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INTRODUCTION 

In historic times the three Blackfoot tribes - Siksika, 

Blood and Piegan - inhabited and exploited for sustenance a territory 

bounded approximately by the Rockies to the west, the Missouri River 

to the south, the Saskatchewan border to the east, and the North 

Saskatchewan River to the north. In addition they traversed wider 

tracts of country in quest of trade and plunder - from the forests 

of central Alberta, across the mountains, and even into Mexico. 

In 1800 Mackenzie wrote "They are the people who deal in horses 

and take them upon war parties towards Mexico, from which they enter 

into the country to the south-east, which consists of plains." 

(McClintock, 1910:3). 

During the years between 1787 and the latter 187th they 

came to be recognized by Indians and non-Indians alike as the dominant 

military power on the northwestern plains, and can validly be considered 

one of the major deterrents to any complete demographic fulfillment 

of the American 'manifest destiny1 rationale in that period. In 1832, 

George Catlin, a self-taught artist and Indian enthusiast, called 

the Blackfoot "...perhaps, the most powerful tribe of Indians on the 

Continent ...I1 and "...estimated the Northern Blackfeet at 450 lodges, 

the Bloods at 450 lodges, the Piegans at 500 lodges, and the Small 

Robes (who were actually a large Piegan band) at 250 lodges, giving 



a total of 1,650 lodges, or, (averaging 10 persons to a lodge) 16,500 

persons." (Ewers, 1958:60). Of horse ownership, the ultimate proof 

of wealth on the Plains, Prince Maximillian du Wied noted that a 

particular "...Piegan chief possessed between 4000 and 5000 horses." 

(Goldfrank, 1966:6) and somewhat more conservatively Bradley estimated 

that in 1830 or thereabouts "The Piegans averaged ten horses to a 

lodge, the Blackfeet and Bloods, five." (Goldfrank, 1966:6). 

It must be kept in mind that this pinnacle of affluence and 

power were facets of Blackfoot existexe for a space of roughly a 

century only, a century of Plains history difficult to assess in 

static terms, a century characterized in that area by marked 

technological, ecological, economic and social change. Blackfoot 

ascension to military supremacy in the last twenty years of the 

eighteenth century was in part the result of an ability to adaptj 

technological innovations to their specific socio-ecological 

circumstances and to employ newly acquired skills very successfully 

against neighbors who had been familiar with firearms and horses 

for many years prior to Blackfoot acquisition. It was equally the 

result of their protracted seclusion from direct European contact. 

In 1781 they escaped the full ravages of a smallpox epidemic which 

quickly reduced the powerful Snakes to an enemy of so little 

consequence that the survivors could no longer militarily maintain 

their Plains hunting territories and fled forever across the Rockies. 

The Crees, who were numerous and well armed enough to have caused 

the Blackfoot considerable trepidation, had gradually since 1680 



adopted almost completely the role of entrepreneurs for British 

fur traders, and as the ~udson's Bay Company was more involved in 

the fur country to the north of the plains, the Crees were initially 

little interested in the unproductive vacuum left by the departing 

Snakes. This situation changed after the Lewis and Clark expedition 

of 1805 when Americans first realized the fur potential of the 

Northern Rockies, but by that time the Blackfeet were well able to 

control trade in the area. 

There can be little doubt, from historical evidence alone, 

that the introduction of the horse - and to a lesser extent, the= - - / 

to the Plains was to a large degree responsible for an accelerated 

displacement of populations, for major balance of power shifts and 

for a proliferation of adaptive social modifications. Lewis (1942:61) 

emphasizes for the Blackfoot another important factor for mutation: 

The fur trade was the mainspring of Blackfoot 
cul-ture change. The horse alone cannot explain the 
florescence of Blackfoot culture which took place in 
the nineteenth century. Rather, it was the fur trade 
together with the horse and gun which had a dynamic 
effect upon Blackfoot institutions. 

Clark Wissler, an assiduous student of the Blackfoot, and 

whose ethnological data has been invaluable to later scholars, 

nevertheless saw the Plains situation in a somewhat static context 

and maintained that the Plains lifeway was little affected by the 

introduction of the horse. "In other words," he states, "from a 

qualitative point of view the culture of the Plains would have 

been much the same without the horse ...I1 (Wissler, 1914:165). Again, 



"As an intensifier of original Plains traits, the horse presents 

its strongest claim...To such a culture the horse would most surely 

be a new and superior dog; he would, like any greatly improved appliance, 

enrich and intensify development in certain established directions." 

(Wissler, 1914:167). Many contemporary anthropologists have expressed 

dissatisfaction with Wissler's adherence to a rigid functionalism 

and his atomistic view of culture and certainly much of his museum- 

oriented research has tended to ignore the processes of social 

change so vividly chronicled in such profusion by a host of observers 

who depended for economic and physical survival upon dispassionate 

appraisal of the Plains mosaic. They were not ethnologists by profession, 

but to a surprising extent, their notes and journals substantiate 

and corroborate individual observations. Of this, Herskovits 

(1938:25, 26) writes: 

That all actual historical documents bearing on 
a given situation sliould be exhaustively analyzed goes 
without saying. Especially in the case of contact 
between European and non-European peoples will material 
of this sort prove important ... Information of this 
character has been neglected to a surprising degree - 
not only in studies of acculturation but also in studies 
of the ethnology of relatively undisturbed folk. Yet 
the light such materials shed on changing custom, the strictly 
ethnological data that they supply, and the sense of 
sureness in timetdepth afforded, are of the greatest 
value in the study of any civilization, acculturated 
or not. 

Most noticeable in recent studies of the forces at work for 

culture change in the dynamic Plains tableau is a real attempt at 

historical perspective, a testing of hypotheses with the aid of 



reliable historical documents, an obvious impatience with functionalism 

alone as a means to interpreting the processes of social change, 

and in many instances a methodology closely approximating that of 

the contemporary archaeologist. In his excellent work on acculturation, 

Lewis (1942:5) describes his procedure: 

It has consisted of 'digging' into historical 
records for information concerning culture change 
among the Blackfoot. For this purpose, we have 
examined traders' journals, travelers' reports, 
records of fur companies, government papers and a 
host of secondary sources. The ethnography contained 
in these sources has been arranged in a chronological 
framework, thus resulting in a time schedule of the 
culture elements in the order in which they appear in 
the records of observers. 

What has emerged clearly from this kind of research is a 

composite picture of historic Plains culture somewhat more 

comprehensive than the earlier trait-distribution approach to 

the problem of cultural continuity; a view that hardly denies 

the abundant evidence of culture persistence but rather also emphasizes 

the crucial role of technology in shaping social change and that 

especially accents the relationship between technology and the 

total ecological system. According to Oliver, (1962:68) "The complex 

interrelationships between the technological systems and the J 

environment of other men, other animals, and other societies were 

certainly key factors in the developing Plains situation.'' 

Regardless of the usefulness of Wissler and Kroeber's 

employment of the culture area concept in listing the tribes of 



the True Plains area, most ethnologists agree upon their requisites 

for inclusion in this category, and also accept the premise that 

the classic Plains cultures evolved in a relatively short time from '- I* 
&s, 

two distinct economic backgrounds - that of sedentary, village- 

centred horticulture and that of nomadic hunting and gathering. 

With minor reservations, it is also accepted that the typical Plains 

culture of the historic, pre-reserve era was partially exemplified, 

in ~issler's words (1914:220) by: 

... the dependence upon the buffalo or bison, 
and the very limited use of roots and berries; 
absence of fishing; lack of agriculture; the 
tipi as a movable dwelling; transportation by 
land only with the dog (in historic times with 
the horse) and travois; want of basketry and 
pottery; no true weaving; clothing of buffalo 
and deerskins; a special bead technique; high 
development of work in skins; special rawhide 
work (parfleche, cylindrical bag, etc.); use 
of a circular shield; weak development of work 
in wood, stone, and bone. Their art is strongly 
geometric, but, as a whole, not symbolic; social 
organization tends to the simple band; a camp circle 
organization; a series of societies for men; sun 
dance ceremony; sweat house observaqces, scalp , 
dances, etc. 

Since Wissler's well-known essay on the influence of the 

horse on the Plains cultures, Strong, Mishkin and Kroeber have 

especially taken exception to the trait-complex approach with its 

concomitant oversimplification of cultural continuity and ecological 

causality. As Oliver (1961:8) points out, "Surely the horse as 

well as the buffalo was a vital ecological fact. It is one thing 

to hunt the buffalo on foot; it is quite another to hunt the buffalo 

on horseback.'' And Mishkin (1940:5, 24) concluded that "...the horse 



was the most important single factor in the development of the 

Plains cultures of the nineteenth century.'' None of this is by 

way of stating an absolute case for economic or technological determinism; 

it does imply that certain cultures are more readily amenable to 

one ecological situation than to another and that ecological circumstances 

may be and are instrumental in disturbing the stability of a culture. 

Steward (1955:37) has suggested that some socio-cultural patterns 

are more closely related to subsistence activities than others, and 

that "The environment is not only permissive or prohibitive with 

respect to these technologies, but special local feature may require 

social adaptations which have far reaching consequences." Certainly 

the occupants of geographically similar regions often show great 

divergencies in cultural achievement. The Pueblo peoples of the 

upper Rio Grande valley live in a physical environment not too 

radically different to that of the Blackfoot and had almost as easy 

access to the vast southern buffalo herds, and yet practiced a 

communal, horticultural way of life. Similarly, the Mandans of the 

Missouri River, although buffalo hunters, lived in permanent villages 

and engaged in subsidiary horticulture. On the other hand, many of 

the historic Plains tribes came from precisely the same economic 

background as that of the Mandans and upon acquisition of horses 

abandoned horticulture for full-time hunting. As Oliver (1961:14) 

has succinctly stated: 

What really seems to have happened on the Plains 
was that tribes of different cultural backgrounds 
moved into a similar or shared ecological situation. 
This seems to be a reasonable interpretation of the 



h i s t o r i c  P l a i n s  s i t u a t i o n .  The f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  were 
Folsom o r  o t h e r  E a r l y  Man h o r i z o n s  on t h e  P l a i n s ,  and 
t h a t  t h e y  had a  c o n s i d e r a b l e  t ime  d e p t h ,  does  n o t  
a l t e r  t h e  b a s i c  f a c t s  f o r  t h e  h i s t o r i c  P l a i n s  t r i b e s  
who were r e l a t i v e  newconers t o  t h e  r e g i o n .  It may be 
g r a n t e d  t h z t  t h e r e  were resemblances  between t h e  p re -  
h o r s e  P l a i n s  h u n t e r s  and t h e  l a t e r  F l a i n s  t r i b e s ,  o r  
between t h e  p re -horse  and post -horse  c u l t u r e s  of t h e  
same t r i b e .  Both,  a f t e r  a l l ,  were h u n t i n g  t h e  same 
an imal .  But t h i s  i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  t o  say  t h a t  t h e s e  
c u l t u r e s  were t h e  same. The i n t r o d u c t i o n  of t h e  
h o r s e  c r e a t e d  a  d i f f e r e n t  e c o l o g i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  which 
r e q u i r e d  new s o c i o  c u l t u r a l  ar rangements .  

Because of t h e i r  prolonged i s o l a t i o n  from w h i t e s  t h e  Blackfoot  

a r e  l e s s  e x t e n s i v e l y  docunented t h a n  many of t h e  c. ther P l a i n s  peop le ,  

b u t  of t h e  f i r s t - h a n d  evidence a v a i l a b l e ,  a  good p a r t  i s  of e x c e l l e n t  

q u a l i t y ,  s o  t h a t  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  l i n g u i s t i c  and a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  d a t a ,  

a  r e a s o n a b l y  a c c u r a t e  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of Blackfoo t  l i f e  f o r  some 

t ime p r e v i o u s  t o  r e s e r v e  confinement i s  p o s s i b l e .  With a l l u s i o n  

t o  t h i s  m a t e r i a l  a s  w e l l  a s  t o  r e c e n t  a n t h r c p c l o g i c a l  s t u d i e s ,  i t  

may be p o s s i b l e  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  i n  t h e  c a s e  of t h e  Blackfoot  t h e  
j+,po@@ 

c o n t e n t i o n  t h a t  e q u e s t r t a n  P l a i n s  c u l t u r e s  were n o t  e n t i r e l y  a d a p t i v e  - - 

m o d i f i c a t i o n s  of a n t e c e d e n t  p e d e s t r i a n  c u l t u r e s ,  l b u t  t r u e  emergents.  

With e s p e c i a l  e x p h a s i s  on p o l i t i c a l  sys tems and war fa re  i t  i s  toward 

t h a t  end t h a t  t h i s  paper  i s  focused .  



11. THE PEDESTRIAN BLACKFOOT 

To d a t e  any p r e c i s e  temporal  assessment  of Blackfoo t  p r a i r i e  

tenancy can on ly  be l a r g e l y  s p e c u l a t i v e .  Henry Kelsey of t h e  Hudson's 

Bay Company was t h e  f i r s t  w h i t e  man t o  s e e  t h e  Canadian p l a i n s  and,  

accord ing  t o  Lewis (1942: lO):  

From h i s  j o u r n a l  (1691-1692) we l e a r n  t h a t  
a t  t h a t  t ime t h e  A s s i n i b o i n e  and some Cree were 
on t h e  p l a i n s  between t h e  South Saskatchewan and 
t h e  C a r r o t  and Red Deer R i v e r s  t o  t h e  e a s t .  Under 
t h e  d a t e  of Sep t .  6 ,  1691, he  w r i t e s  of a  t r i b e  
t o  t h e  west  of t h e  A s s i n i b o i n e  who "...knew n o t  
ye  use  of Canoes and were r e s o l v e d  t o  go t o  wars . . . I 1  

Mandelbaum and B e l l  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e s e  were t h e  
B l a c k f o o t ,  w h i l e  Morton i d e n t i f i e s  t h e n  a s  t h e  
Gros Vent re .  I n  any c a s e ,  s i n c e  t h e  t r a d i t i o n s  
of t h e  B l a c k f o o t ,  A s s i n i b o i n e  and Cree a l l  a g r e e  
t h a t  t h e  Blackfoot  were t h e  most w e s t e r l y  group, 
i t  seems c e r t a i n  t h a t  t h e  Blackfoo t  were on t h e  
p l a i n s  west  of t h e  South Saskatchewan by 1690 
and p robab ly  a  good d e a l  e a r l i e r .  

W i s s l e r  and C u r t i s  have recorded  P iegan  t r a d i t i o n  as i n d i c a t i n g  

a  m i g r a t i o n  from beyond t h e  mountains t o  t h e  sou thwes t ,  w h i l e  o t h e r  

e thnographers  have been a s  f r e q u e n t l y  t o l d  t h a t  they  came from t h e  

n o r t h e z t  and t h i s  l a t t e r  v e r s i o n  i s  more i n  keeping w i t h  h i s t o r i c a l  

ev idence .  David Thompson recorded  t h a t  "They have no t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  

they  e v e r  made u s e  of canoes ,  y e t  t h e i r  o l d  men always p o i n t  o u t  

t h e  North Eas t  a s  t h e  p l a c e  t h e y  came from, and t h e i r  p r o g r e s s  h a s  

always been t o  t h e  southwest ."  (Lewis, 1942:12) 

Some t ime b e f o r e  1787 t h e y  a r e  presumed t o  have migrated 

from t h e  Eagle  H i l l s  between t h e  two f o r k s  of t h e  Saskatchewan River  



about  f o u r  hundred m i l e s  t o  t h e  e a s t  of t h e i r  h i g h  p l a i n s  h a b i t a t .  

When i n  1754 Anthony Hendry f i r s t  encountered i n  t h e  Eagle  H i l l s  

what may have been t h i s  t r i b e ,  they  appear  from h i s  j o u r n a l  

e n t r i e s  t o  have been w e l l  adapted t o  a  p r a i r i e  environment and 

obv ious ly  n o t  newcomers t o  t h e  a r e a .  Although t h e r e  i s  academic 

disagreement  abou t  t h e  i d e n t i t y  of t h e  I n d i a n s  - Lewis and Burpee 

a s s e r t i n g  t h e y  were Blackfoo t ,  W i s s l e r  m a i n t a i n i n g  they  were Gros 

Vent res  - when Thompson camped w i t h  t h e  P iegans  i n  what i s  now sou thern  

A l b e r t a  d u r i n g  t h e  w i n t e r  of 1787-88, he  was informed by e l d e r l y  

t r ibesmen  t h a t ,  b e f o r e  h o r s e  ownership,  t h e i r  peop le  had l i v e d  

approx imate ly  f o u r  hundred m i l e s  t o  t h e  n o r t h e a s t ,  and t h e y  d e s c r i b e d  

an  a r e a  t h a t  resembled t h e  Eagle  H i l l s .  A t  t h a t  t ime ,  t h e y  s a i d ,  

they had possessed  n e i t h e r  h o r s e s  n o r  canoes ,  and were armed on ly  

w i t h  p r i m i t i v e  weapons of l o c a l  manufacture .  They l e d  a  nomadic 

h u n t i n g  e x i s t e n c e ,  t r a v e l l e d  on f o o t ,  and r e l i e d  on human and dog 

t r a n s p o r t  f o r  t h e  moving of goods and s h e l t e r .  (Ewers, 1958:8).  

