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1.  The Dakota Dictionary 
 

The Dakotas did not have a written language.  It fell to early 
missionaries to reduce Dakota speech to writing.  By most accounts, 
Samuel William Pond and his younger brother Gideon Hollister 
Pond were the first to devise a written Dakota alphabet and, with 
the assistance of others, compile a Dakota dictionary.1  According to 
William Watts Folwell, the Pond brothers arrived at Ft. Snelling in 
1834, “filled with the missionary ideal of the day, to evangelize 
heathen, enlighten their understandings, and save their souls from 
impending perdition.” 2  Their idealism or zealotry, Folwell shrewdly 
noted, drove them to master Dakota:    
 

Aware that a knowledge of the language of the Indians 
was indispensable to the proclamation of Gospel, the 
brothers began learning it on their way to St. Peter’s. 
Lieutenant Edmund A. Ogden of the Fort Snelling 
garrison, lately come to the post, had collected a small 
Dakota vocabulary, for which the agency interpreter 
furnished doubtful definitions. The officer gave his script 
to the Ponds, who, with the help of some Indians, 
gathered “a considerable number of words” that were 
new to them. Thus aided, they soon made progress in 
understanding and speaking Dakota. After their first 
year they had no difficulty in conversing with Indians. At 
the same time they undertook the task which at length 

                                                 
1 William Watts Folwell, I A History of Minnesota 187 (Minnesota  Historical  Society Press, 
1956) (published first, 1921) (citing sources). 
2 Id. at 187. 
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gave the Dakota the Word of Life in their own tongue. 
By the time their cabin on the lake [Calhoun] was 
completed, in July, 1834, they had devised the “Pond 
alphabet” of the Dakota language so named by [Rev. 
Edward D.] Neill. Fortunately the young men knew no 
language but their own English, and had no conception 
of the niceties of modern phonology.  They soon 
discovered that the five vowel characters of the English 
were enough to represent the Dakota vowels. It was not 
so easy to frame the consonant system. The Dakota had 
two guttural sounds unknown in English, and had no g, 
1, nor r.  By putting into service the superfluous letters c, 
q, and x, by g and r for the two gutturals, and by making 
the final n nasalize the preceding vowel, they had, 
before the summer was over, an alphabet which for all 
ordinary occasions was practically phonetic. For one 
sound there was one letter; for one letter, one sound. A 
Dakota could read as soon as he had learned his letters. 
One of them very soon learned not only to read but also 
to write letters which his teachers could understand. A 
capital merit of the Pond alphabet was it called for no 
new types and could be set up in any printing office.3 

           

                                                 
3 Id. at 188-9 (emphasis in original; citations omitted). Samuel Pond later recalled how 

they taught the first Dakota to read and write his own language.  
 

In the spring of 1835, while my brother and I lived at Lake Calhoun, a young  
Dakota named Maza-hda-ma-ne came to our house and asked us whether 
we thought Dakotas could learn to read. There was then nothing printed in 
the Dakota language, and we had only a short time before arranged an 
alphabet in which it could be written; so that  we could furnish him with 
lessons only by writing them with a pen. It was not much trouble to  teach 
him, for he learned rapidly to read and write, and was soon able  to write 
letters to us which we could understand very well, so far as we then were 
acquainted with the language.  

 

Quoted in Stephen R. Riggs, “Protestant Missions in the Northwest,” 6 Collections of the 
Minnesota Historical Society  (Pt. I) 117, 130  (1894). 
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The following is an early version of the Pond grammar found on a 
fragment of a manuscript in the handwriting of Samuel Pond: 4                     
 

         A   a  pronounced ah, has the        N  n  Nee   n, in not 
     sound of a as in bar                    O  o   O      o, in no 

         B  b  Bee  b, in bite                    P  p  Pee    p, in pin 
         C  c  Chee   ch, in chin                    Q  q 
         D  d  Dee  d, in dog                    R  r 
         E  e  A            a, in late                    S   s  See    s, in so 
         G  g                                                  T  t  Tee    as t in tin 
         H  h  Hee  h, in hand                    U  u  oo     oo in moon 
         I   i  E   e, in me                              W  w  Wee   w in wise 
          J   j  Zhee    as in French                    X  x   Shee   sh in show  
         K  k   Kee    k, in king                        Y  y  Ye       y in yet 
         M  m  Mee  m, in me                     Z   z  Zee    z in zebra 

 
Although the Ponds had little formal education, they were natural 
linguists, conscientious lexicographers, and earnest philologists. 
Folwell admired them:  

