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Editor’s Note


First written in 1863, recounting a harrowing six weeks of captivity with the Sioux Indians in Minnesota, Sarah F. Wakefield’s story is a classic narrative of survival. Kidnapped with her two small children in the midst of a struggle between the Sioux and Chippewa that was compounded by the ineffectiveness of the U.S. government Indian Agents dispatched to the region, the privileged doctor’s wife suffered from privation and terror. Believing her husband dead and continually in fear for the lives of herself and her children, she used all of her wits to survive, assisted by some of her captors as she hoped for a rescue by the U.S. Army.


Upon her rescue, she penned her tale in response to the difficulties she faced when she was restored to her own home and ostracized for her sympathetic views of her protectors among the Sioux and her respect for their culture. However, she was a product of her upbringing and environment, and her writings about her experience reflect the biases and stereotypes of the time period in spite of her relatively enlightened views. Six Weeks in the Sioux Tepees  is a fascinating look at one woman’s experience of the lifestyle of the Sioux Indians and a testament to her will to survive.


Helena, Mont., 2004




Preface


I wish to say a few words in preface to my Narrative:—First, that when I wrote it, it was not intended for perusal by the public eye. I wrote it for the especial benefit of my children, as they were so young at the time they were in captivity, that in case of my death, they would, by recourse to this, be enabled to recall to memory the particulars; and I trust all who may read it will bear in mind that I do not pretend to be a book-writer, and will not expect to find much to please the mind’s fancy. Secondly, I have written a true statement of my captivity: what I suffered, and what I was spared from suffering, by a few Friendly or Christian Indians (whether from policy or other motives, time will determine.) Thirdly, I do not publish a little work like this in the expectation of making money from it, but to vindicate myself, as I have been grievously abused by many, who are ignorant of the particulars of my captivity and release by the Indians. I trust all errors will be overlooked, and that the world will not censure me for speaking kindly of those who saved me from death and dishonor, while my own people were so long—Oh! so long!—to come to my rescue.


In placing this pamphlet before the public, I have been subjected to many embarrassments, among the most unpleasant of which is, through malice and gross carelessness of the printer, a number of omissions and misprints have occurred, some of the latter of which I wish to correct. Where the name of “Wara-coto-mong,” occurs, it should be spelled Maza coota mony; “Mare-Shoe” should be Muza Shaw; “Pajuta Wacusta-Tanica” should be Pajuta Wicaste Tawica; and instead of “Hardwood,” Hazelwood should occur.


Sarah F. Wakefield
Shakopee, Minn., Nov. 25th, 1863
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In June, 1861, my husband was appointed physician for the upper Sioux Indians, at Pajutazee, or Yellow Medicine.


The first year of our stay it was very quiet, the Indians soon after they were paid leaving for their homes far away, with the exception of those who were farmers, and were living near us as neighbors. And I will state in the beginning that I found them very kind, good people. The women sewed for me, and I have employed them in various ways around my house, and began to love and respect them as well as if they were whites. I became so much accustomed to them and their ways, that when I was thrown into their hands as a prisoner, I felt more easy and contented than any other white person among them, for I knew that not one of the Yellow Medicine Indians would see me and my children suffer as long as they could protect us.


In the spring of 1862, the Agent, accompanied by my husband and others, visited the Indians living near Big Stone Lake, Lac Frara, and that vicinity. They found the Indians quiet, and well contented in what was being done for them, and they seemed much pleased with their visitors.


Before leaving, Maj. Galbraith said to them not to come down until he sent for them, as he had doubts respecting the time of payment. He had not been home many weeks when they began coming in, a few at first frightened by some murders committed among them by Chippewas. Not long was it before the whole tribe arrived and camped about one mile from the Agency buildings.


Here they remained many weeks, suffering hunger: every day expecting their pay so as to return to their homes.


After repeatedly asking for food, and receiving none of consequence, they were told by the interpreter, who belonged to Fort Ridgley, and who accompanied the soldiers to Yellow Medicine a few weeks before the arrival of the Indians, to break into the ware house and help themselves, promising them that he would prevent the soldiers from firing upon them.


I think it was the fourth day of August, that the Indians commenced hostilities at Yellow Medicine. We were much surprised early Monday morning, hearing them singing and shouting so early in the day. Soon they came driving down the hill towards the Agency, dressed very finely, and as we thought, for a dance; but we were soon convinced they meant mischief, as they surrounded the soldiers’ camp, while part of them rushed up to the ware house and began cutting and beating the door to pieces, all the while shouting, singing and throwing their blankets around them like wild men as they were—driven wild by hunger.


I was with my children up stairs in my own house. My husband’s office being in the building connected with the ware house. I was very much frightened, and called my girl to fasten the gate and come in and secure the lower part of the house. Soon they commenced filling our gardens, and all adjoining. In a short time they surrounded our house, and some came to the door and rapped violently. I caught up a pistol and went down the stairs, opened the door, and inquired as calmly as I could what they wanted. They wished axes, and filled the room and followed me around until I gave them all we had. I expected they would kill me, but I knew I could raise an alarm with my pistol before they could get my children. But they offered no violence, and departed quietly; all they cared for was food—it was not our lives; and if all these Indians had been properly fed and otherwise treated like human beings, how many, very many innocent lives might have been spared.