There  was l i t t l e  t o  s u g g e s t ,  a t  l e a s t  from t h e s e  i n f o r m a n t s ,  t h a t  

t h e  p e d e s t r i a n  Blackfoo t  had t o  any e x t e n t  exp lored  t h e  s u b s i s t e n c e  

p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of t h e i r  l a t e r  h i s t o r i c  homeland n e a r  t h e  e a s t e r n  

s l o p e  of t h e  A l b e r t a  and Montana Rockies .  

L i n g u i s t i c a l l y  t h e  Blackfco t  arE Algonkian,  and i t  i s  

s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  a  s e a r c h  f o r  o r i g i n s  t h a t  t h e  m a j o r i t y  of Algonkian- 

speak ing  p o p u l a t i o n s  i n h a b i t ,  and have i n h a b i t e d  d u r i n g  t h e  h i s t o r i c  

e r a ,  t h e  f o r e s t s  e a s t  and n o r t h e a s t  of t h e  Grea t  P l a i n s .  That 

Blackfoot  d i f f e r s  most v a r k e d l y  of a l l  t h e  d i a l e c t s  from t h e  presumed 



p a r e n t  tongue of t h e  Western Grea t  Lakes r e g i o n  d e n o t e s  a  prolonged,  

r e l a t i v e  i s o l a t i o n  from t h o s e  p a r t s .  Accord i r~g  t o  Ewers (1958:6): 

Of t h e  s i x  Algonkian-speaking t r i b e s  who were 
l i v i n g  on t h e   lai ins b e f o r e  1830, t h e  Cheyennes, 
P l a i n s  C r e e s ,  and P l a i c s  Ojibwas a r e  known t c  have 
migra ted  westward w i t h i n  t h e  h i s t o r i c  p e r i o d .  The 
Arapahoes,  Gros V e n t r e s ,  and B l a c k f e e t  were o l d e r  
r e s i d e n t s  of t h e  g r a s s l a n d s .  However, p e r s i s t e n t  
Arapahoe t r a d i t i o n s  p o i n t  t o  t h e i r  m i g r a t i o n  from 
a r e g i o n  f u r t h e r  e a s t ,  p rcbab ly  t h e  Red R i v e r  Va l ley  
of N i c n e s o t a ,  and t o  Grcs Vent re  s e p a r a t i o n  from 
t h a t  t r i b e .  T h i s  l e a v e s  t h e  B l a c k f e e t  a s  probably  
t h e  e z r l i e s t  Algonkian r e s i d e n t s  of t h e  p l a i n s .  

I f  l i n g u i s t i c  d i s t r i b u t i o n a l  d a t a  t e n d s  t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  

t h e  E l a c k f o o t  reached  s o u t h - c e n t r a l  Saskatchewan from d i r e c t l y  

e a s t  o r  n c r t h e a s t  w i t h  l i t t l e  o r  no d e c i d e d l y  s o u t h e r n  d e v i a t i o n ,  

then c o r r o b o r a t i o n  f o r  p o s t u l a t i n g  a c u l t u r a l  c o n t i n u i t y  f o r  t h e s e  

peop le  between f o r e s t  and g r a s s l a n d  might be i n f e r r e d  from 

arcbaeo1ogic .a l  ev idence  i n  s o u t h e r n  Manitoba. I n  a l l u d i n g  t o  

a r t i f i c i a l  b u r i a l  nounds e a s t  of Winnipeg, h ' i l l e y  (1966:319) i s  of 

t h e  c p i n i o n  t h a t :  

Apparent ly  they  a n t e d a t e  Europear~ c c n t a c t s  i n  t h i s  
p a r t  of t h e  P l a i n s  (A.D.  1650-1700). It is l i k e l y  t h a t  
they were c o n s t r u c t e d  by peop les  who b-ere p r i m a r i l y  
h u ~ t e r s ,  f i s h e r s ,  and c o l l e c t o r s  r a t h e r  t h a ~  t r u e  
f a r m e r s ,  f o r  t h e  Northeasterr ,  Subarea l i es  l a r g e l y  
n o r t h  of t h e  l i m i t s  of a b o r i g i n a l  American a g r i c u l t u r e .  
T h e i r  most p robab le  cultur2.1 c o n t e x t  i s  t h e  Woodland 
T r a d i t i o n  i n  a  m a r g i n a l  and e s s e n t i a l l y  n o n - h o r t i c u l t u r a l  
s e t t i n g ,  and t h e i r  most l i k e l y  temporal  p o s i t i o n  i s  i n  
t h e  l a t e r  Woodland and E a r l y  P l a i n s  V i l l a g e  P e r i o d s  of 
t h e  P l a i n s  chronology.  

L a t e r ,  he  c c n c l u d e s ,  "Some of t h e s e  t r i b e s  such  as t h e  P s s i n i b o i n e ,  



Elackfoot, and Arapaho, were the descendants of peoples who had 

never participated in the Plains Village Tradition to any significant 

extent and who had always been nomadic or semi-nomadic hunters." 

(Willey, 1966:329). 

The reasons for the presumed westward migrations of the 

Blackfoot make for interesting speculation, but more germane to 

the focus of this paper is the question of whether or not those 

techniques and cultural attributes that enabled them to utilize 

the particular resources of the prairies and later the northern 

High Plains were evolved and acquired over a relatively long 

space of time in response to quite different physiographic surroundings - 

the eastern woodlands. 

At first glance, the ecological transition from forests 

to prairie might appear to be more onerous than that from prairie 

to short-grass plains. In many respects the Saskatchewan habitat 

of the Blackfoot resembled their historic foothill territory. The 

Eagle Hills region was a mosaic of poplar-covered hills, small 

lakes, river valleys and luxurious prairies. The Saskatchewan 

climate is perhaps more severe in its consistent extremes, but 

all the basic necessities for a hunting and gathering economy - 

large and small game, water and shelter, wood for lodge-poles, 

travois, and fuel, edible wild plants - were plentiful. And 

there is no reason to believe that this abundant range with its 

wooded valley protection from the rigours of a northern winter could 

not have supported almost as great a density of buffalo as did the 



c o r e  open expanse of t h e  p l a i n s  t o  t h e  sou thwes t .  A t  t h e  same 

t ime ,  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of p r a i r i e  Blackfoo t  l i f e  from s t u d i e s  of 

t h e  more thoroughly documented, ne ighbor ing  Crees  and A s s i n i b o i n e s  

i n d i c a t e  t h a t ,  e x c e p t i n g  f o r  perhaps  a t r e n d  toward s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  

i n  t h e  a c c e n t  on b u f f a l o  h u n t i n g ,  t h e s e  h e i r s  t o  t h e  Woodland 

T r a d i t i o n  were l i k e l y  n o t  compelled t o  g r e a t l y  a l t e r  t h e i r  

p r e v i o u s  f o r e s t  c u l t u r e  i n  o r d e r  t o  comfor tab ly  a d a p t  t o  a  p r a i r i e  

environment.  

C o n t i n u i t y  i n  Hunting Techniques 

The p r a i r i e  Blackfoo t  found t h a t  weapons t h a t  had s u f f i c e d  

i n  t h e  f o r e s t  could  be a s  e f f i c i e n t  i n  a g r a s s l a n d s  s e t t i n g .  The 

s t a n d a r d  long-range weapon was t h e  p l a i n  wooden bow of t h e  t r i b e s  

e a s t  of t h e  Missour i  R iver  ( l a t e r  r e p l a c e d  by t h e  sinew-backed 

and horn bows of t h e  Basin  and P l a t e a u  a r e a s  when t h e  Blackfoo t  

moved c l o s e r  t o  t h e  mounta ins ) ,  complemented by t h e  u b i q u i t o u s  

l a n e a n d  s t o n e  c l u b  f o r  c l o s e - i n  work. With,  of c o u r s e ,  some 

m o d i f i c a t i o n  f o r  t h e  l a r g e s t  of game a n i m a l s ,  h u n t i n g  t e c h n i q u e s  

were a l s o  e x t e n s i o n s  of long  e s t a b l i s h e d  woodland p r a c t i c e .  The 

surround h a s  been p o r t r a y e d  as a  un ique ly  p l a i n s  manoever, b u t  

was i n  e s s e n c e  o n l y  a  v a r i a n t  of t h e  f a v o r i t e  w i n t e r  method of 

impounding, a method wide ly  employed i n  t h e  f o r e s t s .  W i s s l e r  

(1920:23) s t a t e d :  

E a r l y  accounts  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e  P l a i n s  Cree and 
A s s i n i b o i n  were t h e  most a d e p t  i n  d r i v i n g  i n t o  t h e s e  



enc losures . . .The  P l a i n s  Cree a r e  b u t  a  s m a l l  
o u t l y i n g  p a r t  of a  v e r y  wide ly  d i s t r i b u t e d  
group of Cree ,  t h e  c u l t u r e  of whose main body 
seems q u i t e  uniform. Now, even t h e  Cree  
e a s t  of Hudson Bay, Canada, u s e  a  s i m i l a r  
method f o r  d e e r ,  and s i n c e  t h e r e  i s  e v e r y  
r e a s o n  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  P l a i n s  Cree a r e  
b u t  a  colony of t h e  l a r g e r  body t o  t h e  E a s t ,  
i t  seems f a i r  t o  assume t h a t  t h e  method of 
impounding b u f f a l o  o r i g i n a t e d  w i t h  them. 

From K e l s e y ' s  j o u r n a l  i s  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  d e s c r i p t i o n  of Cree  t echn ique  

(Ewers, 1958:18):  

Now y e  manner of t h e i r  h u n t i n g  t h e s e  
Beas t s  on y e  b a r r e n  ground i s  when t h e y  
seek  a  g r e a t  p a r c e l  of them t o g e t h e r  t h e y  
surround them w i t h  men which done they  
g a t h e r  themselves  i n t o  a  s m a l l e r  Compass 
Keeping y e  Beas t s  i n  ye  middle  and s o  
s h o o t i n g  ym till t h e y  b reak  o u t  a t  some 
p l a c e  o r  o t h e r  and s o  g e t  away from ym. 

W i s s l e r ' s  s p e c u l a t i o n  abou t  t h e  o r i g i n s  of b a f f a l o  impounding 

s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  p a i r i e  Blackfoo t  may have o b t a i n e d  t h e  t echn ique  

by d i f f u s i o n .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  i t  i s  q u i t e  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  l o n g  b e f o r e  

m i g r a t i o n  t o  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n a l  zone between t h e  h i g h  p l a i n s  and t h e  

f o r e s t s ,  t h e s e  peop le  were no s t r a n g e r s  t o  b u f f a l o  h u n t i n g .  S i x t e e n t h  

c e n t u r y  European e x p l o r e r s  have d e s c r i b e d  a  woodland s p e c i e s  t h a t  

a p p a r e n t l y  ranged f a r  i n t o  f o r e s t e d  c o u n t r y  t o  t h e  n o r t h e a s t .  

S i n c e ,  i n  a lmost  any t e r r a i n ,  group h u n t i n g  a c t i v i t i e s  are 

g e n e r a l l y  more rewarding t h a n  i n d i v i d u a l  e f f o r t  and because  t h e r e  

is  ample ev idence  f o r  t h e s e  a c t i v i t i e s  among h u n t i n g  p o p u l a t i o n s ,  

i t  i s  a g a i n  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  t h e  B l a c k f e e t  and o t h e r  p l a i n s  t r i b e s  i n i t i a t e d  



highly cooperative summer hunts in direct response to an availability 

of buffalo. Lowie (1963:18) points out the universality of disciplined 

communal hunting: 

... we should remember that effective drives 
of the type occurred in North America before and 
far beyond the boundaries of Plains culture. 
Champlain describes the Iroquoian Neutrals driving 
deer into a pen, thus capturing 120 within 38 days; 
and grass firing netted 200 buffalo a day for the 
Miami. In California the unmounted Maidu drove 
deer down cliffs, the Yokuts surrounded antelope 
in collective drives, the Washo charmed antelope 
into corrals ... Collective drives...are widespread 
among the preliterate peoples ... 

Persistence in Material Culture 

Most of the information and description in this category 

is extracted from historic Plains observation, but from the fact 

that Blackfoot material culture displayed more of a propensity 

for northeastern Woodland usage, it can probably be safely assumed 

that (with less bulk and elaboration) interim prairie styles were 

little different. \ The Blackfoot and other northern plains people 
/ 

retained those forest styles and models which, with modification, 

could be readily adapted to prairie existence. 

Admittedly the portable hide tipi was in all ways admirably 

suited to a nomadic plains life, but the basic design characteristics 

were by no means confined to the plains, nor was it the only type 

of shelter employed by grassland hunters. As Wissler (1920:37) noted: 



The Ojibway a l o n g  t h e  Lakes used i t ,  b u t  
covered i t  w i t h  b i r c h  b a r k  a s  d i d  a l s o  many of 
t h e  Cree  and t r i b e s  fo rmer ly  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  
e a s t e r n  Canada and New England. Even t h e  
E a s t e r n  Dakota i n  e a r l y  days  used b i r c h b a r k  
f o r  t i p i  covers .  A t i p i - l i k e  skin-covered t e n t  
was i n  g e n e r a l  u s e  among t h e  I n d i a n s  of 
Labrador  and westward throughout  t h e  e n t i r e  
MacKenzie a r e a  of Canada. 

Lowie (1963:33) e n l a r g e s  upon W i s s l e r ' s  s t a t e m e n t :  

A l l  t h e  p l a i n s  t i p i s  a r e  f a r  n o r e  i m p r e s s i v e  
t h a n  t h e  s i m i l a r l y  shaped t i p i s  found among 
North Canadian t r i b e s ,  S i b e r i a n s  and Lapps. 
I n  p r e - e q u e s t r i a n  days t h e  humbler form must have 
been p r e v a l e n t  s i n c e  on ly  s h o r t e r ,  l i g h t e r  p o l e s  
could  have been r e a d i l y  t r a n s p o r t e d .  Q u i t e  
p robab ly  t h i s  s i m p l e r  v a r i e t y ,  covered w i t h  b a r k  
o r  m a t s ,  was t h e  o r i g i n a l  one and spread  over  a  
l a r g e  a r e a  i n  North American and E u r a s i a .  

Again,  custom and t h e  p r o t r a c t e d  i n f l u e n c e  of Cree and 

A s s i n i b o i n e  appear  t o  have d i c t a t e d  Blackfoot  s a r t o r i a l  f a s h i o n s ,  

r a t h e r  t h a n  p u r e l y  topograph ic  o r  c l i m a t i c  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s .  I n  many 

ways t h e i r  mode of d r e s s  tended t o  more c l o s e l y  approximate  t h a t  

of t h e  f o r e s t  t r i b e s  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h a t  of t h e i r  p l a i n s  ne ighbors  

t o  t h e  s o u t h .  According once more t o  Wiss le r  (1920:44) ,  two s t r u c t u r a l l y  

g e n e r a l  t y p e s  of moccasins p r e v a i l e d  i n  North America - t h e  two-piece,  

ha rd-so led  and t h e  one-piece ,  s o f t - s o l e d  - and t h e  l a t t e r ,  a f o r e s t  

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ,  was p r e f e r r e d  by t h e  Blackfoo t .  The undecora ted ,  

t a i l o r e d  s h i r t  was n o t  a  p a r t  of u n i v e r s a l  P l a i n s  ga rb  u n t i l  v e r y  
I '  

r e c e n t l y ,  b u t  "The Cree ,  Dene and o t h e r  t r i b e s  of c e n t r a l  Canada 

wore l e a t h e r  sh i r t s . . .We a l s o  have p o s i t i v e  knowledge of t h e i r  e a r l y  

u s e  by t h e  Blackfoo t ,  A s s i n i b o i n ,  Crow, Dakota,  P la ins -Cree ,  



Nez-Perce, Northern Shoshoni, Gros Ventre, and on the other hand 

of their absence among the Mandan, Hidatsa,Arikara, Pawnee, Osage, 

Kiowa,Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Comanche." (Wissler 1920:47). A glance 

at an accurate demographic map for the above tribes in the early 

nineteenth century will nicely illustrate the fallacy of any too 

precise an environmental correlation. Assuredly those favoring 

the tailored shirt are generally situated in a more northerly latitude. 

If, however, consideration of consistant low temperature (most 

certainly including the wind chill factor) solely predicated clothing 

style, there is small reason for the Shoshoni and Nez Perce to be 

more adequately clad than the Cheyenne, Mandan, Pawnee or Arikara. 

With the one-piece dress of plains women as well, custom and diffusion 

rather than protection seems to have influenced form. Apparently 

the sleeveless version was popular with the Hidatsa, Mandan, Crow, 

Dakota, Arapaho, Ute, Kiowa, Comanche, Sarsi and Gros Ventre, while 

Nez Perce, Northern Shoshoni, Plains Cree and Blackfoot women wore 

dresses with fitted sleeves. Minor points, perhaps, but immediately 

obvious to anyone familiar with plains winters is the superiority 

of the tailored to the caped garment. 

