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ABSTRACT

THE GERTRUDE BONNIN STORY:
FROM YANKTON DESTINY INTO AMERICAN HISTORY, 1804-1938

By

Susan Rose Dominguez

This biography expands our knowledge of the woman also
known as Zitkala-Sa (Zii"t-ké-la-sha). It is a synthesis of
approaches set in the framework of a gallery, an exhibition
site for Bonnin’s life and heritage. The reader views the
history of Zitkala-Sa’s people and episodes of her life,
from her birthplace on the Yankton Reservation to
Arlington, Virginia. The gallery viewer meets Zitkala-Sa,
the frightened child on the “iron horse,” and the
“representative Indian” in 1900. As a mature woman Bonnin
gave back to her people as a “professional Indian” in the
national political area. The telling of Gertrude Bonnin’s
life story does justice to both her complexities and
commonalities as part of the first generation of educated
Ihanktonwan and as an American Indian woman. Bonnin carried
a deep sense of social justice, instilled in her as a
child; she lived to the best of her ability, to “render

service to the Red Race.”
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Introduction and Gallery Preview

From little black-haired Zitkala-Sa, or Red Bird, who lived
in a weather-stained canvas wigwam along the Missouri
River, in South Dakota, to Mrs. Raymond T. Bonnin, of Lyon
Park, Virginia, is a long story.

The Washington Post Magazine December 31, 1933

It is a presumptuous notion to think oneself capable
of telling the life story of someone who lived four
generations ago. This is especially true when this person
is the intriguing and somewhat notorious Gertrude Bonnin,
whom I first heard about over ten years ago. The same day I
met Gertrude Bonnin, “Red reformer” of the 1920s, I was
also introduced to the writings of Zitkala-Sa or Red Bird,
the young Indian woman who penned autobiographical stories
in 1900.' My interest was immediately stimulated by the
nature of this girl from the generation of Indian children
who learned to construct “word arrows” out of English
rhetoric in boarding school. When she died at age sixty-
two, a retired activist and enrolled member of the Yankton
Sioux tribe, her body was buried in Arlington National
Cemetery. A large gravestone bears her names: “Gertrude
Simmons Bonnin, “Zitkala-Sa” of the Sioux, 1876-1938."2

It has taken ten years to come to terms with the

complexities of this woman who, over the course of her
li fetime, had as many personas as she had hairstyles and

hats. 1t is with a touch of trepidation, much excitement,



and a slight pang of sadness, that I share the long story
of her life. For now, the crafting of her biography has
reached an end point and I hope I am doing her justice.
“The Gertrude Bonnin Story: From Yankton Destiny into
American History” lays the historical foundation of where
Gertrude came from and who her people were. It fills in
many sequential gaps in our knowledge about Bonnin.
Importantly, “The Gertrude Bonnin Story” addresses what she
might have chosen to speak about, had she been in a
situation to tell her own life story in more than an essay
or a brief interview.
The events, places, and phases of her life Gertrude
spoke about in 1933 and 1936 interviews, coincide with a
short autobiographical sketch she penned at this same time,
perhaps in preparation for these interviews. “The Gertrude
Bonnin Story” expands upon the episodes she mentions and
combines that with new evidence about her life and
heritage. Gertrude mentioned in a 1928 interview, that she
“grew up in an atmosphere filled with war tragedies.”’ This
project reaches back in time to Zitkala-Sa, the little girl
from Yankton who rode the iron horse to ”"Red Apple
Country.” It tells the story of ”"the girl who “resented
being watched.by glassy blue eyes,”* to the woman who spoke

hexr mind in public with dignity and grace. It introduces



the eloquent “Miss Simmons” in Indiana and the complex Mrs.
R. T. Bonnin in Utah. This story stretches beyond Gertrude
Bonnin the activist all the way to “once” (Gn-che) or “my
grandmother” in Lyon Park, Virginia, to the woman whose

life-long nickname was “Gertie.”’

Locating Gertrude’s Story

Not far from Fort Meyers Military Reservation and
Arlington National Cemetery, sits a distinctive house made
of granite stones, the only one of its kind in the historic
neighborhood of Lyon Park, Virginia.® Coinciding with the
final years of Bonnin’s life, it was the home of Captain
Raymond T. and Gertrude Bonnin from 1926-1938.7 Gertrude
always referred to her Virginia residence as the “Stone
House."”

In trying to get a sense of how and where Gertrude
Bonnin lived as a mature adult, I visited every address I
could find in the written documents. Pouring over local
maps in the Virginia Room of the Arlington County Public
Library, led me to discover that the two addresses I had
for Bonnin were the same residence; the street names had
been changed in 1936. And so I was able to find the Stone

House and meet the current residents who had second-hand



knowledge of the “Indian lady” who lived there seventy
years ago.

When I first saw this Stone House I envisioned Gertie
standing at her kitchen sink, looking out at the expansive
yard and gardens. I could also imagine her playing piano in
the parlor, or sitting at her writing table in the study.
The Stone House provides the setting for the telling of
Gertrude Bonnin’s life story. The rooms and spaces on the
ground floor of the Stone House comprise a Gallery that is
the exhibition site for her life and heritage. The Gallery
is a place that accommodates the complexities and sequences
of Gertrude Bonnin’s life. The Gallery serves as the larger
metaphor for the phases in Gertrude’s life while exhibits
in various rooms represent specific episodes and events.

This project expands the boundaries of traditional
biography both conceptually and chronologically, as it
begins three generations before Gertrude was born and ends
at the close of her life. Readers are invited to use their
imaginations as they visit the Stone House and tour
Gertrude’s Gallery as we hear and see “The Gertrude Bonnin
Story."®

In the foyer of the Stone House the reader is
introduced to Gertrude Bonnin and provided a preview of the

Gallery exhibits. A photograph of the Stone House taken in



1985 and a copy of the house’s floor plan allow Gallery
visitors to get a visual sense of where they are (figures
I.1, I.2). The Gallery tour begins with a 1936 photograph

published in the Washington Evening Star captioned, “Mrs.

Raymond T. Bonnin (Zitkala-Sa).” It was taken in this foyer
in front of a Navajo rug, just thirteen months before
Gertrude Bonnin died. In this photograph, she is carefully
groomed with penciled eyebrows and lipstick adorning her
sweet sixty-year old smile. Traditionally wrapped braids
frame her face in the last photographic image available of
Gertrude Bonnin (figure I.3).’ She seems happy and at ease
with her life. We are fortunate to have some of Gertrude'’s
own words transcribed by Sylvia Syfret McNight who
interviewed Gertrude for a feature article that accompanied
the 1936 photograph.!® This image of Gertrude is noticeably

thinner than in a similar picture the Washington Post

Magazine ran three years earlier.'!

Zitkala-Sa’'s stories and legends appeared in print
from 1900-1950, after which time her notoriety faded during
the period that coincides with Congressional Termination
policy of American Indian tribes (1953-1973).!? After 1980,
~Zitkala-Sa the Dakota writer” and “Gertrude Bonnin the
activist” began to appear in college classrooms across the

country. Today, the second generation of scholars intrigued



by Zitkala-Sa the writer and Gertrude Bonnin the outspoken
reformer, continue to be fascinated by her rhetoric and
curious about her life.

Although the memories and stories are now another
generation older, Gertrude reveals herself as both an
extraordinary and ordinary woman. In many ways, she is
exemplary of others of her generation who transitioned to
English literacy at the end of the nineteenth century.
Gerald Vizenor described this generation of American

Indians in Manifest Manners, as those who were, “the last

to hear and the first to write.”'’ Forced to give up her
blanket and wear tight clothing as girl, Gertrude was
objectified as an “Indian Maiden” after coming of age. Her
oratorical skills and musical talents gave her status as a
“Representative Indian.” The fact that she was female and
strikingly beautiful made her a curiosity. As a mature
woman, she gave back to her people the best way she knew
how, often at the price of isolating herself along the way
as a “professional” Indian lobbying the Senate. Gertrude
came a long way from the frightened child on “the iron
horse.”

“The Gertrude Bonnin Story” attempts to convey
Bonnin’s life-long interest in history that began as a

young girl, listening to her elders tell tribal stories.



Gertrude learned world histories from the printed page and
lectures at Earlham College, from which she made
comparisons to American Indian histories. As a teacher at
Carlisle Indian School, “Miss Simmons” prepared two classes
to debate the King Philip’s War (1675-1677). Framing the
argument was whether or not the ultimate outcome of land
loss and removal, would have been the same for Native
Americans, regardless of the war. Students arguing that
Indian land loss and subjugation were inevitable won the
debate.

Embedded in “The Gertrude Bonnin Story” are a myriad
of themes such as assimilation, colonialism, identity and
image, gender roles, language retention, nationalism, and
self-determination. As a contribution to scholarship, this
biography will prove a useful complement to fields of
inquiry that intersect with American Indian Studies,
especially literary and rhetorical studies. Using the
research tools of ethnohistory and women’s history, it is
possible to set the record straight on many misconceptions
and myths about this Yankton woman who claimed to be a
granddaughter of Sitting Bull. Speaking about her birth
year, Gertrude said, “Grandfather Sitting Bull was making

his vain outcry against broken treaties.”'’



As a subject, Gertrude Bonnin’s life reflects the
complexity of American Indian lives and cultural
experiences. It also reflects the experience of many women,
Indian and non-Indian, who strive to live useful lives,
both to their families and communities. It is my intent
that this telling of Gertrude Bonnin’s life story does
justice to both her complexities as part of the first
generation of educated Yanktons and her commonalities as an

American woman.

Imaging and Naming Gertrude Bonnin

Many of the photographs in the Gallery reveal
Gertrude’s evolving physical reflections over a period of
fifty years, from age ten to sixty. Gertrude was petite,
although she appeared taller than 5’'2”, always standing or
sitting in erect posture.!®* Sshe filled out over the years
and as a mature woman, carried the burden of a heavy bosom.
There are distinct images that corresponded with her names
throughout the Gallery; images with notable hairstyles and
hats, and socially appropriate dresses and accessories.

