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CHAPTER I  

 

Introduction  

 

 Water ï lakes and rivers ï run deep throughout the origins stories of the Mandan 

and Hidatsa. One such story, told by Hidatsa tribal member Maxidiweash, or Buffalo 

Bird Woman, to anthropologist Gilbert Wilson in the early twentieth century, is 

particularly evocative in relation to this project. She told Wilson, 

We Hidatsas believe that our tribe once lived under the waters of Devils Lake. 

Some hunters discovered the root of a vine growing downward; and climbing it, 

they found themselves on the surface of the earth. Others followed them, until 

half the tribe had escaped; but the vine broke under the weight of a pregnant 

woman, leaving the rest prisoners. A part of our tribe are therefore still beneath 

the lake.
1
 

 

The story she told describes the movement of a people, of a vast change, and of people 

and things being left behind.  

Origins stories narrate more than just the past. They explain the present ï as well 

as guide people towards a common future. This dissertation tells one of the origins stories 

of modern tribal sovereignty, narrated through the experiences of community members at 

the Fort Berthold Indian Reservation in northwestern North Dakota, home to the Mandan, 

Hidatsa, and Arikara. Between the years 1934 to 1960 at Fort Berthold, the federal 

government built a massive earth-filled dam at the edge of the reservation, effectively 

flooding the heart of the community land base. Part of the Pick-Sloan Plan which built 

dams at the edge of six reservations along the upper Missouri River, the Garrison Dam 

                                                        
1 Maxidiwea, quoted in Gilbert Wilson, Buffalo Bird Womanôs Garden (Saint Paul: Minnesota State 

Historical Society Press, 1987 (reprint)). 
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flooded over one hundred fifty thousand acres of prime grazing and agricultural land as 

well as every major settled community on the reservation. More than eighty percent of 

Fort Berthold residents were forced to relocate to escape the rising waters, and the 

inundation of the river valley lands that had been their tribal home for hundreds of years 

was devastating. ñThe people fought it like beavers,ò tribal member Anna Dawson told 

anthropologist Robert Merrill in 1950, as community members anticipated the actual 

physical flooding. She told him that the government had broken faith. ñAt Fort Laramie 

there had been a big council ï a solemn agreement. Then came the dam.ò
2
 

The role land plays in how people understand themselves as individuals and as 

communities provides the entry point for considering the larger concerns of this project: 

the interrelation of territory and sovereignty. For neither of these concepts can be fully 

theorized without investigating the ways in which space, place, and land constitute and 

create the notion of ñterritoryò for a community. Further, sovereignty cannot be fully 

understood ï for Native history or for U.S. history ï unless scholars grapple with the 

ways indigeneity has been vocalized or silenced in order to promote or destroy a national 

identity. One way to begin untangling this complicated interaction is to study a tribal 

community during a time period containing a radical shift in their territorial base. The 

Fort Berthold Indian Reservation experienced just such a radical shift during the years 

preceding and following the federal flooding of its peoplesô homeland. 

Each tribal community ï as it claimed lands, practiced its own version of 

citizenship or identity, or remembered and told its own histories and hopes for the future 

ï has built tribal sovereignty. Tribal communities have sought self-determination, or 

                                                        
2 Robert Merrill field notes, 6/14/50, ñMrs. Wildeò; Manuscript 4805; University of Chicago, Fort Berthold 

Project Records; Sol Tax ï Fort Berthold Action Anthropology Project; National Anthropological 

Archives, Smithsonian Institution. 



3 

tribal sovereignty, because they saw it as the only way to continue to exist as a 

community. This project illustrates, through the example of Fort Berthold, how the 

importance of land in this dynamic is paramount. Territory, the land and water itself, is 

not only about the past and being able to narrate the past or exist in the present. Land is 

about continuity in the future. And when land is taken, not only the past and memory is 

lost with it. A viable future also becomes much more narrowly possible.  

I explore the ways that the loss of land within the Missouri River valley ï as tied 

to the ways tribal members conceptualized and narrated their lived environment ï 

interacted with changes in political and community identity. My projectôs exploration of 

the community practice of tribal sovereignty, citizenship, political autonomy and activism 

contributes to trends in American Indian Studies scholarship that emphasize the 

importance of community histories in the formation of modern conceptions of tribal 

sovereignty. This scholarship underscores how the concept of tribal sovereignty would 

not have flowered had tribal communities not arrived at and put into practice their own 

realizations of citizenship and self-determination. For while Fort Berthold is unique, the 

challenges it faced were not uncommon. The attempted gutting of a nascent, modern 

tribal sovereignty happened to many Indian communities across the country. Each 

community used whatever nooks and crannies they could find in the structures of a 

dominating sovereignty to assert their own ï their own right to self-rule, to manage and 

defend their territories, control their resources, or define their identities. My research 

shows that the battles over land and resources that characterize the longue durée of 

Federal Indian Law, policy, and indigenous history must contend with the physical 

environment and the relationship of human communities to their landscape. This 
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contribution to the field of American Indian Studies also works towards a fuller 

theorization and exploration of U.S. sovereignty, territorial control, and national identity 

within the field of U.S. History. 

This project demonstrates the dynamism of sovereignty as a concept. When 

French philosopher Jean Bodin and English philosopher Thomas Hobbes elaborated their 

notions of sovereignty as ways to understand appropriate, legitimate authority within a 

territory, Europe was being torn apart by religious wars. The search in their writings for a 

legitimate authority to counter the disorder of their political, religious, and social context 

shaped their development of notion of sovereignty ï yet despite their crucial 

theorizations, their notion of sovereignty has never existed in the forms they developed as 

a reaction to the chaos surrounding them. Sovereignty has also been invoked to explain 

the rights of states on an international level ï the rights of polities to self-governance, as 

well as the right to enter agreements with other nations (treaties). Once again, the concept 

has been invoked and theorized more in reaction to a reality of chaos than in reaction to 

its actual function. European expansion into the Americas also impacted the evolution of 

the concept, and Foucault considers it one of the guiding events that led to the 

development of the modern nation-state and its particular development of apparatuses of 

power. Just as the sovereignty of American nation states evolved in dialogue with 

European sovereignties (and vice versa), they have also evolved in dialogue with 

indigenous sovereignties, for these nations have always had to ï and more relevant for 

this project, continue to be required to ï contend with indigenous authority, land claims, 

populations, citizens, and narratives of the past, present, and hopes for the future.
3
 

                                                        
3 S.D. Krasner, ñSovereignty: Political,ò in International Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioral 

Sciences, eds. Neil J. Smelser and Paul B. Baltes (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2001), 14706-9. Michel Foucault, 
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Although some indigenous scholars question whether Native North America 

should adopt the historical and structural weight of sovereignty as a supporting concept 

of indigenous authority given its imbrications with colonial and imperial structures, the 

reality in the United States is that Native communities use and will continue to use the 

principles of tribal sovereignty as developed in Federal Indian Law in order to argue for 

the protection of their cultural, territorial, and social rights. The conceptual benefits of 

sovereignty for tribes lie not in the way it was conceptualized by Bodin and Hobbes, who 

were more concerned with protecting legitimate authority within a polity, but rather the 

way it has developed within international law. In other words, the most helpful portion of 

sovereignty conceptually is not demonstrating supreme authority within a given territory, 

but rather the right to domestic autonomy and independence, and the associated right to 

make treaties (as treaty-making serves as the foundation for applying sovereignty to tribal 

nations).
4
 

Several concepts tend to recur as part of a constellation of ideas that, together, 

comprise sovereign power. Legitimacy as linked to authority is the first major concept 

addressed in much of literature and considered in this project. Sovereignty, in essence, 

only exists when a populace agrees that the person or structure exerting power has a 

legitimate authority. In the trajectory of John Locke and as interpreted by Michel 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College de France, 1977-78, trans. Graham Burchell (New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 296. Scott G. Nelson, Sovereignty and the Limits of the Liberal 

Imagination (New York: Routledge, 2010), 77-146. Jean Bethke Elshtain, Sovereignty: God, State, and Self 

(New York City: Basic Books, 2008). Adam Lupel, Globalization and Popular Sovereignty: Democracyôs 

Transnational Dilemma (New York: Routledge, 2009), 12-18. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007). Johnathan Elmer, On Lingering and Being Last: Race 

and Sovereignty in the New World (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008), 3-5. 
4 Taiaike Alfred, Peace, Power, Righteousness: An Indigenous Manifesto (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1999). Andy Smith, ñU.S Empire and the War Against Native Sovereignty,ò in Conquest: Sexual 

Violence and American Indian Genocide (Cambridge, MA: South End Press, 2005), 177-91. Krasner, 

ñSovereignty: Political.ò  
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Foucault, legitimate authority is expressed through the effective management of the 

populace and territory, and when the management is ineffective and legitimate authority 

is questioned, the end result can be revolution. This management of populace and 

territory leads to the next two crucial concepts in the óconstellationô that comprises 

modern understandings of sovereign power: territory/land, and populace/citizenry. 

Modern understandings of sovereign authority are meaningless without a citizenry, and 

similarly can barely be exercised without a territorial base within which to act. Especially 

within the history of the twentieth century as postcolonial states have asserted their 

political and economic rights, the right of a sovereign power to exert control over its own 

territorial boundaries, holdings, and natural resources has become increasingly elaborated 

internationally. Further, the definition and practice of citizenship ï the liberal 

embodiment of óthe peopleô subject to sovereign authority ï remains one of the most 

important powers of a sovereign authority, as the historiography of twentieth century 

U.S. immigration illustrates.
5
  

Finally, the temporal narration of legitimate power comprises a final conceptual 

point related to sovereignty. Sovereignty is a concept, an idea that changes over time and 

works as a narrative that tells us about what constitutes legitimate authority, the best way 

                                                        
5 Elshtain, Sovereignty. Nelson, Sovereignty and the Limits of the Liberal Imagination, 77, 146.  ñAs I have 

noted, the major recurring condition for political community is the classically liberal óproblemô of securing 

legitimacy,ò 77. ñIn the modern context then, sovereignty is intended to function as an expression of pure, 

primitive power. In the modern epoch it has functioned as an expression or representation of an earthly, 

secularizing divine power. Sovereignty is said to be powerôs pivot, powerôs originary locus, its genesis. It is 

the name moderns assigned to a law-based system of rules that connects the subject to pure power, to the 

sovereign as the essence of authority, that which is said to be the decider and maker of law. Law conjoins 

the sovereign and the subject,ò146. Adam Lupel, Globalization and Popular Sovereignty, 12. ñBodin, 

however, was the first to elaborate coherently the principal elements of the modern theory of sovereignty: 

Within a defined territory there must be a supreme political authority, neither internally divided nor 

externally superseded. Sovereign power could not be shared between Church and State nor overruled by 

Pope or Emperor. The sovereign embodied both the seat of political power ï of agency within the legal 

system ï and the origin of the law itself. He was above the law, because no law could bind him, and no law 

could be binding without the force of his command,ò12. Nico Schrijer, Sovereignty Over Natural 

Resources: Balancing Rights and Duties (London: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
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to govern a population, and how to define and delineate between who and what lands are 

subject to sovereign authority. But it is also a story that narrates legitimate authority into 

the past, as well as rationalizes the expression of power in the present. Postcolonial 

theorists have persuasively linked history and other academic disciplines to the narrative 

legitimization of the nation-state, but this project argues that temporal narration is one of 

the key strategies of the structures that support a sovereign authority. Clearly, narratives 

of the past are used as powerful tools to bolster notions of legitimate authority in the 

present. Far less discussed, however, is that this narrative work is performed so as to 

extend sovereign authority into the future. The temporal narration of sovereignty may use 

the past to legitimize its authority, but the narration of the past is being used as a tool 

with which to extend a constituted sovereignty indefinitely into the future. This is where 

the concept of temporal narration becomes particularly important to tribal sovereignty. 

Many times, tribal communities sought self-determination, a recognition of their own 

legitimate authority within their territorial boundaries, because they saw it as the only 

way to continue to exist as a community. In this dynamic, the importance of land 

becomes paramount. For territory, the land and water itself, is not only about the past and 

being able to narrate the past or exist in the present. Land is about continuity in the 

future. And when land is taken, not only the past and memory is lost with it. A viable 

future also becomes much more narrowly possible.
6
 

Each tribal community, as it has sought to challenge the authority of the U.S. 

nation state ï or claimed lands, or practiced its own version of citizenship or identity, or 

remembered and told its own histories and hopes for the future ï has built tribal 

                                                        
6 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2000), 3-46. Elmer, On Lingering and Being Last, 133-45. 
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sovereignty. The history presented in this project illustrates that as much as sovereignty 

becomes defined within structures ï by the nation state or the machinations of capital ï it 

is also generated, practiced, and contested by communities. When land claims entered the 

U.S. court system, when tribal leaders resisted territorial annexation or assimilation or the 

loss of community authority to practice self-determination, even the structures of the U.S. 

nation state have been forced to explain or defend themselves, to silence their critics, to 

admit wrong, or to admit defeat. This is not to say that indigenous communities are all-

powerful; the tragedies of the past and present illustrate otherwise. But this project does 

contend that the continual resistance and insistence of indigenous communities and their 

leadership is disrespected when those histories of creative defiance in the face of 

overwhelming and cruel might are untold or unacknowledged. 

 

Sources & Methods 

 Historians of twentieth-century Native America have an embarrassment of riches 

in terms of sources. The legendary invasiveness of the Bureau of Indian Affairs during 

the early to mid-twentieth century produced endless reams of paper documenting the land 

holdings, finances, genealogies, and personal lives of individual Indian people. Unlike 

historians researching earlier time periods, when the twentieth-century historian enters a 

National Archive and Research Administration facility the problem becomes sifting 

through an unmanageable number of intensely detailed documents. Tribal members 

researching their own communities might very well be able to look up how many cows 

and chickens their great-grandparents owned, if they know where to look. Additionally, 

legions of anthropologists, musicologists, and folklorists have been dispatched to cut 
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their teeth conducting research on reservations from the genesis of American 

anthropology in the late nineteenth century to the present. Both the monographs they 

produced and their field notes are valuable sources for the historian of twentieth-century 

Native America. Finally, the temporal proximity of the time period allows historians 

studying the twentieth century to do something historians of other eras could only dream 

about: talk to people who actually lived through the events. Many historians and 

researchers have practiced oral history in Native communities since the 1970s, creating a 

wealth of extant oral history sources that can be used in addition to collecting oneôs own 

oral histories. 

 This project draws from three main sources: Bureau of Indian Affairs documents 

from the federal archives, field notes and ephemera collected and produced by the 

anthropology students of University of Chicago anthropologist Sol Tax, and oral history 

interviews conducted with Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara elders. When dealing with 

sources from the federal archives, this project focuses on searching for the experiences of 

the Fort Berthold community. The voluminous sources from the federal archives are a 

godsend for researchers, but the sheer amount of detailed information filtered through the 

eyes of BIA employees can lead to a narrative shaped by the assessments of the 

bureaucracy. This project consciously seeks a community story, not one about Indian 

agents, mid-level managers, or federal commissioners. It reflects a fascination with the 

tribal context ï stemming from the belief that the detailed workings of the local, tribal 

context both shapes and illuminates national trends. In this way, the project employs an 

analysis modeled by historians like Tiya Miles, whose book Ties That Bind makes a 

compelling illustration of how even the most private, domestic spaces and choices can 
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reveal a larger story connected to the development of tribal sovereignty and the 

elaboration of a racialized tribal identity. Christian McMillanôs Making Indian Law 

provides this project with the courage to seek the intricacies of a community-based story 

in ways that do not sacrifice larger impact and implications. 

 The sources culled from anthropological field notes made it easy to focus on the 

community and the roles individuals played in tribal politics, for the personal details 

recorded in the sources brought mid-century Fort Berthold vibrantly alive. But the 

sources brought challenges, too. Field notes, as records of an anthropologistôs experience, 

are not meant for publication, and at times contain what amounts to sixty-year-old gossip 

about community members. As a member of the tribe I study, I sometimes struggled over 

whether to include important but sensitive information about individual tribal members 

from the time period, knowing that the cost might be borne by current community 

members who hold them dear. Struggling with this, however, has taught me as a historian 

to respect the actors of the past by trying to understand all points of view with empathy 

and analysis. My positionality as a researcher of my own tribe can also have benefits in 

this area; as I continue to revise my completed dissertation, I have the luxury of fine-

tuning the analysis of my narrative by seeking the opinions and reactions of current 

community members before any of this sees publication. 

 The oral history sources come from those I collected personally for this or other 

projects, and those conducted and archived by other researchers. In particular, National 

Park Service employee Eric Wolf collected a valuable cache of nearly thirty oral history 

interviews in the 1990s. The bulk of my oral history sources come from those he 
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gathered. Aside from two interviews conducted for regional television broadcasts, I 

gathered the remaining ten oral history interviews. 

