‘My heart now has become

changed lo softer feelings’

A NORTHERN CHEYENNE WOMAN
AND HER FaMirLy REMEMBER

THE LONG JOURNEY HOME

by John H. Monnett

When the Northern Cheyenne woman Susan Iron Teeth, or Mah-I-ti-wo-nee-ni,
passed away in 1928, she left a remarkable contribution to the historical record:
a native woman'’s account of the dangers, misery, and loss endured by the Northern
Cheyennes during their long trek from Indian Territory to their homelands
on the northern plains in 1877.
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In M(ly 1928, a ninety-four-year-old woman
passed away almost unnoticed on the Northern Chey-
enne Indian Reservation at Lame Deer, Montana.
The tribal death record listed her name as Susan
Iron Teeth. Few of her generation were left in that year
to mourn her passing. But Iron Teeth left behind a
unique and important window into Cheyenne history,
particularly a woman’s perceptions of the Northern
Cheyennes’ trek from Darlington Agency in Indian
Territory (now Oklahoma) where they were exiled
following the Great Sioux War back to their home-
lands on the northern plains. The exodus of 187879
remains a seminal event in Cheyenne history and is
celebrated by commemorative events by Cheyennes
today.

Iron Teeth’s Cheyenne name was Mah-I-ti-wo-nee-
ni. Born in the Black Hills in 1834, about the time the
division between Northern and Southern Cheyennes
began in earnest, Iron Teeth remembered stories told
to her by her grandmother of the time before the tribe
migrated to the plains in the late eighteenth century;
she lived to see automobiles and airplanes. During
her long life, Iron Teeth witnessed disturbing changes
in Montana and the northern plains. She remembered
comforting refugees from among the southern people
who had survived the Sand Creek Massacre in Col-
orado and fled to northern relatives in the Powder
River country in 1864-65. She saw the vast herds of
buffalo that blackened
the plains during her
youth dwindle to near
extinction by the time
she reached middle
age. She adapted to
life on the reservation
and to the confines of
an “American house.”
In 1926, living alone in
her isolated cabin near
Lame Deer, she told
her still-vivid memories
to Dr. Thomas B. Mar-
quis. For years, her story
remained obscure in the
historical record, and
even today is not well
known and difficult to

access n totality.!
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Although born in Missouri in 1869, Marquis
considered himself a Montanan, and he lived in the
state much of his life. In 1922, he came to the North-
ern Cheyenne Reservation as agency physician. He
held this position for less than a year but remained
in nearby Hardin until his death in 1935. Like other
whites of his generation who visited or worked on
the northern plains reservations, Marquis became
intrigued with the story of General George Armstrong
Custer and spent his later years interviewing many
elderly Lakota and Cheyenne men about the Battle
of the Little Bighorn and other events. Although best
known for the book that grew out of his work, Wooden
Leg, A Warrior Who Fought Custer (1931), Marquis also
took numerous photographs of individuals with a
small camhera, images that in some cases provide the
only glimpses of the Cheyennes of the nineteenth
century, including Iron Teeth.?

As part of his interest in documenting the Indian
wars, Marquis interviewed Iron Teeth between Octo-
ber and November 1926 and became enchanted by
the stories she told to him of her early life. During the
1860s and ;70s, Iron Teeth was a member of Chief
Dull Knife’s band. She and her husband, Red Pipe,
raised five children and prospered until the Great
Sioux War. Following Dull Knife’s surrender in 1877,
she and her children were exiled to the south. The
family then joined the long march of Little Wolf’s and
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The Lame Deer Valley is pictured above in 1901, soon after Iron Teeth moved to the
Northern Cheyenne Reservation. Seen from the west divide, the town of Lame Deer
is visible between the hills.