The following discussion of Gertrude’s various names
is designed to facilitate the reader’'s sense of who she
was. In print, from reference works to scholarly articles,

Gertrude Bonnin is often referred to as “Zitkala-Sa” or



“Gertrude Simmons Bonnin.”!’ It is interesting that she
never penned any of her writing as Gertrude Simmons Bonnin,
even though that is the name inscribed on her tombstone.'®
Gertrude Bonnin talked about her birth on the Yankton
Indian Reservation, near the Greenwood Agency, for the first
time at age 52 to a reporter in 1928. She said, “I was born
on Washington’s birthday, 1876, in a blanket of snow on the
Dakota plains. My mother carried me in her arms into the

w19

tepee. Her mother, Tate I Yohin Win (Ta té ii y6 hin wii”,
Reaches for the Wind) was also known as Ellen Simmons.?*
Simmons was the last name of Ellen’s second husband, who
died two years before Gertrude'’s birth. Tate I Yohin Win and
her only living daughter, her ninth and last child, are
listed on the Dakota Presbyterian Mission register as Ellen
Simmons and Gertie Felker respectively.? When Gertrude was
sixty years old, she revealed to Blanche Syfret McNight that
she was “christened Zitkala-Sa.”?’ This corrects the record
regarding her birth name; it was not Gertrude Simmons.

All that is known about Gertrude's father is his
surname, Felker, and the character reference, “worthless
fellow.”” Some biographical accounts have him and Ellen
married, although no legal evidence of this third marriage

has been offered and no documentation exists with the name

Ellen Felker. Perhaps Felker stepped in to assume the role



of husband to a middle-aged Yankton woman with a ration card
for monthly food annuities. We know Felker mistreated
Ellen’s young son, Gertrude’s older brother David Simmons.
It is easy to assume that Gertrude’s mother “ousted him”
from her lodge. The only time Zitkala-Sa ever referenced her
father was in this context.?* In any event, Felker was never
a part of Gertrude’s life and it is possible that this
unemployed man with a German name, died before Gertrude'’s
birth in January 1876. In Zitkala-Sa’s story, "My Mother"
her mother points to her “father's grave” on the hillside
along side that of her dead sister.®

Making her mark with an “X” Tate I Yohin Win (Ellen
Simmons) gave permission to Quaker recruiters to take her
daughter to White’s Institution in Wabash, Indiana when “the
girl” was eight years old. Even though Ellen Simmons was an
unlettered traditional Ihanktonwan woman, she was aware of
her daughter’s need for “an education, for there will be
fewer real Dakotas, and many more palefaces.”?* The
interpreter recorded “the girl” as Gertie Simmons.?’ Although
John Simmons had been buried for ten years, he became
Gertie’s father in naming.

Zitkala-Sa was the name Gertrude Simmons made public as
a young adult. The earliest written record of “Zitkalasa”

appears in the 1898 collection of photographs taken by

10



Gertrude Kédsebier. “Miss Simmons” was a guest in Kasebier’s
New York City home in the summer of 1898 while on break from
teaching duties at Carlisle Indian School.?® Interestingly,
she chose the Lakota spelling, “Zitkala” rather than the
Yankton “Zitkana.”?* It may have been the way her Lakota
sweetheart at the time, Thomas Marshall, whispered her name
in private moments.

After marriage to Raymond Telephause Bonnin in 1902,
Gertrude used her Indian name, Zitkala-Sa, in combination
with her new legal name, Gertrude Bonnin. It was her way of
re-presenting both her Yankton heritage and her status as a
married woman in American Society.’ Gertrude Simmons Bonnin
is the name found in her land transactions; she appears on
the 1930 Yankton census roll as “Gertie Simmons Bonnin.”
Newspapers often referred to her as Mrs. R. T. Bonnin,
typifying erasure of a woman’s identity once she marries in
American society. In personal letters dating from 1901-1935,
she often signed “Zitkala” and sometimes simply “Z.” As a
mature woman, she sometimes closed correspondence to Lakota
elders, “Zitkalasawin,” the suffix "win" denoting "woman" in
Lakota.

Linda Martin-Wagner discusses a deeper sense of

"naming"” for the biographer in Telling Women's Lives: The

New Biography (1994). According to Wagner-Martin, naming is

11



telling who the subject is and what her motivations are for
life choices. Wagner-Martin feels the biographer needs to go
"inside” the subject's reasons for key decisions underneath
the surface layer of one's written and spoken name. As a
young woman of twenty-two years, Gertie began using her
Indian name, Zitkala-Sa, under pressure to give up her Anglo
surname and to create an Indian persona for herself. In a
letter to Carlos Montezuma in 1901, Zitkala-Sa explains that
she gladly gave up "Simmons" for it bothered her sister-in-
law, Victoria Simmons, who felt Gertrude had no right to
it.®

Wagner-Martin believes, "[t]he power to name is the
real seat of control," a process the biographer must also
undertake.’ For that reason and in recognition of the
complexities of the subject of this biography, I make
reference to Gertie, Miss Simmons, Gertrude, Zitkala-Sa, and
Gertrude Bonnin, where deemed appropriate for the particular

context of the discussion at hand.

Sources
A variety of source material contributes to the
creation of this model of Gertrude Bonnin‘’s life. The model
presents her Yankton heritage and sequenced life in the

various rooms of the Gallery, located in the Stone House.
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“The Gertrude Bonnin Story” is framed in an historical
format, set in a gallery filled with personal letters,
business correspondence, documents, memories, stories,
ethnographic reports, land claim notes, interviews, oral
histories, newspapers, secondary scholarship, magazines,
visual images, writings, and the memory of the woman who
was Zitkala-Sa and Gertrude Bonnin.

Of particular interest are three sets of surviving
letters that collectively span over three decades. The
first set are those Zitkala-Sa wrote to Carlos Montezuma in
1901 and 1902.** The second set consists of previously
undisclosed correspondence to and from Gertrude Bonnin and
Father Ketcham, Director of the Bureau of Catholic Indian
Missions c. 1910-1912.%* The final cache of letters is from
Gertrude Bonnin, as President of the National Council of
American Indians, to various Indian “kinsmen” c. 1929-
1934.® Gertrude also kept a thin leather journal for a
couple of years in the mid-1930s. For the most part, she
noted expenditures on summer road trips, such as how she
pinched pennies for ice cream.*®* It does not have the drama
or intensity of the letters she wrote over the course of
her lifetime.

Gertrude Bonnin’s life story begins with the first

American record of Yankton Sioux Indians recorded by the

13



Corps of Discovery in 1804, and extends into the period
known as the Indian New Deal. Much of Gertrude’s “Indian
memory” is really that of the elders she visited in 1901,
on the Devil’s Lake reservation in North Dakota, and Crow
Creek, South Dakota. Everywhere she went in Sioux Country,
she listened to the stories, which contributed to her

collective Sioux memory.?*

Gallery Preview

The foyer of the Stone House is the setting for
Chapter One, “Biography for Gertrude Bonnin.” It chronicles
the history of the genres of biography and addresses the
role of a woman’s biographer. This chapter introduces
voices from several perspectives of scholarship, including
new Indian history, ethnography, and feminist theories of
biography that, coupled with Bonnin’s own sequenced life,
influence the theory and methodology of “Gertie’s Gallery”
and mold its shape.

Formerly the Bonnin’s living room, the Yankton
Heritage Room of the Gallery is the setting of the second
chapter, “Ihanktonwan.” Discussions in this room situate
Gertrude Bonnin'’s tribe, the Yankton Sioux, historically
and geographically in the Yankton Delta Triangle or
present-day southeastern South Dakota, northeastern

Nebraska, and northwestern Iowa. Her mother’s family
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belonged to the Cagu (Lung Band), as did the first
reservation chief, Padaniapapi (Pah d4 ni a pa pe, Struck
by the Ree). As a newborn babe, Struck by the Ree was
wrapped in an American flag by Meriwether Lewis during the
first Corps of Discovery-Sioux council in 1804, and
declared to be, “Yankton American.” This chapter reveals
glimpses of Yankton life from this first encounter through
the establishment of the Yankton reservation in 1858, into
the pre-allotment years during Zitkala-Sa'’s early
childhood.

Also in Chapter Two, in the Kitchen of the Gallery, we
meet Zitkala-Sa from her own memory in her first story, “My
Mother.” She called herself,

a wild girl of seven..loosely clad in a slip
of brown buckskin..light-footed with a pair
of soft moccasins on my feet, I was as free
as the wind that blew my long black hair,
and no less spirited than a bounding deer.*®
Zitkala-Sa remembered her “wild freedom and overflowing
spirits” as the source of her mother’s pride.® She was also
the little girl from the Dakota prairie, shivering under
her best blanket, hiding from the icy stares of the
“palefaces.”*’ It is in the kitchen that Gallery visitors
also hear stories from Yankton elders that were recorded

for the South Dakota Oral History Project at the University

of South Dakota in the 1960s.
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The “School Pictures” exhibit in Chapter Three takes
place in the Parlor. It opens with a chronology noting
Gertrude’s various travels and residences from 1884, when
she left for White’s Indiana Manual Labor Training School,
until she came home to Yankton and married Raymond T.
Bonnin in 1902. The “School Pictures” exhibit begins with
Hampton Institute, which Gertrude’s brother David Simmons
attended. It is followed by White’s Indiana Manual Labor
Institute, from which Gertrude graduated and Raymond Bonnin
was enrolled during the last year of the school. The image
we have of “Gertie” here is a school photograph age ten,
hair bluntly cut into bangs across her forehead, hands
folded delicately in her lap. The next photograph is of
Haskell Institute, where Raymond went after White’s closed.

The feature photographs in the “School Pictures”
exhibit focus on Miss Simmons’ “Earlham experience” at
college in Richmond, Indiana. “Miss Simmons” was remembered
for her slim frame, shiny black hair, high, sweet singing
voice, and distinctive copper skin. At age twenty, Gertrude
began to fulfill her purpose in life, “to speak English
with a straight tongue;”*‘' she learned to speak out and

“talk back” on behalf of women and most importantly,

American Indians.
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“Crossroads Home to Yankton” (Chapter Four), also
takes place in the Parlor and covers the years 1897-1902.
It exposes Gertrude’s life as an “Indian teacher” at the
Indian Industrial Institute in Carlisle, Pennsylvania,
commonly referred to as “Carlisle.” The two-part exhibit,
“Personal Portraits and Private Memories,” reveals her
self-image, identity, and the choices Miss Simmons faced as
a “career girl” in Boston. It was a time of significant
change for Gertrude; her fiancé Thomas Marshall died of the
measles while she studied with violinist Eugene Gruenberg.
She toured with the Carlisle all-star band, and collected
stories in the Dakotas. After rejecting her second fiancé,
Dr. Carlos Montezuma, Gertie successfully navigated the
crossroads from “new woman to Sioux wife,” back home to
Yankton where she married Raymond T. Bonnin in 1902.