 The collection and analysis of oral histories induces ethical and methodological 

issues more intense than is the case with traditional archival sources. Luckily, most oral 

historians ñassume that we are doing something other than merely pursuing our own 

careers and adding knowledge to the world, and that we must raise questions about the 

ethics of our behavior in relation to those on and with whom we do our research,ò and 

thus a large body of literature exists interrogating these issues.
7
 Oral historians of Native 

America have also published methodological reflections, such as Waziyata Win (Angela 

Cavender Wilson), who approaches her oral history research from a distinctly Dakota 

perspective. She writes,  

Within Dakota culture, we are taught that we must also learn to think with our 

hearts, and that those people who can only think with their minds are not only 

seriously lacking important understandings but whatever they produce will also be 

lacking important understandings and will ultimately create an undesirable 

outcome. Iôve heard elders talk very openly about good minds being meaningless 

without good hearts. Cante is the word for heart in our language, and many words 

are derived from that root word é . One such word is canteyuza, which means to 

think, form an opinion. From a Dakota perspective, thinking with our heart 

encompasses the ethical considerations that must be at the forefront of any 

endeavor. Even academic endeavors would not be deemed worthwhile if heart did 

not have equal weight.
8
 

 

This Dakota perspective is a valuable asset for Waziyata, as being a researcher from a 

community one studies can leave the interviewer torn between ña need to gather specific 

information and an awareness of appropriate relationships between young and old,ò or 

                                                        
7 Daphne Patai, ñU.S. Academics and Third World Women: Is Ethical Research Possible?ò in Womenôs 

Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History, eds. Sherna Berger Gluck and Daphne Patai (New York: 

Routledge, 1991), 138. 
8 Waziyatawin Angela Wilson, Remember This! Dakota Decolonization and the Eli Taylor Narratives 

(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2005), 38. 
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between men and women.
9
 A casual attitude towards collecting oral data in Native 

communities will be problematic if the researcher does not grapple with questions like 

those suggested by Waziyata, ñWhat are the motives behind this desire? How will the 

information be used? In what kind of context? Does the individual know the culture they 

hope to extract information from well enough? And, perhaps most importantly, who will 

benefit from its documentation?ò
10

 These are important questions to answer, as the very 

process of collecting oral histories invites ñan unchallenged shift in the ownership of 

experience and interpretation to whoever happens to be telling the story.ò
11

 

 The ethical dangers of not answering these questions are serious. Facile assertions 

regarding the power of narrative to create bonds of understanding and empathy, or the 

failure to examine the social, political, and economic power structures affecting any oral 

history research, could easily allow a researcher to slide into ñthe misuse of sentiment as 

a research tool.ò
12

 Yet oral history also provides a promising methodology for expanding 

the possibilities of historical analysis, and for indigenous people oral history can act as a 

crucial tool for community survival. As Waziyata asserts in a call to Native historians, 

ñ[t]he written archival records will not produce this information. é Consequently, these 

are not merely interesting stories or even the simple dissemination of historical facts. 

                                                        
9 Kathryn Anderson and Dana Jack, ñLearning to Listen: Interview Techniques and Analyses,ò in Womenôs 

Words, eds. Gluck and Patai, 138. 
10 Waziyatawin Angela Wilson, ñPower of the Spoken Word: Native Oral Traditions in American Indian 

History,ò in Rethinking American Indian History, ed. Donald Fixico (Albuquerque: University of New 

Mexico Press, 1997), 104. 
11 Amy Shuman, ñIntroduction: Subversive Stories and the Critique of Empathy,ò in Other Peopleôs 

Stories: Entitlement Claims and the Critique of Empathy (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2005), 5.  
12 Daphne Patai, ñU.S. Academics and Third World Women: Is Ethical Research Possible?ò in Womenôs 

Words, eds. Gluck and Patai, 144. 
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They are, more important, transmissions of culture upon which our survival as a people 

depends. When our stories die, so will we.ò
13

 

The process of collecting oral histories should take into account such power 

dynamics. The practice of collecting oral histories for this project was based on the 

rejection of the idea that it is ñthe distant knower who has perspective and, by virtue of 

less or different stakes in the interpretation, the possibility of objectivity.ò
14

 Instead, this 

projectôs oral history collection attempted to follow Fort Berthold community óbest 

practicesô in regards to selecting narrators and meeting culturally-based understandings of 

reciprocity and payment. Community standards regarding who is an ñexpertò and holds 

authority to give information on tribal history may not be readily apparent even to 

members of younger generations of tribal members. For example, Vine Deloria, Jr.ôs 

introduction for his aunt Ella Deloriaôs book, Speaking of Indians, provides insight into 

the different standards each generation holds regarding who possesses the expertise to 

convey accurate historical or cultural information. He wrote, 

I talked to [his aunt Ella Deloria] after one exhausting trip to Red Shirt Table on 

the Pine Ridge Reservation, and she said, óResearch is getting so hard to do ï 

there are hardly any elders around nowadays.ô I pointed out that she was now one 

of the surviving elders and the chances of discovering a crowd of ninety-year-olds 

were steadily declining. She just gave me a disgusted look, as she refused to 

consider herself an elder.
15

 

 

For academic work based in small, local communities in which community members 

know intimate family and personal histories, it is important for researchers to approach 

the ñcommunity expertsò ï the people whom other community members consider as 

                                                        
13 Waziyatawin Angela Wilson, ñGrandmother to Granddaughter: Generations of Oral History in a Dakota 

Family,ò in Natives and Academics: Researching and Writing about American Indians, ed. Devon 

Mihesuah (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1998), 34-5. 
14 Shuman, ñIntroduction,ò in Other Peopleôs Stories, 3-4. 
15 Vine Deloria, Jr., ñIntroduction,ò in Speaking of Indians, Ella Deloria (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 

Press, 1998), xix. 
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holding important cultural or historical expertise ï rather than to simply interview anyone 

who will talk to them.  

 Equally important, this project tried to respect and become familiar with local 

standards of asking and compensating for information and knowledge shared. Waziyata 

relates her notion of reciprocity and the importance of generosity within her community: 

[F]amiliarity with the concept of reciprocity breeds a realization of the need to 

give something back to both the individual and the culture from whom and from 

which one has taken material. This goes far beyond the economic compensation 

that many scholars have used in exchange for their óinformantsô time. Rather, 

what is called for is an acknowledgment of a moral responsibility to give back in 

a far more profound way, one that matches the value of the stories that are shared. 

Indeed, as a Dakota I would carry that a step further because I come from a 

culture in which generosity, one of our cardinal virtues, is stressed far more than 

reciprocity, meaning that there is a need to give even more than what one 

received. In light of this, a central consideration would have to be whether such 

work will help or possibly hurt a community by demeaning or discrediting its 

elders or culture.
16

 

 

As a tribal member entering her own community and engaging with respected community 

elders, my best practices included becoming familiar with what constitutes not just 

adequate compensation, but culturally specific compensation. In addition to a monetary 

gift, I also brought food to the interviews ï some combination of corn soup, bread, fruit, a 

dessert, and tea or coffee. The financial outlay for each interview ï seventy-five dollars 

for an hour long interview, plus the cost of the food in addition to the high costs of plane 

or train travel to a rural part of the country ï made it difficult to collect larger numbers of 

interviews. The relatives I stayed with often donated both dried corn, the use of their 

kitchen, and sometimes extra money to pay the people I interviewed, yet I was always on 

the verge of being broke. As it was, I often left the interviews feeling that the small things 

                                                        
16 Waziyatawin, ñPower of the Spoken Word,ò in Rethinking American Indian History, 105-6. 
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I gave to the interviewees in a gesture of reciprocity did not adequately compensate them 

for the time they spent sharing their insight and analysis with me. 

 This leads me to one of the projectôs methodological departures from standard 

academic practice that spans both the collection and analysis of oral history interviews. 

This projectôs practice included treating my interviewees as fellow historians. As experts 

in their personal history and tribal history, I felt it appropriate and ethical to treat them 

with according intellectual respect. In interview collection, this meant sharing interview 

questions before the interview, or asking them specific questions about their analysis or 

interpretation of historical events. In the analysis and writing phase, this has meant 

treating them as organic historians. Gramsci theorized organic intellectuals as scholars 

who cultivate strong roots in their community, and who cultivate involvement in the local 

issues and controversies experienced and debated within the community. Additionally, 

these intellectuals use their analysis of societal structures to influence other community 

members to develop a consciousness of their own identities that allow for similar 

structural critiques and analysis.
17

  

 This also meant that during the analysis phase, I treated each interview as a 

separate historical analysis, rather than as a data point. This means that my analysis of the 

interviews did not ñbegin with the distinction between a whole to be captured and an 

inquiring subject to be rendered transparent,ò in which I positioned myself as the 

researcher who could discern subtext by analyzing word patterns, pauses, or guessing at 

                                                        
17 This realization is also based in my interactions with Native community educators. Michelle Pasena 

(Hopi) who worked at the American Indian Graduate Center (AIGC) stated in one meeting that it was 

important for Natives educated in western academic institutions to realize that Native communities are 

filled with elders and community members who have Ph.D.s in language, traditional culture, traditional 

religion, etc. ï and that we should be entering Native communities with the humility that realization should 

produce. Antonio Gramsci, ñThe Intellectuals,ò in Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio 

Gramsci, eds. and trans. Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith (New York: International Publishers, 

1971), 6-23. 
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what was left unsaid. My work did not involve, for example: listening to the moral 

language and self-evaluative statements of the narrators, identifying the ñmeta-

statementsò in which the narrators comment about their own thoughts or something they 

just said, and attending to the logic of the narrative by ñnoticing the internal consistency 

or contradictions in the personôs statements about recurring themes and the way these 

themes relate to each other.ò
18

 Instead, each interview was subjected to the same mixture 

of credence and critical analysis that my graduate school training has taught me to apply 

to the work of any academic historian. I avoided being gullible but also accorded respect 

to the experience and analytical skills of the organic historians by whom I was being 

taught, I discussed the intellectual and practical aims of my project and interview 

questions with them, and I trusted their expertise to express themselves in the manner 

they intended.
19

 

 As historian Richard White asserts, while academic knowledge production is 

surely complicit in the creation and maintenance of power structures that have 

historically colonized and dominated indigenous communities, the next step should not 

necessarily be to retreat to either a historical relativism or an indigenous-based 

fundamentalism. 

                                                        
18 Anderson and Jack, ñLearning to Listen,ò in Womenôs Words, eds. Gluck and Patai, 20-22. 
19 Paul Rabinow, ñAnthropological Observation and Self-Formation,ò in Subjectivity: Ethnographic 

Investigations, eds. Joao Biehl, Byron Good, and Arthur Kleinman (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 2007) 108-9. In this, I draw from the approach of Katherine Borland: ñI now feel that had I talked to 

Bea about my ideas before I committed them to writing, presented her with drafts, or even arranged to have 

her read the paper with me so that we might discuss misunderstandings and differences as they arose, her 

sense of having been robbed of textual authority might not have been as strong as it was. é I am not 

suggesting that all differences of perspective between folklorist and narrator, feminist scholar and speaking 

woman, should or can be worked out before the final research project is composed. Nor am I suggesting 

that our interpretations must be validated by our research collaborators. For when we do interpretations, we 

bring our own knowledge, experience, and concerns to our material, and the result, we hope, is a richer, 

more textured understanding of its meaning.ò Katherine Borland, ñóThatôs Not What I Saidô: Interpretive 

Conflict in Oral Narrative Research,ò in Womenôs Words, eds. Gluck and Patai, 73. 
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Historians seek to subsume all other narrations of the past by historicizing them, 

but if all things are historicized, then the knowledge of historians is as contingent 

and situational as that of their subjects ï in this case Indian peoples. There is no 

view from nowhere, as Donna Haraway says. All knowledge is situated 

knowledge. This is not a statement of relativism, as it is sometimes taken to be. It 

does not say all accounts are equal, but it is a recognition that all accounts are 

contingent, imperfect, and judged by changing and variable human standards.
20

 

 

This projectôs formulation of oral history interviewees as organic historians, rather than 

as informants, means that it treats the narratives and information shared by historians 

both academic and organic with an intellectual respect that includes a deep engagement, 

including critique. 

 

Historiography 

The Garrison Dam/Pick-Sloan Plan 

 The literature on the Garrison Dam and the Pick-Sloan Plan begins in 1945, when 

tribal members and white farmers who would be affected began to protest its 

construction. During this time period, booster projects that lauded its construction were 

also published.
21

 As we now know, the protests had little effect. They did, however, 

contain the most relevant information as their authors were intending to prove the 

negative aspects of the Garrison Dam, whereas the booster-published material contains 

little useful information as secondary sources. In the 1950s as the Garrison Dam became 

                                                        
20 Richard White, ñUsing the Past: History and Native American Studies,ò in Studying Native America: 

Problems and Prospects, ed. Russell Thornton, (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1998), 222-3. 
21 Protesting the Construction of Garrison Dam, North Dakota, by the Fort Berthold Indians: Hearings 

before the United States Senate Committee on Indian Affairs, Seventy-Ninth Congress, first session, on 

Oct. 9, 1945 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. G.P.O., 1945). Bigelow Neal, The Valley of the Damned (Garrison, 

N.D.: Independent Pub. Co., 1949). Ralph Hoyt Case, Fort Berthold Dam Site v. the Garrison Dam Site: 

Statement of Fact and Law (location and publisher unknown, 1947). Fort Berthold Indian Defense 

Association, Indian Tribes Fight Eviction (Elbowoods, N.D.: The Association, 1946). North Dakota, 

Garrison Dam and Reservoir Project (Bismarck: North Dakota State Dept. of Public Instruction, 1947). 

Leo D Harris, Water is Coming: Souvenir Garrison Dam Project (Fargo, N.D.: Forum Publishing 

Company, 1949). Fargo Forum, Garrison Dam construction photograph collection (Fargo, N.D.: Fargo 

Forum, 1946-1953). 



18 

an unavoidable reality on the Upper Missouri ï and no doubt as the communities affected 

were concerned primarily with the business of regrouping and reorganizing after their 

forced removal from the bottomlands ï the literature of protest was silenced and 

boosterism held sway. The 1950s, however, did see the very beginnings of more serious 

treatments of the Garrison Dam or the Pick-Sloan Plan, as well as a move from 

photographic visual data to film.
22

 

 The next decade saw little to nothing published about either the Garrison Dam or 

the Pick-Sloan Plan, and the next major published treatment of the Garrison Dam does 

not occur until 1972. These treatments are mostly focused on technical aspects of the 

dam, published either by the Army Corps of Engineers or the University of North 

Dakota.
23

 Perhaps more interesting is the fact that the 1970s saw the beginnings of a 

Native-focused narrative on the Garrison Dam and Pick-Sloan Plan. A resource guide 

was published for television programmers to explain the historical background of ñvital 

contemporary Plains Indian issues.ò The Garrison Dam was included in a list of Plains 

Indian historical moments that included Ponca removal and the Standing Bear trial, the 

1868 Fort Laramie Treaty, the Battle of Little Bighorn and ñits aftermath,ò the Wounded 

Knee massacre, and the founding of Carlisle Indian School, among others.
24

 The wording 

and text of the guide reflects the impact of Indian activism during the 1960s and ó70s, and 

                                                        
22 Peter Kiewit Sons' Co, Miracle on the Missouri (Riverdale, N.D.: Morrison-Knudsen Company, inc., 

1954). United States, Garrison Dam on the Missouri, (Riverdale, N.D.: U.S. Army, Corps of Engineers, 
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aerial views of Garrison Dam, and the dedication ceremony for the powerhouse, ca. early 1950s. 
23 United States, Garrison Dam, Missouri River, North Dakota. Vicksburg, Miss.: Dept. of Defense, Dept. 

of the Army, Corps of Engineers, Waterways Experiment Station, 1972. J. Neel, ñWarmed Water and 

Water Quality in the Missouri River, Twenty Miles below Garrison Damò (PhD diss., University of North 

Dakota, 1974). 
24 National Endowment for the Humanities, ñHistory of the Upper Great Plains as Recorded by the 

Participating American Indian Tribes from 1850 to the Present: A Suggested Approach to Showing on 
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illustrates that while the decades between the construction of the Garrison Dam and the 

end of the 1970s may have been silent in terms of academic or activist publications, 

Indian activists themselves had not been silent. On the contrary, they had been 

constructing a historical narrative about the Garrison Dam that placed it amongst some of 

the worst tragedies of Plains Indian history. 

 The effects of Indian activism on the literature about the Pick-Sloan Plan came to 

fruition in the 1980s with the publishing of Michael Lawsonôs Dammed Indians: The 

Pick-Sloan Plan and the Missouri River Sioux, 1944-1980. Vine Deloria, Jr. wrote the 

forward to the book, associating Lawsonôs work not only with narratives created by 

Indian activists of the previous three decades, but with a nascent American Indian Studies 

movement in academia. As Native activists began to realize the fruits of their agitation, it 

is perhaps no surprise that compensation-aimed hearings before the Senate began as 

well.
25

 

 After Lawsonôs work and the success of the Senate hearings ï which successfully 

agitated for further monetary compensation from the U.S. government for the lands taken 

on Indian reservations due to the Pick-Sloan Plan ï the following decade saw few 

published materials dealing with either Pick-Sloan or the Garrison Dam. Some local 

media covered the fiftieth anniversary of the completion of the dam, but nothing 

academic was published.
26

   

                                                        
25 Michael Lawson, Dammed Indians: the Pick-Sloan Plan and the Missouri River Sioux, 1944-1980 

(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1982). United States, S. 2480-S. 2663: hearing before the Select 

Committee on Indian Affairs, United States Senate, Ninety-eighth Congress, second session, June 21, 1984, 
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This state of affairs changed in the following decade. Several academic theses at 

the mastersô level were produced at the University of North Dakota, usually tied to oral 

history collection. This indicates the growing acceptance of oral history within the overall 

discipline created a new niche for graduate students to practice their historical research 

skills by collecting oral and archival sources at Fort Berthold in order to produce 

community-focused histories of the Garrison Dam and Pick-Sloan Plan.
27

 The theses all 

utilize oral histories from community members, usually following a summary of the 

political history of the Garrison Dam and Pick-Sloan Plan. 

The turn of the century also saw professional treatments of the topic, the first 

being Paul VanDevelderôs journalistic-historical account of the legal quest for ñjust 

compensationò due to the taking of Fort Berthold lands as a result of the Garrison Dam, 

Coyote Warrior: One Man, Three Tribes, and the Trial that Forged a Nation. 

VanDevelderôs book gives a solid overview of the history of the Garrison Dam, but his 

decision to focus on the work of one lawyer from Fort Berthold skews his narrative 

towards the lionization of a single individual among the many who were involved in the 

quest for just compensation. The following year also saw the distribution of a 

documentary focusing on the Fort Berthold community story and outcome of the 

Garrison Dam, Waterbuster. Directed by J. Carlos Peinado, the film follows tribal 

member Peinado as he attempts to explore the displacement caused by the Garrison Dam, 

and through this process reconnect with his roots. Using oral interviews, this traces the 

                                                        
27 M. Gunderson, ñThe Effects of the Garrison Dam on the Community of Elbowoodsò (Masters Thesis, 
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impact the dam-related displacement had upon one family. Both narratives, in using the 

individual and their experiences as the óhookô to guide their historical investigation, 

provided the signposts for this project. Finally, as U.S. historians continue to revisit the 

New Deal Era to explain the political and social history of the resulting decades, new 

work contextualizing the Pick-Sloan Plan within the broader scope of New Deal era dams 

provides background for understanding the larger politics of the Pick-Sloan project.
28

 

This historiography provides a springboard for this project in several ways. First, 

the political and bureaucratic history of Pick-Sloan has a strong foundation that allowed 

me to largely use secondary sources for context on the machinations of the federal 

government, allowing me to focus my attention on the experience of the Fort Berthold 

community. Second, the collection of oral histories regarding Fort Berthold and the 

Garrison Dam provided an already-solid foundation of community narratives. 

