
 
 
Nebraska History posts materials online for your personal use. Please remember that the contents of 
Nebraska History are copyrighted by the Nebraska State Historical Society (except for materials credited to 
other institutions). The NSHS retains its copyrights even to materials it posts on the web.  
 
For permission to re-use materials or for photo ordering information, please see: 

http://www.nebraskahistory.org/magazine/permission.htm 
 
Nebraska State Historical Society members receive four issues of Nebraska History and four issues of 
Nebraska History News annually.  For membership information, see:  
 http://nebraskahistory.org/admin/members/index.htm 

 

Article Title: Cultures in Contact, Historic Indian Tribes 

 
Full Citation: “Cultures in Contact”; John Ludwickson, “Historic Indian Tribes,” Nebraska History 75 (1994): 132-

145 

 

URL of article: http://www.nebraskahistory.org/publish/publicat/history/full-text/NH1994Time6_Tribes.pdf 

Date: 7/26/2013 

 

Article Summary: Between 1500 and 1850 many Indian peoples moved into, through and out of the Nebraska 

region.  The climate cooled considerably beginning around 1600.  That change affected the growing season of corn, 

the bison population and Indian migration. 

 

 

Cataloging Information: 

 

Geologic Time: Neo-Boreal period (Little Ice Age)  

 

Nebraska Archeological Sites: Yutan (Saunders County), Ponca Fort site and Minarik site (Knox County), Ansley 

site (Custer County), Pike-Pawnee site (Webster County)  

 

Nebraska Indian Cultures and Peoples: White Rock, Oneota, Lower Loup-Pawnee, Dismal River, Omaha, Ponca, 

Ioway, Oto-Missouria, Sioux, Cheyenne, Arapaho, Redbird, Pawnee, Padouca  

 

Keywords: Quivira, Harahey, earthlodges, tipis 

 

Photographs / Images: manufactured goods used for frontier trade; tipis of a Pawnee hunting camp pitched near a 

kill site; Oneota (early Siouan) pot; 17th century ornaments, probably Pawnee, made of marine seashells (Colfax 

County); schematic map of Plains area occupied by groups speaking Siouan languages (1600-1770s); finely crafted 

and distinctively decorated Pawnee pottery (Colfax and Butler Counties); carved vessel (Cherry County); iron hoe 

and bison shoulder blade hoe; cracked and mended Oneota pot; schematic map of Plains area occupied by historic 

tribes (1770s-1850s); Pawnee pot and the paddle used to shape it; trade goods used by historic Pawnees: brass pans 

and metal tools; earthlodge used by Omahas (Thurston County); Agent A L Green’s 1871 sketch of the Oto-

Missouria Agency (Gage County)  

 

 

 

http://www.nebraskahistory.org/magazine/permission.htm
http://nebraskahistory.org/admin/members/index.htm
http://www.nebraskahistory.org/publish/publicat/history/full-text/NH1994Time6_Tribes.pdf
http://www.nebraskahistory.org/publish/publicat/history/full-text/NH1994Time6_Tribes.pdf




.1 
I 

.~f 

';,. " 

~r .1;" 0 ' 

I 

'/.­
'/ .' 

.~~ '.~ . 
'J ~t: 

r ; _:1 

1,(; '! I 

J i?:',.;/"~' ':~ / / 
" ' 'j "Il' '2" '/

I , h',,''''/';' / ' 
I ' J.1 " 

.. , 
'f p ''A R,T fS I ,XI;,
 

~" Ii. /' .;f:;'" _ , _ ' .<,

,'I" "('f, ; ~i,"y". J" .'1­ ' I.;U"·h,.· 

;.11 'I' i l 
"';';' :,,':" J 

" ,";: 

tI 

'/ 

i 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

,' , 
.I , I 

I
I 

iCULTURES.( . , 

.7
r(.'.J ..". 