Pedestrian Political Systems 

Although an acceptable reconstruction of pedestrian Blackfoot 

social organization has been attempted by Ewers and others from reference 

to better-documented contiguous peoples and from one or two accounts 

of aged informants, there is still no absolute agreement on the 

nature of Blackfoot political grouping prior to about 1725, shortly 



after which time they came into possession of guns and horses. 

Ewers (1958:18) considers that in Blackfoot dog (pedestrian) days 

"It ... is unlikely that the hunting bands recognized a tribal chief. 
Certainly the hunting band must have been the primary political 

unit." The band may have been the primary political unit, but 

a most reliable account of a battle between the pedestrian Piegans 

and the Snakes specifically mentions tribal chiefs and suggests 

by the large number of combatants involved (far greater than normal 

band strength) that a larger political unit for defensive or 

offensive action was at least occasionally recognized. This will 

be more fully considered later. 

In describing both pedestrian and equestrian Blackfoot 

political systems throughout this paper, I am alluding to those means 

operative within the society for the maintenance of peace within 

the political group, i.e. the ultimate enforcement of norms and 

the final arbitration of conflicting interests; f o r  the overall 

organization and direction of co~nrnunity enterprises; and externally, 

for the conducting of war and diplomacy. By political group at the 

basic level I mean a local group explicitly organized into a 

functioning whole for the accomplishment of the above ends through 

a system of continuous and well defined leadership over and above 

those who head the individual families that comprise it - in other 

words, a band; and by the term tribe, I refer to the organization 

of neighboring bands into a larger unit, so extending band 

organization to cover a number of locally autonomous units. 

As Ewers has suggested, it may be doubtful, if during their 



e a r l y  p r a i r i e  r e s i d e n c y ,  t h e  v a r i o u s  bands of Blackfoo t  o p e r a t e d  

a s  a n  i n t e g r a l  u n i t  o t h e r  t h a n  i n  times of extreme p e r i l  from 

a d j a c e n t  human groups  o r  i n  summer h u n t s  when a  l a r g e  enough c o n c e n t r a t i o n  

of b u f f a l o  might  w a r r a n t  concer ted  a c t i o n .  However, m i l i t a r y  e x i g e n c i e s  

might have been f a r  more f r e q u e n t  t h a n  Ewers h a s  i m p l i e d ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

du 'ng t h a t  e r a  when nearby t r i b e s  were a c q u i r i n g  guns and h o r s e s  iw 
and t o  t h e  n o r t h e a s t  were t r a d i n g  d i r e c t l y  w i t h  w h i t e s .  O l i v e r  

(1961:2) remarks:  

It must be emphasized t h a t  t h e  e c o l o g i c a l  
e q u a t i o n  i s  n o t  a  s imple  one; i t  must t a k e  i n t o  
account  n o t  on ly  c u l t u r e ,  of which technology i s  
one p a r t ,  b u t  a l s o  environment i n  i t s  b r o a d e s t  
s e n s e .  An impor tan t  p a r t  of t h e  environment i n  
which any human s o c i e t y  e x i s t s  i s  made up of o t h e r  
human s o c i e t i e s ,  and t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  among t h e s e  
s o c i e t i e s  was of c o n s i d e r a b l e  importance on t h e  
P l a i n s .  The P l a i n s  T r i b e s  had t o  a d j u s t  t o  t h e  
p r e s e n c e  of o t h e r  P l a i n s  T r i b e s . . . a n d  t h e y  were 
l i k e w i s e  i n f l u e n c e d  by powers o u t s i d e  t h e  P l a i n s  
p r o p e r .  T h i s  l a t t e r  p o i n t  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  c l e a r  
i n  t h e  c a s e  of a  t r i b e  l i k e  t h e  Cree ,  whose v e r y  
e x i s t e n c e  a s  a  t r i b a l  group was due i n  l a r g e  p a r t  
t o  t h e  European demand f o r  f u r s .  

Besides  t h e  account  of a  p r e h i s t o r i c  b a t t l e  between t h e  

Blackfoo t  and t h e  Snakes ( t o  which I e a r l i e r  r e f e r r e d  and which 

w i l l  be  recounted  l a t e r  i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r ) ,  i n f e r e n c e s  drawn from 

a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  ev idence  and s t u d y  of con t iguous  groups ,  a  number 

of t r e a t i s e s  have amply p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t ,  among t h e  True P l a i n s  

t r i b e s  o f  t h e  h i s t o r i c  e r a ,  t h o s e  groups  w i t h  fo rmal  l e a d e r s h i p  

p a t t e r n s  were o r i g i n a l l y  h o r t i c u l t u r a l  t r i b e s  and t h o s e  groups  

w i t h  i n f o r m a l  l e a d e r s h i p  p a t t e r n s  were o r i g i n a l l y  h u n t i n g  and 



gathering tribes. Historic Blackfoot political leadership was of 

an informal nature, and, if much modified to suit new ecological 

circumstances, it still might provide a profitable insight into 

the configuration of its p r e d e c e s s  Once again, we are forced to 

rely for reconstruction partially on ethnology-based universals 

and historical documentation in order to prognosticate backwards 

in time . 

In Eggan's opinion (1955:85): 

The conditions of Plains life demanded a local 
group small enough to subsist by hunting and gathering, 
but large enough to furnish protection against hostile 
war parties and raids. The extended family was 
adequate for the first condition but was at the mercy 
of any war party; the tribe, on the other hand, was 
too unwieldy to act as an economic unit for very long. 
The band provided an adequate compromise; this is 
perhaps the most important reason for its almost 
universal presence in the Plains area. 

Lowie (1963:92) defines such a band as " ... a local group 
of people jointly wandering in search of sustenance...': and Ewers 

(1958:9), basing his estimate on traders' notes on Cree and 

Assiniboine groups, judges that "Each band probably comprised 

about twenty to thirty families, totalling some one hundred to two 

hundred men, women and children." 

As the buffalo moved, so did the bands, and other than in 

the extreme depth of the Saskatchewan winter when the animals sought 

shelter and forage in the river coulees, the hunting groups knew 

no permanency of habitation. Lacking at that time any beast of 



burden other than the dog or female human, an individual's 

possessions were necessarily limited in size and quantity and 

consisted for the most part only of those articles absolutely 

essential to the basics of daily living. The later characteristically 

large lodges with their elaborate furnishings, medicine bundles 

and ceremonial trappings would have been prohibitively excessive 

luxuries in the days of foot travel. Davis (1948:366) contends 

that stratification within a human society generally appears only 

when that society has attained a certain size and level of 

complexity, that is wherein exchangeable surpluses may be 

accumulated and specialists indulged; and Service (1962:109) 

declares that bands are "...largely familistic cultures; they are 

eqalitarian; ... differentiation of structure has not been carried 
to the point where there are separated bodies of political control, 

economic specialization, or even true religious professionalism." 

Certainly, even in equestrian times at the tribal level Blackfoot 

political organization was of a rather amorphous and democratic 

nature, and no absolute powers were vested in either the tribal 

chiefs or the band leaders that composed the tribal council. This I 

ancient tradition of a loose and arbitrary allocation of authority, 
i 
I 

I 

sufficient and efficient as it may have been for an itinerant 

hunting and gathering population, was to seriously inhibit a united ' 

and sustained military, political and social resistance to white 
I 

encroachment in the last half of the nineteenth century. 

It is hardly supportable to imagine that the prairie b ~ f f a l o - ~ ~ i ~ ~ t ~ d  



economy alone provided a particularly fertile matrix for this lack 

of formal authority. As Wissler (1920:88) wrote, an absence of 

"...hard and fast distinctions between independent and dependent 

political units ... is not by any means peculiar to the Plains." 
And, assuming again that the ancestors of the pedestrian Blackfoot 

engaged in a similar economy within an Eastern Woodlands context, 

it is unlikely that successive migrations westward occasioned 

political modifications of any magnitude. For that matter, 

ethnographic research has revealed few, if any, examples of rigidly 

ascribed and legally enforced authority anywhere north of the Mesoamerican 

culture area. Even the celebrated League of the Iroquois existed 

as a confederacy only in the interests of external military polity; 

it was created specifically in 1570 to preserve peace between its 

five member tribes in order to ensure unity of protective action 

against surrounding Algonkian enemies. Emphasizing the absence of 

any form of legal coercion of the tribes by the League, Beals and 

Hoijer (1959:51) submit that, 

Given the subsistence economy of the Iroquois, 
it is not difficult to see why a statelike 
organization did not emerge among them. There 
could be no central authority or elite sufficiently 
strong to dominate the tribes either politically or 
economically. The League thus differs no whit in 
principle from the Plains band . . .  for it is governed ... 
by leaders chosen for their personal qualities and 
achievements, and who govern, not by force or the 
threat of force, but rather by persuasion and 
influence. 



Pedestrian Warfare 

There is no positive way of ascertaining if Blackfoot 

warfare in pre-horse days ever assumed the endemic quality of 

historic times, but there can be little doubt that whatever warlike 

procl-ivities characterized pedestrian Blackfeet populations, they 

received a tremendous impetus from the introduction of the horse. 

Umfreville, who was introduced to the Blackfeet in 1790, by which 

time they were well and thoroughly mounted, did not question this 

premise and unhesitatingly considered the stealing or capture of 

horses "...their principle inducement in going to war." (Secoy, 

1953:37). Nevertheless, if the behavior of similar groups elsewhere 

on the continent - as viewed by European chroniclers - is any 

indication, the pedestrian Blackfeet were no strangers to homicide 

at the inter-tribal level. Both Hyde and Secoy rely heavily for 

reconstruction of warfare patterns on the journal of David Thompson, 

who in 1787 recorded the recollections of an old Cree-turned-Piegan. 

Saukamappee's age was estimated by Thompson at approximately eighty 

years and the following events took place when the Indian was about 

sixteen (around 1723) (Secoy , 1953: 34,35) : 

The Peegans were always the frontie-r tribe, 
and upon whom the Snake Indians made their attacks. .. 
and the Peegans had to send messengers among us (Crees) 
to procure help ... My father brought about twenty warriors 
with him. There were a few guns amongst us, but 
very little ammunition...Our weapons was a Lance, mostly 
pointed with iron, some few with stone, a Bow and a 
quiver of Arrows; the Bows were of Larch, the length 



came t o  t h e  c h i n ;  t h e  q u i v e r  had abou t  f i f t y  
a r rows ,  of which t e n  had i r o n  p o i n t s  ... H e  c a r r i e d  
h i s  k n i f e  on h i s  b r e a s t  and h i s  axe  i n  h i s  b e l t .  
Such was my f a t h e r s  weapons, and t h o s e  w i t h  him 
had much t h e  same weapons ... We came t o  t h e  
Peegans and t h e i r  a l l i e s  ... and were a  g r e a t  many. 
We were f e a s t e d ,  a  g r e a t  War Tent was made, and 
a  few days  passed i n  speeches ,  f e a s t i n g  and 
dances .  A war c h i e f  was e l e c t e d  by t h e  c h i e f s ,  
and we g o t  ready t o  march. Our s p i e s  had been 
o u t  and had seen  a  l a r g e  camp of  t h e  Snake I n d i a n s  
on t h e  P l a i n s  of t h e  Eagle  H i l i  ... we...numbered 
our  men, we were about  350 w a r r i o r s  ... t h e y  had 
t h e i r  s c o u t s  o u t ,  and came t o  meet u s .  Both 
p a r t i e s  made a  g r e a t  show of t h e i r  numbers, and 
I thought  t h a t  t h e y  were more numerous t h a n  
o u r s e l v e s .  A f t e r  some s i n g i n g  and danc ing ,  t h e y  
s a t  down on t h e  ground, and p laced  t h e i r  l a r g e  
s h i e l d s  b e f o r e  them, which covered them: We 
d i d  t h e  same, b u t  our  s h i e l d s  were n o t  s o  many, 
and some of our  s h i e l d s  had t o  s h e l t e r  two men. 
T h e i r s  were a l l  p laced  touch ing  each o t h e r ;  t h e i r  
Bows were n o t  s o  long a s  o u r s ,  b u t  of b e t t e r  wood, 
and t h e  back covered w i t h  t h e  sinews of t h e  
Eisons  which made them v e r y  e l a s t i c ,  and t h e i r  
ar rows went a  long way and whizzed abou t  us  a s  
b a l l s  do from guns. They were a l l  headed w i t h  a  
s h a r p ,  smooth, b l a c k  s t o n e  ( f l i n t )  which broke 
when i t  s t r u c k  a n y t h i n g .  Our i r o n  headed 
arrows d i d  n o t  go through t h e i r  s h i e l d s ,  b u t  
s t u c k  i n  them; On b o t h  s i d e s  s e v e r a l  were wounded, 
b u t  none l a y  on t h e  ground; and n i g h t  p u t  a n  end 
t o  t h e  b a t t l e , w i t h o u t  a  s c a l p  b e i n g  t a k e n  on e i t h e r  s i d e ,  
and i n  t h o s e  days  such  was t h e  r e s u l t ,  u n l e s s  one 
p a r t y  was more numerous t h a n  t h e  o t h e r .  The g r e a t  
misch ie f  of war t h e n ,  was a s  now, by a t t a c k i n g  and 
d e s t r o y i n g  s m a l l  camps of t e n  t o  t h i r t y  t e n t s ,  which 
a r e  o b l i g e d  t o  s e p a r a t e  f o r  h u n t i n g  ... 

The l a t t e r  k ind  of m i l i t a r y  a c t i o n  mentioned by Saukamappe 

conforms n i c e l y  t o  g e n e r a l  e t h n o l o g i c a l  c o n c l u s i o n s  - t h a t  i s ,  a t  

t h a t  l e v e l  of g e n e r a l  e v o l u t i o n a r y  s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  t h e  

p r e f e r r e d  w a r f a r e  was i n  t h e  n a t u r e  of s u r p r i s e  a t t a c k s  by 

s u p e r i o r  f o r c e s  on s m a l l ,  i s o l a t e d  enemy camps w i t h  l i t t l e  r i s k  i 



of heavy casualties on the part of the agressor. Maintenance 

of territorial perogatives, and the chance of chiefly acquired 

booty appear to have been primary objectives, although revenge 

and status motivation probably were not too secondary. Lowie 

(1963:121) states: 

Certainly it is an error to assume that the 
desire for horses was responsible for the warlike 
spirit characteristic of the Plains. Apart from 
overwhelming evidence for the craving of glory, it 
is clear that precisely the same eagerness for 
distinction prompted the tribes of the Southeast 
and of the Eastern Woodlands, from which the 
majority of the historic Plains Indians emigrated 
into their subsequent habitat...In other words, 
the typical Plains war complex existed in a 
nonequestrian culture; and ... the dominant motives 
were noneconomic. 

This is not the place to argue the origins or reasons for 

war among humankind or for specifically an economic causality, 

but there is an abundance of proof to support the opinion that, 

even among the relatively classless pedestrian Blackfoot, the 

rationale for fighting was not wholly economically-based and was 

likely much older than their tenure on this continent. 

A propos of the battle described by Saukamappee, as 

Service (1962:115) sees it, the inability of a tribal organization 

to economically sustain a protracted and total campaign, or to 

support subject populations in a case of true conquest, renders 

tribal warfare quite inconclusive, so that "...the bellicose 

state of intertribal relations tends to be unremitting and is thus 



a strong environmental inducement for a consistent unity of the 

various independent tribal segments or local kin groups." 

Given the particular subsistence economy of the pedestrian 

Blackfoot, wherein seasonal dispersal in the interests of survival 

was mandatory and wherein tribal physical unity was hampered by 

lack of fast communication and transportation, inter-tribal 

confrontations as outlined by Thompson's informant were relatively 

infrequent. Petty raiding for small economic gain or for purposes 

of vengeance and prestige was most likely the representative 

pattern, and it is doubtful if the casualty rate ever approximattd 

that of the historic era when mobility, striking power and 

especially magnitude of reward were emphatically enhanced by 

adoption of the horse and gun. 



111. THE EQUESTRIAIV, PRE-RESERVE PERIOD 

Less  t h a n  t e n  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  t y p i c a l  i n f a n t r y  a c t i o n  a s  

n a r r a t e d  by Saukamappee i n  t h e  f o r e g o i n g  c h a p t e r ,  t h e  i r o n t i e r  

P iegans  were i n t r o d u c e d  i n  a  r a t h e r  t e r r i f y i n g  mann?r t r >  h z r s e s ,  

and a  v e r y  s h o r t  w h i l e  l a t e r  b o t h  they  and t h e  Snakes f o r  t h e  

f i r s t  t ime  became aware of t h e  m i l i t a r y  p o t e n t i a l  of t h e  gun. 

Saukamappee was t h e n  a  Cree and h i s  t r i b e  was a l l i e d  t e m p o r n i l >  

w i t h  t h e  Blackfoo t  a g a i n s t  t h e  extremely powerful  and wide-ranging 

Snakes. Secoy n o t e s  t h a t  t h e  Snakes were r e q u i r e d  t o  t r a v e l  t o  

New Mexico f o r  h o r s e s  and had y e t  t o o  few t o  r i s k  i n  any b u t  

h i t -and-run r a i d s ,  which e x p l a i n s  t h e i r  absence i n  t h e  second of 

t h e  f o l l o w i n g  c o n f r o n t a t i o n s .  The account ,  a s  recorded  by Thompson 

(Secoy, 1953:36-37), of p r i m i t i v e  peop les  suddenly  f a c e d  w i t h  

t h e  immediate e f f e c t s  of advanced t e c h n o l o g i c a l  a i d s  i s  worth  

reproduc ing  i n  p a r t .  