This dissertation aims to contribute to this historiography by merging the large-

context narratives ï such as those focused on the development of the Pick-Sloan Plan ï 

with the community-focused changes that resulted from the Garrison Dam. Previous 

accounts of this event have tended to mourn the injustices and celebrate the community 

leaders who fought for justice, a strategy that almost inevitably produces a narrative of 

loss. And while many losses mark this historical time period, declension narratives in 

regard to Native histories produce a problematic dynamic in which, as historian Richard 

White aptly notes, indigenous communities can only be understood in terms of conquest 

and assimilation, or persistence, in which, ñOnly whites changed. Indians disappeared.ò 
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White elaborates, ñthe tellers of such stories miss a larger process and a larger truth. é 

Contact was not a battle of primal forces in which only one could survive. Something 

new could appear.ò Thus, this project interrogates the change ï not the loss ï that 

occurred in community understandings of their place and identity as the space of their 

lives changed radically.
29

 

 

Fort Berthold 

 This project is also rooted in a specific place: the Fort Berthold Indian 

Reservation. And while the nucleus of the dissertation is concerned with changes that 

occurred as a result of the Garrison Dam, that nucleus must be contextualized by a solid 

understanding of how exactly the changes were more radical and devastating than what 

had already occurred. Until the 1930s, most scholarly works published about Fort 

Berthold were tribally-specific anthropological texts that attempted to describe and 

analyze tribal culture under the fear that those cultures would disappear within a 

generation or two. During the 1930s, Alfred Bowers did his fieldwork amongst the 

Mandan and Hidatsa, collecting data that would only be published in 1950 and the mid 

1960s. Although his works were published much later, it is fair to consider them a 

product of this time period, as his studies were conceptualized in the late 1920s and early 

1930s. These anthropological works remain valuable to contemporary scholars for their 

descriptions of tribal life and belief systems near the turn of the century, but their guiding 
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questions did not attempt to understand Fort Berthold as a homeland and instead focused 

on describing tribal culture.
30

 

 Not until the 1940s was a serious historical article produced concerning Fort 

Berthold, and the focus was in fact more on the experiences of the nascent Indian Office 

than on Fort Berthold as a location. The following decade saw many more scholarly 

articles published about Fort Berthold, but they fell into one of two camps. One group of 

articles and books, produced by anthropologists, focused on tribal culture as separate 

from place. The other group of articles, largely published by former graduate students of 

well-known University of Chicago óactionô anthropologist Sol Tax, focused on the 

relocation efforts and political leadership at Fort Berthold in the context of the Garrison 

Dam. The following decade saw a loss of scholarly interest in Fort Berthold, save for a 

lone anthropological article.
31
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 Only the late 1970s saw the beginnings of serious historical attention paid to Fort 

Berthold. Roy Meyersô The Village Indians of the Upper Missouri was the first major 

historical work to pull from both anthropological and archival sources to tell the history 

of the Three Affiliated Tribes. Meyersô work remains one of the most important on Fort 

Berthold, but his narrative is shaped by the contours of the government archives rather 

than the community histories that existed at the time. After the publication of Meyersô 

work and stretching into the next two decades, a slew of older ethnographic works 

concerning Fort Berthold were republished. These continuing reprints are important to 

note because they began at a point when not only academics but the general public 

stopped asking when Native Americans would disappear, and began to be curious about 

why they had not. The way the reprints are used is significant as well. Very few would be 

assigned as key anthropological analyses in a graduate classroom, but many would be 

assigned in a college classroom to teach students about indigenous agriculture or kinship 

systems.
32

 

 Also during the 1970s, the interest in ethnographic works as historical sources 

was matched by a sudden growth in non-military Native history ï developments that 

accompanied the birth of American Indian Studies programs across the country. The 

works of the past thirty years are fairly diverse, but fall into some of the major tracks of 
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Native History as it has developed during that time period ï particular attention has been 

paid to Native womenôs history, education or government programs in Native 

communities, and the time period surrounding the Lewis and Clark Expedition. 

Unfortunately, the interaction between tribal members and their physical environment has 

only been addressed in one article, which discussed farming on the northern Plains.
33

 

 This project reunites the narratives of the people who live at Fort Berthold with a 

narrative of Fort Berthold as a place, for the social, political, and economic changes tribal 

members experienced during the Garrison Dam era cannot be divorced from the ways in 

which the landscape and waterscape were altered. 

 

Native History 

 This project aims to continue a trajectory begun in the 1970s in which Native 

American Studies scholars challenged part of the myth of American exceptionalism, in 

which the uniqueness of the United States is often based on a metanarrative emphasizing 
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or assuming an empty or undeveloped landscape that becomes settled or developed by 

enterprising and hardworking immigrants; their struggles in that landscape make them 

ñAmerican.ò Native history of the past thirty years continually contributed to subverting 

these myths by insisting on recognizing and narrating indigenous people and 

communities as central historical subjects.   

 The development of the Environmental History and New Western History sub-

fields during the same time period has bolstered what previously would have been 

quantitative studies of land use and óacculturationô rates to a larger theoretical realm.  As 

a group, these works investigating land, place, and space and/or the U.S. West have 

successfully identified conflicting definitions or use of land and resources as key to 

understanding Native ï and United States ï history. Developments in geography and 

studies of empire have also allowed historians to deeply explore the ways land, territory, 

and place are produced by the state and its citizenry.
34

   

Pre-dating this particular turn to landscapes and regionalism to a certain extent, 

literature on tribal sovereignty has developed since the 1950s in reaction to the legal 

battles defining the relationship between the United States government and tribal 

communities. The federal-tribal relationship has been almost as key in determining tribal 
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identity as tribal culture, and the struggle for group rights within the United States legal 

system has coalesced ï through various legal victories and defeats ï to create 

contemporary notions of tribal sovereignty. Beginning with Felix Cohenôs Handbook of 

Federal Indian Law, scholars have mined court cases, legislative sources, and 

bureaucratic archives to chart the vagaries of what is now known as Federal Indian Law 

and Policy. This painstaking and valuable work comprises the historiography that 

inspired some of the central questions of this dissertation, namely, the development of 

modern tribal sovereignty. These studies of the federal-tribal relationship and tribal 

sovereignty, however, often decline to develop a full-bodied understanding of how 

differing forms of land use both draw from and inform differing conceptions of land. 

These clashes over land and how it should be used have in turn led to legal clashes over 

the definitions of tribal territories ï which, in their turn, led to the legal battles over the 

meaning of ñdomestic dependent nationsò and a modern tribal sovereignty. Many of these 

sovereignty-focused narratives quote other scholars regarding differing notions of land in 

the pre-history of their topic, but few explore how tribal land use, constructions of place, 

and conceptions of territory have influenced the federal-tribal relationship. The most 

interesting, however, have pushed the scholarly discourse further by allowing Native 

communities in their narratives to have unique and culturally-specific conceptions of land 

not just in the topical pre-history, but even within the 20
th
 century. As much as this 

project owes a theoretical and historical debt to the many rigorous scholars who 

developed this literature, it hopes to keep pushing forward questions surrounding the 

development of tribal sovereignty to interrogate how the everyday politics and practices 
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of tribal communities and leaders have co-constructed the concept along with the 

supreme court, executive power, and legislative bodies.
35

   

 Finally, this project contributes to the ongoing elaboration of twentieth century 

Native history. Previous to the 1990s, the majority of the Native history produced either 

focused on early America, the nineteenth century, or federal Indian policy. Beginning in 

the 1990s, more historians and scholars began to temporally venture past the massacre at 

Wounded Knee to tell the stories of Indian people and communities during the twentieth 

century. These cultural and social history treatments of Native people in the twentieth 

century explore reservation and urban spaces ï and the pathways between them ï to 

challenge the contemporary portion of the myth of American exceptionalism : that with 

the consolidation of the continental land base, Indian people have disappeared or only 

exist in such small numbers (or such degraded communities) that their role in twentieth 

century U.S. history can be left unnarrated. As this literature continues to develop, it has 
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illuminated the dynamic strategies of survival and growth practiced by indigenous people 

and communities after the genocidal ravages of the nineteenth century. More recently, the 

historiography has also moved towards tracing the links between tribal activism and the 

creation of a global indigenous consciousness. This project draws from the 

methodologies and narrative strengths of this literature, and hopes to contribute to the 

embellishment of its historiography.
36

 

 

Chapter Summary 

 A 1907 map created by Mandan tribal member Sitting Rabbit provides the 

narrative frame for the first chapter, ñGrowing Place and Defending Territory: Fort 

Berthold before 1934,ò which establishes one of the foundations of the projectôs 

theoretical structure by exploring how the Fort Berthold Indian Reservation was 

constructed as a place, space, and territory. The Sitting Rabbit map gives us a visual 

representation to help analyze how conceptions of place, space, and territory were 

negotiated between the Three Affiliated Tribes, neighboring Plains tribes, and the federal 

government. The physical environment and early history of the Mandan, Hidatsa and 

                                                        
36 Hoxie, Parading Through History. Brenda Child, Boarding School Seasons: American Indian Families, 

1900-1940 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2001). McMillan, Making Indian Law. Philip Deloria, 

Indians in Unexpected Places (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2004). John Troutman, Indian Blues: 

American Indians and Politics of Music, 1879-1934 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2009). 

Thomas Biolsi, Organizing the Lakota: The Political Economy of the New Deal on the Pine Ridge and 

Rosebud Reservations (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1998). Mindy Morgan, ñConstructions and 

Contestations of the Authoritative Voice: Native American Communities and the Federal Writers' Project, 

1935-41,ò American Indian Quarterly, 29 (2005). Marilyn Norcini, ñThe Political Process of Factionalism 

and Self-Governance at Santa Clara Pueblo, New Mexico,ò Proceedings of the American Philosophical 

Society, 149 (2005). Paul Rosier, ñóThey Are Ancestral Homelandsô: Race, Place, and Politics in Cold War 

Native America, 1945-1961,ò Journal of American History (2006). Paul Rosier, Serving Their Country: 

American Indian Politics & Patriotism in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

2009). Smith and Warrior, Like a Hurricane. Daniel Cobb, Native Activism in the Cold War Era: The 

Struggle for Sovereignty (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2010). Daniel Cobb & Loretta Fowler, 

eds., Beyond Red Power: American Indian Politics and Activism Since 1900 (Santa Fe: School for 

Advanced Research Press, 2007). 



30 

Arikara before 1934 are recounted to show how the actions of a land-greedy federal 

government forced the three tribes to conceptualize a defensive stance towards their 

remaining territories, or what this project calls sovereign territoriality. 

 Chapter Two, ñAuthority and Indian Reorganization on Fort Berthold, 1934-

1941,ò covering the years from the Indian Reorganization Act to U.S. entry into WWII, 

uses archival materials and community oral histories to examine how New Deal programs 

and legislation contributed to the reorganization of legitimate authority at Fort Berthold. 

The changes wrought in political authority, the defense of tribal territories, and the 

definition of tribal membership during these years constitute major shifts in three of the 

key components of sovereign power. When the IRA provided space for tribal members to 

claim authority within the boundaries of the reservation, tribal leadership used it to 

rearrange the boundaries and roles of tribal territoriality and membership in order to 

preserve tribal lands. Through this process of reorganization and the exercise of tribal 

authority, the land of the reservation became heavily politicized in a new way. This 

politicization created the opportunity for tribal members to claim and exercise an 

indigenous citizenship. This tribally-centered notion of citizenship was simultaneously 

rooted in tribal cultural membership, committed to claiming the rights of U.S. citizenship, 

dedicated to asserting and protecting treaty and land rights, and strategically mobilized 

citizenship and self-rule as technologies through which to realize a viable future for their 

community. Through these dynamics and the presence of intra-tribal factions, Chapter 

Two argues that community processes of exercising and contesting tribal authority are the 

foundation stones upon which modern conceptions of tribal sovereignty rest. 
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 The third chapter, ñPerforming Citizenship: The Cultural Production of 

Indigenous Citizenship, 1940-45,ò interrogates the meaning of military service, U.S. and 

tribal citizenship, and patriotism during WWII, using oral histories describing community 

gatherings, flag songs, and honor songs produced during the time period. The chapter 

focuses on how notions of place are constructed through cultural practices such as 

community gatherings, singing, and dancing. On Fort Berthold during WWII, tribal 

members strategically mobilized the powerfully jingoistic state narratives surrounding 

military service, production and consumption; actual community practice illustrates a 

tribally-centric, non-state version of both. These practices also illustrate how land use and 

local practices formed the center and foundation for the development and maintenance of 

a radically indigenous patriotism and citizenship. 

 ñóYou feel it inside that youôre not given a good dealô: The Fight against the 

Garrison Dam,ò the title of Chapter Four, is taken from a quotation from Joe Packineau 

(Hidatsa), a former tribal chairman and judge who appears in the field notes of a graduate 

student who worked at Fort Berthold under direction from renowned anthropologist Sol 

Tax, just before the implementation of the Garrison Dam. The fourth chapter uses 

anthropological field notes and sources from the federal archives to locate and identify 

the narratives used by tribal members as they voiced opposition to the Garrison Dam. As 

two sovereignties ï that of the United States and that of the Three Affiliated Tribes ï 

came into conflict over the notion of the public good, tribal members mobilized concepts 

from their arsenals of indigenous citizenship claims in defense of tribal territories facing 

inundation. Through this praxis of indigenous citizenship ï partially forged in a crisis to 

protect the foundation of tribal identity: the tribal land base ï community members 
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asserted individual and community rights based on a history of treaties and a new 

government-to-government relationship institutionalized by the Indian Reorganization 

Act. The mobilization and use of these rhetorics represent one of the conceptual building 

blocks to modern notions of tribal sovereignty. 

 Chapter Five, ñSaying Goodbye,ò covers the years 1950-1952 and draws upon 

oral histories, field notes produced by anthropologists, and government photographs to 

discuss how community members dealt with intensified political, economic, and spatial 

turmoil ï in addition to the necessity of saying goodbye to their river valley homes. The 

turmoil allowed the BIA to assume vast authority over the management of land and 

definition of territory, and in response the tribal authority structure dissolved into 

infighting over control over the federal money intended to compensate the tribe for one of 

their most priceless resources: their homes. As tribal members said goodbye to their river 

valley, they told stories of the past associated with the places that would be inundated, 

and their move to the prairie became defined by the narration of that past and what was 

lost. The process of rebuilding, however, focused on building a viable future for their 

families and the community as a whole. The tools that had been developed through the 

early twentieth century ï sovereign territoriality, indigenous citizenship, and the struggle 

to exert legitimate political authority both inside and outside the community ï were 

mobilized not only to fight the Garrison Dam, but to rebuild after the lands were taken.

 Finally, the Conclusion considers the time period after relocation, when Fort 

Berthold community members and tribal leadership reestablished themselves spatially 

and socially after the Garrison reservoir was complete. A challenge to indigenous 

citizenship practices had occurred as a result of the federal attack on the sovereign rights 
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of tribes during the implementation of the Garrison Dam. The Conclusion to this 

dissertation discusses how as a result, tribal members saw the need to bolster the 

intellectual arsenal of tribal rights in order to protect their territories and communities, 

and began to participate in other activisms locally and nationally. 

 

 In tracking some of the vast changes Fort Berthold traversed in the mid-twentieth 

century, this project realizes that all too easily the narrative could devolve into one of loss 

and tragedy. These declension narratives, after all, are the ones that have for too long 

structured histories of Native America ï and for good reason. Since contact, tribal 

members have seen the irrevocable and violent impact of European and then Euro-

American value systems and structures of power on some of the most beautiful aspects of 

indigenous community life. For example, Maxidiweash (Buffalo Bird Woman), whose 

rendition of the Hidatsa origin story began this introduction, was interpreted by 

anthropologist Gilbert Wilson as saying, 

I am an old woman now. The buffalos and black-tail deer are gone, and our Indian 

ways are almost gone. Sometimes I find it hard to believe that I every lived them. 

é We no longer live in an earth lodge, but in a house with chimneys; and my 

sonôs wife cooks by a stove. But for me, I cannot forget our old ways. Often in 

summer I rise at daybreak and steal out to the cornfields; and as I hoe the corn I 

sing to it, as we did when I was young. No one cares for our corn songs now. 

 Sometimes at evening I sit, looking out on the big Missouri. The sun sets, 

and dusk steals over the water. In the shadows I seem again to see our Indian 

village, with smoke curling upward from the earth lodges; and in the riverôs roar I 

hear the yells of the warriors, the laughter of little children as of old. It is but an 

old womanôs dream. Again I see but shadows and hear only the roar of the river; 

and tears come into my eyes. Our Indian life, I know, is gone forever.
37

 

 

While surely Maxidiweash said and felt these things, this quotation does not encapsulate 

the entire story she conveyed to Gilbert Wilson. This quotation, however, has been 
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widely reproduced and has a much wider circulation than her story of Hidatsa origins, or 

even her detailed and vibrant descriptions of Hidatsa agricultural practices. And while 

Maxidiweash and her communities did indeed experience much loss, there is a reason 

that her story of endings is so widely reproduced, whereas her stories of origins or of 

persistence do not appear so often in anthologies of Native oral tradition, or on websites 

about the Native experience in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The stories of 

origins and persistence, of course, are more complicated, less easily digestible by non-

Hidatsa ï and require much more time ósittingô with them ï than the evocative story of 

loss Wilson translated. The ólossô story of Native America, the declension narrative, is 

also a powerful trope used to structure the story of American exceptionalism ï a story 

soaked in the sticky fluid of imperialist nostalgia, that explains why Indians are ógoneô 

and white people are óhereô through a shallow and performative regret. 

 And while the history on the following pages does indeed contain much loss, 

tragedy, and sorrow ï honoring the very real and concrete experience of Fort Berthold 

tribal members ï it is also an origins story. It tells a part of the story of tribal sovereignty 

in the twentieth century, by examining what happens to an indigenous community when 

its land base is gutted. It also explores the implications of this vicious gutting for the 

evolution of tribal sovereignty and identity ï as well as the cruelty that results when 

federal sovereignty is exerted to extinguish tribal sovereignty.  

