. Over 

the course of the late eighteenth century, beaver populations steadily declined and 

European traders placed greater and greater emphasis on returns from bison hunting until 

by the beginning of the nineteenth century it simply made more economic sense for semi-

nomadic societies such as the Lakota to make the jump to full-time nomadism. By 1805, 

the Oglala had transitioned to a bison-based, nomadic social system, a shift which would 

gain them primary in the Northern Great Plains for almost a century. Thus, both push and 
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pull factors led the Lakotas to the Black Hills. The economics of fur trading, bison 

hunting, and firearms as well as a willingness to adapt to a new geopolitical order pulled 

the Seven Council Fires further west and made the mid eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century an era of Lakota ascendency on the Northern Great Plains.29 

One more reason beyond Lakota control was epidemic disease. One earlier barrier 

to Lakota conquest east of their earlier homelands had been the power of the sedentary 

agriculturalists north of the Missouri River, primarily the Mandan, Hidatsas, and Arikara. 

These societies, with their relatively large populations centered in high density villages 

and towns, were prime breeding ground for smallpox and other illnesses with washed 

over North America regularly after the early sixteenth century and particularly in the late 

eighteenth century. While the northern sedentary societies did not disappear after the late 

eighteenth century, diseases cut through their population base, with some villages losing 

upwards of 60% of their residents, greatly diminishing their military power and removing 

an obstacle to Lakota expansion.30 

As the Lakota pushed westward on horseback, they grew increasingly dependent 

on bison for their economic and spiritual nourishment; indeed, the increased centrality of 

bison to Lakota economics and cosmology were inextricably linked. Still as late as the 

1780s, the Lakota owned relatively few horses and still existed at the military and 

economic mercy of more powerful groups, especially the Arikara, Mandans and Hidatsas 
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to their north along the Missouri River, and the horse empire of the Comanche to the 

south.31 It was most likely during this period of transition from semi-sedentary 

agriculture to nomadism that the Lakota first visited the Black Hills. A winter count kept 

by the Lakota American Horse depicts a man holding a conifer branch for the winter of 

1775-1776, which U.S. Army colonel Garrick Mallery claimed represented a Lakota 

named Standing Bull returning home from the Black Hills with a branch of a tree he had 

never seen before. The historian Jeffrey Ostler has credibly called this account into 

question, arguing that similar depictions of people carrying branches appear in other 

winter counts and have nothing to do with the Black Hills.32 Moreover, the Seven 

Council Fires lived within four hundred miles of the Black Hills by the mid-seventeenth 

century and were likely at least aware of their existence if not infrequent visitors to the 

region.  

Whether the Lakota were aware of the Black Hills prior to the late eighteenth 

century is uncertain though probable. What is known is that by the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, their military and hunting campaigns had brought them into conflict 

with the Hills current residents. By 1800 the Lakota were engaged in frequent warfare 

with the Kiowas, Arapahoes and Kiowa-Apaches in the southern Black Hills and 

attempted to wrest control of the region’s resources from these groups. The Sioux 

generally were notorious enough for Lewis and Clark to have encountered them and were 

caustic, though not unimpressed, in their estimation, calling them “pirates of the 

Missouri” and complaining that, “citizens of the United States can never enjoy but 
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partially the advantages which the Missouri presents” until their defeat.  What year 

precisely the Lakota gained sovereignty possession of the Black Hills is unknown, but 

considering their power was on the ascendency by the time Lewis and Clark encountered 

them in 1803-1804, they were likely a powerful force in the region around this date.33 

Thus, by the early nineteenth century, the Black Hills were at the center of Lakota 

life. Although the Kiowa likely still ventured into the Hills at times during the first half of 

the nineteenth century, they did so at the sufferance of the Lakota, who via intermarriage, 

allied increasingly with the Cheyenne and Arapaho during the early decades of the 

nineteenth century.34 By this point, the area controlled by the Seven Council Fires ranged 

from the headwaters of the Mississippi to the far western plains, well into the modern 

state of Wyoming. Just as prior societies had recognized the importance of the Black 

Hills and incorporated their many hierophanies into their cosmologies, so too did the 

Hills become sacred ground to the Lakota, a place of immense spiritual, as well as 

economic, power.35 In this way, the former and present rulers of the Black Hills were 

linked through belief, just as the Hills themselves formed a seamless ecology with the 

surrounding prairie. With the Lakota conquest and spiritual incorporation, the Black Hills 

region continued to be shaped by forces from the plains, just as they had been for 

thousands of years prior. Rather than an island, the history of the Black Hills points not to 
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a story of isolation and disconnection, but one of integration, both in terms of the region’s 

natural history as well as its human history.  

 Although Lakota and Cheyenne political power was on the ascendency by the first 

decades of the nineteenth century, no single political or cultural group controlled the 

Black Hills region in the early nineteenth century. Instead, as had been the case for 

centuries prior, people entered and left, fought with and traded with one another. 

Cooperation existed alongside enmity as the Arikara, Comanche, Crow, Arapaho, 

Cheyenne, Kiowa, and Lakota people all found reason to live within and use the region’s 

resources. And it was the region’s lush fertility and its varied biomes which drew such an 

array of cultures to the northern plains. A visitor in 1800 traveling southwest across the 

region from where the Grand River meets the Missouri would be greeted by soft greenish 

hues of blue gama grass and the deeper green, tufted, buffalograss. The grasses would not 

be spread out flat as an unchanging table cloth, but undulated in easy hillocks for miles, 

occasionally punctuated with trees of medium height and shrubs grown up around springs 

and small streams. They might spot herds of the tens of thousands of bison who called the 

Black Hills region their home, or the Great Plains wolf who hunted large mammals and 

scavenged the prairies in packs. And there would be people. The Black Hills region in 

this period teemed with human activity. Indeed, these four elements (water, grass, bison, 

human) formed four critical corners of the Great Plains ecology which had developed 

over the course of thousands of years. People’s lives were shaped by the movements and 

habits of the bison, who in turn lived off the region’s plant life which thrived on the 

Black Hills region’s groundwater, which itself watered the people and bison. No Great 
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American Desert, the Black Hills region in 1800 was a hub of human and non-human 

interaction.36 

 Continuing their southwestern journey, the first people our visitor might 

encounter an Arikara town along the Missouri River. This people lived in earthen lodges 

grouped together in villages of some size, numbering in total perhaps ten thousand 

individuals in 1700. By 1800 however, a traveler was more likely to come across their 

historical presence represented by abandoned village sites along the Missouri River in 

today’s South Dakota. Smallpox, measles, and influenza epidemics across the eighteenth 

century decreased their population by a third or more with each successive wave of 

disease. One particularly devastating outbreak in 1781 destroyed all but a handful of 

Arikara towns and villages on the Missouri. These epidemics were so profound that they 

may have entered Arikara folklore as an immense, all powerful, whirlwind, felling all 

who stood in its path or failed to give it proper respect. By 1800, Arikara power was very 

much on the decline as their society tried to piece itself back together bereft of many 

elders and children and lacking adequate numbers to defend their scattered and decreased 

villages from the region’s much more powerful nomads.37 

 Moving southwest from the confluence of the Grand and Missouri Rivers, a 

traveler may have encountered a band of Comanches, ranging into the farthest northern 

reaches of their vast equestrian empire, following bison and by turns trading or raiding 

with those they encountered. The Comanche were beginning to be less common visitors 
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to the Black Hills region, but by 1800 still made their presence felt. Depending on one’s 

luck, a person heading through the eastern stretches of the Black Hills region may have 

found themselves amid a battle between Comanche and Cheyenne, another nomadic 

Indian society who, unlike the Comanche, based their home year-round in the Black Hills 

region. With them, often hunting and trading near the forks of the Cheyenne River, one 

might encounter bands of Arapaho, close associates with the Cheyenne and a similarly 

nomadic people with strong, politically active, warrior societies who hunted bison and 

raided more sedentary neighbors for hoses and other resources. The Cheyenne River 

country, near the center of the Black Hills region, was thus a divided country, sometimes 

as bloody as it was rich, with no one group holding supremacy over others.38 

 In the southwestern corner of the region, near the large bend in the Powder River 

in what is today Wyoming, and east to the foothills of the Black Hills, one entered the 

range of the Crow, or Apsaroke. While once part of the sedentary Hidatsa who lived 

along the Missouri north of Arikara territory, sometime around 1200 CE they began 

migrating south and west, a movement which finally brought them in contact with the 

Black Hills and the flatter hunting grounds further west, along the Little Missouri and 

Powder Rivers. Often aligned with the mountain-dwelling Shoshone to the west 

(themselves an off-shoot of the Comanche), this alliance regularly put the Crow at odds 

with the Cheyenne and Arapaho to their east. Crows regularly engaged in the fur trade 

with European (typically French) traders and sought firearms and horses in exchange for 

beaver hides and the right to trap beavers in their territory unmolested.39 Thus, the Black 
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Hills region at the beginning of the nineteenth century was a contested space, not a region 

controlled by a single political entity. At least separate five Indian societies hunted, lived, 

farmed, traded, and warred in the region with a sixth, the Lakota, expanding into the 

region from the east.  

 The twenty-five years after the Corps of Discovery passed through the periphery 

of the Black Hills region were a period of continued expansion, warfare, and 

solidification of territorial gains for the Lakotas. In the eastern portion of the Black Hills 

region, the Lakotas emerged as the successors to the Arikara as primary middlemen 

between Plains Indian societies further to the west and British and American traders to 

the east and northeast. Further west, on the bleeding edge of Lakota expansion, raids and 

battles between Lakota fighters and those of the Kiowa, Apache and Comanche drove the 

latter three groups further south and southwest, where more peaceful trading 

opportunities beckoned. The Lakotas and Cheyennes similarly fought one another for 

regional supremacy, but, perhaps due to their equity in number of horses and military 

might, the two societies eventually formed a lasting peace, with intermarriage between 

Lakota and Cheyenne men and women more and more common over the course of the 

early nineteenth century. Together, these two societies pushed the Crows out from the 

western portion of the Black Hills region along the Powder River, finally securing the 

Black Hills as a region of joint use. The fact that these groups held sway over the Black 

Hills region by 1830 is not to imply that Lakota or Cheyenne leaders believed in a 

concept of fixed, European-style borders. The Lakota’s neighbors regularly ventured into 

the Black Hills region and Lakotas themselves raided, hunted, and traveled outside their 

borders as well. However, movement without leave of other interested parties could lead 
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to bloodshed; the economic importance of the bison trade was too critical to be treated 

with frivolity. Through their control of a large and growing number of horses and their 

unparalleled ability to utilize the plains bison herds to their advantage, the Lakotas along 

with their Cheyenne and Arapaho allies were by 1850 the preeminent power in the Black 

Hills region.40 

 

Lakota Society in 1850 

 As a young man, the American historian Francis Parkman wrote his experiences 

traveling across mid-nineteenth century North America in The Oregon Trail: Sketches of 

Prairie and Rocky-Mountain Life.  On more than one occasion, Parkman recalled either 

hiding or extinguishing his party’s campfire for fear of drawing the attention of 

“wandering Indians.”41 The idea of “wandering” or “roaming” Indians is an old trope in 

the Indian Country narrative, and Parkman, who spent weeks traveling with a group of 

Oglala Lakotas across the northern plains, should have known better. The idea of Indians 

“wandering” from place to place spoke more to Euro-American conceptions of land use 

and cultural superiority than any truth about nomadic life on the Plains. “Wandering” 

implies an aimless trek from place to place without much planning or thought given to 

where one has been or plans to go next. Any nomadic society who truly wandered would 
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not be long for this world. To be sure, Lakotas, Cheyennes, and other nomadic people 

who lived in the Black Hills region moved regularly, but always with a rhythm and 

method, never based on whims or randomness. Those who moved to survive rarely 

wandered. 

Lakotas used different parts of the Black Hills region at different times of the 

year, always based on where they might best find resources. Each Spring, Lakota bands 

packed their winter camps and dispersed onto plains where they collected ground-fruit, 

hunted small game, and engaged in various preparatory activities for the summer hunting 

season, such as making clothing, repairing weapons and shelters, and breaking horses. As 

the days grew longer and hotter, Lakotas stretched further out onto the plains, collecting 

berries and wild vegetables, hunted bison and sometimes raided neighboring societies for 

horses, captives, or European-made goods. Summer also was a time of religious 

significance, and often thousands of Lakotas met at holy site within the Black Hills for 

the Sun Dance, the most important spiritual festival of the year. As the days waned once 

again and grew colder, plans began for large scale bison hunts. Once scouts discovered a 

viable herd, hundreds of the animals might be killed to provide tools, food, clothing, and 

materials for trade that could sustain the tribe over the winter. Late fall and winter was a 

time for processing the returns of the bison kill and preparing to return to their winter 

camps in the relative shelter of the Black Hills. As the snow melted the following spring, 

the cycle repeated itself anew. Rather than wandering, each movement was meticulously 

planned and ordered around human needs and predictable ecological processes.42 
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 More than anything, the defining traits of Lakota society in the nineteenth century 

were adaptability and dynamism. The anthropologist Raymond J. DeMallie described 

Lakota social structure “not as a static classification,” but rather “as parts of a dynamic 

process.”43 The ability to change along with changing circumstances was among the 

greatest sources of their military and political power in the Black Hills region. While the 

broad outline of Lakota society implies hierarchy and set structure, politics on the ground 

tended much more toward fluidity, with individuals and small groups possessing much 

freedom to support different leaders or courses of action depending on perceived 

interests. That is not to say that Lakota political and social life was one of chaos or 

infighting. Indeed, there was much unifying individuals of different bands or kinship 

groups, including a common language, similarly organized and broadly defined family 

ties (tiyospaye), and a mutually followed set of religious beliefs and cultural practices. 

Beyond these mutual beliefs and practices however, Lakota society was extremely 

decentralized, with no single authority figure holding sway over the entire body politic. 

Rather, decisions were made by committee, typically at band-level. Cooperation took a 

backset to adaptability and the best leaders were those whose decisions were trusted to 

benefit the greatest number of people.44 

 Non-Indians have for centuries cast Native American societies as particularly 

war-like or violent, a stereotype often at odds with other, equally pernicious images of the 

Indian as peaceful victim, or Indian as untrustworthy and sneaky. None of these two-

dimensional portraits approach capturing the depth of Lakota (or indeed, any) society. 
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However, prowess in combat in Lakota society was a particularly valued trait. Lakotas 

had been driven to the Black Hills region in part through warfare and had warred to 

expand into the bison lands across the region; the ability to fight effectively against 

powerful foes such as the Ojibwe and Comanche was crucial to their success. Moreover, 

hunting – both beaver in the eighteenth century and bison in the nineteenth – formed one 

of the pillars upon which Lakota social, economic, and spiritual life rested. Thus, capable 

warriors and hunters were particularly highly regarded in Lakota society.45 

 Lakota spiritual life was among the strongest forces bonding different bands 

together. Like many Native American societies, Lakotas in the nineteenth century had an 

expansive view of the sacred world, one that did not adhere to strict dichotomies between 

sacred/profane or natural/supernatural, or even animal/human. For Lakotas, the Black 

Hills region and indeed, the entire plane of existence, was alive with spirits, demigods, 

and other often unseeable and unknowable powers which people needed to reckon with 

and respect regularly or risk falling into misfortune. It is misleading to think of Lakota 

spirituality in terms of a pantheon of gods or a monotheistic singular deity. The most 

powerful and sacred element of Lakota spiritual life was rather a concept, represented by 

the word wakan, which roughly translates to other-worldly or mysterious. Wakan Tanka 

was thus not a god to be prayed to, but an awe-inspiring (“great” or “tanka”) and 

unknowable mystery to be revered. To exist in this world was to be mindful of 

humanity’s place as just one element in a much larger picture; like an ant crawling atop a 
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microwave oven: the true whole was impossible even to see, let alone comprehend, 

though the mystery’s effects could certainly be felt.46 

 For Lakotas, the Black Hills proper were a particularly dense array of wakan sites. 

As described earlier, they were not alone in this belief. It is likely that Lakotas, upon 

expanding ever closer to the Black Hills region over the course of the mid- to late-

eighteenth century, learned of the spiritual power of the Black Hills from others who 

lived in the area, as well as from first-hand experience. Lakotas, for instance, had similar 

notions as Cheyenne and Kiowa Indians about the Black Hills central location in relation 

to the cosmos and other realms beneath the surface of the earth. Both methods – second 

hand knowledge and first-hand incorporation – probably led to the Lakota adopting the 

Black Hills as a critical sacred space. In more recent years, the claim that the Lakota only 

recently found the Black Hills to be spiritually significant has been used as a cudgel 

against their claims of sovereignty over the high country. Yet, the Black Hills are no less 

spiritually significant to the Lakota for their relatively recent residency than they are to 

Americans, who built a “shrine to democracy” to mark their sacred status only fifty years 

after conquering the mountains. The length of time under a given group’s control is far 

less critical than the less easily measured strength of belief, and for the Lakota, the Black 

Hills are undoubtedly believed to be a central element to their spiritual world.47 
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 By the mid-nineteenth century, Lakotas had fully incorporated the Black Hills 

into their identity and cosmological framework. Landmarks throughout the region are 

associated with Lakota myth and identity, including Devil’s Tower, Bear Butte, and 

Wind Cave. The mountains of the central Black Hills are surrounded by a low lying, 

elliptical plain, known as the racetrack. The name itself comes from a story common to 

the Cheyenne and Lakota alike, of a great race held by all the world’s animals to 

determine supremacy between two legged and four legged creatures. The Black Hills thus 

played a central role in no task so important, anthropologist Lindea Sundstrom wrote in 

1996, as “establishing order in the universe.”48 The racetrack and the Black Hills more 

broadly are also important in understanding the holiest annual ritual for many northern 

plains Indians, including the Lakota, the Sun Dance. The precise events of the Sun Dance 

differed from plains society to plains society, but its location at places of importance, the 

centrality of sacrifice (often a sacrifice of flesh or blood), and ritualized music and 

dancing are common threads linking all adherents to the ritual together. For Lakota and 

Cheyenne in the nineteenth century, the Black Hills (often Bear Butte or Devil’s Tower) 

were a prime location for holding Sun Dances. That the mountains of the Black Hills 

region were so crucial to Lakota spirituality attests to their power over the northern plains 

by the middle of the nineteenth century.49 

 Lakotas ranged across their territory throughout the middle decades of the 

nineteenth century. They killed, used, and traded the resources of both the plains and the 

highlands and incorporated the land into their view of the universe and humanity’s place 
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within the greater cosmos. They shared the Black Hills region with their Cheyenne and 

Arapaho allies and all three groups adapted to the rhythms and vagaries of the region’s 

various ecologies. No indigenous society considered this “Indian Country.” The racial 

category of Indian was still a white and largely eastern construct. Lakotas continued to 

raid their neighbors and had no need for any “Indian” solidarity. They controlled a large 

segment of the northern plains and with the Cheyenne and Arapaho held the Black Hills 

region as their own territory. In 1849, Americans discovered gold in Sutter’s Mill in 

California, over one thousand miles away from the Lakota and their territory. As a result, 

ever more whites encountered the Black Hills region and infringed on Lakota territorial 

sovereignty. The consequences were more than two decades of intermittent bloodshed. 

 

The Black Hills Region and American Expansion 

 The Black Hills region in the nineteenth century may have been under the control 

of the plains nomads, but the region was also very much integrated into the complex web 

of ecologies, politics, and economics that wove together the North American West. Many 

continental and global changes, including but not limited to the reintroduction of the 

horse, the demand for beaver fur and that species’ depletion, and technological change in 

the form of metal goods and firearms, had already extended into and fundamentally 

altered the Black Hills region. Some of these changes, such as the introduction of new 

weapons and the beaver fur trades, had spurred Lakotas into the Black Hills region in the 

first place. The land may have been under the military and political control of the Lakota 

in the mid-nineteenth century, and Euro-Americans may have only infrequently ventured 

through the region, but the region was far from isolated from wider continental affairs. 
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 Indeed, the Black Hills region had hosted perhaps a few dozen whites who 

trapped, intermarried with Lakotas and other indigenous societies, and lived in the region. 

European traders, explorers and trappers had been venturing into the Black Hills region 

since at least the Verendrye expedition in the 1740s, and the region’s integration into the 

farther flung reaches of North American history became especially clear beginning in the 

1840s and 1850s.50  During those decades, overland travelers – Mormons bound for Utah, 

settlers set on Oregon, and Argonauts with their sights set on California – began 

encroaching closer to, and eventually through, the southern reaches of the Black Hills 

region seeking quicker and easier routes through what many Americans perceived of as 

the “Great American Desert” of the Great Plains. Lakotas and others in the region, 

alarmed at the intruders, had concerns beyond simple territorial rights. Indeed, twenty-

first century concepts of fixed political borders are largely anachronistic in the context of 

Indian-controlled lands on the nineteenth century plains. Rather, Native Americans of the 

Black Hills region rightly feared disease and disruption of the bison economy upon which 

their societies rested. Overland travelers wrought a heavy ecological toll on their journey 

across the prairie. Travelers cut down and burned the already-scarce firewood. Their oxen 

and cattle ate grass which normally would supply buffalo, thus altering seasonal herd 

movements. The large, unwieldy, wagon trains (which often were less “trains” and more 

widely scattered groups cutting through a large swath of territory) scared off all manner 

of game, who probably quickly learned to avoid certain areas or risk a quick death by 

bullet, or at best a good scare from a clattering, lumbering company of Conestoga 
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wagons. White travelers moving west were not a benign or temporary influence on the 

Black Hills region. They intruded on the relatively delicate ecological economy upon 

which rested Lakota control over the region.51 

 Among the environmental changes attendant to white encroachment on the Black 

Hills region was the introduction of regular epidemic diseases to all the Native American 

societies of the northern Great Plains. Even before overlanders began moving through the 

Black Hills region, more regular steamboat travel up the Missouri brought smallpox in 

wave upon wave to the Assiniboine, Arikara, Hidatsa, and particularly the Mandan, on 

the plains north of the Black Hills region, decimating their already dwindling population 

bases. Nomadic Indian societies, among them the Lakotas and Cheyenne, could better 

resist disease epidemics but still suffered from their lack of immunity. Measles and 

cholera killed thousands and wrecked political havoc on Lakota society in the mid-

nineteenth century. The connection between new, white, faces on the plains and the 

scores of freshly buried dead was not lost on those living in the Black Hills region.52 

 Lakotas also recognized that the bison, the spiritual and economic pillar upon 

which their sovereignty rested, were growing scarcer and less predictable to track. 

Historians disagree about the extent to which groups of settlers killed bison; likely the 

number is relatively small. As with other mammals however, large, noisy, wagon trains 

likely disrupted herds migration patterns making them more difficult to track and hunt. 

Grass depletion from oxen and other large mammals suddenly competing for food 

supplies with bison herds would have also changed bison habits away from the semi-

                                                      
51 Ostler, Lakotas and the Black Hills, 33-35. 

 
52 Isenberg, Destruction of the Bison, 118-121; Fenn, Encounters at the Heart of the World, 328-330. 
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predictability Indians of the Black Hills region had grown accustomed to and relied upon. 

Lakotas also likely realized that, even if not all whites were directly killing bison, the 

generalized presence of Americans along the outskirts of the territory was beginning to 

harm bison herds. The large groups of bison formerly common south and southeast of the 

Black Hills region had begun to disappear by 1850 as American settlers on the Great 

Plains removed trees from riverbanks, plowed up food sources, and generally destroyed 

habitat. Finally, as Americans inched closer to the Black Hills region, so too did 

industrial capitalism. The bison robe trade proved quite lucrative for the Lakota, creating 

trade incentives for killing more bison, creating an uptick in the amount of bison they 

(and other plains Indian societies) hunted. For all these reasons, by the 1850s, residents of 

the Black Hills region knew the status quo was unsustainable.53  
 Conflict between white, westward bound, settlers and Indians of the Black Hills 

region began almost immediately and only intensified as the number of travelers 

increased from 100 in 1841 to 5,000 in 1848 and 25,000 in 1849. Many of these people 

did not travel through the Black Hills region, but enough did for encounters between 

whites and northern plains nomads to become frequent. Indeed, the Fort Laramie trading 

post, located in the southwestern corner of the Black Hills region, was an important 

waypoint for travelers heading toward both Oregon and California. Lakotas used these 

encounters both as trading opportunities and as a means of asserting their sovereignty. 

Lakotas who met white overlanders often demanded restitution in the form of livestock, 

horses, or other goods. For white settlers, for whom every oxen, pot, or gun given away 

was one less item on hand at their destination, these unforeseen tolls smacked of highway 
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robbery. Moreover, the lack of translators, generally frayed nerves, and simple, 

malignant, racism combined with a firm belief in cultural superiority to create volatile 

situations. Rarely did these encounters turn deadly for humans, particularly those around 

and eastward of Fort Laramie, and peaceful trade was as typical as taxes (or theft, as was 

the American perception). However, enough hostile encounters occurred for overland 

guides to warn against Indians and many emigrants treated Indians with perhaps undue 

caution. The relationship between overlanders and Indians underscored the fact that 

Americans and Lakotas had very different ideas about what the Black Hills region meant: 

for the former, the space was empty, free for traversal. For the latter, it was their territory 

which needed to be respected and, if necessary, defended.54 

Waylaid travelers did not suffer in silence. Very soon after significant numbers of 

settlers began moving across the plans, but before the start of the 1849 California Gold 

Rush, those Americans who had had run-ins with Lakotas made complaint to the United 

States federal government about the precarious situation along the northern plains. Thus, 

in 1845, General Stephen W. Kearny and five companies of cavalry met at Fort Laramie, 

in the southwestern corner of the Black Hills region, with several Lakotas, Cheyenne, and 

other Indians of the northern plains, to explain that these societies must not interfere with 

white movement westward. Kearny’s expedition sent mixed messages. His soldiers 

distributed tobacco, blankets, knives, and other goods to the gathered Indians in an 

apparent show of good will. “The white people traveling upon [the Oregon Trail] must not 

be disturbed,” Kearny commanded.55 To demonstrate that the American government meant 
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business, Kearny also ordered his troops to fire one of their cannons as a show of force. 

He later reported that the Indians were awed by the display of force, an interpretation 

some historians have found doubtful. Regardless, Kearny had made American 

expectations known: overland travel through the Black Hills region would continue, and 

the Lakota and Cheyenne were going to have to learn to live with that fact.56 

For the people who controlled the Black Hills region, however, the events of 1845 

were likely interpreted differently. The goods deposited by overlanders at the feet of 

Cheyenne and Lakota leaders seemed to them payment for the damage done by colonists 

over the past few years, not a bribe incumbent on a promise of future good behavior. Nor 

did Kearny mention any plans to staunch the flow of travelers encroaching on Indian 

sovereign territory. After the meeting at Fort Laramie, more whites moved across Lakota 

territory, but further goods from the military were not forthcoming. Thus, Lakota raids 

and the tolls exacted on wagon trains continued throughout the 1840s and early 1850s, 

much to the chagrin of overlanders and the United States government. These encounters 

between Lakota and white settlers were indicative of differing attitudes about what the 

Black Hills region meant. For the Lakota, this space was clearly their territory – they had 

complete military control over the region and were prepared to defend their land. Yet, 

Americans viewed the space as empty, underused, and fit for travel. Settlers saw no 

reason why they should not be able to move across the seemingly empty country and 

acted accordingly. They saw the Black Hills region as Indian Country. Rather than 

thinking of the northern plains as a complex ecology managed and used by an array of 

societies, white settlers instead barren land and violent Indians. The Black Hills region 
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was dangerous to white lives and property and needed to be crossed despite the great risk. 

As treaty negotiations would reveal in the coming years, this belief also marked the Black 

Hills region as a justified space for American military encroachment. This idea of the 

Black Hills region as unused and dangerous space, regardless of that idea’s inaccuracy, 

held great power in the minds of white setters, and was one of the first seeds of 

racialization which would soon be imposed on that decidedly not empty space.57 

 

Fort Laramie, 1851 

 When the number of overlanders exploded in 1849 in response to the discovery of 

gold in California, the situation in the Black Hills region quickly became untenable for its 

inhabitants. Epidemics struck the Lakota in the winters of 1849 and 1850, possibly the 

result of the increased encounters between whites and Indians. To make matters worse, in 

1849 the United States government converted Fort Laramie from a trading post to a full 

time, fully garrisoned, military post. Its mission: to protect settlers and Argonauts 

heading west. This marked the first permanent American settlement in the Black Hills 

region. Protecting travelers was expensive, however, and the United States sought to 

extend an olive branch as well as the sharp edge of military force. In 1851, 

Superintendent of Indian Affairs David D. Mitchell prepared a conference at Fort 

Laramie the likes of which had never been seen on the Great Plains.  

Using fur traders as well as government officials as messengers, Mitchell called 

for a pan-tribal meeting to determine rights and sovereignty on the Great Plains. The 

                                                      
57 Unruh, The Plains Across, pp. 178-185; Elliot West, The Way to the West: Essays on the Central Plains, 

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995). 



76 

 

ensuing Fort Laramie Conference of 1851 (sometimes called the Horse Creek 

Conference), drew whole bands of Lakotas, Cheyenne, Arikara, Mandan, Hidatsa, 

Shoshones, Arapahos, Assiniboines, Gros Ventres, and Crow to the Black Hills region. 

The number of gathered Indians perhaps exceeded ten thousand people, making it the 

single largest gathering of Plains societies likely in history.58 Dozens of bands from ten 

Indian societies met over the course of nine days in two locations. The meeting of so 

many diverse people, many of whom were old enemies, was bound to create tension. The 

Lakota had warred with the Mandan and Crow within living memory, and the Shoshone 

were known enemies of the Cheyenne and Arapaho. Yet, aside from isolated incidents, 

the conference was a largely civil and peaceful affair. First among American priorities 

was the protection of overland settlers. In exchange for an end to Indian molestation of 

settlers, the U.S. government offered to pay each of the groups present $50,000 annually 

as restitution for the damage wrought by wagons, livestock, and hunters. The American 

representatives also inserted language into the treaty which allowed for roads and military 

posts to be built within the Black Hills country and other areas outlined in the treaty. In 

exchange, the Americans would pledge to ensure their citizens did not trouble Indians 

while within their territory.59  

 It was on this last point where the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851 set the legal 

framework for the racialization of space in the Black Hills region. Among its other 

provisions, the 1851 treaty spelled out, in specific terms, the given territory of each 

Indian society who participated in the conference and who signed the treaty. The United 
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States, through this document, thus attempted to place hard borders around what its 

government considered Indian Country. Hard borders had never existed in the Black Hills 

region before, but rather porous and contentious overlapping borderlands, claimed and 

used by many regional societies. These non-state borders were anathema to American 

ideas of state building. The 1851 Treaty was an attempt to fit the square peg of the 

Indigenous political dynamics on the northern plains into the round hole of American 

nationalism and border construction. The racial concept of Indian-ness took precedent 

over the cultural and political divides which had existed in the region prior to American 

arrival. By crafting a treaty which enforced this racialized concept, Americans racialized 

the northern plains as Indian Country. 

American treaty makers not only attempted to impose American concepts borders 

on the northern plains and its people, but also engaged in a racialized homogenizing of 

the diverse Indian societies who took part in the conference and their varied political and 

social systems. One major point of contention was the insistence by American 

representatives that each Native American society present choose a single representative 

to speak and decide for the whole group. This even though, in the case of the Lakota for 

instance, decisions were made via consensus, with freedom of choice extending down to 

the band, family, and even individual level. The concept of a “head chief” or unitary 

leadership figure was largely foreign to all the Indian societies present in 1851. Indeed, 

the Lakota resisted this imposition strenuously, until finally selecting a man named Mato 

Oyuhi as chief and representative. He balked, saying, “I have no desire to be the chief of 
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the Dahcotahas.”60 For the Americans however, this was the preferred method of treaty 

making when thinking of Indians as a racial class. Rather than recognizing the diverse 

array of polities who had gathered on the plains and dealing with each one on their own 

diplomatic terms, the American representatives dealt with them all as generalized Indians 

and forced them to adhere to rules set by Americans. By having each of the many 

societies adhere to a single standard, the United States government cast the disparate 

Mandan, Arapaho, Lakota, and others, into the one-size-fits-all category defined solely 

by Indian-ness. 

 Why did the Lakotas agree to American terms and to the language of the treaty 

itself? Not everyone left the negotiations happy. Many Lakota leaders refused to sign, 

and the Crows did not agree at all. Moreover, it is likely that a degree of mistranslation 

and misunderstanding occurred in 1851, as frequently happened in treaty negotiations. 

However, the agreement was no cobbled together, last minute, document. It was instead a 

series of compromises hashed out over many days, involving many parties, each of 

varying degrees of political and military power, each party managing their own internal 

factional power struggles and negotiating toward different ends. The Fort Laramie Treaty 

of 1851 was not a heist pulled on unsuspecting or naive Indians unused to international 

diplomacy. The Lakotas highest priorities were restitution for ecological destruction 

wrought by overland settlers and a guarantee of sovereignty over their territory. The 1851 

treaty achieved both goals. Even elements of the treaty which, at first blush, appear to 

exist solely to serve American interests conceal more nuance. The article guaranteeing 
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American rights to build forts in the Black Hills region, for instance, could be viewed as a 

threat to Native American sovereignty on the northern plains. From the perspective of the 

Lakota, however, an American fort could also be a place where traders congregated, 

bison robes were exchanged, and manufactured goods were purchased. Indeed, many 

American military bases exist in nations around the world into the twenty first century. 

The territorial sovereignty of Germany, for instance, is not typically seen as threatened by 

the presence of American military installations, though certainly American military bases 

overseas are controversial for other reasons. The possibility of fort construction coupled 

with the promise of peace in the region puts this treaty article in a different light. 

 A plurality of the Indians living in the Black Hills region saw agreeing to the Fort 

Laramie Treaty of 1851 as within their best interests. The promise of peace with the 

United States, ecological stability, an international recognition of territorial sovereignty, 

and the possibility of improved trade relations with Americans all made the 1851 

agreement favorable in many ways to the Lakota and their neighbors. However, there 

were ominous signs within the treaty as well. As much as fort construction indicated 

possible avenues of trade, military forts also meant military personnel. The articles 

promising forts, roads, and the protection of American settlers traveling west all meant an 

increased American presence, military and otherwise, in the Black Hills region. 

Moreover, the treaty – written by the United States government – reflected American 

notions of space and sovereignty. Rather than recognizing the Black Hills region and the 

surrounding country as a shifting collection of porous borders, alliances, and movement, 
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the 1851 Fort Laramie Treaty instead attempted to impose strict, impermeable, borders 

onto space.61 

 Indian societies on the northern plains defended their territory with violence when 

necessary. That North American indigenous people did not believe in land ownership 

upon the arrival of Europeans in the seventeenth century is an old stereotype that 

conceals more than it reveals. The simple truism that “Indians didn’t believe in private 

property” lends itself to a mischaracterization of Indians as preternaturally ecologically 

minded and existing in a pristine, Edenic, state of peace prior to a fall from grace 

sometime in the nineteenth century. None of this accurately describes the northern Great 

Plains in the mid-nineteenth century. True enough: the Lakota did not endorse any 

concept of buying and selling a certain plot of land as property to be handed down 

generationally. Nor did they adhere to European or American concepts of division of land 

among individuals for private use. In this way, Lakota did not believe in land ownership 

per se. However, they did believe in group sovereignty over land use. They did not adopt 

a laissez-faire attitude toward land use or territorial control. Indeed, the Lakota took great 

pride in their territorial conquests. One Lakota representative at the Fort Laramie meeting 

in 1851 pushed for greater territorial concessions on behalf of the United States, citing 

the Lakota victories over their Crow enemies earlier in the century. The wars of conquest 

and Lakota willingness to raid in and fight for the Black Hills region attests to their firm 

belief in sovereign space and territorial control.62 
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 The Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851 thus both affirmed Lakota supremacy, and 

imposed an alien notion of territoriality and governance to the region. The American’s 

insistence of appointing a tribal head was one such example. The imposition of fixed 

borders, something which had not existed in the Black Hills region prior to 1851, were 

another. Yet, on balance, the treaty was a victory for the Lakota. It recognized 

diplomatically, between two people negotiating as equals, what they had already 

understood to be true: the expansionary wars of the previous century had put them in 

control of the Black Hills region. Despite this international recognition, events in the 

three decades after the 1851 treaty forced the Lakota to continue to fight and reaffirm 

their power over the region in the face of pressure from the east as American settlers. 

Later still, American government officials would try to impose constricted boundaries 

onto Lakota territory. Americans and Lakota not only had conflicting ideas about land 

usage in the Black Hills region, but their ideas about the future of the northern plains 

were fundamentally at odds with one another. 

 

Red Cloud’s War and the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty 

 Despite the strict tenets of the Fort Laramie Treaty, American state power waned 

the further west settlers traveled. Thus, strictures against settlers moving through Lakota 

territory proved mostly toothless and overland travelers continued to move through the 

Black Hills region in the years after 1851. Raids against settlers by Lakotas and 

Cheyenne picked back up again by the mid-1850s. By the beginning of the next decade 

however, the United States government found itself embroiled in civil war and westward 

migration dropped, particularly movement across the Black Hills region. Migration did 
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not stop during the Civil War but became a trickle rather than a flood during the early 

1860s. This created somewhat of a reprieve for the Lakota and forestalled further 

diplomatic crisis between Indians in the Black Hills region and the United States. As the 

Civil War wound to a close in 1865 however, tensions ratcheted up once again as 

movement west restarted in earnest. Indians on the northern plains protected their 

territory in return. By 1866, the situation approached a boiling point and the United States 

government decided to take unilateral action.63 

 Violence between whites and Indians had not ceased during the American Civil 

War. In Minnesota, settlers and Dakotas engaged in a bloody sequence of reciprocal 

killing which culminated in Abraham Lincoln ordering nearly forty Dakota men to hang 

in the largest mass execution in American history. Further south, on the plains east of the 

Front Range of the Rocky Mountains, 700 United States militia massacred 130 Arapahoe 

and Cheyenne along Sand Creek, spurring the latter group to outright war with the United 

States. This put the Lakota, the Cheyenne people’s longtime allies, into a difficult 

position. In the short term, many Lakotas wished to maintain the status quo imposed by 

the civil war raging east of their territory and not invite whites into the Black Hills 

region. Their long-held ties with the Cheyenne however, pulled some Lakota leaders 

down the road to renewed bloodshed. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox in 1865 solved the 

dilemma for the Lakota. Not long after peace returned to the United States, settlers begin 

to once more cross the Black Hills region and other Lakota held territory. In response to 

renewed westward migration and the pull of plains diplomacy, Lakota and American 
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began once again committing violence on one another in the Black Hills region in 1865 

and 1866.64  

 A primary point of contention was along the overland route through the Powder 

River Country, along the southwestern corner of the Black Hills Region, known as the 

Bozeman Trail. The trail followed a northwesterly path from the Platte Road along the 

North Branch of the Platte River and split off from the latter road not far from Fort 

Laramie. As a particularly well-watered route through the dry northern plains, the 

Bozeman Trail grew increasingly popular throughout the mid-1860s, with 2,000 settlers 

making the trek through Lakota, Crow, and Shoshone territory in 1864 alone. All three 

groups saw the American migrants as interlopers and disdained their killing of bison and 

elk, causing friction and violence. The U.S. Army led military campaigns against the 

Crow and Shoshone west of the Black Hills region between 1863 and 1865, culminating 

in a series of battles and massacres including those at Bear Creek and on the Tongue 

River. The United States government saw the situation on the northern Great Plains as 

increasingly untenable. In response to the bloodshed and outcry from western travelers, in 

1866 the Army called for another parlay between whites and Indians at Fort Laramie.65 

 The 1866 Fort Laramie meeting was an act of desperation and necessity for the 

United States government. While officials were able to coax some Lakota leaders into 

agreeing to cash payments in return for right of way guarantees along the Bozeman Trail, 

none of the actively hostile Lakota bands had signed such agreements. In March 1866, 
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Oglala Lakota leader Red Cloud agreed to meet with government officials only after 

negotiators had promised to show the proper respect to his position of leverage and power 

by presenting many gifts. Once this had been accomplished, Red Cloud agreed to meet 

with American negotiator E.B. Taylor. In a stroke of impeccably bad timing however, 

negotiations fell apart soon after Colonel Henry Carrington arrived at Fort Laramie 

unannounced on June 13, and with him over one thousand soldiers and supplies to 

construct forts along the Bozeman Trail. Red Cloud and his allies immediately called a 

halt to all further negotiations, seeing the presence of the American military at a peace 

parlay as a galling and hostile act. Although negotiations continued after Red Cloud’s 

withdrawal, the delegates ratified no treaty, and many bands of Lakota remained openly 

hostile to any American presence in the Black Hills region.66 

 Red Cloud’s War thus began in the summer of 1866, as Colonel Carrington and 

his soldiers set off to construct military installations along the Bozeman Road after Red 

Cloud’s recusal from the Fort Laramie treaty sessions. In July and August, Carrington 

and his men built two forts in the Powder River country of the Black Hills region: Fort 

Phil Kearny on Piney Creek, and Fort C.F. Smith along the Bighorn River. Over those 

same months, Red Cloud, the men under his command, and allied bands, raided and 

planned their next moves. On July 17, Red Cloud’s forces attacked Fort Reno on the 

Powder River, running off livestock and killing eight traders and soldiers. Three days 

later, Red Cloud’s forces again attacked, this time targeting a supply train moving 

through the Powder River country, resulting in two killed. The rapid succession of deadly 

attacks along the Bozeman Trail brought the movement of goods and supplies through 
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the western Black Hills region to a standstill. Carrington’s soldiers found themselves 

isolated and the troops stationed at the forts constructed that summer quickly began to run 

low on supplies. Overall, Red Cloud and his allies engaged in nearly thirty separate 

attacks on white soldiers and civilians along the Bozeman Trail that summer, resulting in 

over thirty dead and hundreds of horses, mules, and other livestock seized.67 

 Such was the situation on the northern Great Plains in the fall of 1866, as Captain 

William Fetterman, a veteran of the recently concluded Civil War with no experience 

fighting the highly mobile, equestrian, Indians of the Black Hills region, arrived at Fort 

Phil Kearny as part of a reinforcement unit. Circumstances at the fort that November and 

December were growing critical. Lakotas and their allies regularly harassed foraging 

parties and on December 6th, one of Fetterman’s lieutenants, Horace S. Bingham, fell for 

a decoy raid and an overwhelming force led by Red Cloud killed him and several of his 

men. On December 21st, Carrington ordered a party out to collect wood once again, and 

once again a force of Lakota, Cheyenne and Arapahoe laid a trap. Once a small group of 

Indians, led by the Lakota Crazy Horse, attacked the wagon train, Carrington ordered a 

relief unit, led by Captain Fetterman, out to drive off the Indian forces. As the mounted 

soldiers retreated over a ridge and into the flatlands along Peno Creek, a larger body of 

combined Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Lakota emerged from cover and attacked Fetterman’s 

detachment. In the end, Fetterman’s entire unit of 81 men died, including Captain 

Fetterman. The Lakota called the victory the “Battle of the Hundred-In-Hand.” It was 
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among spectacular military defeats the United States Army had ever suffered at the hands 

of an Indian foe up to that point.68 

 American newspapers on the east coast reported in blaring headlines about the 

“Massacre of United States Troops,” and retold the story of how the “Eighteenth Infantry 

… were surrounded by Indians, and every officer and man killed.”69 Many papers 

described the battle in gory detail. The Albany, New York Journal recounted the 

“mutilation of the [American] bodies,” which was “horrible in the extreme.”70 The 

Cincinnati Daily Gazette, writing well after the battle, described solders “killed by clubs, 

with which the Indians crushed their skulls and brains after fallen wounded … one body 

had as high as sixty five arrows in it.”71 In the wake of the battle, the Memphis Daily 

Avalanche warned that “the confederation [of Lakota, Araphao, and Cheyenne] will wage 

a war of extermination against the whites, and will not make peace until they conquer.”72 

In all, coverage of the battle in the United States emphasized Lakota, Cheyenne, and 

Arapaho savagery and racialized the battle as one of race war between Indian and white. 

This is what was to be expected when white Americans entered Indian Country: Native 

brutality and racialized violence. Newspaper coverage on the Fetterman Fight further 

racialized the Black Hills region by associating the space with savage violence, making it 

seem very far indeed from white, Christian, civilization. 
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 The victory in the Battle of the Hundred Slain put the Lakota and their allies on 

the offensive, although bad weather and poor hunting meant that further military action 

could not be attempted until the summer of 1867. That July, Red Cloud split his forces, 

with roughly half moving toward Fort C.F. Smith and half toward Fort Phil Kearny. On 

the morning of August 2nd, civilian contractors left the latter fort under military protection 

once more to gather wood. Once again, the Indians laid a trap, with Crazy Horse once 

more acting as part of a decoy force deployed to draw the Americans toward the larger 

ambush. Unlike the battle from the previous winter, however, the ruse broke down when 

the decoy party attacked the wrong group of soldiers and civilians, alerting the main body 

of Americans to their presence and giving them time to fortify themselves within a 

livestock corral. From this position, well ensconced by makeshift breastworks, the 

Americans held off the Indian attack for nearly six hours until reinforces arrived from 

Fort Phil Kearny and the Lakota and their allies retreated. The so-called Wagon Box 

Fight ended in a stalemate, with each side suffering around a dozen casualties. Earlier 

that day, the second group of Red Cloud’s forces had engaged Americans near Fort C.F. 

Smith to a similar effect. The two, well-coordinated raids, although not producing 

substantial loss of life, kept the Americans manning the forts along the Bozeman Trail on 

their heels. By the end of the summer in 1867, it was clear that the U.S. Army was vastly 

outnumbered and could not outlast a costly war of attrition which the Lakota, Cheyenne, 

and Arapaho were quite well equipped to wage in the Black Hills region and surrounding 

plains.73 
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 While Red Cloud’s army caused havoc for the United States Army along the 

Bozeman Trail, the United States government itself was also suffering through a 

prolonged period of crisis. The Civil War affected every American. Well over half a 

million men and women died in the conflict, and hit young, working-age men particularly 

hard. This cut into the American workforce and created the new problem of caring for 

injured veterans on a scale the United States had never faced. Moreover, the question of 

how to integrate four million formerly enslaved Americans into the national polity 

remained up for debate, as did the problem of the recently rebellious states of the 

Confederacy. For white southerners, the economic system which had created the 

wealthiest class of Americans to date no longer existed, and much of the capital invested 

in human flesh had evaporated with the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation and 

Confederate surrender. Infrastructure throughout the south lay in ruins, and the war left 

the national government with a tremendous amount of debt. Finally, Lincoln’s 

assassination in the spring of 1865 meant the executive branch fell under the purview of 

Tennessean Andrew Johnson, a president openly hostile to the many politicians within of 

his own Republican Party. Within months of taking office, Johnson had alienated 

Congress and faced stiff opposition from within his own party following massive radical 

Republican victories in the 1866 midterm elections. Even prior to the contentious debate 

over Johnson’s impeachment, crisis enough had mounted on the east coast to render 

American military issues on the Great Plains an additional, and unduly expensive, 

headache.74 
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 Military defeats on the plains and American domestic politics led to Congress’s 

decision to broker peace with the Lakotas. A series of special reports, including the 

Doolittle report which investigated the causes of the 1864 Sand Creek Massacre, as well 

as a report which probed Fetterman’s defeat near Fort Kearny in 1866, also swayed 

Congress toward the realization that war on the Great Plains would not end quickly or 

cheaply. Finally, in April 1867, General Winfield Scott Hancock, given the task of 

forcing the Southern Cheyenne onto reservations by the United States government, 

confronted a village of Cheyenne and Lakota on the Pawnee River, south of the Black 

Hills region. Although no shots were exchanged, tense words flew between Hancock and 

the village leaders and the General ordered the settlement captured and destroyed, 

sparking further hostilities on the central Great Plains and garnering much criticism in 

Congress.75 With war, bloodshed, and shoddy generalship rampant and the United States 

rebuilding during an era of fierce partisanship and divided government, peace seemed a 

more tenable option than further war without clear end. 

 On July 20, 1867, both houses of Congress passed a resolution establishing a 

commission to wage peace with the various tribes and societies of the Great Plains. The 

bill called for four civilian and three military members to make up the commission. 

Primary among their goals was a desire to secure lines of transportation across the plains. 

Congress gave the commission broad authority to diplomatically secure large reservations 

upon which Indians could be concentrated. The commission’s supporters hoped these 
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reservations would lead to plains Indians abandoning their nomadic social and economic 

systems and take up agriculture, leading to their assimilation and the region’s eventual 

transition from Indian Country to settler space. The reality was that any such reservation 

would have to be large enough to get the various Indian groups to agree to the terms. 

Such large territories would allow nomadism to remain tenable for at least the near term 

future, and many Lakotas saw few reasons to wish to adopt a sedentary way of life. The 

two sides saw the aims and probable effects of the treaty in very different terms: for 

Lakotas, any treaty signed would be an admission of victory and a promise of continued 

independence and control over the Black Hills region. For the United States, it would 

mean the end of open bloodshed and the first steps on the road toward the Lakotas 

becoming sedentary farmers – turning Indian Country into settler space.76 

 By November 1867, the commissioners agreed to peace terms with the Kiowa, 

Kiowa-Apache, and Comanche. All three groups balked at the idea of living purely as 

agriculturalists on confined reservations, but they nonetheless agreed to move to Indian 

Territory (present day Oklahoma) at the cost of thousands of dollars in gifts and annual 

payments by the federal government. Likely, all three societies hoped to continue living 

nomadic lives in the new territory. All had also been cowed somewhat by military defeats 

and massacres at the hands of the American military in recent decades. The Southern 

Cheyenne, however, did not appear at the October treaty conferences and instead sent 

word ahead of them that they would appear after breaking camp on the Cimarron River. 

To the chagrin of the commissioners, some Cheyenne representatives did show up late in 
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October, delaying the Americans considerably. The Southern Cheyenne agreed to similar 

terms, but only after assurances were made that all Indians living on reservations within 

the bounds of the Indian Territory would be allowed to continue to hunt bison and range 

with the herds. Once again, the Indian representatives who signed the 1867 treaties 

understood their intentions as quite different than the commissioners hopes. Rather than 

signing on to a long-term plan of assimilation, the Southern Cheyenne and others were 

agreeing to territorial sovereignty and the right to continue their way of life unmolested, 

albeit in a different location.77 

 With the southern peace conference completed, the commission turned its sights 

north to the recalcitrant Lakota and Northern Cheyenne in and around the Black Hills 

region. Unlike the Comanche and Kiowa, the northern Indian societies were on the heels 

of a string of military victories over the American military. Indeed, there was no 

guarantee that Red Cloud would agree to meet that November, just as he had refused to 

show up the previous September. In November 1867, the commission arrived at Fort 

Laramie, hopeful of finding Red Cloud and other representatives of the powerful northern 

plains tribes. To their disappointment, only the Crow, sometimes allies of Americans and 

long-time enemies of the Lakota, had made the trip. After drafting a letter outlining their 

“failure” to secure peace on the northern plains, the commission prepared to make the 

long, cold, trip back to Washington. Days before their scheduled departure however, 

word arrived that Red Cloud would be willing to treat with the American representatives, 

should his demands be met. The commissioners sent word back via courier hoping to 

schedule a meeting in the spring or summer of 1868 and, buoyed by renewed hopes of 
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peace, returned to the American capital to give a report of their expedition to Congress. 

The whiplash experienced by the white commissioners indicates Lakota power at the end 

of the 1860s. Even powerful American politicians and military officers on a mission of 

peace had to abide by Indian schedules.78 

 The commission’s report outlined the possible roads to peace on the northern 

plains. Primary among their proposals was Red Cloud’s first and most important demand: 

the removal of all whites from the Powder River country and the destruction of the forts 

along the Bozeman Road. While the report to congress also called for a similar 

reservation system to what had been set up on the southern plains, it also did not demand 

any long-distance removal programs. Instead, the Lakota and Northern Cheyenne were to 

merely cede lands they had no control over and could remain on their territory seemingly 

in perpetuity. Certainly, Taylor, Henderson, and the other commissioners hoped that the 

northern tribes would eventually take up sedentary, agricultural, “civilized” social and 

economic systems. However, there was no dictum within the report to Congress 

mandating such changes as critical for peace, nor any means of enforcement.  

 While the commissioners gave their report to government officials, outlining their 

successes and failures, neutral or American-allied scouts, traders, and others fanned out 

across the Black Hills region to attempt to convince Red Cloud and other Lakota leaders 

to attend the 1868 peace conference. Their efforts proved only limitedly successful, 

however, and Red Cloud and his followers still did not show. Moreover, the commission 

itself was diminished when Sherman returned to Washington as a key witness in the 

impeachment hearings of President Andrew Johnson. Rather than waiting in hope of Red 
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Cloud’s arrival, the now-seven American representatives instead met with Spotted Tail 

and his Brule band. On April 13, the commissioners began outlining the details of the 

treaty. In sum, the Americans were ready to cede all the Lakota demands. The forts along 

the Bozeman Trail were to be removed, the trail itself off limits to whites. The Lakota 

and Northern Cheyenne were to retain control of the entire Black Hills region as well as 

an even vaster expanse of territory stretching from the Missouri River to the Bighorn 

Mountains in Montana, and south to the North Platte in Nebraska. The United States 

would also set up agencies along the Missouri River and give the northern plains Indians 

farming implements, but the treaty did not require their use.79 

 The Brule agreed to the treaty at the end of April 1868, and the Crow followed 

suit in early May, with the United States promising not to invade or attempt to settle the 

latter’s lands in Montana. The Northern Cheyenne and Arapahoe were given the choice 

of moving south to Indian country or continuing to share the Black Hills region with the 

Lakota. Still, most Lakotas – and indeed, those bands who had the most direct leverage 

over the United States – still had not arrived or signed the Fort Laramie agreement. When 

Red Cloud heard news that spring of the commission’s plans to abandon the Bozeman 

Trail forts, his skepticism won out, and he sent word back that once he physically saw the 

soldiers leaving the forts, he would come and sign the treaty. With many more treaties 

and much diplomacy still to be conducted across the plains, the commission agreed to 

split up, with only Harney and Sanborn remaining at Fort Laramie in the hope that Red 

Cloud might show up. Soon after the departure of their partners, several Lakota and 

Dakota leaders from the Oglala, Yanktonai, and Minneconjou arrived and agreed to sign 

                                                      
79 Oman, “The Beginning of the End,” pp. 41-44. 
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the treaty. Within two months, Blackfeet and Hunkpapa, including Sitting Bull, had 

signed as well. The treaty guaranteed Lakota control over the Black Hills region, but Red 

Cloud still demanded material proof that the American military was leaving their 

territory.80 

 The process of dismantling the Bozeman Trail forts was not a quick one. It was 

not until July 29, 1868 that American troops finally left Fort C.F. Smith, which Red 

Cloud and his men subsequently burned to the ground. Forts Phil Kearny and Reno 

suffered similar fates in the days following, and the American military presence in the 

Black Hills region waned. Red Cloud, having achieved his goals and now busy preparing 

for the fall hunting season, did not show up to Fort Laramie to sign the treaty and the 

commissioners left the plains for the comfort of Chicago, to draft their final report to 

Congress. From the American perspective, the 1868 Fort Laramie treaties were a mixed 

bag at best. While many southern plains tribes had agreed to consolidate and move, 

allowing white settlers and railroads unobstructed passage across their former territory, 

true peace on the southern plains proved a mirage, and violence between Indians and 

whites soon erupted once more. On the northern plains, the United States had agreed to 

cease operating within the Black Hills region, a land already coveted by settlers and 

speculators, and had not even met with the principal actor in the recent war. Red Cloud 

eventually made his way to Fort Laramie late in the fall of 1868 and signed the treaty. He 

expressed reluctance at the time, having already achieved his goals and skeptical of the 

American promise to maintain peace. Indeed, the treaties themselves soon became mired 

                                                      
80 Ibid. 
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in Reconstruction-era politics and moved slowly through the ratification process in 

Congress.81 

 The American legislative body immediately began dragging its heels in fulfilling 

elements of the treaty. The faltering American economy was one concern of congressmen 

who balked at paying the Lakota and other signatories in goods and cash. On the southern 

plains, continued bloodshed and slow to arrive annuity payments essentially abrogated 

the Fort Laramie Treaty among the Southern Cheyenne and others. In the north, word of 

the treaty’s signing and its various articles spread throughout the various bands of Lakota 

and Northern Cheyenne. In effect, the 1868 treaty returned life to the status quo 

antebellum in the Black Hills region. With the Bozeman Trail forts dismantled, the 

Lakota and Northern Cheyenne maintained their powerful hold over the region and the 

surrounding plains, an area they had controlled militarily for almost seventy years. The 

destruction of the forts also dissuaded American settlers from using the Bozeman Trail to 

routes west. Furthermore, transcontinental railroad construction – focused further south, 

through the passes in the Rockies in Colorado and further in New Mexico – seemed to 

portend fewer overland travelers trespassing on Lakota territory.82 Open warfare ceased 

on the northern plains for a short time and the Lakota attempted to return to their seasonal 

routines, content in the knowledge that they had defeated the American military on their 

home turf and that their independence had been assured.83 

                                                      
81 Hyde, Red Cloud’s Folk, pp. 162-165; Oman, “The Beginning of the End,” pp. 46-47. 

 
82 For the tortured history of the transcontinental railroads, see Richard White, Railroaded: The 

Transcontinentals and the Making of Modern America, (New York: W.W. Norton, 2011). 