Chapter Five, “Mountains, St. Mary'’s, and Music,” is
situated in the music corner of the parlor and focuses on
Gertrude’s life from 1902-1916. Here, we find Gertrude
living in Utah, caring for her family as the spouse of an
Indian Service employee and a dedicated volunteer. Gertrude
played the piano whenever the opportunity presented itself.
Converting to Catholicism mid-way through this sequence of
her life reinforced Gertrude’s purpose as a wife and

mother. Gertrude’s conversion also helped to reassert her
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Sioux identity while collaborating with Mormon composer,
William Hanson on “The Sun Dance Opera.”

The Gallery tour moves to the Bonnin Study for
“pPersonal, Political, and Professional.” This space
(Chapter Six) covers roughly the Bonnins’ nine years in
Washington D.C. from 1917-1926. It includes Gertrude’s
four-year involvement with the Society of American Indians
(SAI) when she served as an officer and editor of the
Society’s journal during the World War I years. Viewers
glimpse the power struggles within the Society after the
war. Documented are Gertrude Bonnin’s relentless attacks on
peyote. Her “appeal” to white middle-class women led to
their subsequent involvement in federal Indian policy and
issues, including the guardianship scandals of “Oklahoma’s
poor rich Indians.” Meanwhile, Raymond’s status as a
“gpecial student” at George Washington University Law
School, coupled with Gertrude’s flirtation in the world of
national American politics, prepared Gertrude for the next
sequence in her professional Indian life.

Remaining in the Study for Chapter Seven, “In Service
to the Red Race,” readers find “Gertie and Ray” living as
mature political life partners in Arlington, Virginia, in
this unique granite house that is the setting for Gertrude

Bonnin’s biography. Gertrude and Raymond Bonnin were part
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of group of American Indians that founded the National
Council of American Indians, an organization that existed
with Gertrude as President, as long as she lived in The
Stone House, from 1926-1938. The Council’s most significant
contribution to the record is the “Petition to Congress”
submitted by Council President Gertrude Bonnin in 1926.
Gertrude never gave up trying to “help Indians help
themselves.” In the “Indian Newsletters,” she translated
into plain English and Dakota, congressional and legal
rhetoric pertaining to American Indians and mailed it out
across the country.

Gertrude balanced making homemade lemonade for her
guests with speaking engagements in full “costume” while
raising her grandchildren in the Stone House during the
school year. Gertrude Bonnin lived, to the best of her
ability, what she believed was her purpose in life, ”"to
render service to the Red Race.”*’ She accomplished that by
becoming a good interpreter for her people and speaking
with a “straight tongue.” She never forgot what her mother
told her as a little girl; “bad interpreters with forked-
tongues misled the Indians and caused much of their

troubles.”*

Along the way she became a “representative
Indian” as well. She carried a deep sense of social justice

that was instilled in her as a child. It was why “her
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childhood ambition was to speak English with a straight

tongue.”* And indeed she did.

! Pronounced %ii’t-k&-la-sha; I am grateful to Joyce Ladenson and George
Cornell who encouraged me to look at Zitkala-Sa and Gertrude Bonnin,
respectively, on the same day in September 1994.

? photographs of the Bonnin headstone are located in the appendix to the
final chapter.

3 “Washington Observations” The Evening Star March 19, 1928 (np) The
Bonnin Collection, BYU

¢ zitkala-Sa “The Land of Red Apples” The School Days of an Indian Girl”
American Indian Stories Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2003
(1921) 47,48

*> svhe Land of the Red Apples” is the first vignette in Zitkala-Sa’'s
second published story, “The School Days of an Indian Girl” (Atlantic
Monthly February 1900). Gertie’s grandchildren called her “once” (Gn-
che) meaning “my grandmother.” According to Yankton historian Leonard
Bruguier, “Gertie” is the name Yankton reservation memory has of her.

¢ Lyon Park, an “historic” neighborhood within Arlington, Virginia, was
developed on farmland beginning in 1919. Located across Chestnut Road
from the original farmhouse, the first house built was a granite house,
left unfinished until Raymond Bonnin took over the project. It became
the Bonnin residence in 1926. It is not possible to ascertain the exact
date the house was built because Arlington county records from the
19208 were burned in a fire. Respecting the privacy of the current
residents, the new house number and street name, reconfigured in 1936,
remain undisclosed. Arlington street maps are housed in the Arlington
County Library, Virginia Room.

" The house stood empty for a number of years after Raymond died in
1942,

® Depending on the nature of the exhibit or particular discussion, this
document refers to the reader as viewer or visitor to the Gallery.

° It appears from this photograph that Gertrude has rinsed her hair
black. Thirteen months later, her autopsy report from George Washington
University Hospital January 24, 1938 indicates her hair was gray; it
seems unlikely the change happened in that short amount of time.

1 sylvia Syfret McNight “Feminine Descendant of Great Sitting Bull
Works for Her People: Zitkala-Sa Has Done Much to Aid Tribes by
Constant Writing and Lecturing on their Behalf” Washington Evening Star
December 10, 1936 (np), Bonnin file, John Collier Papers, Newberry
Library

1l wyirginia Couple Devotes Lives to Indians” Washington Post Magazine
December 31, 1933 (np) The Bonnin Collection, BYU

2 Her first published pieces of poetry were published at Earlham
College in 1896-1898. Termination policy officially began with HCR 108
August 1, 1953 and ended when President Nixon's message in 1970 of

“gelf-determination without termination” became a realization with the

Menomonee Restoration Act of 1973; see Francis Paul Prucha ed.,
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Documents of United States Indian Policy 2000 (1975, 1990) 233, 256-58,
264-266

13 Gerald Vizenor Manifest Manners Norman: Hanover, CT: Weslyan
University Press, 1994 (54-55)

14 At carlisle, students were encouraged to present and talk about, even
write about their home cultures. These were subjects “of interest”—to
be studied, like an object, rather than a living subject or dynamic
culture. This brief introduction to the King Philip’s War serves as one
example within “The Gertrude Bonnin Story,” where a topic can be
extended into contemporary discussion, in this instance, the 2005
Wampanoag land claim issue citing a 1661 land deed as evidence. Losing
control of their land after Metacom’s War, the Wampanoag land claim
dates to a 1661 deed; “Federal Court Rejects Wampanoag Land Claim”
Associated Press, (H-Net) 12 February, 2005.

13 syashington Observations” The Evening Star March 19, 1928 (np) The
Bonnin Collection, BYU

1 Gertrude Bonnin’s autopsy report recorded Gertrude Bonnin as 62
inches tall and 135 pounds.

7 Contemporary usage of "Gertrude Simmons Bonnin" is attributed to Mary
Young’s 1971 entry in Notable American Women, 1607-1950, in which
Bonnin's biographical sketch appears under "Social and Civic
Reformers. "

1 Gertrude rejected the name Simmons in 1898, Zitkala-Sa to Montezuma
[c. June 1901)

1 »yashington Observations” The Evening Star March 19, 1928

2 pllen’s first husband was a trader named Pierre St. Pierre, with whom
she had two sons.

1 vankton land claim file, RG75, NARA Washington D.C.

22 McNight “Feminine Descendant of Great Sitting Bull Works for Her
People Washington Evening Star December 10, 1936 (np), Bonnin file,
John Collier Papers, Newberry Library

3 vYankton land claim file, RG75, NARA Washington D.C.

# gitkala-Sa to Carlos Montezuma [June 1901]; Deborah Sue Welch
#zitkala-Sa: An American Indian Leader, 1876-1938~ PhD dissertation
Department of History, University of Wyoming, 1985 (4)

% gitkala-Sa “My Mother” “Impressions of an Indian Childhood” American
Indian Stories 9-10; Citations from American Indian Stories, are from
the 2003 edition, with a new introduction by Susan Rose Dominguez
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2003 (1921).

% gitkala-Sa “The Land of the Red Apples” American Indian Stories 44;
7 White’s 1891 school roster, White’s Family and Residential Services
Archives

* Gertrude Kdsebier began photographing Sioux Indians when William F.
Cody’s “Wild West Show” performed in New York City. The “Indian Maiden”
series, for which Zitkala-Sa posed, is part of the Kidsebier collection
in the Museum of American History at the Smithsonian Institution.
Gertrude Simmons was an employee at Carlisle Indian School from August
1897 through December 1898.

» gitkanan (Red Bird) was an Ihanktonwan clan leader in the mid 1800s.

® Occasionally the press referred to her as Mrs. R. T. Bonnin, Mrs.
Raymond Bonnin, or Mrs. Gertrude Bonnin, wife of Captain R. T. Bonnin.
3 g.8. to Carlos Montezuma c. June-July 1901, Carlos Montezuma Papers,
WSHS

2 Linda Wagner-Martin Telling Women's Lives: The New Biography New
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1994 (80)
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3 Microfilm copies of Carlos Montezuma M.D. Papers are available in
several libraries. I transcribed Zitkala-Sa‘’s 1901-1902 letters and
Gertrude Bonnin’s letters to Montezuma dated 1913, and 1916-1919, at
the Wisconsin State Historical Society.

34 The Bureau of Catholic Indian Records (BCIM) are located in the
Archives at the Raynor Memorial Library, Marquette University.

3 The National Council of American Indian papers can be found in the
Raymond and Gertrude Bonnin collection in the Tom L. Perry Special
Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University (BYU).

3 rThe journal is included in the Bonnin Collection, BYU

3 gitkala-Sa to Carlos Montezuma ¢.1901; These were the basis for 01ld
Indian Legends published in 1901 and the collection of unpublished
stories, co-collected by her husband Raymond at Lake Andes in the
1920s, edited by P. Jane Hafen and published in 2001 under the title
Dreams and Thunder Stories, Poems and The Sun Dance Opera Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 2001.

3 gzitkala-Sa “My Mother” “Impressions of an Indian Childhood” American
Indian Stories 8

¥ gzitkala-Sa “My Mother” “Impressions of an Indian Childhood” American
Indian Stories 8

4 «The Land of Red Apples” is the first vignette in her second
published story, “The School Days of an Indian Girl.”