 When the story is followed beyond the temporal confines of this project, the Fort 

Berthold story becomes one in which the events described in these pages come to be used 

as a test for understanding what constitutes ñjust compensationò when the federal 

government exerts eminent domain over tribal lands. Thus, this origins story also begins 
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to illuminate the integral impact of the assertion and persistence of tribal sovereignty on 

the exertion of federal sovereignty. Finally, though, the history recounted here reminds us 

that origins stories usually contain loss, and that the real tragedy of declension narratives 

is that their very nature makes them unable to honor the persistence and strength of 

indigenous communities. 
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CHAPTER II  

 

Growing Place and Defending Territory: Fort Berthold before 1934 

 

 

 

Image I.1 Sitting Rabbitôs 1907 Missouri River Map (detail of Turtle Fall Creek) 

 

 Turtle Fall Creek is near where the world began. Sitting Rabbitôs map shows 

where it meets the Missouri River. 

In 1907 a Mandan man named Sitting Rabbit ï also called Little Owl (as many 

adult men at Fort Berthold carried several names depending on their accomplishments in 

life) ï completed a curious map of the Missouri River. Hand drawn, it covers 

approximately twenty-three feet of canvas, and represents the portion of the Missouri 

River from the North Dakota-South Dakota boundary line to the Montana border. 

Because that portion of the Missouri twists and turns and sometimes doubles back on 

itself in its course, the canvas is visually divided by the mapmakerôs creation of segments 
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of the Missouri River. This is not a unified, flowing Missouri, it is drawn and narrated in 

pieces.
38

 

 Turtle Fall Creek is labeled near the end of the mapôs very first portion, which 

details the stretch of river from the boundary between North and South Dakota to a little 

past what is today called the Little Beaver Creek. This first part of the river introduces 

many of the visual conventions of the mapmaker, starting with the pictograph of a Native 

man, Water Chief. The river flows east from the next visual marker, a pictograph of an 

earth lodge labeled ñMandan Town,ò followed by ñWood-dividing creek,ò and another 

pictograph of ñHigh Eagle.ò In quick succession the Standing Rock Agency, identified 

both in English and Hidatsa, leads to an outcropping, then ñGrease Creek.ò Near the end 

of this segment is a creek flowing into the Missouri from the west, and the mapmakers 

labeled it N§akaka aruwir²hkita arure:ġ, which can be translated from Hidatsa as óthe 

turtleôs going into the waterô or ówhere the turtle went into the water.ô The person who 

made the English labels, Congregationalist minister Reverend Charles Hall, labeled it 

ñTurtle Fall Creek.ò 

 In the rest of the map, the Missouri River meanders on ï in segments ï and Sitting 

Rabbit continued to mark village sites with pictographs of earth lodges, to represent tribal 

leaders within areas near the river, and to mark the locations of important tributaries to 

the Missouri. Sometimes the geographic and human landmarks named for their physical 

characteristics are accompanied by pictures of the animal they resemble ï for example, 

Eagle Nose Village has the bust of an eagle drawn near it, and Buffalo Head Hill is 

matched with a picture of a buffalo head. The Heart River ï at whose confluence with the 
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Missouri was the heart of the Mandan universe ï is paired with a drawing of an 

anatomically correct heart. 

Sitting Rabbitôs map ï its physicality, its production, and its maker ï serves as a 

frame and the beginning of an explanation for understanding how tribal members 

conceptualized the Missouri River and its river valley lands, and the way the federal 

government understood the same area. More importantly, however, Sitting Rabbitôs map 

allows us to follow the story of a river and the land it carved. This story of land and water 

is also a story about the people who carefully tended those elements to create a place, just 

as they tended their gardens of corn, beans, squash, and sunflowers. The story of the land 

would not exist without its river, and the story of the river and its land would not exist 

without the people: Nuxxbaaga, or Our People in the Hidatsa language; or Nueti in the 

Mandan language. The people, of course, survived and thrived because of the marriage of 

the river ï the upper Missouri ï to the land, the northern Plains in what is now northwest 

North Dakota. 

 This chapter explains the history of these people before the federal government 

decided to flood their river valley. The history this chapter details that the long 

interaction between the Mandan, Hidatsa and Arikara and the Missouri River Valley 

served as a foundation for the twists, turns, and evolution into a political body now called 

the Three Affiliated Tribes of the Fort Berthold Indian Reservation. Essential to these 

changes is the way that the people of Fort Berthold created and experienced 

modifications to their Missouri River lands. Sitting Rabbitôs map serves as a visual and 

narrative touchstone, and it can help to explain this dissertationôs scaffolding theory, 

which uses the terminology of óplace,ô óspace,ô and óterritoryô to explore the spatial 
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dynamics occurring in the Missouri River Valley before and after the implementation of 

the Garrison Dam. 

 The following narrative takes as foundational the understanding that Fort 

Berthold, as with many political, cultural, and social units, is both constructed by human 

imagination and is as real as the smell of baked prairie grass cooling at the end of the day. 

The process of its construction serves as the first portion of the broad story this 

dissertation tracks, which concerns the ways space and place and a peopleôs identity 

changed when a dam flooded their communities. This chapter discusses the physical 

environment and some of the ways the Mandan and Hidatsa created place in that land. It 

also tells the early stages of the story of how both Native and Euro-Americans began to 

construct their understandings of how this parcel of land functioned as a space ï a space 

for trade, exploration, resource extraction, and eventually resource development. The 

chapter ends by showing how Indian-federal relations ï and in particular a history of 

forced land cessions ï began to turn this portion of land from a place into a territory for 

Three Affiliated Tribes tribal members.
39

 

 

Growing Places: Land and Narrative 

 Turtle Fall Creek. The word used for turtle in the Hidatsa ï Náakaka ï means 

snapping turtle, and the creek commemorates the place where one of the four turtles Lone 

Man made, as he and First Creator created and shaped the lands, flora, and fauna west 
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and east of the Missouri River, slipped away from him, into the river, and continues to 

support the dry land to prevent it from sinking. For both the Mandan and Hidatsa, the 

Missouri River flows through the center of their origins and creation stories. It is the 

original river, in a sense, the one that Lone Man and First Creator kept between them as 

they shaped the landscape, and as such it represents that flooded waterscape before 

humans, plants, or animals existed. Thus, Turtle Fall Creek represents not only the fall of 

a snapping turtle slipping back into the waters of creation; it is a reminder of the creation 

story. It is a reminder of that fourth turtle who still supports the dry land for human 

habitation.
40

 

The point in remembering this story about the fourth turtle is that it allows us to 

understand the inextricability of land and water in creating place. In particular, it evokes 

the importance of stories in the naming and understanding of a particular place. At Turtle 
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strongest and last the longest of all, and so they used from an old eagle. Now the first drum wanted the 

older kind of feather, and so when they decorated the first drum he was angry and envious because these 

downy feathers looked like the feathers of the snow bird, and he was so angry he said, óIf that is what you 

are going to do, if you are going to save the best for the last one, I am going to leave,ô and so he went to the 

river and jumped into the river and they couldnôt hold him back.ò Robert Reitz field notes, 1951; 

Manuscript 4805; University of Chicago, Fort Berthold Project Records; Sol Tax ï Fort Berthold Action 

Anthropology Project; National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution. 
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Fall Creek, the story that explains it insists that what matters most is the land and the 

water, and the relationship between them. The story also forces us to think through what 

place means. Place refers to the lived understandings human create within and attached to 

the landscapes they inhabit, and has been beautifully theorized and articulated especially 

in understanding a landscape. Keith Bassoôs Wisdom Sits in Places, for example, 

identifies specific landmarks within the Western Apache imaginary, and shows us how 

story and memory as tied to specific places serve to create history and culture. Place as a 

theoretical concept becomes useful to historians by giving us a term to remind us and 

explain that the first modification humans make on an environment is to imagine it. 

Before any animal or plant resources are harvested, before they even walk through it, 

humans begin to tell small and large stories about the land. The Mandan and Hidatsa 

creation stories are the result of long and deep imaginings and retellings, illustrating the 

most profound ideas about the landscape and waterscape in which they lived.
41

  

If, as Edward Casey asserts, ñplaces gatherò ï gather things, experiences, 

histories, languages, and thoughts ï then place allows us to begin thinking about how 

human memories and histories insert meaning into their lived landscape. The shared 

understandings of place for human communities contribute to the sense of a community 

cultural identity. Thus, place is an important theoretical construct that, in this chapter and 

the remainder of the dissertation, allows for a close examination of ways massive change 

in a landscape impacts community identity.
42

 

                                                        
41 Keith Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places: Landscape and Language Among the Western Apache 

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1996). 
42 Edward Casey, ñHow To Get From Space to Place in a Fairly Short Stretch of Time: Phenomological 

Prolegomana,ò in Senses of Place, ed. Feld and Basso, (Santa Fe, NM: School of American Research Press, 

1996). 
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It can be easy ï especially within a landlocked state such as North Dakota ï to 

forget that landscape includes not just awa (land in Hidatsa); it includes miri (water, also 

in Hidatsa). Sitting Rabbitôs map reminds us of how the land and the river ï together ï 

laid the foundation for culture, place, and history for the Fort Berthold community. The 

map itself centers on Awaati, the Missouri River, and the key stories that mark place and 

identity use the Missouri River and its tributaries as reference points for stories embedded 

in the landscape. Place, for the Mandan and Hidatsa, was constructed not just on land, but 

in reference to the water that consistently moved through the landscape. Place, history, 

culture, memory ï these were all constructed using both awa (land) and Awaati (the 

Missouri River) as the concrete elements of the landscape that signified the 

remembered.
43

 

Due to cultural diversity within both the Mandan and Hidatsa, neither tribe has a 

single creation story. Both Mandan and Hidatsa narratives tell how Lone Man ï after 

following his bloody footprints back to the cedar tree that bore him ï together with First 

Man or Coyote encouraged a diving duck to bring soil from beneath a flooded 

waterscape, with which they created the lands to the east and west of the Missouri, as 

well as the flora and fauna associated with each landscape.
44

 For Mandan communities, 

some asserted that the Heart River (one of the tributaries of the Missouri) was the center 

of the universe, where after the original flood First Creator shaped the more rugged 

                                                        
43 Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendell (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1984). Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places. Casey, ñHow To Get From Space to Place in a 

Fairly Short Stretch of Time.ò Valerie Ann Kivelson, Cartographies of Tsardom: The Land and Its 

Meanings in Seventeenth-Century Russia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006).  
44 Alfred Bowers, Mandan Social and Ceremonial Organization (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1950), Appendix I: Myths of the Okipa Ceremony, see Origin Myth related by White Calf, Origin Myth 

related by Scattercorn. Bowers, Hidatsa Social and Ceremonial Organization (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 1992), ñThe Legendary Period,ò 297-307. W. Raymond Wood, The Origins of the Hidatsa 

Indians: A Review of Ethnohistorical and Traditional Data (Lincoln: J&L Reprint Company, 1986), 27-42, 

93-123. 
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erosion-based landscape west of the river, animals such as buffalo and elk, and big and 

little streams and springs; at the same time, Lone Man made the land to the east, full of 

gentle hills and lakes. Both creators had agreed that they would work side by side but 

leave a river between them as they worked.
45

  

These stories align with geological explanations of the landscape, that tell how the 

land in this region was shaped by waves of huge glaciers and the rise of the Rocky 

Mountain chain, producing two separate effects on the east and west sides of the 

Missouri. East of the river, the land consists of rolling hills formed by glacial drift left 

behind on what had previously been a flat plain, and remaining largely unmarked by 

erosion. The lakes that dot the eastern side that lead into the woodlands of northern 

Minnesota testify to the fact that drainage patterns have not yet been fully formed as on 

the western side. In comparison, the western side of the Missouri in which an old seafloor 

has been tilted by the rise of the Rockies, was shaped by erosion and drainage from the 

                                                        
45 As told to Robert Reitz and translated by Carl Sylvester, Philip Snow told this part of the creation story 

thusly: ñWhen the diving duck brought up this earth, the Lone Man was the one who took it from the duck 

bill and by magic handling, and by resting first on one hand and then on the other with the lump of dirt, it 

developed into a handful. He gave one part of this handful to the First Maker and he kept the other, and 

said, ñFirst Maker, you take your choice of where you want to make ï the north side or the south side.ò He 

took the north, and by magic handling the First Maker made the rolling mountain country, rolling hills, 

rivers, streams, and he kept on until he just had a small little bit left. Then he said, ñThis what I have will be 

the heart of the land,ò and he put down this bit and said it would be called Heart Butte, or Heart Hill, and 

thatôs what he did with his portion. Then the Lone Man took his portion of the earth, and deposited it here 

and there and kept on with it, and being a man of serene temperament, he wanted to rough places, and he 

created flat lands, easy to get around. Then he made a big forest, and we call it just that today ï the Big 

Forest. When he got finished, from ocean to ocean, he had some left, and he deposited this and made the 

hill that you can see there somewhere north of Bismarck. é The dividing line for them was the Missouri 

River, and they called it [Awaati]. é Now, when they started creating and doing these things, it was for the 

special benefit of the Indian to use and multiply and make use of. That being the case we felt, my ancestors 

had felt, from the beginning, that the continent was meant for the Indian. Living in the western hemisphere 

was for their benefit, and it was made for their benefit. Now there came a race from foreign shores who 

have usurped, and we are overwhelmed by their very might. And now we have lost to them that what was 

made for us.ò Reitz field notes, March 22, 1952; Manuscript 4805; University of Chicago, Fort Berthold 

Project Records; Sol Tax ï Fort Berthold Action Anthropology Project; National Anthropological 

Archives, Smithsonian Institution. 
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mountains into the river to create badlands areas cutting into sedimentary rock 

underneath the grasslands of the Plains.
46

 

 West of the Missouri, then, consists of two main types of land: prairie and valley. 

Although the dry, eroded badlands surrounding the streams and rivers that feed into the 

Missouri look stark, they usually border a valley area that contains greater plant and 

animal species diversity fed by the proximity to water and the nutrient-rich flood plain. 

The valley floors are populated by heavy timber growth ï willows, cottonwoods, cedars, 

elms, boxelders ï as well as a diverse array of animal, bird, and riverine life. The top 

lands, on the other hand, gain their sustaining water not from the rivers and streams but 

from rainfall. The plants on the prairie ï grasses, sage, small brush ï thus evolved 

complex root networks, or sod, to capitalize on the moisture from the rainfall kept to a 

minimum by the rain shadow enforced by the Rockies. ñAbove ground, fire, winds, 

blizzards, and grazers could decimate the visible part of this plant life, but as long as sod 

survived, so would the society to hold the thin soils on the gentle grade.ò The prairie 

allowed large grazers ï bison, elk, and deer ï to develop migration patterns that stretched 

from northern Canada to the southern United States.
47

 

 The area of the United States called óthe Great Plainsô actually contains three 

grassland biomes, tallgrass, mixed grass, and shortgrass, the boundaries of which are 

shaped in a large part by the boundaries of the fronts of major continental air masses on 

the eastern side of the Rockies, the polar and gulf fronts. The long duree trends of these 

fronts control not only temperature, but also rainfall and the length of seasons. Most of 

present-day North Dakota falls within the mixed grass biome, populated both by tallgrass 
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Prairie (New York: Penguin, 1995), 40-41. 
47 Wood, 7. Manning, Grassland, 39-40. 
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species that moved into the area after the retreat of melting glaciers during the 

Pleistocene Era and by shortgrass species that came from the high plains of the desert 

southwest at the tail end of the Pleistocene.
48

 

 The known archeological record ï archeology being another way of imagining 

space and place ï tells us that the presence of large grazers spurred human habitation of 

the Great Plains during and after the retreat of the last massive glacier. Ancient 

indigenous communities used the nomadic herds as the foundation of their food sources, 

some groups maintaining a nomadic lifestyle, while others lived in villages, pueblos, or 

larger cities and developed farming techniques that allowed the three sisters of Native 

American agriculture ï corn, beans, and squash ï to flourish in arid environments with a 

wide range of growing seasons. The short growing season of the northern plains required 

the Mandan and Hidatsa to develop corn, bean, squash, and sunflower species that would 

come to maturity within sixty to seventy days.
49

 

And while large grazers such as bison pulled human communities into the prairie 

landscape, it was the river that allowed humans to live in this semi-arid region. The upper 

Missouri made the land not only habitable, but allowed the Plains Village Cultures ï or 

the ñprotoò Mandan, Hidatsa, Arikara, Pawnee, and Wichita ï to flourish agriculturally 

between 1000-1500 in an environment of extremes. Bitingly cold winters in which -10F 

with a windchill of -30F can last for weeks at a time, and hot, dry summers in which the 

temperature ranges between 80F to 100F create enough of an agricultural challenge 

without taking into account the difficulty of breaking prairie sod and the thinness of the 

                                                        
48 James E. Sherow, The Grasslands of the United States: An Environmental History (Denver: ABC-Clio, 

2007), 1-28. 
49 Waldo Wedel, Prehistoric Man on the Great Plains (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1961), 

158-60. Manning, 68. Wood, 7-8. Parch corn, grind; cook squash and beans and mash them, grind 
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topsoil beneath it. Annual precipitation in this portion of the Dakotas ranges between 

fifteen to seventeen inches per year, making it part of a semi-arid biome that extends 

north and south on the eastern side of the Rockies. Such aridity ensured that the land was 

literally and figuratively shaped by the Missouri, or ñBig Muddyò as some call it due to 

its high silt content.
50

 

 From its headwaters near the present-day town of Three Forks in the Rocky 

Mountains of southwestern Montana, the Missouri leads east through Montana before 

turning south in North Dakota. From its turn south, the river runs through South Dakota, 

Nebraska, Iowa, and Kansas before merging with the Mississippi near Saint Louis, 

Missouri. At the end of this 2,341 mile S-shaped journey, the union of the Missouri and 

Mississippi is legible from the air because the silt of the Missouri contributed in part by 

the Upper Missouri states makes it a light tan color in comparison to the darker waters of 

the Mississippi. That silt then pushes and pulls all the way down to the Gulf of Mexico.
51

  

 The Missouri remains the longest river in the United States. And while the 

Mississippi looms large in the American imagination as the quintessential ñAmericanò 

river, the Missouri contributes anywhere from forty-five to seventy percent of the flow 

volume of the Mississippi when the rivers converge near Saint Louis. More than twenty-

eight Native tribes used the Missouri before Euro-Americans came to travel and utilize 

the river, drawn not only by the flowing water in an arid steppe climate, but to the river 

                                                        
50 W. Raymond Wood, An Interpretation of Mandan Culture History, Smithsonian Institution, Bureau of 

American Ethnology, Bulletin 198 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1967), 4-9. 
51 Wood, 4-9. Manning, 15-16. 
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valley environment as a source of timber, diverse animal and plant species, and fertile 

lands for agriculture.
52

  

 The give and take of the river centered on the nutrient-rich silt that allowed 

gardens and fields and plant and animal species near the river valley to flourish, 

representing ñone of North Americaôs most diverse ecosystems with abundant braided 

channels, riparian lands, chutes, sloughs, islands, sandbars, and backwater areas.ò 

Because land does not flow and change at the same rate as water, humans can make a 

more permanent and visible mark on it, and thus land better allows us to track how 

humans ï Native and non-Native ï modified the land and water to create place ï a place 

in which human communities worked and lived on the land, growing corn and beans and 

squash, stories and histories and memories.
53

 

The stories and histories are as diverse as the ecosystem, but tend to center around 

the river as a marker of place. For example, another tradition from the Mandan asserted 

that the Mandan had come out of the earth on the right bank of the Mississippi River near 

the Gulf of Mexico. They brought corn and the knowledge of its cultivation with them as 

they moved north, and their migration was based on a religious imperative. They 

migrated to the mouth of the Missouri, always moving north from the mouth of the 

Mississippi, and finally coming to the place where the Heart River joined the Missouri 

where they were united with the people Lone Man and First Creator put there. 