... Messengers came from our  a l l i e s  t o  c l a i n  
a s s i s t a n c e .  By t h i s  t ime  (1736-40) t h e  a f f a i r s  
of b o t h  p a r t i e s  had much changed; we had more 
guns and iron-headed arrows t h a n  b e f o r e ;  b u t  
o u r  enemies t h e  Snake I n d i a n s  and t h e i r  a l l i e s  
had MisstutSm (Big Dogs, t h a t  i s  Horses)  on 
which t h e y  r o d e ,  s w i f t  a s  t h e  Deer ,  on which 
t h e y  dashed a t  t h e  Peegans ,  and w i t h  t h e i r  
s t o n e  Pukamoggan knocked them on t h e  head,  and 
they  had t h u s  l o s t  s e v e r a l  of t h e i r  b e s t  men. 
Th is  news we d i d  n o t  w e l l  comprehend and i t  
alarmed u s ,  f o r  we had no i d e a  of Horses and 
cou ld  n o t  make o u t  what t h e y  were.  Only 
t h r e e  of u s  went. . .we came t o  our  a l l i e s . . .  
i t  was found between u s  and t h e  Stone I n d i a n s  
we had t e n  guns and each of us  about  t h i r t y  
b a l l s  and powder f o r  t h e  war,  and we were 



considered the strength of the battle. After 
a few days march...the enemy was near in a large 
war party, but had no Horses with them, for at 
that time they had very few of them...We prepared 
for the battle as best we could. When we came to 
meet each other ... lying flat on the ground behind 
the shields, we watched our opportunity when they 
drew their bows to shoot at us, their bodies were 
then exposed and each of us, as opportunity 
offered, fired with deadly aim, and either killed, or 
severely wounded, every one we aimed at...the greater 
part of the enemy took to flight ... 

When Anthony Hendry journeyed onto the prairies in 1754-55 / 

he found what were probably the Blackfoot thoroughly committed 

to a mounted, nomadic, buffalo-oriented life, and in 1790, little 

more than half a century after the tribe had first seen the horse, 

Unfreville remarked that they "...are the most numerous and 

powerful nation we are acquainted with, ... \Jar is more familiar 
to them than the other nations, and they are by far the most 

formidable...In their inroads into the enemies country, they 
I 

frequently bring off a number of horses, which is their principle i 
inducement in going to war. I '  ( S e c o Y ,  1953: 38) . 

During these years, ~udson's Bay Company men and independent 

French traders from Montreal had made available to the Blackfoot 

(through Cree and Assiniboine middlemen) a whole range of sometimes 

technologically superior articles and utensils ideally suited to 

a mobile, hunting existence - tools and appliances lighter, more 

durable, more efficient and ready-made - so that far more time 

could be utilized for hunting and raiding. In addition to guns, 

iron cooking vessels, axeheads, awls, metal knives and arrowheads, 
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blankets, etc. quickly replaced the laboriously worked local 

manufactures. Lewis notes that "With the infiltration of the 

labor saving devices of white material culture and the consequent 

rise in thk standard of living.. .Blackfoot dependence upon the 

whites, though on a different level than that of the Cree, was 

no less real." (1942: 34). 

Besides, of course, being invaluable in locating, following 

and hunting the buffalo, the horse became a means for transporting 

more meat, hides and household gear than was ever possible in 

the days of human and dog transport, so that Blackfoot material 

culture burgeoned quantitatively as well as qualitatively. Lewis 

(1942:35) writes: 

While we have no description of Blackfoot 
tipis in pre-horse days we can infer the limits 
of their size from the fact that the maximum 
load that could be carried by the dog travois 
was between 40 to 50 pounds. Since the weight 
of a buffalo hide was well over 50 pounds, a 
six to eight skin tipi would probably tax their 
transportation facilities to the limit. Such 
a tipi could accomodate six to eight persons. 
However, in the earliest reference to Blackfoot 
tipis found in Hendry (1754) or about twenty 
years after their acquisition of horses, Hendry 
writes that the "leader's" tent in a camp of 
two hundred was "large enough to contain 50 
persons. " 

Lewis also notes (1942:35-36) a further increase in dwellin .g size 

in the 1830's when American fur trade expansion brought even more 

wealth to the Blackfoot and allowed the most successful of them 

to afford polygymy. 



A s  d i r e c t  con tac t  between t h e  Blackfoot  and t h e  f u r  

t r a d e r  became t h e  norm i n  t h e  f i r s t  decades of t h e  n ine t een th  

cen tury ,  d a i l y  l i v i n g  f o r  t h e  tribesmen was irnrneasureably r i c h e r  

and e a s i e r ,  and they could now " . . .devote  more t ime t o  warfa re ,  

t o  accumulating weal th  i n  ho r se s  through r a i d s  on enemy camps, 

t o  prolonged r e l i g i o u s  ceremonies,  t o  s o c i a l  ga the r ings ,  and t o  

f ea s t i ng . "  (Ewers, 1958:44). Unlike t he  Cree and Ass in iboine ,  

t he  Blackfoot would e i t h e r  no t  o r  only ha l f -hea r t ed ly  t r a p  f o r  

t r a d e ,  bu t  w i th  t h e i r  e x p e r t i s e  a s  mounted b u f f a l o  hun te r s  they 

could k i l l  many more animals than were needed f o r  subs i s t ence  

and they assumed t h e  r o l e  of meat s u p p l i e r  t o  t h e  t r a d e r s .  They 

a l s o  d i d  a  t h r i v i n g  and prosperous bus iness  s e l l i n g  remounts t o  

t he  whi tes .  Ewers (1958:37), e x t r a c t i n g  from Alexander Henry's 

l edge r s ,  no tes  t h a t  a t  Fo r t  Vermil l ion i n  1809, t he  p r i c e  of 

a  horse  from t h e  Blackfoot was " ... a g a l l o n  keg of Blackfoot rum, 

2 fathoms of new t w i s t  tobacco,  20 b a l l s  and powder enough t o  

f i r e  them, 1 awl,  1 s c a l p e r ,  1 f l e s h i n g  k n i f e ,  1 gun worm, 1 

P.C. g l a s s ,  1 f i r e  s t e e l  and one f l i n t .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  u t i l i t a r i a n  

t ime-savers,  t h e  t r a d e r s  o f f e r ed  a  wide v a r i e t y  of luxury i tems - 

coloured s t roud ing ,  beads,  f i n g e r  r i n g s ,  commercial p a i n t s ,  

po in t  b l anke t s ,  c l o t h  c o a t s ,  e t c .  - a l l  of which could be had f o r  

e f f o r t  which must have seemed i n f i n i t e l y  p r e f e r a b l e  t o  t h e  drudgery 

of producing equ iva l en t  a r t i c l e s  from l o c a l  resources  wi th  an 

i n f e r i o r  technology. 

By acqu i r ing  ho r se s  and adapt ing  them t o  t h e i r  b u f f a l o  



economy the Blackfoot were able to provide sustenance, shelter, 

clothing and exchangeable surpluses with a fraction of the effort 

and time formerly necessary; with guns they were able to enlarge 

their hunting territories by ousting those tribes to the south 

and west who had only limited access to firearms; in adopting 

European trade goods they gained leisure which could profitably 

be turned to raiding for more horses for exchange and prestige. 

They were no longer tied to a simple subsistence pattern. 

Political Organization 

It is Service's contention (1962:112) that external 

offence-defence requirements may often be the selective factors 

responsible for the evolution from a band to a tribal society, 

and, if we can assume that early European accounts of the social 

and political organization of pre-equestrian Cree and Assiriiboine 

validly represent then-contemporary reality for the Blackfoot as 

well, Ewers may be correct in his assumption that the pedestrian 

Blackfoot normally recognized only band leadership. The suggestion 

of a system somewhat more sophisticated implicit in Saukamappee's 

account of the first Snake-Blackfoot battle could represent a 

transitional phase. With the incursion of mounted raiders from 

the south and west and the presence of fusil-armed peoples to the 

north-east, the formation of larger political groupings for 

defence requirements probably became very desireable, if not 
I 



mandatory for survival. It is widely acknowledged that gun and 

horse introduction fostered a tremendous surge of raiding and 

warfare among Plains populations, and that pre-equestrian raiding 

largely for purposes of vengeance and prestige was superceded 

by continuous raiding for economic gain and prestige. Long 

before the Blackfoot had access to firearms and horses they had 

felt the effects of European technology and the opportunity for 

comparative wealth it engendered among native populations closer 

to the source of supply. Certainly there is considerable evidence 

to suggest that, along and beyond the expanding horse and gun 

frontiers, there occurred a tendency toward larger and more 

inter-dependent political formations - that is, from a 

predominantly band organization to that at the tribal level. 

In any case, within and possibly for some decades before the 

period between Thompson's meeting with the Blackfeet and 1878 - 

the hunting band was no longer the ultimate political unit. 

No matter what form it takes, political organization 

implies by definition that one person has authority (whether 

legal or not) over another, and it is to be hoped that the 

following analysis will illustrate that delicate balance between 

the role of a Blackfoot leader and his status, a relationship 

that was very much of a paradox to distant Canadian and 

American legislators at the time of treaty-making. 



The Blackfoot Band 

The very specialized economy of these buffalo hunting 

nomads precluded year-round concentration of tribal members, so 

that for three quarters of each year the hunting band represented 

for a Blackfoot his immediate social, economic, and political 

reality. It is important to keep in mind that, having chosen 

to perpetuate on the high plains a centuries-old predisposition 

for a hunting and gathering existence and having successfully 

(if sometimes involuntarily) effected the transition from a 

woodland to a prairie to a plains environment, the Blackfoot 

were, in their peregrinations and demography, directly influenced 

by the habits of the animal that provided them with highly nutritious 

food, substantial shelter, fuel, and a satisfying way of life. 

As Forde has noted (1949:50): 

During the late spring and early summer 
(the buffalo) congregatedin enormous herds, 
migrated along established routes to the 
richest pastures and fattened on the fresh 
grass, coming into prime condition from June 
to August. But in the autumn and winter, 
when feed was scarcer and less nutritious, 
they scattered more widely, forming smaller 
herds, and were compelled to shift more 
frequently from place to place. These 
considerations effected not only the methods 
of hunting but the distribution of population. 
While there was every advantage in the 
formation of large groups in summer for 
organized attack on the great herds, in the 
winter season there was need for the 
separation of the people into smaller groups 
scattered widely over the country. 

Very simply, then - as in pedestrian days - a Blackfoot 
band was required to be small enough to ensure adequate subsistance 



during the lean months, yet large enough to properly engage in 

the most effective hunting techniques and to ensure at least 

a modicum of military protection. 

These bands, as with all or most other local groups 

practising a hunting-gathering economy, formed around an agnatic 

nucleus and their families, with coresidence within a more or less 

well-defined territory and a cooperative participation in group 

affairs as the only essential requisite for inclusion. However, 

they were not overly exclusive units nor were they of a size 

constancy. According to Forde (1949:51) "The situation can 

probably best be summarized by saying that the winter camp groups 

of related families tended continually to express their economic 

and social individuality as named bands, but the situation was 

modified by processes of accretion and division more rapidly 

than was reflected in the nominal constitution and membership 

of the groups at any one time." There appear to have been many 

families who changed band affiliation from time to time, and 

unless they were undesireable for some special reason, they were 

accorded complete recognition. Ewers notes (1958:96,97) that, 

with the advent of wealth in the form of horses and trade goods, 

a Blackfoot band became a much more fluid unit than in 

prehistoric times. 

Band leadership, generally consisting of one man and in 

large bands occasionally of two or more, was never, before final 



Blackfoo t  s u b j u g a t i o n ,  based on a s c r i p t i o n .  C e r t a i n l y  t h e  sons  

of c h i e f s  sometimes succeeded t o  t h e  p o s i t i o n ,  b u t  i n  t h e o r y  

c h i e f t a n c y  was awarded o n l y  f o r  t h o s e  p a r t i c u l a r  c h a r a c t e r  t r a i t s  

and marks of prowess t h a t  had a p p a r e n t l y  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  ob ta ined  

d u r i n g  p e d e s t r i a n  t imes .  That t h i s  p a t t e r n  was i n  f a c t  eroded 

by economic and t e c h n o l o g i c a l  concomitants  of i n c r e a s i n g  w h i t e  

c o n t a c t  w i l l  be observed l a t e r .  However, b e s i d e s  a  b a s i c  

k i n s h i p  i d e n t i t y ,  a  man was o s t e n s i b l y  chosen a s  t h e  c h i e f  of 

h i s  band because  of h i s  o u t s t a n d i n g  s k i l l  a s  a  h u n t e r  and w a r r i o r ,  

h i s  competence i n  economic p lann ing  and h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  m a i n t a i n  

r e a s o n a b l e  o r d e r  and harmony w i t h i n  t h e  group.  He d i d  n o t  have 

a c c e s s  t o  any l e g a l l y  c o e r c i v e  machinery by which h i s  w i l l  o r  

d e c i s i o n s  might be enforced  - he was c h i e f  o n l y  by t h e  s u f f e r a n c e  

of t h e  males  of h i s  band, by t h e  t a c i t  consen t  of h i s  p e e r s .  

The h i s t o r i a n ,  F r a n c i s  Parkman (1964:104) wro te  of t h e  Ogla la  

Dacota i n  1846: 

Courage,  a d d r e s s  and e n t e r p r i s e  may r a i s e  
any w a r r i o r  t o  t h e  h i g h e s t  honor ... b u t  when he 
h a s  reached t h e  d i g n i t y  of c h i e f ,  and t h e  o l d  
men and w a r r i o r s  have f o r m a l l y  i n s t a l l e d  him, 
l e t  i t  n o t  be imagined t h a t  he  assumes any of 
t h e  outward s i g n s  of r a n k  and honor .  He knows 
t o o  w e l l  on how f r a i l  a t e n u r e  he  h o l d s  h i s  
s t a t i o n .  L i k e  t h e  Teu ton ic  c h i e f s  of o l d ,  he  
i n g r a t i a t e s  h imse l f  w i t h  h i s  young men by 
making them p r e s e n t s  ... I f  he  f a i l s  t o  g a i n  
t h e i r  f a v o u r ,  t h e y  w i l l  s e t  h i s  a u t h o r i t y  a t  
naught ,  and may d e s e r t  him a t  any moment; f o r  
t h e  usages  of h i s  peop le  have p rov ided  no means 
of e n f o r c i n g  h i s  a u t h o r i t y .  



Parkman's description in part mirrors the Blackfoot 

situation, although he errs in supposing that those very 

qualities - sagacity and physical prowess - that favored the 

elevation of a man to leadership would not themselves evoke 

respect and perhaps fear and thus assist in enforcing his 

positional power, excepting against collective opposition. 

Parkman's employment of the word "ingratiated" is also ill-chosen 

and youthfully ethnocentric. In addition to hospitality, 

ostentatious liberality facilitated circulation of goods within 

the band, and most certainly was not indulged in without the 

expectation of sometime reciprocation, either in kind or at 

least in loyalty. Nevertheless, there was nothing formally 

obligatory in the principle of reciprocity, although "...a 

continual borrower lost status and a limit was thus put upon 

indiscriminate begging." (Flannery, 1953:85). As L.M. Hanks 

(1950: 2 7 )  explains it : 

Blackfoot theory stated that any person 
might camp with any chief. In practise, each 
camp comprised a stable core of close 
relatives of the chief, his brother, sister's 
husband, son-in-law, and often his son. In 
addition there was a circle of less immediate 
relatives by blood or marriage, such as the 
son's father-in-law, brother's wife's husband, 
and any member's cherished age-mate of no 
traceable relationship. On this level, a 
man or his wife was almost always related 
somehow to several chiefs. A person exploited 
his kin relationships to his own advantage, 
and if ever the authority of his chief became 
obnoxious or he saw better advantage elsewhere, 
he moved away to assume membership among 
another chief's following. Thus chiefly 



j u r i s d i c t i o n  was over  v o l u n t a r y  f o l l o w e r s  
who had t h e  r i g h t  t o  move away from 
burdensome a u t h o r i t y  whever they  wished.  