""Washington Observations” The Evening Star March 19, 1928 (np) the
Bonnin Collection, BYU

2 Gertrude Bonnin to Elaine Goodale Eastman [March 1935] Bonnin
Collection, BYU

¢ ~washington Observations” (np)

4 ~washington Observations” (np)
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Chapter One: Biography for Gertrude Bonnin

Chapter One takes place in the foyer of the Stone House.
In this space the Gallery visitor is primarily a reader. This
chapter reveals the influences that shape the theoretical
framework of Gertrude Bonnin’s biography. Often considered a
murky medium that lies somewhere between history and
literature, conceptions of biography vary from popular coffee
table reading, to dramatic re-creations, to more dense
academic portraits. Native rhetoric scholar Malea Powell
considers biography to be part of the context of recovering
the rhetoric of Native writers.!' As an interdisciplinary
endeavor, “The Gertrude Bonnin Story” participates in that

process.

Framing the Gallery

If Gertrude Bonnin were still alive, the biographical
model of choice for telling her life story would be what
ethnographers call, life history. Life history is biography
of a living person and involves a collaborative relationship
between subject and author. Life histories can be based on
extensive interviews or “oral narratives of individual
lives,” as recorded by Margaret Blackman for the life history

of Sadie Brower Neakok, An Ifiupiaq Woman (1989).2 Although

life history is not an option for Gertrude Bonnin’s
biography, it is possible to apply some attributes of the
genre to “The Gertrude Bonnin Story.” In 1936, Blanche Syfret

McNight took notes as Gertrude Bonnin walked the journalist



through the first floor of her home, from the foyer through
the various rooms, ending in the kitchen of the Stone House.
Like life history, this 1936 interview allows for Gertrude’s
agency to be a part of the design of the Gallery; she is
controlling the conversation in her home, and contemporary
visitors to the Gallery in the Stone House become listeners.

In the biography entitled, I’'ll Go and Do More: Annie

Dodge Wauneka, Navajo Leader and Chief (2001), Carolyn

Niethammer was able to interview Annie Dodge Wauneka before
she died. Niethammer also relied on a secondary interview of
Annie conducted decades earlier. Niethammer’s use of the
existing interviews provided impetus to use the two
interviews conducted in 1933 and 1936 of Gertrude Bonnin, to
find her voice in the final sequence of her life. In
combination with her own prolific writings including stories,
speeches and letters, these interviews balance the written
record of Gertrude Bonnin’s voice.’ Blanche Syfret McNight'’s
1936 article, “Zitkala-Sa Has Done Much to Aid Tribes by
Constant Writing and Lecturing in Their Behalf,” was based on
an interview conducted about fourteen months before Gertrude
died.

Margaret Blackman’s recordings of Florence Edenshaw
Davidson in Florence’s kitchen, became the first life history
of an Haida woman.‘ Margaret Blackman writes that,

life history is also an appropriate medium for
the study of acculturation. In many cultures
the lives of natives span periods of critical
and rapid culture change; the life history

affords a personalized, longitudinal view of
these changes.’®
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This most definitely applies to the story of Gertrude Bonnin
in all of her personas. The many genres in which Zitkala-Sa
wrote and spoke convey her desire to ensure American Indian
voices were heard. Two questions underlie “The Gertrude
Bonnin Story,” If Gertrude could have participated in a life
history project, what would she have emphasized? How would
she have told her story? Using an interdisciplinary approach
to Gertrude Bonnin’s story, borrowing methodologies from
genres of historical, literary, and feminist biography is
best suited for the story of this multi-faceted and multi-
dimensional woman known as Gertrude Bonnin and Zitkala-Sa.
Influencing this interdisciplinary approach is Julie
Thompson Klein, for whom “interdisciplinarity is neither a
subject matter nor a body of content. It is a process for
achieving an integrative synthesis.”® Her theory is based on
the epistemological premise that the quest for knowledge is
best served through interdisciplinary inquiry. Other tenets
of her theory revolve around two conceptual frameworks.
First, interdisciplinary inquiry either builds bridges
between separate disciplines or restructures constituent
disciplines.’ Second, interdisciplinarity is a corrective to
the problem of overspecialization. Due to the complex nature
of American Indian culture and politics, Gertrude Bonnin'’s
life is best approached in multi-disciplinary settings with

interdisciplinary inquiry.
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Influencing the Biography

One of the first feminist scholars to address the genre
of biography theoretically is Carolyn Heilbrun. Most, if not
all subsequent scholars in this field refer to her book,

Writing a Woman’s Life, published in 1988. Heilbrun calls for

the writing of a woman's life to revolve around all stages of
life's cycles. In an essay about writing the biography of
Susan B. Anthony, Kathleen Barry speaks to biography’s
process, “The narrative of life history must begin by
garnering the facts and recreating the objective conditions
of an individual's life.”®
Feminist biography, as the story of a woman’s life, is
more than a sequence of chronological events, for it involves
the biographer as much as the subject. Kathryn Kish Sklar
believes,
one possible difference between a feminist
work process and that of a non-feminist
biographer might be the degree to which a
feminist biographer is willing to connect her
work with the vulnerabilities and struggles
associated with her own life.’
Rachel Gutierrez tells us the biographer of a woman should be
able to assess precisely how much defiance of “patriarchal
ideology” their achievement expressed, “and thus understand
how important to the women of today is the road paved by the
women of the past.”!
Beginning with Nancy Milford's Zelda in 1970, feminist
biography as a genre has come into its own by changing male-

dominated language and viewpoints, telling women's stories as

history from a woman-centered point of view.!! Milford’'s weave
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of Zelda’s letters as literature into the narrative is also
applicable to Gertrude Bonnin. Concerning “woman-centered”
inquiry, Gerda Lerner believes that,
We have missed women and their activities,
because we have asked questions of history
which are inappropriate to women. History must
include an account of the female experience
over time and should include the development
of female consciousness as an essential aspect
of women's past.'?
Liz Stanley's “Process in Feminist Biography and Feminist
Epistemology” provides the sociological frame of reference
(going “inside” to find motivations) that Gerda Lerner
cautioned us in 1979 not to ignore when she urged biographers
to “go beyond the history of ‘luminaries’ to examine a
broader range of women's experiences.”!’ Teresa Iles points

out in her introduction to All Sides of the Subject: Women

and Biography (1992), the "experience of being female, in

relation to the identification as a woman, is implicitly
ground in the development of feminist biography."!*

These calls for interdisciplinarity echo those by Native
scholars and allies in American Indian History. New Indian
History has become a specialty discipline in some history
departments and a way of life for its proponents and
theorists. In his 1971 essay, “The Political Context of a New
Indian History,” Robert F. Berkhofer urged cooperation
between historians and anthropologists with a “new focus.”
Twenty years later, Clara Sue Kidwell’s 1992 essay “Indian

Women as Cultural Mediators” tells us if we “are to discover

women’s intentions in their actions, then the methods of
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ethnohistorians are particularly appropriate to the study of
their history.” Because, Kidwell continues, “Women’s words
are not the stuff of history.”'¢

Donald Fixico stated in 1997, “Historians and scholars
have seemingly only begun to scratch the surface in the
exploring the importance of gender and women'’s histories as a
means of understanding Indian history.”'’ Today, new Indian
theorists lay out the protocol for researching and writing
about American Indians and other indigenous peoples. In her
essay, “Power of the Spoken Word: Native Oral Traditions in
American History,” Angela Cavender Wilson insists that
historians need to let stories stand on their own, for new
Indian history cannot be perceived solely by “sifting through
biases of non-Indian source. Stories are the transmissions of
culture upon which our survival as a people depends.”!®
Alexandra Harmon’s recent essay, “Wanted: More Histories of
Indian Identity” makes a strong suggestion to ethnohistorians
to add biography to their research and writing.!

The process of Bonnin's biography takes into account
revisionist history and its tenets as a discipline, along
with new Indian history and the complicated intersection of
feminist biography theories. The intention here is to
establish a framework for a biography that incorporates all
these areas. Certain chapters of Bonnin’s life will emphasize
one area or discipline more than another. For example,
Chapter two, “Ihanktonwan” reads ethnohistorical and Chapter

four, “Carlisle: Crossroads Home to Yankton” reads feminist.
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The ultimate goal therefore, is to synthesize these
approaches by designing a hybrid vehicle, which will
successfully navigate all the roads that cross within
Gertrude Bonnin's complicated life as an American Indian
woman: a woman whose life bridges two centuries (1876-1938)
and cultures, a life in which she lived in a myriad of roles
from granddaughter to grandmother and school girl to

activist.

History of Biography

Catherine N. Parke's 1996 chronology of literary

0

biography in Biography: Writing Lives,? sheds new light on

the common belief that biography, as a genre, is a Western
phenomenon. Parke dates biography to the earliest
commemorative inscriptions in Egypt, Babylonia, and Assirya
between the sixth and third century B.C.E.. The first
biographical writing in Asia occurred in the first century

B.C.E. by Szuma Chen, translated as Records of the Historian.

Between the first and sixth century A.D., biography remained
a Greek and Roman male domain. By the ninth century, Latin
versions of Saints’ lives, including women, began to appear
in vernacular tongues, and by the Middle Ages, biography of
royalty, saints, and military heroes became firmly
established as a Western genre.

Beginning in the late 1600s, Parke notes that interest
in writers’ lives gained momentum and eventually involved the

relation between the public and private self. Wagner-Martin
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dates “modern” biography to James Boswell's Life of Samuel

Johnson in 1791. Literary biography as a genre began to
change in the 1800s, especially the Anglo-American
manifestations of modern life writing, which caused "the
shift from external action to the inner spectacle of mind and
feelings."? The mid-1800s welcomed an occasional female
biographer and female biographies, such as Lydia Marie

Child's Good Wives (1833) and Elizabeth Gaskell's The Life of

Charlotte Bronte (1857). Wagner-Martin notes that women's

biography began to change in 1889 with Julia Ward Howe's

Margaret Fuller and Ednah D. Cheny's Louisa May Alcott, Her

Life, Letters and Journals. These biographies foreshadowed

modern women's biography in that they,
presented vivid accounts of their subject’s
motivations and inner lives. Had critics
noticed what women biographers wrote about
their subjects even during the 19th century,
the so-called revolution in biography might
have come earlier.?