 
83 Ibid, “The Beginning of the End,” pp. 46-48. 
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 The Lakota were not naïve, however. They knew from 1851 and other instances, 

of which they had plenty of firsthand accounts, that agreements between Indians and 

whites could be, and often were, broken. While the peace of 1868 appeared durable, Red 

Cloud and other Lakotas in the Black Hills region also recognized that pressure had to be 

kept on the American government to ensure they kept up their end of the bargain. 

Moreover, while the 1868 treaty was eventually ratified by Congress, that body did not 

do so without controversy. Many Americans saw what they perceived as a cessation of a 

large segment of western territory to uncivilized people who would simply waste the 

land’s productive promise, an unthinkable prospect for such valuable property. They 

perceived the treaty as leaving a large swath of North America as Indian Country, a waste 

of valuable land and resources. Continued warfare on the southern plains between whites 

and Indians after 1868 only confirmed in the minds of some Americans that Indian 

diplomacy was a fool’s errand. Thus, while the Black Hills region remained Lakota and 

Cheyenne territory in the aftermath of the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty, Americans saw the 

region through the Indian Country lens: land held unjustifiably by Indians who refused to 

work it to its fullest extent. Worse still, they bloodily defended their unfairly controlled 

territory against whites who could unlock the region’s promise. Despite the possibilities 

of 1868, Americans soon began working toward converting the northern plains to settler 

space. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONQUERING INDIAN COUNTRY 

1868 to 1877 

 

On an early summer morning, during the Moon of the Good Berries, the 

Minneconjou band of the Lakota was camped not far from the Bighorn River, along the 

far western edge of the Black Hills region.1 Americans called this portion of the northern 

plains the Powder River Valley and was one of the best remaining sites for equestrian 

bison hunting. Many of the Lakota’s constituent subgroups surrounded the Minneconjou 

at that summer camp: the Hunkpapa, Oglala, Sans Arcs, and Blackfeet. Even some 

Nakotas and Dakotas, from far east of the Black Hills region, had joined the 

encampment, which consisted of around as many as seven thousand individuals, of which 

nearly two thousands were men prepared to fight.2 Many in the large camp had slept in 

that day, and as the sun rose higher in the northern plains air, silhouetting the far distant 

Bighorn Mountains against the southerly sky, people began to wake up and go about their 

routine. Women dug prairie turnips and men left camp to hunt bison. This last task was 

easier in these far western reaches of Lakota territory than it was further east. Due to 

overhunting and the creeping industrial demand for bison hides, nowhere was the hunt as 

easy as it had been a generation earlier. Still, it was a good day to be a young boy. 

                                                      
1 Lakota names for months and seasons were not, and are not, set in stone. “Moon of the Good Berries” is 

taken from the Akita Lakota Museum and Cultural Center of the St. Joseph’s Indian School, Chamberlain 

SD. http://aktalakota.stjo.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle&id=8911 accessed January 31, 2019. 

 
2 These numbers are drawn from Ostler, The Lakotas and the Black Hills, 96. The June, 1876 northern 

plains encampment was unprecedented in its size, and arose from two factors: one was a Sun Dance, held 

about two weeks prior to the Battle of the Little Bighorn. The other was the militarization of the northern 

plains societies in preparation for the American soldiers they knew were invading their territory. See Ostler, 

Lakotas and the Black Hills, pp. 94-96 and Ostler, Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism, pp. 60-64. 

http://aktalakota.stjo.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle&id=8911
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Standing Bear, not quite in his teen years, was himself enjoying the relatively quiet, lazy, 

summer morning, snacking and swimming in the nearby creek.3 

Around mid-day, a commotion broke the normalcy of young Standing Bear’s 

summer day. The camp crier announced soldiers on horseback rapidly approaching. 

Standing Bear ran from his family’s tent, swam across the Greasy Grass Creek, high with 

snowmelt on that early summer day, and climbed a butte to get a better look at what had 

disrupted his peaceful morning. “I saw soldiers on horseback spreading out as they came 

down a slope to the river,” Standing Bear remembered as an old man, “They crossed and 

came on at a trot,” advancing toward the Hunkpapa section of the large camp.4 Standing 

Bear had seen Major Marcus Reno’s A Company of Colonel George Custer’s 7th U.S. 

Cavalry Regiment crossing what American maps called the Little Bighorn River. Reno 

ordered his men across the river and were the first Americans that morning to understand 

the scope of the Indian camp they had orders to march upon.5 Trees lining the Greasy 

Grass had masked its full, immense, size. Soon began the Battle of the Little Bighorn, or 

as the Plains Indians called it, the Battle of the Greasy Grass. The day would not go well 

for the Americans. 

                                                      
3 John G. Neihardt, Black Elk Speaks: The Complete Edition, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

2014), pp. 65-70. 

 
4 Ibid, 70. 

 
5 Custer arrived at the Plains encampment with approximately 700 men under his command. He divided his 

forces in an attempt at surrounding the camp, a strategy which had served him well at the Battle of the 

Washita in 1868. But like Reno, Custer was caught unaware by the size of the force he encountered. Rather 

than calling a retreat, Custer pressed on with his plan, a mistake that proved fatal. See Stephen Ambrose, 

Crazy Horse and Custer: The Parallel Lives of Two American Warriors, (New York: Anchor Books, 1996, 

original ed., 1975); James O. Gump, The Dust Rose Like Smoke: The Subjugation of the Zulu and the Sioux, 

(Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), pp.8-20. 
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In the months following the battle, many American leaders made statements about 

the meaning of the 7th Cavalry’s utter destruction at the Little Bighorn and the widening 

war over the Black Hills. Jefferson Kidder, Congressional representative from the 

Territory of Dakota, stood up on the floor of Congress six weeks after the battle and 

made a speech attempting to justify the war. “The Indians … have never attempted to 

utilize the country known as the Black Hills,” Kidder said in August 1876. “[They] never 

hunted or fished therein … To them it had no attractions until the white man came and 

gave to them an easy chance to add to their decorations bleeding scalps, and well have 

they availed themselves of this opportunity.”6 To Kidder and many millions like him 

during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the Black Hills held a specific meaning: 

they were Indian Country.  

To white Americans like Kidder, the Black Hills region could not hold any 

legitimate value for Lakotas or Indian societies. These people had never used the country 

in ways Americans recognized as proper and industrious. The fact that Lakotas defended 

land which Americans perceived as underutilized was an insult. The New York Herald, in 

a July 1876 report on meetings held between American officials and Lakota leaders Red 

Cloud and Spotted Tail, admitted “that the Black Hills was their country under the treaty 

of 1868,” but added that Indians “did not use the Black Hills,” which justified their sale 

or seizure by the American government.7 An editorial in the same newspaper two weeks 

later put the terms of the conflict over the Black Hills region even more bluntly: “The 

                                                      
6 The Black Hills Engineer, April 1941, p. 55, Black Hills National Forest Papers, E.Y. Berry Library-

Learning Center, Black Hills State University, Spearfish, South Dakota. Hereafter referred to as “BHNF 

Papers.” 

 
7 New York Herald, July 15, 1876. 
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Indian war must be accepted by us as the war of the Indian race against the white race … 

the whole question has become one of barbarism versus civilization.”8 For those 

Americans who agreed with the Herald’s assessment, the fight over the Black Hills was 

also a war for racial supremacy over the land, a struggle to determine whether the region 

would remain Indian Country or become white settler space.9 Kidder’s speech, and its 

echo throughout the nation’s newspapers, embodied the process of spatial racialization in 

action. 

Kidder’s speech and the Herald’s opinion pieces were two voices aiding in the 

racialization of the Black Hills, but their opinions did not arise fully formed. They tapped 

into a long-mined and very deep vein of American racism. Kidder was not an original 

enough thinker to link land use and Indian-ness on his own. Americans and European 

colonists before them had made similar claims to justify war, treaty abrogation, and the 

logic of settler colonialism for centuries. The concept of Indian Country was built on 

centuries of colonial philosophy, racial animus, and policy. In Kidder’s estimation, the 

Black Hills had no actual value, to Lakotas or anyone, “until the white man came,” or 

until American civilization and its methods of land cultivation arrived to release the 

region’s full potential.10  Kidder and other Americans saw the nomadic land use practices 

of the Lakota as illegitimate and wasteful. Their failure to properly use the empty but 

promising space of the Black Hills region forfeited any right they had to the territory and 

                                                      
8 New York Herald, July 30, 1876. 

 
9 David Grua has adeptly articulated the late nineteenth century violence on the northern plains as a race 

war in Surviving Wounded Knee: The Lakotas and the Politics of Memory, (New York: Oxford UP, 2017), 

pp. 11-29. 

 
10 The Black Hills Engineer, April 1941, p. 55, BHNF Papers. 
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indeed, defined them as savages, and defined the land itself as Indian Country. White 

civilization alone could imbue the Black Hills region with the promise of future riches 

and American homes that, in the circular bend of Indian Country’s racialized logic, 

necessitated armed invasion of the region by white Americans. Anything less was a waste 

of space or worse, a victory of the Indian race over the white race. For white Americans, 

the stakes were too high to stand by and allow the Black Hills to remain under Lakota 

and Cheyenne jurisdiction. Race, environment, and space were intertwined in the mind of 

Kidder and the Americans he represented with his views. 

Lakotas, meanwhile, also conceived of their 1876 victory over the United States 

in spatial, if not racial, terms. In the days and nights after the battle, Lakotas sang songs 

commemorating the event: “Long Hair, where he lies nobody knows/Crying, they seek 

him/He lies over here,” went one. “Long Hair has never returned/So his woman is crying, 

crying/Looking over here, she cries,” went another.11 Both songs stressed how Lakotas 

saw the Black Hills as decidedly separate from American territory. Custer’s body lay in 

the Black Hills region, far from the eyes of his Americans like his widow. The Black 

Hills region did not belong to them, they could not enter to find Long Hair, but the 

Lakotas knew he remained “here,” with them, in their space. As much as Americans may 

have wished for the Black Hills to be settler space and try as they did to classify the 

region in racially charged terms, Lakotas knew in July 1876, that the region still belonged 

to them, and remained Lakota, Arapaho, and Cheyenne territory despite violent intrusion 

by the United States. Coming on the heels of Red Cloud’s War and now their victory at 

the Greasy Grass, they also had the military bona fides to back up their claim to the land. 

                                                      
11 Neihardt, Black Elk Speaks, pp. 79-80. 
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Americans were ramping up the process of racializing the Black Hills, and events would 

soon tip in their favor. But, at the beginning of July in 1876, Lakotas and their allies 

maintained and celebrated their hard-won claims over the region. They would not let go 

without a fight. 

This chapter examines the Black Hills region from the years immediately after the 

Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 to the end of the 1870s, as the war for the region wound 

down and American colonization entered full swing. This was a critical decade for both 

the process of American racialization of the northern Great Plains as well as for Indian 

resistance to conquest and colonization. During this time, the Black Hills region changed 

from Native space, to a region under assault, to a space undergoing intense racialization 

as Americans built towns, institutions, legal regimes, and narratives about the Black Hills 

and their meaning. All this change occurred in roughly ten years. By the beginning of the 

1880s, Americans had full political control of the Black Hills region and were busily 

converting it from Indian Country to settler space. 

For the American conquest and conversion to happen, four things conditions 

needed to be met, none of which was necessarily predictable. First, the peace which 

ended Red Cloud’s War had to break down. This occurred within a very short span of 

time due to the treaty’s structural flaws and politics both within and between American 

and Lakota societies. Second, Americans needed to rhetorically apply the Indian Country 

label to the Black Hills to justify any future conquest. Third, once labeled Indian Country 

and thus categorized as land fit for white colonization, American miners colonized the 

region under the auspices of a gold rush. The Black Hills gold rush of 1874-1877 was the 

key moment in white conquest of the Black Hills region but was perhaps the most 
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contingent step in the process. The gold rush did not happen in a vacuum. The “New El 

Dorado” of the Black Hills, as early prospectors and guidebook authors deemed them, 

was a long-held trope in the minds of many Americans. After the rush began, stories 

about the mining boom both allured and terrified readers back east, and tales of the 

violence of the Great Sioux War of 1876-1877 further helped cement the region’s Indian 

Country label in the minds of Americans. Thus, once Americans began colonizing the 

Black Hills region, colonists just as quickly needed to make the claim that white 

civilization had taken root and that Indian Country was giving way to settler space. To 

make the argument that the Black Hills were finally fit for further white settlement, 

boosters and other Americans on the northern plains published reports of the civilizing of 

the Black Hills, regardless of the reality on the ground. The work of turning Indian 

Country into settler space was performed in large part in the printed media of the late 

nineteenth century. 

This is not a simple story of whites conquering the Black Hills unheeded, 

however. Indians and other non-white people did not sit quietly while white Americans 

colonized and racialized the region. Indians waged war to retain their rights to the land, 

while Chinese and African-Americans joined the rush for wealth and settlement 

alongside white Americans, their very presence subverting narratives about white 

civilization’s conquest. Yet, Lakotas and other native societies still suffered grave defeats 

and ultimately their resistance faltered (though never failed). The end of the nineteenth 

century is in many ways the nadir of Native American history. What was unbroken 

Lakota, Arapaho, and Cheyenne territory in 1868, white Americans labeled Indian 
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Country by the mid-1870s and were in the throes of American colonization by 1880. 

How such massive changes occurred in such a short time is the focus of this chapter. 

 

After Fort Laramie 

After the Lakota victory in Red Cloud’s War, the peace hoped for between the 

Lakotas, their allies, and Americans, proved elusive. Between 1869 and 1876, the 

framework for peace set up by the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 broke down. This 

happened for many reasons, among them the internal politics of both the United States 

and the Lakotas. Three reasons are particularly salient in exemplifying the racialization 

process at work, however. First, bison populations significantly declined on the plains in 

the years after Red Cloud’s War, for reasons that will be discussed later.. Second, the 

Indian signatories to Fort Laramie largely understood the treaty’s terms differently than 

their American counterparts. Many, if not all, American officials saw Lakotas, Cheyenne, 

and other northern plains tribes as a unified block of Indians, rather than a heterogeneous 

set of societies and decentralized political structures. Thus, when one non-signatory 

Lakota band attacked an American military outpost, whites implicated even those 

Lakotas not involved with the attack. More damningly, several American officials, 

including General William T. Sherman, never expected Fort Laramie to be a lasting 

peace. They fully expected to eventually convert Indian Country to settler space and 

believed the 1868 Agreement put the pieces in place for that change. 

 For their part, most Lakotas and Cheyennes understood the treaty as a guarantor 

of their territorial rights over the greater Black Hills region and acted accordingly. This 
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meant upholding the region’s porous borders and defending the rapidly shrinking bison 

herds against both white encroachment and other, non-allied, Indian societies. Some 

Lakotas believed that declining bison herds would mean abandoning some parts of their 

former equestrian life in the near-term and adjusted their lives accordingly. But others 

saw the treaty as a triumphant document enshrining Lakota supremacy. In short, for white 

Americans the Fort Laramie Treaty sought to turn Lakota and Cheyenne territory into 

Indian Country, while those groups themselves pushed back against this attempt at 

racialized flattening and fought to retain their territorial control over the region. 

 A second, related, reason for the failure of peace lay in the framework of the 

treaty itself. The Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 tried (and ultimately failed) to serve two 

masters: Indians and whites. While many articles within the treaty upheld Lakota and 

Cheyenne territorial rights and enshrined their victory in Red Cloud’s War in diplomatic 

terms, it also laid the groundwork for further white encroachment into the Black Hills 

region as well as for the further intellectual development in American minds of the region 

as Indian Country. The treaty confusingly guaranteed Lakota sovereignty while also 

installing a legal regime that allowed for American railroad construction and military 

expeditions.12 The differences in how the two sides viewed the peace treaty as well as 

inherent contradictions and confusing elements within the text of the document itself 

meant that the peace laid out by the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 was extremely 

precarious. While not inevitable, such a shaky foundation meant that a total collapse of 

the truce was increasingly likely by the early 1870s. 

                                                      
12 See Hendrik Hartog, “Pigs and Positivism,” Wisconsin Law Review, 1985, pp. 899-935. Hartog claims 

that American law in the nineteenth century was plagued by “contending normative orders” of legalism, a 

process which plagued treaty making in the American West as well. 
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The lack of consensus on the Fort Laramie Treaty’s meaning was apparent from a 

very early stage. Many Lakotas, particularly those who hunted furthest away from white 

settlement, saw the baseline terms of negotiations as formulating permanent peace 

between equals and signed the treaty from a position of some leverage; some, including 

bands led by Gall and Sitting Bull, never agreed to the treaty at all.13 Moreover, as the 

victorious party in Red Cloud’s War, the northern plains Indians present at the 

negotiations sought to extract restitution in kind for the destruction of their resource base 

over the previous decade. Provisions to the treaty inserted by assimilationist-minded 

American representatives should be viewed within this context. The historian Jeffrey 

Ostler’s account of the negotiations is the clearest and most concise. In his words, “Sioux 

leaders understood the treaty’s provisions for annuities, rations, livestock, farm 

equipment, and houses as payment for the destruction of game and as signs for peace.”14 

Rather than signing on for an American platform of assimilation, non-agency Lakotas 

viewed the promise of payment and livestock as the rightful concessions of the defeated 

party. These payments would be the basis of a permanent peace between the Black Hills 

region’s Indians and the United States. Indeed, the Oglala leader Calico referred to the 

negotiations as Putinhinsapa Wolakota, which translates very roughly to “Blackbeard’s 

peace/friendship,” (Blackbeard being the Lakota name for peace commissioner John B. 

Sanborn).15 With the forts along the Bozeman Trail removed and restitution for lost 

                                                      
13 Ostler, Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism, pp. 51-54. 

 
14 Ostler, The Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism, 49. 

 
15 Ibid. 
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resources promised, Lakotas and Cheyenne involved in the treaty-making process saw the 

document as the basis for continued peace and guaranteed territorial integrity. 

Some Lakotas also engaged in hostile actions toward neighboring, non-allied, 

Native societies in the years following Fort Laramie. These military campaigns are 

indicative of Lakota interpretations of the 1868 treaty as a statement of their territorial 

rights over the Black Hills. Lakotas throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

had engaged in prolonged wars with other Indian societies, particularly the Assiniboine 

and Crow. In this way, their actions after 1868 were not new. However, their victory over 

the United States, combined with increasing pressure on bison populations by both white 

and Indian hunters beginning after 1850, led Lakotas into continuous, and often decisive, 

conflict with smaller, less powerful, and less mobile, Indian societies. Two examples 

illustrate this point. By the 1870s, the Pawnee lived in villages largely along the Black 

Hills region’s southern border near the Niobrara River. They had long known conflict 

with the Lakota and their allies; in the summer of 1861, a combined force of over one 

hundred Lakotas, Cheyenne, and Arapaho, repeatedly raided Pawnee villages. Moreover, 

increased Lakota power in the region during the mid-nineteenth century cut off Pawnees 

from the remaining bison hunting grounds west of their villages, while to the east the 

United States boxed in their territory and had turned much of their former hunting land in 

that direct into towns and farmland. Finally, in July 1873, after repeated raids which 

decimated the Pawnee horse herds, the Lakotas attacked a large Pawnee hunting party 

north of the Republican River, killing at least fifty men, women, and children. This 

assault happened well south of the territory set aside in the Fort Laramie Treaty, 

indicating the confidence some Lakotas felt in exercising their military hegemony on the 
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plains beyond the region set aside in the 1868 treaty even at this late date. Soon after this 

defeat, the Pawnee acquiesced to American governmental requests for removal to Indian 

Territory further south, thereby eliminating a Native competitor to nomadic control over 

dwindling resources.16  

 A second Indian society to bear the brunt of Lakota power after the 1868 Fort 

Laramie Treaty were the Poncas. Lakota relations with the Poncas after the 1860s serves 

as more evidence that Lakota leaders saw the Fort Laramie Treaty as a mandate to 

enforce their rule over a large portion of the northern plains and hegemonically control 

bison resources. In the mid-nineteenth century, the Ponca made their home north of the 

Pawnee, along the Niobrara River on the southern borderlands of the Black Hills region. 

Smallpox had devastated the sedentary Ponca throughout the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, and Lewis and Clark reported only a few hundred Ponca residing in 

their villages when they passed through the region in 1804 (although their population 

increased in the half century after their visit). The Poncas, however, were newcomers to 

the Black Hills region and, due to their low numbers, largely at the mercy of the powerful 

horse cultures who lived to their north and west. In 1858, partially in response to 

increased raiding and warfare from Lakotas and other more powerful neighbors, Ponca 

leadership agreed to a treaty with the United States which moved them closer to the 

Niobrara in exchange for increased military protection. The 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty, 

however, placed this region under the jurisdiction of the Lakota. Again, it is important to 

note here that white Americans, while not wholly ignorant of political distinctions 

                                                      
16 Anthony Robert McGinnis, “Intertribal Conflict on the Northern Plains, 1738-1889,” Ph.D. diss., 

University of Colorado, 1974, pp. 208-209. 
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between Native American groups, were seemingly unaware that the treaty overlapped 

Lakota and Ponca territory. To whites, it was to be Indian Country, and the finer 

distinctions were less important than setting the borders between white and Indian 

races.17  

While the more powerful Lakota had waged war against the Poncas in prior years, 

the new treaty boundaries meant the smaller group soon existed in a situation like 

vassalage to the Lakota-Cheyenne alliance after 1868. Poncas reported over fifty horses 

lost to raids over the course of three months in 1869, and Ponca hunters complained to 

United States Indian Agents that their more powerful neighbors blocked them from 

reaching bison herds to their west, depriving them of critical resources. Raiding 

continued largely unabated well into the 1870s, forcing Poncas to settle closer to the 

reservation agency in hopes of peaceful farming and military protection. While American 

military aid did arrive in 1874, Lakotas were undeterred and continued to attack Ponca 

settlements and requisition their horses and other livestock. Finally, in 1877, the Ponca 

agreed to resettle in Indian Territory (Oklahoma), bringing their ordeal under Lakota 

vassalage to an end, though by then Lakota supremacy was on the wane as well.18 The 

military action taken by the Lakotas over the Pawnee and Ponca, two groups living on the 

periphery of the Black Hills region, is evidence that plains equestrians viewed the Fort 

Laramie Treaty as a document enshrining their right to control the region as they saw fit. 

The treaty and the years immediately after its signing are indicative of Lakota strength on 

the northern plains in the mid-nineteenth century. 

                                                      
17 Ibid, 210. 

 
18 Ibid, 210-212. 
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Americans, however, saw the treaty through a much different lens. For the peace 

commissioners and their backers in the federal government, the purpose of the treaty was 

two-fold: first, to set the Lakota, Cheyenne, and Arapahoe on the path toward agriculture 

and, eventually assimilation. In short, to convert Indian Country to settler space by 

changing native land use practices. Second and closely related was to end military 

hostilities on the northern plains to make the region safe for railroad construction and 

white settlement in service of the first goal. The 1867 legislation which established the 

commission said as much: “[It is within the committee’s] discretion to make and 

conclude with said bands or tribes such treaty stipulations … as may remove all just 

causes of complaint on their part … establish security for person and property along the 

lines of railroad … and such as will most likely insure civilization for the Indian and 

peace and safety for the whites.”19 The treaty’s framers presented American aims along 

strict racial lines. Indians were to embrace agriculture, wooden houses, and other symbols 

of civilization as a means of eventually turning Indian Country into safe, traversable, 

space for settlers. The American view for the future of the Black Hills region stood in 

stark contrast to the perspective of Calico and other Lakotas and Cheyenne who saw the 

treaty as ensuring their rights to live and enforce their rule within their territory as they 

saw fit. 

Moreover, the American peace commissioners fundamentally misunderstood, or 

perhaps willfully ignored, the realities of politics on the northern Great Plains. Many 

bands and political subgroups of the Lakota and Cheyenne chose not to sign the Fort 

                                                      
19 S. 136, “A Bill to establish peace with certain hostile Indian tribes.” July 15, 1867, 

https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=llsb&fileName=040/llsb040.db&recNum=679, accessed 

December 6, 2017. 
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Laramie Treaty of 1868 and did not see any reason to follow its prescriptions. Partially, 

this misunderstanding between the Lakotas and Americans was due to the decentralized 

nature of Lakota politics. As has been described earlier, politics among the nomadic 

tribes of the northern plains operated through consensus down to the band and even 

family level. If a leader could convince people to follow him, the number of his followers 

was the extent of his power. Thus, many non-signatories coalesced around leaders 

unwilling to agree to peace with the United States. These men included Sitting Bull, who 

continued to raid American military outposts beyond the borders instituted by the 

agreement. In 1868, Sitting Bull’s forces attacked Fort Buford in Montana Territory on 

the Yellowstone River, killing and wounding seven men.20 Rather than indicative of any 

overarching Lakota foreign policy, this attack and other raids should have been viewed as 

the actions of a dissatisfied militant faction within the Lakota body politic. American 

military leaders and politicians, however, refused to allow for such nuances when they 

appraised the post-Fort Laramie diplomatic situation on the northern plains. They viewed 

it as an attack by Indians, and that designation was quite enough for them. 

American reluctance to view Native politics on Native terms, as well as Lakota 

internal political divisions, operated in unison to craft a racialized image of the northern 

plains’ tribes in the minds of settlers. The attacks on military outposts continued for 

months after the Fort Buford raid. Eventually several bands of Lakotas and Cheyennes 

began regularly wintering near the mouth of the Yellowstone River in the far 

northwestern corner of the Black Hills region, alongside many of the same Lakotas, 

Arapahoes, and Cheyennes who had been crucial to the victory in Red Cloud’s War. As 

                                                      
20 Ostler, Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism, 51. 
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Ostler has argued, this concentrated population formed “a center of armed resistance … 

between the Yellowstone and the Black Hills.”21 For Americans however, this kernel of 

resistance reflected not the political reality of the northern plains, nor even the 

recalcitrance of select elements within Lakota society. Rather, the racialized image of 

Indians held by many American military and government officials colored how whites 

viewed all northern plains politics.  

Other events buttressed this belief. In July 1872, four companies of the U.S. 

Second Cavalry regiment escorted a Northern Pacific Railroad surveying team from Fort 

Ellis (near present day Bozeman, Montana) to trace the Yellowstone River through the 

Powder River country.22 This region was crucial to Lakota survival as it contained some 

of the largest remaining bison herds on the Great Plains. All through mid-August, Indians 

harassed the men to protect their resource base. Major J.M. Barlow was not specific in his 

report about who attacked him and his men. “The bluffs … were lined with savages,” 

Barlow wrote, and “the plain to our right, beyond the swamp, was swarming with red-

skins.”23 In Indian Country, Barlow linked environmental features and Indian attack. 

Who exactly attacked the group was immaterial to him. For Barlow’s commanding 

officer, the actions of some Lakotas and Cheyenne indicted all Lakotas and Cheyenne, 

even those bands which remained within the Great Sioux Reservation or those who rarely 

                                                      
21 Ibid, 52. 

 
22 M. John Lubetkin, Before Custer: Surveying the Yellowstone, 1872, (Norman, OK: Arthur H. Clark 

Company, 2015).  

 
23 J.W. Barlow, “Letter From The Secretary of War transmitting the report of Major J.W. Barlow, who 

accompanied a surveying party of the Northern Pacific Railroad, in relation to Indian Interference with that 

road,” Senate executive document, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1873), Linda Hall Library, 
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strayed far from agencies. What mattered even less were the justifiable reasons that 

northern plains Indians had for attacking the survey party. According to the logic of race, 

diverse political and cultural groups became simply Indians, engaging in the savage 

violence natural to them.24 Turning Lakota and Cheyenne territory into Indian Country 

meant flattening these distinct political and cultural groups into the singular racial 

category of Indian. Refusing to view armed resistance with any of the required nuance 

was one-way Americans racialized western space.  

Despite the tendency of some Americans to lump all Native people under the 

racialized Indian label and ignoring political dynamics that complicated that category, 

Lakota politics were contentious in the years the years following Red Cloud’s War. 

Lakota society never operated as a unified body. Particularly skilled or charismatic 

leaders could unite many bands under their leadership and infighting and political 

violence were common. After the 1851 Fort Laramie Treaty, Lakota politics broke along 

what subsequent historians and ethnographers have deemed “militant” and “nonmilitant” 

bands.25 Lakota politics in the mid-nineteenth century were just as volatile and prone to 

dynamic changes as American politics. Spotted Tail, a Brulé, advocated for war early in 

his life and took part in the Grattan Fight in 1854. After a lengthy captivity at Fort 

Leavenworth in 1855-56, he changed his tune and became a leading peace advocate 

                                                      
24 For the link between violence, white terror, and race, see Peter Silver, Our Savage Neighbors: How 

Indian War Transformed Early America, (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2008). Silver’s 

argument about whiteness is controversial, but the connection between early American warfare on the 

western borderlands, the concept of savagery, and the racialization of Indians is sound. 

 
25 See Ostler, Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism, pp. 42-53; Utley, The Lance and the Shield, pp 47-51; 

Hyde, Red Cloud’s Folk, pp. 190-200, although Hyde does not use these terms. 
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among the nonmilitant Lakotas.26 In 1862, several militant Hunkpapas killed Bear’s Rib, 

a nonmilitant Hunkpapa who had traveled to Fort Pierre to collect annuities. The militant 

Hunkpapas warned American agents of similar reprisals “if any of our people receive any 

more from you.”27 Divided politics were not new in Lakota life, but sustained contact 

with the United States created new and explosive fault lines within Lakota political 

culture. 

By the 1860s, some Lakota bands lived at least part of the year near agencies, 

particularly Fort Laramie. One group, the Wagluhe band (sometimes referred to as the 

“Loafer” band), lived almost full-time near Fort Laramie from the late 1840s onward. 

The Wagluhe and other non-militant Lakotas were not necessarily aligned with the 

United States (though some did work as scouts, laborers, and in other positions). Rather, 

they had simply adopted a different strategy for dealing with changing ecological and 

political conditions along the Missouri River country. Game, particularly bison, grew 

scarcer the further east one traveled from the Black Hills. Near Fort Laramie, annuities 

and rations guaranteed food and clothing. Abandoning the hunt meant change, but the 

decision was a calculated one designed to maintain some autonomy for as long as 

possible. The Waguhe and the militants of the Powder River country represent the range 

of possibilities within Lakota politics in the middle decades of the nineteenth century.28 

                                                      
26 Ostler, Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism, 43. Ostler argues that Spotted Tail’s change of heart came 

about after seeing the gathered American military might at Fort Leavenworth. This is possible, but Spotted 

Tail was no stranger to conflict with the United States and details on his own reasoning for the reversal are 

scant. 

 
27 Utley, The Lance and the Shield, 47-51. 

 
28 For the “Loafer” Lakotas, see Ostler, Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism, pp. 43-44; Price, The Oglala 

People, 44; Hyde, Red Cloud’s Folk, 86. 
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After the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty, the allure of regularized supply deliveries 

grew stronger for some Lakotas, deepening the political divide between the militants and 

the nonmilitants. As part of the Treaty, the United States agreed to build a series of 

agencies throughout Lakota territory as centralized distribution points for food and other 

goods guaranteed by the United States. Among these was Red Cloud Agency, established 

in 1870 and situated about 30 miles downstream along the North Platte River from Fort 

Laramie (later moved further south to the White River in today’s Nebraska). After the 

Lakota victory in Red Cloud’s War, Red Cloud himself pursued a political agenda 

designed to facilitate peace and, more importantly, establish political and economic 

stability for his people. This included moving, with many of his followers, to the vicinity 

of the agency that bore his name. Red Cloud was not, as one historian deemed him, a 

“collaborator of a kind,” though he did treat with the United States on diplomatic terms.29 

The implication of the collaborator label is that Red Cloud operated without his people’s 

best interests at heart, or at least that his purposes were somehow compromised. On the 

contrary, Red Cloud operated within the confines of politics and economics as he 

understood them within the context of the late 1860s and early 1870s. Red Cloud had 

already forced a compromise with the U.S. government, who had already selected a site 

on the Missouri River for an agency headquarters, a location roundly rejected by Lakota 

leaders. Moreover, Red Cloud had others within Lakota leadership to contend with – 

among them Man Afraid of His Horses, Red Dog, Grass, and American Horse, as well as 

a cadre of younger Lakotas less eager to find a path of peace with the Americans. The 

choice the agency and Red Cloud’s decision to bring his people to the Platte were two 

                                                      
29 James O. Gump, The Dust Rose Like Smoke: The Subjugation of the Zulu and the Sioux, (Lincoln, NE: 

University of Nebraska Press, 1994), pp. 55-72. 
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sides of a compromise within internal Lakota politics, rather than Red Cloud operating as 

a collaborator or American agent. Certainly, a recognition of American power played a 

role in Red Cloud’s decision, but this was far from his sole concern. From the perspective 

of the early 1870s, moving to live near the agency could allow stability, while also 

maintaining some degree of the Lakota equestrian social and economic system – a 

compromise suitable for many (though not all) Lakotas.30 

Some (probably most) within the United States government agreed with Red 

Cloud’s assessment that Indian accommodation was more prudent than continued 

complete equestrian independence and saw the Fort Laramie Treaty as a crucial step 

toward subduing Lakota militancy. The rapidly declining Great Plains bison population 

was the x-factor for both the equestrian Indians and the United States government. The 

bison on the southern plains went first, living as they were at the mercy of several 

thousand hunters ranging from southern Texas through Kansas and Nebraska.31 The 

effects of unmitigated hunting could be felt on an annual basis. Parts of Kansas that in the 

summer of 1872 had supported huge herds of bison where, the following year, filled with 

“myriads of carcasses … and the vast plain which only a short twelve months before 

teemed with animal life, was a dead … desert,” as Colonel Richard Irving Dodge put 

wrote in 1876.32 Once the slaughter began and demand for hides rose, there was little 

desire among Americans to stop the process until it was too late. 

                                                      
30 For the question of agency location and Red Cloud’s compromise, see Catherine Price, The Oglala 

People, 1841-1879: A Political History, (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1996), pp. 86-101. 

 
31 Isenberg, Destruction of the Bison, pp. 157-158. 

 
32 Quoted in ibid, 134. 
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Although Lakotas and other northern Plains equestrian hunters still had a steady 

supply of bison as a resource base on the northern plains, particularly in the Powder River 

region, they almost certainly heard word of the declining herds to the south. Additionally, 

the northern bison herds faced crises of their own even as early as the 1860s. The 

introduction of cattle ranching, first east of the Missouri, then to the north in Alberta, 

Canada, cut off food sources for the northern herds to the east and north of the Black 

Hills region. While the grasslands of the Powder River region and the area set aside as 

Indian Country in the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty could support a sizable bison herd, the 

treaty boundaries meant nothing to the animals, who themselves roamed wherever they 

could find grass, even if that meant encountering white hunters. More unfortunate still, a 

series of blizzards and droughts in the early 1870s cut into already unstable herd 

populations. Though none of this could be predicted with certainty, some Native leaders 

such as Red Cloud likely saw the writing on the wall: the seemingly limitless bison herds 

which had been the foundation of Lakota power had found their limits in the maw of 

industrial capitalism. Lakotas needed to adjust and save what they could of their old lives 

or fight what to some must have seemed a hopeless and assuredly bloody battle.33 

The facts of the matter were not lost on William T. Sherman either. The general 

famously wrote to his brother, the Senator John Sherman, in 1868 that while the Indians 

had “a right to hunt buffaloes as long as they last … it will not be long before all the 

buffaloes are extinct near and between the railroads.”34 Predictions are not policy 

                                                      
33 Ibid, pp. 140-143. 

 
34 Rachel Thorndike Sherman, ed., The Sherman Letters: Correspondence Between General and Senator 

Sherman from 1837-1891, (New York: Scribner’s, 1894),320,  available online 
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however, and Sherman also assumed that same year that “the great bulk of the Sioux have 

agreed to move to the Missouri,” which was untrue, and that the possibility of a Grant 

presidency would give him freer reign to spend money on military campaigns on the 

Great Plains, which also proved untrue.35 Thus, while Sherman’s prediction about the 

decline of bison herds was borne out by events, and was even likely in 1868, it would be 

wrong to assume that this outcome was ever guaranteed.  

Several factors needed to align to finally spark a decisive war for the northern 

plains: climate events such as drought and blizzard that put added pressure on bison 

herds;  economic crises such as the crash of 1873 which pushed the Grant administration 

to fund railroad construction and exploratory expeditions in the West;, and political 

gambits such as Custer’s 1874 expedition through the Black Hills, which found the gold 

it sought, but just as easily could have found none.36 None of these circumstances could 

be foreseen from the vantage point of 1868 or 1870, even if the pieces were all in place. 

The Fort Laramie Treaty created the possibility for peace and, as Red Cloud recognized, 

a chance at a third way between complete subjugation and a continuation of equestrian 

nomadism in perpetuity. However, both political factionalism within both Lakota and 

American society meant that powerful elements within both groups saw the treaty 

through very different eyes. 

Americans and Indians, therefore, saw the Fort Laramie Treaty through 

fundamentally different lenses. And indeed, different bands of Lakotas interpreted and 

                                                      
35 Ibid, 322. 
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reacted to the treaty differently, just as American reactions varied. Under alternate 

circumstances, Lakota and American representatives might have come together to 

hammer out the differences in understanding. However, American commissioners had set 

out their goals for the peace under compromised pretexts, which itself created a 

compromised and contradictory document. This was the second major reason for the 

treaty’s failure: the many articles of the treaty which served solely American, and 

typically American commercial, interests. These articles sat uncomfortably on the page 

next to text which seemingly guaranteed Native territorial sovereignty in the Black Hills 

region. More than one article in 1868 treaty directly contradicts others. Sections two and 

three of Article IX, for instance, stipulated that Indians within the Black Hills region were 

to “withdraw all opposition to the construction of the railroads” and “permit the peaceful 

construction of any railroad not passing over their reservation.”37 Did the territory labeled 

“Unceded Indian Territory” count as their “reservation?” An 1875 report would claim 

“Unceded Territory” meant, confusingly, that “the Indians have no claim [there] except 

for hunting purposes and the exclusion of other people.”38 What did territorial control 

mean if not exclusionary jurisdiction and economic use? The treaty was vague on 

territorial distinctions such as this. 

Moreover, Article II set aside virtually the whole of the Black Hills region and its 

border regions for the “absolute and undisturbed use” of the Lakotas, Cheyenne, and their 

allies, seemingly giving them complete sovereignty in law and use. What did 

                                                      
37 Fort Laramie Treaty (1868), 

https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=42&page=transcript, accessed December 7, 

2017. 

 
38 Report of the Commission Appointed to Treat With the Sioux Indians for the Relinquishment of the Black 
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“undisturbed use” mean alongside the extradition terms for whites listed in Article I? 

Adding an additional wrinkle to the dilemma was the fact that the status of Native 

American societies within American law was extremely murky. The so-called Marshall 

trilogy of decisions during the 1820s and 1830s had ruled that Indian societies were either 

domestic dependent nations or de facto sovereign political entities, contingent upon their 

status as either incorporated within or geographically separated from the bounds of the 

United States – a series of decisions still debated today.39 Ultimately, the Lakota’s 

relationship to American law was irrelevant from the vantage point of the Black Hills 

region in the late 1860s, as those who lived on the northern plains remained an 

unconquered people operating under the jurisdiction of their own legal system. The Fort 

Laramie Treaty was thus also a document constructed under the false pretense of 

American power in a region where little existed. A treaty so rife with contradictions, 

vagueness, and wishful thinking was no basis for lasting peace.  

Problems with enforcing the 1868 treaty emerged continually throughout the late 

1860s and early 1870s. Lakotas and whites regularly interacted with one another and 

understood firsthand how differently the two groups viewed the treaty. Lakotas and 

Cheyenne saw the annuities laid out by the treaty as a guaranteed income they could rely 

on throughout the year, something which would be increasingly important as the bison 

herds continued to noticeably shrink. However, politics within the United States, 

particularly the rivalry between the military and the Office of Indian Affairs, meant 
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supplies were not always forthcoming. In the spring of 1871, hundreds of Lakotas, 

Cheyenne, and Arapahoes, converged on Fort Laramie to receive their annual payments 

of food and supplies. General John E. Smith, commander of the 14th Infantry Regiment at 

the fort, reported “2500 Indians … draining the rations from this fort, and the number is 

increasing daily.”40 Within days, the fort ran out of supplies. J.W. Wham, Indian Office 

Agent at Fort Laramie, reported on March 27th that “Fort Laramie [had] no flour on hand 

and dissatisfaction of Indians thereat.”41 Officials at the force found themselves with in 

the midst of a crisis. 

The paucity of goods became a constant complaint at Fort Laramie and American 

authorities quickly realized that this problem could spiral into a defeat for the 

assimilationist officials who backed annuities as a fundamental element of Indian policy 

designed to keep nomadic Indians stationary. Adjutant General E.D. Townsend reported 

to General Christopher C. Augur that “unless Red Cloud’s Band of Indians shall be 

promptly supplied with food they will doubtless scatter” and “prompt and efficient 

measures [should be] taken to feed them and prevent their scattering.” The whole point of 

annuities, from an American perspective, was to concentrate northern plains Indians in a 

single spot to encourage farming and a sedentary social structure; the failure to provide 

annuities threatened this project. Indians, understandably, saw the problem differently. 

The solution to the food crisis at Fort Laramie laid bare these differences. To 

decrease the cost of supplying the fort with food and supplies and improve the regularity 
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of delivery of these goods to the Lakotas and Cheyenne, the military proposed moving 

the distribution sites to locations closer to settler space, either on the Missouri River or 

other sites further east. But on this point, white notions of the treaty’s meaning ran up 

against Indian conceptions of the peace terms. When Colonel Woodman proposed to the 

Cheyenne leaders Turkey Leg and Little Chief at Fort Fetterman that they move over one 

hundred miles south to Fort Laramie (while simultaneously moving the Lakotas 

congregated at Fort Laramie to agencies further south and east) and indicated that 

annuities would no longer be distributed at their current site, the two men balked. “It 

seems strange,” Turkey Leg said through an interpreter, “this post has been built here and 

the Cheyennes and Arapahoes have always thought they belonged here; now we are sent 

to Laramie, and below to Horse Creek … Better move this post down there and then one 

shall understand that we should go there for rations … You are cutting hay and wood 

here – why do you stay here and do that, if you are not going to give us rations? What are 

you here for?”42 These were fair questions. In Turkey Leg’s view, the whole point of the 

American military post in Cheyenne country was to deliver the supplies promised by the 

Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868. The Cheyenne had allowed the American use of local 

resources (hay, wood) and tolerated the army’s presence based on that understanding. 

That the United States should demand the Cheyenne move to fit American concerns 

seemed to Turkey Leg and Little Chief a grave injustice and an abrogation of the terms of 

the 1868 treaty. The American government’s assimilationist mission was in direct 
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conflict with the goals of their Indian counterparts. As a result, the two sides viewed the 

diplomatic situation enshrined in the 1868 treaty in fundamentally oppositional terms. 

Why did Lakotas and Cheyenne agree to the more unequal treaty articles? The 

Indian signatories negotiated from a position of leverage, and the commissioners had 

already agreed to meet their primary demands, which makes their agreement to the 

treaty’s articles about railroad construction and extradition puzzling. Historians are not in 

consensus about the answer to this question. Kerry Oman, in a 2002 article for Great 

Plains Quarterly, argued that the Lakotas and others who signed the treaty in May 1868, 

were simply trying to get the negotiations over with as quickly as possible to get white 

Americans out of their territory. According to Oman, “these tribes had little interest in or 

understanding of what had taken place at the Fort Laramie councils” held in the spring of 

1868 where the broad principles of the treaty were hashed out.  This is unconvincing. 

Oman made no claim as to why the Brule and other bands less involved in Red Cloud’s 

War had agreed to sign.43 For Oman, the explanation for Lakota agreement to the treaty 

was essentially misguided political expediency. This too is unconvincing and casts 

Lakotas and their allies as naïve rubes, rather than victorious societies negotiating for 

specific goals over a defeated foe whom had little leverage.  

In another explanation, the historian Jeffrey Ostler argued in 2004 that the 

decentralized nature of Lakota society along with bad faith negotiating by Americans 

ensured that many Indians only found out all the details of the treaty well after the fact. 

Red Cloud, met with Secretary of the Interior Jacob Cox on a visit to Washington in 

1870, where Cox read him various details of the treaty. “I never heard of [such a treaty] 
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and do not mean to follow it,” Red Cloud supposedly said.44 Ostler reiterated this 

interpretation in his 2010 book The Lakotas the Black Hills, claiming that American 

peace commissioners only partially explained the details of the treaty and even then, 

often did so poorly. “[The treaty’s] provisions were complicated and ambiguous to begin 

with, and the commissioners did a poor job of explaining them,” Ostler wrote. “In fact the 

record strongly indicates that the commissioners generally avoided saying things that 

might raise Lakota suspicions.”45 Moreover, many (if not all) of the Lakotas present 

could likely not read English, creating a situation primed for misunderstandings and lies 

of omission. Combined, Oman and Ostler paint a picture of Lakota priorities and 

American desires both pulling the parties toward different ends while at the same time 

creating a unity of effect by casting a cloud of misunderstanding over the treaty councils. 

The treaty agreed upon at Fort Laramie in 1868 failed because Lakotas and 

Americans viewed the peace in vastly different terms and misunderstood each other’s 

intentions. As a result, they wrote and agreed to a flawed treaty built on bad faith. 

However, none of this guaranteed the advent of war nor the colonial conquest of the 

Black Hills region by the United States. The critical factors in tipping the balance away 

from coexistence and into conflict were the pressure put on the United States government 

by private American citizens and individuals within the military anxious to subvert the 

status quo set by the treaty and acquire the region. This, combined with continued 

pressure on bison herds, put nomadic Indians of the northern plains into increasingly dire 

circumstances. Territorial boosters, railroad corporations, and elements within the 
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government itself (particularly some members of the U.S. Army) all sought to undermine 

newly-elected President Grant’s peace policy. Although wrongheaded, assimilationist and 

paternalistic, the peace policy still sought to avoid the general war on the northern plains 

which eventually broke out in 1876. Pro-colonization advocates whipped up support for 

annexation of the Black Hills region and convinced Grant to sanction the 1874 Custer 

expedition through the Black Hills, an event which in turn sparked a gold rush and the 

ignoble end of the peace policy. Without the vocal cast of boosters, high ranking military 

officials, and other pro-colonial parties, some version of 1868’s peace may have been 

maintained, at least for a time. However, support for colonization, particularly by the 

mid-1870s, was too great and too loud to be ignored. 

 

The Black Hills Gold Rush 

Despite its flaws, there was nothing inevitable about the failure of the 1868 Fort 

Laramie Treaty. It was the contingency of a gold rush that created the conditions for war, 

and gold rushes do not arise from thin air. As the environmental historian Kent Curtis has 

compellingly argued, there were several important cultural factors which marked certain 

sites on maps of the American West as likely places for gold rushes.46 The Black Hills 

were one such place. Gold rushes tended to occur in parts of North America where 

rumors of gold had previously existed. Americans had for decades argued that the Black 
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Hills contained untouched gold deposits. Several stories, many of which likely 

apocryphal, made this point. The most famous of these describes Catholic Missionary 

Father Pierre-Jean De Smet, a Catholic missionary who evangelized among the Lakota 

near the Missouri River. De Smet purportedly learned that Lakotas he lived with had 

found gold in the Black Hills region and warned them to keep their find a secret or risk 

provoking an American invasion.47 Along with rumors of gold, the Black Hills region 

also by the 1870s had been the focal point of several armed conflicts between Lakotas, 

Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Americans, and had been litigated within the text of two 

treaties. Finally, as with other gold rushes, the Black Hills were the site of an expanding 

transportation network; the Northern Pacific Railroad planned to place tracks along the 

region’s northern border. For all these reasons, the Black Hills gold rush, like all 

American gold rushes prior, were as much about justifying rapid settlement, war, and 

conquest as they were about mining. In Curtis’ words, “Culture, not nature, led the way 

to the gold rushes.”48 

It is not difficult to imagine an alternate path the history of the Black Hills region 

might have taken. Americans could have maintained agencies at strategic locations,and 

kept the army present around the region’s periphery to guard underused transcontinental 

railways, surveying teams, and overland travelers. The framework for peace existed, even 

if many Americans never wished for an enduring Native neighbor on the northern plains 

and acted to subvert this possibility. Lakotas and their allies, for their part, could very 
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easily have turned inward, focused on protecting the remaining bison herds within their 

territory, and kept a vigilant eye toward their borderlands, watching for encroachment 

while simultaneously living off the supplies given out at the various agencies. 

Coexistence on the plains was never likely, and hindsight reveals the cracks in the 1868 

Fort Laramie Treaty. However, the treaty proved that compromise could be reached, and 

that Indian power needed to be reckoned with. Had circumstances in the mid-1870s gone 

differently, an alternate outcome for the region may have been attained. 

Indeed, the American position in the late 1860s was particularly precarious, and 

the mere threat of another full-scale conflict on the northern plains could conceivably 

have been enough to maintain peace. In 1868, the United States was still recovering from 

a bloody and wildly expensive Civil War. Politically, the abysmal and contentious 

presidency of Andrew Johnson had not yet expired while the peace commission was 

traveling up and down the Missouri River corridor acquiring signatures. After Ulysses S. 

Grant’s election in 1868, the new president’s diplomatic policy toward Indians living 

west of the Mississippi was not immediately clear, although his campaign slogan, “Let us 

have peace,” seemed to indicate a conciliatory stance toward the northern plains societies. 

Although some scholars place the conquest of the Black Hills under the rubric of 

American Manifest Destiny, the United States was anything but ordained to conquer the 

region in the late 1860s.49 While the United States may have negotiated the Fort Laramie 
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Treaties under the assumption that both would be temporary, they had no leverage over 

Lakotas and their allies until the mid-1870s. While short, the half decade between the 

signing of the treaty and it’s collapse still represents a moment of contingency. What 

happened between 1868 and 1874 was not history on rails, but the result of people 

making decisions, often out of self-interest, and always within shifting, contingent, 

circumstances.  

These people made these decisions based on, among other things, preconceived 

narratives about other humans and other lands. White Americans held in their minds what 

the historian Elliot West called “visions” of the Black Hills, the surrounding plains, 

Lakotas, and Cheyenne, as well as their own nation.50 These visions held immense 

power; the power to move people great distances, marshal political might, and breed hate 

and fear within men and women. Among the most powerful visions were those of the 

Black Hills as a new El Dorado and of Lakotas and the region’s other Native powers as 

savages. Americans, primarily white Americans, linked these two visions, one about land 

and its value, the other about groups of people and their worth as humans, though the 

matrix of race, thus classifying the region as Indian Country. The Black Hills should 

become white territory because Indians used them improperly, the argument went, and 

Indians used the Black Hills improperly because laziness and an unwillingness to work 
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the land was what made them Indians. These visions of race and space in the Black Hills 

region drove the engines of conquest on the northern plains after the Treaty of 1868, 

although the mechanisms had been moving into place for many decades prior. Still, work 

had to be done before the people with visions of conquest could turn their dreams into 

reality. 

Despite the desire for peace and the end goal of slow assimilation by the Grant 

administration and some members of the military, local and regional interests eyed the 

Black Hills hungrily in the 1860s and early 1870s. Theirs was not a new hunger. White 

Americans had thought about the Black Hills for many decades prior to the crucial 1870s. 

The documentary evidence of whites writing about the Black Hills is confusing, as the 

label is often applied to the Bighorn Mountains and Laramie Range, both larger mountain 

ranges located further to the west. However, by the middle of the nineteenth century, 

what is today considered the Black Hills had taken on a reputation as an important 

marker on northerly routes across the plains. By the early 1840s, guides for overland 

travelers headed west to Oregon used the Black Hills as a geographic marker on their 

journey to Pacific Northwest. One such guidebook was quick to point out, however, that 

following a northward path up the Missouri brought a settler “to the very verge of savage 

society.”51 In pointing out the nearness of the proposed route to the Black Hills and thus 

“savage society,” the authors of this Oregon guidebook were among the earliest 

Americans to racialize the Black Hills region. The northern plains west of the Missouri 
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was “savage society,” where white Americans could not tread safely. They did not openly 

refer to the space as Indian Country, but by classifying the region west of the Missouri 

and north of the Platte as “savage society,” the guidebook’s authors nonetheless set the 

region apart as a non-white zone of control. This early example wrought other, similar, 

descriptions of the Black Hills region. 

Beginning around the middle of the nineteenth century, journals and handbooks 

written about the overland trail and other routes through the Rocky Mountains began 

describing the highlands of the northern plains as a possible gold producing region. 

Again, these accounts conflate or mention “the Black Hills” alongside the “Medicine 

Bow Range” (another name for the Laramie Range) making it sometimes difficult to 

know exactly which mountain range these accounts mean. However, references to rivers 

and other geographic features within the greater Black Hills region indicate that by the 

1860s, Americans believed the actual Black Hills to possess gold. An August, 1859 

article in the Cincinnati Gazette, for example, described how “at intervals during the last 

twenty years, occasional nuggets of gold have been discovered in the Black Hills and 

other eastern spurs of the Rocky Mountains.”52 The authors of the Handbook to the Gold 

Fields of Nebraska and Kansas, published in the same year as the Cincinnati Gazette 

article, described “march[ing] for the Platte River … prospecting on the way all the 

creeks, the Black Hills and Medicine Bow Mountains, and realizing from one to three 
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cents per pan of gravel.”53 It is not apparent here whether the author was referring 

specifically to the central Black Hills range or to the undulating plains region between the 

Hills and the Medicine Bow. Either way, by the start of the Civil War, Americans were 

circling in on the northern plains as a possible zone for gold production.  

Regional interests, eager to boost the fortunes of their towns and in the process 

improve their own, played on these existing narratives of the Black Hills as a savage, 

though possibly valuable, country and called for opening the Black Hills as a mining 

region. As early as 1865, a Black Hills Mining Association existed in the territorial 

capital of Yankton (located far to the east along the Missouri River). That January, the 

association held meetings and made plans for an expedition into the Hills to substantiate 

rumors of gold in the region. Their goal was to drum up support among the wealthy and 

influential elite on the east coast for a mining expedition into the Black Hills, and they 

printed thousands of pamphlet copies to that end.54 Other local interests eyed the Black 

Hills greedily as a place to make their fortunes. These included Charles Collins of Sioux 

City, Iowa, who in 1872 sought to send a geological survey of the Hills under the 

auspices of a “stumpage corporation” which would pay Lakotas and Cheyenne for timber 

in the region.55 If that survey came away with some small, glittering, proof of gold 

deposits, so much the better.  Even before the 1868 treaty, and certainly after, Americans 
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living around the edges of the Black Hills region saw the territory as a place where 

fortunes could be made, if only it could fall under the jurisdiction of white civilization, 

rather than Indian savagery. Dreams of turning Black Hills Indian Country into settler 

space to unlock the riches within were not new by the 1870s. 

More powerful, and more nationally connected, interests also saw the Black Hills 

as a future site for American colonization. Jay Cooke, financier of the Northern Pacific 

Railroad, saw the Black Hills region as a dangerous zone through which his proposed 

Northern Pacific Railroad would have to pass. In 1870, Cooke wrote to General W.S. 