," 
r • IN

,J.o :1' -'.., , , !' I ,"' I 

• J1 "'" 

c> 

-' CONTACT
....,~, / I ' 

/ iii 
'" 

"I: I 

, I 

,0 I ,. i i 

I 
Few ifany people ljved in
 

Nebraska for 200 years/ ollowing
 
. , '= 

,, / I
-the demise ofthe ~ fillage :~.~,;,-,;, - ' ­

Farmers . By 1600) ancestors of , 
the Omahas) Poncas) Z~ , 

) ,' -?' ' ~.~' 
, ­Oto-Missourias and Pawnees 

"were practicing the Plains. , - , 
':i " 

economy ofgardening 
~ 

and , " 

buffalo hunting. Native 
c 

, cultures joere dominated by
"", 

European-based culture before
 
the end,9fthe 19th century.
 

- -:::--'- .0.;;" 

.1 ' ..:: 

r 

M~nufa~tured goods were used for frontier trade. 

I' 

..J 



Tipis of a Pawnee hunting camp pitched near a kill site. Although the Pawnees 
and several other tribes of the historic period had permanent earthlodge villages, 
they also lived in tipis while on extended buffalo hunts. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE
 

Historic Indian Tribes
 
Ethnohistory and Archaeology 

Oneota (early Siouan) pot 

ByJohn Ludwickson
 
Nebraska State Historical Society
 

ACCOUNTS OF NEBRASKA PEOPLES written by early European 
explorers began appearing in the 1600s, but it was not until the late 1800s that 
ethnologists recorded detailed information about the "old ways." Archaeology 
supplements and enhances those written sources on Indian peoples, and the 
documents, in turn, improve the archaeological information. 

The study of written, historic sources to learn about native peoples is called 
ethnohistory, and the combination of ethnohistory and archaeology is called 
ethnoarchaeology. Sites that contain trade goods of European origin but cannot 
be documented by historic sources are termed protohistoric, or early contact, 
sites. In Nebraska the protohistoric period begins after 1500 and ends about 
1775. The full historic period extends from 1775 to the late 1800s. Cultures 
include White Rock, Oneota, Lower Loup-Pawnee and Dismal River as well 
as the archaeology of fully documented historic peoples, including the 
Omahas, Ioways, Oto-Missourias, Sioux, Cheyennes and Arapahos in addition 
to undocumented historic groups. 

During the period 1500 to 1850, peoples moved into, through and out of the 
Nebraska region, perhaps in response to changed environmental conditions 
requiring new adaptations. The climate cooled considerably by 1600 to 1650. 
This period, the Neo-Boreal, is often called the Little Ice Age, and the effects 
of the climate change on the growing season of com, on bison populations and 
on migration were dramatic. 

Earliest European Contacts 
In 1541, Coronado found villages of conical, grass-thatch houses scattered for 
many miles along the banks of the Arkansas River in central Kansas. Called 
the Quivira, the people probably spoke a Caddoan language (Pawnee, Arikara, 
Wichita) and probably were ancestral to the Wichita. They crafted elaborate, 
flat-bottomed jars with applique decorations, well-made chipped stone arrow 
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These 17th century ornaments, probably 
Pawnee, are from Colfax County. Made 
of marine seashells, they are similar to 
orn aments from the eastern United States. 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, eastern 
Nebraska was occupied by groups 
speaking Siouan languages related to 
modern Omaha, Oto and Ioway and to 
Caddoan-based languages includin g 
modern Pawnee and Arikara. Western 
Nebraska was the territory of a group of 
Dismal River or Plains Apache people 
during the late 1600s and early 1700s. 

point s, hide scrapers, fine bifacial kni ves, and bone, antler and she ll artifacts. 
Neb raska sites fro m the same period have not bee n d iscovered, which suggests 
that the region was temporarily inhabited only by hunt ers. 

While Coronado was amo ng the Qu ivirans, a delegation rep resenting a 
ch ief called Tatarrax arrived from the most ex treme northern provi nce of 
Quivira called Harahey. No t ment ioned after 154 1 by later Spanish or French 
explorers, the people of Harahey ma y have been a gro up of Qui virans dwelling 
on the Sm oky Hill River in northern Kansas. It has been suggested that the 
Harahey people were protohistoric Pawnees in the Loup River region of 
Nebraska. Arc haeological ev idence canno t co nfirm Pawnee presence in 
Nebraska prior to abo ut 1600 . 