 
They knew and spoke Dakota better than any other 
white men.  They learned French, Latin, Greek, and 
Hebrew. Samuel learned German also and made a small 
Hebrew-Dakota dictionary….So much more does the 
student himself avail than any apparatus of schools, 
colleges, and libraries.5 

 

In the spring of 1836, Gideon Pond helped Rev. Thomas F. 
Williamson build a mission house in Lac qui Parle, and then assisted 
in the translation of several books of the Old Testament into 
Dakota.6 The following year, Stephen Return Riggs arrived in 
Minnesota. To Folwell, Riggs many of the attributes of the Ponds: 

                                                 
4  Folwell, note 1, at 447. 
5  Id. at 198. The epigrammatic last sentence in this tribute is noteworthy because Folwell 
was the first President of the University of Minnesota, serving from 1869 to1883. 
6  Id. at 199-200 
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Riggs possessed a native talent for language, and no 
little literary ability. His still youthful heart burned with 
zeal to aid in saving some souls from the penalty of 
original and individual sin and to lead them into the 
green pastures of the Christian life. It was natural for 
him to enter upon the work of translation and the 
preparation of much-needed textbooks for the mission 
schools. With the start given him by Samuel Pond he 
learned the Indian language rapidly and after some two 
years began to preach, but it was not till years later that 
he spoke with “joy and freedom.” Few of the mission-
aries ever attained such fluency.7

 

 

Before Riggs’s arrival, the Pond brothers had begun compiling a 
Dakota dictionary.  Williamson and Riggs joined the effort to 
complete and publish it.  Given the commonality of purpose in the 
small missionary community, this should not be surprising.  But what 
the Pond brothers did not expect was that Riggs would claim to be 
the primary compiler or author of what has been described as a 
“great work, one of the most important contributions to Indian 
philology produced in America.” 8   
 

The title page of Riggs’s memoir, Mary and I. – Forty Years With the 
Sioux, published in 1880, has a list of his accomplishments in his 
order of preference: “Missionary of the A. B. C. F. M.; and  Author of 
‘Dakota Grammar and Dictionary,’ and ‘Gospel Among the 
Dakotas,’ etc.” 9 In the chapter covering the events of 1851-1854, 
he gives his version of the genesis of the Dakota dictionary: 

 

                                                 
7  Id. at 200. 
8 “Memoir of Rev. Stephen R. Riggs, D. D.” 6  Collections of the Minnesota Historical 
Society  (Pt. I) 187, 188 (1894). Riggs died on August 24, 1883, in Beloit, Wisconsin. 
9 Stephen R. Riggs, Mary and I. – Forty Years With the Sioux  (1880).  
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A grammar and dictionary of the Dakota language had 
been going through the process of growth, in all these 
years. It was incidental to our missionary work, and in 
the line of it. The materials came to us naturally, in our 
acquisition of the language, and we simply arranged 
them. The work of arrangement involved a good deal of 
labor, but it brought its reward, in the better insight it 
gave one of their forms of thought and expression. 
 

To begin with, we had the advantage of what had been 
gathered by the Messrs. Pond and Stevens and Dr. 
Williamson, in the three years before we came. Perhaps 
an effort made still earlier, by some officers of the army 
at Fort Snelling, in collecting a vocabulary of a few hun-
dred words of the Sioux language, should not be over-
looked. Thus, entering into other men’s labors, when we 
had been a year or more in the country, and were some 
what prepared to reap on our own account, the vocabu-
lary which I had gathered from all sources, amounted to 
about three thousand words. 
 

From that time onward, it continued to increase rapidly, 
as by means of translations and otherwise, we were 
gathering new words. In a couple of years more, the 
whole needed revision and rewriting, when it was found 
to have more than doubled. So it grew. Mr. S. W. Pond 
also entered into the work of arranging the words and 
noting the principles of the Dakota language. He gave 
me the free use of his collections, and he had the free 
use of mine. This will be sufficient to indicate the way in 
which the work was carried on, from year to year. How 
many dictionaries I made I cannot now remember. 
When the collection reached ten thousand words and 
upward, it began to be quite a chore to make a new 
copy. By and by we had reason to believe that we had 
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gathered pretty much the whole language, and our 
definitions were measurably correct. 
 

It was about the beginning of the year 1851, when the 
question of publication was first discussed. Certain gen-
tlemen in the Legislature of Minnesota, and connection 
with the Historical Society of Minnesota, became 
interested in the matter. Under the auspices of this 
society, a circular was printed setting forth the condition 
of the manuscript, and the probable expense of 
publication, and asking the co-operation of all who were 
interested in giving the language of the Dakotas to the 
literary world in a tangible and permanent form.  . . . 
 

