
history of the cheyenne tribe
history of the cheyenne tribe is a rich tapestry woven from resilience, adaptation, and a profound
connection to the land. This comprehensive exploration delves into the origins of the Cheyenne
people, their nomadic lifestyle on the Great Plains, their complex interactions with European settlers
and other Native American nations, and their enduring cultural legacy. We will trace their journey
from their ancestral woodlands to the vast prairies, examining their societal structure, spiritual
beliefs, and their role in pivotal historical events like the Plains Wars and the Battle of the Little
Bighorn. Understanding the Cheyenne story is crucial for appreciating the broader narrative of Native
American history and the ongoing efforts to preserve their unique heritage.
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The Ancient Origins and Early Migrations of the
Cheyenne People

The ancestral homeland of the Cheyenne people is believed to be in the region of the Great Lakes,
likely in present-day Minnesota. Evidence suggests they were originally a settled, agricultural people,
living in villages along rivers and lakes. Their early history is marked by a gradual westward
migration, a movement driven by various factors including intertribal conflicts, a search for better
hunting grounds, and perhaps a growing influence from Plains cultures. This period of transition saw
them slowly adapt to a more mobile lifestyle, a significant departure from their woodland roots.

By the 1700s, the Cheyenne had begun to establish themselves on the northern Great Plains,



interacting with other Plains tribes like the Arapaho and Sioux. This era was crucial in shaping their
identity as a dominant Plains nation. The introduction of the horse, a transformative technology,
would profoundly impact their culture and economy, allowing for greater mobility and enhancing their
prowess as buffalo hunters.

The Cheyenne on the Great Plains: A Nomadic Way of
Life

The Cheyenne are perhaps most famously known for their mastery of the nomadic buffalo-hunting
culture that defined the Great Plains. The American Bison was central to their existence, providing
sustenance, shelter, clothing, and spiritual significance. Their lives revolved around the buffalo herds,
dictating their seasonal movements across vast territories. Tipis, portable dwellings made from
animal hides and lodgepoles, were ideal for this migratory lifestyle, easily erected and dismantled.

The Cheyenne were highly skilled equestrians and buffalo hunters. They developed sophisticated
hunting techniques, often working in coordinated groups to bring down the massive animals. The
acquisition of horses further revolutionized their hunting methods, enabling them to pursue buffalo
with greater speed and efficiency. This nomadic existence fostered a deep understanding of the
natural world and a profound respect for the environment.

Social Structure and Governance within Cheyenne
Society

Cheyenne society was organized into bands, each with a degree of autonomy, yet united by a
common language, culture, and shared governance. These bands would often gather for communal
buffalo hunts and important ceremonies. Leadership within the bands was typically earned through
demonstrated wisdom, bravery, generosity, and spiritual insight, rather than through inherited status.
This leadership was often council-based, with respected elders and warriors advising the chief.

A significant aspect of Cheyenne governance was the role of the warrior societies. These societies
played a crucial role in maintaining order, protecting the band, and enforcing decisions made by the
chiefs and councils. Membership in these societies was often based on age and achievement,
fostering a strong sense of camaraderie and collective responsibility. These societies were not merely
military units but also served social and ceremonial functions, contributing to the overall stability and
cohesion of Cheyenne life.

Spiritual Beliefs and Traditional Ceremonies of the
Cheyenne

The spiritual life of the Cheyenne people was deeply intertwined with their relationship to the natural



world and their dependence on the buffalo. Their belief system was animistic, recognizing the
sacredness in all living things and the powerful forces of nature. The Great Spirit, or Maheo, was
considered the supreme creator, and various spirits and elements of nature held significant spiritual
power. Shamans and medicine men played vital roles as intermediaries between the spiritual and
physical realms, conducting ceremonies and healing the sick.

Several key ceremonies were central to Cheyenne spiritual life. The Omaha Dance (sometimes
referred to as the Sacred Arrows ceremony, though that is more specifically Arapaho) and the
Sundance were paramount. The Sundance, a four-day ritual of prayer, fasting, and self-sacrifice, was
performed to honor the Creator and renew the world. The Sacred Arrows were sacred objects believed
to hold immense spiritual power, safeguarding the Cheyenne people. These ceremonies reinforced
their cultural identity and their connection to their ancestors and the divine.

Key Encounters and Conflicts: The Cheyenne and the
Expanding Frontier

As westward expansion accelerated in the 19th century, the Cheyenne found themselves increasingly
in conflict with the encroaching United States government and settlers. Treaties were made and often
broken, leading to escalating tensions. The Cheyenne were caught in the middle of competing
interests, as the U.S. sought to acquire Native American lands for settlement and resource extraction,
and other tribes contested territorial boundaries.

Initial encounters were often characterized by trade and cautious diplomacy, but the demand for land
and resources soon led to a more confrontational relationship. The Cheyenne, along with their allies,
began to resist the intrusion, leading to a series of skirmishes and battles. The U.S. military, with its
superior numbers and weaponry, posed a significant threat to the Cheyenne way of life.