                                                        
52 Missouri River Natural Resources Committee and the U.S. Geological Survey, Biological Resources 

Division, Missouri River Environmental Assessment Program,1998. 
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Significantly, both origins stories center the river in the community explanations of origin 

and creation.
54

 

The Hidatsa also possess differing origin stories contained within their tribal 

history, but to a large degree they agree on the following account, as told by Buffalo Bird 

Woman in the 1920s: 

We Hidatsas believe that our tribe once lived under the waters of Devils Lake. 

Some hunters discovered the root of a vine growing downward; and climbing it, 

they found themselves on the surface of the earth. Others followed them, until 

half the tribe had escaped; but the vine broke under the weight of a pregnant 

woman, leaving the rest prisoners. A part of our tribe are therefore still beneath 

the lake.
55

 

 

But both Mandan and Hidatsa accounts agree on how the two tribes grew to be neighbors 

and allies. The Mandan had already migrated to their present-day territory along the 

Missouri, and one day a group of Hidatsa hunters coming from the east encountered their 

village. Although separated by the river, the Mandan shot arrows over the Hidatsa that 

had corn tied to them, and communicated that they should eat it. The Hidatsa hunting 

party returned to their original village and told them of their discovery, and the 

                                                        
54 Virginia Bergman Peters, Women of the Earth Lodges: Tribal Life on the Plains (Norman: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 2000), Chapters 3 & 4. The story of migration from near the Gulf of Mexico is supported 

by the presence of shells originating from that area in one of the Mandan medicine bundles that survived to 

historic times. Accompanying these origins stories was another explanation of place and creation: ñé 

[A]fter the two male gods created the earth and the male animals, a holy woman whose name was Village 
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creatures to worship. In her search for the Mandan and Hidatsa people, she followed the Missouri River 
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History. 
55 Wilson, Buffalo Bird Womanôs Garden. ñMy father, Small Ankle, going, when a young man, on a war 
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built until very recent years; two such earth lodges are still standing on this reservation. The site where an 

earth lodge has stood is marked by an earthen ring, rising about what was once the hard trampled floor. 

There are many such earthen rings on the shores of Devils Lake, showing that, as tradition says, our 

villages stood there. There were three of these villages, my father said, who several times visited the sites.ò 



49 

community moved west to settle near the Mandan village ï but in their own separate 

town where they learned to cultivate gardens from the Mandan.
56

  

The Arikara creation story involves migration, and is much less tied to the 

Missouri River as a central marker of place. The three tribes agree that the Arikara were 

forced upstream into Mandan and Hidatsa territory by a combination of Lakota 

aggression and decimation due to smallpox. One story told to anthropologists in the 

1950s by a Hidatsa tribal member narrated the Arikara as being in a pitiful state due to 

Lakota attacks, when a Hidatsa chief ñapproached the Ree [Arikara] chief, and invited 

him to bring his people across the River to join the [Hidatsa], offering them the protection 

of the [Hidatsa] and suggesting that by combining forces they might both become more 

powerful.ò The Arikara chief refused, ñsaying they had buried their medicine deep in the 

ground. By this é they meant that they had come to feel at one with the place, and 

attached to the place, and felt that they couldnôt take themselves away from it to go and 

live across the River.ò Myra Snow (Mandan, Hidatsa) told a similar narrative in the 

1980s, saying,  

Thatôs the reason why [all three tribes] migrated up north towards Fishhook 

[Village] é they were being slaughtered by the ï I think they had smallpox down 

in Nebraska and they were a small band of Arikaras then and then they came up 

and they moved into those lodges down at Stanton [that had been abandoned by 

the Hidatsa due to smallpox]. é They just kind of moved in ï because they were 

immune to that smallpox germ cause they already had it in Nebraska. They were 

there and the Sioux kept attacking them, so they finally moved up to Fishhook 

Village. é The first time they came, there was a large band of Arikaras came, and 

they said ï this my mother told me ï they got kind of high, kind of like they were 

better than the Mandan, and they said, no, weôre alright, they said, we have 

powerful medicines and oh, they were just much better than our tribes. So they 

went away and then they come back and there was just a few. They were getting 

slaughtered by the Sioux. Thatôs when they crossed so the men from the Mandan 
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and Hidatsa group went across with the bull boats and they crossed, and since 

then they been here. 

 

Regardless of the reasons behind the Arikara deciding to join or not join the Mandan and 

Hidatsa, clearly all three tribes were deeply tied to the river valley landscape, for as the 

Arikara chief is said to have related, ñthey had their medicine buried deep into the 

ground.ò
57

 

 Between 1000 and 1500, the ñCentral Plains Village Cultureò ï the communities 

that became the Mandan, Hidatsa, Arikara, Pawnee, and Wichita ï lived in the grasslands 

river valleys in large earth lodge villages, gardening, trading, and hunting to maintain 

their communities. After 1500, Mandan and Hidatsa communities consisted of earth 

lodge dwellings clustered in a fortified village around a central plaza that also served as 

the center of social and religious gatherings ï and of course, these communities were 

always built along the Missouri River. Women built the circular earth lodges with help 

from clan members, and men erected the four large center poles connected by crossbeams 

to support the roof. Eleven to fifteen smaller poles were set in a circle around the center 

posts, and the entire structure was covered by rafters at the top and ringed by smaller 

willow posts around the edges before being insulated by first a layer of grass and then a 

layer of earth and clay. As each earth lodge contained an average of ten family members, 

and each village contained between forty to a hundred lodges, a village could consist of 

anywhere from four hundred to one thousand people.
58
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The organization of the village and its earth lodges testify to the relationship 

between Mandan and Hidatsa communities and the river valley environment, for often 

the villages were built on the bluffs above the Missouri River valley ï not only for 

defensive purposes but also because fertile valley lands were used for crop production. 

The earth lodges themselves could not have been built without easy access to the diverse 

timber resources of the valley, the grass of the prairie, and the mud and clay of the river.
59

  

 Agriculture centered on the cultivation of corn, beans, squash, pumpkins, and 

sunflowers in the sandy, fertile river valley sustained these communities. Each family 

cultivated three to five acres, and gardens exemplified polyculture based on the 

companion planting of corn, beans and squash in which the corn provided a structure for 

the beans to climb as they grew, the beans helped to fix nitrogen into the soil for the other 

plants, and the squash spread along the ground not utilized by the corn or the beans, 

helping to prevent weeds and to retain soil moisture. Sunflowers often bordered the main 

garden plots to help deter pests, birds, and grazing wildlife.
60

 

Gardening, hunting, and food preservation allowed Mandan and Hidatsa villages 

to maintain prosperity unknown by other Plains tribes well into the nineteenth century. 

They also allowed both tribes to serve as a nexus of a cross-continental trade network. 

Contrary to the characterizations of tribal groups by early European explorers and Euro-

American government agents ï who, in their writings and portrayals, were often trying to 

simplify a deeply complicated local picture for faraway government centers ï the 

Mandan and Hidatsa were embedded in a complex set of inter-tribal relations.  
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The Missouri River was not necessarily the center of these intertribal 

relationships, though it served as the central actor in Mandan and Hidatsa land use 

patterns. Although rivers often function as transportation lines and connection points, on 

the northern Plains the rivers were not the only aspect of the landscape that moved. The 

movement of buffalo herds became as important as the movement of the water of the 

Missouri, especially after the coming of the horse, and so trade networks extended north, 

south, and west regardless of the direction of the river. Additionally, the extension of 

distance and speed possible in travel due to the introduction of the horse changed not 

only hunting patterns, but also military and intertribal conflict patterns.
61

  

 The arrival of Europeans in the Americas also introduced new catalysts for social 

and environmental change. Diseases such as smallpox, measles, cholera, and the bubonic 

plague begin to sweep across the continent with a pitiless thirty-year regularity that 

reduced the population of the Plains by 90-95% between 1500 and 1700. The southern 

presence of the Spanish introduced a revolution in travel and food production throughout 

the Plains, the horse.
62

 In particular, writes environmental historian James Sherow, ñ[t]he 

combined effects of European-borne diseases, cultural conflicts over religious beliefs, 

climatic changes concurrent with the onset of the Little Ice Age [between the sixteenth 

and nineteenth centuries], and the dispersal of introduced European animals, especially 

the horse, created in ideal situation for the success of aggressive, expansionist peoples 
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such as the Comanches to the south and the Lakota Sioux to the north.ò
63

 Later, the 

prevalence of a horse-based hunting economy would set the foundations for the growth of 

cattle economies throughout the Plains. Aside from disease and the spread of the horse 

after Spanish intrusion into the desert southwest, northern European settlement and 

population growth ï accompanied by violence and dispossession ï displaced and 

pressured eastern indigenous communities to expand west, setting off a chain reaction of 

migration that reached the Plains.
64

  

By the time the first French fur traders and explorers were traversing the Missouri 

and the Dakotas, the Northern Plains was home to ethnic groups under the following 

contemporary names: Arikara, Assiniboine, Arapaho, Blackfeet, Cheyenne, some Cree 

and Ojibwe bands, Crow, Gros Ventre, Hidatsa, various bands of Lakota, and Mandan. 

After the horse reached the northern Plains, the majority of these groups assimilated to an 

almost entirely nomadic lifestyle that focused on the horse and the buffalo to sustain 

communities. The exceptions on the northern Plains were the Mandan and Hidatsa, who 

instead moved in the opposite direction towards a permanent village life. Thus, by the 

time white people entered the area, the northern plains was a site of contested place and 

space. Lakota imaginings of the Black Hills as sacred overlapped with Mandan 

imaginings of the Black Hills as their past territories; Lakota spatial practice of nomadic 

hunting at times intruded on Hidatsa hunting and agriculture, and Hidatsa agricultural 

goods served as a resource ï via trade or theft ï for other Northern Plains tribes. Each had 
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their own spatial constructions, their own territories, their own stories about the land that 

marked place.
65

 

Thus, through agriculture, settlement, transportation, storytelling and history-

telling, the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara transformed lands in the northern Great Plains. 

These uses of land and narrative created a sense of place for each community ï a lived 

landscape that was intimately known and narrated from one generation to another. It 

became a landscape in which tribes met, combined, gathered, and fought ï and the stories 

they told about it, from memories of warfare to those of childbirth, named specific 

portions of the land in order to claim it. Both the naming and the claiming happened 

within a complex intertribal world that the next group to arrive on the Plains ï Euro-

Americans ï would attempt to understand, simplify, take advantage of ï or at times 

destroy. Sitting Rabbitôs map narrates this complicated history from a specifically 

Mandan understanding of the place that grew along the Missouri River, starting ï as the 

Mandan world started ï near Turtle Fall Creek. 

 

Spaces of Change 

                                                        
65 Calloway, One Vast Winter Count. Peter Mancall, American Encounters: Natives and Newcomers from 

European Contact to Indian Removal, 1500-1850 (New York: Routledge, 2000). Manning, 68.  



55 

 

Image I.2 Sitting Rabbitôs 1907 Missouri River Map (detail of Eagle Nose Village) 

 

 Sitting Rabbitôs map shows more than local constructions of place, for maps are 

the expert storytellers of ñspace.ò Within this dissertation, ñspaceò references the idea 

that, like place, the physical environment is also shaped by the ascription of meanings 

and values to certain parcels of land. Unlike place, however, space also implies that large 

institutions and structures within a society also shape the landscape by assigning 

meanings and enforcing certain uses and practices in association with it. These processes 

that emanate from structures and institutions, that at times can be very far away from the 

land in question ï as opposed to the lived production implied in the production of place 

by individuals and local communities ï produce specific spatial practices and perceptions 

that can impact the way local communities understand the places in which they live. For 

example, Lakota narrations of Mandan, Hidatsa, or Arikara land as a potential extraction 

point of stored agricultural goods could overlap with the U.S. national government 
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viewing those same lands as a space in which to set up a trading fort for the extraction of 

furs, which could overlap with the understandings of place developed by the Three 

Affiliated Tribes as they both tended gardens and hunted to produce furs for trade. 

Thinking about the physical environment in this way allows us to parse and identify the 

differences between the way individuals or a local community understands a landscape 

and the way larger institutions ï such as a federal or state government, but also including 

a tribe ï understand and create policies affecting the same landscape. In other words, the 

concepts of space and place allow us to more accurately describe the overlap and 

conflicts between local and distant narrations, meanings, and use of a landscape.
66

 

 Maps are particularly useful in illustrating the spatial constructions of 

governments and communities at large.
67

 Sitting Rabbitôs map starts near the North-South 

Dakota border, and follows the curves of the Missouri River ï in Hidatsa, Awaati ï until 

it hits the mouth of the Yellowstone River near the North Dakota-Montana border. His 

map shows not only Hidatsa and Mandan historical and mythical markers, but also the 

locations of Euro-American settlements along the Missouri, usually marked with a grid 

pattern to represent towns. The Great Northern Railroad also crosses the map sections 

like a scar, stretching across the canvas with very little to anchor its path. The last few 

segments of the map show very little detail along the Missouri ï an unsurprising 

                                                        
66 Because land can be used to describe something as basic as soil or the ground, this project uses it to 

attempt to strip the human meanings attached to the physical environment ï even while acknowledging the 

impossibility of such a task. The use of ñlandò is meant to approximate what Henri Lefebvre meant by his 

ñabsolute space,ò or space in its crudest, most ónaturalô form. ñSpaceò is used as a shorthand to refer to 

what Lefebvre called ñsocial spaceò (as opposed to his ñabsolute spaceò), meaning the ways that space is 

constructed in complex ways by society through ascribing meanings and assigning values to certain spaces 

in ways that produces specific spatial practices and perceptions. Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 

trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 1991). 
67 Several rigorous and beautifully-written academic books have covered the uses and narratives contained 

in maps. See G. Malcolm Lewis, Cartographic Encounters: Perpectives on Native American Mapmaking 

and Map Use (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). Also see Kivelson, Cartographies of Tsardom. 
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representation considering that most of the detail clusters around the portions of the river 

inhabited by the Mandan and Hidatsa within historic times. 

 Alongside the constantly turning Missouri as drawn by Sitting Rabbit, the 

pictographic busts of Native men are drawn to refer to Mandan and Hidatsa leaders; 

pictographs of single or groups of earthlodges represent current or past villages, and log 

or frame houses are used to mark Euro-American places such as trading posts or Indian 

agencies. At times, Sitting Rabbit drew animals to represent physical landmarks ï such as 

the buffalo head is drawn near the location of Buffalo Head Hill. The map only marks 

places along the Missouri River valley, and the surrounding plains are largely featureless 

except for the railroad line; at one point on the map, perhaps to fill space, Sitting Rabbit 

drew a large U.S. flag. 

 The presence of Euro-American settlements and landmarks, as well as the U.S. 

flag, exhibit an historical and physical narrative that takes for granted the long history of 

U.S. and white presence in the region. This is not an imagined past created by Sitting 

Rabbit for the North Dakota Historical Society ï it narrates the long history of 

interactions between Fort Berthold community members and Euro-Americans. Indeed, 

the form of the map itself is representative of this history of interactions, for Sitting 

Rabbit did not simply sit down and sketch the course of the river. He took as his model 

and template a survey map created by the federal government.  

For all of these reasons, Sitting Rabbitôs map allows us to begin to understand 

how the Missouri River valley ï narrated and lived and closely used for gardening and 

ranching by the Mandan and Hidatsa ï was also constructed and defined in dialogue with 

the U.S. government. Its map set out to create and capture the knowledge of space, 
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knowledge that did not necessarily include concepts such as fourth turtles or hills named 

for animals. Sitting Rabbitôs map shows us that these systems of place-making and space-

making were coterminous, always implicated in each other, and so closely intertwined as 

to be inextricable. Sitting Rabbit narrated a Missouri River environment that held 

Hidatsa, Mandan, and European-American history in an organic whole.  

The map and its detailed and curiously segmented Awaati was, in fact, created 

based on a map provided to Sitting Rabbit by the North Dakota Historical Society 

Secretary, Orin G. Libby. The map Libby provided to Sitting Rabbit was probably from 

an 1892-1895 Missouri River Commission (MRC) Survey map, as the segments 

represented in the Sitting Rabbit map align exactly with sectional maps produced by the 

MRC. As such, Sitting Rabbitôs map represents not only indigenous place-making, 

historical narrative and the delineation of intertribal space, but also state-sponsored 

space-making. 