In the early twentieth century, biographies of famous
women (written by men) began to show subjects as human
beings, flawed, lusty, and susceptible to flattery.? Wagner-
Martin believes, “These works helped create a more welcoming
climate for the reception of women's biographies.”* Even
though there were several biographies of recognized women
written from 1920 to 1931, "the kind of biography that
validated and valued women's inner lives--domestic and
private--did not yet exist.”? The Great Depression in the

1930s and paper shortages of the World War II years suspended

the publication of many books, not to mention reducing
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women's time to write. However 1930 was, according to Wagner-
Martin, a turning point in women's biography. “Freed from the
necessity of writing only about public figures, a few women
wrote biographies that emphasized domestic lives over the
historical” while at the same time, existing biographies of
women such as Emily Dickinson and Margaret Fuller were being
re-written.? But as Catherine Parke points out, the dominance
of male biographers chronicling male lives persisted until
the Modern Women's Movement took root in the 1960s.

One of the many effects of the Second Wave of the
Women's Movement was re-visionist history, out of which
women's history and feminist biography became
interdisciplinary endeavors. It became apparent to women
writers and historians that the difference in women's lives
from men's deserved to be visible. Adrienne Rich wrote in
1986, “As women our relationship to the past has been
problematical. We have been every culture’s core obsession
(and repression); we are now a majority of the species, yet
in the written records we can barely find ourselves.”?
Women's lives needed to be contextualized because women's
lives seldom developed or existed in vacuums. Wagner-Martin
states that readers now wanted narratives “with one focus on
the subject's interior life and another on the external
values and conflicts they as women recognize.”?”® With emphasis
placed on life cycles, writers began to understand a woman's
position as a child within her family, her relationships with

her parents and siblings, her school experiences, her
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physical prowess (or lack of it), her relationships, her
motivations for marriage and divorce, and her old age.
Regarding historical approaches to Indian women, Rayna

Green writes in her book, Women in American Indian Society,

“When writing on the life of Indian woman, historians should
seek to understand how an Indian society viewed its women.”
It was the value of women in Yankton culture coupled with
Quaker feminist influence that allowed Gertrude Bonnin to
participate in what Green refers to as “the stage for an
ever-increasing presence of Indian women in the national and
pantribal political movements of the 1960s.”? In her essay
“Commonality of Difference,” Devon Mihesuah points out that
historic works have ignored crucial aspects of Native women's
lives, noting a lack of awareness of the feelings and
emotions of Indian women, relationships among and between
them, and their observations of non-Indians.*® Mihesuah calls
for scholars to “chronicle the accomplishments of Indian
women,” however, by different means of evaluation besides
white society's standards. Mihesuah insists that referencing
literature, poetry, oral history projects, interviews, and
demographical data on women is crucial to Indian women's
history.* Indian history and biography have in the past,
modeled their methodology after the male model and has
typically been the history of Indian-White relations. Glenda
Riley states in “The Historiography of Indian and Other
Western Women” (1997), that “In the writing of women's

biography, contemporary-era historians have continued and
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intensified an existing pattern, that of assessing the deeper
meanings of women's lives rather than recounting such lives

in purely narrative form.”*

How to Apply Feminist Biography Theory to Gertrude Bonnin?

In answering the question asked by Rachel Gutierrez,
"What is a Feminist Biography?"’’ we learn this genre goes
well beyond the increased inclusion of female subjects. In

her introduction to All Sides of the Subject Teresa Iles

writes that the “experience of being female in relation to
the identification as a woman..is implicitly grounded in the
development of feminist biography.”** Applying this to
Gertrude Bonnin then, asks the following questions: How did
her gender affect her boarding school education? Upon her
return to the reservation, what had changed for girls and
women as tipis were replaced with log cabins? How did her two
years in a Quaker co-educational college affect her
experience at the turn of the century as a “new woman”
embarking on a writing career? How did her collective
experiences as a woman come to bear on her decision to marry
and ultimately, her life as an American Indian activist?
Using Iles’ approach to biography, this gallery of Gertrude'’s
life encourages the reader to look at the “experience” of

being a female.
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The Role of the Biographer

It is just as important to define parameters for the
feminist biographer as it is to establish the framework of a
biographical project. Feminist biography, according to Teresa
Iles, is a genre in which there is no neutrality. The
biographer must bear in mind, according to Phyllis Rose,
“there is only greater or lesser awareness of one’s bias. And
if you do not appreciate the force of what you are leaving

out, you’re not fully in command of what you’re doing.”*

Linda Wagner-Martin adds “it must be personal.”®

In 1983, Elinor Langer wrote, “Biography is not taxonomy
with the specimen to be reclassified according to the latest
findings—it is the story of one life as seen by another, with
both always growing and changing.”’ The biographer then, must
recognize the subjective. The dynamic process of biography
must be realized through a lens that sees history in a new

light, constructed by both the subject and the biographer. In

Telling Women's Lives Linda Wagner-Martin states that women

"must be willing to create new words to embody the themes and
emotions of their narrative."?® It is the telling, the
storying, and the naming of a woman's life in critical
context that is feminist biography.

Teresa Iles cautions against the use of extensive notes
in biography, which she believes can draw attention away from
the process of interpretation and often suggest uncertainty
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rather than confidence.”” However, “The Gertrude Bonnin Story”

is not a traditional linear narrative, nor is Bonnin an
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ordinary subject. The historical context within which
Bonnin’s life revolved requires notes in order to inform the
reader. Iles also cautions the author to be careful not to
let speculation outweigh the evidence.!’ It is easy to cross
the boundary from biography to fiction when the subject has a
dramatic persona, such as Gertrude Bonnin. This text offers
facts, and qualifies any speculation.*

Iles offers sound advice when she says that the feminist
biographer is “openly accountable to the reader.” She must
project herself with a clear honest purpose.‘’ Applicable to
this project is Iles’ discussion of crossing disciplines
within feminist biography. She quotes Jennifer Uglow from the

1982 Dictionary of Women'’s Biography, “writing women’s

biography is full of double binds.”*’ It requires research and
imagination in order to explore another’s life as through the
inside and still respect the subject’s privacy. Iles
concludes that it is matters of choice and valuation that
interest and challenge the feminist biographers of women. In
a follow-up essay to “Reconstructing Native American
History,” Donald Fixico also speaks to “the use of
imagination in order to consider the total picture of the
history of a single Indian community or individual to attempt
to conceive the historical reality of the person and his/her
community.”*

In the "Introduction" to The Challenge of Feminist

Biography: Writing the Lives of Modern American Women, Sara

Alpren and her colleagues point out that the discipline of
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history has historically held low regard for biography,
especially in the 1960s and 1970s when the "new social
history" emerged. By the mid-1970s, biographies of "notable
women, " written by the first generation of modern women's
historians, called "compensatory,” were pushed to the margins
of the discipline. In the late 1970s, feminist historians
concentrated on race, class, and gender as modes of analysis.
As in the nineteenth century, "prominent women" caused
consternation among scholars because their "visibility
undermined the theme of oppression."* In her 1979 critical

study, The Majority Finds its Past, Gerda Lerner issued a

wake-up call to feminist scholars to research and write the
complexity of women's lives, “to examine a broader range of
women's experiences."‘® This cornerstone work in women's
history encouraged interdisciplinary scholarship, including a
summons for the inclusion of psychology and oral histories.
In the 19808, biography was still regarded with
misgivings by established historians. However, in an 1988
article written for the American Historical Association

Newsletter Perspectives, Lerner called attention to the

rising interest in women's biography, noting the high number
of biographical dissertations written during the 1980s.‘ It
is here, within the genre of biography that women's history
branches out to cross disciplines. Lerner urged a more
feminist approach to the study of women's lives, utilizing
new feminist scholarship in psychology, literature and

anthropology. As the godmother of re-visionist women's
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history, Lerner is sanctioning feminist biography as a
legitimate endeavor by scholars. Adding feminist approaches
to biographical studies allow for issues to be explored such
as, the impact of mother-daughter relationships, how familial
and female friendship support networks sustained women's
public activities, and of particular interest concerning
Gertrude Bonnin, how women's private and public lives
intersect. Lerner stated the, “biographical field within
women's history remains one of the most promising and
challenging for the researcher.” She also notes the need for
further analysis of “the mental products of women's lives, '’
such as ideas, writings, and discourse.*

Indeed this was already underway by literary
biographers, who began in earnest to write the lives of women
writers in the 1980s. As with women's historical biography,
literary biography evolved to be more feminist as diaries and
letters became recognized as legitimate sources of
information and women's subjectivity moves to the center of
the analysis. This also holds true for New Indian History,
where letters become an important “place” to hear a subject’s
voice. Placing value on letters, as a legitimate source of
information, is yet another area in which the disciplines
overlap in ideology and methodology.

In his essay, “Reconstructing Native American History”
Donald Fixico specifically addresses biography within the
context of American Indian history. He writes, “studying

leadership patterns and leaders in Native American societies
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»4% pixico’s concern

is synonymous with biographical history.
here is that the written record is very thin or non-existent
regarding Native leaders’ early years. While we have Zitkala-
Sa’'s childhood memories written as stories, the lens is
filtered with the reconstruction of her memory. She becomes
an eight-year old girl playing with her cornhusk dolls,
feeding the drying corn she is supposed to be guarding to a
friendly squirrel. As a twenty-four year old woman, Zitkala-
Sa knows much more than the little girl whose mother’s tears
come from anger and sadness brought on by the “palefaces”
coming to their land.

This project looks to ethnohistory and ethnography to
learn about Zitkala-Sa’s tribe, the Yankton Sioux. Fixico
contends,

understanding the culture of a people may help
a biographer describe the life of a youth of a
tribe. First encounters, or contact histories,
usually apply a comparative analysis, and have

helped to lay a foundation for studying Native
Americans as a people with various cultures.>

This approach will help diminish monolithic perceptions of
Indians, be they egregious stereotypes or romanticized
notions. Establishing Zitkala-Sa’s Yankton heritage gives the
reader or viewer a reference to “home,” a place occasionally
mentioned throughout the Gallery. This knowledge of
Ihanktonwan, extending back three generations before
Gertrude’s birth, relies on oral tradition and historical
Yankton memory. It eases us into the stories of her life

transitions told in the Gallery of the Stone House.