Another possibl e ide ntif ication for the people of Harahey is wha t 
archaeolog ists ca ll the White Rock phase, situated along the lower Republican 
River. The White Rock people occupied the central Plains from about A.D. 
1300 to about A. D. 1650 . They were among the earliest people to practice the 
economy that typi fied the historic period. They occupied villages on the 
Solomon River and Wh ite Rock Creek, a tributary of the lower Republican 
River in Kan sas, during spring garden plant ing and autumn harvestin g se asons . 
The rest of the yea r was spent on lon g-range bison hunts into southern 
Nebraska, where their hunt ing camps have been excavated. 

White Rock material culture links it to sites farther east called Oneota, such 
as the Leary village in ex treme southeastern Nebraska. Oneota has been linked 
with Siou an-speaking people such as the Ioways, Otos, Missourias and 
Winnebagos, and perhaps with the Kansas and the Osages. The White Rock 
peopl e also may have spoken a Siouan language. Wh y would Coronado 's 
Quiviran hosts, who presum abl y spoke a Caddoan language, call these people 
Harahey and their chief Tatarrax, both wo rds with Caddoan meanings? The 
words are very early examples of calques, literal translation s of words fro m 
one language to another. The practice was commo n in later Plains history. For 
example, the Ski ri Pawnees were mo st common ly known to the French as the 
Pani -rnaha, a Siouan word. The Omaha chief Ompatonga, whos e nam e Engl ish sspeakers tran slated literally (i.e. calqued) as Big Elk, was also commonly 
kno wn by the Pawnee ver sion of his nam e. Si 
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Siouan Villagers 
Siouan-speaking tribes migrated to the central Plains by the early 1700s. 
Oneota sites such as those near Rulo and Ashland suggest Siouans may have 
been in Nebraska even earlier. Even though Oneota culture and economy was 
oriented to an eastern Woodlands setting, they adopted or created many traits 
that made life on the Great Plains more successful. The most apparent are 
earthlodge architecture and bison hunting. Those village-dwelling people 
should not be confused with nomadic , bison-hunting Siouan-language-family 
tribes such as the Lakota. 

The Yutan Site: An Oto-Missouria Earthlodge Village 
The Omahas, Poncas and Oto-Missourias lived in villages of up to 2,000 
people along the rivers of eastern Nebraska. Their villages have left impressive 
archaeological sites, including the Oto-Missouria village near Yutan. The Otos 
immigrated into eastern Nebraska about 1700, building the Yutan village about 
1775; remnants of the Missourias, from Missouri, joined them in the 1790s. 
The village was occupied until 1837. It was the first major Indian settlement 
seen by fur traders on the journey up the Platte to western bison-hunting and 
beaver-trapping ranges. 

The Nebraska State Historical Society conducted excavations at Yutan in 
1935, 1958 and 1971. Houses excavated were true earthlodges unlike the 
square, wattle-and-daub, Village Farmer houses . They were distinctive Plains 
circular dwellings with four, six , eight or even 10 central roof support posts 
around a central hearth. The walls consi sted of peripheral posts against which 

Finely crafted and distinctively decorated 
pottery was a hallmark of the Pawnees 
during the protohistoric period. The 
bowl is from Colfax County. The other 
pieces, which include four pots and 
a small bottle, are from Butler County. 
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other posts leaned inward. The walls were covered with grass and 
finally with a thick layer of earth that continued onto the roof, leaving only a 
central opening for the escape of smoke from the central hearth. A tunnel-like 
entry passage projected from an east or south wall. In contrast with prehistoric 
houses, there were few subfloor storage and refuse pits. Deep subterranean 
storage and refuse pits outside the earthlodges stored corn and other garden 
surplus. The village was home base for the entire yearly round of activities, but 
for most of the year the people were away on hunting expeditions. 

Historic village sites contain many artifacts, reflecting both dense popula­
tions and the accumulation of material over the decades-long occupation of 
each village. Early protohistoric sites (AD. 1600 to A.D. 1775) contain pottery 
as well as stone, bone and antler tools made by the people themselves, but few 
trade goods. Later sites, like Yutan, contain increasing quantities of metal 
knives, hoes, kettles and other artifacts obtained from European or American 
traders, while native-made artifacts gradually disappear. Beaver and river otter 
bones were abundant at the Yutan village. The bones reflect the intensity of 
Oto-Missouria hunting of furbearing animals for their pelts, which they traded 
for manufactured tools and ornaments at posts such as Bellevue. 