 Congress created the five-member Missouri River Commission within the War 

Department in 1884 to survey the entire length of the Missouri River, so as to provide a 

foundation for planning commercial transportation development of the river. Although 

the commission fell apart in 1902, it produced a map of the entire length of the Missouri 

River consisting of 83 individual plates. Thirteen of these plates were probably used as 

the basis for Sitting Rabbitôs map, as it is the only extant map available during the time 

period that matches the segmentation found in Sitting Rabbitôs representation of the 

Missouri.
68

 

                                                        
68 Thiessen et al., ñThe Sitting Rabbit 1907 Map of the Missouri River in North Dakota,ò 147. USGS-

Biological Resources Division, ñMissouri River Commission Maps,ò http://aa179.cr.usgs.gov/1894maps/. 
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 As a document, its complicated genealogy illustrates the dialogic nature of how 

space and place are produced by numerous actors and institutions. It reminds us that 

while distant state governments can attempt to discipline imagined spaces for the 

purposes of commercial or juridical control, local communities and individuals subvert 

that attempt to create an Ur-narrative through the practice of community. In other words, 

Sitting Rabbit may have used the MRC map as a basis for his segmentation of the 

Missouri ï at the request of the Secretary of the North Dakota Historical Society ï but 

Mandan and Hidatsa narratives of place, history, and meaning could re-narrate the spatial 

representations of the state. 

 Thus, while Sitting Rabbitôs map represents most obviously an indigenous spatial 

narrative referencing oral tradition, oral history, and Hidatsa and Mandan historical 

narrative, this narrative is laid over ï covering and obscuring ï a state-oriented spatial 

representation. In this instance, the U.S. wished to produce a full map of the Missouri as 

it could be surveyed during the 1890s; the map was not only an attempt to create a 

disciplined narrative of what was, as a matter of nature, impossible to control: the ever-

changing course of the Missouri River; the map was also an attempt to lay the foundation 

for the future discipline of the Missouri ï to serve as the basis for planning modifications 

to the bed and the shores of the Missouri in order to encourage and ensure commerce via 

its unruly currents. Sitting Rabbitôs map, therefore, poses an indigenous historical and 

spatial narrative at the same time as it is founded upon and re-tells the state-sponsored 

spatial narrative.
69

  

 Sitting Rabbitôs map reminds us that place, space, and the river were tied together 

for the United States in a particular way, and the foundations of that formulation had been 

                                                        
69 See: Scott, Seeing Like a State. 
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laid well before the decision to create a series of main-stem dams along the Missouri 

River was made in 1947. Fifty years before the Pick-Sloan Plan was signed into law by 

then-President Franklin Roosevelt, a previous administration had sent out a team of 

surveyors, the Missouri River Commission, to produce a comprehensive map of the 

Missouri River; the intent was to fully understand the course of the Missouri in order to 

plan to modify and attempt to control it. The U.S. was constructing space in the Missouri 

River valley ï focused on increasing navigability and commerce along its course ï for at 

least a half-century before the Garrison Dam was proposed as part of the Pick-Sloan Plan. 

Space ï most obvious as part of a large scale, administrative process that 

selectively uses local knowledge to serve the desires of distant institutions and 

populations ï begins to develops when groups of humans begin to imagine, delineate, 

classify, create purpose for, and bound their landscapes and places. Prior to Euro-

American contact, however, Native communities on the northern Plains did employ 

space-making activities as they created, mapped, and defended community lands ï or 

engaged in long-distance diplomacy with other tribal communities in the region. But 

when Euro-Americans began to enter the Plains in greater numbers, they carried more 

than trade goods, map-making tools, or disease; within their consciousness they carried 

the priorities and constructions imagined and solidified by distant national institutions, or 

governments.
70

 

                                                        
70 See Elizabeth P. Pauls, ñThe Place of Space: Architecture, Landscape, and Social Life,ò in Historical 

Archaeology, ed. Martin Hall and Stephen Silliman, (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 74-6. 

Pauls writes, ñA regional example serves to illustrate one way that archaeologies of landscape might inform 

discussions on territorial claims, government land schemes, and other public policy decisions. The physical 

and cultural distance between Americanôs mid-continental grasslands and the countryôs political and 

economic elite has made the region an attractive locus for resource exploitation schemes and the social and 

landscape experiments that accompany such projects. 
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 The first white explorers came by the river, venturing into a complicated set of 

tribal spatial practices and conceptions that defined and enforced tribal territorial 

boundaries through trade and warfare. French and Spanish Euro-Americans began to 

explore the Missouri River in the eighteenth century, mostly in efforts to extend colonial 

claims against other European nations into tribally-controlled territories. The United 

States was essentially engaged in the same process when, in the early 1800s after the 

completion of the Louisiana Purchase, the Lewis and Clark Expedition was sent west to 

use Spanish maps and local Native knowledge in order to find a route to the Pacific. 

Along the way, they famously wintered at a Mandan village, where they enlisted the help 

of Sacagawea ï whose very existence, as a Hidatsa community member who had begun 

her life as Shoshone before being captured and adopted by the Hidatsa, then marrying 

and bearing the child of a French trader, attests to the complicated tribal spatial practices 

and understandings ï to lead them further west.
71

 

Spanish and American maps provided new knowledge for the federal government, 

but as with most spatial representations they flattened the lived knowledge of the people 

who built their communities along the Missouri. Euro-American explorers wrote 

extensively of their meetings with Native groups ï usually in order to provide a cognitive 

map of the local power structures in order to aid colonial powers in strategizing territorial 

control ï and especially the Lewis and Clark Expedition attempted to leave their physical 

mark on the landscape along the Missouri as another form of claiming, at times literally 

carving their names and dates into the landscape. And because the center of the history of 

                                                        
71 Manning, 69. French agent and explorer Etienne de Veniard, Sieur de Bourgmont wrote about ñblonde-

hairedò Mandans in his writings of his explorations up the Missouri River from Fort Orleans in present-day 

Missouri, but his presence in the Mandan villages is unconfirmed. The first confirmed European to visit 

either the Mandan or Hidatsa was Pierre Gaultier de Varennes, sieur de La Verendrye in 1738 for his 

explorations for the French government. 
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Native/settler-colonist relations in the United States has traditionally been focused on the 

taking (or loss) of land and the resources of the land, the physicality of the attempts to 

claim is unsurprising. But before U.S. territorial control was solidified over the Great 

Plains, it was impossible for Euro-Americans to leave their physical mark on the 

waterscape.  

Because of its variability, the water of the Missouri could not be claimed with a 

permanent physical mark in the same way that land could be defined with the inscription 

of initials or the use of fences. The water shifted course, changing the landscape, 

depositing and eroding and flooding and retreating, freezing and cracking at the 

beginning and end of harsh northern winters. Due to the changeability and power of 

Awaati as an element of the northern Plains landscape, it may be expected that so many 

agents of change traveled by river. Lewis and Clark, soldiers, fur trappers, traders used 

Awaati as a bloodline of exchange and exploration of space. Sometimes these people 

carried powerful things that produced unimaginable change for the Mandan and Hidatsa 

communities of the Upper Missouri. 

In the summer of 1837, a steamboat from the American Fur Company traveled up 

the Missouri from Saint Louis, and the smallpox carried by the passengers and traders 

infected the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara villages along the Upper Missouri. Although 

the villages had been swept at least twice before by smallpox and whooping cough 

epidemics, this episode decimated the communities. Over ninety percent of the 

population of the Mandan villages perished; an estimated seventy percent of the Hidatsa 

villages died.  
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How can one imagine the unimaginable? Start by envisioning a family of ten 

people ï a grandmother and grandfather, a mother, a father, and six children. Then 

visualize that all of them died except for two of the eldest children. Next, see in your 

mind's eye that this happened not only in one family, but in an entire town ï and in the 

next town over. In fact, picture that within a collection of five small towns, only one or 

two people from each family survived a terrible, frightening epidemic, and that when it 

was all over the task was left to them to rebuild. This demographic portrait, however, 

fails to capture the social dislocations, the cultural shocks, and personal traumas. Entire 

families ended, and genealogies tend to end once they hit the smallpox years. Emmarine 

Chase (Mandan, Hidatsa) recalled a tragic story she heard from her grandmother, who 

had been a small child who survived the last major smallpox epidemic: 

[After smallpox they] moved up to Fishhook Village, and she used to tell, she said 

they just left everything. All our winter food, she said, we didnôt even take time to 

try to carry anything cause we all traveled on foot and there was very few that had 

dogs, you know. Even dogs were just dying off. It was really pitiful, she said. 

There was women that had their little babies in bundles that got that smallpox, 

and she said they were crying, and they took those babies and tied them up as 

high as they could on trees, strapped them so that no animal would eat them. And 

the babies were just crying, but they, the whole village was just, nothing but 

wailing, you could hear it, it was terrible. Gee, that was terrible. 

 Here there was a small hunting party that hadnôt come and got in contact 

with it, they came and they knew that something was wrong. The leader said, wait 

awhile, he said, letôs not go back; something is wrong, he said. Something is 

wrong here, he said. And here they seen all the lodges was just deserted and 

everything, so they just pulled back and went back, and they survived. And those 

were the ones that survived. But that was really terrible, I guess. And she actually 

went through that. 

 

Chaseôs sister, Myra Snow, also related a story from her grandmotherôs experiences 

during the last smallpox epidemic before the move to Like A Fishhook Village ï a story 

in which Awaati, the Missouri River, held a central role in survival. 
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My grandmother used to tell that ï my mother told me this ï she was so, just 

burning up with fever when they had this smallpox, theyôll break out with sores 

and they had a high fever, she was just about dead. And she decided, well, Iôm not 

gonna lay here and just, Iôm gonna go down to the river and take a bath and clean 

up, maybe Iôll feel better she said. So she made her way down to the river and she 

got in that cold water and took a good bath and everything, boy, it just brought her 

fever down and she felt real good, so she come back up and told the others é she 

said, go down and take a bath, youôre gonna feel good, she said, so different ones 

went down there and they took baths and they come up slow but I guess it must 

have brought their fever down or something, that cold water. 

 

Even in the most tragic and tumultuous of times, community membersô relationship with 

Awaati helped to sustain them.
72

 

The survivors of the smallpox epidemic from the Mandan and Hidatsa 

communities banded together in 1845 to create a unified village, called Like-A-Fishhook 

Village. This development surely signals a shift in the way both tribes understood 

themselves and their communities. Itinerant tribes ï especially the Lakota ï had harassed 

and attacked both Mandan and Hidatsa villages throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. Epidemics had erased community members in the past. But the combination of 

a decimated population and contentious relationships with other tribes on the northern 

plains forced both tribes, historically separate, into the same village. At the same time as 

the Mandan and Hidatsa consolidated their communities, the Arikara responded to the 

Mandan decimation by moving into abandoned villages and taking possession of the 

cornfields disease had left untended.
73

 

                                                        
72 Emmarine Chase, interviewed by Eric Wolf, National Park Service, tape recording converted to digital 

audio file, Bear Den Coulee, ND, June 20, 1990. Track 5, near the 27:00 mark. Myra Snow interview, 

interviewed by Eric Wolf, National Park Service, tape recording converted to digital audio file, Fort 

Berthold Community College, New Town, ND, June 25, 1990. For example, in an interview with 

Rosemarie Mandan, Mandan gave a detailed accounting of her ancestors until she said, ñand thatôs where 

the record ends, because of the smallpox é [emotional pause] no records.ò Rosemarie Mandan, 

interviewed by Angela Parker, digital audio recording, Bakersfield, ND, October 21, 2009.  
73 Lakota aggressions increased on the northern Plains because they were trying to provoke the Mandan and 

Hidatsa ï who had friendly relations with the U.S. government ï into breaking friendly relations over the 

inability of U.S. forces to protect them from Lakota incursions. Hanson, 107-123. Meyer, 94-100. These 
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 When the Mandans moved to Like A Fishhook, they laid out their own section of 

the village with their traditional plaza centered around a sacred cedar representing one of 

the Mandan creators, Lone Man. Because too few Mandan remained to ñcomplete the 

circle of lodges around the plaza, some of the Hidatsa also built their lodges thereò and 

began to participate more and more in Mandan ceremonies. At the same time as Like-A-

Fishhook village was established, the Pierre Chouteau, Jr. and Company ï a newly-

named entity previously called the American Fur Company ï built a fort just above the 

village named Fort Berthold. Both changes signaled a move towards the eventual 

political and social unification of the three tribes ï Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara ï into a 

unit eventually termed the Fort Berthold Indian Reservation. As smallpox, cholera, and 

measles continued to cycle through the communities with devastating regularity, and as 

community members maintained gardens together and invested in mutual protection 

strategies against Lakota bands, the Like-A-Fishhook Village began to accrue important 

histories and stories that would unify the tribes in later years.
74

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
incidents were complicated because the Mandan were divided into three groups after the smallpox 

epidemic ï the largest group living with the Hidatsa, a few staying with a group of Arikara, and yet a third 

group establishing a separate village on the river above Fort Clark. The third group held a special 

relationship with the Yanktons, which allowed them some protection against the attacks of Lakota bands. 

Further, the Hidatsa also spread between several villages, and one group even went to live with the Crow 

and never rejoined the tribe. Thus, none of the tribes that would eventually live at Fort Berthold held a 

unified political front during the majority of the nineteenth century; the unity was cultural, and any political 

unity was cooperative rather than regimented. Also, relations between the tribes werenôt always 

contentious. Meyer describes an incident in 1838 when the Arikara warned the Hidatsa of an attack by a 

band of Lakota, allowing the Hidatsa and Mandan to defeat the attackers. After this, the Arikara held a 

victory dance for the Hidatsa and Mandan in honor of their bravery.  
74 Meyer, 100-101. By 1862, the remaining Arikara communities had also relocated to Like A Fishhook. 

Meyer writes: ñThose who had been born in Like-a-Fishhook village remembered it with fondness and 

sadness the rest of their lives. Years later old women would go off by themselves and weep at the 

recollection of their childhood home. As the memory gradually faded, they tended to idealize life in the 

village. According to one who interviewed people at Fort Berthold around 1950, members of the oldest 

living generation would make statements like óThose were good days --. It seems like we always had 

everything we wanted in those days --. We werenôt sick in those days and there was always plenty to eat.ô 

Such an idyllic picture of life in the village was, of course, sharply at variance with what the historical 

record reveals,ò 136. Source: Paul S. Hannah, ñAn Analysis of the Assimilation of White Culture by 

Hidatsa Indians of North Dakotaò (Masterôs thesis, UND, 1953), 57-8. 
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 Continual contact with the traders at Fort Berthold had other implications. During 

the years at Like-A-Fishhook, from 1845 to 1885 when the government successfully 

pushed for its destruction, Mandan and Hidatsa life began to shift even though the 

Missouri River valley remained their home. First, community members used earth lodges 

less. As late as 1865, most community members were still living in earth lodges and only 

a few log cabins existed in Like-A-Fishhook. But only seven years later, the log cabins 

outnumbered the earth lodges, and twenty years later, most community members were 

living in log cabins. The implications of this shift range beyond household spatiality. In 

both Mandan and Hidatsa cultures, women supervised the construction of earth lodges ï 

the knowledge of the building process and the ceremonial practices surrounding 

construction were rights that had to be bought by younger women from older ones ï and 

women were also the owners of the lodges. Thus, the shift to using log cabins also signals 

a shift in the gendered power structure of the tribes.
75

 

                                                        
75 Meyer, 124-5. Meyer writes that by 1872, seventy-eight earth lodges and ninety-seven log cabins 

comprised the housing in the village, and that by 1885 only a few earth lodges remained, mostly occupied 

by the elderly. Residence was usually matrilocal, the male of young married couples living with the 

femaleôs family. If a woman wanted to break off a marriage, all she needed to do was to gather her 

husbandôs belongings and leave them outside of the earth lodge; he would have no recourse but to find 

another residence. For a more contemporary example of how the spaces and places of domestic life can 

reflect larger community political and economic shifts, see Jessica Cattelino, ñFlorida Seminole Housing 

and the Social Meaning of Sovereignty,ò Comparative Study of Society and History (2006): 699-736. 

Cattelino documents how the move from traditional Seminole chickee housing to HUD houses reshaped 

social organization and gender power. See also Elizabeth P. Pauls, ñThe Place of Space: Architecture, 

Landscape, and Social Life,ò in Historical Archaeology, ed. Martin Hall and Stephen Silliman (Malden, 

MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006): 74-6. ñThe fur trade was the first externally-generated development 

scheme in this region. It reached the northern Plains by 1738, when a French Canadian trading party visited 

the Mandan near the Missouri River. Within 50 to 60 years, several traders had moved into Mandan and 

Hidatsa villages. They remarked upon the material comfort of the local architecture, and they and the 

chroniclers who followed them noted obliquely that the regional landscape focused on rounded built 

environments (e.g., round homes, encircled villages) and organic territorial boundaries, travel routes, and 

way markers (e.g., rivers, buttes). 

 ñDuring the early 1800s, steamboat-supplied military and commercial forts were built to promote 

trade, and were sited at strategic points keyed to the extant cultural landscape. Major disruptions to the 

dominant (Mandan-Hidatsa) regional landscape order did not occur until the late 19th century when federal 

land surveys and immigrant settlement took place. The federal township-range system divided the 

American West into uniform rectilinear parcels in order to promote land speculation and economic 
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 Land use also changed. More and more men began working in the fields each 

year, especially as the land was less often broken by women using hoes and digging 

sticks and instead families hired traders to plow their land in the spring ï increasing the 

amount of land that could be utilized for gardens. The 1870s saw a decisive shift in this 

direction, coinciding with increased federal government presence in the community.  

By 1876, the land to the west of Like-A-Fishhook was still used by families in the 

older gardening structure, but to the east the local Indian Agent broke and fenced the land 

to convert it into a large field controlled by the agency. Part of the field was used by the 

Agency, but the rest was divided and allotted to specific families. Even the produce 

grown by the tribe began to change, and root vegetables such as potatoes and turnips 

supplemented the corn, beans, squash, and sunflowers. The presence and influence of the 

federal Indian Agent in Like-A-Fishhook represents a milestone in the coalescence of the 

Mandan, Hidatsa and Arikara into what would be known as the Three Affiliated Tribes. 