Whether o r  n o t  m i l i t a r y  prowess of an  o u t s t a n d i n g  o r d e r  

was cons idered  n e c e s s a r y  i n  a  p e d e s t r i a n  band l e a d e r ,  i t  had 

most c e r t a i n l y  become a  prime r e q u i s i t e  i n  t h e  l a t e r  P l a i n s  

s i t u a t i o n .  As O l i v e r  (1961:63) emphasizes,  "It i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  

s t r e s s  t h e  p o i n t  t h a t  t h e  True P l a i n s  t r i b e s  were q u i t e  l i t e r a l l y  

f i g h t i n g  f o r  t h e i r  l i v e s .  They were engaged i n  a  f i e r c e  

compet i t ion  w i t h  o t h e r  t r i b e s  and w i t h  o u t s i d e  powers f o r  

t e r r i t o r y  and f o r  h o r s e s ;  b o t h  l and  t o  h u n t  i n  and h o r s e s  t o  

hun t  w i t h  were c r u c i a l  t o  s u r v i v a l . "  C e r t a i n l y  ownership of 

h o r s e s  was a  b a s i c  de te rminan t  of s t a t u s  and everywhere on t h e  

P l a i n s  r a i d i n g  c o n s t i t u t e d  t h e  main method of e n l a r g i n g  h e r d s .  

A w a r r i o r  who d i s p l a y e d  a  f l a i r  f o r  s u c c e s s f u l  h o r s e  r a i d i n g  

and who was a b l e  t o  s t e a l  enough of a  he rd  t o  bestow h o r s e s  a s  

g i f t s  t o  t h e  less s k i l l f u l  and f o r t u n a t e  was w e l l  on t h e  way t o  

band l e a d e r s h i p .  

For a l l  t h e  a p p a r e n t  i n d i v i d u a l i s m  of e x p r e s s i o n ,  and f o r  

a l l  t h e  l a c k  of a  fo rmal  l e g a l  frame w i t h i n  which i n t r a s o c i e t a l  

s t r i f e  might be  s a n c t i o n e d ,  t h e  band l e v e l  of s o c i o c u l t u r a l  

i n t e g r a t i o n  ( S e r v i c e ,  1962:107) a s  exempl i f i ed  by many of t h e  

nomadic P l a i n s  p e o p l e s ,  d i d  n o t  t o  any degree  r e p r e s e n t  c h a o t i c  

d i s o r d e r .  A t  t h e  most pr imary l e v e l  - t h a t  of t h e  n u c l e a r  fami ly  - 

t h e r e  was l i t t l e  q u e s t i o n  of t h e  a u t h o r i t y  of t h e  husband, and t h e  



way of the Blackfoot female transgressor was indeed hard. Again 

in common with many other Plains tribes, wherein sexual 

repression and inhibition (other than in rigidly prescribed 

circumstances) obtained, Blackfoot norms in this matter were 

especially prohibitive and many are the accounts by white 

travellers of Blackfoot women who had been facially mutilated 

for adultery. Good manners, mutual restraint and suppression of 

potentially disruptive emotions acted to promote in-group 

harmony generally. The alternatives to adherence to prescribed 

modes of behavior were deterrent enough, the most drastic of 

which were ostracism and banishment. In ~weys words (1958:97): I 
The individual who was wronged was expected 

to exact such punishment of the wrongdoer as he 
or his family was able to inflict. N a t  uncommonly, 
the criminal fled to another Blackfoot band or to 
a neighboring tribe. Theft customarily was 
followed by reclaiming of the stolen property. 
Murder was punished by the dead man's relatives, 
who usually took the life of the murderer. But 
if the murdered man was poor and the killer rich 
and powerful, the matter might be ended by a 
payment of horses to the family of the deceased. 
Thus it was possible for a wealthy man to get 
away with murder, although he would not enhance 
his popularity by doing so. 

Ewers has in the latter part of that statement nicely outlined 

the gap between theory and practice, or for that matter between 

persistence and change. The amassing of wealth and consequently 

power, made possible by the introduction of a technology that 

reduced actual subsistence time and effort requirements to a 



minimum, created something radically new in Blackfoot life - a 

class society. Ewers has always taken the position that 

Blackfoot culture after the introduction of the horse was 

qualitatively as well as quantitatively different from Blackfoot 

culture in pedestrian times and contends that the change was 

largely social rather than material. (Ewers, 1955:338): 

The adaptation of the horse to the 
Plains Indian economy brought about a change 
from a relatively classless society to a 
society composed of three classes, which 
graded almost imperceptibly into one 
another, and in which membership was determined 
largely upon the basis of horse ownership - 
a privileged but responsible upper class, a 
relatively independent middle class, and an 
underprivileged and dependent lower class. 

Mishkin also stresses the advent of the horse as instrumental in 

the reorganization of cultural values inasmuch as it brought a 

new standard of wealth based upon the number of horses an 

individual might possess. (Mishkin 1940:22): 

Among Plains tribes there is a correlation 
between horse surplus, trading and raiding. 
These three factors describe a circular course 
each maintaining and accelerating the other. 
Thus those tribes that owned surpluses were 
naturally the most active traders and in turn 
were compelled to be the most active raiders 
in order to replenish their surpluses for 
future trading. 

Obviously, a warrior who had attained wealth by raiding 

likely also possessed those qualities prized by the Blackfoot 

in leaders, but equally expected of a leader in a now stratified 



society was the quality of generosity, a sense of responsibility 

toward his less gifted or fortunate fellows. Ewers (1958:97) 

has suggested this as a primary reason for the marked formation 

of new bands and the dissolution of old bands that so confused 

mid-eighteenth century census attempts. And because any able 

man, although his position might be more advantageous as the son 

or relative of a leader, could by industrious application 

acquire horse wealth, a fixed status system based on inheritance 

would have initially been difficult to maintain. Elkin (1940:224) 

states that: 

The possession of wealth, other than it 
permitted one to gain a reputation for liberality, 
was thus not in itself a criterion for the 
ascription of prestige. The horse, however, 
under proper circumstances, might have allowed 
for social stratification on a property basis. 
Unlike other forms of property, it was the 
essential means o i  procuring a livelihood, was 
differentiated into relative values, and 
deteriorated slowly. Nevertheless, any 
development along this line was almost precluded 
by constant warfare. The frequency with which 
whole herds were won or lost served to prevent 
property ownership from becoming personally 
concentrated. 

In remarking upon the instability of the pedestrian 

Blackfoot bands both Collier and Lewis (1942:43) have included 

British-American trade rivalry as a contributory factor. The 

Hudson's Bay Company policy of dealing only through chiefs had, 

of course,generally enhanced chiefly authority. In order to 

ingratiate themselves with the Blackfoot hunters in a concerted 

effort to wrest the trade monopoly from the Hudson's Bay Company, 



American t r a d e r s  by-passed t h e  headmen and w i t h  t h e  a s s i s t a n c e  

of t r a d e  whisky appea led  d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  younger men. Lewis 

(1942:43) remarks:  

... t h e  a u t h o r i t y  of t h e  e l d e r s  had diminished 
t o  t h e  p o i n t  where f a t h e r s  could  no l o n g e r  c o n t r o l  
t h e  produce of t h e i r  own sons  ... Once t h e  young men 
d i d  n o t  have t o  depend upon t h e i r  c h i e f s  and e l d e r s  
f o r  t h e i r  l i q u o r ,  one of t h e  economic b a s e s  of t h e  
c h i e f s  a u t h o r i t y  d i sappeared .  The p r e s t i g e  and 
a u t h o r i t y  of a  c h i e f  was t h e r e f o r e  dependent upon 
h i s  g e n e r o s i t y ,  and C o l l i e r  c o n s i d e r s  t h e  l a c k  of 
g e n e r o s i t y  on t h e  p a r t  of a  c h i e f  a s  one of t h e  
most impor tan t  c a u s e s  f o r  a  man changing h i s  band 
membership. 

Normally, t h e  band c h i e f  w a s  i n  no way a supreme 

e x e c u t i v e ,  and o n l y  by f o r c e  of h i s  p e r s o n a l i t y  as a  peacemaker 

would h e  i n t e r v e n e  t o  a l l e v i a t e  i n t e r n a l  d i s c o r d  t h a t  might 

become dangerous ly  d i s r u p t i v e  t o  band harmony. A s  w i l l  be  

s e e n ,  p u b l i c  law of a  s o r t  d i d  e x i s t  a t  a  t r i b a l  l e v e l  f o r  c o n t r o l  

of t h e  communal h u n t  d u r i n g  t h e  summer months, b u t  f o r  t h e  remainder 

of e a c h  y e a r  when t h e  bands had d i s p e r s e d  t o  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  

h u n t i n g  and w i n t e r i n g  t e r r i t o r i e s ,  p r i v a t e  law - " . . . ( t h a t )  body 

of r u l e s  governing conduct deemed t o  b e  of immediate concern  t o  

t h e  i n j u r e d  p a r t y  b u t  i n d i r e c t l y  recognized  a s  of concern t o  

t h e  s o c i e t y  a t  l a r g e  ..." (Hoebel,  1960:49) predominated.  The 

B l a c k f o o t ,  u n l i k e  t h e i r  f e l l o w  Algonkians ,  t h e  Cheyenne, seem t o  

have r e l i e d  f o r  r e t r i b u t i o n  mainly  on t h e  l e x  t a l i o n i s  p remise ,  

and on p u b l i c  d i s a p p r o v a l  and r i d i c u l e .  I n  a d i s c u s s i o n  of 

Cheyenne p u b l i c  law, Hoebel (1960:49) o u t l i n e s  t h e  problem of 

i n t r a - g r o u p  v i o l e n c e  which,  a l t h o u g h  s p e c i f i c a l l y  r e f e r r a n t ,  



illustrates the entire Plains dilemma. 

Violence of Cheyenne against Cheyenne is 
the great challenge to the Cheyenne system of 
social control, and the existence of this 
danger stems from the fact that Cheyenne basic 
values are contradictory at certain points. On 
the one hand, the individual is trained and 
encouraged to be militarily aggressive. He is 
publicly rewarded with many ego-satisfying 
reinforcements for sterling performance on the 
battlefield. But...his training leads to 
strong repression in the development of many 
phases of his personality. He is taught to be 
competitive in the achievement of war status 
and horse-stealing reputation. At the same time 
he must repressivly control his sex drives, and 
he is trained in social altruism and mild 
demeanor within the camp. It is therefore not 
surprising that violent emotions often break 
through the bonds of self-restraint in homicidal 
assaults on fellow tribesmen. 

The competitive trends initiated by elevation from a 

subsistence-level pedestrian, classless existence to equestrian 

and trade-oriented affluence became a dominant feature of 

later nineteenth century Blackfoot life, and in conjunction 

with access to alcohol, led to a rivalry for power and 

recognition that distinguished this tribe as especially violent. 

As early as 1810, a trader at Rocky Mountain House said of the 

Piegans, "That power for all evil, spirituous liquor, seems 

now to dominate them, and has taken such hold on them that they 

are no longer the quiet people they were." (Ewers, 1958:35). 

And, in alluding to violence and aggressiveness within bands 

of the Blood tribe,Goldfrank (1966:ll) cites the following 

representative cases taken from winter counts of the 1850's 



and anthropological field notes: 

Big Snake was the Chief of Many-Children 
band. He had many wives and children and the 
strong men in his band were envious of him. 
Mad Wolf tried to kill him. 

A chief of the Followers-of-the-Buffalo 
band gave Big Snake a fast buffalo horse and 
in return Big Snake presented him with a fine 
weasel tail suit. The Buffalo chief soon 
regretted his generosity and wished to recover 
his gift. Accompanied by his father, he entered 
Big Snake's tipi and demanded his horse. Big 
Snake shot and killed him. The father ran from 
the tipi. No one tried to avenge his death 
because Big Snake was much stronger. 

Some members in the Many-Children Band 
were envious of Packs His Tail because he was 
rich. One day, he visited their camp, and 
after considerable drinking on both sides, they 
took away his gun and killed him. When his 
brother, Many Pinto Horses, came to avenge his 
death, the Many-Children shot him, too. 

The Blackfoot Tribe 

In the late spring and early summer when the buffalo 

began to migrate in huge herds to the summer pastures, the 

Blackfoot bands came together for the great hunt, and it was 

with the annual advent of this extremely productive project 

that a definite, public system of control and authority, cross- 

cutting band and kin affiliations, emerged. Band-like expedients 

for integration - exogamy and marital residence - were 

insufficient to ensure tribal solidarity. The exigencies of 

military polity may well have provided the basic impetus to 



the transition from band to tribal organization, but the potential 

for increased economic activity inherent in concerted equestrian 

effort must also have been almost immediately obvious to the 

pedestrian bands upon their initial introduction to the horse. 

And later, buffalo hides and horses became valuable items of 

trade with fur companies. These constants ofquestrian Plains 

existence - hunting requirements, offence-defence considerations, 

and the gaining of status by competitive exchange - made political 

consolidation most desireable, and to a large extent account 

for the formation of military or police societies among the 

Blackfoot and other Plains tribes; these groups, recruited 

from all bands and almost all age levels within a tribe, may be 

considered to have met the need for a seasonal unifying agent, 

to have been evolved for expressly political purposes. Lowie, 

Wissler and others have referred to the Blackfoot as problematical 

with regard to clan organization or other kin-based tribal 

subdivision, and Service (1962:138) states that: 

All of the Plains tribes lacked true 
lineal residential groups, although some had 
them, as well as clans, before they became 
equestrian in the Plains. It would seem also 
that the tribes were often formed by amalgamation 
rather than internal growth. Appropriately, 
the Plains tribes had a marked efflorescence 
of clubs, societies, and age-graded 
associations. This judgement does not mean 
that the presence of clubs, segmentary 
lineages, or kindreds precludes the rise of 
non-kin sodalities, for they should be 
expected to come about in proportion to 
the need for them; it is merely a way of 
saying that the need for non-kin sodalities is 



greater if there are no kin sodalities, or if 
the kin sodalities are too weak. 

If, in pedestrian times, there had among the Blackfoot 

been "...a tendency toward a gentile exogamous (clan) system ...I1 

(Wissler, 1920:90), it seems, as Service suggests, to have become 

blurred and politically ineffectual by the beginning of the 

last century. Some of the reasons for this change in band and 

tribal composition are not too difficult to discover. The same 

epidemic of smallpox that decimated the Snakes in 1781 also to 

a lesser extent reduced the Blackfoot who contacted it from 

the lodges of their dead and dying enemies; and the epidemic 

of 1837 took nearly two-thirds of the Blackfoot population. 

Alexander Culbertson, an American trader at Fort McKenzie 

that year claimed that, "...following this epidemic and 

dispersal of the Indians into different bands, knowledge of 

kin relationships was lost to the young, so that marriages took 

place between first cousins and even brothers and sisters." 
-cIc) 4 

(Ewers,1958:66). In any case, the basic ecological factors of 

Plains life - an extreme dependence on the buffalo cycle and 

the military necessity for mobility and flexibility - naturally 

inhibited the formation of groupings more suitable to an established, 

sedentary society. Goldschmidt (1959:154) finds clans most 

common in the "middle range of social systems; that is between 

the hunters and gatherers and the state-organized societies, 

and Eggan (1955:42) states: 



Whenever it is essential to hold property 
in trust or to maintain rituals from generation 
to generation, unilateral organizations or 
"corporations" are far more efficient than 
bilateral ones. The clan gives a greater 
degree of stability and permanence but has 
in turn a limited flexibility and adaptability 
to new situations. 

It may well be that the men's clubs and societies 

were in essence a continuation of principles formerly 

implicit in the kin-oriented band, and that that characteristic 

age-grading of Blackfeet societies represented a transference 

of that status differential based on age that generally applies 

to kinship dominated systems. This inference is supported by 

Lowie (1963:106) who reports that among two other Plains tribes 

with age-societies the younger group referred to the next 

older as their "fathers", and Oliver (1962:57) notes that: 

Societies, like clans, are characteristic 
of the "middle ranges" of cultural systems. They 
are one technique of organizing such societies 
for action. We have seen how the Plains 
situation tended to inhibit the development of 
large kinship units such as clans. In view of 
this, societies would seem to be an ideal 
alternative device for structuring the Plains 
tribes on a nonkinship basis. 

It would not be amiss to re-emphasize that, even if a 

clan system had operated within pedestrian Blackfoot bands, 

the altered economic situation occasioned by the horse, the 

gun and the fur trade might have made its retention difficult. 

This factor, noted earlier, is enlarged upon by Ewers (1958:96): 



The hunting band was probably a much more 
fluid unit than it had been in prehistoric times. 
In early times wheneveryon? stood literally on an 
even footing, the chiefs had no property to 
dispense. But in the middle of the nineteenth century 
poor families looked to their chief for charity. 
They changed their band allegiance if they believed 
they might better their economic condition as 
followers of a more liberal chief. Some of the 
larger bands had more than one chief. New bands 
were created when a rising leader and his followers 
broke away from an existing band. An older band 
might dissolve after the death of a prominent 
chief if there was no one who could take his place 
in the hearts of his followers. 

It will be obvious from the above, with its attendant 

grudges and ill-feelings, that in order for the bands to 

effectively and in concert engage in the summer buffalo hunt 

some form of or agency for discipline had to evolve. With 

regard to age-grading, which may have reached the Blackfoot 

by diffusion, Lewis (1966:41) points out that "The borrowing 

of age grades ... is intelligible in that they were an ideal 
mechanism for expressing and channelizing the vertical 

mobility which came with the increase in wealth." 