Hancock about the need for protection for his survey crews and the possibility of Indian 

conflict should his railroad pass through the region. As the historian Richard Slotkin 

observed, “Hancock’s reply was frank and favorable … [but] before the railroad could be 

built the primary surveys and extinction if Indian title” would likely provoke conflict.56 

Still, Hancock was amendable to Cooke’s proposal and replied, “It will be our duty as 

well as our pleasure to give all assistance possible” to Cooke’s railroad survey and 

construction crews.57 Railroads as an advancing front line of white civilization was a 

regular rhetorical trope in mid-nineteenth century writing about the trans-Missouri west. 

One Albany, New York newspaper in 1867 called a proposed railroad from Omaha and 

north through the Black Hills region, an “absolute necessity … in a region that nothing 

but a railroad could civilize and nothing but civilization could pacify.”58 Alongside local 

and regional designs on the Black Hills region, capitalists such as Cooke desired 
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government intervention and movement against the Lakotas and Cheyenne in order to 

serve their interests. 

Rumors of gold and the demands of millionaire railroad financiers were critical in 

enticing Americans to the Black Hills, but in the context of the late 1860s and early 

1870s, rumors and demands were not enough. The United States was too weak, too 

divided, and in too socially and economically precarious a position to justify abrogation 

of the Fort Laramie Treaty and risk all-out war with the still-powerful northern plains 

societies. Within the American government, different factions and interests vied for 

control of policy on the northern plains. The Army, seemingly a unified bloc within the 

government, was among the groups divided along factional lines. As the historian 

Catherine Franklin argued, the army was anything but a monolithic entity in terms of 

opinion and action on the northern plains in the 1870s. “Many army officers in Dakota 

Territory remained dedicated to upholding Indian treaty rights despite the fact that their 

superiors … focused on national interests that trumped local concerns about native-white 

conflict,” Franklin wrote.59 Some army officers, such as Col. David S. Stanley, expressed 

open disdain for regional enterprises akin to the Black Hills Mining Association which 

sought to gin up support for an officially sanctioned expedition into the region. Some 

higher-ranking army officers, however, such as Brigadier General George Crook, did not 

share the nuanced opinions of the officers on the ground on the northern plains.  “Their 

side of the story should be heard,” Crook wrote of Americans trespassing in the Black 

Hills region in the mid-1870s, “as the settlers who develop our mines and open the 
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frontier to civilization are the nation’s wards no less than … the Indians.”60 The military 

did not have a unified opinion on the Black Hills question, but important generals such as 

Crook and Hancock played important roles in shifting policy toward directions they 

deemed favorable. 

Other branches of government were equally divided on the question of invading 

the Black Hills region. Not long after taking the oath of office in 1869, President Grant 

announced a change in American policy toward Indian societies. Rather than being run 

directly from the Indian Office, henceforth, all reservations would be run directly by 

various Christian denominational organizations; by 1872, churches, wielding the direct 

authority of the U.S. government, directly oversaw seventy Indian agencies and 250,000 

people.61 Yet, at nearly the same instant, Congress passed the Indian Appropriations Act 

of 1871, which abolished treaty making with “Indian nation[s] or tribe[s] within the 

territory of the United States,” seemingly foreclosing any further diplomatic action 

(though where this left Congress in regards to treaty making with groups such as the 

Lakota, who existed outside American territory, was left in question).62 Peacemaking via 

means other than diplomacy seemed an ominous variety of peace indeed. Additional 

work had to be done by those in favor of seizing the Black Hills to convince the 

American people and reticent government officials that it was not just right but necessary 

to invade the region. To do so, white Americans used the rhetorical language of Indian 
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Country to justify conquest and settlement by delegitimizing Indian claims to the region 

via critiquing their relationship to the land itself. 

 

Conquest and Settlement 

General Phillip Sheridan was one of the primary forces in changing U.S. 

diplomatic policy toward Indians within Grant’s administration. By 1870, Sheridan, who 

had been one of Grant’s most reliable subordinates during the Civil War, oversaw the 

military Department of the Missouri, a vast area encompassing the entire Black Hills 

region. Sheridan was fascinated, both personally and strategically, with the lands 

surrounding the Upper Missouri River and its tributaries. According to the historian Paul 

Andrew Hutton, his personal interest stemmed at least in part from an 1870 military tour 

of Utah and Montana where Sheridan spoke with several fur traders who told fantastic 

stories about the geysers and petrified forests located near the headwaters of the 

Yellowstone River. Sheridan subsequently ordered five military expeditions into what is 

today southwestern Montana and northwestern Wyoming to explore the region. The 

reports they produced, Hutton argued in his 1999 biography of Sheridan, “undoubtedly 

aided in persuading Congress to establish the Yellowstone region as a national park in 

1872.”63 Sheridan’s interest in the northern plains and Upper Missouri River dates back at 

least this far. 

Strategically, Sheridan also saw the Upper Missouri generally, and the Black Hills 

region specifically, as crucial to effectively control the large chunk of North America 

                                                      
63 Paul Andrew Hutton, Phil Sheridan and His Army, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1999), pp. 

163-65. 



136 

 

under his command. Central to this belief was the fact that the U.S. Army in the early 

1870s suffered from a series of contradictions within its overall mission on the northern 

plains. The Army’s first job was to maintain the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 by 

protecting the borderlands where American power faded into Lakota and Cheyenne 

power. This mission itself meant often contradictory orders: ejecting overzealous miners 

who attempted to enter the Black Hills region, but also protecting railroad construction 

teams operating along the region’s edges, knowing that Indian raids on railroad builders 

could upset the delicate peace just as much as encroachment by white miners. The Army 

also saw as part of its mission the protection of American civilization wherever it took 

root. That again meant protecting railroad teams, but also scouting sites for forts and 

reconnoitering western rivers and lands. In short, the Army needed to both enforce a 

treaty designed to protect Lakota and Cheyenne lands, while also acting as a tool of 

conquest for the United States. Sheridan saw the Indian stronghold of the Black Hills 

region, particularly the murkily defined Unceded Indian Territory, as anathema to the 

second mission. From the perspective of a military commander seeking to advance 

American hegemony, he was right. 

Based on his personal fascination and strategic goals, Sheridan saw fit to 

authorize an expedition directly through the Black Hills. In early July 1874, a large 

military column, under the command of Colonel George Custer, left Fort Abraham 

Lincoln, well to the north of the Black Hills region in what is today North Dakota. The 

ostensibly scientific mission carried a decidedly martial flair, with ten companies of the 

Seventh Cavalry regiment, two infantry companies, three Gatling guns, artillery, and a 

few Dakota and Arikara scouts. Almost one thousand troops, along with some scientists, 
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engineers, and aides (including President Grant’s son, Fred), marched southwest and then 

due south into the Black Hills. The trip into the heart of Indian Country took about three 

weeks, after which point the military force backtracked, turned east, then marched back 

north and northeast to Fort A. Lincoln. 64 The whole trip lasted about one month.  “The 

reconnaissance,” Sheridan later reported to Congress, “was a success.”65 Sheridan 

recommended the construction of a fort in the Black Hills in his report, as such an 

installation would be better able to protect railroads through the region. He also couched 

his strategic recommendations in environmental terms. “The country of the Black Hills 

was found to be much better than expected, with plenty of good timber and considerable 

good soil … and an abundant supply of water and grass.”66 The plains and rivers 

surrounding the Black Hills promised “great agricultural importance, having good soil 

and the greatest abundance of timber and water.” In summary, Sheridan argued, “The 

country of the Black Hills examined by Colonel Custer is … of great value for its 

timber,” while the possibility of gold riches was still unclear and of decidedly secondary 

importance. The quality of the land, apparently unused by Indians, was central to the 

region’s appeal for Sheridan. The general saw the region as Indian Country ready to be 

worked and turned into settler space. 

Sheridan emphasized the potential of the region’s economy but was unwilling to 

go so far as to proclaim a possible bonanza of precious metals. This was understandable 
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as the Army’s primary directive was still to uphold the terms of the 1868 treaty and 

oppose any illegal entry by whites into Lakota territory. Colonel Custer held no such 

compunctions. Although in his report Custer prefaced his observations about the region’s 

mineral wealth by promising to “omit all present reference to that portion of our 

explorations until the return of the expedition,” he very quickly broke that injunction. “It 

is the belief of those who are giving their attention to this subject that [gold] will be 

found in paying quantities,” Custer reported, going so far as to claim, “I have upon my 

table forty or fifty small particles of gold … and most of it obtained to-day from one 

panful of earth.” Again though, he unconvincingly added as an aside, “Until further 

examination is made regarding the richness of the gold, no opinion should be formed.” 

The last thing the Black Hills needed, or Americans desired, was further testing.67 

Custer spread word of the expedition’s purported gold discoveries quickly 

through dispatches sent to the New York World and Chicago Inter-Ocean via the 

expedition’s reporter in residence, William Eleroy Curtis. Both newspapers followed the 

passage of the expedition and reprinted Custer’s official reports from the Black Hills. 

These included passages about the region’s riches in land, timber, and pasturage. They 

also included the reports about finding gold. Indeed, it was the reports about mineral 

wealth, filtered through Curtis’ prose, that caught the nation’s attention. “Aglow the gold 

fever,” Curtis claimed about the expedition on August 11, “The Reports of Surface Gold 

Finding Fully Confirmed” ran the headline in the New York World on August 16. “They 
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found gold among the roots of the grass,” the World famously wrote in a line attributed to 

Custer in the same article, adding “it has not required an expert to find gold in the Black 

Hills.”68 Indian Country sparkled in Curtis’ articles, enticing Americans eager for the 

next bonanza. 

While Sheridan was reticent to spark a gold rush in the Black Hills for fear of 

reigniting open conflict with the Lakotas and their allies, Custer and his allies in the 

media had no such fears. Indeed, Curtis’s articles in the New York World concerning the 

expedition lauded the coming conflict in racialized language. It was inevitable, the paper 

reported, that “the claim of the United States to complete sovereignty over [the Indians] 

and over all their lands … The life of every settler in the Far West depends henceforth 

upon our doing this.”69 The Custer Expedition’s discovery of gold would hasten the 

apocalyptic conflict between races on the northern plains and ensure the nomadic people 

of the region would face the false choice of assimilation or death. The expedition’s 

discoveries of gold and its descriptions in the media furthered the narrative of the Black 

Hills as Indian Country beckoning for Americans to unlock its wealth and convert the 

region to settler space. 

Custer’s discovery of gold was reminiscent of one of the 1848-49 California Gold 

Rush’s inciting events. Indeed, the two gold rushes were similar in many ways. Both 

quickly became international events.  In both cases, rumors had existed for decades that 

gold existed in the dirt and rocks of the region in question. Indians in both California and 

the Black Hills region were supposedly warned by Euro-American Catholic missionaries 
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to keep any gold discoveries a secret, lest they inadvertently set off a gold rush 

themselves. However, the most salient similarity was the legitimacy granted both gold 

rushes by state sanction. In fall 1848, Military Governor of California Richard Mason 

forwarded a report on the local gold rush currently under way at Sutter’s Mill. President 

Polk included Mason’s report in his annual address to Congress, and the president’s 

rhetorical seal gave the green light to thousands of skeptical Americans to travel 

westward.70 In the Black Hills, rumors of gold and tales of Argonauts massacred 

abounded throughout the nineteenth century. However, it was Custer – already a minor 

(if controversial) celebrity for his exploits in the Civil War and on the western plains – 

whose report affirmed that the rumors were true and gave the gold rush an air of 

officialdom. In both cases, it was the state who affixed the seal of approval upon the gold 

rush as a means of opening Indian Country to white settlers.  

Beyond his promises of gold, Custer’s report also emphasized the magically 

transformative nature of the Black Hills for those who experienced their beauty. In his 

report to the Secretary of War, Custer described the environment of the Black Hills in the 

same glowing terms as Sheridan. “We continued from the time we ascended form the 

valley of the Belle Fouche to move through a very superior country,” Custer wrote, 

“covered with the best of grazing and abundance of timber.”71 At times, Custer’s praise 

for the region was downright giddy. “The valley … presented the most wonderful as well 

as beautiful aspect. Its equal I have never seen,” he said. The region turned even the 
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hardened soldiers of the Seventh Cavalry into playful children enjoying a summer 

afternoon. “it is a strange sight to glance back at the advancing columns of cavalry, and 

behold the men with beautiful bouquets [of flowers] in their hands, while the head-gear 

of the horses was decorated with wreaths of flowers fit to crown a queen of May.” Even 

generals were not immune to the mystical qualities of the Black Hills, with General 

James Forsyth himself picking wildflowers in a mountain meadow. 72 

Some of the men under Custer’s command shared his extreme feelings about the 

country through which the caravan passed. Lieutenant James Calhoun, Custer’s brother in 

law and adjutant general on the expedition, kept a detailed diary of the daily events along 

the trek and his impressions of the land itself. Like Custer, Calhoun saw the Black Hills 

as a land full of great beauty and great promise. On July 20, upon reaching the northern 

foothills of the mountains, Calhoun reported that he “passed through a magnificent 

country. The finest quality grass I ever saw. Large forests of pine and oak timber … This 

is a better country than I expected to find … it eclipsed anything that [he and other 

members of the expedition] ever saw before, and that the valleys passed through could 

not be surpassed for agricultural purposes and natural beauty.”73 For Calhoun, as for 

Custer, aesthetic beauty was inseparable from economic use. One of the first things 

Calhoun noticed was the quality of grass, perfect for horses, cattle, or other livestock. The 

large forests of pine and oak – perfect for building dwellings, furniture, barrels – 
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immediately stood out as well. The Black Hills valleys were notable for both their 

“agricultural purposes and natural beauty,” and indeed, the two were one and the same.  

Calhoun articulated perfectly how the concept of Indian Country racialized spaces 

and environments. “As I gaze upon this particular spot,” Calhoun mused, “I think that it 

is a great pity that this rich country should remain in a wild state, uncultivated and 

uninhabited by civilized men.” Calhoun went on to make a prediction: “In this wild 

region … the hives of industry will take the place of dirty wigwams. Civilization will ere 

long reign supreme and throw heathen barbarism into oblivion. Seminaries of learning 

will raise their proud cupolas far above the canopy of Indian lodges … This will be a 

period of true happiness.”74 Indians had left fallow their country and this was a great 

injustice. Only American conquest could unlock its true potential. Calhoun claimed he 

saw the future of the Black Hills, and its destiny was to be settler space, not wild and 

wasteful Indian Country. 

Taken together, Sheridan, Custer, and Calhoun’s notes on the Black Hills and the 

American expedition through the region in 1874 are a microcosm of the racialized view 

of the landscape held by whites who traveled through the Black Hills region.  Twenty 

years before Frederick Jackson Turner spoke outside the 1893 Columbian Exposition, all 

three men wrote about the Black Hills in essentially Turnerian terms. “The frontier is the 

outer edge of the wave – the meeting point between savagery and civilization,” Turner 

would later write.75 Turner deemed few elements as critical for the seemingly natural 
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transition at these meeting points from non-white savagery to white civilization. Among 

them: Army posts, manned by the likes of Sheridan and Custer, which, in Turner’s logic, 

“acted as a wedge to open the Indian country” and helped begin its conversion into settler 

space. Land was also crucial, since “the exploitation of the virgin soil of the river valleys 

and prairies attracted the farmer,” the next link in the civilization chain (after abject 

savagery and fur traders, though before manufacturing). Land, and the richness of frontier 

environments, was central Turner’s conception of how Indian Country became settler 

space.  

Without being fully cognizant of it, the men who planned and undertook the 1874 

expedition thought about the land they encountered in Turnerian terms. The Black Hills 

seemed ready for exploitation by ranchers, they claimed. William Curtis went so far as to 

claim his horse returned from the expedition fatter and better fed than when he started 

out. The region seemed tailor-made for the farmer’s plow too, as Custer’s long paean 

about the region’s floral endowments made perfectly clear. And Sheridan’s goal of an 

army post would pry open the region for white settlement. In 1893, Turner reported as 

past what for Sheridan, Custer, and Calhoun, was ideological present and hopeful future: 

it was right and natural to conquer the Black Hills and put them to good use.76 

The geopolitical situation on the northern plains deteriorated rapidly after the 

1874 Custer expedition. The news of gold discoveries spread quickly among newspapers 

both along the middle border and distant cities and towns in the east. “The discovery of 
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gold has invested the Black Hills with new attractions,” reported the Keene, New 

Hampshire Sentinel late that summer.77 A different Sentinel, this one out of Indianapolis, 

reported with some over-optimistic geography that “the territory in which gold could be 

found was 150 miles north and south and 250 miles east and west,” and predicted, 

“Congress … [will soon] enable gold-seekers to roam at pleasure in the new El 

Dorado.”78 Closer to home, the Sioux City Journal out of Iowa published an interview 

with a certain W. L. Grow, purportedly a veteran of two separate gold strikes. Grow gave 

his expert opinion on the prospects for this latest possible bonanza: “Gold in unlimited 

quantities …  It is a beautiful country.”79 Within the U.S. government as well, the 

movement to annex the Black Hills by any means was gaining steam. Colonel Richard 

Dodge was among those who strongly advocated for a new policy toward the Lakotas and 

their land. In his reports from a follow-up 1875 expedition, Dodge wrote, “Gold … It is 

found everywhere in the granite region [of the Black Hills] … On all the streams tested, 

gold has been panned out in small quantities.”80 Dodge also made the case in his official 

reports (and subsequent book, The Black Hills, published in 1876) that Indians did not 

use and were willing to sell the Black Hills, both patently false assertions.81 Still, in the 

context of serious financial downturn, the increased pressure from elements within the 
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government and without forced the Grant administration to explore options for annexing 

the Black Hills. 

The result was the 1875 Allison Commission, named after William B. Allison, 

governor of Iowa and chair of the expeditionary party. This commission was made up of 

military, clergy, and career politicians. Their mission: engage in negotiations with Lakota 

leaders and offer to purchase the Black Hills. The tales of Black Hills gold were central 

to the commission’s formation. “Gentlemen,” President Grant wrote in his instructions to 

the group, “You have been appointed … to purchase [the Black Hills] for mining 

purposes.”82 The Black Hills would be put to use, since the Indians had failed to do so. 

Hoping to procure for the United States a new El Dorado, in September the Allison 

Commission met with over 5,000 Lakotas, Dakotas, Cheyenne, and Arapahoe along the 

White River to discuss possible terms. There were factions within each Native American 

group who were willing to part with the Black Hills – for a price. Spotted Bear, a Lakota 

leader, named a price of $70 million, a more specific figure than that offered by Spotted 

Tail, who proposed the U.S. government pay the region’s Indians enough to survive into 

perpetuity. The Allison Commission instead offered $6 million outright or $400,000 per 

year for mining rights alone, numbers roundly rejected even by those willing to sell, and 

returned to Washington bitter and empty handed.83 Their failure was the end of one phase 

of attempted American annexation, and the beginning of a far bloodier strategy. 
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Soon after the initial 1874 expedition, American gold-seekers began entering the 

Black Hills illegally. The first large group of 28 individuals, called the Gordon Party after 

leader John Gordon, set out for the Black Hills from Sioux City on October 6th, 1874. 

Annie Tallent, the sole woman with the colonizing party, later wrote in her popular 

account of the expedition that the possibility of violence was readily on the group’s 

minds. “At divers times, some of our men indulged in the careless pastime of firing … at 

targets, on which occasions I had grave misgivings as to whether there would be any left 

to kill Indians,” she remembered.84 The Gordon expedition saw their mission as justified, 

but were also realistic. They knew, as white Americans, that they were entering the 

territory of a racial foe who would have to be defeated by force of arms if necessary. 

They knew they were settlers entering Indian Country. In her book, Tallent also 

repeatedly remembered their expedition as an “invasion,” indicating again that at least 

one member saw their venture as settler-colonial in nature; an advancing army entering 

Indian Country with the intent of conquering and converting it into settler space. 

After a winter of mixed success in the Black Hills, the U.S. Army evicted the 

Gordon party from Lakota territory. The American military still served countermanding 

ends: protecting both Lakota and Cheyenne borders from white invasion, as well as 

ensuring the safety of whites from Indian attacks. After the Gordon party, there soon 

followed a steady trickle of gold hunters illegally entering the Black Hills. The army 

evicted many, but nonetheless, by the summer of 1875, well over one thousand miners 

were active within the highlands of the northern plains. The context within which Grant 
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ordered the Allison commission to purchase the Black Hills ensured that the United 

States was not prepared to take no for answer – too many Americans already squatted in 

the region. However, the politics of the situation still required delicate maneuvering on 

the part of the Grant administration. The removal at gunpoint of hundreds of miners at the 

behest of Indians would not be popular, yet Grant remained politically tied to his Peace 

Policy. In Jeffrey Ostler’s words, Grant opted for a similar road as many of his 

predecessors: “Forced to choose between expansion and honor, Grant … sacrificed the 

latter.”85 In an egregious example of Gilded Age political malfeasance, Grant, Secretary 

of War William W. Belknap, Generals Crook and Sheridan, and Secretary of the Interior 

Zachariah Chandler, outlined a plan to provoke the Lakotas and their allies into conflict. 

Citizens would remain banned from entering the Black Hills, but Grant ordered the army 

to stand down from enforcement of the ban, thus allowing settlers by the thousands to 

enter the region without fear of eviction or arrest and forcing Lakotas and Cheyenne to 

choose either to protect their territory or allow it to be overrun. This new policy was 

never officially announced, but the removal of troops was quickly noticed and by the first 

weeks of 1876, at least four thousand Americans occupied the Black Hills.86 

The conflict that ensued became known in the United States as the Great Sioux 

War, though the conflict involved large numbers of Pawnees, Cheyenne, Dakotas, 

Arapahoe, as well. As attacks on miners increased in December and January, the United 

States government ordered all Lakotas not currently living within the reservation borders 

outlined by the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty to report to agencies or face the full force of the 

                                                      
85 Ostler, Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism, 61. 

 
86 Ibid. 



148 

 

U.S. Army. Many bands, particularly those who never signed the agreement, refused to 

obey. By February, any semblance of peace on the northern plains had broken down 

completely. That winter and early spring, soldiers under General Crook’s command 

attempted to catch Indians off their guard but were hampered by the plains environment 

as blizzard conditions and native knowledge of the region denied them even large battles, 

let alone decisive encounters. Crook’s summer campaign saw three columns of soldiers 

converging on the Powder River country along the Black Hills region’s western borders, 

attempting to locate and engage with Crazy Horse, Sitting Bull, and the other most 

militant Lakota leaders. Those forces under Colonel Custer’s command located the Indian 

forces at the Little Bighorn River and were famously routed. The lionization of Custer as 

an American martyr began almost immediately. Meanwhile, continued warfare 

throughout 1876 and 1877 did not stop American colonization of the region, which 

continued apace 

 

Turning the Black Hills White 

As war raged throughout the Black Hills region and the northern plains in 1876 

and 1877, the early waves of illegal American colonizers embarked on the process of 

turning Indian Country in the Black Hills region to settler space. White Americans 

racialized the region via two broad methods: culturally, which meant both advertising the 

Black Hills region as settler space to outsiders, while also enforcing social norms which 

created and enforced racial hierarchy; and politically, a method which generally meant 

enforcing town ordinances and laws designed to support spatial dynamics along racial 

lines or exclude people from spaces altogether. Often these two processes worked in 
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tandem, with cultural norms finding legal outlet, for instance. Just as often, people 

(typically those people targeted) resisted the spatial logic of racial construction. As the 

racialization of the Black Hills region kicked into high gear in the late 1870s, Chinese 

immigrants, African Americans, as well as Indians undermined the cultural and legal 

systems of white supremacy still under construction. 

 For white colonizers to transform the Black Hills region from Indian country to 

settler space, they needed to entice other white Americans to join them on the mission of 

settlement. For that to occur, they first had to convince people outside the region that the 

Black Hills were no longer was Indian Country, and that the region no longer contained 

the overtones of danger and Indian aggression implicit in that narrative. Removing the 

Indian Country label meant actively dispelling all the various stereotypes associated with 

the Black Hills region, Indian Country, and the frontier west more broadly. Two decades 

before Frederick Jackson Turner would give the concept of the frontier an orderly set of 

neat civilizing benchmarks, many Americans already had a generalized sense of how 

settlement of frontier territory – how turning Indian Country into settler space – was 

supposed to proceed. The rhetoric of the Black Hills gold rush implied the various 

transition stages. Grant’s plan belied his own belief in this seemingly natural progression; 

with the soldiers gone, miners could enter the hills as the first wave of American 

conquest. From there, John Gast’s 1872 American Progress, painted just before the first 

American expedition into the Black Hills, told the rest of the story. Behind the miners 

stood the pioneering family plowing fields, followed by stage coaches, railroads, 

telegraph lines, and finally the civilized metropolis. Conquest and settler colonialism 
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were never so bloodless and orderly, but in American imaginations, each step had to be 

adhered to and white required proof that Indian Country’s conversion was underway. 

 White settlers in the Black Hills region thus had to subvert the narrative of 

frontier violence, Indian depredation, lawlessness, and uncivilized manhood that 

Americans expected of space recently colonized or in the process of colonization. To do 

so, they had help from a vast, continental, print media ecosystem and a flock of investors, 

speculators, and boosters. This last group were especially important for the conversion of 

Indian Country to settler space. Nineteenth century boosterism was, as the historian 

Elaine Naylor wrote in her 2014 book, Frontier Boosters, “an interaction between reality 

and ideas, as much an exercise of the imagination as it was a practical program for 

development.”87 Boosters for regional settlement needed to convince investors, families, 

and individuals to invest their money and lives into a given colonial experiment. This 

meant casting the region in question in the most favorable light possible. The boosters 

themselves came in many flavors including, as outlined by William Cronon, “[land] 

speculators, newspaper editors, merchants, and chambers of commerce,” and were a 

group whose vision for the American West was “so powerful … that it became a self-

fulfilling prophecy.”88 Boosters constructed an idea of Western Indian Country converted 

to settler space, and sold that idea through town-building and other money making 

enterprises. 
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Competing railroad corporations also jockeyed to position themselves as the best 

and safest route from the Midwest’s cities and towns to the Black Hills region. One 1877 

map and advertisement issued by the Chicago and Northwestern Railway promised to 

take travelers as far west as Wisner and Yankton on the Missouri River, two dots on the 

map far to the southeast of the region menacingly labeled “SIOUX INDIANS.” From 

which point they could travel safely to the gold fiends, avoiding the land apparently still 

controlled by the “SIOUX INDIANS.” Never mind, of course, that Lakotas and other 

Black Hills region Indians were more than capable of ranging beyond the ludicrously 

limited territory implied by the Chicago and Northwestern’s map.89 This sort of hedging 

truth for the purposes of economic self-interest was typical of boosterism during the 

Black Hills settler rush. 

 Boosterism in the nineteenth century was a consciously selfish activity disguised 

as a public service. It took the form of community or individual propaganda creation 

designed to entice people to a certain region via a particular route and by a certain means 

for the benefit of the booster and his (and it was usually his) cohort. Sometimes this 

meant giving advice that was sound and proper. Often it meant emphasizing the positive 

elements of a settlement, trail, or road, while downplaying danger and prospective harm. 

In 1875, the Bismarck Tribune printed a report from an anonymous “Old Frontiersman” 

who claimed to have been a trader among the region’s Indians for almost two decades 

and a member of Custer’s expedition. The Old Frontiersman was opinionated about the 

quality and safety of the various possible routes into the Black Hills. “The route from 
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Bismarck to the Black Hills is much nearer than the route from any other point; one 

hundred and seventy-five nearer than from Cheyenne,” he claimed, dubious geography 

notwithstanding. Worse, the route via Cheyenne was “overrun by hostile Indians at all 

seasons of the year” and meant traveling through “desolate sand hills.”90  This, however, 

was merely one frontiersman’s (or possibly, one newspaper editor’s) opinion.  

The Cheyenne Leader disagreed. “People from the Eastern states who go by St. 

Paul to Bismarck, will find that, after they have made their immense detour of travel 

required to reach Bismarck, their serious troubles are just to begin,” that paper reported. 

Storms, cold weather, badlands, and “the most savage tribes of Indians,” all awaited the 

luckless traveler who chose to colonize the Black Hills via a northern route. Better to 

come through Cheyenne, the paper argued, a route which was “shorter, safer, and better 

than any other route.”91 The language of race, civilization, and savagery, could be 

marshaled to boost a community’s standing as a civilized refuge from the perils of Indian 

country while painting competing towns as uncivilized and dangerous in the process. 

Envy not the prospective settler whose job was to decide which booster to believe. 

 Other boosters aimed to put together expeditions into the Hills from as early as 

the late 1860s, though actual, privately financed parties did not materialize until after 

Custer’s 1874 expedition. These private forays positioned themselves as respectable, 

well-prepared, and well-financed tendrils of civilization. “John Gordon is not a man 
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given to flights of fancy,” read one advertisement for the first private colonization 

attempt assembled in Sioux City, Iowa. “Gordon is to take the first [wagon] train out 

from Sioux City … [and] is composed of some of the best and wealthiest citizens of that 

place, and they say THEY ‘MEAN BUSINESS.’”92 This was no rag tag group of ruffian 

frontiersmen trekking out of Sioux City, but the middle-border’s best and brightest, 

financed by the city’s wealthiest businessmen. Only the fittest American settlers, ready 

and capable of braving Indian Country and unlocking its promise. Or so the group and its 

backers claimed. Annie Tallent, the member of John Gordon’s party who later published 

an account of their journey, recounted much more psychologically fraught journey. “The 

expedition was splendidly equipped with munitions for its defense,” she recalled, adding 

“There perhaps was not one of us who did not experience occasional twinges of 

homesickness … and visions of exposure, hardships, sickness, and even death.”93 

Boosters, however, aimed to position the Black Hills colonization process as savagery 

turning to civilization at a breakneck pace, despite the more complicated truth on the 

ground. 
 The reality in the Black Hills region during the Gold Rush years was indeed quite 

different. Violence pervaded the region during the early years of colonization. Despite 

attempts by boosters to paint colonization as an orderly process of rapidly advancing 

white civilization, the images they constructed rarely matched the facts of day to day 

existence in recently built towns and ramshackle mining camps. Boosters downplayed – 
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or, more typically, completely failed to mention – the amount of murder and daily 

violence within the Black Hills region. Often, this meant crimes committed by white 

colonizers upon other white colonizers. Early settlers such as Annie Tallent and Richard 

Hughes, a prospector who entered the Hills with the second wave rush of ostensibly legal 

colonizers in 1876, remembered that summer as hot and bloody. In March, “an all around 

desperado named C.C. Clayton” murdered “Boueyer, a half-breed Sioux” in the town of 

Custer, Tallent recalled.94 More murder continued throughout that summer. “Homicides 

were frequent,” Hughes remembered years later, “and at least three notable murder trials 

were held within the space of three days” in three separate Black Hills cities that July and 

August.95 An 1877 Indianapolis Star article summarized the truth of the Black Hills 

during the yearly years of colonization succinctly in a headline: “The Black Hills: Life of 

the Adventurers in a Place the Next to Hell.”96 

 Boosters also downplayed the resistance to white settlement put up continually 

throughout the late 1870s by Lakotas and other Indians still clinging tenaciously to 

regional supremacy. Colonial boosters in 1876 and 1877 failed to mention the story of 

early Rapid City, for instance. That rather hopefully named town began, in fact, out of the 

failures of a group of men prospecting in Palmer Gulch. In the winter of 1876, after 

failing to find gold in any paying quantity, John Brennan and a few other men left their 

snowy diggings disappointed. They followed the course of Rapid Creek out of the 

mountains and, where the creek widens into a small river embraced by a wide valley, 
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Brennan and the staked-out plots and founded a town. From its earliest days, Rapid City, 

represented the racialized hopes of establishing white civilization in non-white space. 

Town boosting and town building were closely aligned enterprises, and both sought to 

bring white settlers into Indian Country to foster its conversion (and make a buck in the 

process).  

Brennan and Rapid City’s founders began by laying out streets and construction 

plots. Rapid City met with some initial success as a colonial venture. The town’s location 

at the mouth of a major Black Hills waterway and at the base of a major entry point into 

the Black Hills proper meant that it was a natural site for human settlement; indeed, there 

is much evidence that many generations of Lakota and other Indian societies used and 

lived in the region long before Brennan arrived by necessity. Brennan and other town 

leaders also regularly made trips east to direct people heading into the Hills toward their 

small settlement. Despite the location and efforts of the nascent town elite, the hopes of 

white colonialism soon ran into the realities of resistance. By August 1876, Rapid City 

consisted of somewhere about two hundred individuals. That same month, militant 

Lakotas stepped up their attacks in an attempt at souring Americans on the prospect of 

colonizing the Black Hills region. Rapid City was among the places targeted. Indians 

killed and scalped four men just outside of town in early August, and a freight wagon 

brought the bodies back into Rapid City for identification.97  

One history of the Black Hills written a few years after outright warfare had 

ended described the first year of white settlement in towns such as Rapid City and 

Deadwood as time spent “alternately fighting Indians, prospecting, and mining,” 
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presumably leaving little time for anything else.98 In March 1876, Robert and Isaac Little 

of Allegheny, Pennsylvania, finally arrived in Rapid City. Their time in town was short 

and miserable and their reports to those back home in western Pennsylvania were not 

encouraging. “All around us were idle men going from one [tent] to another begging for 

enough to eat,” the Little brothers reported to the Pittsburgh Courier later that spring. 

Worse still, “Bands of red men would invade our city at night and steal large herds of 

horses.”  Their time in the Black Hills region did not encourage them about the prospect 

of colonizing the territory and they blamed the boosters for purposefully painting an 

unrealistic portrait of Rapid City and the surrounding area. “We honestly believe that the 

excitement over that region was created by agents sent out by traders and railroads to 

invite immigration. We would advise others to remain where they are,” the Little brothers 

concluded. They had experienced first-hand how the rhetoric of Indian Country’s 

conversion sat incongruously next to reality.99 

 In August that same year, Henry Albion and four other men left Custer City, one 

of the major Black Hills boom towns, for hay fields three miles south of the settlement. 

Albion lagged a bit behind his companions, leading the supply wagon. When he finally 

caught up with the other men, a scene of carnage greeted him: all were dead, scalped, and 

robbed. Albion rushed back to Custer to summon the town minutemen, who returned to 

the massacre site, collected the bodies, and brought them back to Custer City for 
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burial.100 Attacks by both whites and Indians on white settlers were common occurrences 

throughout the Gold Rush years, despite reports by boosters which claimed that the Black 

Hills were civilized space. 

Well into the fall of 1876, newspapers from further east, such as the Chicago 

Tribune, still filed reports on news out of the Black Hills region under the heading 

“Indian Country,” despite the best efforts of boosters and white colonizers to portray the 

region as rapidly civilizing. Indeed, stories about Indians “depredating in small parties on 

the settlements” in the Black Hills region continued to trickle out into midwestern papers 

such as Tribune as well as other eastern outlets.101 Indian resistance to white settlement 

continued throughout the 1870s, making Rapid City and its surroundings a dangerous 

region and giving the lie to reports of steadily advancing white civilization. All through 

the summer of 1876, reports appeared in eastern newspapers about the dangerous and 

bloody Black Hills region. “Stage Robbed,” reported the Wheeling Daily Register, “The 

Indians got the mail and saddle” and killed the horses, prompting the carrier to walk the 

rest of the way to the Platte River.102 In June, newspapers in Boston reported on a 

“Rumored massacre of Cincinnatians,” though admitted it was “a probable canard.”103 

Canard or not, the possibility of a massacre was believable enough that summer. As late 

as winter 1879, the Omaha Herald reported on a series of Indian raids on freight wagons 
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moving between Fort Pierre and Rapid City. Newspapers also reported on similar attacks 

on whites hunting in the forests and hills outside Rapid City that same winter.104 

Yet, newspapers and booster literature emanating from the Black Hills region 

continued to make the case that civilization had arrived, and Indian Country was quickly 

turning into settler space. Charles Collins, one of the earliest boosters of Black Hills 

colonization, published an 1878 directory out of his printing office in Central City, not far 

from Deadwood. In the business directory for Deadwood, Collins listed a chandelier 

maker, candy manufactory, and “Welf and McDonald” who sold “Ladies Furnishing 

Goods.”105 The presence of chandeliers and articles marketed specifically for women 

were surely signs that civilization had arrived in the Black Hills. In fact, such luxuries 

were common throughout western boomtowns of the nineteenth century, and Deadwood 

was not uniquely civilized for having them.106 Collins assured readers that Deadwood’s 

“religious denominations have stately church edifices” as well as a Masonic lodge and “a 

liberal tax for the sustenance of public schools” since “here, as in adjacent towns, are 

conducted with intelligence and public spirit.”107 Deadwood and the Black Hills, even as 

early as 1878, already maintained an active, civically engaged, Christian citizenry, whose 

morals and virtuous democratic bona fides could not be questioned. Or so Collins 

claimed, failing to mention the murder, Indian resistance, and generalized violence which 

permeated the early years of settlement. 
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Nor was resistance by Lakotas and Cheyennes the only racialized threat perceived 

by whites to be undermining their settlement of the Black Hills region. Men such as 

Collins and other Black Hills boosters downplayed the violent reality of settlement and 

instead emphasized the burgeoning accoutrements of white civilization. White Americans 

spoke of their colonization of the Black Hills as the arrival of civilization, specifically 

white civilization, in a savage land. Certainly, those Americans suffused the Black Hills 

with whiteness in a multitude of ways. However, white Americans never maintained 

complete racial control over the Black Hills. Non-white settlers undermined the process 

of conquest and colonization undertaken in the name of white supremacy; they had their 

own dreams of wealth in mind. 

 Mining booms such as those in California, Montana, and the Black Hills drew 

from an international population base, and nonwhite miners ensured that white 

racialization of boom regions was always contested.108 Newspapers from across the Black 

Hills in the late nineteenth century reveal the international nature of the gold rush. “The 

robbers consisted of two Spaniards, two Americans and four Mexicans,” wrote the Black 

Hills Daily Times of a roadway stickup on the Wyoming side of the Black Hills region.109 

During the Black Hills gold rush, Chinese miners were among the initial wave of 

prospectors and colonizers. The Chinese population in the Black Hills arrived 

simultaneous to white settlers, although this fact tended to not make the pages of Collins 

Deadwood directory or other booster material aimed at easterners. Yet, in many Black 
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Hills boomtowns they created Chinatown enclaves, often to the opprobrium of white 

inhabitants, though reactions were mixed and often complicated. In 1878, Sol Star and 

Seth Bullock opened a new building for their hardware store within Deadwood’s 

Chinatown neighborhood. Their location choice indicates their willingness at least to 

have Chinese neighbors, though the Daily Deadwood Pioneer-Times was less charitable, 

writing “[the] new building in Chinatown … presents a very pleasing effect as it looms 

up among the squalid habitations of the Celestials.”110 

African Americans also arrived in the earliest days of the gold rush. In April 

1876, a white settler purportedly directed four black miners and one Irish immigrant to 

try their hand at a claim he knew to be dry and worthless. The five men instead struck 

pay dirt and withdrew thousands of dollars’ worth of gold over the course of that fall, 

earning the spot the dubious official name of “Nigger Hill” (later renamed Negro Hill in 

the 1960s and finally African Hill in 2001).111 At least seven men listed in census records 

as black or mulatto lived in Pennington County by the end of the 1870s.112 Some found 

considerable success in the ecological lottery that was nineteenth century gold rush 

mining. In mid-summer 1876, the “five or six colored men took out fifteen hundred 

dollars in half a day’s sluicing” in a nearby gulch, reported the Black Hills Weekly 

Pioneer.113 Others were less lucky. The Black Hills Daily Times wrote of “a negro [who] 

was shot at a colored dance house in Chinatown” in 1878 and another African American 
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man “came near braining … with an axe” after a man named Hatch “became violently 

crazy” without apparent provocation.114 These individuals attest to the interracial 

character of the Black Hills gold rush, despite white American narratives that claimed the 

region for white settlement.  

Almost as soon as the gold rush began, white miners attempted to enforce the 

racialization of the Black Hills as white settler space through non-white exclusion. The 

1870s and 1880s were a period of intense Sinophobia in the United States, particularly in 

the American West, and specifically in mining boom towns.115 In 1878, four years before 

the United States passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, white miners in the Black Hills 

crafted their own, extralegal, exclusionary policy in the form of the Caucasian League 

and Miners’ Union. In the months that followed, an opium den in Lead went up in 

flames, as did four homes of Chinese immigrants in the small town of South Bend. In 

Elizabethtown, a mob of white miners issued an ultimatum to the town’s Chinese 

population to leave or face certain, presumably violent, consequences. In the Black Hills 

region, white racialization had the backing up considerable force even when it lacked the 

power of official law.116  
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 Yet, despite the best attempts by colonizing whites to enforce racial supremacy 

and purity in the Black Hills region, Chinese immigrants and other non-whites refused to 

back down, just as Indians refused to go quietly in the face of American invasion. 

Resistance to white racialization occurred alongside the process of racialization itself. For 

Chinese residents of the Black Hills, this meant not succumbing to threats and violence 

by whites. The number of Chinese immigrants in the Black Hills region in the nineteenth 

century was never particularly large; perhaps 250 in 1880 out of a total Lawrence County 

population of over thirteen thousand.117 Yet, this small population, along with “Boueyer, 

the half-breed Sioux” whose murder Tallent described in her book, as well as the region’s 

black population, are proof that white racialization of Black Hills space was always an 

incomplete and contested process.  

Thus, in mid-August 1876, when a vengeful Congress passed a resolution in 

response to Custer’s defeat demanding the Lakota relinquish control of the Black Hills, 

the settlement process was already well underway. The bison slaughter by white hunters 

was increasing in scope and brutality by the month. At the end of that summer, President 

Grant appointed yet another commission, this one under the jurisdiction of humanitarian 

and former Commissioner of Indian Affairs George Manypenny, to negotiate the seizure 

of a large portion of the remaining Lakota and Cheyenne lands, including the Hills and 

the Unceded Territory agreed upon in the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty. By the end of the 

fall, Manypenny had gained the signatures of just over two hundred Lakotas, Nakotas, 

Dakotas, and a few Cheyennes and Arapahos; not close to the three quarters majority 

required by the 1868 Treaty for any land cessions. Congress paid this fact little mind 
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when they ratified the agreement on February 28, 1877, and the non-signatory bands still 

waging war far to the west along the Powder River and north near the Canadian border 

vowed to keep up the fight despite this worrisome development. However, declining 

bison herds even on the northern plains would make their continued resistance untenable 

in the long term. 

 The Manypenny Agreement, like the Fort Laramie Treaty before it, would prove 

to be an important source for Native resistance in the long run of history. For the time 

being though, the United States had already begun the process of colonizing the Black 

Hills region. Waging war to gain military supremacy was an important step in asserting 

American control over the region. However, Chinese immigrants and African Americans 

migrated into the region alongside whites, contesting the idea of the Black Hills as solely 

white settler space. The Black Hills region remained stubbornly multi-racial, as much as 

white Americans tried to deploy the rhetoric of white civilization as a means of 

transforming the Black Hills from a violent, dangerous, and savage place to something 

more civilized. To convert the Black Hills region from Indian Country into settler space, 

white Americans could not rely on warfare and boosterism alone. Subtler, but no less 

potent, means would be needed to racialize the northern plains. 
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CHAPTER 4 

REPLACING INDIAN COUNTRY 

1877-1905 

 

 In April 1877, Assistant Adjutant General R.C. Drum, acting on behalf of Philip 

Sheridan, Lieutenant General in charge of the Military Division of the Missouri, issued 

orders to all his subordinate officers and, through them, to the public at large. “To meet 

the urgent wants of the public, the following routes connecting the Missouri river with 

the Black Hills have been selected in accordance with the provisions of a late treaty 

between the United States and the Sioux Indians … by the authority of the Honorable 

Secretary of War,” Drum’s orders announced. The three routes ran from Bismarck, Fort 

Pierre, and Yankton, and all terminated on either the “most practicable route to 

Deadwood City” or “Custer City,” the two largest boomtowns in the Black Hills. Each 

route also, after so many miles of prairie travel, crossed “The western boundary of the 

Sioux reservation … Commencing at the intersection of the 103rd meridian.”1 This line 

drawn on a map was to be the new boundary separating Indian Country from settler 

space. The new border was purportedly agreed upon by the U.S. government and the 

Lakotas in the 1877 Manypenny Agreement. This treaty, dubious even in the long history 

of nefarious treaty-making between Natives and Americans, was signed by a few but not 

nearly the two-third majority needed by law according to the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty. 

Its terms ceded the Black Hills to the United States, an outrageous proposition by the vast 

                                                      
1 United States, Army, Missouri, Division of the. 1877. Headquarters Mil. Div. of the Missouri, Chicago, 
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majority of Lakotas. On this shaky foundation, by the early Spring of 1877, the U.S. 

Army opened the Black Hills to white settlement, and the government spurred the 

conversion of Indian Country to settler space. As settler Annie Tallent wrote from the 

comfort of many years remove, “By the extinguishment of the Sioux title … the stigma of 

outlawry was removed.” The region was open, and in its opening, made safe.2 

 Yet, if gauzy memoirs and U.S. Army memoranda claimed that the Black Hills 

region in 1877 were rapidly becoming a safe zone neatly divided between white settler 

space and Indian Country, the day to day story on the ground remained more complex. 

“Indians attack Scotney’s ranch, Redwater. They also appear in force along the Bismarck 

and Sidney routes, killing several men … One woman killed and body horribly 

maltreated,” the Black Hills Daily Times wrote late that year. “21st [July], Indians attack 

Lieut. Lemly and surveying party, killing two soldiers and a citizen,” ran another story.3 

The Lakota claim on the country was not entirely loosed even by the end of 1877, as 

Lakotas and others continued to defend their sacred space from settler incursion. Nor 

were the Black Hills turning from wholly Indian to wholly white. In June in Deadwood, 

the Bonanza Hotel held a “first-class masquerade,” where Madam H. dressed up “as a 

Chinawoman … [and] lacked only the chop sticks to make her a genuine celestial belle.”4 

Less than one week later, “several … Chinese ladies and gentlemen arrived in town” in 

Deadwood and on July 1st, “a wagon load of Chinese came into town.”5 At the end of that 
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month the Deadwood Daily Champion reported, “Chinatown is being enlarged … by 

olive skinned Celestials.”6 Chinese settlers arrived while white women crossed racial 

boundaries in masquerade, blurring the lines between Indian Country and white settler 

space. Even Annie Tallent, who claimed that the events of 1877 removed “the stigma of 

outlawry,” had to admit that 1877 also “began an epoch … of ‘hold-ups,’ horse-stealing 

and ‘cattle-rustling’ … the country surrounding the Black Hills was infested” with 

violence.7 Indian attacks, racial cross-dressing, non-white immigrants and violent crime 

ran counter to stories about the Black Hills being open and safe for white settlement. Had 

Indian Country vanished with the 1877 Manypenny Agreement after all? 

 It was a confounding question. If the Black Hills after 1876 were not wholly 

settler space, and if the region was also not Indian Country, what sort of place had 

conquest created? Somewhere new, to be sure. Settlers who arrived in the Black Hills 

region in the late 1870s and the 1880s witnessed many sweeping changes to the 

landscape, its people, and the way those people worked and imagined that land. Addie 

Robinson Hanley, who arrived sometime in the 1880s, recalled Rapid City as “a truly 

Pioneer town – small –deep set in the gumbo, [and] dominated by cowboys from the 

great cattle ranges.”8 Where ten years prior had been bison, bear, and Lakota camps, now 

stood a frontier town populated by white Americans and cattle. Elshere Lum McCraken 

remembered Rapid City in 1885 as a city whose “boom days … were over by this time,” 
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despite having existed for less than a decade.9 She also witnessed the arrival of the first 

railroad connection between the Black Hills and the wider United States, an event much 

celebrated in Rapid City.10 These early colonists described the next stage of Black Hills 

conquest and its transition in American minds from Indian Country into something new. 

Technological changes, the boom and bust cycle of largely unregulated industrialized 

capitalism, and an increasing connection to the wider world all signaled that the Black 

Hills region was growing fully integrated into the social and economic systems of Gilded 

Age America. In this way, the later stages of settler colonialism were heavily industrial 

processes; mining, railroad construction, and lumbering all involved heavy equipment, 

large outlays of capital, and created massive ecological change.11 Yet, despite the signals 

that the region was no longer Indian Country, the problem remained: what came next? In 
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the half century after conquest, the meaning of the Black Hills would be continually up 

for debate and contestation. 

 There were two things American colonists could seemingly agree on: the first was 

that the Black Hills region would thrive under white control. The future of the Black Hills 

seemed so secure at the end of the 1880s prompting An Official Statistical, Historical, 

and Political Abstract of North and South Dakota to claim that, “The inland empire [of 

the Black Hills] has been isolated, but happily that day is nearly over.” The author went 

on to make a remarkably prescient prediction that foretold the first century of American 

Black Hills history: “[the Black Hills region] is a bank to the capitalist … home giving to 

the agriculturalist … [and] a land of delights to the pleasure seeker.”12 These three 

ingredients – capitalist investment in mining, agriculture (and its cousin, ranching), and 

tourism – were a recipe for transformation in the Black Hills region. Though seemingly 

united in their goal of recreating white American civilization on the northern plains 

through the establishment of an American settler colonial regime in the Black Hills, mine 

owners, farmers and ranchers, and tourist boosters soon found that they disagreed on 

what the future of the Black Hills looked like far more than they agreed.  

 This chapter argues that in the years after the military conquest of the Black Hills, 

American settlers attempted to define what came next as they transformed Indian Country 

to settler space. Settlement, mining, agriculture/ranching and timbering all developed as 

industries at roughly the same time. Each of these depended on one another and indeed, 
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spawned one another. This interconnectivity of resource extraction industries occurred in 

gold rush economies throughout the West. In mid-nineteenth century California for 

example, the historian Andrew Isenberg described how “The economic demands of 

mining spurred a host of other economic activities,” causing a ripple effect wherein 

mining begat other extractive activities such as hunting, fishing, lumbering and 

agriculture.13  One method of commodifying the non-human world begat others. 

However, all these interest groups also at times operated at cross purposes to one 

another, thus turning the process of defining settler space into a competitive enterprise. 

Settlement, mining, lumbering, and farming all relied heavily on changing and extracting 

resources from the Black Hills regional environment. Yet, one stand of trees cannot both 

feed an industrial mining engine and provide wood for housing, so the question of 

ecological usage forced these industries into competition with one another. Thus, 

although the Black Hills settlement rush began with the discovery of gold, mining alone 

did not fundamentally alter the ecology of the Black Hills; it was mining and a host of 

other attendant industries that wrought massive change in Black Hills ecologies. Yet, 

despite their unity of purpose in bringing civilization to the West, ranchers, town 

boosters, mining corporation executives, and others who fell upon the Black Hills region 

after 1876 failed to unite white American settlers behind a singular vision of the future of 

the northern plains.  

 The second major area of agreement among whites was on the subject the 

region’s former residents, the Lakotas, the Cheyenne, and their nomadic equestrian allies. 

American government officials and civilians alike redefined the bounds of Indian 
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Country in the years following the Great Sioux War. They claimed that the Black Hills 

themselves had ceased to be Indian Country, but the reservations to the east remained 

Indian Country and their conversion to settler space required additional work. To this 

end, the United States government created and attempted to enforce assimilationist 

policies which sought to transform the relationship Lakotas and other Native societies 

had with regional ecologies. For reservations, those last remaining bastions of Indian 

Country on the northern plains, to become settler space, Indians themselves had to 

change.  

Americans faced pushback during every step in this process. Armed resistance on 

the northern plains did not end with the Manypenny Agreement or the murder of Crazy 

Horse in 1877. Sitting Bull and hundreds of other Hunkpapa fled north across the 

Canadian border after 1877, where they remained until 1881. However, even as 

Americans supplanted Indians in the Black Hills region, Native resistance took many 

forms. Sometimes it meant outright refusal to assimilate or refusing to send their children 

to boarding schools and maintaining older cultural practices. Sometimes it meant 

adapting to changing circumstances. For many Lakotas and other Indian people in the 

decades immediately following conquest, engaging in what anthropologists call passive 

assimilation proved to be a viable way forward.14 This meant participating in wage work, 

                                                      
14 For permissive versus proscribed or directed acculturation, see Simon Marcson, “A Theory of 

Intermarriage and Assimilation,” Social Forces, 29, 1, 1950, pp. 75-78. Marcson wrote within the context 
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Ethnohistory, Summer 1963, 10, 3, pp. 201-232. Berkhofer defined passive assimilation as “adopt[ing] the 

customs and artifacts of other peoples according to their own whims.” However, Berkhofer also contends 
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characterized by “the Indian tribal members enjoy[ing] the traditional way of life free from outside 

interference,” arguments that run counter to importance of permissive assimilation long after American 

settler colonists asserted political dominance over Native people. Moreover, Berkhofer does not indicate 
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sending children willingly to boarding schools, and, when possible, moving closer to 

white settlements. Typically, Native people adopted a combination of strategies to 

survive the ordeal of conquest. The desire to retain older forms of identity while 

navigating the new social and economic order created the conditions for the rise of the 

Ghost Dance religious movement in the late 1880s. Although whites agreed that the last 

remaining zones of Indian Country needed to become settler space, Indians threw a 

wrench in their plans by refusing to follow the path of assimilation prescribed by white 

Americans. 

 In 1889, Congress voted to admit South Dakota into the union as the fortieth state, 

a designation which testified to the success of the American colonization and settlement 

mission: the implicit message of statehood was that the Black Hills region had 

transitioned from Indian Country to settler space. American settlers had reached their 

goal, they believed, through the inevitable march of civilization conquering savagery, and 

by a uniquely Anglo-Saxon ability to draw richness from the land. The environment of 

the northern plains and Black Hills was central to American justifications for conquest 

and settlement. Gold held deep within Black Hills rock and at the bottom of cool 

mountain streams was the catalyzing element in sparking the Indian-white conflicts of the 

1870s. Once Americans achieved conquest, they set to work making good on their 

promise of using the bounty of the Black Hills to extend American civilization into 

Indian Country. They did so by changing the region’s ecology: placer and deep cut 
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mining, digging irrigation ditches and damming waterways, constructing roads, hotels, 

and towns. Americans enacted these environmental changes in the name of creating white 

civilization where once had only been, in their minds, savage Indian Country. Indeed, to 

do otherwise, Americans argued in intensely racialized language, was to deny the natural 

duty of white civilization itself. They needed to replace the chaos of Indian Country with 

the orderliness of settler space. The history of conquest and settler colonialism in the 

Black Hills region after 1877 is the story of Americans attempting to bend environments 

and other people to suit their social and economic purposes and finding resistance nearly 

every step of the way. 

 Moreover, like the dog who caught the proverbial car, once Americans gained 

control of the Black Hills region, they found themselves not quite knowing what to do 

with their new territory. While settlers could agree that the land was no longer Indian 

Country and that the land’s riches should be enlisted in the service of advancing white 

civilization, few could agree on what form that service should take. If the Black Hills 

were to be primarily a mining country, who should do the mining? Who would fund the 

mines? How should the hills be mined? If the region was to be a farmer’s paradise, what 

should be farmed? Should farmers or ranchers be given primacy? Or should the priority 

be given to visitors, whose disposable income was growing increasingly important to 

picturesque regions across the American West? And what of the timber, the vast forests 

which gave the Black Hills their name? How could it be guaranteed to future 

generations? Conquest of the Black Hills may have been accomplished under the 

auspices of transforming Indian Country to settler space, but few could agree on just what 
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settler space looked like. If American unity of purpose defined the years of conquest, 

competition between often mutually exclusive interests defined the decades after.  

 This chapter tells the story of the years immediately after American military 

conquest of the Black Hills region, stretching from the late 1870s until the end of the 

nineteenth century. In doing so, I focus on two human activities which reshaped the 

ecology of the Black Hills region, both of which were done in the name of turning Indian 

Country into civilization. First, mining initiated the first round of substantial changes to 

the environments of the Black Hills region. Mining is an invasive process, in which large 

chunks of mountainsides are washed, scraped, or blasted away. Secondary industrial 

processes which purified materials such as gold and tin also created large amounts of 

chemical wastes which polluted the waters that fed the biodiversity of the Black Hills. 