Dr. Thomas B. Marquis came to the
Northern Cheyenne Reservation

as an agency physician in 1922.
Intrigued with the story of the Battle
of the Little Bighorn, he befriended
many Cheyennes, seeking to record
their recollections. He interviewed
Iron Teeth in 1926 at her cabin in
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Dull Knife’s people home to Montana in 1878-79.
This experience most fascinated Marquis. Although
filtered through the linguistic prescript of the Eng-
lish language, Iron Teeth’s description as transcribed
by Marquis provides the only extensive eyewitness
account of that defining event in Cheyenne history
through the eyes of a native woman and her family.3
There are several reasons why it is important
to reexamine Iron Teeth’s narrative. For historians
who study the Indian wars, Iron Teeth’s account
provides new insight into the Northern Cheyenne
story. Her perspective is significantly different than
those in the accounts told by males, in which daring
and valor within the plains warriors’ code of conduct
predominate. Although narratives of women warriors
have found their way into print, very few specifi-
cally describe how female noncombatants survived
the stresses of the war.4 Most significantly, however,
the challenges of Iron Teeth and her children dem-
onstrate more clearly than any other narrative the
stoical and unquestioned commitment of Cheyenne
men and women alike, despite personal family ties,
to face death while seeking ways for both family and
the larger kindred band to live in their homeland, a

and Pine (left).

dichotomy arguably lost on the United States Indian
Bureau and the military at the time. As an investigating
board examining possible negligence in the question
of why the Cheyennes did not accept a return to
Indian Territory following their capture in October
1878 finally admitted—*“The statements of the Indians
were not brag. . . . [T]hey literally went out to die.”
For a modern world, this Cheyenne family history
lends insight into the seemingly contradictory roles
of preservation and sacrifice.

The Cheyennes call themselves Tsistsistas, “the
People.” Of Algonquian origin, over the centuries they
migrated from the Northeast across Minnesota and
the Dakotas. By the first years of the nineteenth cen-
tury, they had crossed the upper Missouri River and
eventually assimilated with the Suhtai, a related group,
and lived in close association with the Arapahos.
During the early 1800s, the Tsistsistas underwent an
ethnogenesis under the guidance of the prophet Sweet
Medicine. They transformed themselves from a tradi-
tional agrarian economy to one based almost solely on
hunting bison and other animals, thus transforming
themselves into one of the most famous equestrian
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the hills above Lame Deer. Here,
Marquis poses with Laban Little
Wolf (right), nephew of Little Wolf,
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societies on the Great Plains. A small nation, they
first fought the Lakotas but eventually made peace
and, with them, formed a strong military and trade
alliance that in the mid-nineteenth century chal-
lenged the Crows, Shoshones, and other tribes for the
resources of the grasslands and mountain basins. The
Sioux called the Tsistsistas Skaiyena, meaning “those
who speak a foreign tongue.” Others, including white
traders, corrupted the word to Cheyenne, and the
name stuck.%

During the early to mid-nineteenth century, the
Cheyennes tapped the resources and spiritual pow-
ers of the Black Hills and spent several months in
the vicinity each year.” By the fur trade era of the
1830s, however, significant numbers of Cheyennes
of the Hevhaitanio and Oivimana clans, following
the example of Yellow Wolf, migrated south to the
game-rich Arkansas Valley. Most of them remained
on the southern bison ranges and formed the core
of the Southern Cheyenne people. For a time during
this period, the southerners helped facilitate the trade
in horses northward from the area under the control
of the Comanches south of the Arkansas River.® Fol-
lowing the Colorado gold rush beginning in 1858, the
Southern Cheyennes would be squeezed by the new
mining economy around Denver and the expansion
of agriculture across the prairies of Kansas.

In 1864, the Colorado territorial militia massacred
several hundred Cheyennes and Arapahos at Sand
Creek. Eager to end raids in retaliation for Sand
Creek, the federal government decided to offer new
peace terms to the plains tribes that, unbeknownst
to many of the chiefs, would remove their people
from traditional lands and make them reservation
Indians. Many Southern Cheyennes went to the new
reservation in Indian Territory following the Treaties
of Medicine Lodge in 1867. Others, however, espe-
cially the Dog Soldier warrior society, viewed the
reservation mainly as a seasonal supply base and
continued raiding north of the Arkansas for the next
two and a half years. Following the decisive defeat of
the Dog Soldiers by the U.S. Army at the Battle of
Summit Springs in Colorado Territory in 1869, the
federal government finally succeeded in removing all
Southern Cheyennes to the Darlington Agency on the
Cheyenne and Arapaho Indian Reservation in Indian
Territory.9

During the 1850s and 1860s, the Cheyennes who
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remained in the north around the Black Hills and
Powder River country fared somewhat better than
their southern kinsmen despite changing environmen-
tal conditions. The mid-1840s saw the end of a long
cold, wet period in the region (the so-called Little Ice
Age), and in the next two decades drought changed
the lives of peoples on the Great Plains as grass dried
up and animals sought refuge in riparian zones and
east of the hundredth meridian. The Powder River
country fared better during this period due to its
water-capturing head basins; bison, pronghorn, and
other big game animals abounded in the river valleys.
By now closely allied with the Lakotas, especially the
Bad Face Oglala tiyospaye of Man Afraid of His Horse
and Red Cloud, the Northern Cheyennes of Little
Wolf’s kinship band helped their Lakota allies expel
the Crows from the coveted game-rich Powder River
and Rosebud country between 1856 and 1858.

