history of the cheyenne

history of the cheyenne is a rich tapestry woven with resilience, adaptation,
and profound cultural traditions. This comprehensive exploration delves into
the origins of the Cheyenne people, their nomadic lifestyle on the Great
Plains, their interactions with other tribes and European settlers, and their
enduring legacy. We will trace their journey from the upper Mississippi River
valley to the vast expanses of the American West, examining key events,
cultural practices, and the challenges they faced. Understanding the history
of the Cheyenne is crucial to appreciating the complexities of Native
American history and the ongoing efforts of the Cheyenne Nation to preserve
their heritage.

Early Origins and Migrations

Life on the Great Plains

Interaction with European Settlers

Key Conflicts and Treaties

Resilience and Modern Cheyenne

The Deep Roots: Early Cheyenne Origins and
Migrations

The history of the Cheyenne people stretches back centuries, with their
ancestral lands believed to be in the upper Mississippi River valley, in
present-day Minnesota. Early accounts suggest they were once a settled,
agricultural people, closely related to the Algonquin-speaking tribes.
However, a shift in their way of life began to take shape, likely driven by a
combination of factors including intertribal warfare, resource availability,
and the burgeoning influence of the horse.

The Influence of the Horse

The arrival and widespread adoption of the horse profoundly impacted the
Cheyenne. This transformative technology allowed for greater mobility,
facilitated their transition to a nomadic, buffalo-hunting lifestyle, and
elevated their status as formidable warriors on the Plains. The horse became
central to their economy, social structure, and spiritual beliefs, shaping
their identity for generations to come.



Movement Westward

As they moved westward, the Cheyenne encountered various other Plains tribes,
including the Arapaho, with whom they formed a close alliance. This migration
was not a singular event but a gradual process, marked by adaptation to new
environments and the development of distinct cultural practices that would
define them as a Plains nation. Their mastery of horsemanship and their
knowledge of the vast Plains ecosystems allowed them to thrive in this
challenging new world.

Masters of the Plains: Cheyenne Nomadic Life
and Culture

The Cheyenne became quintessential Plains Indians, their lives intricately
tied to the migratory patterns of the American buffalo. Their nomadic
existence demanded a deep understanding of the land, weather, and the
buffalo’s behavior. This period represents a significant chapter in the
history of the Cheyenne, showcasing their remarkable ability to adapt and
flourish in a challenging environment.

The Buffalo Economy

The buffalo was the cornerstone of the Cheyenne economy and way of life.
Every part of the animal was utilized: meat for sustenance, hides for tipis
and clothing, bones for tools and weapons, and sinew for thread. Their
hunting strategies were highly organized, often involving elaborate communal
hunts that required immense skill and coordination. The reliance on the
buffalo shaped their seasonal movements and their social organization.

Social Structure and Governance

Cheyenne society was organized into bands, each with its own leadership, but
all united by a common culture and shared spiritual beliefs. Governance was
often council-based, with respect and consensus playing vital roles. The
Council of Forty-Four, composed of esteemed elder chiefs, held significant
authority in matters affecting the entire tribe. This decentralized yet
cohesive structure allowed them to maintain unity and adapt to changing
circumstances.



Spiritual Beliefs and Ceremonies

Spirituality permeated every aspect of Cheyenne life. They held a deep
reverence for the natural world, believing in a Great Spirit and a pantheon
of spirits associated with natural phenomena. The Sun Dance, a sacred and
elaborate ceremony, was central to their spiritual practice, seeking
spiritual renewal and communal well-being. Other important ceremonies, such
as the Arrow Renewal, reinforced their cultural identity and connection to
their traditions.

Encountering a New World: Cheyenne and European
Settlers

The arrival of European explorers, traders, and eventually settlers marked a
profound turning point in the history of the Cheyenne. This period brought
both opportunities for trade and devastating consequences, fundamentally
altering their traditional way of life and leading to increased conflict.

Early Trade and Relations

Initially, interactions with Europeans were primarily through trade. Cheyenne
people exchanged buffalo hides and furs for manufactured goods like firearms,
metal tools, and cloth. While trade provided some benefits, it also
introduced new dependencies and altered traditional economies. Early
relationships were often marked by a degree of cautious diplomacy, but this
would soon erode.