The change in land use patterns, however, does not only represent a change towards tribal 

unity; it also represents shifts in the very essence of Mandan and Hidatsa lives. For 

communities who built much of their survival and prosperity around the work that went 

into agriculture, the shifts towards mechanized labor and crops that had a different 

relationship with the soil changed the way community members ï both men and women ï 

interacted with their lived environment.
76

  

                                                                                                                                                                     
development, with results we can still observe in the rectangular form of the regionôs states, counties, 

towns, and fields. A new landscape order was created at the Cartesian township-range system became 

reinforced by the rectilinear housing of the regionôs EuroAmerican settlers. Where the indigenous order had 

emphasized the unique and folklorically-laden nature of each topographic feature, the EuroAmerican order 

emphasized the uniformity of the region, the interchangeability of particular plots of land, and the potential 

transience of the regionôs inhabitants.ò 
76 Meyer, 125. Source: Matthews, Ethnography and Philology, 11-12. 
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 Clearly, while the landscape and places of Mandan and Hidatsa lives remained 

consistent, their use by the local community and their definition by a distant federal 

government continued to shift and accrue new meanings ï creating an ever-changing 

space in reaction to epidemics, the violence of other tribes in the region, and Euro-

American intrusion into the Plains. The spatial change of the local occurred in tandem, in 

reaction to, and modifying with the way the U.S. government imagined, conceptualized, 

and attempted to extend control over the same spaces. So even though the U.S. 

government shifted from defining the northern Plains as ñIndian Countryò to defining it 

as territory gained via purchase and exploration, within the local context such definitions 

had to contend with those created by the Mandan, Hidatsa, Arikara, and neighboring 

tribes. Further, the spatial definitions of the Three Affiliated Tribes were modified but not 

erased by the priorities of the United States government, and though the spaces of tribal 

life reflected the influence of Euro-American presence on the Plains ï from the crops 

grown to the size of the fields to the types of houses or who built them ï the non-Native 

influence collected as a veneer rather than an essential change. Each of these shifts can be 

identified on Sitting Rabbitôs map, if you know what to look for. 

On Sitting Rabbitôs map, Like-A-Fishhook Village is near the middle of the map, 

right before the last cluster of heavy settlement represented by Elbowoods. Sitting Rabbit 

marked the location of Like-A-Fishhook using a pictograph of a large earthlodge drawn 

across from a tributary to the Missouri, Dancing Bear Creek. The site has three labels: 

Fort Berthold, Bua-idutskupe hisa atis, and Fish-hook house. In Hidatsa, bua or mua 

means fish, idutskupe refers to something bent like a hook, hisa means like or similar to, 

and ati is the word for house or village. Its location, placement, and labeling tells a story 
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not just of Mandan or Hidatsa-centered place-making through the large earthlodge 

pictograph and placement across from a well-known marker tributary to the Missouri, but 

of the influence of capital and the U.S. government space-making (the trading fort). The 

priorities of capital and the state would become the engine ï some might even specify the 

railroad engine ï behind massive land loss. The following section describes a major 

conceptual shift for the Three Affiliated Tribes directly linked to the increasing 

interactions between tribal members and local representatives of the U.S. government ï a 

new way of understanding territorial boundaries in reaction to an intrusive and greedy 

state.
77

 

 

Sovereign Territoriality and the State 

Sitting Rabbitôs map was commissioned by the first director of the North Dakota 

State Historical Society, Orin G. Libby. Libby wanted Sitting Rabbit to produce a map 

that detailed all the extant historical knowledge about old village sites of the Mandan and 

Hidatsa, and in return Libby would pay Sitting Rabbit money. The archival record 

regarding Sitting Rabbitôs map ï Libbyôs notes and correspondence between Libby and a 

pastor local to Fort Berthold, Reverend Charles Hall ï illustrate the complicated and 

contested nature of translating ownership from an indigenous context to a Euro-American 

one.  

The production of the Sitting Rabbit map shows how representations of space can 

both illuminate and hide complexity ï much in the same way that historical narratives do. 

When Sitting Rabbit produced the map, he did so at Libbyôs request, using tools ï the 

canvas and MRC maps ï that Libby provided. Libby asked him to, 

                                                        
77 Thiessen et al., ñThe Sitting Rabbit 1907 Map,ò 152-3, 160-1.  
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Draw the banks and islands of the river just as they used to be. Be sure and put the 

names of the villages on the map out at one side so as not to cover up any part of 

the map. Make the map a very long one so as to show all the curves, with the 

creeks, buttes, and woods just as they used to be. 

 

But Sitting Rabbit also culled extant indigenous historical knowledge of old village sites, 

creation stories, and historical narratives of indigenous leaders and events ï he even had 

Reverend Charles Hall write to Libby that he thought, ñthat there was more work on these 

last than on the first pictures he made for you. So he thinks he should have $25.00 

dollars.ò Before Libby commissioned the map, no one individual ñownedò this 

knowledge ï it was remembered or forgotten within the community as narrative. But 

Libby, through his promise of payment, began to feel that he owned the knowledge of 

this territory as a resource.
78

 

And when he received the initial version of the Sitting Rabbit map, Libby became 

upset by what he assumed was a lack of a complete resource ï he felt that Sitting Rabbit 

had not done the necessary work to cull the complete body of community historical and 

territorial knowledge ï and thus refused to pay. He wrote to Sitting Rabbit, at times 

lapsing into a mixture of stereotyped óIndian-speakô and his own voice that he must have 

imagined would allow him to better connect with Sitting Rabbit, 

Now my friend I want you to be very careful and get this all right. é The map of 

the Missouri River is not good. I know many more villages than you have put 

down. You have not put down any on the east side of the river, south of Bismarck, 

and I know many are there, for I have seen them. é Did you talk to Bad Gun and 

Poor Wolf about this map? You did not put down the little Mandan village of 15 

lodges, where the Mandans went after the small pox of 1837. é Now my friend 

Sitting Rabbit you must make this map right, so that all the head men of your 

tribe, when they see it, will say, ñIt is goodò and be glad that you made it so well. 

                                                        
78 Letter, Orin G. Libby to Sitting Rabbit, 2/26/1906, Correspondence Series, Outgoing 1906 (Jun-Dec); 

Orin Grant Libby Papers, A85; North Dakota State Historical Society Archives. Letter, C.L. Hall to O.G. 

Libby, 3?/27/1906, Correspondence Series, Outgoing 1906 (Jun-Dec); Orin Grant Libby Papers, A85; 

North Dakota State Historical Society Archives. 
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é But these pictures you send me now are no good to go in the book, and you 

must do them better. 

 

It remains unknown why these things were not contained in Sitting Rabbitôs map. But the 

correspondence that follows between Libby and a local pastor, Reverend Charles E. Hall 

as the representative of Sitting Rabbit ï even as it details a disagreement over whether the 

map as produced adequately represented the full tribal knowledge of the time period ï

also reveals a level of blindness or ignorance regarding the information and history that is 

represented in the map. Libby, in his assumptions of an incomplete map, became blind to 

the valuable information actually contained within it.
79

 

The map contains histories and stories of place ï a mixture of land and water and 

people. Villages, leaders, physical landmarks, and references to tribal histories are 

embedded in the map. It is not a complete representation, but neither is any history, any 

map, any archive. But the conflict over the ownership of and payment for the intellectual 

knowledge produced by Sitting Rabbit not only provides valuable information about the 

production of the map; it is a reminder of how ownership ï of land and both the physical 

and intellectual resources of a landscape ï is one important crux of the changes that were 

happening during this time period regarding notions of land, place, space, and the 

resources contained therein. This notion of ownership created a new understanding of 

how land, place, and space could be defined in terms of territory. 

Notions of territory ï the agreements between parties that use the lines of rivers or 

mountain ranges, or sometimes entirely imagined lines, to delineate between óusô and 

óthemô, between óour landsô and ótheirsô ï grow from the soil of both place and space, of 

local meanings and knowledge of the landscape and community understandings of what 

                                                        
79 Letter, Orin G. Libby to Sitting Rabbit, 9/3/06; Correspondence Series, Outgoing 1906 (Jun-Dec); Orin 

Grant Libby Papers, A85; North Dakota State Historical Society Archives. 
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separates ñourò place from ñtheirsò and how these places should be used (space). The 

ability of humans to imagine territory and its boundaries is based in a concrete and 

physical reality, but the crux of territory is ownership. This sense of ownership is 

imagined in the same way that place and space is imagined, in the same way that 

boundaries are created both within the human imagination and as a product of 

negotiation, contestation, and changes based on the interactions between multiple groups 

of people. In fact, these imaginings and contestations require the imagination of an ñusò 

and a ñthem,ò people within and outside of a community identity. 

Territories were always contested on the Plains, even before Europeans set foot in 

the Americas. Tribes and communities defined themselves in comparative ways to 

outsiders, and marked and enforced notions of territory and use based on the us/them 

dichotomy. But when Europeans and later, Euro-Americans, entered new regions, they 

carried with them new notions of ownership and the rights associated with it ï specific 

legal forms of title to land, ways of measuring and marking land, and also codified ways 

to transfer title, or sell these parcels of land. Territory was narrated and defined around 

specific definitions of ownership and the rights that ownership entailed ï especially with 

regard to the resources accessible from a landscape. Further, Euro-American notions of 

territory assumed that all resources, all lands, all territories, were quantifiable and 

interchangeable. 

This is an important concept. The notion that land ï every parcel of land ï and the 

resources upon it could be assessed, quantified, and ultimately either paid for or 

exchanged for another parcel of land represents a massive shift with which indigenous 

communities needed to grapple. Bypassing simplistic and essentialist discussions of 



73 

indigenous ties to land, ñthe land cannot be soldò narratives, etc., it remains crucial to 

acknowledge that the practice of creating place ï a local, lived knowledge of a landscape 

ï logically entails a different understanding of ownership and interchangability of land 

than the practice of making space or organizing territory. When stories, origins, histories, 

and relationships are embedded in a landscape, ownership carries a different weight and 

meaning. 

For example, during the early 1870s, the local Indian Agent at Fort Berthold 

pushed for the three tribes to consider a move to Indian Territory in present-day 

Oklahoma. These sorts of suggestions were made to nearly all the Plains tribes during 

this time period as the federal government attempted to realize their expansionist 

imperialism after the completion of the Civil War. Mandan and Hidatsa leaders from Like 

A Fishhook declined. ñAlthough they found the country attractive, they feared that the 

climate was too warm for them and thought the long journey might be too much for their 

aged, infants, and infirm. Above all, they were deeply attached to their homeland, where 

they preferred to remain and ówork harder and have less.ôò Community connections to the 

Upper Missouri River valley centered not only on the river, or on the land; the symbiosis 

of the water and landscape combined with the histories and stories of the communities to 

make such a move unthinkable.
80

 

  But these connections began changing in very specific ways in a very specific 

year: 1851. These very specific changes rooted in this very specific year are not 

                                                        
80 Meyer, 123-4. ñMore important, the agents and other officials evidently saw the Indians as commodities 

to be moved about more or less at will. White Americans picked up and moved to a new and totally 

different location on slight provocation; why shouldnôt Indians behave likewise? Those who conceived of 

the Three Tribes in this way failed to reckon with their attachment to their river-valley homes, where they 

and their ancestors had carved out a way of life that satisfied them.ò Tribal leaders from the Dakotas were 

often invited/sent on trips to Oklahoma in order to actually experience the country as an inducement to 

relocation. 
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necessarily physical, although they are concrete. They concern the ways in which this 

place ï the space used and lived in and remembered and imagined by the Mandan, 

Hidatsa, and Arikara ï was constructed by both local and remote structures. 1851 is the 

year of the first Fort Laramie Treaty, and as such it represents the first official U.S. 

government attempt to intervene via a Euro-American legal system into the definition of 

space and territory along the Upper Missouri. By this time, the Mandan and Hidatsa had, 

for the most part, coalesced into a shared community at Like A Fishhook Village, and the 

Arikara were beginning to trickle into that place. Because the government and its 

representatives had no real concept of the spaces they hoped to one day administer, the 

first Fort Laramie treaty was eventually almost entirely disregarded by the government 

when the federal government later legislated the boundaries of the Fort Berthold 

Reservation in 1870. Additionally, the Lakota bands of the northern plains had no 

intention of adhering to the territorial claims negotiated at the first Fort Laramie Treaty; 

they proved to be the bane of Mandan and Hidatsa existence as they continually harassed, 

attacked, and in some cases burned Like A Fishhook Village.
81

  

Lakota aggression hit a high point during the mid-1860s, and the Mandan and 

Hidatsa grew disgruntled with the federal government ï one of the intended aims of 

Lakota violence ï as they adhered to the territorial agreements negotiated by the U.S. 

government yet received little attention, while the Lakota constantly breached the 

                                                        
81 Meyer, 103. ñThe ostensible purpose of this treaty was to establish boundaries between the territories 

claimed by various tribes on the northern plains; it has been suggested that an ulterior motive was to make 

it easier for the government later to persuade individual tribes to sell their lands without the added 

complication of conflicting claims. Two delegates of the Arikaras, Bear Chief and Grey Prairie Eagle, and 

two from the combined Hidatsa-Mandan tribe, Four Bears and possibly Roan Red Crow, were rounded up 

and taken to Fort Laramie, where they affixed their crosses to the document that emerged from the council. 

The boundaries of the territory held jointly by the Three Tribes were described as beginning at the mouth of 

the Heart River, following the Missouri up to the mouth of the Yellowstone, up that stream to the mouth of 

the Powder, then in a southeasterly direction to the headwaters of the Little Missouri, then along the Black 

Hills to the head of the Heart, and down that river to the place of beginning.ò  
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agreements and received more attention and treaty goods as a result of the continual 

rounds of peace negotiations. During an 1870 negotiation with the Lakota, brokered by 

the federal government, Arikara leader White Shield asserted, ñwhen we listen to the 

whites we have to sit in our villages, listen to [Lakota] insults, and have our young men 

killed and our horses stolen, within sight of our lodges.ò In the same year as this peace 

agreement between the Lakota and the residents of Like A Fishhook, the Interior 

Department and Indian Bureau approved and advocated for the creation of the Fort 

Berthold Indian Reservation via Executive Order.
82

 

The 1870 Executive Order establishing Fort Berthold Reservation reduced their 

territory as it had been described in the 1851 Fort Laramie Treaty; by this time period the 

full territory was not being used as it once had, due not only to the demographic losses 

from disease, but because the large buffalo herds that drove the need for extensive winter 

hunting expeditions had also been decimated. Yet another territorial reduction was in the 

works during the 1870s, this time on behalf of the Northern Pacific Railroad that had 

been granted right-of-way through the center of what had been established as the Fort 

Berthold Reservation. With few people to advocate for the people of Fort Berthold in 

Washington, DC ï and with the ballooning power of the railroads during this time period 

ï the original Fort Berthold land holdings of 1851 were reduced by ninety percent by an 

1880 Executive Order.
83

  

                                                        
82 Meyer, 118-121. White Shield statement source: Com. Of Indian Affairs, Annual Report, 1870, P. 210. 

By 1870 treaty-making had been discontinued, so the establishment of reservations ï or their modification 

via taking land ï were negotiated locally before being sent to the executive branch to be issued as an 

Executive Order. 
83 Meyer, 113-4. The original territory as defined by the 1851 Ft. Laramie Treaty was more than twelve 

million acres. Meyer: ñAlthough the Indians no longer used the land extensively ï the buffalo were largely 

gone by this time, and the people were confined to their village ï it had legendary and historic associations 

for them, and they were much annoyed when they learned of the executive order.ò Source: Kappler, Indian 

Affairs, 1:883; Com of Indian Affairs, Annual Report, 1883, p. 33.  
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With the loss of the southern portion of the reservation to the Northern Pacific, 

the Mandan and Hidatsa did not just lose valuable land; they lost land with important 

historic and cultural ties, including all the sites of their former villages from the mouth of 

the Knife River down the Missouri. Five years later, another important marker of place 

and home was lost when Like A Fishhook Village was abandoned via the machinations 

of the local Indian Agent in an attempt to undermine any hint of communal lifestyles that 

óimpededô assimilation. He removed the Indian Agency to a location that would come to 

be one of the central communities pre-Garrison Dam: Elbowoods. He also essentially 

bribed first Arikara and then Mandan and Hidatsa families to relocate to smaller 

communities or to Elbowoods, destroying the earth lodges and log cabins as the families 

moved out; by 1888 only a few elderly Mandan families continued to live in the 

remaining earth lodges. Community members scattered on both sides of the Missouri 

within the boundaries of the reservation, mostly in family groups ï almost a return to pre-

Like A Fishhook days, in smaller, tribally-specific communities along the Missouri.
84

  

Disruption coupled with the struggle to survive on reduced lands led tribal 

members to agree to a Dawes era agreement to sell two-thirds of the reservation and allot 

the remainder in return for annuities and money to support Euro-American education and 

housing for tribal members. The act was ratified in 1891, and the following year 

surveyors began marking and measuring the remaining land, after which tribal members 

selected allotments that mostly clustered close to the Missouri on the most productive 

lands on the reservation. Coterminous with allotment was the move towards leasing land 

for cattle grazing by white ranchers ï driven more by the abuse of the Euro-American 

                                                        
84 Meyer, 134-149. The Arikara tended to locate themselves towards the eastern side of the reservation; the 

Mandans south and west of the Missouri, and the Hidatsa in many locations but especially near Elbowoods. 
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ranchers of Fort Berthold territorial boundaries, as well as the Indian Agencyôs inability 

to successfully control such abuse, than by any other factor. It would be several decades 

before Indian ranchers would accumulate enough capital to ranch their own lands.  