Mining also brought large numbers of Americans rushing into the Black Hills, where they 

constructed towns and railroads, which required wood. Alongside these settlements grew 

farms and ranches, the second ecology-changing process of the late nineteenth century 

Black Hills. Rather than digging for treasure within the earth, these entities sought wealth 

out of what emerged from the rich soil and abundant water of the Black Hills, as well as 

the prairie surrounding the mountain range. Farming and ranching brought new animals 

to the region, in some cases replacing native species, and sometimes sparking human 

conflicts , as happened between cattle and sheep ranchers in the early twentieth century 

and between large scale and small scale ranchers in the 1880s and 1890s. Farming and 

ranching brought as much change to the non-human environment of the Black Hills as the 

region’s more famous mines, but often the changes were more subtle. These two 
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economic processes – mining and agriculture/ranching– were both facilitated by and 

brought drastic changes to Black Hills environments. 

 American wrought these changes in the name of white civilization, and settlers 

positioned each as part of the natural development of western space from Indian Country 

to settler space. However, the white conquest of the Black Hills region was never 

complete, and groups considered excluded from the region’s future refused to disappear, 

complicating its present. For Lakotas and other indigenous groups who had formerly 

controlled and utilized the Black Hills, the decades after conquest meant changes in their 

relationship to the land as well. The racialization of the Black Hills region was 

fundamentally about environments, and Indians living on reservations such as Pine Ridge 

needed to learn new ways of interacting with regional ecologies while also maintaining 

old connections to plants, animals, and earth. White Americans saw the apparently 

inability of Indians to achieve economic prosperity by farming reservation land as proof 

of their racial inferiority. White settlers saw the supposed success of white miners, city 

builders, tourism boosters, and ranchers as proof of white racial superiority. The method 

by which one racial group or another used western lands reified existing racial narratives. 

American ideas about race were not static during this period, and as the historian 

Frederick Hoxie has shown, the reservation project on the northern plains began with 

considerable optimism on the part of government officials and other whites who saw 

themselves as putting Indians on the path toward civilization and, perhaps eventually, 

even whiteness.15 However, even at their most optimistic, white policy makers in 

                                                      
15 Frederick Hoxie, A Final Promise: The Campaign to Assimilate the Indians, 1880-1920, (Lincoln: 
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Washington and on the ground in the Black Hills region in the late nineteenth century, 

believed in a fundamental difference between whites and Indians. That difference was 

apparent, among other ways, in how they thought about and treated the land itself. 

 

Conceiving Settler Space 

Orpha LeGros Haxby was born in 1867 in Elk Point, Dakota Territory, a spot on 

the map just over the border from Sioux City, Iowa. This region along the Missouri River 

was, in the years after the Civil War, part of the borderlands between Indian Country and 

settler space.16 When little Orpha was nine, her family moved across the territory. On 

December 4, 1876, the LeGros clan became one of the first families to settle in Rapid 

City, better known to its residents as Hay Camp. Orpha remembered those late Autumn 

days traveling across the territory as fraught and dangerous. “It was unsafe to travel alone 

because of Indians,” she recalled several decades later, “an occasional fresh grave bore 

mute evidence that not all who passed that way had escaped [their] deadly arrows.”17 The 

town itself failed to impress young Orpha. “There were only two other families, the Johns 

and the Bunkers … The entire community consisted of a few cabins on Rapid St. between 

4th and 5th.”18 Other early white settlers in the Black Hills region corroborated Orpha 
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Haxby’s childhood memories. Rebecca Ann Thomas Payton Doud, who lived as a young 

woman in the settlement of Caputa, just east of Rapid City, remembered fear as a regular 

fixture of life in the Black Hills, even several years after the conclusion of the Great 

Sioux War. In 1880 and 1881, she recalled, “it was reported that the Indians were on the 

way up Rapid Valley and were on the war path,” causing Rebecca to ride into town or 

hide in her house for protection from the rumored threat.19 Alice Maud Ham, who arrived 

in the Black Hills in 1882 as a small child, recalled hearing her mother “tell about taking 

the children to a neighbor’s house during an Indian scare.”20 As the memories of these 

three women attest, white settlement in the Black Hills region in the late 1870s and early 

1880s was a racially fraught affair, where racialized violence could be lurking in the 

grass or stampeding down the valley. 

 Despite fears about whether white civilization could withstand an Indian attack, 

other memories of colonization complicate these stories. Alice Maud Ham also 

remembered the early post-Lakota Black Hills as a racially complex society. Travelers 

and locals often visited her mother’s home, she recalled, “men of all grades of 

intelligence and cleanliness,” as well as “Indians [and] men who had married Indian 

wives.” 21 Lum Elshere McCraken, who arrived in the Black Hills in late summer of 

1884, remembered how she “began to see Indians” after getting off the train at Ft. Pierre.  

“The travois the Indians used when traveling,” pulled by ponies and dogs, fascinated the 

McCraken. As her family, in her words, “crossed … the boundary between the Black 
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hills region and the [Great Sioux] reservation,” she was disappointed that “We did not see 

many Indians.”22 Despite her family’s literal act of border crossing from newly colonized 

settler space into Indian Country, the defining feature of the latter racialized zone – 

Indians themselves – failed to appear, their presence thus unable to confirm that racial 

regions had indeed been crossed. McCraken’s disappointment, as well as the mixed-race 

couples who visited Alice Maud Ham’s household, both serve as a counterbalance to the 

fearful memories of their fellow white settlers. Indians were both everywhere and 

missing, could be found within Indian Country, outside that zone, and not at all, and were 

supposedly on the war path while also simply traveling to and from Ft. Pierre.  

Here was a central problem in American settler colonial conquest in the West: 

despite American attempts at making clean distinctions between Indian Country and 

white settler space, the reality on the ground always complicated the neat lines of 

imagined racialized space. The arrival of African American, Chinese, and other non-

white settlers in the earliest days of conquest undermined this narrative from day one, and 

the continued presence of Indigenous people who often acted in ways whites saw as ill-

fitting for their status as conquered people on the path to civilization further frustrated 

white attempts at creating an easy Indian Country/settler space dichotomy.  

The methods by which Native people adjusted to life post-conquest confused the 

supposedly neat transition from Indian Country to settler space. On Pine Ridge and 
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Rosebud, Oglala and Brule bands of Lakotas took up ranching beginning in the early 

1880s. By 1885, herds numbering 10,000 cattle lived on Pine Ridge; by the beginning of 

the twentieth century, that number was closer to 50,000.23 The artist Amos Bad Heart 

Bull captured in sketches and paintings the rise of these Indian cowboys dressed in 

regalia more often associated today with the archetypical white cowboys, who were in 

fact often black or Native.24 Raising cattle was a way Indian people could sustain 

themselves and their families economically, as well as maintain a link to pre-reservation 

life. “By becoming an owner of a considerable number of cattle,” the historian Peter 

Iverson wrote, “a person could achieve status within the community … By giving cattle 

or beef to one’s relatives, by feeding people at a celebration, and in other comparable 

ways, a person could be seen as generous, thoughtful, and properly mindful of the well-

being of others,” all important markers of social status in Lakota society.25 Rapid City 

quickly became an epicenter of the mixed-race ranching culture in the Black Hills region. 

Spearfish and Rapid City hosted the first meetings of the local stock growers association 

in the late 1880s and early 1890s. These first meetings were small affairs held in local 

hotels.26 By 1898 however, Rapid City’s annual Stockman’s Days had become an annual 

town festival, held each April and characterized by parades and celebrations. Stockmen’s 
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Days were a boon to local businesses as ranchers from across the northern plains flocked 

to the town to buy supplies, hold meetings, and enjoy a short holiday.27  

The Stockmen’s Days festival also showcased the complicated racial character of 

the Black Hills region and defied the easy settler space/Indian Country dichotomous 

narrative. Stockmen’s Days festivities in Rapid City always involved Indians from 

throughout the Black Hills region. “Stockmen’s Days were Indian Days. Without one the 

other fell flat,” wrote one local historian.28 Lakotas and other Native people rode into 

Rapid City during Stockmen’s Days for several reasons. Many arrived just to watch the 

spectacle. Photographs of Stockmen’s Days from the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries show dozens of Indians of all ages standing on sidewalks enjoying the sights. 

Others took part in the events themselves. Indian riders competed in rodeos.29 

Contingents of Indians marched and rode horses in the parades and participated 

traditional pony and wheelbarrow races. Indians also danced for spectators in downtown 

Rapid City. On at least one occasion, Indians traveling from reservations set up a large 

encampment just south of Rapid City where they stayed for the duration of the event, 

creating a pocket of Indian Country just on the outskirts of settler space.30 Less than two 

decades after Americans conquered the Black Hills region in the name of converting 

Indian Country to settler space, Indians themselves subverted the neat racial distinctions 
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implied by reservation borders and town boundaries. Settler space was never white, nor 

indeed was it ever limited to settlers. 

Indians took up ranching and participated in ranching culture in the form or Rapid 

City’s annual Stockmen’s Days, and in doing so actively resisted the Indian Country 

narrative. Settlers told a simplistic story about Indians and the land: they used it poorly, 

Americans arrived, conquered, and unlocked its potential. Native people themselves 

acted out a different history, one that centered change, adaptation, and survivance. This 

latter story threatened white assimilationists wedded to the Indian Country narrative. 

According to assimilationists, the relationship a people had to the land progressed along a 

predictable pattern toward increasing levels of civilization: nomadism and hunting, 

followed by ranching and livestock rearing, followed by farming, all of which was finally 

supplanted by cities and commerce. By taking up large scale ranching and indeed, finding 

success at the venture, Indians had fulfilled the first step in the process, but Indian Office 

officials worried that they might stall at that stage, never becoming white farmers and 

citizens.  

Some government agents openly worried that success at ranching might presage a 

backslide into savagery. “Herding leads to a nomadic life [and] a nomadic life leads to 

barbarism,” warned one Indian office employee.31 L.P. Brockett, a contemporary amateur 

historian and doctor who wrote extensively about the American West had a similarly dim 

view of cattle ranching. “The great cattle and sheep ranches are in some respects … 

objectionable, inasmuch as the herdsman’s life has a strong tendency towards a condition 
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of semi-civilization,” he wrote in an 1882 account of life on the Great Plains.32 Ranching 

may have been a step toward whiteness and civilization, but it could only be a way point 

on the journey. The success of some Indians on reservations to engage in large scale 

ranching was thus seen by whites as subversive to the Indian Country framework. 

Instead, white officials emphasized small scale, self-sufficient, agriculture as the only 

path toward assimilation and civilization. Government officials allowed land allotment to 

white settlers, making large scale cattle ranching difficult. They funneled money toward 

irrigation schemes rather than ranch equipment, facilitating agriculture. A revolving door 

of Indian Affairs Commissioners made stable policy difficult, and many commissioners, 

like R.G. Valentine, were actively hostile to Native ranching efforts and refused issue 

funds in support of these industries. Indian ranches did not die in the twentieth century, 

but their moment of flourish withered in the decades that followed.33 According to 

settlers, only through farming could Indian Country finally fall away on reservations.  

However, Indians on reservations in the Black Hills region encountered numerous 

obstacles to sustaining family farms and indeed, finding steady employment at all. Across 

the northern plains, many Indians tried to swim with the currents of federal power 

pushing them toward sedentary lives. On Pine Ridge in 1888, Indian farmers grew 21,000 

bushels of corn and 6,000 bushels of potatoes, and the Lakota leader Sitting Bull even 

had a small garden and cattle ranch throughout the end of the decade. Wage work grew 
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increasingly common in the 1880s, and freighting and craft work were common, though 

low paying and difficult to find, jobs on reservations. However, these limited moves 

toward accommodating white American ideals about Indian relations to work and the 

land fell victim to a series of droughts in the early 1890s, and even in the best of times, 

wage work was scarce on northern plains reservations. Thus, as the historian Louis 

Warren wrote, Indians “were among the first people in the world to depend on 

industrialized food for their survival,” as government issued rations became the primary 

food source for most Lakotas living in the Black Hills region.34 Despite attempts at 

feeding themselves and their families through farming or other means, as those 

Americans who espoused the Indian Country ideology claimed was right and inevitable, 

most Indians on the northern plains entered the 1910s impoverished and dependent on 

federal aid. 

 

Mining 

 The 1874 George A. Custer expedition’s widely publicized discovery of gold 

sparked a rush for settlement that radically changed the political dynamics of the northern 

plains. Subsequent gold discoveries hastened ecological and demographic changes in the 

Black Hills region. Prior to 1877, the number of miners operating in the Black Hills had 

boomed, ebbed, and regrown. In 1875, in a last-ditch effort to stave off war, President 

Grant had ordered the army to enforce the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty and eject 

prospectors form the Black Hills, some twelve hundred in all. At almost the same 
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moment that General George Crook was conferring with miners and settlers near what is 

today the town of Custer, three separate parties well to the north, along Deadwood Creek, 

all struck gold within the span of a few days of each other. These men had snuck into the 

Hills, avoiding the army’s protective cordon, by entering from the north, near Bear Butte, 

and by disguising themselves as Indians. What better way to invade Indian Country than 

by entering as an American Western Trojan Horse? These parties found success in placer 

mining in creeks across the northern hills, undermining Crook’s task of barring entry to 

other miners trying to colonize the region. By November 1875, dozens of miners were 

operating along Deadwood and Whitewood Creeks and by the winter of 1875-1876, word 

had quickly spread throughout the northern plains of a bonanza: over the course of two 

months, one group was reported as having recovered nearly $50,000 in gold from the 

streams and creeks. By the end of that winter, miners had claimed virtually all the land 

along Deadwood and Whitewood Creeks. The land remained under Lakota control, 

however, militarily as well as legally, making the legality of the claims themselves 

dubious at best. The amount of gold pulled from the northern Black Hills streams in the 

winter of 1875-1876 was staggering: $35,000 over three months for Claim 14 above 

discovery on Whitewood, $27,000 for Claim 22 on Deadwood Creek. It was becoming 

increasingly clear that the long-repeated rumors were true; the Black Hills contained 

untold wealth below the soil.35  

 As hundreds, then thousands, of miners flocked to the Black Hills region, mining 

methods themselves changed. Broadly, gold-digging enterprises developed along a three-
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step process, each with its own risks, its own levels of complexity, and its own 

relationship to the region’s mountain ecology. The smallest, least technologically 

advanced, cheapest, and thus earliest mines in the Black Hills were placer mines 

(pronounced “plasser”). A placer is any gold deposit where the rock surrounding the ore 

has already eroded, allowing relatively easy access. It is from placer mining from which 

American culture derived the classic image of a bearded man in boots, standing thigh 

deep in cold water, washing gold from a creek bottom with a pan. Other versions of 

placer mining existed and were generally variations on this theme. However, more 

industrial methods such as high-power hydraulic cannons and mercury usage also found 

great purchase at placer sites across the gold rush geography American West.36 The most 

preferable sites for placer mining were in streambeds, which miners considered to be the 

most likely place to yield results. Any group or individual involved in pulling gold out of 

loose gravel or soil, however, was considered a placer mine. Although necessitating a low 

initial investment, placer mining was arduous and labor as well as time intensive. 

Typically, placer mines were unprofitable, and the vast amounts of money taken from 

Deadwood and Whitewood Creeks were the exceptions, not the rule. Placer mining often 

began as fairly low-impact in regard to ecological change, with miners using rockers or 

sluice boxes to pan for gold flecks. However, easily accessible gold quickly grew scarce, 

and miners moved onto more elaborate methods which more obviously altered local 

ecologies.   

Mining a placer claims was an activity fundamentally intertwined with ecological 

processes. Gold, eroded through rain, wind, runoff, and time, washed from exposed 
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outcroppings throughout the Black Hills. The “color,” as it was known in mining camps, 

could sheer off from open air deposits in large chunks encased in other minerals 

(nuggets) or in small pieces (flake). A small chunk of quartz, rock, and gold, could break 

off a hillside, roll down into a stream as it emerged from an underground aquifer, and 

slowly make its way along the waterway’s path. There it might sit for centuries until one 

day, perhaps thousands of years after the gold’s first exposure, a miner might lift a pan of 

gravel and sediment out of the creek and spy the sun’s glint off the shiny alloy. More 

likely, the miner’s placer pan would reveal nothing but pebbles and mud, and so would 

repeat the process. And repeat the process. Miners had to feed, cloth, water, and house 

themselves for weeks on end, either until the hours of hard work paid off or he ran out of 

funds and turned to other business or turned home. Early Black Hills placer mining 

required little initial outlay of capital and was a quick and common way to work a claim 

as a means of trying one’s luck in a gold rush. 

However, few Argonauts made fortunes in placer mining using these low-tech 

methods. Moreover, the work was difficult, physically uncomfortable, and frustrating, 

particularly when the non-human world refused to cooperate with human interests. 

Environmental factors played important roles in selecting a site for a placer camp. If a 

stream was too shallow, it would freeze over in winter, forestalling any mining until the 

thaw. If a stream was deep enough, placer mining still meant standing in waist-deep 

water for hours on end, a nearly impossible feat when temperatures in the Black Hills 

dipped well below freezing, as they did regularly in the winter of 1876-1877. Placer 

mining could also be dangerous. One solution to a mining season shortened by cold 

weather was to construct a deep placer mine, wherein workers dug a twenty or thirty-foot 
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shaft near a stream to get at gold that had slowly made its way below the streambed and 

settled atop the bedrock. This method might solve the problem of standing in ice-cold 

water in mid-January but created new issues when saturated mine shafts caved in around 

hapless workers. Two miners discovered the dangers of digging ditches beneath running 

water when their “China pump” mechanism failed to withdraw enough water from the 

mine shaft, causing it to collapse. The accident killed one miner and left his companion, 

Tommy Carr, stranded underground for over twenty-four hours, until nearby miners 

finally dug him out.37 Thus, the best spots for year-round placer mining – deep streams 

with rapid, though not torrential, running water – could also be the most dangerous. 

Miners took these risks, however, in the name of one of nineteenth century 

capitalism’s great gambles: the hope that a well staked placer claim could not only 

provide enough water-logged gold flakes to make the venture profitable, but also could 

sustain the next level of mining complexity, a sluice-box operation. These construction 

and mining projects were on a larger scale than hand-worked placer mines and acted as 

an intermediate step between the smallest and largest scale operations. Sluice mining 

required a greater level of labor availability and an even larger abundance of local 

resources, particularly water and timber. In part because of greater resource usage, sluice 

mines also put a larger burden on regional ecologies than did their placer mine cousins. 

Sluice boxes were essentially long troughs with a series of small barriers (“riffles”) 

spaced at regular intervals. Water from the claim’s streams, or another water source, 

flowed down the sluice allowing heaver material, such as gold, to be collected at each 

riffle, while pebbles and other lighter material flowed down and out of the sluice. Though 
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a relatively simple mechanism, sluice boxes nonetheless required a substantial outlay of 

capital prior to construction. Unlike placer pans, which could be packed up and traveled 

with miners to and from mining sites each day, sluices were semi-permanent structures, 

and miners would often live nearby in cabins. Moreover, the sluices themselves could be 

large, elaborate, structures that needed to be built. Sluice boxes and miner’s cabins 

needed finely cut wood, which in turn meant building sawmills and hiring men to work 

them. In mining, the environmental impact began with the extraction of gold, but the 

infrastructure to find and process that gold quickly implicated other human industries, 

ecological processes, and organisms. 

The ecological effects of Black Hills mining fell heavily on the regions forests 

which had for millennia colored the hills black. Images from as early as 1876 indicate the 

amount of timber used in even these early mining operations, with entire hillsides 

denuded of trees. Even small-scale mining camps could thus have an immediate impact 

on local forests environments. Miners were not foresters and argonauts had come to the 

Hills to find their fortune and move on. In the earliest days, there was little ethos of 

timber management or long-term planning among most settlers. In the isolated Black 

Hills region, not only was using local lumber the cheapest and most convenient option for 

construction, the sheer availability of trees made the region’s abundance of lumber seem 

limitless. Because of the massive amount of lumber available to miners, the price of 

timber in the late 1870s remained extremely low. W.D. Beardshear, writing in the Black 

Hills Engineer forty years after the mining boom, recalled that “Owing to the prevailing 

prices of lumber, a sawmill man rarely cut a log above the first big limb of a tree,” and 
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simply disposed of any wood that was not in pristine condition.38 The timbering of entire, 

massive, yellow pine trees for construction wood, or the wasting of imperfect trees, were 

both immediately noticeable signs of a new, permanent, human presence in the Black 

Hills, as well as the novel methods of land use wrought by the region’s conquerors. 

That certain localized parts of the Black Hills quickly felt the pinch of unchecked 

timber cutting is apparent in a pseudo-legal case from the fall of 1876. In October, the 

citizens of Deadwood called a miner’s meeting to hear an unusual case of claim jumping. 

A group of men had laid claim to nearly 400 acres of forest near Gold Rush Gulch “as a 

ranch for agricultural and timber purposes,” and proceeded to build a fence around the 

premises and a house as a means of proving improvement (which was time tested method 

of whites claiming land in Indian Country, implying permanence and the emergence of 

civilization). While the apparently absentee owners were away, another group of men 

jumped the fence and cut a portion of the valuable trees on the plot for lumber, sparking 

the case in question. The plaintiffs had an uphill battle to fight as the chairman of the 

meeting, and the man who would ultimately decide the case, had already “secured the 

contract for furnishing the logs to the mill,” the Deadwood Pioneer reported.39 The ad 

hoc justice system of the camp found in favor of the defendants, much to the dismay of 

the Pioneer which opined, “The agricultural resources of Gold Rush Gulch were not 

deemed of sufficient import by the miner’s meeting to warrant the upholding of the claim 

… undoubtedly [this was] a subterfuge to gain possession of valuable timber and mining 
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claims.”40 The resources of the Black Hills which grew from the ground were just as 

important and central to the gold rush as those buried deep within, and few early settlers 

wasted mental energy questioning the ecological morality of acquiring whatever 

materials they could which might make them wealthy. 

Sluice mining removed millions of board feet of lumber from the Black Hills in 

the first years of the gold rush, but this method of gold extraction had other ecological 

effects as well. To move large amounts of water to the sluice in the first place (upwards 

of two thousand tons of water for every ton of gravel washed), large ditches and dams 

often needed to be built to direct uncooperative water into the miner’s troughs. These 

projects not only required the movement of additional timber in some cases, but also 

meant removing soil, which contributed to erosion. Ditches and dams also disrupted 

stream flow, which proved to be both an ecological and a human problem. The legality of 

early Black Hills mining operations was murky, as the camps themselves were illegal by 

their very nature as violations of the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty. Nonetheless, as the 

historian Watson Parker wrote in his study of the Black Hills gold rush, “Mining law in 

the United States required water [from the sluice operations] be returned to the original 

stream channel,” as mining claims held the soil and its contents as individual property but 

not moving water, which was deemed to be collective property.41 Thus, ditches not only 

needed to bring water to the sluice channel, they also needed to return water back to the 

original streambed after flowing through the miner’s apparatus. In California and other 

western gold rush sites, hydraulic mining in various forms could lead to flooding and 
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mercury contamination in towns and on farms further downstream and downhill.42 Sluice 

mining operations, although technologically simple, still required considerable 

cooperation between miners, as well as heavy resource usage within a given area. All 

these factors, again in Parker’s words, “often forced a whole gulch to unite in a single 

sluicing operation.”43 However, sluice mining was still an intermediate step between the 

smallest and largest gold mining methods in the American West. 

In only the rarest of cases did lucky miners find their claim not only viable 

enough to support small scale and sluicing operations, but also an ore lode deep and large 

enough to support heavy industrial mining. Discovery of the “mother lode,” or the 

principle vein from which the streambed gold discovered in placer mining had washed, 

required the largest outlay of capital and labor, as well as the most advanced gold rush 

mining technology. Gold still embedded in solid quartz or other hard rock could not be 

easily or profitably mined by hand and required much more substantial financial 

investment than even the construction of a sluice mine. Such was the case when the 

French-Canadian brothers, Ferdinand (Fred) and Moyse (Moses) Manuel, along with 

their associates Henry Harney and Alexander Engh, staked two claims along the north 

fork of Gold Run Creek, near the still-booming camp of Deadwood in early 1876. Over 

the next century, their claim would develop into the largest motivator of ecological 

change in the Black Hills, and the longest-operating gold mine in American history. 
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Homestake 

The story of the Manuel brothers, their gold claim, and the Homestake mining 

corporation illustrates the three general stages of gold rush mining, mine development, 

and ecological changes wrought by the gold mining industry. The Manuel team first 

staked their claims along Deadwood Creek and Gold Run Creek in late February 1876, 

but heavy snows kept them from conducting anything but the most limited mining until 

that April. The thaw revealed the stroke of good fortune they had stumbled upon in 

choosing their claim location. “When the snow began to melt, I wanted to go and hunt it 

again,” Moses later wrote, “finally the snow melted on the hill and the water ran down a 

draw … I saw some quartz in the bottom and the water running over it … I got some out 

and took it to camp and pounded it up and panned it and found it very rich.”44 By June, 

the men had constructed a cabin on the property and had begun open cut mining on the 

quartz vein Moses had found the previous spring.  

Open cut mining is very much what it sounds like: cutting into rock exposed to 

open air to access veins of ore. In the context of the Black Hills during the gold rush 

summer of 1876, open cut mining was hard labor: cutting at a quartz vein with a pickaxe 

and slowly extending a shaft deeper and further into a hillside. Even in just the first four 

months after staking their claim, the Manuel claimants had encountered the various 

ecological factors which could enable or hinder mining efforts in the mountains of the 

American West. Snow had delayed their ability to work the site, though once it melted, 

abundant water and timber allowed them to build structures to support their claim and 

pan for precious metals via placer and sluice mining. They exerted the energy of their 
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own bodies in the physical act of moving and breaking rock, energy likely gained in part 

through eating the flesh of local animals who themselves had taken that energy from the 

sun’s rays converted into plant matter. Every step of the way, gold mining was a human 

activity nestled in deeper ecological networks. 

The Manuel’s Homestake claim, so-called because it seemed rich enough to stake 

out a new life with, very quickly proved too labor intensive to be worked purely through 

human muscle. Promising though the claim was, the Manuels and their partners required 

additional technology to reach the deeper veins of gold and, more difficult still, to 

separate the gold from the quartz and other rocks within which it was embedded. 

Homestake would need a stamp mill to adequately make good on its name and provide its 

claimants with the necessary technological might to extract large quantities of gold from 

the ground. Stamp mills themselves were not a new technology in the late 1870s. Their 

use dates back at least as far as ancient Hellenistic Mediterranean empires. The 

mechanisms varied somewhat in style, but at their core stamp mills all operated on the 

same, crudely ingenious, idea. Using the power of a local water source or animal muscle, 

energy turned a wheel which then moved a rotating, horizontal shaft. Connected to this 

shaft was a frame containing a set of steel pistons or stamps which moved up and down 

as the central shaft turned. Below lay the rock in need of crushing, and each successive 

turn of the shaft would bring down the force of five, ten, twenty, or more metal rods. 

Over time, the process pulverized material into its constituent parts, allowing workers to 

more easily sort between gold and waste rock. The first “pulverizer” in the Black Hills 

arrived in September 1876 and was a steam powered variation which used large iron balls 

to crush the ore. In August of the same year, the Manuel brothers constructed their own 
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variant of a stamp mill called an arrastra: a pit lined with hard rocks, in the center of 

which stood a poll attached to several wooden arms ending in drag stone or other hard 

rock. Water or animal power turned this pivot and mercury aided the separation of rock 

and mineral, a process known as amalgamation. Arrastras were crude even by stamp mill 

standards and worked slowly, capable of pulverizing less than one ton of ore per day. 

Still, in the absence of the capital necessary to purchase or construct a more advanced 

stamp mill, the Homestake miners relied on this method throughout the fall and early 

winter of 1876.45 

The so-called “French Boys” arrastra operated at Homestake into 1877 and 

changed the local landscape in significant ways. Although the Manuels and their partners 

imported much of the material for their rig from eastern manufacturers, certain elements 

of the mine still required additional wood, which of course meant felling local timber. 

They also diverted water, another crucial element in a gold mine of any size, from nearby 

Whitewood Creek, which ran almost dry at times in order to power the arrastra. Gold 

rushes changed the look of the land itself, as ditches crisscrossed the northern Black Hills 

near camps and small towns such as Deadwood and Lead, testament to miners constantly 

struggled to bring water where it did not want to go. The amalgamation process also 

likely greatly increased the mercury levels in both Whitewood Creek and portions of the 

Belle Fourche River. Denuded hillsides, dry streambeds, and mercury poisoned 

waterways were all a preview of the changes to come for the complex Black Hills 

ecological networks which had made the region a rich biosphere for millennia. Although 

frustration due to lack of water wrought many of these changes, at times the mines 
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struggled with being entirely too well saturated. In early 1877, high levels of spring run-

off flooded roads and trails and damaged mills and other construction projects throughout 

the northern Black Hills. The non-human environment created the conditions for the gold 

rush, but argonauts did not have complete control over elemental forces such as water. 

Through rain and snow, dry spells and wet, the Manuel brothers and their partners dug 

deeper into the rock at their site, as did hundreds of others, on scales both large and small, 

throughout the Black Hills in the late 1870s. The Homestake Mine and others like it had 

broad and visible effects on the ecology of the Black Hills, changing the chemical 

composition and flow of waterways, cutting down trees, and disrupting habitats. Multiply 

the impact of Homestake by the hundreds of newcomers in the Black Hills region even 

by the end of 1877, and one begins to sense the scale of the ecological changes afoot in 

the mountains that began immediately once the gold rush itself got underway. As much 

as people such as the Manuel brothers altered the above-ground environment, it was the 

very richness of the underground environment that necessitated still further changes both 

in the human and non-human realms of the Black Hills region. 

The changes yet to come arrived in the form of wealthy men. Among them was 

George Hearst, a capitalist and mine investor who had cut his teeth during earlier western 

gold rushes, in California during the 1840s and 1850s, and in Nevada in the 1860s, where 

he had become a millionaire. The Comstock silver mine, as well as the Ontario Mine in 

Utah and the Anaconda Mine in Butte, Montana, all acquired by Hearst through the 

1850s, 60s, and 70s, indicated that he was a man with a nose for the main chance in gold 
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rush country.46 Hearst first encountered gold mined from the Black Hills in 1875, at 

which point he sent agents to reconnoiter the region and gauge the feasibility of 

investment. Among the sites Hearst’s men reconnoitered was the Homestake Mine, 

which Ludwig D. Kellog visited in June 1877.47 Purchasing a working gold claim, even 

when the buyer was a capital-rich man such as Hearst, was a complicated process. The 

stakeholders amounted to more than just the original claimants. Hearst and his proxies 

needed to purchase adjacent claims as well, and the claims adjacent to those, as one could 

never be entirely sure how large a given vein was until after digging began. Moreover, 

seasoned miners were savvy enough to know that a single person holding out in a crucial 

spot could fetch a greater sum if he employed enough perseverance. A $50,000 initial 

investment in a gold claim could thus balloon exceedingly if the capitalist in question was 

not careful or ruthless enough. High investment gold mining thus did not favor those who 

clung dearly to moral scruples, and men overburdened by empathy rarely became 

millionaires. Hearst was not among this class. By November 1877, he and his associates 

had acquired a majority stake in the claims that would eventually become the Homestake 

Mining Company. By early 1878, the third and final stage of the development of Black 

Hills mining industry, the heavy industrial stage, was well underway. 

The most basic change wrought by the Homestake Mine’s new ownership was the 

scale of the operation. Hearst poured money into his company, and by the summer of 

1880, Homestake had stamp mills as large as 80 and 120 stamps operating in a place 
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where only four years earlier, the arrival of a ten-stamp mill had made banner headlines.48 

Between 1878 and 1880, Homestake processed nearly 300,000 tons of ore, gleaning from 

this crushed rock 114,000 troy ounces of gold and silver bullion, valuing almost 

$2,000,000. This was more than enough to turn a profit even after considering operating 

expenses and facility improvements.49 As miners removed ever larger amounts of rock 

from the Black Hills, they dug deeper into the heart of the Black Hills region. By 1880, a 

250-foot-deep shaft had been sunk at Homestake, with the number climbing every day. 

By the end of the 1880s, Homestake miners had dug Shafts as deep as 600 and 700 feet 

into these chasms ventured men and donkeys as ore constantly and repetitiously emerged. 

Around the mine, the landscape of the Black Hills was in constant and rapid flux.50 

Among these changes was the increasingly constructed nature of the area around 

the Homestake mine. Capital-intensive mining in the Black Hills required the 

construction of outbuildings, and the mining camp of Lead soon became one of the 

largest towns in the region. By the fall of 1880, the Homestake facility alone consisted of 

two massive stamp mills, a blacksmith shop, machine shop, sawmill, foundry, offices, 

two carpentry shops, a coal furnace and ironworks, the superintendent’s residence, a 

stable, and a tramway complete with steam engine (the first in the Black Hills). Virtually 

all these structures required local timber. More voracious still, however, was industrial 

mining’s appetite for fuel wood. A report from the end of the nineteenth century claimed 

that a 20-stamp mill could burn eight cords of wood per day (one cord being a stack of 

logs 4’x4’x8’). Even as early as the mid-1880s, Homestake was operating well over two 
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hundred stamps, spread over multiple mills, almost every day of the year. “The 

Homestake Company requires, annually, 850,000 linear feet of 11-inch flats (flat pieces 

of wood),” the report stated, and Homestake was not even the only large industrial mine 

operating in the Black Hills at the end of the nineteenth century. The Holy Terror Mine, 

southeast of Homestake not far from Rapid City, required 3,000 cords of fuel wood each 

day. Americans cut, burned, and built with as much as 100,000 cords of wood annually in 

the Black HIlls by 1900, of which a significant portion went to mining operations, In the 

words of one author, “Timber was needed in Paul Bunyan-size quantities in those early 

days.”51 

The advent of industrial scale mining in the Black Hills meant rampant 

deforestation, which itself led to the loss of habitat for many animals native to the 

region’s mountain ecologies. Indeed, after Indians, large mammals suffered perhaps the 

worst onslaught of American settler colonialism on the northern plains. Habitat loss was 

the primary culprit in this era of Black Hills extinctions, but overhunting also contributed 

to the destruction of bears, wolves, and other large mammals. Americans saw predators, 

particularly wolves, as a special nuisance and worse still, as a reminder of Indian 

Country’s implicit savagery thriving alongside white civilization’s promise.52 American 

settlers killed the last grey wolf in the Black Hills in 1926. For a half century prior, 

officials at all levels of government put bounties on wolf pelts and paid handsomely for 

every wolf killed.53 Bears, both brown and black, were native to the Black Hills prior to 
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American arrival as well. Lakota, American, and Cheyenne place names are testament to 

their presence in the region: Bear Butte (a direct translation from the Lakota, “Mato 

Paha”), Bear Gulch, and Grizzly Bear Creek, all stand testament to the creature’s former 

presence. During his 1874 foray through the northern Black Hills, Custer’s party killed a 

grizzly bear and feasted on its meat that evening. Hunters killed the last grizzly in the 

Black Hills in 1894 (though they survived in the nearby Bear Lodge Mountains until 

1915) and their smaller black bear cousins were perhaps never wiped out, though they did 

grow exceedingly rare within the first decades of the twentieth century.54 Predators were 

symbols of Indian Country’s inherent savagery. According to the racialized logic of 

constructing settler space, they needed to be destroyed. 

Americans saw the act of destroying predators as part of the process of 

transforming Indian Country to settler space. Ideologically, Americans justified 

conquering the Black Hills by relying on the Indian Country mythos which deemed 

ecological changes in the landscape from savage, wild, country to orderly, predictable, 

and productive land as a natural good resultant from white settlement. The changes 

wrought by hunting, mining and other industrial extractive industries, as well as the 

introduction of new animals and considerably more people, all wrought long-term 

changes to Black Hills ecology in the name of turning Indian Country to settler space. 

Gold mining, the earliest activity undertaken by American settler colonists in the Black 

Hills, had some of the longest-lasting ecological effects on the region. Despite popular 

images of the lone grizzled miner standing knee deep in a bucolic mountain stream, 
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mining gold in the late nineteenth and early twentieth was a heavily industrialized and 

toxic process.55 Early Black Hills gold mining operations used the time-worn method of 

amalgamation to recover small amounts of gold from gravel taken form a stream bed or 

other placer site.  

Amalgamation is not an ecologically benign process. Spanish colonizers first 

developed amalgamation in Mexican silver mines in the mid-sixteenth century. In the 

smallest scale operations, miners slid the rock down a slanted trough filled with water 

and some mercury. The latter chemical bonded with the gold, creating a metallic alloy 

called amalgam which was relatively easy to separate into its constituent parts, revealing 

gold which otherwise would have been difficult to recover. Arrastras and stamp mills also 

used mercury during the ore crushing process to achieve the same end. Mercury is a toxic 

substance that most life cannot synthesize or use, thus allowing the chemical to 

accumulate in organic matter. When introduced into an ecosystem, mercury tends to 

move up food chains, thus concentrating in apex or near-apex predators with long 

lifespans, such as swordfish and tuna. Indeed, fish is one of the primary vectors of 

mercury intake in humans. Mercury poisoning has been a recognized health issue for 

centuries, famously portrayed in Alice in Wonderland’s Mad Hatter. Chronic fatigue, 

insomnia, hallucinations, hearing loss, immune disorders, paranoia, neurological 

problems, and infertility are some of the symptoms of mercury poisoning. In the Spanish 
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colonial Andes in the sixteenth century, airborne mercury toxicity afflicted entire cities, a 

result of large-scale amalgamation.56  

In the Black Hills region, the Homestake Mining Company used mercury 

amalgamation until the early 1970s. While larger mining operations such as Homestake 

attempted to collect and reuse mercury, the process by which the chemical was recovered 

also created noxious fumes which killed plant life and posed serious health risks to 

workers. More often, particularly among smaller scale mining operations, large amounts 

of mercury were unrecoverable and instead entered Black Hills soil and hydrology 

systems. From there, the chemical poisoned plants, fish, and animals, eventually entering 

human bodies. Gold mining, from its earliest days in the Black Hills region, changed 

mountain ecosystems in ways often too subtle for the human eye to notice. At other times 

however, polluted water did catch people’s eyes. In 1887, the military base at Fort 

Meade, near Bear Butte in the northeastern Black Hills, announced that it could no longer 

draw water for consumption or use from that stream. “Mining operations near its source” 

deep in the Black Hills “polluted the water of the creek to such an extent as to forbid its 

use,” the Black Hills Daily Times reported. “The arsenic and other mineral solutions 

which it is impregnated from the ‘reduction works’ in the hills renders it unfit for every 

purpose.”57 The toxic shadow of industrial gold mining was long cast, both 

geographically and chronologically. 
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Beyond mercury, other industrial mining processes added large amounts of new 

chemical compounds to the Black Hills. After the late 1880s, Homestake and other Black 

Hills industrial mines combined mercury amalgamation with the Macarthur-Forrest 

Process, also known as cyanidation. Any ore from which gold could not be adequately 

separated through other means was sent to the cyanide mills, where it was crushed further 

and mixed with a cyanide solution. Cyanide dissolved the gold, which could then be 

recovered through one of several separation techniques.58 Concentrated cyanide is among 

the most toxic substances to human life and can kill a person in a matter of minutes if 

consumed directly, even in small doses. From the 1880s until the mid-twentieth century, 

the Homestake Mine discharged all waste material (called “tailings”) from which gold 

had been leeched via amalgamation and cyanidation directly into Whitewood Creek. 

There, the solid material settled and introduced mercury, cyanide, and other hazardous 

chemicals into Whitewood and its trunk, the Cheyenne River. This meant thousands of 

tons of toxic material dumped into Whitewood Creek annually. By the mid-twentieth 

century, one writer described the effects of nearly a century of gold mining: “Whitewood 

Creek, once a crystal-clear tumbling mountain stream, [is] now a dirty leaden color, 

literally a flow of liquid mud, caused by the tailings from the Homestake Mine.”59 

Beyond aesthetics, the toxins had also emptied the water of all living things. “Livestock 
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will drink the water along the lower reaches; but no animal life is possible in it.”60 The 

long-term effects of gold mining were incredibly destructive to the hydraulic ecosystems 

of the Black Hills region. 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, the Hometsake Mining Company was 

the most valuable gold mining corporation in the United States. It continuously produced 

gold until the early twenty first century. Even in its smallest scale operations, gold mining 

brought significant change to the ecologies of the Black Hills region. Men cut timber, 

diverted waterways, dumped mercury, and dug deep into the earth to access and refine 

gold. In doing so, their activities defined the early days of American colonization of the 

Black Hills, giving them a decidedly industrial air and shaping the next century of 

American extractive use of regional resources. However, the region’s new inhabitants 

were not solely gold miners and wealthy capitalists. The central paradox of Indian 

Country was, that as a prophetic ideology, it predicted its own demise. Indian Country, in 

the settler colonial mind’s eye, was marked for an eventual transition into civilized settler 

space. But civilization, even in the nineteenth century, could not be tied down to a 

singular meaning; it was a concept with many meanings, many masters, and innumerable 

actors. The question of what came next after the conquest of Indian Country defined the 

next phase of Black Hills settlement, as miners ran up against ranchers who themselves 

were divided over which animals belonged in the new American territory and furthered 

the cause of their perceptions of what civilized, white, space looked like. The battles over 

how best to use the land’s bounty forced new changes upon the land, as settlers struggled 

to define what came next after conquering Indian Country. 
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Lakotas During the Early Reservation Years 

Native Americans in the Black Hills region consistently defied the simple 

racial/spatial binary of Indian Country and settler space. Nonetheless, American conquest 

and subsequent attempts at maintaining this neat distinction had dramatic effects on the 

lives of Indians living on the now-truncated Great Sioux Reservation. The Manypenny 

Treaty, illegal as it was, removed a large chunk from Lakota bands in 1877 including the 

entire Black Hills. A subsequent Congressional cession in 1889 removed 9,274,669 acres 

and separated the reserve into four reservations: Pine Ridge, Rosebud, Standing Rock, 

and Cheyenne River.61 Moreover, murder plagued Lakota leadership throughout the 

immediate years post-conquest. In late 1877, Indian police shot and killed Crazy Horse 

during his chaotic arrest.62 In 1881, Crow Dog, a rival Brule leader, shot and killed 

Spotted Tail.63 However, even amidst wanton land theft and political assassination. the 

most important factor in undercutting the independence of the plains nomads was the 

collapse of the remaining northern plains bison herds in the years after Americans 

conquered the Black Hills region.64 

Bison populations had already been in decline for decades in the west on the eve 

of American conquest, and their numbers were falling precipitously by the mid-1870s. 
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Yet, it was not until the 1880s that their population verged on extinction. No single factor 

brought about the near-total destruction of the bison on the northern plains. To say that 

overhunting wrecked their population base would be true, but also is an 

oversimplification. The larger picture is one of hunters, British, French, American and 

Indian, killing millions of bison over the course of the nineteenth century to satisfy 

market demands for hides and fur. Despite the creature’s central role in the social and 

economic life of Lakota, Cheyenne, and other northern plains Indigenous societies, they 

too contributed to the bison’s near-extinction. Equestrian nomads on the plains opted to 

engage in the bison robe trade in the middle decades of the nineteenth century, though 

they had transitioned from a mixed agricultural/bison hunting economy at the end of the 

eighteenth century, in part as a means of handling disease outbreaks which thrived in 

villages. Nomadism protected Lakotas and their contemporaries from smallpox epidemics 

that swept the Great Plains in the 1830s, but also linked their fate to that of imperial trade 

on the plains and that of the bison themselves.65 Thus, Indians hunted bison out of 

economic necessity and the dynamic relationship between Great Plains politics and 

environments. All humans living, working, and warring on the Great Plains in the mid to 

late nineteenth century share some burden of blame for the rapid diminishment of the 

bison, though that burden need not be distributed evenly.66 
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While plains Indian societies contributed to the near-extinction of the bison, it 

was Americans who truly excelled at destroying buffalo. Indians killed buffalo partially 

for trade and mostly for sustenance. For Americans, the motive was usually profit and 

occasionally sport. During the 1870s and early 1880s, bison hunting mimicked the 

economics of gold rushing. As the historian Andrew Isenberg and others have shown, 

bison hunting necessitated a high initial investment, yielded frustrating outcomes for 

most, and resulted in an unequal distribution of windfalls. For many small-scale hunters, 

turning a profit killing bison on the plains was difficult, since inflated prices of 

equipment and supplies, alongside the sheer difficulty of killing more than a few bison 

and hauling their hides back to a town or fort, made the yields of any single hunt typically 

small. Hunters often considered breaking even to be a lucky outcome during the 1870s. 

Most of the men who stalked the plains with buffalo guns were poor and lacked 

economic or family security; these were the people who were willing to bear miserable 

living conditions, the threat of Indian attack, and little hope of real fiscal reward in 

exchange for stringing together an existence for a few years with the outside chance of 

turning a healthy margin. Few ever achieved the latter outcome. As in gold mining, the 

majority of those who ventured west to hunt bison on the northern plains did so out of a 

gambler’s hope of a rich reward, but in reality, it was often those who already possessed 

wealth and capital who reaped the benefits. A hunting outfit needed to be able to weather 

the initial outlay of funds and bear the early days of risk to turn any profit on the bison 

hide trade.  

Those men able to make a living doing so were primarily the hide dealers, 

middlemen who bought hides from hunters and sold them to tanners and merchants at a 
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healthy profit, and were thus insulated from more of the trade’s risks and more reliant on 

individual connections than the vagaries of hunting wild animals.67 Of course, the relative 

profitability of bison hunting for individual American men was largely immaterial for the 

northern plains ecology or its Indian residents, who were soon faced with an economic 

and social system lacking its most critical resource. From a typical (though variable), pre-

nineteenth century size of perhaps 27 million, bison herds on the southern plains had 

been reduced by nearly 5,000,000 animals by 1875 and by the end of the decade to just a 

few hundred. The isolation of the northern plains herds prolonged their viability deeper 

into the 1880s, but by 1885, a combination of ecological and anthropocentric factors 

meant that their sizes had also dipped into the hundreds.68 Thus, successful American 

conquest of the Black Hills region and northern plains rested heavily on the destruction of 

the North American bison herds, which crippled Indian societies and left them with little 

recourse but to give up militarism in the short term and move to reservations. 

Bison had lived in the Black Hills region for thousands of years, although the 

Black Hills themselves had never been home to large, permanent bison herds. The 

animals preferred to reside among the luxurious and plentiful prairie grasses which grew 

near easily accessible water sources. Yet, bison are mobile creatures, and the Black Hills 

served as a haven for smaller groups of bison, particularly during harsh northern plains 

winters. As bison herds thinned throughout the rest of the northern plains and prairies of 

the Black Hills region during the last third of the nineteenth century, the Black Hills and 

Powder River region became refuge to some of the last remaining large herds. Thus, the 
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Black Hills region remained a final hope for Lakotas, Cheyenne, and other equestrian 

societies fighting to maintain independence. The influx of more and more American 

settlers, miners, military, and livestock, all put significant pressure on these last 

remaining bison populations. Beyond their crucial spiritual importance, Lakotas and their 

allies fought to maintain control over the Black Hills as their critical resource base from 

which they could maintain an autonomous existence. American conquest of the region 

thus served both economic and political ends. 

For Cheyennes, Lakotas, and other Indians who had previously lived in the Black 

Hills region, conquest by the American military and displacement by settler colonists 

proved disastrous. The Black Hills had been their primary resource base and a critical 

spiritual center, and their access to the region after 1877 was increasingly curtailed for 

the remainder of the nineteenth, and well into the twentieth, century. The American 

mining boom in the Black Hills brought thousands of settlers across the plains, changing 

the region’s ecology and imposing spatial ideologies upon the northern plains which 

dictated where people should live and how the non-human world should be used and 

treated. These systems of understanding and control were markedly different from their 

Indigenous counterparts.  

Rhetoric surrounding the Black Hills Gold Rush positioned the imposition of 

industrial capitalism based around mineral and other resource extraction as an enterprise 

in service of white civilization in its march through the realms of savagery, as 

instruments in transforming chaotic Indian Country into ordered settler space. Just before 

Custer’s defeat in 1876, the San Francisco Bulletin characterized the American military 

expedition against the Lakota to capture the Black Hills as “the onward march of white 
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civilization.” Moreover, “the settlement of the country by whites will go on,” the 

editorialist predicted, even if the land “does not prove a veritable El Dorado, it is at least 

good grazing ground.”69 The U.S. Army colonel and Black Hills booster Richard Irving 

Dodge agreed, writing in an 1876 pamphlet that “the American pioneer, who breaks the 

woods for civilization, proposes to break open these vast gold fields which is to give 

employment to thousands, and bring joy to … many a family.”70 Dodge’s invocation of 

family is telling. Even though most gold rush miners were single men, framing the 

activity as benefitting families held particular salience during the late nineteenth century, 

when writers, academics, and politicians alike saw the white nuclear family as the 

bedrock of American civilization itself.71  

Whether a gold mining or a ranching region, settlers believed their control of 

Indian Country would fundamentally change the land – this was the promise of conquest. 

However, American settlers saw the presence of Indians in the Black Hills region as a 

remaining obstacle standing in the way of the region’s complete transformation, even 

after conquest. American officials, social scientists, and many citizens, believed that, 

given enough time, Indians would take up agriculture, adopt Christianity and, eventually, 

assimilate and melt into white America. Indian relations to the environment  were central 

to American racial categorization of Indians as a collective. Anthropologists, scientists, 
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and politicians repeatedly referred to the relationship between Native Americans and 

ecologies as being intertwined. John Wesley Powell, explorer, geologist, and 

ethnographer, argued in 1880s that “removal of the Indians” from their land was “the first 

step to be taken in their civilization,” in part because these lands represented “everything 

most sacred to Indian society.”72 White thinkers and policy makers relied on this belief in 

order to guide passage of the Dawes Severalty Bill and General Allotment Act in 1887, 

which provided a mechanism to split communally held reservation lands into individual 

allotments. The federal government then, over time, sold off the remaining land, deemed 

excess to Indian needs. The connection between land use, policy, and white civilization 

was clear. As one white businessman with an eye on Cherokee territory proclaimed in the 

1880s, “The highest obligation of a government towards a helpless, conquered people … 

is to teach them … the spirit of self-reliance and industry which underlies all 

civilization.”73 The American government’s solution to the continued existence of 

independent Indians within the Black Hills region was to forcefully change the 

relationship Lakotas and other Native American had to the land itself. 

Allotment hit reservations hard nationwide. The amount of land held by Indians 

fell from 155 million acres in 1881 to 104 million by 1890, and to 77 million at the dawn 

of the twentieth century. Merrill E. Gates, a leading light in the assimilationist Indian 

Rights Association, called the Dawes Act, “a mighty pulverizing engine for breaking up 

the tribal mass,” and in this he was correct.74 On the Great Sioux Reservation, Indian 

leaders did what they could to draw the process of allotment out over several decades, 
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and it was not until the early twentieth century that the federal government was able to 

declare surplus lands on Pine Ridge open for sale and white settlement. Lakotas across 

the Black Hills region strongly resisted the imposition of allotment during the 1880s. 

Throughout that decade, a parade of Indian Office men and government-sponsored 

commissions visited Pine Ridge and other Black Hills region reservations to reach an 

agreement with Lakotas on an allotment plan. Valentine McGillycuddy, an Indian Agent 

at Pine Ridge, engaged in a complex political dance with Red Cloud throughout the early 

1880s, attempting to gin up support for both the national Dawes Bill and a more locally 

focused version which sought to break up the Great Sioux Reservation and largely failed. 

James McLaughlin, an Indian agent with years of experience in Indian diplomacy on the 

northern plains, similarly tried to find support among Sitting Bull’s band on the Standing 

Rock Reservation throughout the mid-1880s, and also failed.  

The Dawes Sioux Bill passed without Indian support in 1888, and yet another 

commission, this one led by Carlisle Indian School superintendent Richard Henry Pratt, 

visited the Black Hills region to try again to reach an agreement. After tense meetings 

throughout the summer of 1888, the Lakotas living on Standing Rock once again refused 

the government’s terms. Pratt, seeing the writing on the wall, took his commission back 

east, followed almost immediately by yet another commission, this time led by Major 

General George Crook. Crook had been enjoying his near-retirement and had turned 

down the offer to lead what became Pratt’s commission the previous year. After months 

of cajoling, Crook succeeded where his predecessors had failed. In part, he was able to 

spend more money and lavishly feted Lakota leaders and their relatives. More 

importantly, he also offered better terms, which seemingly allowed for greater cultural 
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autonomy, increased reservation funding, and a larger outlay of rations. Agreement to 

Crook’s terms were far from unanimous among the Lakotas, but those who signed largely 

saw the agreement as the lesser of two evils. Conditions on the reservations were bad, 

and it was clear from the endless procession of commissions and agents that the United 

States would not stop trying to convince Indians that allotment was in their best interests. 

They could continue to refuse and let diminished rations ravage their starving 

populations, or ascent and get the food and opportunities the people desperately needed. 

Agreeing to the Crook commission was, for many families, an attempt at making the best 

of a bad situation.75 

The Sioux Agreement of 1889 arrived during a dire period for Lakotas on the 

northern plains. Although both the 1868 and 1876 treaties promised large quantities of 

rations, clothing, and other goods as annuities, the items listed on paper often differed in 

both quantity and quality from those that arrived at agencies. The department’s endemic 

corruption did not go unnoticed by contemporaries. In 1880, the writer Helen Hunt 

Jackson wrote to Secretary of the Interior Carl Schurz about the “fraud and oppression” 

to which Native people had been subjected “on the part of the Government.”76  The 

following year, Jackson would publish A Century of Dishonor, chronicling the American 

state’s sordid history of dealing with Native societies. Coming off the heels of the Indian 

Ring kickback scandal in 1875 and 1876, Jackson’s attitude was common. In 1880, the 

New York Tribune could uncontroversially call the Bureau of Indian Affairs, “a nest of 
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rascality and corruption.”77 Because of some combination of graft and incompetence, 

food often did not reach reservations as scheduled, and government livestock issued to 

Indians regularly arrived malnourished and died during harsh plains winters. Goods that 

did arrived often failed to meet the needs of northern plains reservations. On the 

Cheyenne River Reservation in 1884, a shortfall of over three hundred men’s suits left 

many residents without new clothing for the winter.  

Because of policies which disallowed Lakotas from leaving the reservation’s 

borders without a government issued pass, Indians at Pine Ridge, Cheyenne River, and 

elsewhere depended on the state to keep their populations fully clothed and fed. The 

destruction of the northern plains bison herds, nearly complete by the mid-1880s, meant 

that tipis and clothing needed to be obtained through government charity or not at all. The 

relationship between Indians and the non-human world were central to reservation life 

and American assimilationist policies. White American officials enforced economic 

dependency as a means of changing Lakota relations to their environment; eating 

government issued beef rather than hunting animals on the hoof, living in one place in a 

home made of timber, rather than moving between resource rich areas in homes made of 

hide. To force civilization, the United States tried, and in some ways succeeded, to turn 

independent Lakotas living on indigenous systems of resource use into a people 

dependent on an ecological ethos based on industrialized, extractive capitalism. 

Environment and race went hand on hand in the post-conquest northern plains.78 
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The notion of Indian relations to the landscape as being inferior, unworthy, and 

inherent to their race has been a central tenet of white American racial discourse about 

indigenous people for centuries and undergirded the framework of Indian Country 

ideology. Many of the more American-friendly elements of the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty 

were presaged on the assumption that Indians would slowly begin to take up sedentary 

agriculture. In 1868, the United States had no capacity to enforce these parts of the treaty. 

In 1878 however, the geopolitics of the northern plains had changed much, and were 

friendlier to American programs of conquest and racial hierarchy. As Americans 

attempted to force Indians living on reservations to affix plows to their animals and alter 

their relationships to the northern plains ecology, whites living in the Black Hills were 

busy altering ecologies themselves. However, as much as white rhetoric and racialized 

thinking predicted assimilation and disappearance for Indians, that same ideology 

foretold a future where Indian Country had given way to settler space, a concept in search 

of a single definition. Disagreement over just what settler space looked like arose almost 

as soon as American hegemony over the Black Hills had been secured. On the northern 

plains, Americans remade the non-human environment to serve an array of human 

masters, few of whom realized that control was illusory. 