Biography Goes “Inside”

British sociologist Liz Stanley points out in 1990 that,
"Biography, once a "men's club,"” has been radically changed
by the flood of attention now paid to women's lives."®! In her
call for feminism to recover its own ideology, Stanley
believes that women's biography can move beyond
individualism, beyond copying the "stories of dead men and
women. "*? She rejects the "spotlight approach" to a single
individual; calling for biographers to go beyond the
methodology of the 1970s and 1980s that served the valuable
purpose of getting women's names and profiles into the public
arena. From the same article entitled, "Process in Feminist
Biography and Feminist Epistemology,” Stanley continues to
say that biography needs to deal with the complexities in the
nature of the self. In other words, feminist biography needs
to go inside the subject, to explore how the subject relates
to her surroundings.

Going "inside" Bonnin is accomplished through her
numerous letters, papers, and autobiographical writings.
Although they do not cover all of her life, there exists
enough "evidence" through three caches of letters, to reveal
her complexities and her feelings towards many circumstances
in her lifetime. Going inside the subject means looking for
motivating factors affecting decisions that involved "simple"

daily life choices as well as "complicated" life-cycle
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decisions. One of the ways in which to do this is by
"listening to women's stories.” In the past, both culturally
and literally, "the context of women's talk, as compared with
men's talk, has been consistently diminished."®’ Angela
Cavender Wilson’s essay, “Grandmother to Granddaughter:
Generations of Oral History in a Dakota Family” (1998) calls
for historians to let women's stories stand on their own.
Wilson tells us, stories are "transmission of culture upon
which our survival as a people depends.">

Besides going "inside" the subject, what are the
methodological and conceptual tools appropriate to writing
the life of a woman from a feminist perspective? If, as
Kathleen Barry says, "women's biography must be a new reading
of history, which demands rewriting of all history," then we
must look beyond the usual historical texts on American
history and Indian-White relations in order to tell Gertrude
Bonnin's life story. Barry further states that women have
either been hidden as wives, lovers, mothers or, as with
Susan B. Anthony, their lives have been distorted."*

One purpose of “The Gertrude Bonnin Story” is to amend
distortions about Gertrude Bonnin’s life and personality that
are often embellished and repeated as fact, such as her
alleged adversarial relationship with her mother. Bonnin's
"life" sketch has been anthologized and encyclopedicized so
often, that erroneous assumptions and misinformation have
become, over time, myths construed as facts. Gertrude Bonnin

was never a practicing Mormon, nor was she a Christian
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Scientist. She balanced her duality well and I do not believe
she died in despair. Gertrude did not just leap from the
reservation to become a writer and then an activist; there
are many stories along the way. A second purpose of this
biography is to fill in the gaps and round out her life story
concerning her heritage, schooling and the way she balanced
her professional and family life.

Kathleen Barry cautions that women's biography cannot be
concerned with "placing women in history" as if history is an
already formed reality and all we need to do is make a slot
in it for women. The emerging genre of women's biography must
be based on a search for women's subjectivity, "where the
subject becomes known to us through her actions and her
history."*® A subject's personal relationships certainly will
enhance any life story. However, how the biographer
approaches them is very important. Barry notes that in the
past, women's biographies short-changed their subjects by
assuming that the fullness of a woman's subjectivity is
equated with her personal life, where intimate relationships
with husbands, lovers and children often usurp the search for
public interaction. Contemporary feminist biography makes
connections between the private side and the subject's public
life. These are things that we discover when we find the
diverse and significant ways women act in their own
historical circumstances. In this gallery of Gertrude’s life
however, the second-floor bedrooms are closed to public

viewing. To speculate about Gertie and Ray’s love life is not
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necessary. The fact that they were life partners for thirty-
six years, sixty percent of their lives, speaks for itself.
The fact that they took road trips to the reservations for
months at a time in hot weather in the 1920s and 1930s, and
stayed married, says even more.

In the process of mapping out the subject's own "turf"
it is necessary to participate in (re)periodization, a
crucial component of women's history.> According to Barry,
women need to be a part of the grand epochs and periods of
history.*® How does this apply to Bonnin? One example is the
way in which the New Deal era is approached within
traditional Western male-oriented history. Women's
participation as reformers and activists played a significant
role in formulating federal policy, including American Indian
policy, commonly known as the Indian New Deal. By extending
the Progressive Era, typically located between 1890-1920, and
women's involvement in it, all the way to the New Deal, a
natural connection can be made from national women's reform
efforts to federal Indian policy. This is the focus of an
exhibit in the Gallery entitled "Appeal to the Women." One
such example is women’s national collective efforts to block
the Bursom Bill in 1922, potentially devastating legislation
for thousands of Native peoples and their lands in New
Mexico. (Re)periodization involves not only expanding dates,
but also places American Indians among both reformers and

those who “benefited” from reform efforts.



Beginning the Biography

Where does one begin the life story of a woman?
Concerning Gertrude Bonnin's life story, this question seems
inextricably linked to the questions of what methodology and

what tools to use. Carolyn Heilbrun, in Writing a Woman's

Life, asks if the biographer should begin with birth or with
the subject's mother?*® Considering that Gertrude Bonnin was a
Yankton Indian woman, it is imperative to listen to Angela
Cavender Wilson in “Grandmother to Grandaughter,” and ask,
should Gertrude’s story begin with her grandmother? Or, at
the least, in her grandmother’s time? How did the subject's
life differ or what was similar from that of her ancestors?
Wherever the biographer begins, Heilbrun insists that
consideration be given to all stages of the life cycle,
including mature adulthood and old age. She is saying this in
response to previous emphasis by women’s biographers on the
"marriage plot" associated with “women as wives.” That is not
to say that Heilbrun dismisses discussion of marriage. In
fact, she provides valuable tools, in the forms of questions,
for assessing Bonnin's life. Did life-partnership hinder
Bonnin's development as an individual? Heilbrun points out
that there is often little evidence of the personal story as
opposed to the convention behind long marriages between men
and women who both have established places in the public
sphere.® This is certainly true of Gertrude and Ray Bonnin.
Kathleen Barry's comments on marriage during Susan B.

Anthony's lifetime are applicable to the discussion of
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Zitkala-Sa’s decision not to marry Carlos Montezuma in 1901.
In 1900 (and often today as well), a woman in marriage was
sometimes not able to be a woman unto herself and therefore
was isolated from other women, leaving her to construct her
primary identity through her husband and her family.
According to Barry, "The social construction of self that
refuses to be determined by natural inevitable roles provides
the beginning point for exploring who women are as a class
and will ultimately direct us to locate women in their valid
historical context."® Although Gertrude ended up in a life-
long marriage, her refusal to become the wife of a Chicago
physician symbolizes her rejection of the social dictates
that accompanied, and still accompany, such a role.

Granted, Gertrude’s husband, Raymond T. Bonnin, was
certainly assimilated in education and outward appearance,
and, like Gertrude, spent his childhood on the Yankton Sioux
reservation. Ray Bonnin chose to work among Indians in the
Indian Service. Montezuma, an Yavapai Apache, had already
spent time working as physician for the Indian Service and
was now practicing in Chicago, where he was raised. Perhaps
age was also a determining factor in Gertrude's choice; Ray
Bonnin was four years younger than she, whereas, Carlos
Montezuma was eight years her senior. As we know, Gertrude
and Raymond grew to be personal and political partners,
working together for over ten years leading the National
Council of American Indians. As mature adults they signed

their letters to each other with love.



This kind of a discussion of marriage should be equally
balanced if possible, with other milestones in a woman's life
cycle. Lois Rudnick’s essay "The Male-Identified Woman and
Other Anxieties: the Life of Mabel Dodge Luhan” speaks to the
subject's childhood world as very important to their story.
It is important that the biographer get a sense of place of

her subject's early life.®® In her preface to Sadie Brower

Neokuk, an Inupiag Woman, Margaret Blackman stated,

“fittingly [a woman’s] story begins with a historical
consideration of her place.”® Although this text is a
biography and Blackman’s was distinctly different as life
history, her approach reaffirmed my decision to extend the
traditional beginning of a biography to well before Gertrude
Bonnin’s birth.

Coupled with Rudnick's comment about the sense of place,
it became apparent Gertrude Bonnin's story had to begin with
Yankton Sioux and Euro-American contact. The roots of Euro-
American attitude and stereotypes toward Yankton Indians
begin here as well. It is in the Yankton Heritage Room of the
Gallery, that ethnographical records and oral tradition will
take the reader back to the time of Bonnin's grandparents. As
Rudick has pointed out, “the narrative of life history must
begin by garnering the facts and recreating the objective
conditions of an individual’s life.”% For Gertrude Bonnin,
that includes learning about her Yankton ancestors. Rudnick
also provides another thought: “Although we may re-create the

lives of our subjects more clearly and fairly than they or
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their peers were able to do, our portraits will always be
unfinished.”*®

Gertrude Bonnin is a well-anthologized figure within
American Indian Studies and I hope “The Gertrude Bonnin
Story” will be a welcome addition to the growing body of
scholarship on her. Gertie Simmons made a name for herself as
Zitkala-Sa the writer and Gertrude Bonnin the activist. As a
mature woman, she made lemonade, cooked tipsin and wild rice,
and cared for her family in between delivering speeches,
writing letters, and lobbying the Senate in service to her
race. Readers are invited to view the Gallery and travel with
Gertrude Bonnin in her life from Yankton destiny into
American history.