In each of the three Blackfoot tribes there were from 

nine to twelve age-graded men's societies, into one of which 

every male was admitted, and wherein all but the senior society 

he remained four years as a rule, before moving on to the 

next. Each society owned its own songs, dances and ceremonies, 

and its members were mostly of similar age and experience, although 

Forde (1949:56) suggests: 



... as at school, individuals did not always 
start at the bottom, and one or two might skip a 
grade later on or stay behind beyond the normal 
period. Moreover, a few old men became honorary 
members of the more junior societies and acted 
as instructors, while one or two young men were 
admitted to the senior societies. 

Transfer of membership was individually arranged and 

involved purchase of tenure from one who himself proposed to 

transfer to his next senior grade. Rank, insignia, 

accoutrements, and privileges appropriate to membership were 

paid for with horses and weapons. 

The functions of these societies were manifold, of 

course, and certainly non-secular and entertainment 
- 

considerations are not to be denied, especially as each society 

met as an entity only for the brief summer hunt. Eggan (1955:88) 

has noted: 

The larger tribal organization is reflected 
in the camp circle but finds its integration 
primarily in ceremonial and symbolic terms. The 
band system, which was primarily an economic organization, 
dominated most of the year, but when the tribes 
came together, the society organization, composed 
of males, was pre-eminent and overshadowed the band 
organization. The importance of tribal ceremonies 
in social integration can hardly be overestimated. 

There were also serious public obligations extracted from 

each society or the societies collectively, and foremost among 

these was the maintenance of order and cooperation during the 

communal hunting period. When each band as a discrete unit 



had f i n a l l y  p i t c h e d  i t s  t i p i s  i n  i t s  a s s i g n e d  p l a c e  w i t h i n  

t h e  t r i b a l  c i r c l e  i n  e a r l y  summer, t h e  h u n t i n g  r e g u l a t i o n s  

were d e c l a r e d  o p e r a t i v e  by t h e  head c h i e f ,  and from t h a t  

t ime  u n t i l  mass h u n t i n g  was suspended immediate ly  p r i o r  t o  

d i s p e r s a l  t o  r e s p e c t i v e  w i n t e r i n g  grounds,  anyone who a t t empted  

t o  k i l l  b u f f a l o  on h i s  own o r  i n  any way d i s t u r b  t h e  h e r d s  

b e f o r e  each major hun t  was o rgan ized  was punished s e v e r e l y  by 

whatever  s o c i e t i e s  had been given t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t v  t o r  

p o l i c i n g  t h e  camp. A s  Forde (1949:56) d e s c r i b e s  t h e  arrangement ,  

"When t h e  bands assembled i n  t h e  s p r i n g ,  t h e  l e a d e r s  of t h e  

s o c i e t i e s  c o n f e r r e d  w i t h  t h e  band c h i e f s ,  who o u t l i n e d  t h e i r  

p r o p o s a l s  f o r  camping s i t e s  and r o u t e s  of t r a v e l ,  and s e l e c t e d  

two o r  t h r e e  of t h e  s o c i e t i e s  t o  under take  t h e  v a r i o u s  d u t i e s  

f o r  t h a t  season ."  Of fenders  who by t h e i r  a c t i o n s  n i g h t  

endanger t h e  s u c c e s s  of a  v e n t u r e  upon which t h e  e n t i r e  t r i b e  

depended f o r  s u b s i s t e n c e  and exchangeable  s u r p l u s e s  were b e a t e n  

and t h e i r  p r o p e r t y  d e s t r o y e d .  Th is  a u t h o r i t y  was d e l e g a t e d  

on ly  v e r y  t e m p o r a r i l y ,  and o t h e r  t h a n  w i t h i n  t h e  f a m i l y ,  was 

t h e  on ly  p r o v i s i o n  i n  t h e  Blackfoot  p o l i t i c a l  system f o r  t h e  

~ u b 1 i . c  a p p l i c a t i o n  of s a n c t i o n s  of f o r c e ,  and even t h e n  i t  could  

be e x e r c i s e d  o n l y  a t  t h e  b e h e s t  of t h e  c o u n c i l  of c h i e f s .  A s  

Forde s e e s  i t ,  "The changing menbership ,  coupled w i t h  t h e  

r i v a l r y  of one w i t h  a n o t h e r  and t h e  s h o r t  season  of t h e i r  

a c t i v i t y ,  a v e r t e d  any tendency t o  t h e  permanent s e i z u r e  of 

power by one o r  a l l  of t h e s e  s o c i e t i e s . ' '  (1949:57). 



E t h n o l o g i s t s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  r e f e r  t o  P l a i n s  I n d i a n s '  

mens' s o c i e t i e s  a s  m i l i t a r y  s o c i e t i e s ,  and Hoebel (1960:33) 

s t a t e s  t h a t  t h e s e  s o c i e t i e s  a r e  ' . ' . .social  and c i v i c  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  

mainly c e n t e r e d  on t h e  common e x p e r i e n c e  of t h e  members a s  

w a r r i o r s ,  w i t h  r i t u a l s  g l o r i f y i n g  and enhancing t h a t  e x p e r i e n c e ,  

and w i t h  d u t i e s  and s e r v i c e s  performed on beha l f  of t h e  community 

a t  l a r g e . "  Inasmuch a s  a l l  p h y s i c a l l y  a b l e  Blackfoo t  men were 

p o t e n t i a l  w a r r i o r s ,  t h e  a p e l l a t i o n  I t m i l i t a r y  s o c i e t y t t  s u s t a i n s ,  

a l though  r a i d i n g ,  w i t h  booty  and p r e s t i g e  a s  i n c e n t i v e s ,  was 

l a r g e l y  a  p e r s o n a l  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  t r i b a l  m a t t e r  and t h e  

p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  v o l u n t a r i l y  r e c r u i t e d ,  might b e  from a  number of 

s o c i e t i e s .  On t h e  o t h e r  hand, i n  t r t b n l  e x p e d i t i o n s  t h e r e  i s  

a  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  t h e  Blackfoo t  s o c i e t i e s  might hsve a c t e d  

a s  m i l i t a r y  p o l i c e  t o  p r e s e r v e  b a t t l t  d i s c i p l i n e  and s o  

t h e  chance of heavy c a s u a l t i e s  o r  d e f e a t ,  al thollgh I can find,  

no h i s t o r i c a l  o r  e t h n o g r a p h i c a l  s t a t e m e n t  t o  t h i s  e f f e c t .  

c o n t r a d i s t i n c t i o n  t o  t h e  Cheyenne, w h ~ s c  w ~ r r i o r  s o c i e t i e s  

a r e  known t o  have b e a t e n  overanx ious  and c a r e l e s s  s c o u t s  " . . . j u s t  

a s  though t h e y  had broken t h e  r u l e s  of t h e  communal hunt'.' 

(Hoebel, 1960 :74) ,  i t  is  d o u b t f u l  t h a t  B lackfoo t  mens' s o c i e t i e s  

were employed a s  c o n t r o l  enforcement a g e n c i e s  i n  w a r f a r e .  

Ewers h a s  recorded  t h a t  " I n  l a r g e - s c a l e  b a t t l e s ,  when t h e  s i z e  

of t h e  opposing f o r c e s  was n e a r l y  e q u a l ,  Blackfoot  t a c t i c s  

s u f f e r e d  from weakness of o r g a n i z a t i o n  and command and t h e  

r e l a t i v e  independence of t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  w a r r i o r s .  B lackfoo t  

f i g h t i n g  men were n o t  s o l d i e r s  b u t  g l a d i a t o r s . "  (1958:140). 



The o r i g i n  of age-graded s o c i e t i e s  among t h e  Blackfoot  

i s  p r o b l e m a t i c a l .  An e x c e l l e n t  c a s e  f o r  d i f f u s i o n  t o  t h e  

Arapaho, Gros Vent res  and f i n a l l y  t o  t h e  Blackfoo t  from t h e  

h o r t i c u l t u r a l  v i l l a g e  Mandan and H i d a t s a  h a s  been put  forward.  

( O l i v e r ,  1962:57) .  Eorrowed o r  no,  t h e r e  i s  no recorded  

ev idence  f o r  s o c i e t i e s  a s  such w i t h i n  t h e  Blnc.kfoot p o l i t i c a l  

c o n f i g u r a t i o n  u n t i l  they  were d e s c r i b e d  by Maxmilian i n  1833, 

t h a t  i s ,  f u l l y  f o r t y - s i x  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  Blackfoo t  were 

p o s i t i v e l y  i d e n t i f i e d  by Europeans;  i t  is  h i g h l y  p robab le  

t h a t  i t  was a n  a d a p t i v e  measure i n  d i r e c t  r esponse  t o  a  new 

ecology.  I n  s u p p o r t ,  S e r v i c e  (1962:114) i s  of t h e  o p i n i o n  

t h a t  : 

The compet i t ion  of s o c i e t i e s  i n  t h e  
n e o l i t h i c  phase  of c u l t u r a l  development seems 
t o  have been t h e  g e n e r a l  f a c t o r  which l e d  t o  
t h e  development of i n t e g r a t i n g  p a n - t r i b a l  
s o d a l i t i e s .  The k ind  of n a t u r a l  h a b i t a t  i s  
i m p o r t a n t ,  of c o u r s e ,  i n  a c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of 
t h e  s i z e ,  s t a b i l i t y ,  and number of r e s i d e n t i a l  
groups  and t h e  g e n e r a l  d e n s i t y  of p o p u l a t i o n  
i n  a n  a r e a ,  b u t  problems a r i s i n g  from t h i s  
k i n d  of a d a p t a t i o n  a r e  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  as w e l l .  
It seems l i k e l y  t h a t  w i t h o u t  f o r e i g n  
p o l i t i c a l  problems o v e r - a l l  t r i b a l  i n t e g r a t i o n  
would n o t  t a k e  p l a c e ;  i t  i s  always such 
problems t h a t  s t i m u l a t e  t h e  fo rmat ion  of 
l a r g e r  p o l i t i c a l  b o d i e s .  

O l i v e r  h a s  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  between "formal l e a d e r s h i p "  

and " in formal  l e a d e r s h i p "  i n  terms of p o l a r  examples of each 

among t h e  t r i b e s  of t h e  P l a i n s  (1962:58) and as h i s  model 

f o r  " in formal  l e a d e r s h i p "  p a t t e r n s  h e  haschosen t h e  Blackfoo t .  

Once a g a i n ,  a  c e r t a i n  c u l t u r a l  p e r s i s t e n c e  o r  c o n t i n u i t y  of 



p r a c t i c e  over  a  long  p e r i o d  of t ime i s  mani fes ted .  I n  comparing 

t h e  Blackfoo t  w i t h  t h e  o t h e r  p o l a r  example, t h e  Cheyenne, h e  

concludes:  

There  a r e  r e a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  h e r e ;  t h e  problem 
is  t o  account  f o r  them. They cannot  be  a t t r i b u t e d  
t o  eco logy ,  s i n c e  bo th  of t h e s e  True P l a i n s  t r i b e s  
s h a r e d  e s s e n t i a l l y  t h e  same e c o l o g i c a l  s i t u a t i o n .  
The b reak  i n  t h e  d a t a  among t h e  True P l a i n s  t r i b e s  
of d i f f e r e n t  backgrounds p r o v i d e s  t h e  c l u e :  t h e  
t r i b e s  w i t h  fo rmal  l e a d e r s h i p  p a t t e r n s  were 
o r i g i n a l l y  h o r t i c u l t u r a l  t r i b e s ,  and t h e  t r i b e s  
w i t h  i n f o r m a l  l e a d e r s h i p  p a t t e r n s  were o r i g i n a l l y  
h u n t i n g  and g a t h e r i n g  t r i b e s .  Th i s  c o r r e l a t e s  
c l o s e l y  w i t h  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  from p e r i p h e r a l  
t r i b e s .  Most of t h e  p e r i p h e r a l  h u n t i n g  and 
g a t h e r i n g  t r i b e s  had a system of i n f o r m a l  l e a d e r s h i p ,  
whereas a l l  of t h e  p e r i p h e r a l  farming t r i b e s  had a  
sys tem of fo rmal  l e a d e r s h i p .  The g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  
may be broadened; i t  seems t o  be g e n e r a l l y  t r ~ t h a t  
l e a d e r s h i p  p a t t e r n s  become more fo rmal ized  a s  one 
moves from nomadic h u n t i n g  and g a t h e r i n g  peop les  
t o  s e d e n t a r y  h o r t i c u l t u r a l  s o c i e t i e s .  The 
c o n c l u s i o n  seems i n e s c a p a b l e  t h a t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  
i n  l e a d e r s h i p  p a t t e r n s  among t h e  True P l a i n s  
t r i b e s  r e f l e c t  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e  t y p e s  of 
l e a d e r s h i p  t h a t  t h e y  had when t h e y  f i r s t  moved 
i n t o  t h e  P l a i n s .  They c e r t a i n l y  had t o  a d a p t  t o  
t h e  new P l a i n s  s i t u a t i o n ,  b u t  t h e y  d i d  t h i s  by 
modifying e x i s t i n g  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  

Unl ike  t h e  Dakota,  Omaha and Cheyenne, whose sys tems 

f e a t u r e d  e l e c t e d  c o u n c i l s  and appo in ted  c h i e f s ,  t h e  Blackfoo t  

had a r e l a t i v e l y  unsys temat ic  arrangement f o r  t r i b a l  l e a d e r s h i p .  

The l e a d e r  o r  l e a d e r s  of each component band composed a  t r i b a l  

c o u n c i l  which recognized  one of t h e i r  number as t r i b a l  c h i e f ,  

who r e t a i n e d  h i s  o f f i c e  on ly  by popula r  a s s e n t  and who was 

v e s t e d  w i t h  no a b s o l u t e  o r  immutable a u t h o r i t y .  C h i e f l y  rank 



a t  t h e  t r i b a l  l e v e l  was of l i t t l e  importance e x c e p t i n g  dur ing  

t h e  p e r i o d  of t h e  summer t r i b a l  g a t h e r i n g ,  and even t h e n  a  chief  

was i n  e s s e n c e  more of a  chairman of t h e  c o u n c i l  of band c h i e f s  

t h a n  a  r u l e r  of h i s  peop le .  A t  o t h e r  t i m e s ,  f o r  a l l  i n t e n t s  

and purposes ,  t r i b a l  d i s c i p l i n e  was n o n - e x i s t e l t .  Denig,  

whose e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h  t h e  n o r t h e r n  P l a i n s  t r i b e s  extended from 

1832 t o  1854, o u t l i n e s  t h e  I n d i a n  concept  a s  f o l l o w s  (Flannery,  

I n  f a c t  t h e  rank  o r  s t a n d i n g  of each 
I n d i a n  be he  c h i e f  o r  w a r r i o r  i s  s o  w e l l  
known and h i s  c h a r a c t e r  s o  w e l l  judged by 
t h e  vox p o p u l i  t h a t  h e  t a k e s  h i s  p l a c e  
spon taneous ly .  A h i g h e r  s t e p  t h a n  h i s  a c t s  
and p a s t  conduct c o n f e r ,  imprudent ly  t a k e n ,  
would have t h e  e f f e c t  of i n j u r i n g  him i n  
t h e i r  e y e s  a s  a  l e a d e r .  Every c h i e f ,  
w a r r i o r  o r  b r a v e  c a r v e s  h i s  own way t o  fame, 
and i f  r ecognized  a s  one by t h e  g e n e r a l  v o i c e  
becomes popula r  and is  suppor ted ;  i f  n o t  he 
mixes w i t h  hundreds  of o t h e r s  i n  s i m i l a r  
s i t u a t i o n  and w a i t i n g  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  r i s e .  

According t o  Ewers (1952:39) t h e  P iegans  and perhaps  

t h e  o t h e r  Blackfoo t  t r i b e s  had a  c i v i l  c h i e f  and a  war c h i e f  - 

11 ... t h e  former renowned f o r  h i s  e loquence ,  t h e  l a t t e r  f o r  

h i s  s u c c e s s  i n  l e a d i n g  l a r g e  war p a r t i e s .  Both h e l d  l i m i t e d  

a u t h o r i t y .  They, a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  c h i e f s  of bands,  were 

l e a d e r s  on ly  by t h e  w i l l  and consen t  of t h e i r  people." 

It h a s  been v a r i o u s l y  emphasized by t r a d e r s ,  

f r o n t i e r s m e n ,  h i s t o r i a n s  and e thnographers  t h a t ,  a s  w e l l  a s  

m i l i t a r y ,  h u n t i n g  and o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  s k i l l s ,  P l a i n s  c h i e f t a n c y  



was most d e c i d e d l y  c o n t i n g e n t  upon a  p r o p e n s i t y  f o r  l i b e r a l i t y ;  

whether o r  n o t  t h i s  q u a l i t y  was expec ted  o r  even p o s s i b l e  t o  

i n d u l g e  i n  p e d e s t r i a n  days ,  i t  had d e f i n i t e l y  become a  

r e q u i s i t e  f o r  s t a t u s  a s p i r a t i o n  by t h e  e a r l y  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  

by which t i n e  Blackfoot  s u b s i s t e n c e  t e c h n i q u e s  had undergone 

r a d i c a l  change and l u x u r i e s  had become n e c e s s i t i e s .  