 

Ranching and Agriculture 

Mining brought white Americans to the Black Hills by the thousands, but they 

stayed for reasons beyond wealth hidden within the rocks. Custer’s famous description of 

the Black Hills containing gold among the roots of the grass was more metaphorically 

accurate than he had imagined. Agriculture, ranching, and silviculture all sprang up 



214 

 

nearly simultaneously alongside the region’s mining economy. While aridity and climatic 

unpredictability define the prairie surrounding the central Black Hills, the Hills 

themselves earned their reputation as an oasis on the plains via their abundant hydrology 

and fertile soil. The secret to the region’s fecundity was its wetness. The innumerable 

streams which flow downhill from springs bubbling up from the great Deadwood aquifer 

more than make up for the relative lack of regular rain common across the greater Black 

Hills region and northern Great Plains. Groundwater feeds the ubiquitous Ponderosa pine 

and Black Hills spruce trees along with varieties of grasses, shrubs, and flora. These 

grasses and other well-watered plants attracted bison and other mammals who in turn 

brought hunters, from wolves and coyotes to bear, mountain lions and, eventually, 

humans. In a very real sense, photosynthetic life is the bedrock upon which all other life 

in the Black Hills region rests. The dirt’s natural bounty also held out the promise to 

Americans that the region’s destiny may be more than the boom and bust story common 

to gold rushes in the west, such as Nevada’s arid Comstock strike. Because of its fertile 

setting, many American settler colonists believed that the Black Hills region could be 

much more than just a collection of gold mines. 

Indeed, Euro-Americans had dreamed the Black Hills as a farmer and rancher’s 

heaven for almost as long as they had thought about the Black Hills at all. The earliest 

rumors about the region, from early in the nineteenth century, described the mountains as 

both mysterious and terrible, as rich as well as full of promise. Multiple stories, of 

varying degrees of dubiousness, from white Europeans and Americans dating back at 

least to the late eighteenth century described the Black Hills as a nearly enchanted 

mountain range. These reports included details such as strange booming sounds 
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emanating from the Hills, mountains sparkling like crystal in the afternoon distance, 

petrified birds perched within petrified forests, and streams running so hard and fast that 

they boiled away to steam during their course down mountainsides. Among these many 

tall tales was the outright lie that Indians swore off ever entering the region due to 

superstitious fears about what lay within.79 Here again was the Indian Country trope: 

white imaginations picturing a mysterious, exotic, yet tantalizing land, with those who 

dwelt nearby too uncivilized to even know the riches that had in their backyard, let alone 

free the promise held within. It would be up to whites to take control and unlock the 

region’s wealth, for only whites had the ingenuity to know what to do. 

Some of the earliest American descriptions out of the Black Hills emphasized the 

rightness and justice of white land usage over Native practices. Captain William Franklin 

Raynolds, who set out with a small scientific staff and military guard from Fort Pierre on 

June 28, 1859, skimmed the northern rim of the Black Hills while tracing the course of 

the Cheyenne River. He described the first 140 miles of his westward journey as covering 

land “entirely unfit for the residence of whites.” His tune changed by the second week of 

July when his party finally moved beyond the northern plains prairies and into the Black 

Hills.80 “We are now encamped on a little mountain brook,” Raynolds wrote on July 12, 

“with an abundant supply of fresh water, wood, and excellent grass. The soil in these 

valleys is good,” he reported, and described the valley as more suitable for white 

settlement than the plains to his east.81 For Raynolds, the promise of the Black Hills lay 
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in the rich soil itself, which lay ready for white cultivation, rather than the possibility of 

wealth within mountain rock. 

During the earliest days Black Hills gold rush, some Americans settlers tried their 

hand at cultivating the agricultural possibilities of the Black Hills region. Small scale 

farming began with the arrival of the first miners. One of the first attempts at growing 

crops for the local market was by Edward Wolfe, who in 1876 was growing corn, 

potatoes, beans, peas, and cucumbers for the mining camp in Crook City. Within two 

years, over one hundred acres of crops grown by other farmers had sprung up alongside 

Wolfe’s farm. These earliest farmers found steady buyers in the Black Hills region, as 

freighting perishable goods from the end of the railways in Fort Pierre on the Missouri 

River was prohibitively expensive for most. Demand for fresh fruits and vegetables was 

thus high throughout the late 1870s. For a few years, these early farmers held a near 

monopoly on the agriculture market, and farms were small. In 1878 and 1879 however, 

an influx of reapers, plows, and other industrial agricultural implements, imported by 

local merchants, opened the field to new, larger scale opportunities in farming. Moreover, 

beginning in 1877 when the U.S. Army ceased enforcing the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty 

and the end of regular armed conflict between Indians and the United States soon 

thereafter, an influx of settlers interested in homesteading, rather than mining, brought 

many thousands more Americans into the Black Hills, many of whom took up farming.82 

With new settlers came large scale, industrialized, agricultural firms. Many of 

these corporations bought prime land in river valleys and capitalized hydrological 
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projects. The Rapid River Ditch and Improvement Company, founded by C.N. Allen, 

Samuel Scott, and R.A. Burleigh, was one such enterprise. The company built an 

irrigation network to bring water from Rapid Creek to a point thirty miles east of Rapid 

City, watering a huge swath of the Rapid Valley and making the town and its 

surroundings one of the most sought-after settler sites in the Black Hills region.83 Wheat, 

corn, and barley were the most important and valuable crops in the early years. However, 

the increasing profitability of large-scale ranching on the northern plains opened the door 

for an opportunist to provide feed for the growing number of livestock trotting 

throughout the region. That man turned out to be Seth Bullock, a prospector and 

merchandise salesmen who had bought a ranch near the Belle Fourche River where he 

planted the region’s first alfalfa crop in 1881. Alfalfa is rich in protein and nitrogen and 

serves as excellent animal feed. “[Alfalfa] came the nearest to a perfection ration for all 

purposes of any product of the soil,” wrote Dr. Hyman Palais, a professor at the South 

Dakota School of Mines, founded in 1885, and the plant soon became one of the Black 

Hills region’s major crops both on the export market and locally.84  

Alfalfa helped make Bullock a wealthy man and secured his place in the still 

forming American social hierarchy of the Black Hills region. Moreover, the plant worked 

in concert with other newly added elements of the Black Hills landscape: cattle and 

sheep. Through alfalfa, agriculture and ranching went hand in hand in the emerging 

ecological economy of the Black Hills region under American control. The fortunes of 

alfalfa agriculture and ranching rose and fell together, mimicking the rollercoaster 
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economics of gold mining. “The boom that occurred as a result of the … alfalfa,” Palais 

later wrote, “was like the rush in the old days following a gold discovery,” in that money 

and crops could be made and lost in the matter of a few weeks.85 Indeed, the good times 

of the early alfalfa years could not last forever and within the decade, as large scale 

ranching collapsed in the Black Hills, a glut of the cheap, hardy plant hit the market, 

plateauing prices and ending the agricultural boom.86 Both livestock ranching and alfalfa 

agriculture continued to be important industries in the Black Hills region well into the 

twentieth century, but few got rich off either after the first decade of American 

settlement. 

The ranching industry quite literally fed off the introduction of widespread 

farming in the Black Hills region in the years immediately after white settlement began. 

As Americans moved into the Black Hills region, they brought creatures with them. 

Cattle and sheep flooded into the region in numbers even greater than their human 

companions. By the end of the 1870s, 150,000 cattle lived in the immediate vicinity of 

the Black Hills, with many thousands more entering the greater Black Hills region each 

month.87 Animals, particularly livestock, and Euro-American colonialism have a long, 

intertwined, history. Across North and South America, Europeans seeking to establish 

colonies and conquer diverse, often inhospitable, landscapes used animals as a frontline 

force of what the environmental historian Alfred Crosby called ecological imperialism. 

“The European advantage,” Crosby argued, “was not so much a matter of crop plants as 
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of domesticated animals,” which were “[in] the efficiency and speed with which they can 

alter environments … superior to those for any machine.”88 From the 1860s to the 1890s, 

the United States undertook an ecologically imperial policy in the interior of North 

America, as it colonized Indian Country and began converting it to settler space. 

They had centuries of practice to draw upon. European empires repeated this 

process over and again from desert to forest across the varied ecologies they encountered 

as they colonized the western hemisphere. In northern Mexico, sheep grazed the plains 

into desert. In the case of the Valle del Mezquital, in what is today the Mexican state of 

Hidalgo, “once the train of events initiated by the introduction of Old World grazing 

animals into the fragile, semiarid ecology … was underway, the end result … had very 

little to do with external developments,” the historian Elinor Melville argued.89 Grazing 

animals can change the fundamental structure of regional ecologies through soil erosion, 

creating a snowball effect leading to vastly different landscapes in short periods of time. 

In New England, pigs and cattle fostered land enclosure, the propagation of forest 

undergrowth, and conflict with Indians unused to European ideals regarding property and 

livestock ownership.90 Everywhere Europeans ventured, the animals they brought with 

them altered local ecologies, changing them into landscapes more amendable to livestock 

rearing and agriculture. 
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In the Black Hills region, animals served a similar purpose. Across the Great 

Plains, the creation of an industrial cattle industry had far reaching effects for both 

Indigenous societies as well as for Americans living from the fading borderlands between 

American and Native worlds.91  While Americans and, to a lesser extent, Indians hunted 

bison to near-extinction, other causes also facilitated that creature’s rapid decline. By 

1880, over five hundred thousand cattle grazed in Wyoming alone, with similar numbers 

populating the prairies of central and eastern Montana by 1885.92 During the 1880s, on 

the heels of Black Hills conquest, Western cities emerged as industrial-agricultural 

powerhouses, principally Chicago and Kansas City. These metropolises drew on cattle 

herds located on the northern and southern plains for their huge slaughterhouse 

complexes, which shipped meat to Americans throughout the country. As demand for 

beef rose, so too did the number of cattle on the plains, and the space available for bison 

herds dwindled.  

To make matters worse for the bison and those who depended on them, drought 

repeatedly struck the Great Plains during the 1870s and 1880s, withering grasses and 

compounding population loss. Animals, particularly livestock, were thus a crucial part of 

the American conquest of the northern plains, as cattle grew increasingly embedded in 

ecological networks which had little flexibility even in fat times. “Anthropogenic and 

environmental causes of bison mortality worked in concert,” wrote the historian Andrew 
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Isenberg, as one large grazing ungulate gradually replaced another, fundamentally 

altering Great Plains social and ecological systems as a result.93 

In the Black Hills region, ranching became big business alongside mining, and the 

northern plains quickly grew enmeshed in the transcontinental web of industrial 

agricultural capitalism which connected plains, large cities such as Chicago, and the east 

coast. As the environmental historian William Cronon wrote of Chicago, “We cannot 

understand the urban history … apart from the natural history of the vast North American 

region to which it became connected.”94 The same holds true for smaller cities such as the 

upstart Black Hills towns of Rapid City and Spearfish. Although far less grand in scale, 

these urban hubs were the central foci around which smaller spokes rotated, bringing in 

resources and converting them into salable food and merchandise. On the northern Great 

Plains, nature in the form of cattle and crops linked urban and rural spaces.  

In some ways, the extension of industrial ranching into the Black Hills region hid 

the ways in which it had been interwoven with larger, continental and even global 

systems of economics and politics for centuries prior. It was a desire to tap into a global 

demand for fur along with Indian enemies armed with recently acquired French rifles that 

first forced Lakotas out of the northern woodlands and onto the plains, and it was the 

Lakota adoption of the horse from southern native and Spanish neighbors which 

facilitated their conquest of the Black Hills region.95 Even earlier, Indigenous societies 

engaged in long distance trade which brought materials from both coasts onto the 
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northern plains. The Black Hills had for generations been but one strand in a hemispheric 

web and had been so long before the first Americans arrived with their first cattle. What 

was different about these newcomers was the pace of change they facilitated, the scale of 

those changes, and the ideologies which justified using the non-human world in particular 

ways. Thus, the arrival of ranching was both a continuation of old patterns of 

interconnectivity, as well as something new: an economic system based upon bringing 

new animals into preexisting ecologies and doing so based on the belief that it was the 

only proper and justifiable method of utilizing the land. How Americans connected the 

Black Hills to faraway places was not new, but it was different. 

Ranching in the Black Hills region grew out of the interconnectedness of North 

America in multiple ways. In the mid-nineteenth century, prior to American conquest, 

Nicholas and Antoine Jain took to small scale ranching at the site of their fur trade 

outpost near the present site of Custer, South Dakota, where they lived with their Lakota 

wives. The brothers raised somewhere near 2,000 head of cattle according to one 

estimate, before eventually moving to the Pine Ridge Reservation with their families in 

the late 1870s or early 1880s.96 In the case of the Jain brothers, the webs of empire and 

family which tied Euro-American and Native families together also connected cattle to 

the region for the first time.97 After American conquest, the embeddedness of the Black 

Hills into wider social and economic systems continued to be an important factor in the 

development and success of ranching. According to one early twentieth century historian, 
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“the first ranches settled were practically all stage stations to start with,” where ranching 

grew naturally out of the transportation trade.98 Stage stations were logical places to raise 

livestock, as by necessity they kept large amounts of animal feed on hand for the large 

creatures which carried goods, mail, and people along the routes into and out of the Black 

Hills. Moreover, when the stage routes largely shut down during harsh northern plains 

winters, stage stations kept enough food on hand to house their animals long term, when 

forage was not an option.99 Where there was food, shelter, and water, animals soon 

propagated, surpluses of which could be sold. Moreover, small numbers of horses or 

cattle came with American individuals and families who arrived in the Black Hills region 

at the end of the 1870s and early 1880s. Prior to the rise of larger scale ranching, settlers 

used these animals on small farms where they lived on local grasses as well as imported 

feed, and sometimes lived semi-feral existences in the hills themselves.100 Besides these 

logical origins, the failure of most settlers to strike rich in the gold fields led some to 

instead try their hand at ranching as a somewhat less physically tiresome, but rarely less 

risky, business venture. 

Ranching on the northern plains at the end of the nineteenth century was no easy 

work, and certainly no safe economic bet. The ecology of the region, which on the one 

hand grew grasses which made the industry viable, was also unpredictable and sometimes 

harsh. The late 1880s were a particularly rough period financially for the ranching 

industry, which meant deadly conditions for its bovine inventory. Large scale cattle 

companies were extremely volatile and debt-ridden enterprises. Healthy cattle on paper in 
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a Philadelphia office were often in reality nothing more than skeletal remains on a distant 

Wyoming bluff. Neglect of animals was the bedrock upon which the nineteenth century 

cattle industry rested. Ranchers left cattle to largely fend for themselves across huge 

ranges in herds far too large to be sustained by the northern plains ecology. An annual 

cycle of famine and gorging, combined with strenuous physical treatment by cowboys 

whose primary labor was to round up stock for branding and sale, meant a harsh, short, 

existence on the open range for livestock in the Black Hills region. Large scale ranching 

was also not conducive to the extremes of the Great Plains climate. A series of blizzards 

in the winter of 1886-1887, combined with a year of drought on an already overstressed 

environment, created what became known as the Great Die-Up. Somewhere near 500,000 

cattle starved, froze, or otherwise died on the plains that winter. Ranching, as much as 

mining, was a risky venture quickly dominated by large scale, heavily capitalized, 

interests which could sustain such heavy losses.101 

Even when American settlers did take up small scale ranching as an alternative to 

mining, several obstacles stood in their way from success. Cattle could be difficult to 

track on the range. Theft was also a constant worry. “many cattle have been run off [by] 

organized thieves” near the Crow Creek Reservation, reported the Black Hills Union in 

1889.102 Another notice in the same paper earlier that year warned of “cattle rustlers 

getting in their work … in the northern Hills country,” and predicted that “a necktie party 

was a likely result” should the culprits be found.103 That vigilante justice could be meted 
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out for cattle theft is an indication of the seriousness of the offence to those who reared 

and sold stock. Especially on smaller ranches, every animal represented significant 

investment, and theft of even a handful could prove disastrous for an upstart ranch in an 

industry dominated by large corporations. For all these reasons, the northern plains 

livestock industry was not dominated by people like the Jain brothers, but instead by 

large scale, industrialized livestock ranching. Throughout the 1880s and 1890s, 

newspapers out of Rapid City and other Black Hills towns regularly reported, issue by 

issue, on the prices of hog and cattle in Sioux City, Chicago, and New York. The daily 

fluctuations in the cost of a cow made for important news in a region yoked to the 

broader capitalist marketplace, and one whose economic base relied not insubstantially 

on a sizable cattle industry. Ranchers in the Black Hills did not raise cattle primarily for 

local use, but instead sold their head to the stockyards of major regional and national 

cities.104 Ranching was thus a volatile industry, made possible by the environment of the 

northern plains and subject to its whims, as well as to the changes that the industry itself 

wrought upon the landscape. It was an industry where to succeed meant being able to 

whether storms both literal and metaphorical, something few small-scale ranchers could 

afford. 

In some instance across the American West, large ranchers and their smaller 

brethren came into direct conflict with one another. Between 1889 and 1893, in the 

Powder River country of Wyoming, open animosity erupted between cattle corporations 

and small-scale ranchers and settlers in a conflict which became known as the Johnson 

County War. Approximately thirty people died in the conflict, including many from 
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lynching and other extralegal methods.  The conflict was largely between the large-scale 

ranchers, represented by the Wyoming Stock Grower’s Association (WSGA) and settlers 

or other smallholders who desired grazing land but lacked the political and financial clout 

of the WSGA. Poor range conditions, which smaller owners blamed in part on the actions 

of WSGA members, only exacerbated the acrimony between the factions. By the early 

1890s, the WSGA had called upon the federal government to deploy U.S. Army units, as 

well as finance mercenary units, to violently quell unrest among the smaller ranchers and 

farmers, although tensions in the northwestern corner of the Black Hills region remained 

high for some years afterwards.105 Such conflicts were relatively common throughout the 

Great Plains. In southern Texas, the massive King Ranch hired the Texas Rangers to 

dispossess, and in some instances kill, tejano ranchers whose land stood in the way of 

consolidation.106 The conflicts on the ranges of the Black Hills region stemmed from 

disagreement over what civilization looked like after Indian Country fell away. Would 

the land be dominated by large scale ranches run by the wealthy, or by small farmers and 

their families? These questions were easy to avoid when Lakotas and their allies still held 

sway in the region, but after conquest, these issues required resolution to fulfill the 

American goal of turning Indian Country into settler space. 

Between the climax of the Great Sioux War in 1877 and the early twentieth 

century, the Black Hills region underwent massive changes. Americans flocked to the 

region to mine, grow crops, found cattle ranches, and, as they saw it, further the cause of 

                                                      
105 John W. Davis, Wyoming Range War: The Infamous Invasion of Johnson County, (Norman: University 

of Oklahoma Press, 2010). 

 
106 Armando C. Alonzo, Tejano Legacy: Rancheros and Settlers in South Texas, 1734-1900 (Albuquerque: 

University of New Mexico Press, 1998). 

 



227 

 

white civilization’s conquest over Indian Country. The conquest of the Black Hills region 

was the consequence of a race war.107 Americans saw their military victory over the 

Lakota, Cheyenne and Arapaho as the victory of civilization over savagery. Because of 

the racialized nature of the region’s conquest, Americans saw the ways they and their 

Native neighbors used the resources of the Black Hills region’s ecologies lands in equally 

racialized ways. Gold mining, farming, and ranching, all became activities which turned 

Indian Country, a dangerous, wild, space, into civilized, orderly, settler space. Americans 

viewed their forced removal of the region’s Indigenous societies to reservations through 

an equally racialized lens. These too were Indian Countries which, should their residents 

be able and willing to take up the plow and successfully start farms, could also convert to 

settler spaces. However, the needs of a mine and those of a farm are often at cross 

purposes. The forests of the Black Hills fell victim to largely unregulated usage as large 

mines such as Homestake took in millions of feet of timber over the course of the 1880s. 

Similarly, large ranchers and smaller ranchers came into conflict over increasingly 

stressed grassland ecosystems. The ecological changes wrought by American conquest of 

the Black Hills meant new conflicts and disagreements over just what settler space 

looked like, and how best to use the bounty of the Black Hills. As the nineteenth century 

turned over into the twentieth, two new strands of thinking about the non-human world – 

tourism and conservation – sought to reconcile the challenges faced by the region’s new 

rulers. 
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CHAPTER 5 

RECREATING INDIAN COUNTRY 

1900-1941 

 

On a warm July night in 1939, at the foot of the nearly completed statue at Mount 

Rushmore, a group of South Dakota’s leading lights gathered for a celebration. The main 

event was a gala and pageant celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of South Dakota’s 

statehood. The governor spoke that night, as did judges and senators. Gutzon Borglum, 

the artist behind the Rushmore sculpture, called the proceedings to order. Choirs sang. 

Film stars made appearances and gave speeches “in Sioux” to Lakotas present in the 

audience. Indeed, Native Americans were, in a sense, the star of the show. The main 

event of the evening, planned and pulled off by the National Memorial Commission, was 

a play narrating the history of the Black Hills, in which Indians featured prominently. Yet 

the play was nothing close to an accurate portrayal of Native resilience, racial 

complexity, and the ongoing fight over the future of the region.  Instead, the pageant 

simply retold the Indian Country narrative. 

The Democratic Governor of South Dakota Harlan J. Bushfield put the night’s 

affairs in context. “At this time when freedom and democracy are being challenged in 

many parts of the world,” Bushfield proclaimed, “no more fitting place than this 

ceremony could be possibly selected than the Black Hills … and particularly at the Shrine 

of Democracy.”1 The message was clear: Mount Rushmore reinforced in American 

tourists their nation’s core political ideals, represented by the four faces emerging from 

                                                      
1 “Golden Jubilee of Statehood,” Gutzon Borglum Papers, Box 172, NF, Library of Congress, Washington, 

DC. Hereafter “Borglum Papers.” 
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the mountainside above the governor. The latent message, unspoken by Bushfield but 

present in each president’s carved face, was the heroric spatial conquest of North 

American Indian Country: Washington, western land speculator who championed total 

war upon Indian towns in the North American interior; Jefferson, who purchased 

Louisiana Territory from France and issued the Lewis and Clark expedition with an eye 

toward exerting American sovereignty over the middle third of the continent; Lincoln, 

who fought a war that freed enslaved African Americans in the east while battling to 

extend American hegemony over Native societies in the west, and who hanged nearly 40 

Dakotas in 1862; and Roosevelt, who perhaps more than any president on Rushmore 

embodied the early twentieth century cultural fantasy of the West and the narrative of 

Indian Country by writing screeds against Native sovereignty and playing cowboy on 

North Dakota ranches. 

If conquest and the Indian Country narrative were the subtext of the Mount 

Rushmore monument, they were fully present in the pageant which took place that night 

at the mountain’s foot. “Harken, ye peoples of a valiant land,” the Prologue began, “Upon 

the tablets of remembered years; Nay, upon aeons scored within this rock, There are 

forever carved the names of men; Whose deeds have conquered worlds…”2 The play 

itself proceeded in five acts, neatly retelling the Indian Country narrative. It began with 

the Verendrye brothers venturing through Indian Country and stopping to rest on a hill. 

They are impressed by the fertility of the Black Hills region, noting it as “a gracious 

land” and that there could be “no finer place” to add to the French Empire. Yet, the 

Verendryes and their white companion are vastly outnumbered on the stage by “Little 

                                                      
2 Ibid. 
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Cherry a few more Indians” who are mostly pliant and curious, but still lurk “in the 

background” of the set, slightly threatening while still blending in with the features of the 

landscape. After signing, dating, and burying a metal plate, the French party departs “for 

home,” and do not linger in Indian Country.3 

Acts II and III chronicled the perilous journey of the Lewis and Clark expedition 

up the Missouri through the heart of Lakota territory. In the play, the Americans are 

detained by Big White, implausibly described as “Chief and King of Mandan tribes of 

Sioux.” This time the risks of Indian Country are more fully laid out for the audience, as 

a trapper warns the Americans, “I’ve never seen as willful a creature as this Chief … This 

means trouble.”  Lewis and Clark are on a simple “scientific” mission “to map a 

continent,” and ascertain what material wealth may lay within the newly purchased land. 

Instead they encounter Sioux intransigence; the white man’s enlightened Euro-American 

ideals stymied by Indian ignorance, a hallmark of Indian country. But the audience 

needn’t have worried. Act IV opens with Red Cloud, Spotted Tail, and a trapper 

discussing the natural falling away of Indian Country at the onset of white encroachment. 

“Let us not battle too fiercely,” Red Cloud ludicrously suggests, for “the Red Man may 

no longer hold this land alone.” Spotted Tail agrees, and lays out the progress of Indian 

Country’s demise: “This strange White Man – consider him … His tireless brain, his 

busy hand, do wonders for his race … he is so flourishing there must be virtue and truth 

to his philosophy.” By Act V, all pretense of resistance has fallen. George Manypenny 

stands before Red Cloud and Spotted Tail, and all agree with Manypenny that “The Black 

Hills now belong to our government.” Spotted Tail laments that “Red man is old. He 

                                                      
3 Ibid. 



231 

 

looks to young White master” because “kindness will follow where this will is strong.” It 

is only now, after the treaty is signed ceding the Black Hills to the United States, that 

miners appear, chanting “gold in the Black Hills.” The story told here is the story of 

Indian Country. A dangerous land, underused by ignorant (if noble) savages and 

dangerous to white travelers, justly gives way to white progress. The miners come last as 

they are incidental to the story; Indian Country was always supposed to transform into 

settler space, and the miners only hastened its progress. Storytellers told the story of 

Indian Country as doomed to become settler space, by one way or another. Or so the 

storytellers said.4 

The play and its stage fit one another well. The monument at Mount Rushmore 

was an embodiment of the story told during the celebration that evening. This chapter 

argues that during the four decades after the massacre at Wounded Knee, the tourism 

industry and conservation movement operated together to turn the Indian Country 

narrative into a bankable industry in the Black Hills. Together, they helped define the 

region as a place where Indians (and Indian Country) existed solely in the past, and as 

such, was something tourists could safely experience by visiting the region and its many 

attractions, such as the town of Hot Springs. The most popular tourist destinations were 

the region’s proliferating state and federally controlled nature parks, including Wind 

Cave, Jewel Cave, and Custer State Park, as well as other state-controlled sites such as 

the Black Hills National Forest. These protected areas helped create an image of the 

Black Hills region as a quintessentially, and safely, western place, at a time when the 

supposed disappearance of the American Frontier fostered a wave of nostalgic attraction 

                                                      
4 Ibid. 
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for the bygone era. In these parks and at other tourist sites, whites retold the Indian 

Country narrative again and again, indelibly linking the story of Indian Country’s 

transition into settler space with the Black Hills region in a connection still strong in the 

twenty-first century. Indians and other non-white people were not as absent from the 

Black Hills as the Indian Country narrative would have tourists believe however. Their 

constant presence continued to undermine the story told at state parks and on fair days, 

subverting the tale white Americans told of what precisely it meant for the Black Hills to 

have once been Indian Country. 

 

Early Tourism 

 The year 1890 was a major turning point in the history of the Black Hills region. 

Within the space of a few months, two events occurred which represented the closure of 

one period and the beginning of another. The first of these, the massacre of at least two 

hundred Lakota men, women, and children at Wounded Knee Creek, is a well-known 

story. Col. James Forsyth and the 7th U.S. Cavalry ostensibly committed these murders to 

put down an imminent uprising of Indians spurred on by the popular Ghost Dance 

religious movement, although the history of this moment is in fact much more 

complicated. Wounded Knee did not mark the end of Native resistance on the northern 

plains, nor the end of Lakota culture, nor even the end of the Ghost Dance religion. It did, 

however, represent a culminating chapter in the Indian Country narrative settlers told 

about the Black Hills region as well as the defeat of late nineteenth century 

counternarratives that tried to subvert the story whites told themselves about the region. 
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Although this victory would prove temporary, it nonetheless was a terrible reminder of 

that narrative’s power.5 

 The second event in 1890 to have long lasting effects for the Black Hills was 

more obscure. That year, the South Dakota Mining Company (SDMC) bought several 

claims on land surrounding the entrance to an intricate network of caverns which would 

eventually be known as the Wind Cave complex.6 This was a pivotal moment for several 

reasons. First, it set in motion a chain of events which would eventually put Wind Cave 

under federal jurisdiction, a similar process which would play out across the Black Hills 

region over the course of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Second, the 

subsequent exploration by the SDMC and marketing of Wind Cave as a tourism site set a 

similar precedent for natural sites across the region. Wind Cave, Jewell Cave, Custer 

State Game Preserve, and other nature parks and reserves became the backbone of the 

region’s economy during the early twentieth century. Parks such as these were crucial 

sites for the repurposing of the Indian Country narrative as a means of drawing visitors to 

the region and racializing the region as white settler space. Taken together, these two 

events marked the beginning of a new phase in the history of the Black Hills region. 

Rather than a zone of disputed sovereignty where multiple competing interests fought to 

institute their vision of what the Black Hills should be and how they should be used, after 

1890 a vision of what the Black Hills were slowly coalesced, centered on the region’s 

image as a tourist destination. 

                                                      
5 The best account of Wounded Knee and the events surrounding the massacre is Warren, God’s Red Son. 

For another account and a concise history of the event in American memory, see also Grua, Surviving 

Wounded Knee. 

 
6 Albers, Home of the Bison, 146. 
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 The tourist industry and regional identities in the United States have an 

intertwined history as long and tortured as American tourism itself.  In mid-nineteenth 

century New England, traveling to the White Mountains of New Hampshire helped 

cement not only the middle-class status of the travelers themselves but also helped them 

make sense of the changing and industrializing social landscape. Nineteenth century New 

England tourism also labeled the rugged scenery as “classically” New England. As the 

historian Dona Brown wrote, “Scenic tourism provided much more than a vacation … It 

also helped them to stake claims to a genteel status … [and] softened the hard features of 

an industrializing society.”7 Tourism in New England shaped that region’s identity 

through the choices of the tourists themselves: they longed for rural nature, and New 

England entrepreneurs responded by preserving landscapes tourists considered rustic, 

quaint, and aesthetically pleasing as means of cashing in on expectations in a capitalist 

marketplace of tourism.8 The scholar Harvey K. Newman made a similar argument about 

the antebellum South. Anxiety over status fueled a culture of obligation and hospitality 

among middle- and upper-class southerners, Newman argued, which in turn created 

expectation of southern hospitality among visitors.9 The dialectic of tourist expectations 

and specific offerings within the tourist marketplace was a common process throughout 

nineteenth century American regional tourism. 

                                                      
7 Done L. Brown, Inventing New England: Regional Tourism in the Nineteenth Century, (Washington: 

Smithsonian Institute, 1995), 4. 

 
8 Ibid, pp. 1-14, 41-74. 

 
9 Harvey K. Newman, Southern Hospitality: Tourism and the Growth of Atlanta, (Tuscaloosa, AL: 

University of Alabama Press, 1999), pp. 1-8. 
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 The West was never exempt from this process and in many ways epitomized the 

conversation between tourist expectations and regional tourist offerings in the 

marketplace. What the historian Hal Rothman called “the geography of tourism” is 

present wherever there are tourist dollars to be made, but in the American West the 

geography is especially salient in how land and narrative, geography and history, are 

intertwined with tourism. “Because of its historic economic patterns and its mythic 

meaning, the West offers a clearer lens through which to see the emergence of the 

patterns of postindustrial economics in their paradigmatic form,” Rothman argued.10 Take 

as an example early twentieth century Los Angeles. That city annually held a parade and 

festival, La Fiesta. The parade featured a host of ethnicities who participated in pageants 

and the event wore city’s Spanish and Mexican heritage on its sleeve – up to a point. 

Rather than an accurate and celebratory image of Los Angeles’ past, La Fiesta presented, 

in the words of historian William Deverell, “a sanitized and whitewashed … 

representation of people and history … [which helped] to build both the city and a 

particular regional identity.”11 Tourism has the power to affect what and who are 

remembered and incorporated into the story and identity of a place, and in the West that 

process is at its most apparent. 12 

                                                      
10 Hal K. Rothman, Devil’s Bargains: Tourism in the Twentieth-Century American West, (Lawrence, KS: 

University Press of Kansas, 1998), 3-9. 

 
11 William Deverell, Whitewashed Adobe: The Rise of Los Angeles and the Remaking of its Mexican Past, 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 52. 

 
12 For other examples of the linkage between tourism, memory, and place in the American West see Ari 

Kelman, A Misplaced Massacre: Struggling Over the Memory of Sand Creek, (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 

2013); Connie Chiang, Shaping the Shoreline: Fisheries and Tourism on the Monterey Coast, (Seattle: 

University of Washington Press, 2008); Matthew Klingle, Emerald City: An Environmental History of 

Seattle, (New Haven: Yale UP, 2009); Erika Bsumek, Indian-Made: Navajo Culture in the Marketplace, 

1868-1940, (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2008). 
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 This was certainly the case in the Black Hills region. However, what Rothman 

and other historians of tourism and historical memory in the West have missed is the 

importance of tourism to the project of settler colonialism. By erasing Native histories 

from the Black Hills and other western spaces, or by consigning Native people to the 

past, Western tourism justified conquest and land dispossession by claiming that Indians 

no longer existed, and that their disappearance was naturally caused by the onrush of 

settler civilization. Tourism did not just construct regional identity in the West; it 

constructed a regional identity based around either Native absence, or the confinement of 

Native people in the safe, distant, past. The construction of a tourism industry in the West 

was thus a singularly settler colonial project, though, like all settler colonial projects, one 

which ultimately lay incomplete as Native people refused to be erased or consigned to the 

past.13 

Tourism in the Black Hills began with geologic place. The earliest tourist 

attractions in the Black Hills region were the geothermal pools in the southern portion of 

the mountain range, around which Americans built the town of Hot Springs. Humans 

around the globe have attributed curative powers to warm waters heated by the earth’s 

core. In modern-day France, the spa town of Chaudes-Aigues (literally translated to 

“keenly/severely hot”) has been used as a mineral bath site since the era of the Roman 

Empire. Japanese onsen are similarly old, as are the springs in South Africa which the 

                                                      
13 The connection between tourism and settler colonialism is still emerging. See Charles V. Reed, Royal 

Tourists, Colonial Subjects and the Making of ta British World, 1860-1911, (Manchester, UK: Manchester 

UP, 2016); Chantal Norrgard, Seasons of Change: Labor, Treaty Rights, and Ojibwe Nationhood, (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014); Lisa Cooke, “Carving ‘Turns’ and Unsettling the Ground 

Under our Feet (and Skis): A Reading of Sun Peaks Resort as a Settler Colonial Moral Terrain,” Tourist 

Studies, 17, 1, 2017, pp. 36-53; Denise Fay Brown, “Tourists as Colonizers in Quintana Roo, Mexico,” 

Canadian Geographer, 52, 2, 2013 pp. 186-205. 
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Swazi people called eManzana and have used for generations. in the Black Hills, Lakotas 

regularly used the geothermal pools in the region for similar purposes and both they and 

the Cheyenne (and likely several societies before them) found the geothermal springs to 

be sacred sites. Lakotas described the geothermal springs as the “milk of the earth,” 

testimony to their healing and spiritually nourishing powers.14 Americans too had been 

attracted to naturally occurring warm springs for decades, and sites similar to Hot Springs 

became all the rage in the nineteenth century United States. Nineteenth-century 

Americans flocked to geothermal sites such as Saratoga Springs and Hot Springs, 

Arkansas. Indeed, Yellowstone became the first national park in 1872 in part because of 

its fantastic geological activity. Thus, it was features of the non-human world which first 

put the Black Hills region on the map as a destination for leisure activity. From its 

earliest stages, the environment of the Black Hills and the region’s tourism economy 

were intertwined. 

Reports from settlers about the medicinal powers of the waters at Hot Springs 

began soon after American conquest. One settler, Joe Larive, claimed relief from his 

rheumatic limbs by bathing in the water. By the early 1880s, several white Black Hills 

residents had created the Hot Springs Town-Site Company and made attempts at 

gathering funding for greater infrastructure, while still others sold tickets to geothermal 

springs found on property they had purchased.  By the early 1880s, Rudolphus and Mattie 

Jennings had built a small log cabin “resort” at the springs where they took in guests, 

mostly locals and those passing through to the diggings and small towns which had begun 

                                                      
14 Linea Sundstrom, “The Sacred Black Hills – An Ethnohistorical Review,” Great Plains Quarterly, 17, 

3/4, 1997, p. 195.; Albers, Home of the Bison, v. 
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to crop up throughout the region. By 1883, John Kohler had built a competing hotel and 

the arrival of a small railroad spur line to the nearby town of Buffalo Gap in 1885 secured 

Hot Springs position as a regional tourist destination. Adding to the site’s reputation as a 

healthy, rejuvenating destination was the site’s selection in 1889 as the home of territorial 

soldier’s home, a federally managed resort aimed at recuperating veterans injured in the 

line of service.15 

Residents quickly hooked Hot Springs into national flows of capital and 

investment. Despite the region’s reputation as an island in the plains, an isolated 

mountain range cut off and separate from the surrounding country, Black Hills tourism 

relied on (and capitalized on) growing national networks of transportation and finance. 

Fred Evans, an early Hot Springs booster, came to the Black Hills from Ohio and made 

his living in the region freighting goods into and out of the Hills, building connections 

between the mountains and towns to the south and east. Evans built the two-story Evans 

Hotel at the spring site which he later sold to Iowa investors. Over the next several years, 

two rail lines linked the town to existing transportation networks. No longer was regional 

tourism consigned to those with the wealth, time, and fortitude necessary to make the 

long trek by trail from Fort Pierre on the Missouri. Now, all it took was a rail ticket and a 

degree of patience. The site’s greater accessibility prompted a growth boom in population 

and services in Hot Springs, including hotels, restaurants, and other businesses. The 

Evans Hotel by the early 1890s had expanded to include the Evans Plunge, a large, glass 

and iron encased, pool not dissimilar from a twenty-first century water park, replete with 

slides and other fun aquatic equipment. As the historian Suzann Julin pointed out, the 

                                                      
15 Julin, Marvelous Hundred Square Miles 9-10. 
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construction of the Evans Plunge marked an important shift in Hot Springs tourism. 

Rather than emphasizing the site’s curative properties, the Evans Hotel and Plunge 

instead emphasized the fun a person (typically a white, middle- or upper-class person) 

could have in the Black Hills. This was a new type of tourism based on the foundation of 

cheaper transportation for a larger wage-earning class with increasing amounts of leisure 

time. In the decades to come, the Black Hills region would capitalize continuously on this 

group of people as the bed rock of its tourism industry.16  

Despite Hot Springs increasing interconnectedness to a continental web of 

American economics and culture, the site did not lose its significance for the region’s 

Indigenous inhabitants. Indians from nearby reservations returned to the baths in and 

around Hot Springs as early as 1877.17 When Valentine McGillicuddy and Walter Jenney 

first located the site of Hot Springs in 1879, the pair found evidence of recent indigenous 

habitation, including tipi rings and lodgepoles.18 Throughout the decades after American 

conquest and Lakota dispossession, Native people returned regularly to the area and often 

stayed for extended periods of time, even whole summers according to local residents. 

Indians also came to Hot Springs for legal reasons. As a county seat, some Native people 

arrived under arrest. John Lance was one such individual. He arrived in shackles, on trial 

for the murder of a seven-year-old girl. Lance and his attorney John Burns were both 

                                                      
16 Julin, Marvelous Hundred Square Miles, 9-15. For class and nineteenth century tourism generally see 

also Brown, Inventing New England, pp. 75-104; Kathy Peiss, Cheap Amusements: Working Women and 

Leisure in Turn-of-the-Century New York, (Philadelphia: Temple UP, 1986); John F. Kasson, Amusing the 

Million: Coney Island at the Turn of the Century, (New York: Hill and Wang, 1978).  

 
17 Albers, Home of the Bison, 242. 

 
18 Ibid, 143. 
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“present at the hearing … at the Springs” in January 1895.19 Even within the increasingly 

white-dominated world of the Black Hills region, Indians were a part of the social fabric. 

It is difficult to know the degree of Native habitation in the southern Black Hills 

however. One local story describes a teenager startled as he unexpectedly came across a 

group of Lakotas traveling to Hot Springs in the late 1880s, and the scholar Patricia 

Albers argued that early Hot Springs residents “remembered only good ties” between 

whites and Indians in the late nineteenth century.20 Moreover, Albers wrote , “the 

building of the city of Hot Springs … disturbed the archaeological remains of earlier 

settlements,” making it difficult to determine Native usage patterns even in the years after 

American arrival and settlement.21 Still, scattered written records indicate that they 

certainly did not disappear as the late nineteenth century tourist regime arrived. 

Hot Springs was the first site in the Black Hills region self-consciously marketed 

toward tourists venturing into the region for leisure. Entrepreneurial settlers capitalized 

on the increasing interconnectedness of the Black Hills to the rest of the United States by 

bringing in outside investment and utilizing railway transportation to bring in customers. 

Although small in comparison to the tourism behemoth which the Black Hills would later 

become, Hot Springs still maintained many of the hallmarks of the Indian Country 

narrative repackaged as a safe attraction. The site catered to white, middle and upper-

class Americans who had the time and money to travel. By constructing a recreational 

site that promised swimming and other activities that were both healthful and fun, the 
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Evans Plunge promised to rejuvenate American settlers and created a tourist destination 

within settler space. Yet, even a decade or more after American conquest however, 

Indians continued to visit Hot Springs, defying the Indian Country narrative which said 

they belonged in the past or on reservations, where they could be monitored and kept on 

the track of assimilation. Here and elsewhere in the Black Hills during the formative 

years of the tourism industry, non-white individuals maintained a presence, undermining 

the story whites told themselves about the region’s meaning. 

 Wind Cave was another early tourist attraction which specifically coopted and 

used the Indian Country narrative to attract visitors.  Indians have known of Wind Cave 

for generations, and many groups still consider the space to be deeply sacred. According 

to the anthropologist Patricia Albers, “to the Lakotas and Cheyennes (and probably the 

Arapahos), [Wind Cave National Park] holds properties that stand at the foundation of 

some of their contemporary cultural beliefs and practices, and by extension at the heart of 

their identities as Lakota and Cheyenne people.”22  The Lakota emergence from Wind 

Cave is one of several foundational origin stories which emphasizes the sites importance 

in Lakota cosmology.23 Indigenous beliefs about Wind Cave’s deep spiritual significance 

place the site in connection with the larger religious complex that is the Black Hills and 

several sites on the surrounding northern Great Plains. 

Whites did not encounter the geological formation until the early 1880s. Accounts 

conflict over which settlers first stumbled upon the opening. By the most popular 

account, in 1881, in the hills just north of Hot Springs, the brothers Tom and Jesse 

                                                      
22 Ibid, iii. 

 
23 Ibid, iv – xi. 
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Bingham came across a small cave from which emerged a steady stream of air. It’s 

possible the Binghams learned of the cave via Lakota sources, as a third brother, 

Matthew, was fluent in the Lakota language and knew several Indians personally, going 

so far as to live and hunt with them.24 It is impossible to know for sure, but it is entirely 

plausible that the future tourist attraction of Wind Cave, steeped in the cultural milieu of 

Indian Country, first entered settler knowledge via Indians themselves. Regardless, in the 

early 1880s, settlers saw the cave as a curiosity and were much more interested in the 

surrounding landscape, which soon hummed with prospectors and homesteaders. The 

southern hills in the 1880s were still isolated and remote, particularly in comparison to 

the bustling northern hills towns of Deadwood, Spearfish, and Custer. The recreational 

hub of Hot Springs, however, soon pulled Wind Cave into its orbit. 

 Jesse Bingham made the first false-start attempt at capitalizing on Wind Cave in 

the early 1880s when he built a small cabin over the opening, but he soon fled the hills on 

accusations of cattle rustling. In 1890, the South Dakota Mining Company (SDMC) 

purchased three mineral claims on lands surrounding the cave entrance, and the company 

soon had several employees and their families on site exploring the cave and assessing its 

mining value under the guidance of Jesse McDonald. The SDMC then entered a business 

partnership with John Stabler, a local hotelier and booster in Hot Springs, who along with 

McDonald and their associates founded the Wonderful Wind Cave Improvement 

Company (WWCIC); an onsite hotel soon followed. Wind Cave and Hot Springs 

developed into tourist destinations symbiotically. The two are roughly a dozen miles 

from one another, and not long after the Wind Cave site’s incorporation under the 
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SDMC, Stabler advertised cave tours and the hotel on site and founded a stage company 

which brought visitors from one site to the other. The cave proved enormously popular to 

Black Hills visitors. Stabler gave William Jennings Bryan a tour when the past and future 

Democratic Party presidential nominee visited western South Dakota in 1897.25 

Connections, both within the Black Hills region and to the continent without, were the 

basis on which early Black Hills tourism rested.26 Stabler played into Wind Cave’s legacy 

as a sacred site by holding spiritualist gatherings and inviting mediums to tell fortunes at 

the site throughout the 1880s and 1890s. Although not explicit, the subtext of Wind 

Cave’s tourist image was that it’s strangeness and association with Indians were 

intertwined.27 

 Black Hills tourism also changed the region’s ecology. To facilitate tourism at 

Wind Cave, Stabler and the WWCIC needed to make entering the cave easier. Upon its 

discovery by whites, the only entrance was a small, narrow, opening. The WWCIC 

blasted three additional openings, allowing women, children, and caving amateurs 

generally to enter the complex. Other “improvements” and employees soon followed, 

including the aforementioned mind readers and spiritualists as well as additional mapping 

expeditions. Indeed, it was these changes to the area surrounding Wind Cave which 

brought about one of the most important changes to the region of the late nineteenth 

century. In 1893, the SDMC, who had purchased the site’s mineral rights, sued the 

WWCIC, who claimed homesteader’s rights, for ownership of the property. Personal 
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animosity between McDonald and Stabler led the former man to side with the SDMC in 

the case, and the suit went to court to determine who owned the cave and surrounding 

land. At the crux of the case was a question of use: was Wind Cave properly an 

agricultural site, as the WWCIC claimed? Or a mine, as the SDMC argued? “The main 

point in question,” reported the Rapid City Journal in 1896, as the case went to trial, “is 

which the land is most valuable for, mineral or agricultural?”28 In fact, it had been used 

for neither purpose and the only improvements made were for the purposes of bringing 

tourists to the site. The drawn-out case lasted several years and made its way to the 

federal General Land Office (GLO) in Washington, where GLO commissioner Binger 

Hermann ultimately ruled that neither side had acted in good faith in filing their land 

claims and removed the Wind Cave site from private hands entirely and held by the 

federal government as a public park. Thus were the beginnings of Wind Cave National 

Park.29 

 Wind Cave serves as a synecdoche for the Black Hills as a whole: An ancient 

Indian sacred site claimed after conquest and settlement for cross purposes: tourism, 

mining and agriculture. After disputes arose over proper usage, the state stepped in and 

took over jurisdiction from private owners. This was both the story of Indian Country as 

told by whites, as well as its unforeseen conclusion: the site was underused by Indians, 

but after whites justly (in their minds) took over, settler colonists could not agree on what 

could properly take its place. The state then decided to capitalize on a new form of 

recreation taking root in the American West: nature tourism. However, to understand how 
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Wind Cave became a site geared toward tourism, one must first understand how the 

tourism industry slowly became intertwined with conservation and wise use. 

 

Early Conservation 

 Black Hills conservation began with forest preservation. By the 1880s, the idea of 

conserving American timber reserves already had a history dating back decades. Indeed, 

the Forest Service has its roots in the billions of acres of public land held mostly by the 

federal government taken from dozens of Indian societies by methods ranging from the 

merely dishonest to downright violent and fraudulent. For much of the century, the 

government dealt with these lands by dolling them out either to homesteaders (nearly 300 

million acres under the 1860 Homestead Act and its successors), the states (around 18 

million acres under the 1862 Morrill Act) and as grants to railroads (over 200 million 

acres in direct land transfers).30 The state issued these grants under the assumption that 

private entities would turn wild, uncultivated, lands into productive farms, ranches, and 

towns. In short, they were made to facilitate the transition of space from Indian Country 

to settler space. This process began with the California Gold Rush and a flurry of 

subsequent legislation, what the historian Andrew Isenberg called a series of “industrial 

versions of the Homestead Act” including the Pacific Railway Act (1862) and the 

Mineral Resources Act (1866). The drive to turn Indian Country into settler space 

motivated federal land policy until well into the twentieth century.31 
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These “industrial Homestead Acts”, and the changes in the landscape they 

facilitated, helped spark the American conservation movement.32In 1864, Vermont-born 

scientist and teacher George Perkins Marsh published Man and Nature. In the book, 

Marsh described an American future defined by environmental collapse unless 

Americans took major steps to retard rampant resource use. Marsh was among the 

conservation movement’s founders, his advocacy rooted in the near-complete 

deforestation he observed in his home state of Vermont as well as in travels abroad.33  

Deforestation in the United States was indeed rampant, and people took his ideas 

seriously. As described in chapter three, deforestation in the Black Hills was rampant 

after the first weeks of the gold rush in 1876. The worst forest damage was in the area 

around Deadwood and Lead in the northern Hills, where Homestake and other smaller 

mines consumed the greatest amount of timber and where a relatively higher density of 

rail lines soon made timber export a viable industry.34 Some in the Black Hills worried 

about what this meant for the region’s future. “In spite of the warnings of far-sighted 

men,” the Deadwood Pioneer fretted in 1889, “the subject of forest preservation has not 

attracted as much attention as it deserves.”35 Local papers also reported numerous 
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incidences of “illegal cutting” throughout the Black Hills during the 1880s and early 

1890s, indicating a greater concern over the use of forest resources. This put the Black 

Hills region in line with the rest of the country, as the late nineteenth century saw the 

birth of forestry as a branch of American scientific governance.36 

Scientists, government officials, and forestry experts began sounding alarms 

about the state of American forests around the middle of the nineteenth century. In 1874, 

Secretary of the Interior Columbus Delano warned of “the rapid destruction of timber” 

across the nation’s forests and called for drastic and immediate action. American 

colonization of the Black Hills region began near the beginning of the era of Progressive 

scientific forestry, which expanded on Marsh’s ideas and converted them to policy. 

Conservation was not a simple ideology, however. While Delano warned against 

deforestation, he applauded the destruction of the bison on the Great Plains. “The rapid 

disappearance of game from the [Indian’s] former hunting-grounds must operate largely 

in favor of our efforts to … compel them to abandon nomadic customs,” he wrote in 

1873.37 Delano’s seeming inconsistence can be explained by the Indian Country/settler 

space narrative. He, like many Americans, saw bison as symbolic of Indian Country’s 

wildness, and recognized its centrality to Native power on the plains. Timber represented 

settler space. Its loss could threaten American power. Nineteenth century conservationists 

saw the nonhuman world through the lens of Indian Country. 
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Thus within a few decades of Man and Nature‘s publication, officials within the 

United States government began putting Marsh’s ideas to work. John Wesley Powell and 

F.V. Hayden, both surveyors for the U.S. Geophysical and Geological Survey, conducted 

expeditions to the Rocky Mountain West in the late 1860s and early 1870s. Hayden’s 

Preliminary Report of the United States Geological Survey of Montana and Portions of 

Adjacent Territories was one of the critical factors in the establishment of Yellowstone 

National Park in 1872.38 Marsh, Powell, and Hayden all influenced Franklin B. Hough, a 

scientist and polymath, who in a speech to the American Association for the 

Advancement of Science (AAAS) in 1873, argued that it was the duty of the federal 

government to protect American forests in the interest of national well-being. After 

intensive lobbying by the AAAS, Congress passed an appropriations bill in 1876 which 

contained a rider providing a small sum of money to determine the health of American 

forests. The government assigned Hough the task and in 1878 reported his findings in his 

Report Upon Forestry.39  

Hough’s report was exhaustive, weighing in at 650 detailed pages. “So 

abundantly supplied were the older States of the Union with a native-timber growth,” 

Hough wrote, “that questions relating to permanence of the supply appear not to have 

suggested investigation.” This was unfortunate, he continued, because “this clearing was 

made without a thought as to the probable wants of the future, either for supply of 

materials for building, manufactures, and fuel, or the value of reserved belts of timber … 
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as a consequence, the supplies have within a few years past been found scarce.”40 

Congress directed Hough to follow up his initial report with another in 1881 which 

officially established a Division of Forestry within the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

The next year, Hough’s department recommended that the remaining forested timber 

lands still in government possession be barred from future sale. This suggestion fell on 

deaf ears in the short term. However, by the beginning of the 1890s, the agitation by 

conservation advocates had given the movement a wider adherence. By the end of the 

nineteenth century, the concept of a Progressive government, active in its role as 

protector of white middle-class interests, was beginning to take hold as well, allowing for 

a regulatory framework which could put conservationist ideals into policy.41 This move 

toward scientific forestry and conservation had a tremendous effect on the Black Hills 

region. 

The most immediate effect of Hough’s report came in March 1890. That spring, 

Indiana Democratic Representative William S. Hollman introduced a bill which would 

repeal the 1873 Timber Culture Act, legislation which speculators had used to great effect 

as a means of acquiring western lands.42 Hollman’s bill, which President Benjamin 

Harrison signed the following year after passing in both houses of Congress, contained a 

rider attached by Senator Preston Plumb (R-KS) which allowed the executive branch to 
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set aside forested regions, ostensibly for the protection of watersheds. According to 

Gifford Pinchot and other later observers, Congress largely ignored the Plumb Rider, 

which tellingly became known as the Forest Reserve Act within a year of its passage 

when President Harrison set aside nearly 1.5 million acres of public land in Wyoming, 

creating the first Forest Reserve, today’s Shoshone National Forest.43 By the end of his 

presidency in 1892, he had set aside 13 million acres more and his successor, Grover 

Cleveland, set aside an additional five million acres soon after taking office in 1893. In 

1895, secretary of the interior Hoke Smith created a commission led by Wolcott Gibbs, 

president of the National Academy of Sciences to study the forests on public lands, 

particularly issues of fire prevention and water retention, and report back to Congress 

with legislation. The commission recommended thirteen additional forest reserves, which 

Cleveland created in February 1897. These included the Black Hills Forest Reserve 

(today’s Black Hills National Forest).44 

Tourists did not begin visiting the National Forests for in any large numbers until 

the advent of the automobile over the course of the first quarter of the twentieth century. 

Even though they were not marketed as western tourist spaces at the end of the nineteenth 

century, the creation of forest reserves in West, and especially in the Black Hills, 

nonetheless illuminates how the Indian Country narrative motivated policy and debates 

over land use. Indeed, on their face, the forest reserves appear to contradict the Indian 

Country schema: if Indian Country is wild and defined in part through wasted resources, 

how could the United States government justify leaving large tracts of land uninhabited, 
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unmined, and unirrigated – essentially unimproved? South Dakota Senator Richard F. 

Pettigrew couched his criticisms of the forest reserve system in exactly these terms. “In 

South Dakota,” he argued in 1897, “the area included as part of the forest reserve 

contained seventeenth post offices, 15,000 people and fifty miles of railroad,” all the 

trappings of settler space and civilization.45 Black Hills settlers made this argument too. 

An editorial in the Black Hills Weekly Times pointed out how “twenty years ago today, 

President Grant … opened up this part of the country to settlement … previous to that 

date, [settlers] were trespassers upon an Indian reservation,” and called it “something of 

an incident … that after an even twenty years of habitation and occupation, a portion of 

this ceded land should again be placed into the government reservation … and all 

inhabitants thereon again intruders or trespassers.”46 Settlers like this editorialist saw the 

reservation system as turning back time, and likened the forest reserve to an Indian 

reservation; a reversal of settler space back into Indian Country. To some settlers, the 

Forest Reserve system were an abrogation of the state’s duty to settlers to aid in turning 

Indian Country into civilized settler space. 

To advocates of the forest reserve system however, the very fact of their creation 

indicated that the Indian threat to settler space was neutralized, that the creation of settler 

space in the Black Hills region (and throughout the West) had been successful enough to 

justify conserving some timberlands.  Indeed, forest conservation could be seen as a 

hallmark of civilization, they argued. In an essay entitled “What Forestry Means to the 

United States” published in an 1899 issue of The Forester, Secretary of Agriculture 
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James Wilson made his case for timber conservation as central to American civilization. 

“The vast material progress which, since 1865, has distinguished the United States … 

would never have been achieved without the great resources in timber which we have 

been able to command,” he argued. “Our material civilization is still distinctly founded 

on the use of wood. If we had not had an abundance of wood from the beginning of our 

life as a nation until the present day, the United States would not now be first in the 

family of nations in wealth.”47 Theodore Roosevelt made a similar case in his first 

message to Congress upon taking office in 1901. “Forest protection is not an end of itself; 

it is a means to increase and sustain the resources of our country and the industries which 

depend on them. The preservation of our forests is an imperative business necessity,” he 

wrote.48 For advocates of the forest reserve system, timber conservation was not 

regression to Indian Country but an embodiment of American civilization and 

symbolized the protection of national economic might. 