The Impact of Westward Expansion

As the United States expanded westward, the pressure on Cheyenne lands
intensified. The relentless pursuit of manifest destiny led to increased
encroachment on their territories, disruption of their hunting grounds, and a
disregard for existing treaties. This expansion fundamentally challenged the
Cheyenne’s ability to maintain their traditional nomadic lifestyle and their
sovereignty.

Conflict and Resilience: Key Cheyenne Conflicts
and Treaties



The latter half of the 19th century was a period of intense conflict for the
Cheyenne, as they resisted the encroachment of settlers and the U.S.
government. Their history during this era is one of brave resistance, tragic
betrayals, and ultimately, a testament to their enduring spirit.

The Sand Creek Massacre

One of the most infamous events in Cheyenne history is the Sand Creek
Massacre of 1864. Under the leadership of Colonel John Chivington, U.S.
volunteer cavalry attacked a peaceful encampment of Cheyenne and Arapaho,
primarily women, children, and elders, killing hundreds and mutilating many.
This act of brutal violence left an indelible scar on the collective memory
of the Cheyenne and further fueled animosity.

The Battle of the Little Bighorn

The Cheyenne played a significant role in the Battle of the Little Bighorn in
1876, alongside their Lakota allies. This decisive victory against Lieutenant
Colonel George Custer’s 7th Cavalry was a moment of immense pride and a
powerful demonstration of Native American military prowess. However, the
victory was short-lived, as increased military pressure from the U.S.
government followed.

Forced Relocation and Reservation Life

Following military defeats and increased pressure, many Cheyenne were forced
onto reservations, often far from their ancestral homelands. Life on the
reservation was a harsh reality, characterized by poverty, disease, and the
suppression of their cultural practices. The Cheyenne endured significant
hardship as they struggled to adapt to these new circumstances, but they
never lost their will to survive and preserve their identity.

Enduring Spirit: Modern Cheyenne Nation

Despite the immense challenges and historical injustices, the Cheyenne people
have demonstrated remarkable resilience. Today, the Cheyenne Nation continues
to thrive, actively working to preserve their language, traditions, and
cultural heritage while navigating the complexities of modern society.



Cultural Preservation and Revitalization

Efforts are ongoing to revitalize the Cheyenne language, which is critically
endangered. Cultural centers, educational programs, and community initiatives
are vital in passing down traditions, stories, and knowledge to younger
generations. The Cheyenne maintain strong connections to their spiritual
practices and traditional ceremonies, ensuring their continuity.

Self-Governance and Community Development

The Cheyenne people are actively involved in self-governance, managing their
own tribal affairs and resources. They focus on economic development,
education, healthcare, and social services for their communities. These
efforts are crucial in ensuring the continued prosperity and well-being of
the Cheyenne Nation, honoring the legacy of their ancestors while building a
strong future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the name 'Cheyenne' mean, and what did
they call themselves?

The name 'Cheyenne' is derived from a Sioux word, 'Sha-hi-ya-na,' meaning
'people who speak unclearly.' The Cheyenne people referred to themselves as
'Tsitsistas' (pronounced Tsit-sih-stahs), meaning 'the people' or 'our
people.'

Where did the Cheyenne originate, and what were
their traditional lands?

The Cheyenne people are believed to have originated in the region of the
Great Lakes, likely around present-day Minnesota. Over time, they migrated
westward, eventually settling in the Northern Plains, their traditional lands
encompassing parts of Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, and Nebraska.

What was the significance of the Sacred Arrows to
the Cheyenne people?

The Sacred Arrows are central to Cheyenne spiritual beliefs and identity.
They are believed to have been given to the Cheyenne by a wise culture hero
figure known as Sweet Medicine, who taught them their laws, customs, and
rituals. The arrows represent their lineage, their covenant with the Creator,
and their ability to sustain themselves and their people.



How did the Plains environment shape Cheyenne
culture and way of life?

The Plains environment, particularly the abundance of the American bison, was
fundamental to Cheyenne culture. Bison provided food, clothing, shelter (tipi
covers), tools, and religious symbolism. Their nomadic lifestyle, following
the bison herds, also influenced their social structure, political
organization, and deep spiritual connection to the land.

What role did the Cheyenne play in the Plains Wars,
and what were some key conflicts they were involved
in?

The Cheyenne were significant participants in the Plains Wars, often allied
with other Plains tribes like the Lakota and Arapaho, in resistance against
U.S. expansion and encroachment on their lands. Key conflicts include the
Sand Creek Massacre (1864), the Battle of the Washita (1868), and the Battle
of the Rosebud (1876), where they played a crucial role in defending their
territory and way of life.