138 



The Poncas and the Redbird People 
Ponca and Omaha oral history indicates that those people immigrated into 
northeastern Nebraska about A.D. 1700. The historically documented Ponca 
Fort site in Knox County of 1780 to 1800 was excava ted in 1936 and 1937 by 
the University of Nebraska. European trade goods, iron, brass and glass tools 
and ornaments were common. Some of the pottery fragments from Ponca Fort 
resembled a type made by the Arikaras to the north, suggesting that some 
Arikaras also may have lived at the site. A physical anthropologist who 
examin ed skulls of the Ponca Fort people found that some resembled Poncas 
and some did not. He attributed the different looking skulls to the Arikaras. 
Redbird phase sites also were excavated in 1937 and 1938. 

Redbird phase sites occur in the heart of Ponca territory , and it has been 
suggested that they are remnants of protohistoric Ponca villages of 1600 to 
1750. The artifacts, however, look older. At the Minarik site, a Redbird village 
at the foot of Ponca Fort hill , a burial was found in an earthlodge floor contain­
ing European trade goods - glass beads, brass cone tinklers, an iron 
arrowhead and an iron digging tool. It was first thought to be the burial of a 
Redbird person. A Ponca village of the 1850s, however, had also occupied the 
spot, and the burial was of a Ponca person intrusive into the hundreds-of-years­
older Redbird house floor. The idea that Redbird people were related to the 
Poncas was partly based on that error. 

Archaeologists must always be cautious that data from one period does not 
become mixed with that from another site where there have been repeated 
occupations by different people. The ethnic identification of the Redbird phase 
people is now uncertain. They probably were related to the early Arikara or 
Pawnee incursion into the region during the 1600s. 

Pawnee Villagers 
The Pawnee tribe left an impressiv e archaeological record in Nebraska. Many 
Pawnee village ruins remain along the lower Loup and Platte valleys from 
Howard County to Saunders County, and there are several outliers in the 
Republican basin. Hunting camps have been discovered in the Sandhills and in 
western Nebraska and Kansas. 
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This flat-bottomed vessel carved from a 
block of soft stone from Wyoming was 
found in Cherry County. It may have 
been made by Shoshonean-speaking 
people who migrated from the west. 

Iron hoes, more efficient than bison 
shoulder blade hoes, were popular 
trade items among village tribes during 
the historic period. 
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The edges of a crack in this Oneota pot 
were drawn together with sinew laced 
through small holes. 

In the late 18th and 19th centuries, 
eastern Nebraska was occupied by tribes 
based in permanent villages of round 
earthlodges. They raised crops in large 
gardens and made extended bison 
hunting trips far from the villages. 
Western Nebraska was the territory of 
Lakota Sioux, Cheyennes and Arapahos, 
tipi-dwelling, bison hunting nomads. 

The direct histori cal approach to archaeology ca n some times be used to 
identify otherwise unidentifiabl e sites. Th e direct historical approach logicall y 
proposes that archaeolog ists first excavate known , we ll-docume nted villages 
of a particular peopl e and define their assemblage of unique traits. Successive­
ly older sites are then excavated to trace those traits and thu s the people further 
back in tim e. 

That method successfully identified the prot ohi storic culture of the 
Pawnees ' ancestors. Materi al from excavations at documented Pawnee earth­
lodge villages of the ea rly 1800s was compared with material from villages in 
Nance and Colfax counties, termed Lo wer Loup, dating to the 1600s and 
1700s. Enough histori c Pawnee traits were present in the mater ial culture fro m 
earl ier sites to allow Lower Loup to be identified as Pawnee villages of the 
earl y contact, or protohistoric, period. Precontact sites fail ed to possess the 
traits identical or even similar to Pa wnee material culture. The thread of Lower 
Loup ancestry was lost , and a break in the direct histori c chain of evidence 
occurs between 1400 and 1600. One interpretation of Pawnee oral history is 
that they immigrated into Nebraska from the south about 1600. Once in 
Nebraska the y borrowed the Plains-adapted material culture from the Siouan­
speaking Mandans and Hidatsas from North Dak ot a and South Dakota. 