The Cheyenne in the Plains Wars: Resistance and
Resilience

The mid to late 19th century marked a period of intense conflict known as the Plains Wars, and the
Cheyenne were central figures in this struggle. They fought valiantly to protect their lands, their
buffalo herds, and their cultural autonomy. Key battles and events underscore their fierce resistance.

The Sand Creek Massacre in 1864 stands as a tragic turning point, where U.S. Volunteer Cavalry
attacked a peaceful Cheyenne and Arapaho village, killing and mutilating hundreds, primarily women,
children, and the elderly. This brutal act galvanized Cheyenne resistance and fueled a desire for
retaliation.

Following Sand Creek, Cheyenne warriors, led by figures like Black Kettle (though he advocated for
peace, his band was attacked) and Roman Nose, engaged in numerous retaliatory raids and battles
against U.S. military installations and settlements. The Fetterman Fight in 1866, where a U.S. Army
command was annihilated, was a significant Cheyenne and Lakota victory, demonstrating their



formidable military capabilities when united.

The Battle of the Little Bighorn: A Defining Moment for
the Cheyenne

The Battle of the Little Bighorn in 1876, also known as the Battle of the Greasy Grass by Native
Americans, represents a watershed moment in the Plains Wars and a significant event for the
Cheyenne. On June 25, 1876, a united force of Cheyenne, Lakota Sioux, and Arapaho warriors, led by
Chief Crazy Horse and Chief Gall, decisively defeated Lieutenant Colonel George Custer and his 7th
Cavalry. Cheyenne warriors, including the famed George Bent, played a crucial role in this
overwhelming victory.

The battle was a testament to the tactical prowess and the unyielding spirit of the allied Native
American forces. However, despite this remarkable triumph, it ultimately proved to be a Pyrrhic
victory. The U.S. government's response was swift and brutal, increasing military pressure on all
Plains tribes. The loss at Little Bighorn did not end the resistance, but it marked the beginning of the
end for the free-roaming Cheyenne, as relentless campaigns and the decimation of the buffalo herds
forced them onto reservations.

Life on the Reservations and the Struggle for Survival

The establishment of reservations drastically altered the Cheyenne way of life. Forced to abandon
their nomadic traditions and dependent on government rations, the Cheyenne faced immense
hardship and cultural disruption. Diseases, inadequate food supplies, and the suppression of their
language and ceremonies took a heavy toll. Despite these immense challenges, the Cheyenne people
demonstrated remarkable resilience, striving to maintain their cultural identity and traditions within
the confines of the reservation system.

Efforts were made to assimilate the Cheyenne into mainstream American society, often through
boarding schools that aimed to eradicate their Native languages and customs. However, the spirit of
the Cheyenne people persevered, with families and elders working to pass down their heritage to
younger generations. The early reservation period was a time of profound struggle, but it also laid the
groundwork for future efforts to reclaim and revitalize their culture.

The Modern Cheyenne: Preserving Culture and Identity

Today, the Cheyenne people are organized into two federally recognized tribes: the Northern
Cheyenne Indian Tribe in Montana and the Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes in Oklahoma. These tribes
are actively engaged in preserving and promoting their rich cultural heritage. Efforts include language
revitalization programs, the continuation of traditional ceremonies and arts, and the promotion of
Cheyenne history through education and cultural centers.



The modern Cheyenne are involved in various economic enterprises, seeking self-sufficiency and
tribal development. They continue to advocate for their rights and sovereignty, addressing
contemporary issues while remaining deeply connected to their ancestral past. The ongoing story of
the Cheyenne is one of enduring strength, a testament to a people who have faced immense
adversity and continue to thrive, ensuring that their history, traditions, and identity will endure for
generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the name "Cheyenne" refer to?
The name "Cheyenne" is an exonym derived from the Lakota word "šahiyena," meaning "people who
speak unintelligibly." The Cheyenne people refer to themselves as "Tsitsistas," meaning "The People."

Where did the Cheyenne people originally live?
Originally, the Cheyenne lived in the upper Mississippi River valley, in what is now Minnesota. They
were primarily an agricultural society before migrating westward onto the Great Plains.

What significant cultural shift occurred with the Cheyenne's
westward migration?
The Cheyenne's westward migration onto the Great Plains in the 18th and 19th centuries led to a
profound cultural transformation. They adopted a nomadic, buffalo-hunting lifestyle, becoming
renowned equestrian warriors and developing their iconic Plains culture.

What role did the horse play in Cheyenne society?
The horse revolutionized Cheyenne life. It enabled them to become highly mobile hunters, pursue
buffalo effectively, travel vast distances, and participate in intertribal warfare and trade, significantly
shaping their social structure and economy.