What are the two main divisions of the Cheyenne
people, and how did they differ?

The Cheyenne are divided into two main bands: the Southern Cheyenne and the
Northern Cheyenne. These divisions arose from a historical separation, with
the Northern Cheyenne largely remaining in Montana and the Southern Cheyenne
eventually relocating to Indian Territory (Oklahoma). While they share a
common language and culture, differences in their historical experiences and
locations led to distinct adaptations and governance.

How did the U.S. government's policies impact the
Cheyenne, and what challenges have they faced in
modern times?

U.S. government policies, including forced relocation, the destruction of the
bison herds, and assimilation efforts, had devastating impacts on the
Cheyenne, disrupting their traditional way of life and causing immense
suffering. In modern times, the Cheyenne continue to face challenges related
to economic development, preserving their language and culture, asserting
tribal sovereignty, and addressing social issues stemming from historical
trauma.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the history of the Cheyenne, each with a
short description:



1. Cheyenne Dog Soldiers: A Cheyenne History of the West

This book offers an in-depth look at the Cheyenne Dog Soldiers, a prominent
warrior society that played a pivotal role in shaping Cheyenne history and
their interactions with both other tribes and encroaching settlers. It delves
into their military prowess, political influence, and their role in defending
Cheyenne territories and way of life. The narrative highlights the
organization's importance in Cheyenne society and its enduring legacy.

2. The Cheyenne Nation: A History of the Cheyenne People

This comprehensive history traces the evolution of the Cheyenne people from
their nomadic Plains existence to their complex relationship with the United
States government. It examines their cultural practices, spiritual beliefs,
and the societal structures that guided their lives. The book also explores
the devastating impact of westward expansion and the Cheyenne's resilience in
the face of adversity.

3. Cheyenne Autumn: The Tragic Story of a People's Last Stand

Focusing on the 1878 exodus of the Northern Cheyenne from Indian Territory
back to their ancestral lands, this powerful account details their arduous
journey and the immense suffering they endured. It vividly portrays the
causes of their displacement and the government's policies that led to this
desperate flight. The book underscores the human cost of broken treaties and
forced relocations.

4. Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: An Indian History of the American West
While not exclusively about the Cheyenne, this seminal work dedicates
significant attention to their experiences during the period of intense
conflict and subjugation in the American West. It provides a powerful Native
American perspective on events like the Battle of the Little Bighorn and the
Sand Creek Massacre, in which Cheyenne people were deeply involved. The book
is essential for understanding the broader historical context of Cheyenne
struggles.

5. Cheyenne History, Culture, and Traditions

This scholarly work delves into the rich tapestry of Cheyenne culture,
examining their social organization, spiritual beliefs, and artistic
expressions. It explores the nuances of Cheyenne traditions, their oral
histories, and the ways in which their culture has adapted and persisted
through centuries of change. The book serves as a valuable resource for
understanding the enduring spirit of the Cheyenne people.

6. The Southern Cheyenne and Arapaho: A History of Plains Indian Diplomacy
This book examines the diplomatic efforts and political maneuvering of the
Southern Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes as they navigated complex relationships
with various Native American nations and the U.S. government. It highlights
their attempts to secure alliances and protect their lands through
negotiation and strategy. The work sheds light on the sophisticated political
acumen of these Plains tribes.

7. Cheyenne Warrior: Chief Dull Knife
This biography focuses on the life of Chief Dull Knife, a significant leader



of the Northern Cheyenne who played a crucial role in the tribe's resistance
against U.S. expansion. It details his leadership during battles and his
unwavering commitment to preserving Cheyenne sovereignty and culture. The
book provides insight into the courage and determination of Cheyenne leaders.

8. The Cheyenne Indians: Their History and Ways of Life

This classic ethnographic study provides a detailed account of the Cheyenne
people, covering their history, social structures, and daily life on the
Plains. It meticulously documents their customs, religious practices, and
their relationship with the natural world. The book offers a foundational
understanding of Cheyenne ethnography.

9. Cheyenne Indians of the Southern Plains: From the Reservation Era to the
Present

This history explores the experiences of the Southern Cheyenne people
following their forced removal to reservations and their subsequent
adaptation to life under federal control. It examines their struggles for
self-determination, their efforts to maintain cultural identity, and their
continued resilience in the modern era. The book highlights the ongoing
evolution of Cheyenne society.
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