A Protohisioric Pawnee Bison Hunting Camp 
The archaeology of Si ou an and Pawnee earthlodge villages is spectacular, but 
exca vation of smaller si tes such as hunting camps is no less important to 
understanding past human behavior. A crucial skill for archaeologists is 
discerning what qu estion s archaeology can reason abl y answer. One of the 
knotties t problem s is wha t people ate. A rchaeological sites often contain 
cruci al evidence of the kinds, quantities and prop ort ion s of foo d the people at a 
site grew, hunted , ga thered, processed and ate. 

The An sley site , a Low er Loup hunting camp with the remain s of two tipi 
floors , each with a nearby refuse dump, was excavated by the Nebraska State 
Historical So ciet y in Cu ster County in 1981. It serves as an example of the 
process used to an sw er the food questions. An alysis of fragmented and burned 
bison bones determined that ei ght animals were processed at the camp. The 
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Pawnees hunted the smaller female bison almost exclusively, and each animal 
provided about 400 pounds of meat. The eight bison from the Ansley site 
represented 3,200 pounds of meat. Every pound of bison meat provided about 
635 calories, a total of more than 2 million calories at the site. 

Investigators estimated the population at the Ansley site at about six people 
per tipi , a total of 12. Since this was a protohistoric Pawnee huntin g camp, 
certain inferences from docum ented historic Pawnee hunting practices could 
be cautiously applied. One inference was that roughly equal numbers of adult 
men, adult women and children occupied the camp. The approximate daily 
caloric requirements of people is 2,900 calories for adult males, 2,400 calories 
for adult females and 1,900 calories for children. Thu s an average of 2,400 
calories - about 3.8 pound s of bison meat - per person per day would be 
needed . A tota l of 28,800 calories per day supplied by 45 .6 pound s of bison 
meat wou ld be required for the 12 people at the Ansley site. 

No other types of food remains were found . Since it was a bison huntin g 

The Paw nees shaped their pots with a 
groove d pa ddle made from a buffalo 
vertebral spine. This one is decorated 
with a stylized human figure. 
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camp , we can safely assume that only small amounts of other food - perhaps 
a few bags of shelled com - supplemented the bison meat. Thu s about 70 
days of subsistence is repre sented. Since the site was occupied for only a few 
days, the meat provided a significant surplus that would have been dried, 
packed on dog travois and transported back to the earth lodge villages near the 
mouth of the Loup River. 

The Pike-Pawnee Village 
Occupied from about 1770 to 1830 or possibly a little later, the Pike-Pawnee 
National Historic Landmark has been the subject of thorough historical and 
archaeological research. Former Nebraska State Historical Society Museum 
Director A.T. Hill firmly established that the site was the Republican Pawnee 
community visited by the 1806 Zebulon Pike expedition. 

The site, which encompasses nearly 300 acres of Republican River terraces, 
bluffs and draws , is impressive. In addition to the primary village area of more 
than 100 lodge sites, five cemeteries, two hoop-game courts and a council site 
comprise the complex. The artifact collection from Pike-Pawnee is unrivaled 
among historic Pawnee village samples. Material remains form an impressive 
amalgamation of native and European items including pottery, stone tools , 
glass trade beads, gun part s and other ornaments and weapons. 

Beyond the historic al significance the village has attained as the location of 
Pike's visit , the village complex possesses great archaeological research 
potential. The occupation spans the period from when the Pawnees were 
beginning to adopt Euroamerican goods with increasing regularity through the 
time when they had virtually abandoned their native technologies. Several key 
aspects of the dramatic effects of cultural contact, both favorable and 
detrim ental , can be studied by examining the artifacts and other remains from 
the community. 

Western Nebraska during the Historic Period 
From about 1500 to 1650, people dwelling in present South Dakota hunted 
bison in northern Nebraska. In 1985, highway archaeologists from the 
Nebraska State Historical Society partially excavated a bison-hunting campsite 
near Fort Robinson on Slaughterhouse Creek. Scattered around a stone-lined 
hearth were fragments of thin pottery, stone tools and manufacturing debris. 
The plume of charcoal from the hearth was scattered to the south and east , 
indicating the camp probably was occupied during winter when prevailing 
winds are from the northwest. Also found were chips of obsidian, a volcanic 
glass, which came from a flow near Malad, Idaho , some 460 miles west of the 
site. Had the people traveled to Idaho to obtain this material , or had they traded 
for a small supply with people closer to the source? The identity of the 
Slaughterhouse Creek peopl e is uncle ar, but they may be related to Redbird 
phase villagers in northeastern Nebraska or people in central South Dakota. 