More importantly, however, the land sale and allotment marks a significant shift 

in the way tribal members understood and imagined their territories. Beginning with the 

removal from Like A Fishhook and continuing with the allotment and sale of reservation 

lands ï which were opposed by older, more traditionalist tribal members ï the territory of 

the Three Affiliated Tribes became imagined not only as something that could be sold, 

but as something that could be wrongfully taken from them or exploited. Tribal land 

became not just a set of places and resources, but a finite land base ï a territory ï of 

which too much had been alienated already.
85

  

Territory and territoriality, observed Robert Sack, is the process of marking and 

controlling an area of space in order to control its human and natural resources, or ñthe 

attempt by an individual or group to affect, influence, or control people, phenomena, and 

relationships, by delimiting and asserting control over a geographic area [where the area 

is called the territory].ò
86

 And while the Mandan and Hidatsa had exhibited territorialism 

                                                        
85Meyer, 149-155: between 6-10,000 cattle had been grazing on the western part of the reservation for the 

previous four years. Agent suggests in-kind payment with cattle. ñThis payment in kind was the beginning 

of the practice of leasing at Fort Berthold, an arrangement susceptible to serious abuse; white ranchers did 

not always distinguish between their own cattle and those of the Indians at roundup time.ò Source: Wolf 

Chief to Com. Of Indian Affairs, Jan 6, 1900, NARA, RG 75, Letters Received. The Dawes Allotment Act 

of 1887 authorized a process for the allotment of tribally-held lands into individual allotments. The 

legislation aimed to break up communal tribal land holdings and encourage Indians to farm or work land as 

individuals. Dawes also legislated that any unallotted lands could be deemed ñsurplusò and sold to non-

Natives. The impact of this legislation was a two-thirds reduction of the land base held by Native American 

tribes previous to its passage. 
86 Robert Sack, Human Territoriality: Its Theory and History (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 

Press, 1986), 19. Territory and the process of defining and controlling it is one of the main components of 

modern notions of sovereignty, or the political and juridical control inherent in the creation of the modern 

nation state. The definition of modern sovereignty is deeply intertwined with territoriality and land tenure, 

such that sovereignty is expressed via supreme authority within a territory. But the importance of territory 

is not only in it implication in the creation of nation state sovereignty ï as well as modern notions of land 
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throughout their history ï most notably in reaction to the violent incursions of other tribes 

like the Lakota ï their understandings of their homelands as territory shifted drastically in 

reaction to the imposition of U.S. land jurisdiction on the Great Plains during the second 

half of the nineteenth century.  

Disagreements over land sales and use during first decades of the twentieth 

century exhibit this shift in imagination. A government agent arrived at Fort Berthold in 

1902 to propose the sale of another 315,000 acres, only to be told by an Arikara leader, 

Sitting Bear, ñAway back in the olden times we did not know how to make treaties with 

the Government, but now we begin to know the value of our land.ò The Hidatsa leader 

Good Bear asked the government agent, James McLaughlin, to define the boundaries of 

the reservation only to correct his (inadequate) accounting before adding, ñCongress 

makes laws and then breaks them, but we keep our pledges and live up to our 

agreements.ò These statements and questions show how the continual violation of tribal 

territory by Euro-American ranchers, the federal government, and the railroad contributed 

to produce a newly defined notion of tribal sovereign territoriality ï in which a combined 

tribal ownership of a negotiated land base must be defended against further alienation or 

legal encroachment ï than had existed in a previous era during which the Three Tribes 

had been focused on defending their specific communities from long-standing tribal 

enemies.  

                                                                                                                                                                     
tenure and ownership ï but in its similar foundational relationship to the development of the term ñtribeò to 

describe ñlocal conceptions of collective sociopolitical identity, while agreeing that a precise general 

definition is almost impossible é [t]his results in working definitions which see tribes as medium-sized, 

centralized, or acephalous entities,ò in Neil J. Smelser and Paul B. Baltes, ed., International Encyclopedia 

of the Social & Behavioral Sciences (Oxford: Elsevier, 2001), 15906, ñTribe.ò 
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 Image II.3 Map, Fort Berthold Indian Reservation Borders, 1851-1910 
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When in 1910 the tribes were forced to cede more land, feelings of sovereign 

territoriality became even more pronounced as tribal members realized that their 

reservation was being limited more and more to their settlements surrounding the 

Missouri. Three tribal leaders, Red Bear, Enemy Hawk, and Alfred John Hawk wrote to 

the Commissioner of Indian Affairs after the 1910 cession, ñThey have got us now to our 

homes. That is the only thing we have now to protect. The land has been taken away and 

we have only to defend our homes.ò
87

 

In the waning years of the Reservation Era (1880s-1934), Fort Berthold 

community members agitated on a number of fronts, from advocating for reparations due 

to land seizures under the Executive Orders of 1870 and 1880, to attempting to stem the 

exploitation of their lands from overgrazing by Euro-American leasers, to attempting to 

navigate the cultural prohibitions placed on the communities by the Office of Indian 

Affairs agents, who did things like prohibiting all dancing at community gatherings. 

While each of these activities could be interpreted as acquiescence to Euro-American 

justice and discipline systems, more significantly they mark the extension of the need to 

defend the tribal territories of the Three Tribes against outside forces. So while some 

might identify this time period ï including as it does the formation of the Tribal Business 

Committee in 1910 ï as one of assimilation to Euro-American norms regarding 

                                                        
87 Meyer, 155-165. ñUpon being told that it measured 44 İ miles by 34 İ miles, he complained that the 

chairman of the committee that had negotiated the agreement of 1886 had told them that it measured 55 by 

45 miles and also promised that it would not be taken from them. He questioned the integrity of the 

surveyors appointed by the government,ò 160-1. ñAfter asking, óDo we own it [the reservation]?ô Good 

Bear threw out the question that everyone must have had on his mind: óIf we consent to the sale of a part of 

our land, how long will it be before we will have to sell more of it?ô McLaughlin answered these questions 

without much equivocation. To the first he replied that, although the Indians had a possessory right to the 

land, the United States government retained the fee simple title. To the second é The only way they could 

be sure of retaining the land was by having it allotted to them individually and receiving patents in fee for 

it,ò 161. Meyer, 164. Source: Red Bear, Enemy Hawk, and Alfred John Hawk to Com. Of Indian Affairs, 

April 5, 1911, NARA, RG 75, Ft Berthold Agency. 
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education, religion, land use, and political structure, as well as the creation of the 

independent tribal identities in favor of that of the ñFort Berthold Indians,ò their evidence 

remains based largely on what Euro-Americans were writing about the communities and 

people at Fort Berthold rather than actual self-perception. 
88

 

After the 1910 cession, the legal boundaries of the reservation coincide with the 

current boundaries of the Fort Berthold Reservation. It was also during this time period 

that leasing became a major source of revenue, aided by the fencing of the reservation 

boundary. Through a combination of leasing land for farming and ranching ï as well as 

outright land sales ï and the continuation of subsistence gardening, the population at Fort 

Berthold no longer needed government rations to survive. By 1920, the local Indian 

Agent proudly reported he had not needed to distribute rations for families for five years. 

When placed in context of the dire poverty experienced at most Indian reservations 

during this time period, the ability of the people at Fort Berthold to maintain self-

sufficiency despite the severe reductions in their land holdings reflects the highly 

adaptive cultural and agricultural genius of the communities.
89

 

It was also during these last dregs of the Reservation Era ï a time period noted for 

the heightened surveillance and discipline of the Office of Indian Affairsô Indian ñwardsò 

ï that the people of Fort Berthold successfully advocated for government reparations 

regarding a claims case based on the land cessions legislated in the 1870 and 1880 

Executive Orders. Between 1898 and 1920, Fort Berthold tribal leaders continued to push 

the government to recognize their claims, and finally in 1920 Congress passed legislation 

allowing them to file a case in the Court of Claims. By 1924, council for the Fort 

                                                        
88 Meyer, 158. 
89 Donald L. Parman, ñThe Indian and the Civilian Conservation Corps,ò Pacific Historical Review, v40 n1 

(1971): 39-40. Meyer, 16. 
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Berthold tribes filed the case, and by 1929 the Court of Claims ruled in favor of the Three 

Affiliated Tribes. The money from the government was distributed on a per capita basis 

starting in 1931, most of the money going towards housing, cattle purchases, farm 

machinery, etc. These per capita payments provided an important insulation against the 

worst effects of the combined drought that hit the northern plains in the 1930s, as well as 

the Great Depression itself.
90

  

The drought affected Fort Berthold, but in an economy where most people were 

not doing large-scale farming ï instead leasing land to their Euro-American neighbors 

who did so ï the fallout from the drought came less in the failure of their own crops and 

more in the failure of their lessees to meet the terms of the lease when their crops failed. 

Continuing subsistence gardening and the ability to mitigate the effects of drought on 

smaller garden plots ensured that the agricultural crisis was not as severe at Fort 

Berthold. The Great Depression of course affected everyone ï especially in the loss of 

leasing revenue ï and some families experienced financial hardship the encouraged them 

to send their children to government or religious boarding schools to help make ends 

meet. But per capita payments combined with a long history of subsistence hunting and 

agriculture allowed the people of Fort Berthold weather the depression.
91

 

                                                        
90 Meyer, 186-9. 
91 Meyer, 190-5. For example, oral history interviewee Alameda Baker (b. 1/2/24) narrated in 1997 how she 

was born to a large family that included two brothers and six sisters. After attending school in Elbowoods, 

when she was ten years old her parents decided to send her to a girls school in Bismarck (the state capital) ï 

her tenth year coinciding with one of the worst drought years on the northern Plains. Alameda Baker, 

interviewed by Angela Parker, video recording, New Town, ND, August 29, 1997. 
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Image I.4 Map, Fort Berthold Indian Reservation, Pre-Garrison Dam 
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The eight communities along the Missouri that evolved after the destruction of 

Like A Fishhook Village ï from north to south with the tribal affiliation of the majority 

of residents noted in parentheses, Shell Creek (Hidatsa), Independence (Mandan, 

Hidatsa), Lucky Mound (Hidatsa), Charging Eagle (Mandan), Elbowoods (all three 

tribes), Red Butte (Mandan), Nishu (Arikara), and Beaver Creek (Arikara) ï were thus 

insulated against the worst effects of the dual agricultural and economic crisis of the 

1930s. These communities became the places of home and family, and after the Garrison 

Dam, all who had lived in them remembered them with nostalgia and affection. Dreke 

Irwin (Hidatsa, Mandan), a well-known announcer for community gatherings, 

remembered a place that sustained community members in all seasons, ñAll the places 

were kind of pretty, you know: timber, creeks, rivers, nice; hills, fields. Lot of shelter for 

livestock in the wintertime. In tough winters, some of them cattle, set them down in the 

timber and fed them, they kind of foraged around.ò Rosemarie Mandan, who grew up in 

Lucky Mound, remembered the easy connections forged between family members of all 

generations: 

We were always going to go see our grandparents [she and her cousin Philip]. 

Weôd say, ñLetôs go to the river, Awaati da,ò which meant letôs go to, poor 

grandma had all those kids, [laughs] now that I think about it. We were always 

there ï but we helped. [laughs] é My mother would say, ñyour grandma 

probably needs her pots and pans washed,ò because she would cook and the pots 

and pans would gather. So I would walk over there and do her dishes, her pots and 

pans. 

 

Although huge changes occurred on Fort Berthold in the fifty years of its existence as a 

reservation housing the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara, the 1930s saw perhaps more 

continuity with the previous decade and less disaster than in other regions of the country 

or on other reservations. At the beginning of the moment in which we take a closer 
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examination of Fort Berthold history ï at the start of the Indian Reorganization Act of 

1934 ï the residents of Fort Berthold had successfully weathered huge demographic, 

social, and economic changes.
92

  

 Central to this survival was the vibrant agricultural tradition of the three tribes ï 

tribe who, altogether, had developed nine varieties of corn, four varieties of beans, and 

several types of squash. As Emmarine Chase (Mandan, Hidatsa) remembered of her 

childhood in the óteens and ótwenties, ñWeôre corn people. Anytime we eat something itôs 

always got corn in it. They fooled with that corn all the time.ò She and other tribal elders 

held memories of their parents and grandparents working in their gardens, such as when 

Cecelia Brown (Arikara) stated about her childhood, 

Oh yes, we had gardens. We had nice gardens. Even when we moved up we had 

nice gardens. Anything that was eatable we planted. And then they make us pull 

weeds, ñIf you donôt clean the garden, then weôre not going to a certain 

celebration.ò é And then weôd harvest that after in the fall, and weôd have all that 

to live on in the wintertime. Dry our corn, I used to help my mother dry corn, 

even squash, and beans. Weôd thrash the beans é  

 

Brown used to watch her grandmother make cornballs, using a homemade mortar and 

pestle to crack the corn she parched for cornballs. The crushed corn was combined with 

dried juneberries, dried meat, and suet to make a nutritious and energy-rich treat. Chase 

also remembered her grandmother making cornballs for her as a child, noting, ñThat was 

our delicacy. We went to school, and é when weôd get back from school, why, weôd all 

                                                        
92 Dreke Irwin, interviewed by Angela Parker, digital audio recording, New Town, ND, October 20, 2009. 

Rosemarie Mandan, interviewed by Angela Parker, digital audio recording, Bakersfield, ND, October 21, 

2009. 
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sit down on a bench in a row and grandma used to pass cornballs and weôd eat that and 

then weôd go out and play before the real meal.ò
93

 

Throughout the increasing intervention of the government into tribal lives 

symptomatic of the Reservation Era, the communities had largely adjusted to the outside 

influence by adopting things like day schools, churches, and playgrounds while 

maintaining practices such as traditional dancing, using indigenous language as the main 

form of communication, preparing and storing food, and maintaining traditional religious 

beliefs. The ultimate symbol of this state of affairs lies in the fact that although each 

community had a western church, community members still maintained both the Hidatsa 

Nuxpike shrine and the Mandan Lone Man shrine that had once stood in the central plaza 

of Like A Fishhook Village ï and before that had been in the center of each of the 

Mandan villages along the Missouri before the move to Like A Fishhook. After the 

destruction of Like A Fishhook, the shrine had been relocated to a spot near the Little 

Missouri south of Independence, even though the effects of allotment had made it 

difficult to find a place central to tribal members as the shrine had been placed 

previously. Different groups within the tribe had varying responses to new influences 

such as Christianity ï some adopted it wholesale, others honored both Christian and 

indigenous religious tradition, and still others maintained a commitment to their 

indigenous beliefs. But by and large, tribal members managed to accommodate both 

systems within their communities.
94

  

                                                        
93 Emmarine Chase, interviewed by Eric Wolf, National Park Service, tape recording converted to digital 

audio file, Bear Den Coulee, ND, June 20, 1990. Cecelia Brown, interviewed by Eric Wolf, National Park 

Service, tape recording converted to digital audio file, White Shield, ND, July 17, 1990. 
94 Carolyn Gilman and Mary Jane Schneider, The Way To Independence: Memories of a Hidatsa Indian 

Family, 1840-1920 (Saint Paul: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1987): 223, 225, 250-1. Yet another 

example lies in the spatial development of housing after the move from Like A Fishhook. By and large, 

after the move from the communal village, Fort Berthold families no longer used the earth lodge as their 
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Even within these continuities, however, a major change had occurred in the 

Reservation Era: the ascendance of U.S. state sovereignty and its accompanying nation 

state-centered territorialism assisted in the coalescence of a Mandan, Hidatsa, and 

Arikara sovereign territorialism. This sovereign territorialism had its roots in the regional 

boundaries and behaviors that predated Euro-American intrusion onto the northern 

Plains, but represented a new conception of territory that was forced to develop in 

reaction to a land-greedy U.S. federal government if the Three Tribes were to survive as 

social, cultural, or political community. In other words, land, place, space, and territory 

existed previous to Euro-American presence on the Plains; but it took the abusive land 

grabs of the U.S. government to modify these understandings of the physical environment 

into a sovereign territoriality developed in reaction to U.S. land takings. When Red Bear, 

Enemy Hawk, and Alfred John Hawk wrote after the 1910 cession, ñ[t]he land has been 

taken away and we have only to defend our homes,ò their statement thus reveals not only 

a sense of place (ñhomesò) and space (ñthe land has been taken awayò); defending these 

things shows how place and space had been forced to elaborate a notion of sovereign 

territory. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
main housing structure ï although some used earth lodge-like structures for stables or for summer kitchens. 

Yet while tribal members used cabins based on Euro-American models, several differences were 

maintained within the structure that allowed people to use the space extrapolated from earth lodges. 

Further, the communities themselves were built along the river valley in a pattern markedly similar to pre-

contact settlement. Gilman and Schneider, 7, 187, 193-5. Tillie Walker, interviewed by Angela Parker, 

digital audio recording, Independence, ND, November 2009. Regarding language use, many oral history 

interviewees recount growing up speaking their tribal language, learning English upon entering school, but 

continuing to use tribal languages at home or in the community. Edwin Benson, interviewed by Angela 

Parker, video recording, Twin Buttes, ND, August 1997. Some interviewees may not have spoken tribal 

languages at home ï especially if their parents had gone off-reservation for schooling ï but their parents 

would ñtalk Indianò to each other to communicate. Alameda Baker, interviewed by Angela Parker, video 

recording, New Town, ND, August 29, 1997. 
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Conclusion 

 

Image I.5 ñHenry Badgun & Little Owlò Photograph, unknown year 

 

 The boundaries of Fort Berthold ï both its lands and its people ï should not be 

taken for granted. The Sitting Rabbit map, contextualized by the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century history of what are now known as the Three Affiliated Tribes, helps to 

explain how conceptions of place, space, and territory were negotiated between the Three 

Affiliated Tribes, neighboring Plains tribes, and the federal government. During this time 

period, huge changes threatened to shatter the lives of tribal members, from smallpox to 

Lakota aggression, to the land takings and allotment that accompanied the move to the 

reservation. And perhaps most importantly for this project, each of these changes forced 
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the three tribes to defend their remaining territories, in order to defend their communities 

and their way of life. This process allowed a sovereign territoriality to develop. 

 Sitting Rabbit, also known as Little Owl, a well-respected Mandan man of his 

generation, knew these things and mapped them. Gordon G. Libby asked Sitting Rabbit 

to make his map probably because he was regarded within the community as a 

knowledgeable man, an expert who knew histories and stories and places. Some might 

call him a scholar of Mandan and Hidatsa places. His life was one spent on horseback 

with other men from the community, riding over the landscapes he would one day 

represent on muslin. His life was also spent raising a family with his wife, raising them 

immersed in the language and history and culture of the tribes at Fort Berthold. Many 

places narrated by Sitting Rabbit in his 1907 map may be covered by the waters of the 

lakes ballooning behind the Oahe and Garrison dams, but his map allows us to remember 

them and the process of their construction.  
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Image II.4 Sitting Rabbit Photograph, unknown year 
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Image II.5 Sitting Rabbit, wife, and child Photograph, unknown year 