The new public lands in the Black Hills region totaled just under one million 

acres. The president’s executive orders caught settlers in the Black Hills region 

completely off guard. The Sioux Falls Argus-Leader described “most intense surprise and 

indignation” at the announcement.49 Public reaction on the ground in the Black Hills was 

largely against the removal of a large portion of the forest from private hands.50 The 
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Deadwood Pioneer denounced Cleveland’s “sweeping order” as “disastarous [sic]to the 

western interest … [making] the Black Hills … a sort of national park, for nabob’s [sic] 

to look at.”51 Sol Star, mayor of Deadwood in 1897, called the new forest reserve an 

“injustice and danger to our commercial interest.”52 Star and the editors of the Pioneer 

feared that taking the forests of the Black Hills out of private hands would slow land 

development, keeping the region in a perpetual state of wild Indian Country. Citizens of 

Custer were unsubtle in expressing their concern that the region was reverting to Indian 

Country. Several demonstrated at a train station by “strutting around the depot with 

feathers in their hats and blankets drawn around them” bearing a sign that read 

“Reservation Supply House … good whiskey, or fire water.”53 Taking the idea of a 

“forest reserve” literally, these protestors expressed the local fear that by removing a 

large portion of the Hills from white development and settlement, the region was doomed 

to devolve into Indian Country. Protests against the imposition of the forest reserve 

regime also show how, even after white settlement, disagreements remained over just 

what settler space looked like and how a white, civilized, society best used its resources. 

Forestry officials and the American government felt differently about the nation’s 

forests than did locals in the West. Secretary of the Interior David R. Francis argued that 

the reserves should be supported by “all except those who have selfish designs on the 

forests” and that “a forestry policy [will] provide for the protection of the wonderful 
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reservations from the depredations of sacrilegious men.”54 Gifford Pinchot, the first chief 

of the Forest Service, wrote of the discontent among Americans in the Black Hills, “the 

people in general know little and care less about forestry, and regard the forest … as 

inexhaustible.”55 Herein lay the dilemma in the post-Indian Country Black Hills region: if 

Indians did not own the bounty of the Hills, who did? Which industry or interest group 

defined what white civilization meant? To many settlers who had constructed mines, 

towns, and homes in the region, the answer was self-evident: they did. Easterners, 

particularly nationally-minded politicians, had different ideas about resource 

management. Pinchot believed larger, corporate, private timber interests could 

successfully manage forests if given proper training and oversight, a faith he did not put 

in smaller timber outfits and individuals who owned forested land. “It was hardly 

surprising, therefore, that timber corporations should find much that was attractive in the 

federal forestry program,” wrote the environmental historian Samuel Hays. “Scientific 

forestry was a characteristic example of the new technological age which emphasized 

large-scale, long-term planning and management in both private and public affairs.”56 

Forest Service officials and others in the federal government saw the vast timber 

resources of the Black Hills as resources in the national, rather than local, interest, and 

put their faith in timber companies to use and conserve the nation’s forest wealth. 

The controversy over the forest reserve serves as an example of the flaws in the 

Indian Country/settler space dichotomy. The forest could not remain undeveloped as 
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doing so would be a waste of important resources which it was white civilization’s duty 

to unlock. It was this process which turned Indian Country into settler space. Yet, using 

those resources in the name of white civilization also posed problems, as timber was 

limited and always in high demand. The creation of forest reserves only exasperated the 

issue, as local and federal concepts of proper land use differed; the former wished for 

greater immediate development, the latter for deferred and planned development. While 

the federal state saw the creation of a “national park for nabobs to look at” as proper land 

use, locals saw it as wasteful. Settler space continued to have multiple, mutually 

exclusive, contested meanings.57 

The imposition of various federal conservation structures and institutions during 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries sometimes met with strong local 

backlash even beyond the Black Hills region. National parks, state parks, and forest 

reserves instituted new top down resource use regimes where before locals had 

determined usage patterns. Federal and state authorities crafted new laws to enforce 

conservationist policies, criminalizing behavior which had previously been legal and 

indeed, sometimes crucial to survival for locals. In Montana’s Lewis and Clark National 

Forest, rangers had regular run-ins with Blackfeet Indians hunting on what had become 

forest reserve land but what had been Blackfeet hunting grounds for generations prior. In 

this instance, the creation the laws of timber conservation attempted to turn Indian 
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Country into managed settler space overnight, and Indians resisted by ignoring the new 

legislation. 58  

Nor were whites immune to having their sometimes-long-standing traditional land 

uses criminalized. In the Adirondack Mountains of New York State, for example, 16,000 

people lived in the rugged forests when in 1892 state lawmakers declared more than three 

million acres a managed state park. In response, Adirondackers set fires – both as a 

direct, vengeful, act toward people they saw as outside meddlers, and because they had 

always done so as a means of preparing their fields for the planting season.59 Deliberate 

fire setting, a forest management scheme used for millennia across North America, was 

suddenly against the law, it’s practioners deemed criminals in the eyes of the Forest 

Service. The imposition of new legal frameworks affected people, often Indians, 

immigrants, or other marginalized groups, across the United States from the Adirondacks 

to Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon, during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries.60 Conservation thus came at a cost which fell disproportionately on those 

whose methods of making a living fell outside the white, middle class, norm Progressives 

sought to create and recreate across the American West.61 

Resistance against the forest reserve system was less dramatic in the Black Hills 

than in the Adirondacks, but it existed, as did victims of the new laws which criminalized 

previous legal behavior in forests. The transition from Indian Country to a managed, 
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conserved, forest reserve left some people behind, particularly those whose ideas about 

land use fell outside the bounds of the elite Progressives who staffed the upper echelons 

of the U.S. Forest Service. In the Bear Lodge National Forest, a reserve of around 

150,000 acres set aside in 1907 on the Wyoming side of the Black Hills, N.E. Knapp 

attempted to start a homestead. “I took the place to make a home of it,” Knapp wrote to 

Ranger G.C. Smith that same year, “but since the adjoining land is thrown back into a 

Forest Reserve that is impossible as there is no school … for our children and we would 

never be able to haul our produce out” since development suddenly seemed a dim 

prospect.62  That same year, forest supervisor J.F. Smith wrote to Ranger Smith 

commending him for “seizing the material cut by settlers before the establishment of the 

Bear Lodge National Forest and holding same until the cutting area  … is approved”63 

Where before white settlers had free range to cut what they wanted where they wanted, 

after the imposition of federal authority it was forest managers who determined who had 

the right to cut within the forest, and those who adhered to prior land use practices could 

have their resources “seized.” The transition from Indian Country to settler space left 

behind stakeholders whose visions of the region’s future did not fit with the new 

Progressive ideal. 

 One of those stakeholders was the non-human environment itself. American 

settlers could change the Black Hills landscape to suit their various needs, but they were 

not all-powerful masters over regional ecologies. They learned this when stream flows 
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brought heavy metals into their drinking water, or when creeks ran dry from over use. 

New human usage regimes also brought less foreseeable results to the Black Hills after 

American conquest. Settlers relied on ecological stability within forests for a steady 

supply of timber for buildings and other construction projects. Environments, however, 

are inherently unstable, defined much more by their chaos than by stasis. Uncontrolled 

fires were thus anathema to American settler colonists throughout the American West and 

the federal government enacted the forest reserve system in part as a means of preventing 

forest fires. “The forest is threatened by many enemies,” wrote Gifford Pinchot in a 1917 

forestry guide, “of which fire and reckless lumbering are the worst.”64  Indeed, fire 

prevention was among the major impetuses behind setting aside the Black Hills and other 

forests under the Forest Reserve act at the end of the nineteenth century.  

Although Indians across North America had set and controlled fires as ecological 

management for centuries, the idea of fire perhaps acting as a positive good for forest 

health was “inconceivable” to Henry S. Graves, Chief Forester from 1910-1920.65 

Allowing fires in forests was a feature of Indian Country, not a well-utilized and civilized 

forest managed by white men. However, fires do in fact serve several crucial purposes to 

forest health. “Fire,” wrote the cultural historian and wildland firefighter Stephen J. Pyne, 

“is a profound biological event [and] fire and life … form a necessary symbiosis.”66 

Periodic burns can prevent larger wildfires by consuming brush and dead material, the 
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ashes of which also nurture the soil. Regular fires also cull diseased and insect infested 

trees, preventing the spread of infection and infestation.67 Regular fires ended almost 

immediately upon the imposition of the forest reserve system on the northern plains. Late 

nineteenth century fire management routines instituted by conservation-minded foresters 

and scientists thus marked a large-scale shift in the ecology of the Black Hills region. 

 The sudden end of the ancient Black Hills fire regime had one particularly far-

reaching and unforeseen consequence: larger infestations of the mountain pine beetle. 

Tree-boring beetles are endemic throughout North America, and the Black Hills pine 

beetle is no exception. It’s possible that the dead wood which gave the Black Hills 

boomtown its name had not fallen due to fire, but lay decaying when white settlers 

arrived in 1875 because of a pine beetle infestation. The Black Hills Pine Beetle, or 

Mountain Pine Beetle (Dendroctonus ponderosae) makes its home in a variety of pine 

tree species including lodgepole, scotch, limber, and ponderosa, this last the most 

ubiquitous in the Black Hills. Female beetles tunnel under the bark of living trees where 

they mate, tunnel deeper into the bark, and lay dozens of eggs. Each egg hatches a larva 

which tunnels away from the egg gallery and feeds on the bark as it moves outward, a 

process which typically takes most of the winter and into the spring. This tunneling and 

feeding process is harmful to tree health and is the first portion of the Pine Beetle life 

cycle.68 
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By mid-summer, the larvae become pupae and eat their way out of the tree as 

fully-grown adult beetles through the end of the summer. This process further damages 

the tree which is often left dead or dying as the young beetles move on to repeat the cycle 

on a new, living tree. Adult beetles carry on their bodies the bluestain fungus which they 

transmit to the trees and quicken the pace of tree death and give dead wood a blueish gray 

appearance. The insect’s life cycle thus can kill whole stands of trees in a matter of 

months. Regular burning can help curb large outbreaks.69 Mountain pine beetles prefer 

old, dense, forests in mild climates. Under normal conditions, birds and other predators, 

combined with cold temperatures and regular fires which thin out forest stands, can all 

keep the creature’s numbers at bay. Once an epidemic begins, however, the pine beetle 

can ravage whole forests over the course of decades. Human conditions in the Black Hills 

region after conquest created an environment amendable to the mountain pine beetle.  

After the beginning of American settlement in the 1870s, the lack of regular fires 

meant denser groves containing trees of varying degrees of health and decay and 

excellent beetle habitats. Forest Reserve officials and other government agents grew 

alarmed at the seemingly sudden death of hundreds of trees at the end of the nineteenth 

and beginning of the twentieth century. An 1897 Forest Service study found 3,000 acres 

of forest killed by the pine beetle in that year alone.70 Foresters grew so concerned that 

the U.S. Department of Agriculture dispatched Andrew Delmar Hopkins, one of the 
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nation’s leading entomologists, to the Black Hills in 1902 to study the infestation. 

Hopkins, who in time became the foremost expert in pine beetle biology, recommended 

mass cutting of portions of the forest found to be infested with the beetle. Doing so 

effectively fulfilled the same role as fire in culling damaged trees, but with the bonus of 

selling timber contracts for infested wood (which was still usable as a building 

material).71 Fire did the job of decreasing pine beetle habitat more effectively and with 

greater ancillary benefits, but whites associated forest fires with the savage and wasteful 

land use practices of Indian Country. Foresters believed managing the pine beetle by 

cutting and selling infested timber was the proper use of forested lands across the West. 

The American imposition of a new system of fire management, designed to suit the needs 

of extractive capitalism, changed the ecology of the Black Hills region, creating new 

risks to the environment and the industries upon which they relied. 

 The new forest reserve regime also pitted ranchers against one another. American 

settlers brought sheep as well as cattle to the Black Hills beginning in the 1870s. J.D. 

Hale, a rancher who claimed land in Meade County, north of Rapid City, brought several 

thousand head of sheep to the Black Hills region in 1878.72 Several others soon followed 

his lead, and sheep were soon competing directly with cattle ranchers and other interests 

for forage and land usage within the Black Hills proper. The sheep raising industry was 

big business in the Black Hills. By the earliest years of the twentieth century, stock 

growers shipped some 80,000 head of sheep out of the Black Hills with an additional 
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100,000 grazing within the region.73 In the Wyoming portion of the western Black Hills, 

this competition came to a head after the creation of the forest reserve in 1897.  

The conflict over grazing in the Black Hills region occurred within the context of 

heightened concern over the mountain pine beetle. Forests already under duress after 

twenty years of extractive industrial capitalism which demanded huge amounts of timber 

seemed to be approaching a point of no return. The newly created National Forest Service 

implemented vigorous replanting efforts to draw the forests back from the edge, but the 

wide array of forest users still put heavy pressure on forests, particularly young, newly 

planted, trees. Sheep were especially hard on forests as they tend to consume younger 

trees in their feeding.74 In 1909, amidst more than a decade of often violent 

confrontations between cattle and sheep ranchers across the northern plains, Black Hills 

shepherds applied to the Forest Service to allow their animals to graze within the confines 

of the forest reserve.75 Cattle ranchers and homesteaders, worried that sheep would 

consume crops and take up valuable grazing land, resisted the proposal. Although the 

wool industry had staunch supporters in nearby cities such as Rapid City and Belle 

Fourche, the more numerous cattle ranchers successfully lobbied in 1909 to convince 

Gifford Pinchot, then-chief forester, to visit the Black Hills and mediate between the two 

parties. The combination of mixed-livestock ranching, widespread settlement and 

homebuilding, and pine beetle devastation put the entire forest at risk, Pinchot argued. 

“Here, the bark beetle has left the forest in such a critical condition that unless the young, 
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naturally-seeded pines are protected, the future of the Forest is endangered,” Pinchot 

argued, claiming (rightly) that sheep disproportionately harmed new growth. “Then, too, 

in no other Forest is the inhabitation by small settlers so great, consequently, there is less 

objection [in other forests] to sheep which graze close and are usually destructive while 

browsing.”76 For all these reasons, Pinchot sided with the cattle ranchers and barred 

sheep from the Black Hills Forest Reserve. Pinchot framed his decision (which came 

after two nights of voting and public meetings) as one of small ranchers over larger 

concerns. The “sheep question,” Pinchot wrote, was one of “Big men turning sheep on to 

small men’s lands” and was “one of the best cases I ever saw of the routine way some big 

men oppress some small men.”77 The question of how Americans should best unlock the 

bounty of the civilized Black Hills thus remained contentious well into first decade of the 

twentieth-century. 

The reaction against the Forest Reserve system and the ethos of conservation in 

the Black Hills region and elsewhere indicates a fundamental problem at the heart of 

American racialization of Western space. Americans settlers could agree that areas such 

as the northern plains constituted Indian Country. They could marshal rhetoric in a 

unified voice that said Indians had no right to western lands as they were fundamentally 

unable to work the land in a way that justified their ownership, that Indian land use was 

wasteful and unjust. After conquest however, whites found no similarly unified ideology 
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that could define what the Black Hills region should become. Mining corporations, 

ranchers, agriculture, lumber interests, and tourism boosters all believed their form of 

land use best exemplified the promise of the Black Hills under white control, yet all could 

not operate with impunity at once. Each of these industries infringed on the others. 

Mining depleted timber, which in turn made the Black Hills less scenic and destroyed 

grazing lands. Putting the land to agricultural use made it unavailable for mining interests 

and removed forested lands from lumber companies, even as it could bolster the tourism 

industry. Though white Americans could agree that the Black Hills region was no longer 

Indian country, they could not agree on what it should be instead. This disagreement bred 

conflict between the various stakeholders in the region. As extractive capitalism bred 

discontent among settlers, the tourism industry emerged as a possible unifying solution 

that could unite the region’s contending interests. 

 

Nature and Tourism 

 In 1902, the campaign to arrest the pine beetle crisis in the Black Hills hit a snag. 

Hunters were killing beetle’s natural enemies, including woodpeckers whose plumage 

could catch a fair market value. Black Hills Forest Reserve supervisor Seth Bullock went 

so far as to order all “killing the songbirds for pastime” stopped so woodpeckers and 

other birds could assist in fighting back the beetle menace.78 Once again, competing ideas 

about how best to use the Black Hills after their transition from Indian Country ran 
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headlong into one another. Should they be a recreational hunting ground, or a managed 

forest reserve? In the first decades of the twentieth-century, changes in American tourism 

would go some way toward resolving the question of how to replace Indian Country in 

the Black Hills as more people sought spaces that seemed “natural” when compared to 

the growing urban spaces were increasing numbers of Americans lived. High among 

these were Western spaces, which took on a greater salience as the idea of the American 

West became an increasingly powerful cultural symbol. Improved transportation 

technology made places such as the Black Hills region more accessible than ever before. 

By 1930, the Black Hills and surrounding plains had finally found an ideological niche 

that worked as replacement for Indian Country: a natural western playground. 

Bullock’s attempt at ending songbird hunting represented a process at work 

throughout the American West during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

The historian Louis Warren described this process as, “the local commons giving way to 

the extra local, the community surrendering authority in resource allocation to state or 

national agents.”79 In the Black Hills region, doing so increasingly meant relinquishing 

alternate forms of land use practices that settlers argued was proper and civilized in favor 

of various state and federal projects which boosted the region’s stock as a tourist 

destination. While mining, lumbering, and other extractive industries did not cease in the 

Black Hills region after 1900, they largely took a back seat to tourism as the driving force 

behind questions of development and land use. In this way, tourism came to be the 

answer to the question of what would replace Indian Country in the Black Hills region.  

The kind of tourism the region relied upon was a born of the region’s specific geographic 
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and chronological context. The three most important were the birth of a national system 

of state and federally controlled parks, the cultural salience of the American West and the 

construction of a Black Hills identity around this concept, and the advent of mass 

automobile ownership.  

The Black Hills Forest Reserve was one among many public lands carved out 

from the Black Hills region between 1890 and 1910, including national monuments as 

well as state and national parks. The National Park system developed over the course of 

the nineteenth century beginning with the founding of Yellowstone National Park in 1872 

by President Ulysses S. Grant (though the roots of the system in the United States stretch 

back at least to the federal acquisition of Hot Springs, Arkansas in 1832, and further still 

in Europe and elsewhere).80 By 1900, the federal government had designated four 

western sites as National Parks: Yellowstone, Sequoia, Yosemite and Mount Rainer. In 

the aftermath of the GLO ruling over Wind Cave’s ownership, the U.S. government had 

several hundred acres of land in the Black Hills on their hands. In 1903, after a year-long 

legislative campaign by South Dakota Senator Robert Gamble, the government officially 

christened the land Wind Cave National Park, only the fifth such site to gain such a 

designation.81 

Wind Cave National Park’s entry into the pantheon of national parks did not 

begin auspiciously. Poor attendance, worse amenities, and administrative nepotism all 
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plagued the park’s early years.82 Despite Interior Secretary James R. Garfield’s stated 

goal to “improve this reservation so as to make it a pleasuring ground for the people,” by 

1918, two years after the establishment of the National Park Service, Wind Cave still 

only employed a staff of one person.83 Despite Wind Cave’s shortcomings as a national 

park, the 1910s marked a period of dramatic growth in public conservation lands in the 

Black Hills region. In part, this was due to the rise of the automobile. In 1905, three years 

before Ford released its Model T marketed specifically at the burgeoning American 

middle class, oil magnate and automobile enthusiast Peter Norbeck drove from Pierre to 

Rapid City, a trip which took “several days.”84 The trip was a publicity stunt by Norbeck 

and his companions to raise support for a proposed “automobile route” from the Missouri 

River and more thickly settled points east, to the Black Hills.85 Promoting automobile-

driven nature tourism in the Black Hills region became a theme in Norbeck’s budding 

political career. In 1913 Norbeck, by then a state senator, successfully marshaled 

legislation through the South Dakota legislature to designating a 100 square mile section 

of the southern Black Hills a state forest and game reserve. Within the following two 

years, officials at the newly-christened Custer State Forest purchased thirty-six bison and 

twelve pronghorns in an effort at conserving quintessentially western animals.86  
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Custer State Forest (later Custer State Game Reserve and then State Park) joined 

the Black Hills National Forest, Wind Cave National Park as well as Jewel Cave and 

Devil’s Tower National Monuments (set aside as such in 1906 and 1908 respectively) as 

a state-controlled nature attraction removed from the market and opened for the public 

use. The type of use imagined by state and federal officials differed from location to 

location, but each was similar in presenting a specific image of the American West and 

Black Hills region as white settler space. Managed use in the National Forest contrasted 

with the savage land use practices of Indian Country; Wind Cave and Jewel Cave both 

sold themselves as attractions for a growing white middle-class; and Devil’s Tower and 

Custer State Forest represented attempts at recreating a concept of wilderness some 

American conservationists feared losing forever as western lands rapidly grew more 

settled and accessible.87 Throughout the American West, scenic tourist sites which had 

once embraced some version of their Native history phased out Indians as part of the 

attraction over the course of the nineteenth century. According to the historian Mark 

David Spence, Americans “generally conceived of the West as a vast ‘Indian wilderness,’ 

and they rarely made a distinction between the native peoples and the lands they 

inhabited. Consequently, the earliest national park advocated hoped to protect … the 

people who called these places home.”88  By the 1930s however, in places such as 

California’s Yosemite National Park, even circumscribed and stereotyped Indian festivals 

had been eliminated and Native people forcibly removed in favor of an ahistorical 
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human-free wilderness aesthetic came to define National Park Service policy.89 This idea 

united each public lands site: as white Americans worked to convert Indian Country to 

white settler space, conservationists sought to maintain pockets of Indian Country in 

facsimile, and without Indians, as tourist attractions.  

For this schema to work however, American tourists first needed to be interested 

in visiting western nature attractions. Around the end of the nineteenth century, the West 

as a cultural trope took on greater salience in American life.  No spectacle better 

encapsulated the ascension of the West in American culture than Buffalo Bill’s Wild 

West show, which ran for roughly thirty years from the 1880s to 1910s and crossed 

oceans in its popular recreation of the story of American expansion.  William Cody, who 

by turns had been an army scout, rancher, townsite speculator, and always an entertainer, 

based his show around a few characters (Annie Oakley, the Johnson Brothers, himself) 

and a few set pieces. The Wild West show was immensely popular, regularly selling tens 

of thousands of tickets in cities and small towns across the United States. In 1899 alone, 

the show was on the road for a Grateful Dead-esque 341 days and performed in 132 

cities.90 The basis of the show itself was a story that was triumphalist yet also morally 

and racially complex. The narrative Cody presented was that of American conquest of the 

West, but one which placed Indians and racial conflict at the center. The story broadly 

was that of Indian Country’s transition to settler space. Among the most popular set 

pieces was the “Attack on the Settler’s Cabin” which saw Indian (often Lakota) actors 

laying siege to a white family in a terrifying reversal of the Indian Country narrative: the 
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return of savagery to white settler space. Others specifically referenced events in the 

Black Hills region as shorthand for tales about the west more broadly. The “Attack on the 

Deadwood Coach” was one of the most enduring pieces of the Wild West Show. In the 

performance, the coach to Deadwood, called by one reporter “the advance-guard of 

civilization” and very much representative of settler space piercing Indian Country, came 

under attack by Indians until its rescue by Buffalo Bill.91 By the beginning of the 

twentieth century, the Black Hills and stories about the region had entered the lore and 

mythos of the American West. 

Custer’s defeat at the Battle of the Little Bighorn was another event central to the 

history of the Black Hills region that Cody showcased in his Wild West Show. Cody was 

far from alone in cashing in on Custer’s myth and martyrdom in the waning years of the 

nineteenth century. “Cody rode the wave of ‘Custer’s Last Stand’ paintings, cycloramas, 

lithographs, drawings, and other reenactments,” wrote the historian Louis Warren, 

arguing that “the battle of the Little Big Horn [was] the single most depicted moment in 

American history.”92 For many white Americans, Custer’s death at the hands of Lakotas 

and Cheyenne in 1876 represented an individual sacrifice in the name of the advancement 

of white civilization. Americans saw Custer’s death as necessary for settlers to convert 

Indian Country to settler space, what Richard White called the trope of the “imperial 

victim.”93 By reenacting Custer’s death for spectators around the world for decades, Cody 
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and the Wild West Show ensconced the Black Hills region’s place in American culture as 

a crucial space in American history. Cody helped link the Black Hills with the success of 

white civilization as well as the perils of Indian Country in American imaginings. Its 

inclusion in the Wild West Show told the battle’s story a parable for the conquest 

American West writ large, cementing the Black Hills region’s status as a quintessentially 

western place. Later tourist advertisers would rely heavily on the distinctive western-ness 

to woo visitors for the next century and more. 

The popularity of western literature, both cheap dime store novels and fiction 

marketed as high-brow, also helped cement the Black Hills region as a critical space in 

western lore. In 1900, writer Owen Wister published The Virginian, a story based roughly 

on the 1892 Johnson County range war and helped found the western as a literary genre.94 

Western fiction also helped enshrine the Black Hills region as a quintessentially western 

space. “Deadwood Dick,” a series of dime novels published by Edward Lytton Wheeler 

(and likely others under Wheeler’s name after his death in 1885) between 1877 and 1897, 

fully embraced the idea of the Black Hills as lingering Indian Country well into the years 

of American settlement. The literary theorist Bill Brown called Deadwood Dick “a new 

type of Western hero: the bandit, the vengeful outlaw who refuses to comply with what 

he understands to be a corrupt legal system … the outsider who remains on the margins 

of society.”95 In the novels, Deadwood Dick represents the vestiges of Indian Country 

still present in the Black Hills region as civilized whites work to create settler space. 

“Deadwood! The scene of the most astonishing bustle and activity,” Wheeler wrote in 
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Deadwood Dick: The prince of the road, “Prior to 1877 the Black Hills had been for the 

greater part undeveloped, but now, what a change!”96 Yet, for all its development and 

“streets … swarming with constantly arriving newcomers … stores and saloons” as signs 

of civilization’s arrival, Indian Country’s savagery still lurked. Deadwood Dick “made a 

fine picture for an artist’s brush or a poet’s pen,” but nonetheless, “one thing marred the 

captivating beauty of the picture: his form was clothed in a tight fitting habit of buck-

skin, which was colored a jetty black.” His dark buckskin marks Dick as an outsider from 

white civilization; indeed, he and his band are mistaken for Indians routinely. “Straight 

on through … the infant village ride the dauntless band,” Deadwood Dick and his posse, 

causing “A few miners, wakened from their repose, [to] jump out of bed … thinking that 

the noise is all resulting from an Indian attack.”97 The title character of Wheeler’s popular 

series represented the thin line between Indian Country and settler space, a borderland 

within which the Black Hills region (and Deadwood Dick himself) stood.98 

Deadwood Dick and Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show both helped enshrine the 

Black Hills region as part of the mythos of the west, itself a region with a growing 

cultural cachet in the early decades of the twentieth century. However, regions such as 

the Black Hills that wished to capitalize on the growing tourism business still had the 

problem of their relative isolation as an obstacle of drawing visitors. Train connections 

helped, but as the lack of visitors to Wind Cave indicates, even after arriving in the Black 
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Hills, a lack of infrastructure still made it relatively difficult to travel too far from towns 

with train stations. That began to change with the invention of the automobile and its 

increasing affordability during the first two decades of the twentieth century. Although in 

1913 fewer than 15,000 registered automobiles existed in South Dakota and the state was 

still largely a tourist backwater, by 1920 that number was well over 100,000 and the state 

had embarked on a mission of road improvement that changed the fortunes of the Black 

Hills region.99  During the first three decades of the twentieth century, an increasingly 

knotted relationship emerged between personal automobiles and nature tourism, 

particularly in the West.  

 In 1912, Carl G. Fisher, an early auto enthusiast who founded the Indianapolis 

Motor Speedway, proposed to the American Automobile Association and car 

manufacturers a coast-to-coast paved road. A plurality of interested parties eventually 

agreed on a route that began in New York City, passed through Chicago on its way to 

Omaha, then split to both Cheyenne and Denver before meeting again and passing 

through Salt Lake City to Reno and ending in San Francisco. This was to be the Lincoln 

Highway, the first cross-country national road designed for automobiles. State and local 

governments worked on the highway in piecemeal over the course of a decade by 

combining existing roads with newly paved trails. The initiative proved popular and 

useful. In 1919, the U.S. Army ran its first motorized cross-country convoy using the 

Lincoln Highway, and the route spawned many branch roads, connectors, and imitators. 

In part due to the Lincoln Highway’s excellent press coverage, Congress passed the 

Federal Aid Road Act, the first national highway spending bill in the nation’s history, in 
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1916, and the Federal Aid Highway Act in 1921.100 Auto tourism’s boom years made 

more remote parts of the American West, including the Black Hills region, increasingly 

accessible to even the most distant middle-class Americans. 

 The Black Hills also benefitted from the rise of American car culture. Throughout 

the 1910s, municipal governments and commercial clubs raised money to improve the 

mountain region’s roadways. The large portions of the Black Hills under federal 

jurisdiction, including the National Forest and National Parks, benefitted from increased 

federal funding for road construction – one historian called their role in improving road 

infrastructure “crucial.”101 In 1918, Peter Norbeck (he of the Pierre to Rapid City auto 

journey earlier in the century) won reelection as the state’s governor, and made tourism 

one of his second term’s top priorities. The following year, Norbeck shepherded 

legislation through the state house that turned Custer Game Preserve into Custer State 

Park, and over the next several years the state engaged in a vigorous land acquisition and 

road construction enterprise to bolster the park’s credentials as a tourist destination. To 

that effect, Norbeck hired Scovel Johnson to construct scenic highways in the park at 

“maximum work for minimum cost.”102 Among Johnson’s accomplishments in the Black 

Hills was the Needles Highway, a twisting, climbing, dangerous roadway that skirted the 

edges of canyons and wove its way through the monolithic rock spires that gave the route 

its name.  
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Scovel Johnson’s design marked the entrance of the Black Hills onto the national 

scene of modern American tourism. The 1920s and early 1930s were the golden age of 

scenic American roads. Construction of Montana’s Going-to-the-Sun Road began in 

1921, and soon became one of Glacier National Park’s most storied attractions. Plans for 

a national park and scenic road system in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia followed 

in 1925 (these plans eventually became Skyline Drive). Groundwork on California’s 

Pacific Coast Highway began in 1929 and in the 1930s, the state of Vermont nearly 

constructed a scenic highway across the top of the Green Mountains.103 These roads 

formed a version of what the historian Andrew Denning called the circulatory state. 

Rather than, in Denning’s definition, “constructing infrastructure to link resource-rich 

hinterlands to industrial heartlands” as a means of enforcing “discipline[d] movement 

within their territory,” these tourist roads allowed drivers to visit consecrated American 

holy sites in the form of natural wonders. 104 Denning’s concept applies just as well to the 

movement of people to places that reinforced national values as it does to the efficient 

movement of goods. In short, mobility in early twentieth century American was a sign of 

modernity and a source of national pride.105 
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 The construction of the Needles Highway was one in a series of changes that 

fundamentally altered the Black Hills by increasing its desirability as a tourist 

destination. The transition of Custer State Forest to Game Preserve and finally Park 

meant significant environmental changes to the southern Black Hills region under 

government jurisdiction. Among the preserve’s initial purposes upon its creation in the 

early twentieth century was as a home to a small bison herd. This period saw the creation 

of several other small bison preserves across Canada and the United States, often set 

aside at the behest of western ranchers as well as eastern philanthropists looking to 

create, in one historian’s words, “a nostalgic … facsimile of the frontier” and to satisfy 

the desires of tourists (and those anxious to take their money).106   

As early as the mid-1890s, entrepreneurial landowners in the Black Hills 

introduced non-native trout to regional streams and ponds to promote recreational fishing. 

In 1898, Dick Carolyn “planted” 5,000 trout in Spring Creek, a tributary of the Cheyenne 

River. Several other men followed suit in local creeks in the years that followed.107 This 

ecological change proved popular, and by the 1930s local tourism literature boasted that 

“Many fisherman whose hopes of a legal catch are seldom disappointed” because “All of 

the streams in the Black Hills are kept stocked with Lochleven, Rainbow, Brook, and 

Black Spotted Trout.”108 The human introduction of these fish was not a neutral event. 

Unlike bison, which had inhabited the Black Hills region for millennia, none of the fish 
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introduced to Black Hills waterways were native to the northern plains. Indeed, brown 

trout (also known as Lochleven Trout) are native to Europe, and humans only introduced 

them to North America in 1883. Invasive trout species alter local riparian habitats by 

feeding on frogs and amphibians as well as squeezing out local fish species.109 A plan in 

1921 to introduce non-native moose to the region also proved troublesome when the 

animals eluded game wardens and were sighted far west in Wyoming, closer to their 

original habitat.110 Fish, bison, and moose all represented American attempts at creating 

an idealized Western space in the Black Hills by altering the environment to suit cultural 

conceptions of what a western space looked like. 

 From the late nineteenth- and into the first decades of the twentieth century, 

several processes converged to create an image of the Black Hills as a quintessentially 

Western space in American culture. Boosters such as Peter Norbeck used the increasing 

popularity of the automobile to push for greater connections between the Black Hills 

region and the outside world and used scenic roadways as a means of drawing tourists to 

the northern plains. Dime novels such as the Deadwood Dick series and the popularity of 

William Cody’s Wild West Show both portrayed the Black Hills as a new type of Indian 

Country: a sanitized Indian Country where, by buying a book, a ticket, or a few gallons of 

gas, any member of the middle-class could visit for leisure, without experiencing the 

danger such racialized space once connoted. The Black Hills thus became a Western 

tourist destination, a process which further altered the region’s ecology. The most famous 
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and indeed, largest, example of the creation of a Black Hills tourism industry, would 

begin within this context of a booming market for sanitized Indian Country.  

 

Mount Rushmore and Settler Space 

 Perhaps the most dramatic example of changing the Black Hills to create western 

settler space began as a historian’s idea to boost local tourism. Doane Robinson, by turns 

a poet and amateur historian from Wisconsin who had lived in Dakota Territory since 

1883, proposed a sculpture in the Black Hills memorializing the region’s frontier past. At 

a highway association meeting in 1924, Robinson proposed carving The Needles into 

statues of American Western lore: Lewis and Clark, Buffalo Bill, the fur trapper Jedidiah 

Smith, and perhaps even Sitting Bull, Red Cloud, Sacagawea, or another Native 

person.111 Robinson’s goal was to make the Black Hills into a beacon of Western tourism. 

“Tourists soon get fed up on scenery,” he said, and the proposed sculptures would be the 

“special interest necessary” to bring new visitors into the region.112 Robinson’s original 

concept says much about the project’s underlying mission and ideology. Each represented 

popular conceptions of the white west as a place rooted in past frontier glories. Indian 

leaders could safely represent this recreated Indian Country, as could figures such as 

Buffalo Bill or Lewis and Clark, who were larger than life figures in American Western 

mythology. In short, Robinson’s proposed sculptures would commemorate the region’s 
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past as Indian Country as a means of celebrating its conversion to settler space and its 

introduction into the pantheon of Western places. 

 To turn his dream into a reality, Robinson joined forces with Norbeck and 

together they recruited the artist Gutzon Borglum to oversee the project. Born in Idaho to 

Danish parents, Borglum had studied art in Europe (including briefly with Auguste 

Rodin) and upon his return the United States in 1901, accepted several commissions from 

the U.S. government to create sculptures of famous Americans including Lincoln and 

Philip Sheridan. Over time, he became well known for his work in monumental sculpture. 

He could also be a pompous ass, and his reputation often preceded him. In the words of 

one historian, his “ego [was] well suited for such work.”113 Borglum was a fitting choice 

for a sculpture to American conquest for other reasons as well. In early 1915, Helen C. 

Plane, president of the Atlanta Chapter of the United Daughters of the Confederacy, 

invited Borglum to sculpt a monument to the Confederacy at Stone Mountain, east of 

Atlanta.114 That same year saw the resurgence of the Georgia Ku Klux Klan, a group 

whose members immediately backed Borglum’s planned statue. That same December, 

Plane wrote to Borglum suggesting that “the KKK which saved us from Negro 

domination and carpetbag rule … be immortalized on Stone Mountain.”115 Gutzon agreed 

to include a memorial to the KKK in his plans for Stone Mountain (although the altar he 

designed never materialized). Borglum also pushed the reluctant board members of the 
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Stone Mountain Memorial Association to accept funding raised by KKK Imperial Wizard 

E.Y. Clarke.116 Stone Mountain, like the monument at Rushmore, would be a shrine to 

white supremacy and American racial hierarchy. Borglum’s own views made him a 

fitting choice to oversee the monument. He wrote to high-ranking Indiana Klansman 

David C. Stephenson in 1923 (two years before that man’s arrest and conviction of the 

rape and murder of Madge Oberholtzer) about his views on race and immigration.117 

“Anglo-Saxons have themselves sinned grievously against the principle of pure 

nationalism,” Borglum wrote, “if you cross a thorough-bred with a jackass you get a mule 

… A Negro and a Jew will produce a Negro, but Hindu and Jew-Jew.”118 At Stone 

Mountain and later at Mount Rushmore, Borglum created art that reflected his ethno-

nationalist ideas by creating monuments to whiteness. 

 Although Borglum and his team eventually largely completed Stone Mountain by 

1924, the project were deeply in debt and the politics surrounding the monument and its 

funding grew increasingly acrimonious. When Borglum received Robinson’s invitation to 

“design and supervise a massive sculpture” in the Black Hills, he jumped at the 

opportunity to wash his hands of the situation in the South. In late 1924, Borglum fled a 

warrant for his arrest in Georgia and in the summer of 1925 arrived in Rapid City with 

his construction and design crew from Georgia in tow to discuss planning and funding the 

Rushmore monument.119 The shape of the proposed monument changed significantly 
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after Borglum’s entry onto the project. Rather than a mixed-race monument to the 

American West and Indian Country’s conversion to settler space, Borglum eventually 

settled on massive carvings of four presidential faces: Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, 

and Theodore Roosevelt. By the late 1920s, the design question had been settled, a site 

chosen, Senator Norbeck had become involved and various local booster organizations, 

including the Rapid City Commercial Club, began soliciting funding. Still, by early 1927 

the project had yet to raise even $50,000 out of an estimated cost of half a million dollars, 

and the carving itself had still not begun.120 “Nothing [is] so fatal to a monument as to 

delay its building until you have got all the money,” Borglum complained to a 

prospective patron that same year.121 The Mount Rushmore project needed a publicity 

boost, which it received in 1927. 

That year, President Calvin Coolidge visited the Black Hills for three summer 

months, making the region his retreat away from Washington. In turn, the region rolled 

out the red carpet for his arrival. The months of pageantry, ceremony, and photo 

opportunities served as a culmination of the half century which had passed since 

Americans had first made moves toward conquering the Black Hills region. Each of the 

Hills many competing, and often contradictory, industries made its presence known to 

Coolidge and presented itself both to the president, and crucially to the throngs of media 

which surrounded him, as the defining feature of the Black Hills. Mining, agriculture, 

ranching, and tourism all used the Coolidge visit as a moment to present itself to the 

world as the rightful successor to what was formerly Indian Country. Yet, it was tourism 
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which proved to be the defining industry and the defining feature of Coolidge’s visit, as 

only tourism could adequately hold Indian Country at arm’s length and define the Black 

Hills as a western space with one foot in the past and one in the present. 

 Coolidge arrived in Rapid City via train to cheering crowds on Wednesday, June 

15, 1927. After meeting the Mayor Victor Jepsen and the President of the Rapid City 

Commercial Club, and after the band played and Battery F of the 47th Field Artillery fired 

a salute, and after shaking hands with the reception committee, the president and his 

entourage finally retired to what was to be among their headquarters during the visit: the 

State Game Lodge within the bounds of Custer State Park.122 No site better represented 

the sale of the American West as an ideal better than a building constructed in faux-rustic 

style on a preserve meant to house game which no longer lived outside its boundaries, for 

middle class hunters to live out the fantasy of an earlier, and long gone, frontier 

existence.123 

 The Coolidge family made a show of paying tribute to all the competing elements 

of the Black Hills economy and in doing so touched on all the ways white residents of the 

Black Hills region had tried to redefine themselves after the conquest of Indian Country. 

Grace Coolidge, the First Lady, made a show of “participating in the activities of a 

woman’s club … shopping in Rapid City … and lightened in many ways the burdens of 

her husband.”124 In this way, she embodied an early twentieth century model of 

femininity and family, already passing as women’s suffrage and new modes of popular 
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culture supplanted the form. Yet, these women’s clubs and a middle-class economy of 

consumption were just the symbols of civilization the region’s boosters had trumpeted in 

the years of the Great Sioux War and post-conquest era. From his headquarters at the 

Game Lodge, Calvin Coolidge paid tribute to all the representations of the civilized Hills. 

The fading ranching industry showed off a “Cowboy Review” during the Tri-State 

Roundup at Belle Fourche. Twenty thousand spectators showed up to watch the taciturn 

Coolidge don a ten-gallon hat.125 Representing the early days of Black Hills agriculture, 

the Coolidges attended the Tri-state farmer’s picnic at the U.S. Experimental farm, near 

Spearfish. The 1887 Hatch Act established Experimental Farms as scientific research 

stations to investigate means of efficient agriculture and were largely connected to state 

land-grant colleges. The president experienced firsthand the early contentious symbiosis 

between the timber industry and mining by riding in a lumber wagon to Slate Canyon 

where, according to one report, “Mrs. Coolidge was initiated into the mysteries of placer 

gold mining.” Both Coolidges were apparently successful in locating a paying claim, 

suspiciously lucky after wading for a few minutes in a stream so close to their lodgings in 

the summer cottage of ex-governor of Nebraska and host, Samuel McKelvin.126 

 And everywhere were Indians, the living avatar of the Black Hills as Indian 

Country. In July, the Coolidges witnessed a pageant depicting one version of the region’s 

history. Included in the program were “nearly 200 Pine Ridge Indians” whose presence 

was meant to add to the “showed in a vivid way … the various epochs leading up to the 
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present day.”127 In a white retelling of Black Hills history, Indians could be a crucial 

player, so long as their part remained safely and decidedly in the past.128 Such was also 

the case in perhaps the most famous moment to come out of Coolidge’s Black Hills visit. 

Toward the end of the summer, Calvin and Grace Coolidge met with a delegation of 

Lakotas for a ceremony inducting him as “high chief of the tribe.”129 The title itself was 

an ahistorical construction harkening back to the racial flattening and one-size-fits-all 

politics of mid-nineteenth century treaty making on the northern plains. The Coolidges 

met with a few of the perhaps one hundred Indians who took part in the event and 

ceremony, which was widely covered in the press. Among them was Henry Standing 

Bear, whose speech underscored the complexity of the event. “Mr. President,” Standing 

Bear began, “it is a great honor for us that you have come among us.” He then went on to 

emphasize the significance of the Black Hills and their symbolic meaning for both his 

people as well as the Americans present. “It is fitting that we are here standing … on this 

historical ground which was the very part of these Black Hills for which our people have 

long struggled against the whites and made our people and your people enemies.”130 

Standing Bear did not shy away from pointing out that the region had long been a place 

of racial conflict for those present. Yet, he also called upon the president to “fulfill the 
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same duty” as Lakota leaders Sitting Bull and Red Cloud, “a duty to protect and help the 

weak.”131 Coolidge still had obligations yet to fulfill to Native Americans.  

On his visit, Coolidge and his family took in an array of the region’s tourist 

attractions. The Coolidges attended two events rooted in white historical narratives of 

Black Hills conquest and settlement. On July 27th, the family attended the Gold 

Discovery Pageant in the town of Custer, a patriotic event which marked the anniversary 

of the 1874 Custer expedition’s discovery of gold near the town site. Whites and Indians 

gathered to reenact the region’s history for the presidential party, culminating in “long 

lines of automobiles,” which, in the eyes of one observer, “added emphasis to the great 

changes since … 1874.”132 Automobile tourism was already reshaping the economy and 

ecology of the Black Hills, and their presence at a memorial event marking white 

conquest was fitting. In early August, the Coolidge family also attended the Deadwood 

Days festival in Deadwood. It was here that Standing Bear and his entourage initiated the 

president into the Oglala Lakota community, if only symbolically. Here too the president 

and his party witnessed a literal parade of history, as filtered through white American 

narrative frameworks. The Coolidges watched for over an hour as “hundreds of interested 

characters” marched by the grandstand, both carrying “their early day travelling and 

home making equipments typical of the hectic, gold rushing, Indian fighting days of 

’76.”133 Unlike the procession of cars, these people were not of the Black Hills present or 

future. They represented the past; granted, this was a proud past of Indian Country 
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conquered, but their very past-ness was what gave them their patriotic power. The 

Deadwood Days procession represented conquest, as embodied in the persons of 

Standing Bear and his brethren, and whose words offered a rebuke to settler conceptions 

of Native stasis. 

One final element of the burgeoning Black Hills tourism industry called for 

Coolidge’s attention before the president returned to Washington. Before leaving the 

Black Hills region, Coolidge stopped at Mount Rushmore, recently chosen as the site for 

Borglum’s monument. Coolidge originally had not planned to visit the as-yet uncarved 

monument. Indeed, in 1927, the organizing commission barely had funds to hire workers. 

However, Borglum was nothing if not a flamboyant publicist. Earlier that summer, 

Borglum had chartered a plane to fly over the president’s headquarters at the Custer State 

Park Game Lodge. As the plane flew overhead, Borglum dropped a wreath into the 

nearby yard, affixed with an invitation to visit the site of the monument-to-be and give a 

dedication. Coolidge agreed, and on August 10, days before leaving for Washington, 

Coolidge made an official state visit to the mountain.134 

 In the monument, Coolidge saw the promise of a “decidedly American” 

memorial, an idea he expanded upon during a speech he gave at the memorial’s 

dedication.135 “We have come here to dedicate a cornerstone that was laid by the hand of 

the Almighty,” Coolidge began. Nature, as ordained by a Christian God, had created the 

easel, and it would fall to white Americans to perfect the image on the canvas.  The 
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visages of Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, and Roosevelt represented a tale of American 

promise and expansion, Coolidge explained, and “in its magnitude [and] in its meaning 

[was] altogether worthy of our country.”136 In particular, it was the space which the 

monument would occupy that gave the project its appeal. Because of its location “in the 

heart of the continent, on the side of a mountain which probably no white man had ever 

beheld in the days of Washington,” the monument would be “a picture of hope fulfilled” 

to all white Americans to gazed up at the presidential faces.137 

That “hope fulfilled,” as represented by Mount Rushmore, was of the Black Hills 

as racially homogenous, white, settler space. The monument was to represent the 

completed project of conquest. By 1927, the United States had unquestioned political 

control over the northern plains, a remarkable change from the contested zone of Native 

control which Americans considered to be Indian Country fifty years prior. Yet, the 

narrative put forth by Coolidge at Mount Rushmore was also a lie. Although white 

Americans had achieved political conquest, their dream of a racially homogenous Black 

Hills region never came to fruition. African Americans and Chinese immigrants arrived 

with the first waves of American settlement. Indians, who by the logic of racialized space 

were supposed to remain on their reservations or become white themselves, refused to 

abide by the demands of white America. The Black Hills region remained a culturally 

and racially diverse space. 

Even among whites, the promise of conquest proved elusive. Although Americans 

agreed prior to 1876 that the Black Hills were Indian Country, there could be no similar 
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agreement on what would replace that ideological framework for thinking about and 

using the land. Mining, forestry, agriculture, settlement, and tourism all tried to coexist 

within a small chunk of mountain and plain, causing friction and disagreement over the 

place’s meaning. By the 1920s, the automobile tourism industry seemed ready to supplant 

mining as the region’s chief economic activity, but tourism, like all the prior modes of 

economic life in the Black Hills, ran up against the realities of the region’s ecologies. 

People could not act with impunity to fulfill their social and economic desires, and 

polluted streams, deforested hillsides, and pine beetle epidemics all stood as testament to 

the fact that human and non-human existed within a complicated web where changes 

wrought further unforeseen changes. Historical narratives told by the region’s tourism 

industry attempted to bridge the divides between the various white stakeholders in the 

Black Hills. Even if mining interests, timber companies, and townspeople did not always 

agree on proper resource use, they could at least all agree that the region’s history told a 

triumphant story of righteous westward expansion. In short, they could agree on the 

narrative of Indian Country. More importantly, white South Dakotans could parlay this 

narrative into tourism dollars, to the benefit of all. 

Coolidge’s 1927 visit to the Rushmore site was thus more than just a publicity 

coup for Borglum and the Mount Rushmore Memorial Commission. The president’s visit 

also consecrated the Black Hills as an American sacred site. The monument’s symbolism 

turned the Black Hills into a secular sacred space where Americans could visit and 

profess their allegiance to national ideals. In the first four decades of the twentieth 

century, American tourists turned long distance leisure travel, once a hobby for the upper 

classes, into a middle-class rite-of-passage. During this time, according to the scholar 
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Marguerite Shaffer, “tourism emerged as a form of geographical consumption that 

centered on sights and scenes of the American nation.”138 Tourism, particularly to sites in 

the American West, became a form of secular pilgrimage where middle-class Americans 

could consume mass culture through a widening transportation network of railway and, 

eventually automobile-friendly roads. “See American First” became both a marketing cry 

as well as an ethos of patriotic national consumption of place. To visit an American site 

was to affirm one’s loyalty to American ideals, nebulous as those might be. Tourists 

themselves shaped these narratives by choosing to visit certain sites over others and 

engaging in a discourse, played out in letters, postcards, and travelogues, with other 

Americans that affirmed the heroic and patriotic nature of Western tourism.139 

On a more practical level, Coolidge’s visit also kick-started federal funding on the 

project. Following the President’s visit, Borglum traveled to Washington where he and 

Senator Norbeck worked to secure federal funds for the Rushmore project. The two men 

diverged on where most of the money should come from – Borglum demanded a 

primarily private funding source, while Norbeck believed he could shepherd a bill 

through Congress that would secure the entire cost of the project. Borglum wrote to 

Norbeck claiming that he was, “not inclined to stay involved if the federal government 

took control,” and squirmed at Norbeck’s insistence that federal funding was the only 

way to ensure the project’s completion.140 Finally, in one of his final acts as President, 

Coolidge in 1929 signed a bill which took power over the monument over from the 
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private Mt. Harney Memorial Association and created the Mount Rushmore National 

Commission. The bill also appropriated $250,000 in funding for the project, far less than 

Norbeck had wanted but a significant sum nonetheless. Borglum was free to pursue 

private donations as was his preference, but he would have to answer to the twelve-

member Commission, of which ten were to be appointed by the President. By the end of 

1929, funding had begun to flow and sculpting the mountainside began in earnest. 

Creating Mount Rushmore was an ecological project, and the Black Hills 

environment dictated the carving at every step of the way. Borglum selected the site in 

consultation with geologists, who deemed the granite pegmatite stable, without deep 

fissures, and suitable for carving.141 To carve the mountainside, workers needed to rappel 

down the side of the cliff-face with their tools, a dangerous and disorienting prospect. 

Those whom Borglum employed to work on the monument, mostly former mine workers 

drawn from the surrounding Black Hills, remembered the dust thrown up by drilling 

(most took to wearing masks to protect from dust inhalation).142 The project violently 

changed the mountainside landscape and ecology of Mount Rushmore, with dynamite 

blasts ejecting a massive amount of material debris onto the slope below the rock face. 

Today, the scree – or pile of rock shards and broken fragments – left by the carving 

process covers the base of the mountain, where a century prior had been bushes, trees, 

and high-country grasses. The creation of Mount Rushmore put workers in the position of 

confronting a piece of Black Hills geography not typically accessible by humans, a site 
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chosen for its geological significance, and the mountainside environment changed 

dramatically as carving continued. 

Criticism of the project, muted but present during Mount Rushmore’s planning 

stages, also centered around environmental concerns. Cora B. Johnson, owner of the Hot 

Springs Star, published an editorial in November 1924 writing, “it is well to ask … in this 

proposal to carve our own Harney range into something of human conception, ‘To what 

end?”143 Johnson wondered how human endeavor could improve upon that which 

geology created. “Can anyone who has watched the faces of those who look for the first 

time upon the magnificent and indescribable form and coloring of the Sylvan Lake and 

Needles region believe that anything further is needed?”144 In a private letter to Robinson, 

Johnson implored the historian to remember that “some things … can’t be done for 

money if you want to keep your self-respect,” and argued that “any piece of carving no 

matter how inspired, that would be placed in the Needles region … would forever ruin, in 

my eyes, the effect which is now so absolutely cosmic.”145 Johnson argued in the vein of 

early twentieth century environmentalists that humanity could not necessarily improve on 

nature’s creation and that the best way to maintain national pilgrimage sites was to leave 

them unperturbed.146 Similar language would be used in the crafting of Wilderness 

legislation in coming decades. Both movements ignored the long-time presence of Native 
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Americans in the Black Hills and conceived of an ideal park as an imagined and managed 

site devoid of human presence, a place that never actually existed.147  

Despite some opposition, in 1933 the National Park Service added Mount 

Rushmore to its collection of managed sites deemed to be of national importance or 

interest. As part of a larger restructuring of the federal bureaucracy, President Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt issued Executive Order 6166 on June 10 which, among other things, 

mandated that “Expenditures by the Federal Government for the Purposes of the 

Commission of Fine Arts … and the Rushmore National Commission shall be 

administered by the Department of the Interior.”148 This radically changed the state’s 

relationship to the Rushmore project. By the early 1930s, the project was running 

dangerously overbudget, and funding had never been easy to acquire. “Work during the 

year 1932 has been practically at a standstill because of lack of funds,” reported Fred W. 

Sargent, President of the Mount Rushmore National Memorial Commission in his 1932 

annual report.149 Borglum was dogged by creditors constantly, and he fought for payment 

from the Mount Rushmore Commission. “I have spent over ten years educating the 

world, getting money for the Memorial, struggling with the government and carving the 

mountain … There is $14,000 due me right now,” he wrote to Chairman Fred Sargent in 
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1935.150 Pleas such as this were common for Borglum throughout the long carving 

process.  

In June 1940, the Sioux Falls Chamber of Commerce recruited four young men to 

travel on what they called a “publicity expedition” across the West to raise awareness of 

South Dakota’s tourist attractions. Setting out from Sioux Falls, the group stopped in 

Rapid City where they got in touch with Gutzon Borglum, of whom they asked a favor: 

authentic Indian artifacts they could use on their tour. Borglum was only too happy to 

help. Borglum had cultivated some contacts on Pine Ridge and other nearby reservations 

over the course of his years overseeing Rushmore’s construction, and he promised to pull 

some strings. “I want very much that you should find a nice clean, but real Indian teepee 

with the poles,” Borglum wrote to James Red Cloud, son of the famous nineteenth 

century Lakota leader. “If you could let them have a couple of feather head-dresses and a 

leather Indian coat and some mocassins [sic] I would appreciate it,” Borglum 

continued.151 Red Cloud obliged, and the young men donned the costumes across their 

journey, sleeping in the tepee and meeting with local officials for photo-ops. Images from 

the tour show the smiling state ambassadors sitting atop a car festooned with images from 

South Dakota’s Old Western past, two of the young men decked out in headdresses and 

leather shirts, very much “playing Indian,” as the historian Vine Deloria Jr. deemed such 

masquerades.152 The Chamber heralded the trip as a success, writing that “letters from 

many of the points that they visited throughout the West … told us that this was perhaps 
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the most colorful and most effective publicity stunt that they have ever seen 

conducted.”153 Borglum was doing his part to make sure South Dakota could flaunt its 

bona fides as a truly Western place. 

The Sioux Falls Chamber of Commerce Publicity Expedition symbolized how 

central the concept of Indian Country was to twentieth-century Black Hills tourism. The 

Chamber dispatched white “Indians,” directly referencing a sanitized regional past, to 

places such as Long Beach, California to present an image of the region that recalled its 

dangerous frontier past but risked none of the actual threat or discomfort. All the 

accoutrements of Indian Country were there – tepees, headdresses, “moccasins” – but 

inside the tepee and beneath the headdress were white men, children of settlers, inviting 

visitors to don the frontier but retain their own whiteness.  