In the mid-1860s,gold strikes in Montana Territory
led John Bozeman and others to scout a route across
Wyoming to Virginia City, and the federal government
built a number of forts to protect emigrants on the
Bozeman Trail. Little Wolf’s faction of northerners
opposed the new forts and, between 1866 and 1868,
with the Lakotas, fought the so-called Red Cloud’s
War to close the trail. With the Fort Laramie Treaty
0f 1868, the government allowed the Northern Chey-
ennes to “attach themselves” to the newly established
Great Sioux Reservation. They did not receive a res-
ervation of their own, but neither were they isolated
from the domain of the Southern Cheyennes on the
south-central plains, and Cheyennes frequently trav-
eled north and south during this period. In 1876,
factions of Northern Cheyennes participated in
Custer’s defeat at the Little Bighorn but were finally
decimated on the Red Fork of the Powder River in
November of that year. The following year, the Indian
Bureau exiled Little Wolf’s and Dull Knife’s Northern
Cheyennes to Darlington Agency, essentially as
punishment for Custer’s defeat.*

Iron Teeth’s story as told to Thomas Marquis
began along the bluffs above the Red Fork of the
Powder River in the Bighorn Mountains in Wyoming
Territory on November 25,1876. Early that morning,
elements of the Second, Third, and Fifth U.S. Cavalry
and Lakota scouts under the command of Colonel
Ranald S. Mackenzie attacked the Cheyennes’ winter
village and routed them from the valley. That evening,




Iron Teeth's ancestors, the Tsistsistas—“the People”—migrated from the Northeast across Minnesota and by the early
1800s had become Great Plains buffalo hunters. The Cheyennes, as they came to be called after the Lakota name
Shaiyena (“those who speak a foreign tongue”), lived on the northern plains near the Black Hills (above, 1897), where
Iron Teeth was born, and the Powder River country, located in what would become Wyoming and Montana. In the
1830s, part of the tribe migrated south to participate in the fur trade and formed the core of the Southern Cheyenne

people. Those who remained north became the Northern Cheyenne tribe.
C. D. Walcott, photographer, U.S. Geological Survey

fires set by the army destroyed the winter lodges of a
large band under chiefs Little Wolf, now the head, or
Sweet Medicine, chief of all Cheyennes; Dull Knife,
who was also called Morning Star; and Wild Hog.
For the Northern Cheyennes, this disaster marked the
beginning of a time of severe hardship and effectively
ended the resistance of Dull Knife’s immediate band
in the Great Sioux War. Among the dead along the
Red Fork was Iron Teeth’s husband, Red Pipe.™

In 1926, Iron Teeth still remembered the attack on
the village: “They killed our men, women, and chil-
dren,” she told Thomas Marquis, “whichever ones
might be hit by their bullets. We who could do so ran
away. My husband and my two sons helped in fighting
off the soldiers and enemy Indians. My husband was
walking, leading his horse, and stopping at times to
shoot. Suddenly, I saw him fall. I started to go back
to him, but my sons made me go on with my three

daughters. The last time I ever saw Red Pipe, he was
lying there dead in the snow. From the hilltops we
Cheyennes saw our lodges and everything in them
burned.”

Cheyenne women and children suffered in the days
following the battle. Iron Teeth was now a middle-aged
widow caring for five children in the midst of a bitter
winter. “We wallowed through the mountain snows
for several days,” Iron Teeth remembered. “Most of
us were afoot. We had no lodges, only a few blankets,
and there was only a little dry meat food among us.
Men died of wounds; women and children froze to
death.” In a desperate measure, Cheyenne mothers
“killed some of their ponies, removed the entrails, and
placed their [infants] inside the steaming carcasses to
keep them from freezing.”3

Survivors eventually made their way north into
Montana and found refuge for a short time with
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