Zitkala-Sa was fond of writing with dashes, which I have
sometimes replaced with commas. I have not changed any of her
syntax or verb tenses, so the reader can acquire a true sense
of her voice. Basic grammatical corrections such as
capitalization and punctuation have been made to citations

for clarification purposes only.
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Chapter Two Ihanktonwan

The Yankton Heritage Room

It is paramount to provide a sense of Yankton-American
culture and tribal history for visitors to Gertrude’s
Gallery. The Yankton Heritage Room is a long room with
points of entry off the foyer, the hallway, and a third
entrance to and from the kitchen in the back of the room.
The visitor will learn about Ihanktonwan (ee hank tohn
wahn) identity, location, and pre-allotment reservation
life, as we know it from the memories of elders, who, as
children, listened to their elders tell tribal stories.
Ethnographic evidence and legal documents combine with
recorded and transcribed narratives to preseﬁt a glance of
Yankton life in the Delta Triangle region of present day
southeast South Dakota, after contact with non-Indian
traders and missionaries. Presenting, “first encounters, or
contact histories,” according to Donald Fixico in his
essay, “Methodologies in Reconstructing Native American
History,” help to lay a foundation for studying Native
Americans as a people with various cultures, thereby
dismissing the gross stereotype that all Indians are the
same. "’

The Yankton Room is arranged thematically and its

subject matter extends chronologically from approximately

50



1800 until the late 1880s. Occasional topics, such as
language retention, extend into Gertrude Bonnin’s life
during the time she and her family lived in the Stone House
from 1926-1938. The sacred Pipestone Quarry is an example
of a place in Yankton history that has an endless
narrative. Although the discussion of the quarry in this
project is limited to the years leading up to 1938, the
curious are directed to the current debate surrounding the
Red Pipestone Quarry.?

In the middle of the Yankton Room is an exhibit of
treaties, marked by headmen and delegates of the Yankton
Sioux tribe with the United States. Prominent is the
reservation treaty of 1858, which drastically changed the
lives of Yankton people. There are also glimpses of early
Yankton reservation life beginning in 1860. Information
about Gertrude’s tribe establishes a foundation for her
personal memory, which began two decades after Yankton life
became confined on the reservation. Gertrude’s formative
years were spent with her mother in a canvas lodge within
walking distance of the Missouri River, near the agency at
Greenwood, South Dakota Territory. Her Yankton childhood of
eight years was spent learning cultural values and

preparing for her life as a Yankton woman.
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Padénidpapi and the Corps of Discovery:

Making Yankton Americans

Among the Gallery portraits of Yankton warriors,
leaders, and delegates to Washington D.C. are two of
Padaniapapi (Pah dah"nee a“pah pee), whose name, Struck by
the Ree, is prominent in Yankton narratives. The tour of
the Yankton Room begins here, with this very important
figure in Yankton tribal memory. On August 29, 1804 at
Calumet Bluffs on the banks of Missouri river, the first of
the Sioux Indians, Wachdpa’s Band, the Cagu Yanktons,
encountered the Lewis and Clark expedition, also known as
the “Corps of Discovery.” Within twenty-four hours, this
first official American encounter reshaped the destiny of
Ihanktonwan people; Meriwether Lewis wrapped the headman
Wachépa’s newborn son in an American flag and presented the

babe as an American.’ In his memoir Singing For a Spirit: A

Portrait of the Dakota Sioux, Vine Deloria Jr. continues,

“the Yanktons came to love and honor that flag” and
Padaniapapi matured to become the “most influential chief
of the Yanktons.”* Struck by the Ree served his people as
tribal leader from 1851 until his death in 1888.

Stories from Padaniapai’s (Struck by the Ree) life can

be found in a variety of places dating as early as an 1888
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chapbook Legends of the Pipestone Quarries.’ Struck by the

Ree was such an important figurehead, Yankton tribal
attorney Jennings Wise included him in the closing remarks
of an eighty-five-page brief submitted to the United States
Supreme Court in 1925, on behalf of the Yankton Sioux
Tribe.® Public knowledge of the leader who was destined to
be a peacemaker comes from both written records and
“communities of memory” which are “mediated within Indian
communities.”’ Contemporary sources validating oral
historical narratives of Padaniapapi include the official
Yankton Sioux Tribe’s website (2003) and conversations with
Yankton elder and tribal scholar, Leonard Bruguier.®

The journals of Meriwether Lewis and William Clark are
the first “official” American ethnographic records of the
Ihanktonwan people. Captain Lewis received instructions
from President Jefferson to record information pertaining
to “language, traditions..food, clothing, and domestic
accommodations.moral and physical circumstances that
distinguish them from the tribes we know.peculiarities in
their laws, customs and dispositions.”’ Shortly after their
migration into the Yankton Delta region, the Ihanktonwan
acquired a new political and economic identity. They also
received a written form of their name, Yancton or Yankton,

which gave permanence to the American mispronunciation.
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Wachapa’s (The Striker’s) Band welcomed the Corps of
Discovery as their guests when three teenage scouts first
noticed the expedition on August 29, 1804. The Ihanktonwan
received tobacco, a few coats, trinkets, and whiskey, while
the guns and ammunition carried by the Corps did not go
unnoticed. Wachapa asked for them through the Corps’
interpreter, Pierre Dorian, but Lewis would not part with
any of the Corps’ firearms or ammunition.® Not
surprisingly, there was no cloth or other gifts for their
Yankton hostesses.

In addition to the United States flag wrapped around
his infant son, Wachapa was presented with a certificate,
affixed with wax seals and attached ribbons. Lewis and
Clark carried with them several of these pre-printed
documents that they distributed to select headmen along
their route to the Pacific Ocean. Certain spaces were left
blank so that Lewis could fill in appropriate names and
dates (indicated by italics). The document reads as
follows:

THOMAS JEFFERSON,
PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES OF America

From the powers vested in us by the above
authority: To all who shall see these presents,
Greeting: KNOW YE, that from the special
confidence reposed by us in the sincere and
unalterable attachment of War char pa the Sticker
a Warrier of the Soues Nation to the UNITED
STATES; as also from the abundant proofs given by
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him of his amicable disposition to cultivate
peace, harmony, and good neighbourhood with the
said States, and the citizens of the same; we do
by the authority vested in us, require and
charge, all citizens of the United States, all
Indian Nations, in treaty with the same, and all
other persons whomsoever, to receive acknowledge,
and treat the said War char pa the Sticker in the
most friendly manner, declaring him to be the
friend and ally of the said States: the
government of which will at all times be extended
to his protection, so long as he dos acknowledge
the authority of the same. Having signed with our
hands and affixed our seals this Thirty-first day

of August 180 four.

M. LEWIS Capt.
1**. U.S. Regt. Infty.

WM. CLARK Captn. on
an Expdn. for N.W. Descy.!
Following his father’'s destiny, the baby wrapped in

the flag and declared by Captain Lewis to be an American,
grew up to be a “friend and ally” of the United States.'?
Padaniapapi, recorded as Struck by the Ree, was the first
headman to make his mark with an “X” on the Treaty of
Washington in 1858. The Treaty of 1858 forced Yanktons to
cede over eleven million acres of their lands, to live
within designated reservation boundaries of less than
400,000 acres, and live by policies so outlined.!® The
treaty delegation interpreter for the United States
government, Zephier Roncontre, pronounced and translated
the “chief’s” name as “Pa-la-ne-&-pa-pe, the man that was

struck by the Ree.”! Translations of “Strike the Ree” and
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“Struck by the Ree” are both found in written records.'® Aas
an elder, Padaniapapi became known as “0Old Strike” or
“Struck,” the two names most often heard today.'*

Yankton scholars translate Padaniapapi as Struck by
the Ree; Ree being short for the Arikara Indians. The
Arikara, who refer to themselves as Sahnish people, lived
for centuries in earth-lodge dwellings in semi-sedentary
horticultural communities. Early small pox epidemics
decimated all but three of twelve bands that migrated up
the Missouri River to the present-day Dakotas in the 1790s.
About the same time, Yankton Sioux were moving into the
Missouri River region south of the Ree from present day
Minnesota.!’” In 1804, Clark aptly described Arikara farmers

»18 The Ree are also

as the “gardners for the Soues.
remembered as historic enemies of Yanktons in the early
1800s.' Thomas Schmidt points out that “this complex and
fluid political situation was just one of several among
Plains peoples that would undermine Lewis and Clark’s
efforts to establish a comprehensive peace” and profitable
trade relationship.?

Ree relations with the Sioux in general centered
around trade. Successful horticulturists, Arikara women

grew sweet corn, beans, and squash, which was traded to the

Sioux, including Yanktons, for buffalo products and Euro-



American trade items. Fur trader Edwin Thompson Denig, who
lived in Sioux country for over twenty years along the
Missouri River from 1833 to 1854, wrote that the Arikara,
during the period 1795 to 1804, felt compelled to engage in
this trade through fear of the more powerful Dakota.? The
Arikara were on especially friendly terms with the
Yanktons’ western cousins the Oglala, who traded firearms
and ammunition that they had procured from Yanktons.?
According to Denig, the market for Arikara corn and produce
were the Sioux bands with whom the Ree were currently at
peace. Regarding this relationship, Denig wrote:
Frequently some of these bands of Sioux pass the
winter within a few miles of the Arikaras village
and a running trade is kept up [however] when the
Sioux have failed in their hunt, and are not well
provided for provisions--and at the same time the
Rees have a good crop of corn..at such times,
disturbances happen.?
These “disturbances” between the Arikara and Yanktons
consisted mainly of stealing horses and insulting women;
typical warfare patterns serving economic and social
functions, like that of many American Indian bands and
tribes.*
Several stories about how Struck by the Ree got his
name involve another element of this kind of Indian

warfare, counting coup on one’'s enemy. According to Tom

Holm, “aboriginal North American warfare was also seen as
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an outlet for youthful male aggression.”?’* Young men gained
status in the “elaborate game” with strict guidelines for
the practice of counting coups or blows. Coups were war
honors that emphasized bravery, cunning, and stealth over
the actual killing of an enemy. Having one’s spirit stolen
on the receiving end of a coup, often meant shame and self-
reproach.?

One version of Padaniapapi’s naming relates that, as a
young warrior he accompanied his uncles on a war party and
took part in a skirmish with some Ree. “During the attack,
a Padani (singular Ree) warrior nearly scalped the young
Yankton leaving a wound on his forehead that extended back
into his scalp. He survived the assault and was thereafter
known as Struck by the Ree.”?”’ To cover the scar on his
forehead, he wore his long hair over to one side. Later in
life, O0ld Strike always wore a scarf or a fur hat down over

his forehead (figure 2.1-2.2).%

Historic Yankton

The next exhibit in the Yankton Heritage Room begins
with Yankton Sioux Band migrations out of the Leech Lake
and greater Mille Lacs regions in present-day Minnesota,
into the Missouri River region of present-day South Dakota,

Iowa and Nebraska, which scholars date in the late 1790s.
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Maps of the migration and Yankton delta areas help Gallery
visitors to visualize a sense of place for Gertrude'’s
people (figures 2.3-2.4).? Yankton Delta or Yankton
Triangle are the names used beginning in the 1850s to
identify the eleven million acre region inhabited by the
Yankton Sioux from about 1800 until the majority of this
land was ceded in 1858. Located between the Big Sioux River
on the east and the Missouri River on the south, this
triangle of land was part of “Royce Area 410.” This area in
present day Southeast South Dakota was designated “Area
410" in 1899 by Charles Royce in his mapping of North and
South Dakota Indian land cessions for the Bureau of
American Ethnology.?® Yankton seasonal camps covered about
eleven million acres of prairie and riverine habitat, which
bordered on the eastern plains.