Mount Rushmore, finally declared complete the following year (though in 

reduced form from its original plan), was a capstone to the crystallization of Indian 

Country as a tourist draw. Borglum designed each element of the monument to 

specifically reference American imperialism. Mount Rushmore was a fitting site for his 

monument, Borglum said in a 1940 speech, because “South Dakota is in the middle of the 

Louisiana Territory,” a territory purchased with an eye toward creating a North American 

empire.154 The presidents Borglum chose each represented a step in American conquest 

of the west and imperial spread. “Washington will symbolize the founding of the United 

States, by the Revolution, and through the Adoption of the Constitution,” wrote the 

author of a Rushmore publicity pamphlet, “Historical Notes on Mount Rushmore 
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National Memorial.” “Jefferson will symbolize … the earliest inclusion of South Dakota 

in the Union through the Purchase of Louisiana Territory … Lincoln will symbolize the 

Preservation of the Union. Roosevelt the completion of the dream of Columbus and the 

early explorers by the cutting of the Panama Canal … Columbus Day, and October 26, 

Roosevelt Day, are really the beginning and the Climax of this appeal.”155 Washington, a 

speculator in Indian lands, helped found a nation predicated on, among other things, the 

free expansion of British colonists onto Indian lands. Jefferson purchased these lands 

with, among other plans an eye toward eastern Indian removal, and Lincoln fought a 

Civil War, in part, to ensure western expansion and conquest would be conducted to 

project free labor, rather than enslaved. Roosevelt, an ardent imperialist, concluded “the 

dream of Columbus” by securing American economic and political hegemony over 

Central America and the Caribbean in part through the construction of the Panama 

Canal.156 Mount Rushmore was self-consciously both a Shrine to Democracy and a 

monument to American imperial conquest. Indeed, to white nationalists such as Borglum, 

the two concepts were one and the same. 

                                                      
155 “Historical Notes on Mount Rushmore National Memorial,” Box 169, Borglum Papers. 

 
156 For Washington and Indians see Colin Calloway, The Indian World of George Washington, (New York: 

Oxford UP, 2018); For Jefferson and the Louisiana Purchase, see Gordon Wood, Empire of Liberty: A 

History of the Early Republic, 1789-1815, (New York: Oxford UP, 2009) particularly ch.10; Hyde, 

Empires, Nations, and Families, pp. pp. 1-40; Robert Lee, “Accounting for Conquest: The Price of the 

Louisiana Purchase of Indian Country,” Journal of American History, 103, 4, pp. 921-942; For Lincoln, the 

Civil War, and the West see David M. Potter, The Impending Crisis: 1848-1861, (New York: Harper’s, 

1976), pp. 16-17 and passim; Hyde, Empires, Nations, and Families, pp. 493-506; Bruce Levine, Half 

Slave and Half Free: The Roots of the Civil War, (New York: Hill and Wang, 1992), pp. 177-198; James P. 

McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era, (New York: Oxford UP, 1988), pp. 6-46. For 

Roosevelt, Panama, and American Empire see Julie Greene, The Canal Builders: Making America’s 
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Despite the funding issues, Mount Rushmore proved immediately popular. In 

1939, two years before the monument’s official unveiling, 500,000 people visited the 

site.157 Newspaper reports during the decade-long construction were laudatory. One 

starry-eyed writer marveled at how “Half a million years from now – on July 4, 501936 – 

Americans or their successors probably will trek to the same scene to look at the same 

memorial.”158 Supporters also claimed that the memorial would be an economic boon for 

the entire northern plains. At a banquet in Columbus, Nebraska, Borglum gave a speech 

where he called “The tourists who visit these shrines … a never failing crop. They bring 

money into a community just like wheat and corn.”159 This crop of tourists would be 

Borglum’s legacy in the Black Hills region. He died of a heart attack on March 6, 1941. 

That summer alone, the monument had drawn well over 100,000 visitors.160 By then, 

most of the carving of the president’s heads had been completed. Yet, the project 

remained unfinished. Gutzon Borglum’s grand plans included presidential torsos, a “Hall 

of Records,” and a carving of the Declaration of Independence, gilded and inlaid onto the 

outline of the Louisiana Purchase into the mountain. 161 Instead, after Congress threatened 

to withdraw all funding, Gutzon’s son Lincoln Borglum wrapped up the still-cash 

strapped project that same year.  

In its abridgement, Mount Rushmore represented much of the American settler 

colonial project in the Black Hills region. Like Borglum, many Americans had grand 

                                                      
157 Gutzon Borglum to Major J. Gordon Smith, June 7, 1940, Box 170, Folder 1, Borglum Papers. 
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dreams that the conquests of the nineteenth century would turn Indian Country into 

uncontested settler space, and Indians themselves might assimilate quietly into whiteness. 

Instead, Indian Country lingered, and Indians survived. Indeed, in the early twentieth 

century, American tools at destroying Indian Country and eliminating Indians seemed to 

be failing. To whites, the reservation system had bred only disease and misery, and the 

Indian education system seemed no better.162 Borglum himself had seen the conditions on 

Pine Ridge and used his Washington connections to acquire supplies for impoverished 

residents. After a 1933 visit to Pine Ridge, Borglum wrote to freshly-minted BIA 

Commissioner John Collier about “The Sioux … the Romans among the great roving 

plains people.”163 The Pine Ridge Sioux impressed Borglum with their “self-restraint and 

dignity” which seemed a direct rebuke to “the white race … for our sins of 

malfeasance.”164 Borglum however, saw Pine Ridge and those who lived there through 

the same Indian Country lens as so many of his fellow white Americans.  

According to Borglum, the Sioux were “silent, patient” victims who cried out for 

the assistance of a white benefactor. Borglum proposed to Collier the creation of a 

12,000-acre game preserve filled with “buffalo, elk, [and] deer [that] in three to four 

years increase … the Indians would have hords [sic] that would provide them with their 

meat.”165 While it was not a terrible idea (indeed, Borglum contended that it originated 

                                                      
162 The truth, of course, was more complicated. Some Indians on reservations thrived despite allotments and 

land grabs by unscrupulous whites. Moreover, reservations were breeding grounds for new pan-tribal social 

and political identities. See Frederick Hoxie, “From Prison to Homeland: The Cheyenne River Indian 

Reservation Before WWI,” in Peter Iverson, ed., The Plains Indians of the Twentieth Century, (Norman: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 1985). 
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with Native people he had spoken with at Pine Ridge), the details belied Borglum’s 

adherence to the Indian Country narrative. What impressed Borglum were not the day 

laborers or Lakotas traveling to Rapid City regularly for work. Rather, it was the “older 

pure Indian who do not speak English” that interested Borglum, those who represented 

the same idealized narrative of Western space and conquest that consigned Indians to the 

past.166  

Despite his Indian Country-tinged motivations, Borglum did assist in bringing a 

small herd of bison to Pine Ridge in 1934 to much acclaim from many living on the 

reservation. However, there was to be no game reserve and the bison were limited to a 

3,800-acre pasture near the town of Allen. Moreover, the BIA limited hunting and 

monitored herd management, and despite their symbolic significance, the herd was at best 

a thin facsimile of the great herds and hunts of previous generations.167 The game reserve 

scheme, however well intentioned, similarly allowed Indians to kill animals central to 

their culture as a means of feeding themselves while denying them the right to create a 

new, twentieth-century cultural destiny based on their core values. They were allowed 

bison, but neither the hunt nor the ceremony. Borglum tipped his imperialist hand in 

1936, after several Lakotas illegally killed some of the bison herd. “I am angry,” 

Borglum wrote to James Red Cloud, “The news I received from our Indian Brothers 

about killing the wild game we are trying to breed in the Preserve that I secured for you 

several years ago is bad medicine.”168 Indians who did not operate within the confines of 
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168 Gutzon Borglum to James Red Cloud, January 30, 1936, Box 71, Borglum Papers. 
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Borglum’s narrow mind were not the “Romans among the plains people” he had admired 

and on whose behalf he had acted. Unregulated bison killing brought the reservation too 

close to untamed Indian Country, and the wrong direction for a colonized people slowly 

on the path toward civilization. 

 Borglum could not see that Native people in the Black Hills region were every bit 

as modern as the tourists who drove to gawk at his monumental sculpture at Rushmore. 

Yet, Indians remained a vital part of the region’s changing culture and economy. As 

Rapid City boomed into the metropolis of the Black Hills region, Native people traveled 

and moved there permanently in greater numbers, some drawn by the establishment of 

the Rapid City Indian School. The presence of a large urban Native population in settler 

space posed a problem for white Americans who sold their region on a narrative that 

consigned Indians to chronological and physical Indian Country: the past and the 

reservation. In response to this dilemma, white settlers consign them spatially through 

segregation to specific neighborhoods in Rapid City. In the West, segregation became a 

Native story as well as an African American story, creating continuity between conquest, 

the reservation system, and the urban crisis. As the twentieth century wore on, urban 

Native neighborhoods in the Black Hills would become a political focal point as Indians 

began to take back the meaning of Indian Country, doing so in the wake of great tragedy. 
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CHAPTER 6 

URBANIZING INDIAN COUNTRY 

1905-1972 

 

On June 9, 1972, a huge rush of water, traveling at 50,000 cubic square feet per 

second, ran down Rapid Creek and through the center of Rapid City.  The flood killed at 

least 238 people and caused tens of millions of dollars in property damage. What eleven-

year-old Bill Cenne remembered most of all about the flood was the smell. “Not exactly a 

stench – just a smell of earth torn apart by the floodwaters,” he remembered years later.1 

Kim Johnson remembered “that smell of death,” and Al Clark recalled how he “could 

smell death as we approached Rapid” by car.2 For Sheridan Quilt, it was “the smell of 

mud” that he could not forget.3 Sights as well as smells of the flood proved unforgettable: 

cars stacked upon each other like toys, homes unmoored from their foundations, and 

bodies stuck in debris.  

The Black Hills Flood of 1972 was an ecological disaster created both by 

conditions beyond human control as well as by decisions made by people over the course 

of a century and more. On the evening of June 9, a massive storm parked itself over the 

eastern and northern portions of the Black Hills, causing torrential rain and swelling 

dozens of the creeks and streams that flow out of the mountains and into the Cheyenne 

and Belle Fourche Rivers. Among those was Rapid Creek, which by the middle of the 
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twentieth century flowed through the center of Rapid City. By then, Americans had 

dammed Rapid Creek at multiple points. Pactola Dam’s reservoir, sited well into the 

Black Hills, provides water for Rapid City as well as flood control. In the 1930s, the 

Works Progress Administration (WPA) also built Canyon Lake Dam further downstream, 

mostly as a recreation site. As the rains fell harder that night, the spillways of Canyon 

Lake Dam clogged causing a catastrophic failure sending millions of gallons of water 

rushing down Rapid Creek and into downtown Rapid City, where Americans had built 

dozens of homes and businesses directly in the creek’s floodplain. It was Canyon Lake 

Dam’s collapse which caused the brunt of the casualties and property damage resulting 

from the Black Hills Flood.4 

The flood caused considerable infrastructure destruction. Damage to dams in the 

Black Hills National Forest totaled nearly $200,000, and state official estimated the 

damages to roads and highways throughout the Black HIlls at close to $20 million.5 The 

water destroyed or damaged 1,600 homes and forced the relocation of another 1,100. The 

cost of removing destroyed structures and redeveloping the creek’s former floodplain 

cost Rapid City upwards of $5 million; in this way, the flood was also an opportunity for 

                                                      
4 U.S. Department of Commerce National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Natural Disaster 
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Accessed September 26, 2018. 
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the city. Over $300 million in loan and aid money flowed into Rapid from state and 

federal sources in the years after the flood.6  

The human wreckage left by the flood, however, could not be quantified. Gregory 

Bishop was 26 in 1972. He lost both his parents that night. “We decided we better visit 

the mortuaries … and there were Bill and Nelly [Bishop’s parents], sitting right against 

the wall, not a scratch on them, just looking like they died.” Bishop later said.7 Darol 

Johnson lost his brother Jamie in the flood. “My brother was not immediately found. He 

was found, to the best of my knowledge, a few days after the flood. So, that left a few 

days of extreme emotion, confusion, anxiety, and all the other emotions that come with a 

missing brother or in my folk’s case, child,” Johnson remembered.8 The sometimes-grisly 

tragedy confronted aid workers as well. Bill Boylan, born and raised in Rapid City, 

helped locate and recover bodies with the National Guard. “Altogether I recovered about 

twenty bodies,” he said in an oral history interview where he described, “finding bodies 

under trees and in cars and just in all various places.”9 The flood affected everyone in 

Rapid City, and the scale of human suffering throughout the city was immense. 

Yet, the flood did not destroy equitably. Among the sections of the city hardest hit 

by the deluge was the predominantly Native American neighborhood along the banks of 

Rapid Creek known locally as Osh Kosh Camp.  This neighborhood represented a section 
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of Indian Country nestled within settler space – a predominantly Indian part of town that 

whites saw as dirty, dangerous, and unwanted. According to narratives mid-twentieth 

century whites told about urban space in the Black Hills region, Indians were not 

supposed to live along Rapid Creek, and certainly not in Rapid City. Unlike Western 

cities such as Seattle, Rapid City in the mid-twentieth century did not wear its Indian past 

on its sleeve, even in a sanitized, tourist friendly form.10 Yet, Indians did live and work in 

Rapid City in 1972, as they had for generations prior, and as they still do today. The 

Rapid City Flood of 1972 was the culmination of the previous century and more of 

American policy and a dominant culture that attempted to neatly separate the Black Hills 

region into Indian Country and settler space. During the first decades of the twentieth 

century, Americans created a robust regional tourism industry predicated on narratives of 

Native erasure. Yet, Indians neither disappeared nor remained consigned to their white-

prescribed roles as arbiters of a past and fading culture. They persisted in the Black Hills 

and particularly in urban spaces such as Rapid City.  

Indeed, Indians moved in huge numbers to urban areas during the second half of 

the twentieth century, particularly after the Bureau of Indian Affairs began its 

Termination and Relocation policies in the late 1940s. By 1960, more than 100,000 

Native Americans had moved to cities. While small compared to the millions of African 

Americans who moved north during the Great Migration, or the 8 million Americans who 

relocated, often to the West, during World War II, that figure is nonetheless comparable 

to the number of Japanese Americans incarcerated during World War II. Yet, while each 

                                                      
10 Coll Thrush, Native Seattle: Stories from the Crossing Over Place, (Seattle: University of Washington 

Press, 2007); For Mt. Rushmore as an icon of conquest, see Matthew Glass, “’Alexanders All’: Symbols of 

Conquest and Resistance at Mount Rushmore” in David Chidester and Edward T. Linenthal, eds., 
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of these movements has seen sustained interest from historians, the migration of Native 

people to cities in the 1940s and 1950s has seen considerably less attention from scholars.  

After the United States government instituted its Relocation policy after World 

War II, the numbers of Native people living in cities grew quickly. In three years between 

1952 and 1955, 3,000 Native people from reservations moved to Chicago. By 1955, 

6,200, or nearly 3% of all Indians counted by reservation census data, had moved to 

cities. That number only grew over the second half of the twentieth century. By 1980, 

over half of all Native people lived in cities; by 1990, that number had risen to 63%.11 In 

1960, no city had an Indian population greater than 9,500. By 1970, Los Angeles, 

Oklahoma City, Phoenix, San Francisco, and Tulsa all had Native populations of at least 

10,000. Los Angeles and Long Beach had a combined population of nearly 24,000.12   

In moving to cities, Native people often lived near one another, creating pockets 

of Indian Country in large urban areas such as Minneapolis, Los Angeles, and Chicago. 

However, despite the growing numbers of Indians living in sizable urban centers, the 

overall percentage of Native people in these places remained small. Los Angeles’ roughly 

25,000 Native people constituted less than 1% of the city’s overall population.13 Tulsa, 

Oklahoma had the highest ratio of Indian to non-Indian people in 1970, with 4.5% of the 

population identifying as Native in that year’s census. Rapid City, with a smaller Native 

population of slightly over 2,000 in 1970 or approximately 5% of the overall city 

population, constituted a percentage of the city’s population slighter higher than Tulsa, 
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and significantly higher than any city where at least 10,000 Native people resided.14 

Thus, what Rapid City lacked in overall numbers, it more than made up for in portion of 

overall demographics. In short, Rapid City was a major Native American urban center 

and a crucial zone of twentieth century Indian Country, although this fact has been 

mostly missed by historians of the urban Indian experience.15  Urban Indian Country 

neighborhoods across the United States were often contrasting spaces of poverty and 

community, dire want and empowered activism. It was out of these urban Indian 

neighborhoods that powerful activist organizations emerged in the 1960s. Yet, in Rapid 

City in 1972, Osh Kosh Camp would also be a locus of death and destruction. Both 

factors – the destruction of the flood and the power of Rapid City’s urban Native enclave 

- would make the Black Hills region the epicenter of Indian political activism in the 

second half of the twentieth century. 

This chapter tells the history Rapid City and the Black Hills region during the 

middle decades of the twentieth century. During this period, Native people moved to 

Rapid City in great numbers, creating neighborhoods first on the outskirts of the city, and 

then along Rapid Creek and a neighborhood in North Rapid known as the Sioux 

Addition. This chapter describes how the effects of World War II on American urban 

spaces challenged the Indian Country/settler space racial narrative as black families and 
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Indians moved to Rapid City during and after the war, as well as how whites responded 

to these challenges to their spatial supremacy over the region. The chapter ends with the 

1972 Black Hills Flood and its immediate aftermath, which laid bare the inequalities that 

had festered in the Black Hills region for a century. Afterwards,  Native people began 

retaking the idea of Indian Country and using it not as a concept denoting impermanence 

and conquest, but indigenous sovereignty, history, and political power. 

 

Indian Country in Rapid City 

Native people had been a presence in Rapid City throughout the post-conquest 

era. As described in chapter four, they camped on the outskirts of town for Stockmen’s 

Days and other annual festivals, where they took part in rodeos and other races. Around 

the same time, more permanent Indian settlements grew around the city, in part because 

of the presence Rapid City Indian School. By the late 1920s, whites began viewing the 

Rapid City “Indian camp” along Rapid Creek as a municipal nuisance – they saw it as 

Indian Country encroaching on urban settler space. Yet, Indians remained, and by the 

1950s the Indian camp had increased in size and became known as Osh Kosh Camp, after 

Osh Kosh Street which bisected the neighborhood. Despite the local tourist industry 

constructed on Native erasure and the concept of settler space, Indians created an enclave 

of Indian Country within cities and towns around the Black Hills region. 

Native people visited towns throughout the Black Hills region across the early 

decades of the twentieth century. In 1904, “2,000 Indian men, women, and children” set 

up a camp west of Rapid City, and the local press reported them as “remarkably well 
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behaved” and happily wrote how they “are spending [money] liberally” in town.16 In 

August 1905, a group of “Oglala Sioux … kept open house” just outside Deadwood and 

were visited by “several hundred” residents who asked them questions through a 

translator.17  Early Indian camps in Black Hills cities and towns were thus seen as 

curiosities or even economic boons to local residents. When the temporary Indian 

encampments around Rapid City became permanent settlements is difficult to say. 

However, by 1912, news appeared in local newspapers referring to “the Indian camp 

north of town,” as when Peter Bear Stops “at the camp in North Rapid” put an ad for his 

lost horse in the daily newspaper.18  

For much of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the Rapid City Indian 

School had been a link between urban space and rural Indian Country. Indian students 

were fixtures in the community, both as runaways and as members of Rapid City’s 

populace. Indian students regularly attended field trips around town and white visitors 

frequented the school itself. The school had broad support among the white community. 

Indians connected to the school were, at least theoretically, on the path toward 

assimilation, thus making the school an engine of Indian Country’s destruction, rather 

than a zone of Indian Country itself. It also brought Indian parents to Rapid City as many 

of them dropped off and picked up their children as the school year began and ended. 

Since the nineteenth century, reformers and assimilationists saw education as one means 

of converting Indian Country to settler space; by turning Indians into Americans, 
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assimilationist reformers hoped to reduce the influence of Indigenous cultures on children 

and teenagers, thus slowly acculturating them into white, Protestant, English-speaking 

society.19 The Rapid City School thus served seemingly contradictory ends. While it 

existed as an enclave of Native American youth within the settler space of Rapid City, 

South Dakota, its fundamental goal was to turn those who attended the school into non-

Indians.  

The Rapid City Indian School was one of several off-reservation boarding schools 

founded in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, primarily throughout the 

American West. These schools focused on curricula aimed at teaching students how to 

become self-sufficient, if not prosperous, individuals (and, after 1924, citizens) and thus 

focused on training manual tasks such as farming and carpentry for boys, and 

dressmaking for girls, as well as English language skills for both genders. Students 

mostly put the skills they learned at the Rapid City School to work in maintaining the 

school’s campus and buildings. The constant work meant there was little room left for 

classical academic study, leading to a curriculum one historian called “disjointed … 

where students were exposed to skills in the classroom then went about the work of 

maintaining the school with little reference made to classroom work.”20 Whites did not 

expect Indians to be intellectuals in the early twentieth century, and manual training 

seemed a better fit for young Indian students. 

                                                      
19 See Christina Snyder, Great Crossings: Indians, Settlers, and Slaves in the Age of Jackson, (New York: 
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While designed to create workers who could do the business of turning Indian 

Country into settler space, the Rapid City Indian School also served as a crucial site of 

resistance to assimilation and spatial racialization. Students ran away from the institution 

regularly and were able to use the urban landscape of Rapid City as a means of avoiding 

school officials. Those who absconded could sometimes find refuge within Rapid City’s 

Indian population, many of whom lived in the camps around the outskirts of town. Levi 

Black Bear was one such student. After running away in 1916, school administrators 

“made inquiry at the camps in Rapid City,” but were unable to find him for days before 

eventually catching the boy.21 The following year, a girl named Margaret Two-Two also 

ran away. She hid for a time “in camp about three miles North” of Rapid City before 

officials were able to catch her and return her to the school.22 Some Indian children, such 

as Albert Yankton, arrived in Rapid City in the fall of 1917 intending to enroll in the 

Rapid City School. Soon after his arrival in town however, school officials reported 

Yankton “was told by Indians that he would not be accepted at the school because he had 

not reached a high school grade.” Discouraged, he “lived around in camps for a week and 

then left for home.”23 For young Albert Yankton, the Indian population residing in Rapid 

City served as a short-term alternative to white education, just as it did for Levi Black 

Bear and Margaret Two-Two. For these and other students at the Rapid City Indian 

School, the presence of a sizable Native American community in Rapid City, whose 
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persistence in the nominally white urban space pushed against the Indian Country 

narrative and provided an opportunity for resistance against assimilationist education, 

itself a tool of the Indian Country ideology. 

The Indian camps around Rapid City existed for two reasons. In part, people lived 

in tents and other transient dwellings on the outskirts of the city because white Americans 

insisted that Rapid City was not Indian space; they had racialized the city as permanent 

settler space, having successfully replaced Indian Country. Cecelia Hernandez 

Montgomery, an Oglala Lakota born in 1910 on Pine Ridge, lived in several towns in the 

northern plains and Black Hills region during the first half of the twentieth century. 

“They had signs [in businesses], ‘No Indians Allowed,’” she remembered many years 

later, “One time I went looking for a house … and when I showed up they found out I 

was Indian. They said, ‘Sorry, it’s been rented out.’”24 By disallowing the use of public 

facilities and the right to rent or own property, white Rapid Citians forced Indians to live 

in makeshift camps around Rapid City. When Albert Slowey visited Rapid City with his 

parents for a stock growers meeting in April, 1911, they camped in a baseball park near 

town, presumably because the city’s hotels would not cater to non-whites.25 This was the 

dynamic of racialized space in Rapid City throughout the twentieth century; whites 

attempted to use discriminatory housing and business practices to divide space in the 

Black Hills region between Indian Country and settler space. Indians refused to adhere to 

these neat borders and entered ostensibly white settler spaces such as Rapid City. 
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311 

 

 In short, by persisting and existing in and around Rapid City in defiance of white 

demands that urban areas remain unfree zones for non-whites, Indians undercut the story 

whites told themselves about the American West. Thus, it was with some resignation that, 

in 1918, Rapid City Indian School Superintendent J.F. House wrote to Superintendent of 

the U.S. Indian Agency Henry M. Tidwell that he could not comply with a proposed 

Spanish Flu quarantine of all the Indians in the Black Hills. “I fear it would be 

impossible,” House wrote, since “the Indians being camped near the city, and about two 

miles from the school, could come and go without my knowledge.”26 That Native people 

could “come and go” without the knowledge of white Rapid Citians gave the lie to the 

Indian Country conceit: Indians simply refused to stay on reservations, where they were 

supposed to belong.  

By the late 1920s, the Rapid Creek Indian neighborhood had become firmly 

established as part of the city geography. It was sometime in the late 1920s or early 1930s 

that Indians began living near the Warren Lamb Lumber company plant on Omaha Street. 

Warren Lamb rented out land to its workers near Osh Kosh Street, and soon the 

neighborhood bore the name Oshkosh (or Osh Kosh) Camp. “Outdoor toilets were the 

rule,” remembered Cecilia Montgomery a half century later, and “there was only once 

place you could get water.”27 Osh Kosh Camp soon became the major Indian 

neighborhood in Rapid City and a permanent space of Indian Country within the settler 

space of Rapid City’s urban environment. 
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With the more permanent presence of Indians in the city, whites who twenty years 

earlier had been pleased by the temporary presence of Indians “spending liberally,” had 

come to see the Indian camp along Rapid Creek as a nuisance. A 1924 Rapid City 

Journal warned that stray dogs “might find their way into the Indian Camp on Rapid 

Creek … [where] they would make juicy soup bones.”28 Here was the Indian Country 

narrative again, this time promising uncivilized dog eating within urban settler space. 

Beginning in the 1930s, the Journal regularly reported on violence and crime in the 

Indian camp. “A shooting at the Indian Camp at the southern outskirts of Rapid City … 

was under investigation,” reported the paper in 1936. By the 1930s, Osh Kosh Camp was 

a mixed neighborhood of “tar-paper shacks and clapboard cabins” along Rapid Creek 

where one could “find Indians, Mexicans, and the poor white trash families of Rapid 

City.”29 While poor, Osh Kosh Camp was nonetheless a community to those left out of 

the settler space narrative. Pedro Pasqual Torres came to Rapid City from Mexico in 

1930. “The Indian people … were the first, and the only ones to open their homes to us 

and feed us” after arriving in Rapid, he remembered. 

During the 1940s and 1950s, whites saw Osh Kosh Camp as a dangerous zone of 

violence and disease – as Indian Country come to roost amid their settler city. When two 

Indians left the Sioux Sanitorium (formerly the Rapid City Indian School which closed in 

1933) and ended up in a fight at Osh Kosh Camp, “the problem of patients from the 

Sioux Sanitorium … mingling with the citizens” was deemed “a definite menace to the 
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community” by a local judge.30 A 1947 article decried a “rubbish fire” burning in the 

“Indian camp” on Omaha Street, and later that year City Commissioner I.H. Chase vowed 

to “improve sanitation” in the area near Oshkosh Street “in which scores of Indians 

dwell.”31 One solution, the Journal reported, was for a “40-acre campground for Indians” 

which “could be used by migratory Indian workers and would help overcome the present 

unsanitary conditions at the Rapid Creek Indian camp.”32 Another article from the early 

1950s called Osh Kosh Camp a “health menace.”33 Thus, during World War II and the 

early post-war era, Native people had established themselves as permanent residents in 

Rapid City. Whites saw their presence as threatening to local health, as Indian Country 

that necessitated removal, but for those who lived in Osh Kosh Camp the neighborhood 

was a refuge. Some white Americans may have wanted the Rapid City Native community 

to disappear, but Indians continued to live and work in the city. 

Part of Osh Kosh Camp’s staying power resulted from a shift in Indian policy 

begun under the Roosevelt administration as the Great Depression deepened. In 1933 

President Roosevelt named lawyer, Indian rights advocate, and opponent of forced 

assimilation John Collier to the head of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. In the mid-1920s, 

Collier had convinced Congress to conduct a survey of conditions among Native 

Americans across the United States. The resultant Meriam Report was damning and 

paved the way for New Deal reforms under Collier. The Indian Reorganization Act 

(1934), sometimes called the Indian New Deal and the Wheeling-Howard Act, was in 
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part an admission of decades of failed policy, but more a continued paternalistic effort at 

denying Native sovereignty. The act protected Indian freedom of religion and cultural 

practice and created structures for self-governance and tribal control of resources. The 

systems of government offered to tribal entities were one-size-fits-all however, and 

wholly inadequate to meet the political needs of many tribes, including Lakotas on Pine 

Ridge and elsewhere on the northern plains.34 Following the mixed results of the IRA, the 

Truman and Eisenhower administrations of the 1940s and 1950s began a pair of new 

policies, Relocation and Termination, designed to erase Indian Country once and for all, 

but which only succeeded in growing the urban Indian Country in Rapid City and other 

cities across the United States.  

 

                                                      
34 Reinhardt, Ruling Pine Ridge, 19-42. Reinhardt called the IRA “indirect colonialism,” citing Collier 

himself who wrote favorably of “indirect rule” in the British context in his 1963 autobiography.  Under the 

IRA, tribal governments maintained nominal power but with reservation superintendents acting as the final 

arbiter in many matters. 
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The Postwar Order 

The end of World War II sparked a period of critical change in the history of 

Rapid City and the Black Hills region. Newcomers arrived in the city by the thousands. 

In 1940, the city’s population had been just under 14,000. By 1950, that number had 

grown to over 25,000, an increase of over 80%.35 Not all who arrived conformed to the 

white Western ideal emphasized by the regional Black Hills tourist industry. Of the 

people who moved to Rapid City during and after World War II, many were black and 

Native. As had been the case during the Gold Rush years, the presence of non-white 
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Map 4: Rapid City in 2019, with the former site of Osh Kosh Camp marked. Source: 

National Geographic Online 
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groups in settler space challenged the racial-spatial dynamics of settler colonialism. 

Whites in Rapid City saw their control of space and narratives of place threatened by the 

arrival of non-whites, particularly Indians, who were supposed to exist elsewhere, not in 

urban settler space. They responded by discriminating against African Americans and 

Native Americans in housing and public spaces. Among the results was the growth of 

two urban Indian Country enclaves, Osh Kosh Camp and the new Sioux Addition, where 

Indians from nearby reservations lived and created small communities, to the chagrin of 

white Rapid Citians.   

During the war, tens of thousands of black, Latino, Asian, and Native American 

men had joined the armed services and served alongside whites (though in the case of 

African- and Asian-American soldiers, in segregated units). Not a few servicemen 

recognized the hypocrisy of fighting a war ostensibly against fascism abroad while 

experiencing second-class status at home.36 The jarring juxtaposition propelled many 

veterans into civil rights activism in the 1950s, including Native veterans. During the 

war, the military opened dozens of new bases across the country, including Rapid City 

Army Air Base, renamed Ellsworth Air Force Base after the war. The United States 

Army commissioned Rapid City Army Air Base in 1942 as a training facility for B-17 

bomber pilots. Black members of the military were present from the earliest days of the 

base. A 1943 Negro Star article reported that “A contingent of Negro troops, a unit of 

quartermaster truck drivers and mechanics, under the command of three Negro officers” 
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had arrived in Rapid City earlier that spring. This was, according to the article, “the first 

Negro unit to be trained in this part of the country” and was reported to have “Negro 

officers [who were] excellent leaders.”37 Although African Americans had lived in Rapid 

City and the Black Hills since the earliest days of American conquest, the arrival of 

relatively large numbers of black newcomers in town to stay worried whites. They 

accused black personnel of sexual liaisons with “Indian women” and “occasional acts of 

violence,” and white Rapid Citians readily admitted that the city had always experienced 

“some friction” between white and non-white residents.38 

Tensions between black and white Rapid Citians did not ease with the end of 

World War II and the official integration of the military that followed soon thereafter. 

Indeed, the influx of greater numbers of black servicemen and their families only 

frustrated whites more so. Whites deemed the continued presence of black personnel at 

Ellsworth Air Force Base, even the relatively small number of about 300 stationed there 

in the late 1950s and 1960s, a threat to the region’s identity as white settler space. As 

such, white Rapid Citians defended their city’s racial identity by enforcing segregation in 

public spaces. A 1959 report by the Rapid City Junior Chamber of Commerce found that 

only 14% of the city’s bars and night clubs served African Americans. One black 

sergeant who arrived in Rapid City in 1959 reported regular housing discrimination 

against non-white Americans as well. “When we first got here,” the man reported to a 

1963 Civil Rights inquisition, “the lady at the USO told us that it was a little difficult to 
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get housing for negroes … we went to several places and quite a few of them would say, 

‘It’s been rented,’ or “Someone came yesterday.’” Some landlords were blunt, telling the 

sergeant and his family, “’I’m sorry, but we don’t rent to Negroes.’”39 As late as 1972, 

Rapid City only had one bar that served African Americans – the Ebony Club on Main 

Street, which closed that same year. “Now you can wonder where the black man of Rapid 

City is going to go,” wrote Donna Simpson in a March letter to the editor. “And you call 

this the Shrine of Democracy!”40 For white residents of the town, Rapid City, the 

metropolis of the Black Hills, was to be a white city. 

In many ways, this racialization of urban space was par for the course in post-war 

America. Segregation was common throughout American urban areas in the post-war 

era.41 In 1960, 40% of African Americans lived in census tracts that were over 90% 

African American. By contrast, only 11% of white Americans lived in census tracts that 

were at least 10% African American.42 Rapid City, however, was different from most 

American cities in two important ways. First, the cultural and economic base of Rapid 

City, as well as the Black Hills more broadly, was built upon a foundation of tourism. 

This meant the city’s outward-facing image was crucial to its economic livelihood. 
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Moreover, tourism in the Black Hills revolved around white, middle class, families 

visiting the region. The Negro Traveller’s Green Book, a popular guide for African 

American tourists which listed gas stations, hotels, and other travel amenities which “the 

Negro Motorist can use and depend upon,” listed businesses which black tourists could 

use without fear of being turned away.43 The series, which began in 1936, listed no 

establishments in the Black Hills region until 1956, and even then only a single motel, the 

Green Court Motel in Custer, catered to non-white tourists.44 No establishments in Rapid 

City ever garnered Green Book mention. Tourism in the Black Hills was decidedly 

crafted to cater to white Americans. 

The other factor that made Rapid City unique among segregated American cities 

was its high percentage of Native American residents. Historians have paid considerable 

attention to questions of African Americans, segregation, and cities in the twentieth 

century, but none have comprehensively examined urban segregation in Native urban 

communities. Yet, the number of Native people living in cities rose substantially 

beginning in the 1950s, a process that arose from federal policies of Termination and 

Relocation. Both policies were in fact an array of smaller laws designed to end Native 

sovereignty, dismantle reservations, and move Native people to cities where they would 

receive job training and housing.45  Several Native tribes, including the Klamath and the 
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Menominee, did have their federally recognized status terminated before the courts 

deemed the process illegal and the Kennedy administration changed course in the early 

1960s. Yet, relocation continued and the movement of several thousand Native people to 

urban centers created Indian enclaves in urban areas across the West. By 1960, more than 

100,000 Native Americans had moved to cities. This number is roughly analogous to the 

population of Japanese Americans forcibly incarcerated during World War II, a topic 

historians have given far more attention than Native relocation – another race-based, 

federally sponsored mass movement of American citizens.46 With state and federal 

governments deciding that it was in the best interests of Native people to sever ties with 

tribal governments and assimilate into American societies on terms other than their own, 

government agencies created programs to help ease the process for Indians affected by 

these policies.  

The first group to undergo Relocation programs were the Navajo of Arizona and 

New Mexico. Beginning in the late 1940s, the BIA offered resettlement programs and 

opened job placement offices in several cities across the West including Denver and Salt 

Lake City.47 On the heels of this experiment, Commissioner of Indian Affairs Dillon S. 

Myer advocated an expansion of the urban Relocation program. In 1952, the BIA 

relocated nearly 500 applicants off reservations and into cities. The following year, that 

number had risen to over 2,500. Chicago was one prime destination, with 3,000 Indian 

individuals moving from reservations to that city alone between 1952 to 1955. In these 

urban areas, the BIA aided in locating housing, moving families, and job procurement 
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and training. Relocation was voluntary, not mandatory, and some (though certainly not 

all) who took part reported positively about their experience.48  

Rapid City was among the towns to which Native people moved. Native people 

had been the largest non-white minority group in Rapid City throughout the twentieth 

century. Until 1930, the percentage of Native people in the city hovered around 2%, 

dipping to 1.5% in 1940. By 1950 however, as relocation began in earnest, over 900 

Indians lived Rapid City, totaling 4% of the city’s population. By 1960, after a decade of 

relocation, nearly 1,500 Indians lived in Rapid City (though the percentage stayed largely 

the same). By 1970, the number rose over 2,000 individuals and crept above 5% of the 

city’s population, where it would remain for the rest of the century.49 It is possible census 

data grossly underreported the number of Native people living in Rapid City, since many 

lived in urban areas seasonally and may have been missed by census takers. One 

contemporary estimate placed the Native American population in the mid-1950s at 4-

5,000 and in 1960 at 12-15% of the city’s population.50 In either case, Indians were the 

largest non-white group in Rapid City, in part because of the federal relocation program. 

Most Indians who relocated after World War II moved to large cities. However, 

many thousands also moved to smaller cities and border towns near reservations, such as 
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Gallup, New Mexico and Tucson, Arizona in the southwest and Rapid City on the 

northern plains.51 These border towns were already places where whites were wary of 

having their racial supremacy challenged, and many saw the influx of Native families as 

just such a threat. White residents of border towns often had preexisting prejudices 

against Native Americans based on long held narratives (including the Indian Country 

narrative) and many years of unequal interaction. Rapid City, a town whose white 

population balked at the small number of newly arrived black servicemen and their 

families, saw Osh Kosh Camp as a dangerous and unhealthy space, and whose tourism 

industry was built on Native erasure, was not welcoming to those Indians who took part 

in the Relocation program and opted to look for off-reservation work in the Black Hills 

region. 

In the mid-twentieth century, reservations remained bastions of Indian Country; 

large spaces racialized as non-white that reminded white Americans of the unfulfilled 

elements of settler colonialism. Termination and Relocation attempted to erase the final 

spaces of Indian Country from the map. The promise of Relocation for white settlers was 

that Indians who could no longer live in Indian Country either because of Termination or 

because they opted to relocate, would move to cities, join the labor force, and become 

culturally white. Just as the boarding school project had envisioned a future where 

education would eliminate Native cultures, Termination and Relocation tried to destroy 

Indian Country while converting Indians into urban workers. Or so was BIA and federal 

logic. Segregationist housing and employment laws meant that those Indians who moved 

to Rapid City and other border towns lived in specific neighborhoods throughout the city. 
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In doing so, they did not assimilate (both due to their own unwillingness as well as that of 

white Rapid Citians to accept them into white society) but maintained culturally and 

socially distinct spaces within the city. In effect, they created smaller pockets of urban 

Indian Country within Rapid City’s urban geography. Indian Country did not disappear, 

but mere shifted from rural to urban space. 

Indians who came to Rapid City faced discrimination and limited opportunities 

for work and housing which posed obstacles to starting new lives in an urban setting. In 

June 1953, Ann Buckhout, then a 20-year-old college student from Tarrytown, New 

York, spent two weeks volunteering at the Mother Butler Indian Center in Rapid City. 

The Mother Butler was a relief agency set up specifically to help Indians who left 

reservations for the city. Buckhout reported on the difficulties Indians faced in securing 

even basic services in a city designated as settler space. “Hospitals refused to admit 

them,” Buckout reported in a New York Times article, “and the only shelter they could 

find was in tents and shacks a mile from the [relief] center.”52 Whites in Rapid City 

enforced their racialized spatial framework by making life as difficult as possible for 

Indians relocating to Rapid City.  

Indians in turn responded by utilizing the pockets of non-white space they had 

created and maintained along the outskirts of the city as a refuge, just as children running 

away from the Rapid City Indian School had done thirty and forty years prior. Many 

Indians who moved to Rapid City for work in the mid-twentieth century moved to Osh 

Kosh Camp and worked for the Warren Lamb Lumber Company, which continued to rent 

land to Indians at inflated rates. It was a poor deal and a dynamic more akin to late 

                                                      
52 New York Times, July 26, 1953. 



324 

 

nineteenth century industrial towns, but Warren Lamb was one of the few large industries 

in town to rely on Native labor.53 New Moon Homes Inc. was another such businesses 

and had a branch in Rapid City which, according to a newspaper article, “employ[ed] 

Sioux Indians in making house trailers.”54 However, businesses like New Moon Homes 

and Warren Lamb were the exception, rather than the rule. Most Indians who worked in 

cities or off-reservation farms and ranches did so as day laborers or other low-wage 

positions where they were vulnerable to predatory capitalist enterprises such as Warren 

Lamb.55 

Indians in Rapid City and the Black Hills region also knew the importance of 

tourism to the local economy and attempted to leverage the Indian Country narrative to 

alleviate the segregated and impoverished conditions where many found themselves 

trapped. Eva J. Nichols, a Native activist who worked to improve living conditions and 

fought against civil rights abuses in the Black Hills Region through the 1980s, wrote 

repeatedly to U.S. Representative E.Y. Berry (R-SD) to recruit his help in acquiring land 

adjacent to the Sioux Sanitorium Hospital, the former site and buildings of the Rapid City 

Indian School. Nichols argued in multiple letters to Berry that parcels of land unused by 

the hospital could be allotted to the Sioux Tribal Government for use as “an authentic 

Indian village and setting as a tourist attraction” or a “Sioux Memorial Shrine” just west 
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of downtown Rapid City.56 Nichols hoped such an attraction would help Native artists 

trying to sell crafts to tourists but whose work was being squeezed out by competitors. “I 

wish a bill could be passed protecting our native crafts,” she wrote to Berry in 1965, “as 

the Chinese and Japanese are quite active in our area and much of their bead work is 

being sold as it is cheaper.”57 As the Black Hills region grew into a region governed by 

the tourist industry, Native people did what they could to make a life within this new 

economy. 

Along with the influx of Native people from nearby reservations, the urban 

geography of Rapid City changed in other ways in the decades after World War II as 

well. The growing number of Indians arriving from nearby reservations coincided with 

the arrival of military personnel (black as well as white), along with non-military families 

and adults looking to take part in city’s the booming post-war economy. The result was a 

housing crunch as the population increased almost 300 percent in two decades. By the 

mid-1950s, this number included as many as 5,000 Indians, although again that count is 

significantly higher than the official census records.58 As Indians moved from nearby 

reservations to the city, they founded relief, aid, and social organizations including the 

Black Hills Council of American Indians, Makpia Luta Lodge, the Winona Club which 

aided Native women, and the municipally chartered Mayor’s Council on Human 

Relations.59 Some Indian families who moved from the reservation found steady 
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employment, bought houses on the city’s north or south side, and entered Rapid City’s 

middle class. The sociologist Robert A. White, in an unpublished report on Rapid City’s 

Indian population, claimed that this upper class of urban Indians consisted mainly of 

“mixed-bloods” who could pass for white and were more assimilated into mainstream 

Rapid City society.60 This analysis tracks with that of other scholars, including Akim 

Reinhardt, who argued that similar divisions based on heritage and attitudes toward 

assimilation defined the political culture of the Pine Ridge Reservation in the middle 

decades of the twentieth century as well.61  

While class and cultural distinctions within Native emigrants to cities certainly 

existed, the mixed-blood, middle-class urban Indians living on Rapid City’s north and 

south ends were likely less common than the people White deemed “Camp Indians” who 

built homes along Rapid Creek and lived in Osh Kosh. These people generally tended to 

embrace traditional Lakota culture and for this reason ran headlong into the Indian 

Country/settler space narrative constructed by whites in the Black Hills region. “Why 

don’t they go back to the reservation where they belong,” was one common refrain 

among white Rapid Citians, a clear articulation of the Indian Country narrative.62 Indians 

did not belong in Rapid City and their creation of Indian Country within an urban context 

were unwelcome. Instead, whites pushed them to return to the government sanctioned 

Indian Countries of reservation land, where they could be controlled, perhaps assimilated, 

and more likely ignored. 
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The postwar boom in Rapid City and attendant increase in people and cars led to 

traffic jams and a housing crisis, prompting city officials to ask the Rapid City Chamber 

of Commerce and Rapid City Planning Commission to initiate an urban planning study. 

In 1964, they released a Land Use Plan. Predicated on resolving “deficiencies” in the 

“city’s planning program,” the 1964 plan was typical of post-war suburban 

development.63 The underlying goals were to “guide the use of land --- to preserve and 

enhance the best features of present urban development” and “to assist in the creation of 

an efficient, convenient and pleasant urban environment.”64 The residential portion of the 

planning report was based on a few key assumptions. Primary among them was the 

nuclear family as the basic unit of population and housing. “Assuming the average 

household remains about 3.5 persons,” the report said, “this additional residential 

development will create demand for about 11,500 new housing units.” The future of 

Rapid City would rely primarily upon nuclear families in suburban homes, grouped into 

neighborhoods.  

In the land use plan, family structures which included extended relatives, as was 

(and is) common in Lakota and other Indigenous families, were assumed to be outside the 

norm. Yet according to the 1960 census, out of 325 household units with a “nonwhite” 

head of household, 170 contained four or more people, with the greatest percentage 

(nearly a full 25%) containing six people or more.65 The plan specifically denied the 
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existence of non-normative family structures within Rapid City, which often meant 

Native families. Neighborhoods were also a key facet in the report’s proposed plan. “The 

maintenance of the homogeneity of neighborhoods through zoning enforcement and the 

exclusion of incompatible and disruptive land uses” were among the plan’s “specific 

planning policies.”66 Although the report did not mention race specifically, the 

assumption that white, middle class families (as opposed to more transient Native 

American men or larger extended families under one roof) would populate the next 

twenty years of city growth was implied and apparent throughout the Commission’s plan. 

Left out of the Chamber of Commerce plan were those Rapid Citians who did not 

live in single-family homes containing “3.5 persons.” This meant, among others, Native 

Americans living in temporary housing, particularly those in two city neighborhoods. The 

first was Osh Kosh Camp. By the early 1960s, this neighborhood contained both mobile 

homes as well as more permanent structures ranging from houses to shacks and was 

where many of the city’s poorer residents lived, including many Native Americans. The 

second neighborhood, on the northern outskirts of Rapid City, was a state sanctioned 

outgrowth of the Termination and Relocation policies. The so-called Sioux Addition, 

funded by a $15,000 grant from the federal government and designed to erase Osh Kosh 

Camp by encouraging intra-city migration, was built in 1954 as “a transition area for 

Indians coming from the reservation,” where they could “settle … until they get work and 

on their feet.”67 Yet, the construction of the Sioux Addition coincided with the post-war 

housing boom in Rapid City, making competition for employment tight even among the 
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city’s white population and making housing plots in the new neighborhood too expensive 

for many Osh Kosh residents to afford. 

For Indians who already faced rampant job and housing discrimination, finding 

the means to make a living in the city was nearly impossible. The federal government 

meant for the Sioux Addition to be a temporary step toward home ownership, but 

pervasive housing discrimination made permanent housing difficult to find. The Warren 

Lamb Lumber Company had their land condemned in the late 1950s or early 1960s, 

including portions of Osh Kosh, sparking a massive movement of people either to the 

Sioux Addition or back to reservations. In the former cases, they found terrible living 

conditions. “We ran into a lot of snakes … [and] pretty soon … they didn’t have no 

houses so they brought their tents and pitched their tents and … little shacks … We had 

to haul our own water from the city hydrant … [and] We had to use wood stoves to keep 

warm in the winter,” remembered one Sioux Addition resident.68 One newspaper article 

described homes in the neighborhood as “tumbledown shacks without running water, 

sanitation, or electricity.”69 Rapid City Mayor W.H. Raff admitted that white Rapid 

Citians regularly discriminated against Native Americans, telling the New York Times 

that discrimination in restaurants and bars, while rampant, was “minor compared to bias 

in employment and housing.”70  

Although a federally funded housing project built upon by the ideals of 

Termination and Relocation, the federal government’s mission of Indian assimilation in 
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Rapid City ran counter to local concepts of racialized space. Federal policy had been to 

use Termination to remove zones of Indian sovereignty from the North American map, 

on the premise that the people living in those places would be able and willing to 

assimilate into nearby white communities. Termination and Relocation were to be the 

final moves toward removing Indian Country. However, white communities resisted 

assimilation, and whites in places such as Rapid City refused to welcome Indians into the 

ever-growing suburbs. The result was not the end of Indian Country, but its extension 

into urban space in the form of segregated Native neighborhoods.  

In Rapid City, this process played out in Osh Kosh Camp and the Sioux Addition. 

Local government in Rapid City refused to take jurisdiction over the Sioux Addition, and 

the houses were instead built on Pennington County property. The county government in 

turn served residents with “certificates of nonresidency” deeming them “likely to become 

public charges” and thus disallowed from obtaining welfare benefits.71 In Rapid City in 

the 1950s and 1960s, local and national concepts of racialized space ran at cross purposes 

to one another, with local whites deeming Rapid City and Pennington County to be white, 

segregated, settler space while federal officials tried to create an integrated space in the 

name of the assimilationist mission. Both ignored the lives and agency of Native 

American individuals in their disagreement over how best to keep the Black Hills white. 

Indians, the largest non-white racial group living in Rapid City in the middle 

decades of the twentieth century, faced rampant discrimination and abuse at the hand of 

white institutions and authorities whose primary task was the enforcement of white 

spatial integrity. In 1962, Robert Burnette, former president of the Rosebud Sioux Tribal 
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Council and then-director of the National Congress of American Indians, testified before 

a congressional subcommittee on human rights convened in the aftermath of several cases 

of alleged police brutality in small reservation and border towns. “The practice in South 

Dakota is to arrest Indians on the pretense of intoxication or disorderly conduct and 

separate them from their money by fines,” Burnette argued, pointing out that “non-

Indians in the same place are not bothered.”72 Burnette singled out Rapid City as among 

the towns in South Dakota where this practice was most rampant. Many of Rapid City’s 

white citizens and both the town and city governments engaged in policies and practices 

promotion racial homogenization of urban space. The two neighborhoods where the 

city’s Indian population lived – Osh Kosh Camp and the Sioux Addition – were 

characterized by subpar living conditions, ramshackle housing, and a lack of city 

services. Indeed, in the latter case, the city outright refused to take any responsibility for 

the people living in the neighborhood, instead shunting them to Pennington County’s 

jurisdiction, who in turn refused them any state assistance. 

The policies of Termination and Relocation helped create a boom in Native 

Americans moving to cities during the 1950s and 1960s. In many larger cities, Indians 

faced obstacles to employment, housing, and other necessities, but many still found the 

means to make a living for themselves and their families. In border towns such as Rapid 

City however, the obstacles were that much more difficult to overcome. Whites in the 

Black Hills region had constructed a narrative about the region that consigned Natives to 

Indian Country, which by the middle of the twentieth century meant reservations or in the 

past via tourist attractions. Federal Termination and Relocation policies attempted to 
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remove Indian Country from the map once and for all, but Indian people themselves 

could not (and in many cases, did not want to) simply dissolve into the local white 

population. Outright segregation in housing and denial of civil services meant that in 

Rapid City, Indians lived mostly in impoverished, ghettoized neighborhoods, unable to 

find work outside of a very limited selection of employers. The urban geography of 

Indian Country, with Indians living along Rapid Creek’s floodplain, proved to be deadly 

in June 1972. 

 

The 1972 Flood and its Aftermath 

The first weekend of June marked the beginning of the tourist season in the Black 

Hills region. Six million visitors were expected to visit the Hills that summer, and many 

tourists had already arrived at campsites and in hotels around Rapid and other towns. 

“Great” crowds had come out for the June 3rd and 4th Dakota Days festival, and Rapid 

City residents had high hopes for a banner year for Black Hills tourism.73 The weather in 

the weeks prior had been entirely normal; scattered showers, warm days, cool nights. The 

soil was saturated from the typical spring rails, but not abnormally so. In short, there was 

no warning on the morning of June 9 of what was to come that evening. The events of 

June 9 and June 10 were difficult to foresee, but not impossible, nor without precedent. 

The flood was not purely an act of God, nor an easily preventable accident. The 

interaction between human decisions and measurable non-human factors led to the death 

and devastation wrought by Rapid Creek’s floodwaters. The flood was an ecological 

disaster that cannot be divorced from its human context. 
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A history of the flood must begin with climate. Rapid City in May and June is 

warm and wet compared to other cities nestled within the shadow of mountain ranges. 

Denver averages around 1.5” of rain in June, while Rapid City typically receives just 

under 3” for that same month.74 The smaller rain shadow cast by the Black Hills explain 

the difference, but nonetheless Rapid City’s springs are rainy by Great Plains and Front 

Range standards. Yet, what defines Rapid City’s climate more than rain is its 

unpredictability. According to a 2014 study of twenty years-worth of climate data by data 

analysts Nate Silver and Reuben Fischer-Baum, Rapid City has the most unpredictable 

weather of any major metropolitan are in the United States. Temperature and severe 

weather fluctuations in Black Hills cities occurred more frequently than even their 

northern plains peers such as Fargo, North Dakota and Grand Island, Nebraska.75 Thus, a 

climate prone to spring storms stronger than in other parts of the west and defined by 

wild and unpredictable fluctuations in severity is the expected climactic environment of 

the Black Hills region. Abnormality is the norm. 

These conditions made Rapid Creek, and indeed all waterways in the Black Hills 

region, prone to flooding. Geologists point to twelve floods of equal or greater size than 

the 1972 flood during the last 2,000 years, with one event roughly 450 years ago 

estimated at four times the size of the Black Hills flood.76 The ecological fact of the 
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region’s flood history was not lost on settlers from the earliest days of American 

conquest. Swollen creeks and rivers laid waste to American designs throughout the late 

nineteenth century. In 1878, stagecoach lines between the Hills and Cheyenne “suffered 

seriously” from flooding, “losing many bridges, and having now some sections of very 

bad road.”77 Rapid Creek itself flooded repeatedly throughout the first half of the 

twentieth century, with recorded floods of over 1,000 cubic feet per second (cfs) 

recurring in 1905, 1906, 1920, 1946 and 1952.78 Rapid Creek overran its banks three 

times in June 1962 alone, with one late June cloudburst dropping over three inches of rain 

in one day, destroying homes and cars and creating “a lake 1 ½ blocks long” in northwest 

Rapid City.79 The Black Hills region and Rapid City in particular were thus no strangers 

to large scale, destructive flooding by the latter half of the twentieth century. The fertility 

of the Rapid Valley which initially drew American settlers to the creek’s banks also made 

it a dangerous place to build a town. 

Despite the risks, settlers built up Rapid City on both sides of the waterway. By 

1970, Rapid Creek flowed directly through the middle of Rapid City.   Then as today, 

Rapid City is bisected by the Dakota Hogback, a sandstone uplift that rims the entire 

Black Hills.80 Rapid Creek carves a pass through the Hogback (bisecting it into M Hill 

and Dinosaur Ridge), providing a passage between West Rapid and East Rapid known as 
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The Gap, through which lay downtown and the Great Plains beyond. While by the twenty 

first century, urban sprawl spread Rapid City out for miles north and south of downtown, 

in the middle decades of the twentieth century this expansion had only just begun. The 

western end of Rapid City began at Canyon Dam, which sat next to several small 

suburbs, a national guard camp and the Sioux Sanitorium Hospital (formerly the Rapid 

City Indian School). Rapid Creek ran northeast through the Baken Park neighborhood 

before taking a sharp eastward turn toward downtown. From there the creek runs parallel 

to Main Street through The Gap. In The Gap, near the oblique intersection of West St. 

Joseph and W. Main Streets, sat Osh Kosh Camp and the Warren Lamb Lumber 

Company, nestled between the latter road and Rapid Creek itself. Both Rapid Creek and 

Main Street exited The Gap heading eastward, where downtown Rapid City spread out 

onto the plains. Rapid Creek itself ran straight through the center of Rapid City’s modest 

downtown, characterized by three- and four-story brick buildings common in mid-sized 

cities throughout the West. The ten story Hotel Alex Johnson, an ornate brick building 

built in 1928, stands above most other buildings in the town, centrally located three 

blocks south of Rapid Creek. South and north of downtown sat additional residential 

zones, with the Sioux Addition on the far northern end of the city, cut off from the rest of 

Rapid by Interstate 90. Rapid Creek thus forms a backbone running through the city. In 

1970 construction ran right up to the creek’s banks, and virtually all downtown Rapid 

City lay in the waterway’s immediate floodplain. 