With new found w e a l t h ,  made p o s s i b l e  by e q u e s t r i a n  

h u n t i n g  p o t e n t i a l  and w h i t e  labour-saving d e v i c e s ,  came 

economic i n e q u a l i t y ,  and i n e v i t a b l y ,  more of a n  i n e q u a l i t y  

of o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  advancement. Ewers (1952:95) 

e s t i m a t e s  t h a t  an  average  fami ly  of e i g h t  pe rsons  r e q u i r e d  

t e n  h o r s e s  t o  move camp s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  and a l s o  a t  l e a s t  one 

good b u f f a l o  h o r s e  f o r  each a d u l t  male,  b u t  t h a t  t h e r e  were 

many f a n i l i e s  who owned on ly  one o r  two h o r s e s  and were of 

a  consequence dependent upon c h a r i t y .  A t  t h e  o t h e r  end of t h e  

economic and s o c i a l  s c a l e  were t h o s e  r e l a t i v e l y  few Blackfoo t  

a s  observed by a  French-Canadian t r a d e r  i n  1860 (Ewers, 1958:95):  

It i s  a  f i n e  s i g h t  t o  s e e  one of t h e s e  
b i g  men among t h e  B l a c k f e e t ,  who h a s  two o r  t h r e e  
l o d g e s ,  f i v e  o r  s i x  wives ,  twenty o r  t h i r t y  
c h i l d r e n ,  and f i f t y  t o  a  hundred h o r s e s ;  f o r  
h i s  t r a d e  amounts t o  upward of $2000 a y e a r .  

I n  a  p o l i t i c a l  sys tem whereby rank  was c o n s i d e r a b l y  dependent 

on p u b l i c  goodwi l l ,  s u r p l u s e s  were accumulated on ly  t o  be  

expended a s  m u n i f i c e n t l y  a s  p o s s i b l e  t o  s e c u r e  p r e s t i g e .  

James Doty recorded  i n  1854 (Ewers, 1958:96):  



Every man who can a c q u i r e  a  l a r g e  he rd  
of h o r s e s ,  keep a  good lodge and make a  l a r g e  
t r a d e  i n  B u f f a l o  Robes i s  a  c h i e f ,  and h e  w i l l  
m a i n t a i n  a  p e r s u a s i v e  i n f l u e n c e  over  h i s  peop le  
j u s t  s o  l o n g  a s  he  c o n t i n u e s  w e a l t h y ,  and 
m i n i s t e r s  t o  t h e  popula r  v o i c e  i n  d i r e c t i n g  
t h e  movements of t h e  camp, l e a d i n g  war p a r t i e s ,  
e t c .  Whenever h e  opposes h i s  wishes  t o  t h o s e  
of h i s  p e o p l e ,  t h e v  w i l l  d e s e r t  him and t u r n  
t o  some c h i e f  more p l i a b l e .  

Even i f ,  immediately p r i o r  t o  c a p i t u l a t i o n  and 

r e s e r v a t i o n  conf inement ,  t h e  o l d  pre-horse  v a l u e s  r e g a r d i n g  

rank  s t i l l  o s t e n s i b l y  o b t a i n e d ,  obv ious ly  t h e  s o n s  and male 

r e l a t i v e s  of weal thy men were i n  a  much b e t t e r  p o s i t i o n  t o  

a s p i r e  t o  h i g h  rank  t h a n  were t h o s e  of poor Blackfoo t ,  s o  

t h a t  one might wonder how soon o r  i f  s t a t u s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  

ga ined  by achievement might have become s t a t u s  a t t a i n e d  

l a r g e l y  by a s c r i p t i o n .  A s  Goldfrank (1945:7) p o i n t s  o u t :  

I n e v i t a b l y ,  t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  of t h e  man 
w i t h o u t  h o r s e s  o r  w i t h  o n l y  a  few were l i m i t e d .  
h%ile h i s  p e r s o n a l  b r a v e r y  might be  unques t ioned ,  
t h e  poor  man could  n o t  hope t o  o r g a n i z e  o r  d i r e c t  
a  war p a r t y  - t h e  c h i e f  road t o  s o c i a l  
r e c o g n i t i o n  - f o r  no man of g r e a t e r  w e a l t h  would 
submit  t o  h i s  l e a d e r s h i p .  Eager t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  
i n  a  h u n t  o r  r a i d  b u t  l a c k i n g  a  f a s t  h o r s e ,  h e  
was f o r c e d  t o  borrow from a  wea l thy  p a t r o n ,  
sometimes handing over  as much a s  one-half t h e  
game k i l l e d  o r  one h a l f  t h e  l o o t  c a p t u r e d .  

Because, a s  n o t e d  above,  a  man would n e v e r  c o n s i d e r  r a i d i n g  

w i t h  a  l e a d e r  who was n o t  a s  a f f l u e n t ,  and because  r a i d i n g  

p a r t i e s  tended normal ly  t o  c o n s i s t  of male r e l a t i v e s ,  booty  

and honors  became more and more t h e  p e r o g a t i v e s  of c e r t a i n  



f a m i l i e s .  A s  w e l l ,  t h e  n o t - i n c o n s i d e r a b l e  equipment needed 

f o r  p r o t r a c t e d  f o r a y s  p rec luded  t h e  poor  from p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  a s  guns and ammunition were t o  be  had from t r a d e r s  

on ly  i n  r e t u r n  f o r  h o r s e s  and h i d e s .  

Admit t ing t h a t  t h e r e  was s t i l l  much o p p o r t u n i t y  w i t h i n  

e q u e s t r i a n  Blackfoo t  s o c i e t y  f o r  v e r t i c a l  m o b i l i t y ,  Goldfrank 

n e v e r t h e l e s s  adds  t h i s  q u a l i f i c a t i o n  (1945:8) :  

... t h e  mere f a c t  t h a t  g r e a t  numbers of 
h o r s e s  cou ld  be accumulated and h e l d  f o r  a  
c o n s i d e r a b l e  p e r i o d  l e d  t o  c e r t a i n  advantage.  
Manipu la t ion  through p u r c h a s e ,  give-aways, 
and o t h e r  ferns of o s t e n t a t i o u s  d i s p l a y  i n  
no way d e s t r o y e d  t h i s  advan tage .  Shrewdly 
e x e r c i s e d ,  they  b u i l t  up g r e a t  p r e s t i g e  and 
r e l i a b l e  s u p p o r t .  

Much of t h e  w a r f a r e  s o  t y p i c a l  of e q u e s t r i a n  

Blackfoo t  l i f e  was, of c o u r s e ,  p a r t l y  t h e  r e s u l t  of a n  a c c e n t  

on t h e  amassing of w e a l t h ,  a n  emphasis t h e  adherence  t o  which 

and e x c e l l i n g  a t  which had p r e c i p i t a t e d  t h e  c h i e f s  t o  eminence. 

It was a  sys tem e v e n t u a l l y  whose e f f e c t s  t h e y  were  power less  

t o  d e a l  w i t h  e f f e c t i v e l y ,  had t h e y  wanted t o .  T h e i r  e f f o r t s  

were o f t e n  comple te ly  n u l l i f i e d  by t h e i r  own a m b i t i o u s  younger 

w a r r i o r s  who d e s i r e d  s t o l e n  h o r s e s  and b a t t l e  honors  t o  a c q u i r e  

economic and s o c i a l  s t a t u s .  Old Chief Low Horn, o s t e n s i b l y  

t i r e d  of b loodshed ,  b a r g a i n e d  f o r  peace  w i t h  t h e  American 

government i n  1853 and apo log ized  t o  t h e  Governor of Washington 

T e r r i t o r y  f o r  t h e  r e f r a c t o r y  b e h a v i o r  of t h e  P i e g a n s ,  e x p l a i n i n g  



that the chiefs "...could not retrain their young men, but 

their young men were wild, and ambitious, in their turn to be 

braves and chiefs. They wanted some brave act to win the 

favor of their young women, and bring scalps and horses to 

show their prowess." (Ewers, 1958:210). Not the least of the 

major obstacles to Indian acceptance of reservation existence 

was the failure of white administrators to comprehend the basic 

nature of the relationship of a chief to his people and the 

limits to his authority. As a consequence of this dangerous 

ignorance, tractable minor chiefs (taking full advantage of the 

confused transitional period) were frequently granted 

plenipotentiary powers wholly anathematical to their wards. 

The Blackfoot Confederacy 

The three Blackfoot tribes "...although believing in a 

common origin and maintaining friendly relations, had each its 

own territory, tribal organization and ceremonial.'' (Ford, 1949:49), 

and each was entirely autonomous. There was never in the 

equestrian period a Blackfoot confederacy in the political sense, 

only in the social sense; that is, a feeling of being Blackfoot. 

Tothe best of my knowledge the three tribes in their entirety 

had at no time acted collectively, although passage of 

individuals through political boundaries, or cooperative military 

action involving bands from a combination of any two of the 



tribes were not wholly uncommon. Furthermore, the Gros Ventres 

and Sarsis, thought by many non-Indians to be member tribes of 

the "confederacy", formed nothing more than the occasional 

military alliance with the Blackfoot. As a matter of fact, both 

of these tribes during the mid-nineteenth century also fought 

at various times against the Blackfoot. . 

Equestrian Warfare 

As with other facts of True Plains cultures, there are 

those who contend that equestrian warfare was a modification 

of pedestrian patterns, and th;se who see it as a qualitative 

departure from the pre-horse and pre-gun past. Smith, for 

instance, accepts the case for acceleration because of improved 

technology but rejects any marked revolutionizing of military 

procedures. Lewis, on the other hand, takes exception to Smith's 

non-historical research and argues that the whole character 

of Blackfoot warfare underwent considerable change when the tribe 

became mounted and arned with guns. (Lewis, 1942:46). 

Before examining Plains equestrian warfare it might 

be well to consider that the type of infantry warfare as related 

by ~hompson's informant was likely typical of major battles in 

that period subsequent to indirect fur-trade influence and prior 

to horse acquisition; and in order to have so efficiently fielded 



a disciplined force the Blackfoot must, for that transitional 

period at least, have evolved a relatively sophisticated 

political organization. This is not to imply that in pedestrian 

days small-scale raids were not as prevalent as pitched battles 

or that in equestrian times large-scale actions were entirely 

lacking. However, one of the most distinguishing features of 

Blackfoot mounted warfare is the importance of equipment over 

masses of men, the extreme mobility of combat, and the florescence 

of individualism. 

As much a determinant as Blackfoot acquisition of 

horses was the increasing availability of guns and ammunition 

as the European traders moved further vest anu initiated direct 

trade with the tribe in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. 

The Snakes, Flathead and Kutenais, who were south and west of 

the frontier Piegans and thus even more removed from the source 

of firearms, were by 1800 totally evicted by the Blackfoot from 

their lands along the eastern slope of the Rockies. They had 

painfully learned during this protracted flight to avoid large- 

scale pitched battles with their fusil-equipped enemies, so that 

by the time they had fully occupied the disputed territory, 

northwest Plains warfare consisted for the most part of mounted 

guerilla actions. As Saukamappee related of an even earlier 

stage (Secoy, 1966:52): 

The terror ... of our guns has prevented 
any more general battles and our wars have 



since been carried by ambuscade and surprize 
of small camps .... While we have these weapons 
(i.e. guns, iron arrowheads, knives and axes), 
the Snake Indians have none, but what few they 
sometimes take from one of our small camps 
which they have destroyed, and they have no 
traders among them. We thus continued to advance 
through the fine plains to the Stag River (Red 
Deer River). . . 

The new pattern of small cavalry groups did not wholly 

replace large formations and when early in the nineteenth century 

the Snakes became armed with guns and tried to permanently 

re-occupy some of their old territories, even the pre-equestrian 

line of infantry was occasionally reverted to by both sides. 

Nevertheless, raiding had become so representative that by the 

middle of the century, the old rank of war chief had been 

abandoned entirely by the Blackfoot and was replaced by a temporary 

leadership of small war parties. In Secoy's opinion (1966:62): 

The introduction of the gun vastly 
increased the warrior's power to kill as 
well as the distance at which it could be 
done. The gun thereby apparently fostered 
a tendency for individualism in war as 
opposed to cooperative group action. However, 
sinceother factors prevented this tendency from 
developing to the extreme of the "one man army", 
it usually resulted in a decrease in the size 
of the fighting unit, in the degree of 
specialization of roles,and in the 
subordination to centralized control. At the 
same time, the extremely deadly effect of 
massed gunfire on concentrated, slow-moving 
military units completely eliminated the large 
scale infantry form of battle. 

Apart from tactical modifications and improved weapons, 



the most significant change in Plains warfare was the motivation. 

In pre-horse times when personal property was of necessity small 

and limited and there was little wealth differentiation, looting 

can hardly have been very often a primary reason for raiding, 

and other than for the acquiring of new or defending of old 

hunting territory, warfare was conducted mainly for the purpose 

of revenge. Now with a new dependence on horsein order to 

survive and to maintain a vastly improved standard of living the 

dominant, if not the entire.motive became economic; and as 

horses became the medium of exchange and proof of wealth, warfare 

in the form of horse-raiding became,an integral part of Blackfoot 

life. As Lewis (1942:54) notes: 

The accumulation of wealth, the manipulation 
of property, spending, buying and selling, 
dominated Blackfoot life. Social position 
depended upon the liberal use of wealth, 
ostentatious display, and other forms of social 
investment. Every step in religious and 
secular ritual involved property payments, and 
the number of horses that changed hands in the 
transfers, and the buying into societies was truly 
remarkable. The ownership of horses therefore 
became a major index of social status. 

Horse-raiding parties were normally small, hastily organized 

groups of volunteers acting under no central military authority, 

and they were disbanded almost immediately the participants 

had returned hone. The members of a party might never again 

raid as a group, nor were the parties of a numerical constancy. 



Two men migh t ,  and f r e q u e n t l y  d i d ,  c o n s t i t u t e  a  h o r s e - s t e a l i n g  

u n i t  . 

I f  t h e  l e a d e r  of a  r a i d i n g  p a r t y  wished f o r  e a g e r  and 

d e s p e r a t e  f o l l o w e r s ,  he  was s u r e  t o  f i n d  them i n  t h e  ranks  of 

t h e  younger ,  p o o r e r  w a r r i o r s  who were ex t remely  anx ious  and 

ambi t ious  f o r  w e a l t h  and p r e s t i g e .  Doty observed 

(Ewers, 1958:126-127): 

I n  one of t h e s e  p a r t i e s  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  
found 3 o r  4 young men, o r  mere boys ,  who a r e  
a p p r e n t i c e s .  They go w i t h o u t  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n  
of r e c e i v i n g  a  h o r s e ,  c a r r y  e x t r a  moccasins 
and tobacco f o r  t h e  p a r t y ,  do a l l  t h e  camp 
drudgery ,  and c o n s i d e r  themselves  amply r e p a i d  
i n  be ing  p e r m i t t e d  t o  l e a r n  t h e  s c i e n c e  of 
h o r s e  s t e a l i n g  from such exper ienced  hands.  

Members of a  r a i d i n g  p a r t y  were u s u a l l y  of t h e  same 

band and o f t e n  r e l a t e d ,  s o  t h a t  a l t h o u g h  t h e  band headman might 

be opposed t o  a  p a r t i c u l a r  r a i d i n g  v e n t u r e ,  h e ' c o u l d  do l i t t l e  

more t h a n  r e g i s t e r  d i s p l e a s u r e ,  s o  g r e a t  was t h e  i n c e n t i v e  t o  

r a i d .  From a l l  a c c o u n t s ,  P l a i n s  I n d i a n s  were i n d i s p o s e d  t o  

e x t e n s i v e  h o r s e  b r e e d i n g  and could  n o t  o r  d i d  n o t  r a i s e  enough 

t o  s a t i s f y  t h e i r  needs ,  b o t h  u t i l i t a r i a n  and a s  a  medium of 

exchange.  Ra id ing ,  wherein  c a s u a l t i e s  were g e n e r a l l y  l i g h t  

because  of t h e  e lement  of s u r p r i s e  i n v o l v e d ,  was t h e  obvious  

and p l e a s u r e a b l e  answer.  Mishkin (1966:6) h a s  s t a t e d :  

... t h e  s u p p o s i t i o n  t h a t  w i l d  h o r s e s  e v e r  
c o n s t i t u t e d  a  pr imary s o u r c e  of t h e  I n d i a n s '  



h e r d s  i s  unfounded. According t o  a l l  t h e  
e v i d e n c e ,  r a i d i n g  was everywhere t h e  
p r i n c i p l e  method of a c q u i r i n g  h o r s e s .  There 
i s  no r e a s o n  t o  s u s p e c t  t h a t  I n d i a n  h o r s e s  
b red  p o o r l y ;  n e v e r t h e l e s s  n a t u r a l  i n c r e a s e  
of t h e  h e r d s  a p p a r e n t l y  d i d  n o t  s a t i s f y  t h e  
I n d i a n ' s  needs and h e  was e v e r y  i m p a t i e n t  t o  
r e p l e n i s h  s t o c k .  