IThanktonwan means village at the end, referring to the
Yanktons’ proximity (northwest) to the other Oceti” Sakowi”
(Seven Council Fires) in their woodland home, near Leech
Lake in the Mille Lacs region. The “Seven Council Fires”
was the self-designated identity of the major divisions of
the Oceti Sakowin (“Seven Fires”) prior to 1800, before
migrating south and west. The Santee Sioux (eastern
division) maintained four of the fires: the Mdewakanton,

“the Spirit Lake People” at Mille Lacs Minnesota; the

59



Wahpekute, “Shooters Among the Leaves;” the Wahpeton,
“Dwellers among the Leaves;” and the Sisitonwan (Sisseton)
“People of the Boggy Ground” or “Fish Scale” village. The
Wiciyela (middle) division consisted of two tribes, the
Ihanktonwan (Yankton) “Dwellers at the End” at Leech Lake,
and Ihanktonwana (Yanktonai), “Little Dwellers at the End.”
The Titowan “Dwellers on the Prairies” (Teton or western
division), made up of seven Bands (Brule, Oglala, Two
Kettle, Minneconjou, Sans Arc, Hunkpapa, and Blackfoot),
were collectively one camp in the Seven Council Fires.®
Simon Antelope recalled Yankton oral tradition about Oceti”
Sakowi” for Ella Cora Deloria in the 1930s. He said,
It was a long time ago that all Dakota
remained together; but there came a time
when they fell away, for hunting purposes
mostly; and they never did go back together
in a grand reunion.I do not know how long
ago these seven were together, but [in] an
old Teton winter count, way back somewhere
there was a year called Wicab.decaha"-Omaka,
“They break apart Year.”*

After migration from the Leech Lake region into the
prairies and riverbeds of present day Iowa, Nebraska, and
South Dakota, the Yankton no longer held their position as
“village at the end.”** Renée Flood points out, that Yankton
seasonal movement before and after this migration caused

confusion among French explorers. Yankton excursions took

them north to hunt big game animals, from which women made



antlers into hide scrapers and moose horns into spoons.
Yanktons “spread out to make the best use of the resources
available to them,” traveling to Ute country for salt and
south to the Gulf of Mexico for other trade items.**

James Howard writes in his “Notes on the
Ethnogeography of the Yankton Dakota,” that near the
present town of Lake Andes, South Dakota, is a valley which
Yankton call the “Gateway of the Buffalo.”*® Eighty-year old
Paul Picotte told Joseph Cash in 1968, about the gate
situated in a valley about a mile and a half west of
Greenwood, South Dakota.

In the late fall, November and December, all
these potholes out across here, they were just
full of buffalo. When those things’d freeze up
and there wasn’t any water, they, they’d get
together by the thousands and come down in
through here because right down in there was
springs in that Missouri River. They’d stampede
down in there and many of them got drowned down
in there.*
When the river ice broke up at the end of winter, these
frozen buffalo fed many people. Fur trader Pierre Antoine
Tabeau witnessed and told about the salvage by some Arikara
of a dead buffalo adrift in the Missouri river in the early
spring 1804.° Born in 1880, Paul Picotte’s memory reflects

not only his own childhood and life on Yankton land, but

also the memory of his grandmother, White Talon. In 1880,
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Gertrude was a little girl of four years and her first
memories were forming.

After a few decades of contact with traders, the
Yanktons were adapting to lifestyle changes that replaced
buffalo products in their daily lives, adjusting to less
meat and seasonal fruits in their diets. Their game herds
were drastically reduced, and became dismally thin by
1855.%® G. K. Warren noted in 1855, three years before
Yankton leaders signed the reservation treaty, “contact
with the whites had considerably degenerated the
Ihanktonwan, and their distance from the present buffalo
ranges render them comparatively poor” in relation to their
Lakota cousins.”

Although women integrated white flour, sugar, and
other Euro-American processed foods into their families’
diets, they managed to maintain contact with their seasonal
gardens. This was easier for women, like Gertrude’s mother
and aunt, who lived close to the riverbeds. 1In the
episode, “The Ground Squirrel” from Zitkala-Sa’'s first
autobiographical story, “Impressions of an Indian
Childhood,” she recalls, “the busy autumn days when my
cousin Warcaziwin’s (Sunflower) mother came to our wigwam
to help my mother preserve foods for our winter use. From a

field in the fertile river bottom my mother and aunt
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gathered an abundant supply of corn.”*° The corn was dried
on canvas spread out on the grass. It was Zitkala-Sa‘’s job
to watch the corn, “that nothing should disturb it.”*! At an
early age, she participated in preparing food for the
family. While the corn was drying, Zitkala-Sa’s mother,
sliced great pumpkins into thin rings; and these
she doubled and linked together into long chains.
She hung them on a pole that stretched between
two forked posts..The sun and wind dried the
chains, she packed them away in a case of thick

and stiff buckskin. She also dried many wild
fruits, cherries, berries, and plums.*

Language*’

The commonly associated “middle position” of the
Yankton Sioux is also a linguistic classification.
Coincidentally, it has been applied to designate Yankton
geographic location or physical position in between the
Teton and the Santee after migrating into the Yankton Delta
region. The Santee (eastern Sioux) and Yankton-Yanktonnai
called themselves Dakota (dah“ko ta) while the Teton
(western Sioux) used the word Lakota (lah“ko ta). To
clarify further, the form Nakota (nah“ko ta) is properly
the self-designation of the Assiniboine and Stoney, who
were close relatives to the Yankton Sioux, but politically
and ethnically separate from them since before 1700, if not

prehistorically.* DeMallie writes:
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The Santee, Yankton-Yanktonai, and Teton spoke three
distinct dialects and therefore constituted three
distinct social groups. Nonetheless, intermarriage
and close associations blurred precise dialect
boundaries, and individuals’ speech reflected family
history and life experiences.*
It is possible that as a child, Gertrude may have heard
some elders speaking in the Nakota dialect. However, after
1869 children learned written Dakota from the
Presbyterians.* Gertrude would have understood the Lakota
dialect as well. At White’s Indiana Manual Labor Training
Institute, the “Sioux” children were recruited from the
Pine Ridge and Yankton reservations. When Gertie first
arrived at White’s in 1884, the only comfort she found was
in her language. In the story “Land of the Red Apples,”
Zitkala-Sa wrote she was “tucked into bed with one of the
tall girls because she talked to me in my mother tongue and
seemed to soothe me.”"

Contributing to both Gertrude’s and Raymond’s
identities as Yankton Indians is the fact that they
retained their childhood language. Like children in
boarding schools who whispered their native tongue in the
night, Gertie and Ray used Dakota words to express terms of
endearment all their lives. Gertrude’s letters indicate

retention of her mother tongue. Zitkala-Sa wrote to Carlos

Montezuma in the summer of 1901, while teaching and



collecting stories on the Devil’s Lake Sioux Reservation in
North Dakota, “I have a good time talking Sioux to the old
folks."*

Raymond Bonnin recorded written stories from elders in
Dakota in 1926 while he was helping his son Ohiya,
daughter-in-law Elsie, and grandsons Jo Jo and Raymie get
settled at Lake Andes, South Dakota.* Ray and his grandsons
wrote letters to “once” (u"-ché) which means grandma, during
Ray’s stay with them in Lake Andes. In 1925, Raymond was
elected interpreter for the Yankton delegation to
Washington D. C. on official business between the United
Sates government and the Yankton Sioux Tribe of South
Dakota.*® A few other letters and papers, located in the
Bonnin Collection at Brigham Young University, are written
in Dakota by both Gertrude and Raymond, who spoke “the

Sioux language in the privacy of their home.”*

Yankton Treaties

Yankton leaders signed various treaties beginning with
Prairie du Chien in 1825. Part of the plan by the federal
government to control trade on the Missouri River, this
treaty designated boundaries between several Sioux tribes.
Headman Wachapi (Struck by the Pawnee), whose camp hosted

the Corps of Discovery in 1804, made his ”"X” mark for the
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“Yancton tribe of the Sioux or Dacotah Indians.”** Here in
1825, the Ihnaktonwan became officially the “Yankton
Sioux.”

The most devastating land cession occurred with the
Treaty of 1858. Yankton lands were reduced to less than
400,000 acres, after cession of close to eleven million
acres of land. The Treaty of Washington in 1858 opened much
of this land to non-Indian settlers.’’ Yankton leaders chose
as their interpreter, mixed-blood Charles Picotte, of
Smutty Bear’s Igmu Band. Picotte accompanied the Yankton
delegation to Washington D. C. and signed the treaty with
them in 1859. By 1860, almost all Yanktons were forced onto
reservation lands. Today, the 1858 “Treaty with the Yankton
Sioux” plays an integral part in Yankton memory. It has

been reprinted in its entirety in Remember Your Relatives:

Yankton Sioux Images, 1851-1904, a 1985 publication of the

Marty Indian School.*

Ihanktonwan Bands

Seven bands comprised the Yankton tribal camp circle
at the time of the Treaty of Washington in 1858. Several
sources concur regarding the seven major bands in the
Yankton delta area between 1800 and 1859. Derived from

information Henaka Mani (Walking Elk) told to Renee Flood,



the Yankton Band Circle locates the seven Yankton bands in
the 1859 camp circle (figure 2.5).°° Gertrude and Raymond
Bonnin identified themselves as belonging to the Tcaxu (cha
go6) and the Igmu (eeg mo6) Bands, respectively. Tcaxu (or
Cagu) translates as Lungs People and Igmu means Panther or
Wildcat People.*® The five other bands identified at this
time were Iha Ishdaye (Mouth Greasers), Wagmuha Oin
(Pumpkin Rind Earrings), Waceunpa (Roasters or th<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>