What were some of the Cheyenne's key spiritual beliefs and
practices?
The Cheyenne held deep spiritual beliefs centered around the Great Spirit (Maheo) and the
interconnectedness of all living things. Important ceremonies included the Sun Dance, a ritual of
renewal and sacrifice, and the Sweat Lodge ceremony for purification and healing.

What were the major conflicts the Cheyenne faced with the
United States government?
The Cheyenne were involved in numerous conflicts with the U.S. government and settlers as
westward expansion intensified. Key events include the Sand Creek Massacre (1864) and the Battle of
the Washita (1868), which resulted in significant loss of life and displacement.



What was the significance of the Sand Creek Massacre for the
Cheyenne?
The Sand Creek Massacre was a devastating event where U.S. volunteer cavalry attacked a peaceful
Cheyenne and Arapaho encampment, killing hundreds, mostly women and children. It led to increased
hostility and resistance from the Cheyenne.

How did the Cheyenne adapt to life on reservations?
After significant losses and forced relocation, the Cheyenne were eventually confined to reservations.
They adapted by integrating some aspects of European-American culture, such as farming and wage
labor, while striving to maintain their cultural identity and traditions.

What are some of the contemporary issues facing the
Cheyenne Nation today?
Contemporary issues for the Cheyenne Nation include economic development, preserving their
language and culture, addressing social challenges, and advocating for tribal sovereignty and land
rights. There is a strong focus on education and cultural revitalization.

Additional Resources
Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to the history of the Cheyenne Tribe, with short
descriptions:

1. Cheyenne Autumn
This classic historical novel tells the dramatic story of the Northern Cheyenne's forced removal from
their homeland in the Yellowstone region and their arduous journey to return. It vividly depicts the
suffering, resilience, and determination of the Cheyenne people as they fought for their freedom and
survival against overwhelming odds. The narrative highlights the cultural clashes and the injustices
faced by Native Americans during this turbulent period.

2. The Spirit of the Cheyenne: The Cheyenne Nation's Story
This book offers an expansive overview of Cheyenne history, from their ancestral migrations to their
complex interactions with the United States. It delves into their rich spiritual beliefs, societal
structures, and the profound impact of westward expansion and government policies. The text
emphasizes the Cheyenne perspective, ensuring their voice and agency are central to the narrative.

3. Cheyenne Dog Soldiers: A Tribal Military Society
This focused study explores the history and significance of the Cheyenne Dog Soldiers, a renowned
warrior society. It details their role in Cheyenne military strategy, their emergence as a powerful
force, and their eventual suppression by the U.S. Army. The book examines the Dog Soldiers' deep
spiritual connections and their unwavering commitment to protecting their people and traditions.

4. The Cheyenne Indians: Their History and Ways of Life
This comprehensive ethnographical work provides an in-depth examination of Cheyenne culture and
history across various periods. It covers their social organization, religious practices, economic
systems, and the evolution of their way of life in response to external pressures. The book offers



valuable insights into the enduring strength and adaptability of Cheyenne society.

5. War Dance: Plains Indian Victory and Loss on the Little Bighorn
While focusing on the Battle of the Little Bighorn, this book frequently contextualizes the Cheyenne's
crucial participation in the event. It details their military prowess, their alliances with other tribes, and
their vital contributions to the victory against Custer's forces. The narrative explores both the triumph
and the subsequent tragic consequences for the Plains tribes, including the Cheyenne.

6. The Indian Removal Act: A Legacy of Broken Treaties
This book examines the broader context of federal Indian policy, with significant attention paid to its
devastating impact on tribes like the Cheyenne. It analyzes the legislative history and the forced
relocations that disrupted Cheyenne lives and traditions. The work highlights the long-lasting effects
of these policies and the ongoing struggle for tribal sovereignty.

7. The Cheyenne Nation: A Tribal History
This volume presents a detailed and respectful account of the Cheyenne people's journey through
history. It traces their movements, their encounters with European Americans and other Indigenous
nations, and their efforts to maintain their identity and cultural heritage. The book underscores the
Cheyenne's resilience in the face of significant challenges and their enduring spirit.

8. Black Kettle: The Cheyenne Chief Who Sought Peace
This biography focuses on the life of Black Kettle, a prominent Cheyenne chief who consistently
advocated for peace and tried to navigate the turbulent relationship with the U.S. government. It
recounts his efforts to protect his people, his tragic encounters like the Sand Creek Massacre, and his
ultimate fate. The book sheds light on the difficult choices faced by Cheyenne leaders during a time of
immense pressure.

9. Chasing the Buffalo: The Cheyenne and Their Horses
This book explores the profound and intricate relationship between the Cheyenne people and the
buffalo and their horses. It details how these elements were fundamental to their nomadic lifestyle,
their economy, and their spiritual beliefs. The narrative illustrates the ecological and cultural
significance of the buffalo and the horse in shaping Cheyenne identity and history.
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