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  b e i n g  i n d i s p e n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  e f f i c i e n t  

h u n t i n g  of s u r p l u s  b u f f a l o  f o r  t r a d i n g  purposes ,  f o r  t h e  t r a n s p o r t i n g  

of goods and s h e l t e r ,  and f o r  e f f e c t i v e  r a i d i n g ,  h o r s e s  came 

t o  r e p r e s e n t  a  w a r r i o r ' s  c a p i t a l ,  t h e  l e n d i n g  of which n e t t e d  

a  hzndsome i n t e r e s t  r a t e  of up t o  f i f t y  p e r c e n t .  Those men 

w i t h  s u r p l u s  c a p i t a l  loaned h o r s e s  f o r  h u n t i n g  and war p a r t i e s ,  

i n  r e t u r n  e x a c t i n g  "one h a l f  of t h e  game k i l l e d ,  and one h a l f  

of t h e  l o o t  cap tured1 '  (Lewis, 1942:55).  It  i s  r e a d i l y  a p p a r e n t  . 

t h a t  t h o s e  Blackfoot  who had accumulated s u r p l u s e s  by r a i d i n g  

needed t o  r a i d  no l o n g e r ,  b u t  could  s imply r e p l e n i s h  and e n l a r g e  

t h e i r  h e r d s  by f r e q u e n t  l o a n s  t o  poor t r ibesmen .  

I n e v i t a b l y ,  w e a l t h  and power came t o  r e s i d e  i n  c e r t a i n  

f a m i l i e s ,  and toward t h e  end of t h e  b u f f a l o  p e r i o d ,  t h i s  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  

of a f f l u e n c e  had v e r y  d i f i n i t e l y  eroded t h e  age-old r e q u i s i t e s  

f o r  l e a d e r s h i p .  Goldfrank (1966:7-8) n o t e s :  

There  i s  no doubt t h a t  . . . p  oor  young men 
had t o  overcome many o b s t a c l e s  t h a t  t h e  s o n s  of 
r i c h  men never  had t o  f a c e .  These favoured y o u t h s ,  
w b e x p e c t e d  t h e i r  f a t h e r s '  poor  f o l l o w e r s  t o  supp ly  
t h e  household w i t h  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  food and s k i n s ,  
could  p a r t i c i p a t e  more f r e q u e n t l y  i n  t h e  rewarding 
war p a r t i e s  and win p r e s t i g e  w h i l e  s t i l l  



compara t ive ly  young. The sons  of t h e  r i c h  might 
even s p u r n  t h i s  a c t i v i t y .  B e a u t i f u l l y  c l o t h e d ,  
c o n t i n u a l l y  honored by t h e i r  p a r e n t s  w i t h  
expens ive  purchases  of p r i v i l e g e ,  and a s s u r e d  
of t h e i r  b r i d e  p r i c e  ( t h e y )  were urged t o  shun 
t h e  warpa th  a l t o g e t h e r  ... Obviously t h e s e  "drones" 
t r u s t e d  t o  t h e i r  f a t h e r s '  w e a l t h  t o  b r i n g  them 
p o s i t i o n s  of r e s p e c t  - and t h i s  t r u s t  was n o t  
misp laced .  Bravery and war deeds remained a n  
a s s e t  t o  l e a d e r s h i p ,  b u t  among t h e  Blackfoo t  
g r e a t  deeds  i n  s o c i a l  and ce remonia l  l i f e  would 
a l o n e  e l e v a t e  one t o  t h e  s t a t u s  of headman. 

Secoy (1966:63) remarks t h a t ,  once t h e  Snakes were 

a b l e  t o  purchase  f i r e a r m s  i n  q u a n t f t y  from American t r a d e r s  

e a r l y  i n  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  t h e  war p o t e n t i a l  of t h e  

con tend ing  groups was e q u a l i z e d  and t h a t  t h e  r e s u l t a n t  

"ba lance  of power" p rec luded  t e r r i t o r i a l  expans ion  b u t  i n s t e a d  

a l lowed a l l  t h e  t r i b e s  invo lved  s u f f i c i e n t  b u f f a l o  range  f o r  t h e i r  

needs .  Thus a n o t h e r  of t h e  p e d e s t r i a n  Blackfoo t  mot ives  f o r  

war - t e r r i t o r i a l  expansion - was removed, and a s i d e  from t h e  

gaming a s p e c t  of P l a i n s  w a r f a r e ,  o n l y  t h e  b a s i c a l l y  economic 

impetus  remained,  w i t h  t h e  e x c e p t i o n ,  of c o u r s e ,  of t h e  revenging 

of r a i d i n g  d e a t h s .  

The Blackfoo t  appear  t o  have evolved a  f i n e  commercial 

s e n s e m  a  g r e a t e r  degree  t h a n  most of t h e  o t h e r  P l a i n s  t r i b e s  

t o  t h e  p o i n t  where i n  l a t e r  w a r f a r e  i n d i v i d u a l  aggrandizement 

superceded t r i b a l  i n t e r e s t s ,  and where i n  a  once c l a s s l e s s  

s o c i e t y  t h e  gap between r i c h  and poor became i n c r e a s i n g l y  

obvious .  When t h e  b u f f a l o  d i sappeared  from t h e  n o r t h e r n  ranges  



i n  1878, Blackfoot s o c i e t y  was i n  essence no longer  e g a l i t a r i a n  

i n  t h e  pre-horse s ense ,  and p o l i t i c a l  rank was on the  verge of 

being t o t a l  a sc r ibed .  



I V  

CONCLUSION 

As will have been evident in the foregoing, there are 

numerous minor and some not so insignificant contradictions 

in the material that has been cited to depict particular 

facets of Blackfoot life. The anthropologists involved tend 

generally to fall into two distinct- groups - those who 

accept the adaptive modification premise to describe True Plains 

cultures, and those who see the configuration as qualitatively 

different from pre-horse patterns. Certain well-defined 

characteristics distinguish each group as distinct from the 

other. The former, by and large, consists of scholars who were 

primarily museum-oriented, who were concerned with the 

classification and description of culture traits, whose references 

are mostly taken from the publications of other anthropologists, 

and who were em'nent during the first third of this century. 

The latter group is younger, is historically and holistically 

inclined, shows an abiding preoccupation with the dynamics of 

culture change, and has extensively researched the diaries, 

journals andcbcuments of non-anthropologists who were intimately 

associated with the Plains tribes. This is not meant as an 

invidious comparison but, confronted with frequently dissimilar 



interpretations of specific social phenomena, one is constrained 

to wonder if the one group portrayed the normative situation 

and the other the factual situation, and if the informants 

interviewed by the early students some time after treaty-making 

had not imparted recollections somewhat distorted by wishful 

retrospection and nostalgia. For an accurate and comprehensive 

description of material culture and certainly for models of the 

objective set of social and political relationships between the 

members of a society, the mass of data garnered by the early 

ethnographers is invaluable. As Davis (1961:53) states, "Unless 

we know both the objective order and the subjective set of norms 

we cannot understand the society." The more recent anthropologists 

have provided the complementary factual and historical leavening. 

The focus of this paper has been on political systems 

and warfare and the brief foray into material culture and hunting 

techniques in pedestrian times was merely by way of additional 

corroboration for a hunting and gathering ancestry for the Plains 

Blackfoot. We have already noted that by the time the Blackfoot 

were first historically documented they had for some years been 

influenced by European economic and technological pressures, 

so that we can only assume and infer what political groupings 

obtained before the fur trade. It is nevertheless difficult to 

believe that the advent of whites disturbed a hitherto demographically 

static situation or that major tribal military confrontations 



were wholly recent innovations. 

What did take place during that time prior to reserve 

confinement about which we have positive, concrete, written 

evidence.is that large-scale warfare at least changed in the 

main from a protracted, well organized and tribally controlled 

infantry pattern to ultimately little more than brief cavalry 

skirmishes, and that raiding (which had always existed) became 

by far the dominant form. More important, in terms of 

political organization and cultural values, the reasons for 

military activity were altered which, of course, along with 

technological improvements, dictated the tactical contrast. 

As Lewis (1942:59) sees it: 

... the effect of the horse was to bring 
about a decentralization in political 
organization and a florescence of individualism. 
The Blackfoot had already achieved a remarkable 
degree of political organization in pre-horse 
times, when the activities of the bands, at least 
for war purposes, were unified under a central 
leader. The concerted action of early tribal 
warfare was a cohesive force in Blackfoot 
culture. Far from acting as a unifying factor, 
the introduction of the horse and gun represented 
a disruptive one. 

The acquisition of the horse, the gun and European 

trade goods made it possible for a formerly subsistence level 

society to amass exchangeable surpluses; and because of an 

initial arms advantage, to enlarge their hunting territories, 



t o  m a i n t a i n  them m i l i t a r i l y  and t o  c o n t r o l  t r a d e  w i t h i n  them. 

The a t t e n d a n t  enormously i n c r e a s e d  p r o d u c t i v i t y  a l lowed f o r  

a  burgeoning and enr ichment  of s o c i a l ,  r e l i g i o u s  and economic 

a c t i v i t y ,  and u l t i m a t e l y  t o  a  s o c i a l  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  which by 

t h e  end of t h e  b u f f a l o  p e r i o d  was c l o s e  t o  d e s t r o y i n g  

t r a d i t i o n a l  c u l t u r a l  v a l u e s  p e r t a i n i n g  t o  p o l i t i c a l  ascendancy. 

Mishkin (1966:63) n o t e s  t h a t :  

... t h e  pour ing  i n t o  P l a i n s  s o c i e t y  of 
t a n g i b l e  w e a l t h  i n  t h e  form of h o r s e s  f u r n i s h e d  
t h e  ground on which p r o p e r t y  d i s t i n c t i o n s  could  
a r i s e .  Next,  t h e  c o n j u n c t i o n  of p r o p e r t y  
a c q u i s i t i o n  w i t h  m i l i t a r y  a c t i v i t y  l a i d  t h e  
b a s i s  f o r  t h e  u l t i m a t e  c r e a t i o n  of a  wea l thy  
h e r e d i t a r y  e l i t e . . . I n  P l a i n s  s o c i e t y ,  t h e  h o r s e ,  
rank and w a r f a r e  a r e  i n e x t r i c a b l y  woven and 
t h e  a n a l y s i s  of t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s  throws new 
l i g h t  on t h e  c u l t u r a l  p r o c e s s .  

Although t h e  age-graded men's s o c i e t i e s  ensured  a  

r e a s o n a b l e  camp harmony d u r i n g  t h e  c o l l e c t i v e  summer h u n t s ,  a t  

less busy and demanding t imes  of t h e  y e a r  and e s p e c i a l l y  when 

t r a d i n g  a t  t h e  v a r i o u s  w h i t e  o u t l e t s  n e a r  o r  w i t h i n  t h e i r  

t e r r i t o r i e s  Blackfoo t  w a r r i o r s  of t h e  l a t e  b u f f a l o  p e r i o d  seem 

a lmos t  from t h e  accounts  of t h e  t r a d e r s  t o  have been b e n t  on 

genocide .  Ewers (1958:258) h a s  w r i t t e n  t h a t  "Eighty-eight  

.Nor thern  Blackfoot  were s a i d  t o  have been k i l l e d  i n  drunken 

brawls  i n  1871" and " In  a  b r i e f  p e r i o d  two y e a r s  l a t e r ,  t h i r t y  

two of t h e  P i e g a n s ,  i n c l u d i n g  two prominant c h i e f s ,  were k i l l e d . "  

Whether o r  n o t  i n t e r - p e r s o n a l  v i o l e n c e  was more e f f e c t i v e l y  



proscribed by material equality and less leisure in pedestrian 

days is difficult to assess, but it is highly probable that the 

competitive spirit fostered by status and wealth differentiation 

was partly to blame for the notorious propensity for violence 

among the band members of this period. 

It would have been remarkable if in a short hundred 

years the Blackfoot had lost all vestiges of their pedestrian 

culture in favor of an alternative perhaps more viable in the 

high Plains situation, and certainly evidences of cultural 

persistence are abundant. Nonetheless, the evolution from a 

classless to a class society, from a subsistence economy to one 

of surpluses and external trade, from collectivity to 

individualism in the perpetuation of this economy, and the 

formation of agencies to control individual effort during the 

crucial summer hunt all argue persuasively for a quantitative 

and qualitative transformation. 



B I B L I O G R A P H Y  

Beals, Ralph and Hoijer, Harry. --------- An Introduction to Anthropology. 
New York, MacMillan, 1959. 

Buffalo Child Long Lance, Chief. The Autobiographypf a Blackfoot ----- 
Indian Chief. London, Faber and Faber Ltd., 1928. - 

Collier, John. The Indians of the-Americas. New York, W.W. Norton, 
1959. 

Corbett, E. A. Blackfoot Trails. Toronto, Macmillan Co., Ltd., 
1934. 

Davis, Kingsley. Human Society. New York, Macmillan, 1949. 

Eggan, Fred. "The Cheyenne and Arapaho Kinship System." In 
Fred Eggan (ed.), Social Anthropology of North American 
Tribes, pp. 35-95. Univ. Chicago Press, 1955. - 

Elkin, Henry. "The Northern Arapaho of Wyoming." In Ralph 
Linton (ed.), Acculturation of Seven North American Tribes, 
pp. 207-255, New York, D. Appleton-Century, 1940. 

Ewers, John C. "The Horse in Blackfoot Indian Culture", 
BAE-B159, 1955. 

Ewers, John C. The Blackfeet,-Rziders on the Northwe~tern Plains. 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1958. 

Ewers, John C. "Were the Blackfeet Rich in Horses?" American 
Anthropologist, No. 45, 1943. 

Flannery, Regina. The Gros Ventres of Montana. Washington, 
Catholic University of America Press, 1953. 

Forde, C. Daryll. "The Blackfoot: Buffalo Hunters of the 
North American Plains." -----. Habitat, Economy & Society, 
E.P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1949. 

Goldfrank, Esther S. "Changing Configurations in the Social 
Organization of a Blackfoot Tribe." Monograph No. 8, 
American Ethnological Society, Seattle, Univ. Washington - - - . - - -. 
Press, 1966. 



Goldschmidt, Walter.   an's Way. New York, Henry Holt, 1959. 

Grinnell, George Bird. Pawnee, Blackfeet, Cheyenne. New York, 
Chas. Scribner & Sons, 1961. 

Hanks, Lucien M. and Jane Richardson. Tribe Under Trust. 
Toronto, Univ. of Toronto Press, 1950. 

Herskovits, Melville J. - Acculturation: A Study in Culture 
Contact. New York, 1938. 

Hodge, Frederick Webb, ed. "Handbook of American Indians 
North of Mexico." Bureau of American Ethnology, 
Washington, Government Printing Office, 1912, Bulletin 
30, Part 1. 

Hoebel, E. Adamson. The Cheyennes: Indians of the Great 
Plains. New York; Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 
1960. 

Hyde, George E. Indians of the High Plains. Norman: Univ. 
of dklahoma Press, 1959. 

Jeness, D. "The Sarcee Indians of Alberta." ----- National Museum 
of Canada - Bulletin 90, Ottawa, 1938. 

Lewis, Oscar. "The Effects of White Contact Upon Blackfoot 
Culture." American Ethnological Society, Memoir 6, 
1942. 

Lowie, Robert H. Indians of the Plains. New York, Garden 
City, The Natural History Press, 1963. 

MacKay, Douglas. The Honourable Company. Toronto, Montreal; 
McClelland and Stewart Ltd., 1966. 

McClintock, Walter. The Old North Trail, or Life, Legends, 
and Religion of the Blackfeet Indians. London, 
Macmillan, 1910. 

Mishkin, Bernard. "Rank and Warfare Among the Plains 
Indians!' Menograph #3 - American Ethnolo~ical Society, 
Seattle, Univ. of Wash. Press, 1966. 

Murdock, George Peter. Ethnographic Bibliography of North 
America. New Haven, Human Relations Area Files, 1960. 



Oliver, Symmes C. "Ecology and Cultural Continuity as Contributing 
Factors in the Social Organization of the Plains Indians." 
Vol 48 Univ. Cal i f~ rn i~a~_P_u_b~ i_c~a t ions  in American Archaeology 2 

and Ethnology, Berkeley, Univ. California Press, 1962. ----- 

Parkman, Francis. The Oregon Trail. New York, Airmont 
Publishing Co., Inc., 1964 (copyright 1892). 

Sahlins, Marshall D. and Service, Elman R. Evolution and Culture. 
Ann Arbor, Univ. Michigan Press, 1960. 

Secoy, Frank Raymond. Changing MLlitary Patterns on the 
Great Plains. Seattle, Univ. of Wash. Press, 1953. ---- 

Service, Elman R. Primitive Social Organization. New York, 
Random House, 1962. 

Steward, Julian. Theory of--Culture Change. Univ. Illinois 
Press, 1955. 

Willey, Gordon R. An Introduction to American Archaeology. 
New Jersey, Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1966. 

White, Leslie A. The Evolution of Culture. New York, 
McGraw-Hill, 1959. 

Wissler, Clark. "The Influence of the Horse in the Development 
of Plains Culture". AA16 (No. I), pp. 1-25, 1914. 

Wissler, Clark. North American Indians of the Plains. 
New York, American Museum of Natural History, 1920. 