In about 1675, peopl e immigrated into western and central Nebraska from 
the north and west. Named after sites discovered in the Sandhills in the 1930s, 
.Dismal River sites also have been excavated in the Republican basin. Those 
people may have spoken an Athab ascan language now spoken by the Navajos 
and Apaches of the Southwest and southern Plains areas. In Nebraska they 
dwelt in villages of lodge s that resembled Navajo hogans with their five 
central roof supports. In historic documents they were called the Padoucas. 
They appear to have left Nebraska and migrated south by 1725, replaced by 
Numic-speaking Comanches , who also came to be called the Padouca. Those 
people are poorly known in Nebraska in an archaeological sense, but 
occasional fragments of their typical, flat-bottomed pots and carved soapstone 
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Trade goods used by historic Pawnees 
included brass pan s containing red and 
green pigments which were applied with 
pieces of porous bone (top). Whetstones for 
sharpening metal tools accompanied ax 
head, scissors and fish hook (bottom). 
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Eastern Nebraska tribes continued to live 
in earthlodges even into the reservation 
period. This one was used by Omahas on 
their reservation in Thurston County. 

vessels have been found in the state . They sometimes were called the Snakes P 
in early historic documents, and the Snake River in Cherry County may be a II 
remnant place-name from the residence of those people in Nebraska. Eastern CI 

tribes such as the Pawnees and Omahas pushed them westward. e: 
In the late 1700s and 1800s, western Nebraska became the home of the 

Cheyennes, Arapahos and Sioux, who moved from Minnesota, Wisconsin and ti 
Iowa, where they had been post-contact village-dwelling gardeners and tl 
foragers. They abandoned virtually all settled village life to become full-time u 
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Plains bison hunters. They became famous as the stereotypical horse-riding 
Indians of the.Plains . Horses diffused northward and eastward from Spanish 
colonial settlements in New Mexico in the l700s, and the Plains Indians 
eagerly adopted them for transportation and hunting . 

Nomadic horsemen , they lived year-round in conical , bison-hide tipis. The 
tipi was the final evolution of the conical skin tent that had been in use for 
thousands of years . In unplowed ground in western Nebraska, circles of stones 
used to hold down the edges of such dwellings against the wind are still found. 
Called tipi rings, those circles of stones are almost all of prehistoric age. 
Historic tipi-dwellers secured their tents with wooden or iron pegs. 

The Sioux, Cheyennes and Arapahos numbered in the tens of thousands , yet 
very few archaeological sites attributed to them have been identified. A rare 
iron arrowhead or a glass bead constitutes the entire physical evidence of a 
historically well-documented campsite . Large populations of nomads can 
briefly sweep across vast geographic areas without leaving much of a visible 
archaeological record. 

From the 1850s until the Wounded Knee massacre in 1890, Nebraska was 
the scene of several Indian-white and intertribal conflicts . A popular miscon­
ception is that most archaeological sites are the locations of Indian battle­
grounds. In fact, documented archaeological evidence of Indian battles (both 
between Indians and Euroamericans and Indian-to-Indian) is rare. 

From 1987 through 1989 the Nebraska State Historical Society conducted 
excavations at Fort Robinson in the location of a former log barracks, now 
merely an archaeological remnant. Built in 1874, it was used from 1878 to 
1879 to house 149 Cheyennes, who were captured by soldiers near the fort. On 
January 9, 1879, the Cheyennes made a desperate break for freedom . In the 
floor of the barracks archaeologists found several pits the Cheyennes apparent­
ly had dug to fortify their position against the soldiers. The barracks, like the 
guardhouse nearby where Crazy Horse was killed in 1877, continues to be an 
important place to all Americans and their history. 

Agent A. L. Green sketched his 
Oto-Missouria Agency in Gage County 
as it appeared in 1871. The drawing 
shows earthlodges, bark-covered houses 
and tipis all used as dwellings. 
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