In ten minutes time, after surrounding the ware house, the door opened and they were carrying out flour. Soon, however, the soldiers came to the building and they were obliged to evacuate the premises, but not without many ugly threats and savage looks. The Agent went out and counciled with them, and asked them to give up their flour; but they refused, and he was compelled to give them all they had taken and much more before they would leave. That night there was little sleep at the Agency; all were expecting an attack before morning.


Just at sunrise next morning, a friendly or Christian Indian came and told us the Indians were preparing to make an attack; as they had succeeded so well the day before they would try again. We all knew that matters would be different a second time, as the soldiers intended on firing upon them if they came.


Several families concluded to go down to the Lower Agency, which was thirty miles below us—myself and children being among the number. We remained a week, and while I was there I attended Mr. Hindman’s church, and was much pleased with the behavior of the Indians during service. Little did I think while I sat there that my life and my children’s would so soon be in danger, and that our deliverer would be one of those wild men that were listening with eager attention to God’s word. Surely the missionaries have done good; for where would the white captives now be if the Christian Indians had not taken an interest in their welfare? Monday, August 11th, I returned to my home, my husband coming for me, and saying that the upper Indians had left very quietly, Major Galbraith giving them goods and provisions, and promising to send for them as soon as their money came. I went home with the determination of preparing my clothing for a journey East in a few days, as we were fearful some of the Indians might return and would be troublesome, stealing and begging all summer.


Many who read these pages may not understand about the Indian payment. I will say a few words respecting it: In June these people usually come in for their pay for the lands which they had sold to the United States, some coming many hundreds of miles; and if the money is not ready, they expect to find food for themselves, procured at the expense of the Government, as that is part of their treaty. As soon as they are paid they leave, and very few are ever seen until the next year has past away. Last June they came in at the usual time, although many knew they should not come until were sent for, as before mentioned. But they were all in, and it was no use trying to send them back again, and of course they must live; and the prairie is a very poor place to find any kind of game, and five thousand people could not long stay where they were without something to support nature. When dried meat they brought was soon eaten, and in a few weeks they were absolutely starving; the children gathering and eating all kinds of green fruit, until the bushes were left bare. They had several councils, asking for food, which they did not get. Many days these poor creatures subsisted on a tall grass which they find in the marshes, chewing the roots, and eating the wild turnip. They would occasionally shoot a musk rat, and with what begging they would do, contrive to steal enough so they could live; but I know that many died from starvation or disease caused by improper food. It made my heart ache to see these creatures, and many times gave them food when I knew I was injuring ourselves pecuniarly; but I always felt as if they were God’s creatures, and knew it was my duty to do all I could for them. I remember distinctly of the Agent giving them dry corn, and these poor creatures were so near starvation that they ate it raw, like cattle. They could not wait to cook it, and it affected them in such a manner that they were obliged to remove their camp to a clean spot of earth. This I witnessed. It is no idle story, and it is one of many scenes I witnessed during my short stay among them. I often wonder how these poor deceived creatures bore so much and so long without retaliation. People blame me for having sympathy for these creatures, but I take this view of the case: suppose the same number of whites were living in the sight of food, purchased with their own money, and their children dying of starvation, how long, think ye, would they remain quiet? I know of course, they would have done differently, but we must remember that the Indian is a wild man and has not the discrimination of a civilized person. When the Indian wars, it is blood for blood. They felt as if all whites were equally to blame. I do not wish anyone to think I uphold Indians in their murderous work. I should think I was insane, as many persons have said I was. I wish every murderer hanged; but those poor men who were dragged into this through fear, I pity, and think ought to be spared.


When on my way home from the lower Agency, the soldiers passed us on their return to Fort Ridgley. I was much surprised, and expressed my regret that they should leave so soon, and felt that was a very unwise proceeding; but the Captain assured us there was no longer any need of them, as the Indians had all departed.


That night the Agent had a war meeting, and a company of volunteers were raised, taking about forty men away, the Agent putting his name down first. They left in a few days, passed through the lower Agency, causing the Indians assembled at that place to think their “Great Father” had not many men left or he would not have taken them away from the Agency.They were very angry because the Agent did not stop and have a council with them, and give them goods and provisions, like the upper Indians. There has always been a jealousy among them, as they thought the upper Indians were better treated than they, and this feeling, with what the traders told them, exasperated these men, for they were suffering nearly as much as the Upper Indians. The traders said to them they would get no more money; that the Agent was going away to fight, and they would have to eat grass like cattle, etc.


The Indians always blamed the Agent for not giving them their goods, and repeatedly said if he had done so they would have scattered back to their homes satisfied, and this awful massacre would not have occurred; but he was deceived respecting these men. He thought they were just like white men, and would not dare rise, living as near as they did to the Fort; but he must now see his mistake in not explaining matters to these Indians; for only two or three days passed before they commenced their murderous work. I don’t think he did this willingly; it was through ignorance. He did not understand the nature of the people he had in his charge.


Sunday, the 17th of August, the Indians killed some people in Acton, and on returning to Little Crow’s village, said to him, what shall we do? He said they should go to the traders, kill them and all other whites; that they must clear the country of the whites so they might live. Monday, the 18th, they began their work of destruction at an early hour, killing traders in their stores; when this was done they began the work of destruction in general. The wine and spirits found in the stores added drunken madness to the madness of despairing vengeance, and soon the Indians were dancing wildly about the dying embers of what had lately been the stores and homes of the traders; then they passed on, killing everything they met. Their savage natures were aroused, and blood-thirsty as wild beasts, raced and tore around, beating, crushing and burning everything they had no use for.
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