The crucial factor in the 1972 Flood was Canyon Lake Dam. Flooding earlier in 

the century had been damaging and expensive, but rarely fatal. Canyon Lake Dam’s 

reservoir was the differentiating force that made the 1972 disaster so deadly and indeed, 
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was an important human element in the disaster. In the late nineteenth century, Rapid 

City residents built a wooden and earthen dam along Rapid Creek, creating the first 

Canyon Lake.81 Storms washed this dam out in 1909. Plans to reconstruct Canyon Lake’s 

dam began in 1929 when engineer J.E. Kirkham met with city officials to discuss a 

$65,000 proposal. “Says Can Not Wash Out,” ran one headline commenting on 

Kirkham’s July 1929 proposal. Adjacent blared another headline, “Market Maintains its 

Steady Climb,” making July 5, 1929 a banner day for hindsight in the Rapid City 

Journal.82 In 1932, under the outgoing Hoover administration’s Emergency Relief and 

Construction Act, the federal government allocated more than $20,00 to rebuild Canyon 

Lake Dam and park facilities, providing jobs to out of work farmers and laborers in the 

Black Hills region. The work meant changing the local ecology: cutting trees, moving 

earth, and flooding land. “As the area was freed of heavy timber” and damming began, 

the Rapid City Journal reported as construction began, “a dammed up stream … sends 

more water down stream than before,” making Canyon Lake Dam an economic boom to 

tourists as well as “ranchers and irrigators in Rapid Valley.”83 By early May 1933, 

workers had completed much of the construction and Canyon Lake stood nearly full. 

Rapid City residents saw the changes the dam wrought on their riparian environment as 

wholly beneficial. “It is being generally acknowledged among those familiar with such 

things, that Canyon lake is an asset to the city in time of high water and flood,” wrote the 
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Rapid City Journal in late May 1933.84 Canyon Lake became a fixture of the city 

geography by the mid-twentieth century. 

Forty years after Canyon Lake Dam’s construction, on June 9, 1972, 

thunderstorms developed around 2:30pm on the Wyoming side of the Black Hills, with 

more developing over the course of that afternoon along the upcountry’s eastern side. By 

6pm, a line of thunderstorms had formed along the northern edge of the Black Hills 

extending south to Rapid City, while to the south, additional storm cells developed to the 

southeast, over the Black Hills. Rain began to fall at Pactola Dam at 5pm, and by 7:30pm, 

the various storm cells at converged into a single massive band, moving slowly eastward 

toward Rapid City. 85 At around this time, Dolores Deisch was at Robaix Lake, well into 

the Hills forty-five minutes northwest of Rapid City on an annual Girl Scout camping trip 

with thirteen young girls. “It was a beautiful day … with no rain, no sign of rain,” she 

recalled later that month. Soon after the group had set up their tents and began cooking 

dinner, the rain began. “It was just like standing under an open faucet,” Deisch 

remembered, “I’ve never seen such rain, and it didn’t quit.”86 At around 7:30pm, Howard 

Scott heard that Spring Creek, another tributary of the Cheyenne River that flows south 

of Rapid City, had begun to flood. Scott remembered the evening sky as “Black clouds, 

everywhere” as he headed toward his home at 2934 W. Saint Anne Street, not far from 
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the banks of Rapid Creek.87 At 9pm he walked with his two daughters along Rapid Creek 

and saw that some nearby houses had already flooded. The National Weather Service 

(NWS) issued its first flash flood warning at 8pm, and the first mandatory evacuations 

began at 10:10pm. At 10:30, Mayor Don Barnett broadcast an immediate evacuation 

warning for all low-lying areas along Rapid Creek. Not long after, at 10:45pm, its 

spillways clogged and with water already cresting its wall, Canyon Lake Dam failed.88 

Canyon Lake Dam sits roughly five miles upstream of downtown Rapid City, so 

after the dam burst, water rose quickly, but not immediately. This gave people some, but 

not much, time to evacuate. Moreover, Canyon Lake Dam did not collapse in a sudden 

break but crumbled gradually, releasing its water over the course of several minutes. For 

all these reasons, the flood could conceivably have been even worse. The flood was 

nonetheless very large. Several smaller streams empty into Rapid Creek within the nine 

miles between Pactola and Canyon Lake, which added to Rapid Creek’s overall volume. 

Rapid Creek was already at least 5 times higher than ever previously recorded even 

before Canyon Lake failed. Before 8pm, almost three hours before the dam’s failure, a 

flood gauge just above Canyon Lake Reservoir creek indicated a rise of just over a foot 

and a half of water. By 9pm, the creek had risen by three feet. By 11:15, after Canyon 

Lake Dam’s collapse, that number was 12 feet, with the biggest jump of three and a half 

feet happening in a mere fifteen minutes.89 
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As the water broke through Canyon Lake Dam and Rapid Creek emerged from 

the Black Hills and into its natural floodplain along the Rapid Valley, the swath of 

destruction also widened. Along the southern banks just beyond the destroyed Canyon 

Lake Dam, the floodwaters washed hundreds of yards into neighborhoods surrounding 

the Meadowbrook School. As the water flowed further east it also moved downhill, 

picking up intensity along the way. Where Rapid Creek bends as it enters The Gap 

between M Hill and Dinosaur Ridge, the path of the flood narrowed to a width of just 

three city blocks. This was the area of the greatest devastation and included Osh Kosh 

Camp and the Warren Lamb Lumber Company. As the swollen Rapid Creek emerged 

from the eastern side of The Gap, it entered downtown Rapid City, flooding a six-block 

segment of the city’s business district before inundating two trailer parks along Campbell 

Street on the city’s east side. The waters washed dozens of trailers along its path, killing 

and injuring dozens and destroying many homes in the process. The flood destroyed or 

severely damaged over 1,100 mobile homes between these two trailer parks.90 As Rapid 

Creek flowed south and east out of the city, the floodplain widened, and the flood waters 

lessened in intensity. Damage was still severe beyond the city, but fewer people lived 

south of St. Paul Street, so deaths were fewer. The majority of those killed lived in and 

around The Gap or in the trailer parks on the eastern side of town.91 
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 At its peak, Rapid Creek discharged 50,000cfs, compared to a normal early June 

flow of anywhere from 50-100cfs.92 The human engineering failure at Canyon Lake 

added to the ecological factors of hydrology and local climate conditions to create the 

1972 disaster. The official death toll of the 1972 Flood is 238, with 3,057 injured. The 

youngest confirmed deaths were infants: four-month old Tammie Ringenberg, and twins 

Jennifer and Jeremy Traversie. Tammie’s mother Judy died with her, while Jennifer and 

Jeremy’s parents survived.93 James Atkins was the oldest victim. At 94 years old, he 

came to Rapid City via Tennessee where he worked as a carpenter.94 The entire 

Hausmann family (no relation to the author) died that night: Doris, Henry and Donald, as 

did three Petersens: Audrey, Drucilla, and Estel.95 The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

estimated over $100 million in property damage; nearly 3,000 homes were destroyed or 

severely damaged, and more than 5,000 automobiles destroyed. No one in Rapid City 

emerged unscathed on the morning of June 10th. 

As an ecological disaster with important human causes, the flood’s effects 

similarly intertwined the human and nonhuman. Among the ecological effects was an 

increased pine beetle infestation. The mountain pine beetle, already an intermittent 

scourge in the Black Hills, found much new habitat along the formerly flooded creeks of 

the eastern Hills. The pine beetle prefers injured and downed trees, of which the floods 
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left many. “Root rots, stem cankers, and other diseases will readily infect damaged trees,” 

warned one National Forest Service report, which prescribed “rapid removal of downed 

and damaged trees” as a solution.96 The flood thus changed the landscape in ways that, 

officials argued, necessitated even more human intervention in local ecologies. Nothing 

better describes the complex and often frustrating interplay between Americans and 

environment in the Black Hills region. Rapid City grew into the metropolis of the Black 

Hills because of the fertility of Rapid Creek’s floodplain. A century after its founding, 

this same environmental factor also caused the city’s greatest calamity. History and 

ecology met head on in June 1972, with the city’s residents caught in the middle. 

The flood also affected the Black Hills tourist landscape. Several tributaries of 

Rapid Creek also flooded that night, devastating towns interconnected with the Black 

Hills tourist industry. At Keystone, the closest town to Mount Rushmore, the flooding on 

Grizzly Creek caused over $2 million in damage and destroyed local infrastructure, 

including the Four Presidents Motel. “Keystone looked like it had been hit by a bomb,” 

wrote columnist Jim Kent.97 Eleven people died in Keystone, all of whom were campers, 

some found the next morning still in their sleeping bags. “Once those rains really came 

down, you could hear people screaming at night,” remembered Joel Pine, then a South 

Dakota state trooper.98 Pine and several people took refuge in the Mount Rushmore 

visitor’s center that night. In Black Hawk, another tourist town in the Hills, fourteen 

people died as Boxelder Creek flooded from 14 inches of rain in less than two hours. 
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Black Hawk resident Don Konechne remembered seeing blood mixing with rain puddles 

and recognized “an Air Force guy, laying face up … mostly covered up with sand.”99 

Tourists who had come to the Black Hills to experience the combination of human and 

nonhuman nature at Mount Rushmore found themselves caught on the alternate side of 

that same coin: a disaster caused by the intertwining of human infrastructure and 

nonhuman environment. 

The 1972 Flood put the national spotlight on Rapid City and the Black Hills 

region. “Flood Toll Climbs to 155,” read a banner headline on the Cincinnati Enquirer’s 

front page on June 11.100 “5,000 Homeless: Rapid City Smashed as Creeks Swollen by 

Rains Roar Out of Black Hills,” declared the New York Times that same day.101 On June 

19, First Lady Pat Nixon toured the disaster site (only one day after an additional three 

inches of rain fell on the Black Hills, reflooding much of Rapid Creek’s floodplain).102 

There was no national coverage of the flood’s effects on Osh Kosh Camp and Rapid 

City’s Indian community. Indeed, this silence in the historical record is itself evidence of 

the power of the Indian Country narrative. Indians were not supposed to live in Rapid 

City; this was urban settler space and no longer Indian Country. News outlets had no 

reason to cover Osh Kosh and Rapid’s Indian population, as they likely had little idea 

either existed. Indians lived on reservations, not in cities.  

Yet, the flood did devastate the Native community in Rapid City. Exact numbers 

are difficult to come by, but one government source estimated that perhaps 33 of the 238 
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confirmed deaths were Native Americans.103 Other sources put that number as high as 

50%, which is unlikely but nonetheless a testament to the flood’s memory among Native 

Rapid Citians.104 The truth is impossible to know, but likely falls somewhere in between. 

Many Native people from the reservations lived in Rapid City seasonally, making the 

demographics of the community difficult to pin down. Displacement numbers are equally 

difficult to estimate. One report claimed 18% of those displaced were “minority 

families,” three times the percentage of nonwhites who lived in Rapid according to the 

1970 census.105 There is no census data specific to Osh Kosh Camp from the 1970s, and 

its size at the time of the flood is disputed.106 The number of Indians killed by the flood 

waters can be fairly estimated to be around 40, or perhaps 20% of the total flood victims. 

This is significantly higher than the Native population in Rapid City in 1970, which 

according to that year’s census was 2,112, out of a total city population of 43,836, 

roughly 5% of the overall city population.107  

Death toll figures are a science of educated guesswork since bodies become 

unidentifiable, missing persons go unreported, and common human errors make exact 
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counts impossible. Worse still, cold calculation cannot begin to plumb the depths of 

human misery caused by natural disasters such as the 1972 Flood. However, numbers can 

tell a story. If we assume (again, because death toll figures are an inexact science) that 

200 of the roughly 240 individuals who died in the 1972 Flood were white Rapid Citians, 

that would mean around .5% of all white Rapid Citians died in the disaster. Several of the 

victims were visiting the Black Hills from out of town for various reasons, so that number 

is slightly high. A terrible statistic in any case, made worse when put in comparison with 

the Native figures.  If 40 Native people out of a total city-wide population of 2,112 

perished in the floodwaters, that puts the percentage of Rapid’s entire Native community 

killed at nearly 2%; four times higher than the ratio of whites. A similar percentage of all 

Americans in the Civil War. The 1972 Flood was a racialized disaster, and Indians bore 

an unequal burden of suffering when Canyon Lake Dam collapsed that night. Because 

Indians lived in Osh Kosh Camp, a segregated urban neighborhood built on the banks of 

Rapid Creek, they bore an undue burden of the pain wrought by the 1972 Flood. 

 

After the Flood 

The damage wrought by the flood on Rapid City’s Indian community extended 

beyond the death toll. In the months after the flood, the question of how best to resettle 

those who lost their homes fell to city and federal officials. Experts undertook an array of 

studies that painted a picture of Rapid City in the aftermath of the disaster as a city in 

need of revitalization and spelled out a few paths for recovery. In August 1972, Social 

Change Systems Inc., an analytics firm out of Denver, submitted its “Sociological Report 

of the Rapid City Flood” to THK Associates, an urban planning and design firm that the 

Rapid City government had contracted with to help rebuild after the disaster. The report 
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aimed to be a comprehensive analysis of the communities affected by the flood. Its 

findings described a non-white community in dire need of assistance within a city primed 

to reinvent itself. Rapid City had, according to the study, long been a place of relief and 

possibility for Indians trying to escape conditions of poverty endemic on Pine Ridge and 

other nearby reservations. “Indian families,” the report claimed, “are … entering the 

Rapid City area at a rate of about 100 persons per year,” most of whom stayed with kin. 

After the flood destroyed many multi-person residences, the study found, “Up to 23 

persons in a household is not uncommon” since “many Indian families are doubling up” 

in homes undamaged by the flood waters.108  

Yet, despite the cramped conditions, the flood also provided Rapid City with an 

opportunity, the study argued. Prior to the disaster, the homes in Osh Kosh Camp were 

“said to be inferior shacks,” which were often “rented out by absentee owners at 

extremely high rents.”109 With those units destroyed and dozens of families homeless, the 

city government had an opportunity to build new, fair-priced, housing better integrated 

with the city infrastructure. “Attention should be given to locating these units throughout 

the city,” THK Associates recommended, and affordability should be paramount as “the 

higher cost of living might prove a hardship on poorer families.”110 The flood was a 

disaster of epic proportions for Rapid City, but it also created an inflection point where 

the long history of segregation and racialized space could be left in the past. 
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However, these hopeful post-disaster plans for Rapid City ran headlong into the 

racist realities on the ground. The federal government’s Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD) agency stepped in to facilitate temporary homes for those individuals and families 

whose residences had been destroyed. Most flood refugees lived in HUD trailers around 

Rapid City, and the government permitted them to stay in these temporary homes until 

they were able to find permanent housing. Almost a year after the flood, however, many 

non-white Rapid Citians were still unable to find permanent, affordable housing. As 

Hazel Bonner, a representative for the United Renters Council, reported to a 

congressional hearing on the disaster in 1973, “the people still remaining in HUD trailers 

are by and large lower income people,” unable to find affordable housing in Rapid 

City.111 HUD had also leased several private housing units to serve the needs of flood 

victims, but according to Bonner’s testimony, many of these units only became available 

to HUD after landlords had evicted the original tenants, creating a class of hundreds of 

what she called “secondary flood victims” who were not eligible for relief funding or 

public housing.112 It is reasonable to assume that many of these secondary flood victims 

were Indians themselves, who primarily rented in Rapid City from predatory landlords 

like Warren Lamb.  

The process of rebuilding the city and rehousing its inhabitants exacerbated 

preexisting tensions which had existed in Rapid City since the city’s founding as settler 

space. The 1972 Flood scrambled the racialized spatial framework local whites had 

constructed with Indians living in pockets of Indian Country throughout the city, which 
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itself was settler space. This sudden change in Rapid City’s racial geography, with Indian 

people displaced from Indian Country, led to racism and discrimination within HUD 

camps and in city-wide housing as whites asserted their presumed superiority and 

authority in the absence of the racial-spatial dynamics that had previously kept Indians on 

the city’s periphery. 

Soon after the flood, a group of citizens formed the Rapid City Indian Flood 

Victims Association (RFIFVA). This ad hoc organization sought to ensure relief money 

went to Indian victims and help ensure local and national relief efforts met the needs of 

the city’s Indian population. In 1973, the Congressional Subcommittee on Disaster Relief 

held hearings in Rapid City to determine “The Adequacy and Effectiveness of Federal 

Disaster Relief Legislation.” At these hearings, RCIFVA representatives met with several 

Congressmen to describe the situation on the ground in Rapid City. “In general, it has 

been our observation that there has in fact been some discrimination against Indian flood 

victims in the wake of the flood,” argued Edgar Lonehill, one of the group’s 

representatives.113 Primarily, the discrimination centered around spatial issues, namely 

where local officials allowed Indian flood refugees to reside, as well as their treatment in 

temporary housing facilities.  

Native flood refugees, which Lonehill estimated at around “250 or 300 Indians,” 

were, again in his words, primarily “segregated” into two camps. Lonehill claimed that 

the segregation came from a desire among “the white police and HUD to ‘keep an eye on 

us’” and pointed out that “the Indian trailer courts are floodlighted at night.”114 Indians 
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creating pockets of Indian Country in settler space needed to be monitored, HUD and 

white Rapid Citians seemed to imply. Additionally, around fifteen families lived at the 

nearby National Guard base known as Camp Rapid. The alleged segregation was 

alarming enough on its own, the RCIFVA representative argued, but the situation at 

Camp Rapid was even more concerning. 

Lonehill reported several incidents of, what he called, “gross discrimination” on 

the National Guard base. Whites regularly dismissed Indian refugee’s rights to inhabit 

space which previously had been racialized as white. One such incident involved 

National Guardsmen shooting blanks and conducting loud training exercises near the 

section of the camp set aside for Indian flood victims. “[The guardsmen] harassed us 

continually,” Lonehill said at the hearings, “they would scare the kids and old people … 

they could have been practicing in other areas far removed from where we were housed 

at the time.”115 On another occasion, Lonehill recalled that he and his wife heard an 

explosion and, upon investigating, found that a water heater had burst in the men’s 

bathroom, flooding the area in knee-deep hot water. Lonehill ran to alert the National 

Guard officer on duty, who, according to Lonehill, arrived on the scene drunk and 

belligerent. “He said, ‘You damned Indians have raised enough cain [sic] around here,’” 

Lonetree reported to the committee. The officer, drunk or not, based his diatribe around 

spatial dynamics; Indians had stayed too long in space where they didn’t belong. “We are 

going to evict you in the morning … all you damned Indians will be out here bagging 

baggage.”116 Lonehill went so far as to go over the officer’s head, to a liaison coordinator 

                                                      
115 Ibid, 226. 

 
116 Ibid.  



349 

 

appointed by the governor whose job was to oversee the situation at the camp. The 

coordinator fell back on similar racial-spatial thinking as his subordinate. “He was mainly 

trying to remove us from the camp,” Lonehill recalled, and had gone so far as to “just tell 

the families to move,” with little concern over to where they could possibly move. In 

short, the Indians displaced by the flood needed to leave settler space and return to Indian 

Country, where they belonged.117 

Lonehill’s experience exemplified racial and economic inequality baked into the 

flood relief efforts. The Department of Housing and Urban Development supplied 

hundreds of disaster relief trailers designed for temporary use. A year after the disaster, 

31% of those still living in disaster housing were non-white, “the majority of which are 

Indian,” according to the Congressional report.118 HUD rented trailers to flood victims for 

$45 per month, with utilities running an additional $40. “That’s too much for anyone who 

has to live on social security … it’s too much for most of our people,” Lonehill reported 

to the Congressional Committee.119 For many people who owned homes as well as some 

who rented, $85 per month was a substantial reduction in housing costs. For those on 

state assistance however, the drop in monthly housing costs also came with an attendant 

drop in welfare payments.120 Other housing inequalities came with Small Business 

Administration (SBA) loans given to businessowners and homeowners as part of the 

federal disaster relief package. By July, the SBA had accepted 988 home and 136 
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business loan applications, totaling over $10 million.121 On August 16, President Nixon 

signed H.R. 15692, the second Rapid City disaster relief bill, which lowered interest rates 

on SBA loans and allowed principal debt forgiveness up to $5,000.122 By the time the 

September 30 deadline for loan applications had arrived, $85.1 million in home and 

business loans had either been approved or were pending approval, and over $17 million 

were in distribution, with an average payment of  over $10,000.123 According to their 

own data, the SBA distributed $1.3 million of that money to American Indians, or 1.5% 

of the total, out of a Native flood victim population of 15-20%.124 Moreover, many 

Indians (particularly those living in Osh Kosh Camp) rented, rather than owned their 

homes. These residents were ineligible for SBA loans entirely. The relief effort 

prioritized white Rapid Citians who owned homes and businesses, rather than the city’s 

more mobile, less economically secure, Indian population. 

Even if Rapid City’s Indian victims were able to acquire relief funds, they found 

it more difficult to use them. Hazel Bonner, representative from the United Renters 

Council, testified that “there is … discrimination in Rapid City against minority groups 

… particularly Indians.”125 Bonner claimed that Rapid City after the flood had an overly 

crunched private housing market, with rent prices skyrocketing as the displaced moved 

out of HUD trailers and into new residences. She described an experiment where “we 
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sent a white tenant and Indian tenant out there to get the list [of private rentals] within ten 

minutes of each other … the white tenant … got three possible places to live. The only 

two listed on the Indian tenant’s list were two places that were already rented. He got 

nothing.”126 Between expensive HUD housing, the inability for many Indians to apply for 

SBA loans, and rampant housing discrimination on the private market, “we found very 

often that our people got discouraged … and left town after the flood,” Lonehill said.127 

The disaster and the recovery were both racialized events predicated on the idea that 

urban space was settler space, leaving no room for Native people. 

In the months and years following the flood, Rapid City undertook a project of 

intensive urban reinvention. Despite the post-flood studies which called for increased 

housing for the city’s Native population, particularly those displaced by the disaster, city 

leaders instead used aid and relief funds to convert Rapid Creek’s floodplain to parkland 

and rebuild the city’s infrastructure with its white inhabitants in mind. Federal, state, and 

local government officials agreed to a disaster recovery plan remarkably fast. On 

September 7, 1972, Governor Richard Kneip, State Regional Development Council 

Chairman Rob Stephenson, and Mountain Plains Federal Regional Council Robert C. 

Rosenheim agreed to a $300 million aid and reconstruction plan for the western Black 

Hills region.128 Later that month, at a Planning and Redevelopment Commission meeting, 

Stephenson first suggested the possibility of a greenbelt along the floodplain, suggesting 

over $3 million for land acquisition and inhabitant relocation. By 1973, the greenbelt 
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project was underway and by 1975, the project was largely complete, with 1,400 parcels 

of land purchased and converted to parkland.129 Among the other construction projects 

built with aid money were a flood memorial, federal office building, an arts center, post 

office, high-rise office building, and a civic center.130 

Some of those parcels turned into parkland had once been Osh Kosh Camp. The 

flood destroyed the neighborhood, completing the erasure of an Indian Country enclave 

which the white community in Rapid City had desired for decades. “The flood of 1972 

completed the removal of the low-income neighborhood along the creek,” wrote Rapid 

City Journal staff writer Marguerite Weisbeck, “and [as a result] more Indian people 

were moved outside the city” to the Sioux Addition.131 None of the funding set aside for 

city redevelopment after the flood went to housing specifically for Native people. 

Because of the displacement of Osh Kosh Camp residents, existing Native neighborhoods 

quickly became overcrowded. In the Lakota Homes, an extension of the Sioux Addition 

neighborhood in North Rapid built in 1970 where 108 Native families lived, the waiting 

list for housing grew from 28 families to over 70 in the year after the flood.132 Although 

the Redevelopment Commission built 231 units of low-income housing with flood relief 

money, the construction of this housing itself meant the destruction of preexisting 

structures. “The whole world has gone crazy if it justifies displacing another 100 families 

to right this situation,” wrote one Rapid City Journal reader. RCIFVA representative 
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Hazel Bonner agreed, arguing that the new public housing was “not a cure all” and 

pointing out that “we had a low-income housing problem here before the flood,” which 

the new construction would not address. Still other Rapid Citians criticized any plans for 

low-income residents as creating an “instant slum” in the city.133  

The lack of new low-housing construction and disregard for the needs of Rapid 

City’s Indian community meant that many moved to back to reservations, or to Lakota 

Homes and the surrounding neighborhoods (if they could find housing), in effect 

concentrating much of Rapid City’s urban Indian Country in the northern portion of the 

city. “[The Flood] created a major Indian community in North Rapid and north of town,” 

said Gene Fraecek, director of Indian education for the state of South Dakota in a 1985 

article.134 Today, Founders Park sits where Osh Kosh Camp once was, commemorating 

the construction of a settler city where once urban Indian Country stood. No marker 

along Rapid Creek indicates the history of Native American homes that once lined the 

waterway, nor do any of the flood remembrance markers specifically indicate the 

destroyed Native homes and lives. The 1972 Flood nearly accomplished what federal 

policy could not by destroying an enclave of Indian Country and erasing Indigenous 

history in Rapid City. However, local discrimination and fear of “instant slums” instead 

concentrated Native people in North Rapid. Rather than solving the problem of Native 

segregation or marking the culmination of settler colonial policies, Rapid City’s 

redevelopment after the flood marked only a continuation of the Native segregation that 

had marked the city since the early twentieth century. 
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The narrative dichotomy of Indian Country and settler space shaped every 

element of the flood and its aftermath. The disaster disproportionately harmed Native 

Americans living in Rapid City because of that city’s racist policies and tourist culture 

which told a local historical narrative that left Indians in the past or left them out entirely. 

Housing discrimination, rooted in this historical fiction, consigned Indians and other non-

white people to segregated neighborhoods, such as Osh Kosh Camp, situated along Rapid 

Creek. Osh Kosh Camp and the Sioux Addition were pockets of urban Indian Country, an 

outcome not desired by whites but welcomed by the city’s Native population who built 

communities and founded aid organizations in these neighborhoods. When the creek 

flooded, it destroyed Osh Kosh and killed a disproportionate number of Indians in 

relation to non-Indians. For white Rapid Citians however, this outcome nearly 

accomplished the long-sought after goal of eliminating urban Indian Country. Federal 

relief efforts and local discrimination during the cleanup also attempted to eliminate 

Indian Country in Rapid City, as many Native people unable to find housing or acquire 

relief funding moved elsewhere. Yet, Indian Country did not disappear in Rapid City. 

Just as allotment and assimilationist education had failed to pulverize reservations or kill 

the Indian while saving the man, neither did the flood wash away Rapid’s urban Indian 

population. They remained, rebuilt, and organized, calling on the might of the flourishing 

Red Power movement to publicize their plight. Thus, national attention stayed on the 

Black Hills region throughout the early 1970s. In partial response to the disaster and its 

inequalities, AIM leaders returned to Rapid City and the Black Hills that summer. 

Building off the protest at Alcatraz in the previous decade and sit-ins atop Mount 
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Rushmore, the next phase of AIM activism in South Dakota would flip the Indian 

Country narrative on its head. 

The 1972 Flood thus magnified the importance of the northern plains to the 

growing Red Power movement. In a 1973 essay written for the Wounded Knee Legal 

Defense Committee, scholar Richard Metcalf described how the disaster enflamed the 

tense situation in the city that summer. “In June … a killer flood struck Rapid City. 

People from the reservation and members of AIM went there to assist Indian victims. 

Again theysaw [sic] their people shuffled aside and whites … given priority in the 

allocation of flood relief monies.”135 Indian activists from beyond the Black Hills region 

arriving in Rapid City saw firsthand the result of years of settler policies on the city’s 

urban geography. “The Rapid City Indian Civil Rights Task Force called for 

investigations of misallocation of Federal funds and asked AIM to help,” Metcalf wrote, 

and presciently predicted “the years 1972-73 will most certainly be viewed by future 

Indian generations as the most decisive and critical era in the history of the Oglala people 

in the twentieth century.”136 The flood and the social debris it left in its wake were a 

central part of that story. 
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EPILOGUE 

CONTESTING INDIAN COUNTRY 

1969-1981 

 

 In 1927, when Henry Standing Bear met with President Calvin Coolidge during 

the Vermonter’s three month stay in the Black Hills, the meeting occurred within a 

particular context. Fifteen years prior to the president’s visit, in 1912 about a hundred 

Indians living on reservations across the northern plains met in the town of Cherry Creek 

on the Cheyenne River reservation to pool resources and coordinate efforts to retake the 

Black Hills. The event, known as the Black Hills Convention, was the first step in 

crafting a legal claim against the U.S. Government for their abrogation of the terms of the 

1868 Fort Laramie Treaty. The effort met stiff resistance from within the Office of Indian 

Affairs and American entry into World War I eliminated their already slim congressional 

support. Despite this, and in part due to recognition of Indian heroism as soldiers during 

the war, in 1920 Congress passed a bill allowing all the reservations who claimed some 

degree of injustice over the Manypenny Agreement of 1876 to file suit under a single 

attorney, rather than each reservation filing suit separately. They eventually selected 

Ralph Case, the son of a government employee on the Cheyenne River Agency who had 

spent much of his young life in South Dakota and had visited several reservations 

between studying law and dabbling in politics. After meeting with several Indians 

involved in the nascent Black Hills case on the Rosebud Reservation in 1911, Case 
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vowed to help in any way he could after entering private practice. In 1921 he moved back 

to South Dakota after a stint in the military and decided to make good on his promise.1 

 The ongoing Black Hills lawsuit would prove crucial for several reasons in the 

coming decades. In the early twentieth century, it was an important moment in the history 

of pan-Indian cooperation. The suit banded together several reservations, all labeled the 

Sioux by U.S. government officials, under a single cause. Lakotas and their cultural and 

linguistic brethren had rarely acted as a unified group in the nineteenth century or prior, 

divided as they often were by decentralized governance, large spatial distances, and even 

economic systems, as Dakotas remained largely sedentary while Lakotas took up 

nomadism. However, the crucible of the late nineteenth century helped foment a sense of 

shared identity among Native Americans of the northern plains. Pan-Indianism was not a 

new phenomenon even by the late nineteenth century. The Ghost Dance prophecy and 

movement preached by Wovoka in the 1890s called for unity among the continent’s 

diverse Indigenous polities. The lawsuit was a step toward increased cooperation with a 

specific end goal of reasserting spaces as Indian Country not as a transitory step toward 

settler space, but as a place of permanent Native sovereignty and cultural meaning. 

 Allotment also posed questions about Indian identity. While whites had racialized 

indigenous societies under the label of Indian for centuries, strong social, kinship-based, 

historical, and political divisions remained even after powerful Indian societies such as 

the Lakotas and Comanche had been forced onto reservations. Indeed, it was sometimes 

the forced amalgamation of diverse societies on reservation land which crafted new 

identities. On the Cheyenne River Reservation, located in the northeastern corner of the 
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Black Hills region, four of the seven bands of the Lakotas: the Two Kettle, Sans Arc, 

Blackfeet and the Miniconjou all resided. Prior to conquest, these groups were all 

Lakotas through shared language, culture, and, usually, politics, but they were not a 

unified nation in the Euro-American sense. Identities based on kinship, culture, social 

bonds or other interpersonal networks could be, and often were, much more important 

than band or tribal relations. Lakota bands often worked together, but this was never a 

guarantee in the pre-reservation era. After the United States forced these groups onto 

reservations however, shared interests (namely survival) led to reservation wide 

institutions which in turn helped create a shared identity. Kinship or band-based identities 

did not disappear, but they remained alongside a new Cheyenne River Sioux identity, as 

well as a burgeoning racial Identity as Indians.2 The historian Peter Iverson argued as 

much, writing in 1998, “Although band and tribal distinctions and divisions remained, 

circumstances dictated the need for some degree of accommodation … The people living 

on Cheyenne River began to see themselves not only as Mnikowoju … but also as 

Cheyenne River Sioux.”3 The creation of reservations and imposition of the allotment 

process multiplied this experience hundreds and thousands of times across the United 

States, a shared history which helped foster a twentieth century pan-Indian identity. 

The Black Hills lawsuit was both different from, and built upon, these earlier 

examples of pan-Indian identity in crucial ways. It was, from one perspective, a more 

limited version of Pan-Indianism. The suit united only those historical political entities 

who had a land claim, rooted in the recent past, on the Black Hills region, and was not a 
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call for a continent-wide movement. Yet, the lawsuit was also a powerful and important 

step toward a wider political consciousness among Indians across the United States. The 

reservations filed suit well after the curtailment of Native American sovereignty in the 

continental United States; bluntly, it was a document written by conquered people 

seeking redress. Yet, this context was also the document’s power: it’s message of land 

redistribution among the victims of the American settler colonial regime was one that 

could resonate across Indigenous people who, prior to conquest, might not have had 

much in common. Americans had conquered the Black Hills, the American West, and 

indeed, much of the continent, as a racial conquest; a mission of white domination and 

the construction of settler space. If before, not many Indians had seen themselves as 

unified, the experience of conquest gave them power to embrace the racialized 

categorization of “Indian” and find strength in numbers. 

 Coolidge’s visit thus coincided with the beginnings of a movement by Indians on 

the northern plains to retake the Black Hills. The lawsuit would wind its way through the 

courts for decades. In the 1930s, Case filed petitions on behalf of his Native clients 

claiming their right to compensation of at least $750 million for the loss of the Black 

Hills, but in the context of the Great Depression, movement on the issue seemed unlikely. 

Further setbacks followed in the 1940s. The Court of Federal Claims dismissed Case’s 

filing in a 1942 ruling and overturned the 1920 ruling allowing the tribes to file claim 

under a single attorney. Case immediately followed up by appealing to the Supreme 

Court, only to deny a hearing. Case had led the Lakotas and Cheyenne through the 

judicial system, claiming they deserved financial restitution for the conversion of Indian 

Country to settler space. The state denied this interpretation of justice, and by the 1940s, 
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as the federal government began implementing the Termination and Relocation policies 

as a means of finally erasing Indian country, it seemed any hope of Black Hills justice 

had been lost.4 

 Yet, despite frustration in the courts, the 1940s marked not an end but a beginning 

for Native people retaking Indian Country for themselves. The same period marked a new 

era in Native American political activism. In 1944, under the leadership of the Salish-

Kootenai scholar and activist D’Arcy McNickle, 80 delegates representing fifty tribal 

entities met in Denver and formed the National Congress of American Indians (NCAI). 

At this initial meeting, the delegates voted on a pan-Indian constitution and initial 

resolutions. These included “sovereignty, civil rights, and political recognition” and the 

“establishment of a claims commission for tribes to litigate old land claims.”5 From its 

outset, the pan-Indian NCAI made the politics of land and place a major platform in its 

mission. Land rights had always been central to the politics of Native sovereignty, and 

the NCAI banded together numerous Native tribes and peoples with the shared goal of 

reclaiming land in the name of sovereignty. At the 1954 NCAI conference, McNickle 

pitched a ten-point plan for reservation communities. Among these were developing a 

“land purchase fund” and “action … taken immediately to transfer to tribal ownership 

sub-marginal lands … for Indian use.”6 Retaking land lost during conquest and the 

conversion to settler space were central to the new political project of the NCAI. 
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Subsequent organizations would follow a similar path. With the rise of pan-Indian 

political organizations like the NCAI, the mid-twentieth century phase of Native political 

activism would center on the issue of retaking settler space and reclaiming it as Indian 

Country – in this new sense, as land for all Indian people. 

Relocation and Termination, although designed to remove Indian Country, 

indirectly helped spark the new political framework for retaking Indian Country. As more 

Native people moved from rural areas to cities, both via the federal Relocation program 

and without its assistance, enclaves of Native community emerged across the urban 

United States. The federal relocation program created Native Americans neighborhoods 

in cities throughout the United States. These communities were the seeds from which 

grew interlocking roots of Native activism stretching across the continent during the 

middle decades of the twentieth century. Two such hubs were San Francisco and 

Minneapolis. The San Francisco Indian community announced themselves to the nation 

in November 1969 when 89 activists set out across San Francisco Bay to occupy Alcatraz 

Island, claiming the abandoned prison as disused federal land. The Alcatraz protest was a 

move in retaking settler space for Native people. In the words of one protester, surveying 

the Alcatraz encampment after landing on the island’s dock: “This is Indian country.”7 

Rather than a settler idea used to justify conquest, Indian Country instead became a 

concept denoting Native sovereignty and place-based political protest. 

The occupation of Alcatraz lasted nearly two years and garnered widespread 

national attention. The San Francisco Native activist community contained many students 

and teachers from local colleges. This included Richard Oakes, leader of the Alcatraz 

                                                      
7 Santa Maria Times, September 9, 1970. 
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occupation and student at San Francisco State University, the Student Coalition of 

American Natives (SCAN) also based at San Francisco State, and Berkeley professor and 

Pine Ridge Sioux activist Lehman Brightman.8 The Minneapolis group emerged from 

much different circumstances. By 1970, perhaps fifteen to twenty thousand Indians lived 

in the Twin Cities, many of whom lived in the Franklin Avenue corridor far from the city 

center. Dennis Banks, a local Ojibwe who had spent nine months in solitary confinement 

on burglary charges, held a 1968 meeting to raise awareness and plan social action 

protesting police brutality and other injustices committed against the Minneapolis-St. 

Paul Native community. Together with Clyde Bellecourt, George Mitchell, Wilma 

Mankiller, and other local activist leaders, Banks formed the American Indian Movement 

(AIM). AIM’s goals were social justice for Native people, pan-Indianism, and a 

restoration of rights and lands guaranteed by treaties. Their tactics included direct action, 

inflammatory rhetoric, and a rejection of cultural assimilation in favor of embracing 

various traditional cultural attributes.9 

AIM was not the only Native activist group operating on the northern plains in the 

1960s and 1970s. In 1973, several Lakota activists, led by women such as Ellen Moves 

Camp and Gladys Bissonette, founded the Oglala Sioux Civil Rights Council.10 In August 

1970, several dozen Indians from AIM, United Native Americans (UNA, founded 1968) 

                                                      
8 Kent Blansett, A Journey to Freedom, pp. 101-105 and passim. 

 
9 For the early days of Red Power and the American Indian Movement see, Paul Chaat Smith and Robert 

Warrior, Like a Hurricane: Red Power from Alcatraz to Wounded Knee, (New York: The New Press, 

1997); Russell Means, Where White Men Fear to Tread: The Autobiography of Russell Means (New York: 

St Martin’s Griffin, 1996); Dennis Banks, Ojibwe Warrior: Dennis Banks and the Rise of the American 

Indian Movement, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2005); Kent Blansett, A Journey to Freedom: 

Richard Oakes, Alcatraz, and the Red Power Movement, (New Haven: Yale UP, 2018); Cobb, Native 

Activism in Cold War America: The Struggle for Sovereignty.  

 
10 Reinhardt, Ruling Pine Ridge, 172-173. 
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and the National Indian Youth Council (NIYC, founded 1963) traveled to Mount 

Rushmore to conduct dances, distribute literature and raise awareness for the Lakota 

claims on the Black Hills. On August 29, fifteen activists representing the various 

organizations engaged in what they called the “Mount Rushmore Vigil” climbed to the 

top of Mount Rushmore. Quoting Andrew Jackson’s promise to the Choctaw and 

Chickasaw on the eve of relocation, they claimed that they planned to stay, “in control of 

Mount Rushmore ‘As long as the grass grows and the water flows.’”11 They renamed the 

mountain Crazy Horse Mountain and, with supporters hiking supplies up the 3,000 foot 

ascent multiple times each day, maintained their camp until November. A second sit-in 

the following year ended in twenty arrests.  

Lehman Brightman, still a history professor but now also UNA president, was 

among those who camped atop Rushmore. In a 1970 CBS News Interview, Brightman 

cited the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty and the Custer expedition in 1874 as catalysts for the 

Rushmore sit-in. “The Federal Government said this land would belong to us … then six 

years later they sent General Custer into this area on an expedition … then they turned 

around and took this land from us. We are sick and tired of sitting back and turning the 

other cheek … you’re going to see some wide awake and educated Indians … this is a 

breeding ground right here.”12 The 1968 Alcatraz protest and the Rushmore sit-ins in 

1970 and 1971 both focused their messages on retaking settler land, just as the NCAI had 

nearly thirty years prior. They used the language of treaties to reclaim settler spaces as 

                                                      
11 Rapid City Journal, August 31, 1970. 

 
12 Indian Country Today, August 29, 2017. https://newsmaven.io/indiancountrytoday/archive/this-date-in-

native-history-natives-occupy-mount-rushmore-SWyCWNkrjk2nkStAd5nBSQ/, accessed February 17. 

2019. 

https://newsmaven.io/indiancountrytoday/archive/this-date-in-native-history-natives-occupy-mount-rushmore-SWyCWNkrjk2nkStAd5nBSQ/
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Indian Country. But this was not the Indian Country narrative of Euro-American 

Imperialism. Rather, this new language was one of Native empowerment, sovereignty, 

and rights-based militancy. 

The Black Hills region was on AIM’s radar even before the 1972 Flood drew 

national headlines.  After the 1970 Rushmore sit-in, another event drew Indian activists 

to the Black Hills region. In February 1972, police found the body of Raymond Yellow 

Thunder in the front seat of a truck in a used-car lot in Gordon, Nebraska, about twenty 

miles south of the Pine Ridge Reservation. Yellow Thunder was an Oglala Lakota raised 

in the nearby town in Porcupine. He had lived in Gordon and worked on ranches 

throughout the region for several years prior to his death. The details eventually emerged: 

Melvin and Leslie Hare, Bernard Ludder, and Robert Bayless, all white men, had 

kidnapped, humiliated, and beaten Yellow Thunder, who survived the assault and had 

climbed into the unlocked truck for warmth and rest after being left by the men in the 

cold Nebraska night. He had died from his injuries overnight and was not found for 

several days after the assault. Dissatisfied with local responses to the murder, Yellow 

Thunder’s family turned to relatives with AIM affiliation to draw greater attention to the 

case. That March, thousands of activists from Pine Ridge, Minneapolis, and elsewhere 

converged on Gordon, effectively shutting down the city; in a very real way, turning 

settler space into Indian Country. The protests were successful. The Secretary of the 

Interior promised to investigate Yellow Thunder’s death and Sheridan County Attorney 

Michael Smith charged all five men with manslaughter, while also agreeing to conduct a 

second autopsy as demanded by the family. Because of the trial and a continued AIM 
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media campaign, Black Hills region remained a focal point of the movement and 

continued to garner national headlines.13 

Thus, tensions were thus already high in Rapid City as winter turned to spring in 

1972. Dennis Banks spoke to the media about BIA abuses, the Raymond Yellow Thunder 

case, and the condition of American Indians generally, ensuring that the Black Hills 

region maintained media attention. “Because of the lawlessness in Nebraska and South 

Dakota many Indians live in constant fear,” he told reporters that March.14 In May, a 

district judge in Nebraska convicted Leslie and Melvin Hare on manslaughter charges for 

the death of Raymond Yellow Thunder, which prompted both victory celebrations and 

complaints about the relative leniency of the sentence. Dennis Banks praised the decision, 

saying “Now we are letting America know the Indian nation is not taking any more abuse 

from the white people.”15 Some white city leaders made attempts at easing the tense 

atmosphere. Governor Richard Kneip proposed declared June 23 “Indian Day,” and 

agreed to replace a racist mural in the governor’s conference room with one painted by 

Sisseton Sioux artist Paul War Cloud.16 Whatever processes toward détente had begun to 

play out in early June were interrupted, however, by environmental patterns beyond 

anyone’s control as dark clouds formed over the Black Hills on the afternoon of June 9. 

Members of AIM were on the scene in Rapid City in the immediate aftermath of 

the 1972 flood. “While the waters raged … dozens of AIM members from Rapid City 

                                                      
13 A narrative of Raymond Yellow Thunder’s death and the aftermath can be found in Smith and Warrior, 

Like a Hurricane, 112-120 and Reinhardt, Ruling Pine Ridge, 126-129. 

 
14 Rapid City Journal, March 31, 1972. 

 
15 Rapid City Journal, May 27, 1972. 

 
16 Rapid City Journal, April 15, 1972. 
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were helping survivors,” remembered Russell Means in his autobiography. “We never 

got any credit for our helping,” he later lamented. Means saw divine retribution in the 

floodwaters. “Lizzie Fast Horse and other elders … had predicted that the white man 

would pay for defiling our sacred mountain [and] did not think it was a coincidence.” 17 

After the flood, AIM remained in Rapid City to help Native victims navigate the 

byzantine federal aid process and get back on their feet. Means and local AIM leaders 

Carol Swan and Sam DeCory set up a “Rapid City AIM Survival Fund” to raise money 

using AIM networks for flood victims, Native and non-Native alike. The fund collected 

over $1,300 and presented a check to Mayor Don Barnett in a ceremony in September 

1972.18 Locals praised AIM’s flood relief efforts. “The American Indian Movement 

members … worked around the clock rescuing people regardless of race, creed, or color 

… Many people have them to thank for their lives,” wrote Pauline McCloskey of Rapid 

City in a letter to the editor.19  “American Indian Movement officials,” wrote Eva Nichols 

in a Rapid City Journal op-ed, “have been involved in every avenue of protection and 

concern” in the wake of the flood. “Those of us who have been involved in the flood 

disaster will be ever mindful and thankful for the help and understanding given to us … 

Our thanks go to the American Indian Movement. We will support their efforts wherever 

Indian traditional patters are followed.”20 Native activists assisted in cleanup efforts 

through the remainder of 1972 and Rapid City was soon a hub of Indian political action. 

                                                      
17 Means, Where White Men Fear to Tread, 216.  

 
18 Rapid City Journal, June 17, 1972; Ibid, September 18, 1972. 

 
19 Ibid, October 2, 1972. 
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AIM maintained a strong presence in the Black Hills region as summer turned to 

fall. They maintained a base of operations at the Mother Butler Relief Center and raised 

awareness for Indian flood victims, protesting unequal relief efforts of the type reported 

by Bonner and Lonetree at the Congressional hearings. Soon, these protests expanded 

into marches and picket campaigns against local housing and employment discrimination, 

the same forces that had created Indian Country in Rapid City’s urban environment.21 

Yellow Thunder’s murder and the 1972 Flood had brought AIM to Rapid City, but the 

realities of settler space kept them there. Early February, 1973, Native people rioted in 

protest of several murders of Indians, including Harriet Johnson Milo and Wesley Bad 

Heart Bull, which AIM alleged resulted in far too lenient charges. Riots in downtown 

Rapid City and at the courthouse in Custer led to the arrests of over 200 people, including 

Russell Means and other AIM leaders.22  

These protests in the heart of settler space were a direct rebuke of the policies that 

had segregated Native people in the Black Hills region. Means later recalled how he saw 

AIM’s activities in Rapid City as specifically retaking the ideas implicit in the Indian 

Country narrative and using them to push back against settler space. “Everyone in AIM 

understood that white men dream of painted savages coming out of the night, yelling and 

screaming, burning and pillaging,” he wrote. He and other activists used the white 

imagery of the savage Indian to their advantage, wielding Molotov cocktails in an 

encounter with a local contractor that refused to hire Indians (the man soon agreed to 

change his hiring policies). AIM also marched down the streets of Rapid City, singing 

                                                      
21 Reinhardt, Ruling Pine Ridge, pp. 168-171. 

 
22 Ibid, 168-169; Rapid City Journal, February 12, 1973. 
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and beating drums, bringing the sounds Indian Country to the heart of a settler city. 

Political action had remade the tropes of Indian Country into methods of empowerment.23 

After the incidents in Rapid City and Custer, AIM’s attention shifted to Pine 

Ridge, where the tribal chairman Dick Wilson had wielded a campaign of intimidation 

and political violence against his rivals for several years. After meeting with local leaders 

on the reservation, and at the urging of Ellen Moves Camp and Gladys Bissonette, 

Means, Banks, the Bellecourt brothers and other AIM leaders drove to Clive 

Gildersleeve’s Wounded Knee trading post near the 1890 Massacre site. As a white store 

owner on an Indian reservation, profited off the Indian Country narrative, showcasing 

Lakota artwork that he had acquired through less than honest means and advertising on 

billboards strewn across the plains to “See the Wounded Knee massacre site.”24 AIM 

chose for their next protest a site that represented the tourist economy of settler space that 

had been built on a narrative of Indian timelessness. As armed AIM members moved into 

Wounded Knee on February 27, 1973, they demanded Wilson’s removal from office and 

renewed treaty negotiations with the United States government. The FBI surrounded the 

town and a stalemate resulted. The standoff at Wounded Knee drew national attention, 

with celebrities such as Johnny Cash and Marlon Brando coming out in support of the 

AIM activists. Like the riots and protests actions in Rapid City and Custer, and like the 

sit-ins at Mount Rushmore and Alcatraz, the Wounded Knee takeover was a highly 

symbolic act rooted in the politics of place. AIM activists chose a site steeped into the 
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24 Reinhardt, Ruling Pine Ridge, pp. 194-195. 
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mythos of Indian Country and settler space and, in retaking that space in the name of 

Indian civil and political rights, turned the Indian Country narrative on its head.  

The takeover at Wounded Knee lasted 70 days, from February 27 to May 8, 1973. 

Two Native activists died in a shootout with FBI officers, of which two were wounded. 

Both Means and Banks were put on trial for criminal conspiracy and acquitted and AIM 

itself was soon riven by internal strife that would lead to an eventual schism within the 

organization.25 However, Wounded Knee was not the end of place-based Native protest 

in the Black Hills region.  In the early 1980s, two events put local and national questions 

of land and place back under the spotlight. After the setbacks in the Black Hills land case 

under attorney Richard Case, Marvin Sonosky and Arthur Lazarus took over the case. In 

1979, over a half century after the initial filing, the United States Court of Claims ruled 

that the 1877 Manypenny treaty was in fact illegal and awarded the Sioux Tribal National 

$105 million. Upon appeal, the Supreme Court agreed in United States v. Sioux Nation of 

Indians, that the United States needed to pay at least that amount in restitution for the 

illegal seizure of the Black Hills in 1877. Yet that summer, the Sioux tribal council voted 

unanimously to refuse the money, arguing that any financial restitution would be 

insufficient; what they wanted was the land itself. “The Black Hills are our church, the 

place where we worship,” said Frank Fools Crow, a Lakota political and spiritual leader, 

and had given twentieth century Native people “a reinvigorated sense of pride in being 

Indian, in being Lakota.”26 Simon Broken Leg put it more succinctly: “You got no land; 

                                                      
25 Means, Where White Men Fear to Tread, 208 and passim; Smith and Warrior, Like a Hurricane, pp. 269-

272. 

 
26 Quoted in Ostler, Lakotas and the Black Hills, 174. 
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you got no future; you got no nothing.”27 Only the full return of the land would satisfy 

Lakota leaders. Until the Black Hills were transformed from setter space back to Indian 

Country, no justice could be served.28 

Two years later, another event cast the Black Hills as Indian Country yet again. 

On April 4, 1981, a group of just over fifty people – some whites, but mostly Indians – 

set up a camp site near Victoria Lake, a federally administered site in the Black Hills 

National Forest just outside Rapid City. It was the beginning of what Russel Means 

called “the finest and most important time of my life,” and represented his personal 

reconnection with the Black Hills. The group called the site Yellow Thunder Camp, after 

the Lakota man murdered by whites a decade earlier. Soon after its establishment, more 

Native people from the local area began arriving. Within a year, about 60 people were 

living at the camp fulltime and dozens more came and went regularly.29 The group was 

legally permitted to camp on the site and soon began reporting to local press that the 

occupation was designed to be permanent. “The occupation is permanent and [a] step 

toward returning Black Hills land,” the Sioux Falls Argus-Leader reported.30 The 

protesters’ goal was nothing short of the conversion of the settler Black Hills back to 

Indian Country. 

Later that year, the camp leaders petitioned the National Forest Service to make 

Yellow Thunder Camp a permanent site geared toward Lakota education and spirituality 

                                                      
27 Ibid, 176. 

 
28 For a full account of the Black Hills land claim and Supreme Court Case, see Edward Lazarus, Black 
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and open to Indians and non-Indians alike. “It is entirely possible to establish a viable 

community living in accordance with traditional Lakota spiritual values on a permanent 

basis without environmental damage accruing … environmental damage and Lakota 

spirituality are mutually exclusive dynamics,” read the application letter to the NFS.31 

The residents of Yellow Thunder Camp saw their site as a model for humans living 

within balance with the nonhuman environment. Indian Country would be open for all 

and could be a place for learning in an era of enviornmental anxiety.32 Sitting-in and 

renaming federal land used the politics of place as protest, continuing a long tradition of 

twentieth century Native activism begun at Alcatraz a dozen years before. 

Yet, the National Forest Service rejected the Yellow Thunder Camp application 

that winter. Soon thereafter, the Forest Service filed a federal lawsuit to evict campers 

from the site, followed by a countersuit by lawyers recruited by camp residents. Around 

the same time, local sentiment began to turn against the camp. “It’s been almost a year 

since Yellow Thunder Camp was established, and I’ve had enough of it,” wrote Hazel 

Corale of Custer. “People at the camp have assumed control of 800 acres … [and] deny 

public access to national (public) forest land.”33 Another Rapid City resident complained 

that “restless” Indians in the Black Hills had lowered her property values.34 Violence also 

marred the camp, Rumors that local whites were moving against the camp in “vigilante” 

action circulated all that June and in July, an armed white Rapid Citian named Clarence 

                                                      
31 “Camp Yellow Thunder Application Letter,” p. 6, Folder 7, Box 297, Indian Rights Association Papers, 
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Tollefson was found dead of a gunshot wound near the camp.35 Authorities arrested two 

Lakota men, Collins Catch the Bear and Wambli No Heart. Both claimed they had shot 

Tollefson in self-defense and plead guilty to manslaughter.36 Nor was this an isolated 

incident. Means remembered local whites driving through the camp shouting epithets and 

firing bullets into the camp from nearby bluffs.37 White settlers saw Yellow Thunder 

Camp as a threat to settler space, as Indian Country come back from the past to reassert 

itself. Yellow Thunder Camp remained in place as lawsuits and countersuits wound their 

way through the judicial system until 1987, when the Supreme Court declined to hear a 

circuit court ruling that deemed the site illegal. Yellow Thunder Camp disbanded soon 

thereafter. Rather than the Black Hills becoming a place where people lived “in 

accordance with traditional Lakota spiritual values … without disruption of the habitat,” 

the Black Hills remained settler space.38  

The same year that Means and his cohort established Yellow Thunder Camp, the 

Wilderness Society succeeded in a more than five-year effort to establish a federally 

protected wilderness area in the Black Hills under the auspices of the 1964 Wilderness 

Act. Formulated by Wilderness Society President Howard Zahniser and signed by 

Lyndon Johnson, the Wilderness Act set aside spaces throughout the United States where 

“the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a 
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visitor and does not remain.”39 In short, creating spaces free from human habitation in 

places where humans had in fact lived for century centuries. Wilderness areas, for all 

their recreational benefit, erased Natives from the landscape and separated humanity from 

its ecological context.40 Supporters of the idea for a wilderness area in the Black Hills 

called the proposal “a worthy contribution” and claimed that what little wilderness 

existed in South Dakota should be “jealously protected.” LeRoy Sayhers, a local 

businessman and environmental activist from Lead promised that “It can be done, if 

enough people speak up for what they know is right.”41 Wilderness advocates throughout 

the Black Hills region supported the creation of a wilderness zone in the Black Hills as a 

means of protecting an imaginary space free from human interference, when in fact 

humans had existed in the Black Hills for thousands of years. The very idea of wilderness 

enshrined settler spaces throughout the United States by removing Indians from the 

history of the land. 

Congress established the Black Elk Wilderness in the Black Hills in 1980, months 

before Means and other Native activists founded Yellow Thunder Camp mere miles 

away. Today, Black Elk Wilderness remains; Yellow Thunder Camp does not. This was 

one final irony in the battle over the meaning of Indian Country in the Black Hills region. 

Settlers legislated into being a zone free of humans in a place where Native people had 
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lived for thousands of years. They named this zone after a Native religious leader while at 

the same time deeming illegal a Lakota camp designed on using Lakota spiritual values in 

the hope of living with, rather than apart from, the nonhuman world. American 

wilderness was settler space, free from Natives. Americans saw Yellow Thunder Camp as 

Indian Country and thus it needed to be destroyed. Here were echoes of 1868, 1877, 

1889, 1950, and 1972. It echoes through hockey arenas in 2015, and across reservations 

crisscrossed by pipelines. The battle over the meaning of Indian Country, which began in 

the earliest days after European arrival, continued in the Black Hills region in the late 

twentieth century in the violent debate over Yellow Thunder Camp. It still rages today. 
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