From these sources we had $1,000; and with this sum the 
book might have been published in a cheap form, 
relying upon after sales to meet any deficiency. But, 
after considering the matter, and taking the advice of 
friends who were interested in the highest success of the 
undertaking, it was decided to offer it to the 
Smithsonian Institution, to be brought out as one of 
their series of contributions to knowledge. Prof. Joseph 
Henry at once had it examined by Prof. C. C. Felton and 
Prof. W. W. Turner. It received their approval and was 
ordered to be printed.10

 

 

There is much Riggs in this passage, much less the Ponds.  After 
Riggs died in 1883, a tribute by the Minnesota Historical Society 
affirmed his pre-dominant role in the creation and publication of 
the Dakota dictionary:   

 

In the spring of 1843, he returned to his mission field, 
and established a new station at Traverse de Sioux, but 
in 1846 was sent again to Lac qui Parle, where he 
continued to labor until 1854, in the meantime spending 

                                                 
10 Id. at 117-119. 
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a winter (1851-52) east, supervising the printing of the 
“Grammar and Dictionary of the Dakota Language,” 
compiled by himself and associates in the mission work, 
Dr. Thomas S. Williamson and Revs. Gideon H. and 
Samuel W. Pond, after many years of patient labor and  
study. 11

 

 
The Ponds were irked by such endorsements of  Riggs’s claims, yet 
they were restrained in setting the historical record straight, 
perhaps by the tenets of their faith—forgiveness, charity and an 
unwillingness to speak ill of another.  These tensions appear in a 
private letter from Samuel W. Pond to John H. Stevens, dated 
March 6, 1891:  
 

Respecting what is called Mr. Riggs’ Dakota Dictionary it 
probably would not have been published if he had not 
been here, but it would have been completed as soon 

                                                 
11 “Memoir of Rev. Stephen R. Riggs, D. D.,” note 8, at 188.   In the Historical Society’s 
semi-official collection of biographies of notable Minnesotans, Riggs is described as being 
the “author of a Dakota Lexicon.” Warren Upham & Rose Barteau Dunlap, Minnesota 
Biographies, 1655-1912  643, 14 Collections of the Minnesota Historical Society  (1912). 
In contrast, entries on the Pond brothers do not once mention the Dakota dictionary much 
less their contribution to its formation.  Id. at 607-608. 
     Governor Sibley placed primary responsibility upon the Ponds for the making of the 
dictionary.  In a memoir written in 1873, when all claimants were still alive,  Sibley 
recalled:  

 

Rev. Samuel    Pond and Rev. Gideon    H. Pond, both still living and highly 
respected ministers of the gospel in this State, came to this region in the 
spring of 1834, from New England, and established themselves as 
missionaries with the  Lake Calhoun Band. They continued to labor among 
the Indians for many years, and their intimate acquaintance with their lan-
guage, enabled them, in connection with Rev. Messrs. Riggs and 
Williamson, , , , to reduce it to a system, and in addition to other works which 
were printed, to furnish for publication by the Smithsonian Institute, in 
Washington city, an elaborate and complete Dakota Lexicon. Dr. 
Williamson arrived in 1835, and Mr. Riggs a year later. They still labor for 
the spiritual benefit of the Indians. 

 

Henry H. Sibley, “Reminiscences of the Early Days of Minnesota,” 3 Collections of the 
Minnesota Historical Society  242, 268 (1880). 
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and as well if he had never seen the Dakotas, for I had it 
in manuscript and it was carried to the different mission 
stations and copied before he thought of publishing it, 
and in collecting words for it my brother and I received 
much more aid from Mr. Gavin than we did from Mr. 
Riggs. I do not think that Mr. Riggs at first thought of 
claiming the authorship of the work, but when others 
ascribed it to him, it was perhaps natural that he should 
take no special pains to correct the error and after a 
while he began to call it his dictionary. While Mr. Riggs 
was living my brother and I told him plainly what we 
thought of his not rendering credit to whom credit was 
due, but I am not disposed to say anything to the public 
affecting his reputation, for I believe he was a good man 
and he is dead. But so is Dr Williamson dead and Mr. 
Gavin is dead and my brother is dead, and I shall soon be 
dead, and is it quite fair to our memory to have it 
understood that we were all here so many years waiting 
for him and reduce the language to writing and prepare 
a dictionary for us, when in fact he only followed where 
others led and prepared the way for him by doing a work 
for which he was incompetent and without which he 
could have accomplished so little? 12 

 
Disputes over the origins of an idea, invention or a work of 
scholarship are legendary—the extent of the influence of Homer on 
Herodotus is still debated in some quarters—and so the question of 
whether the Pond brothers or Riggs deserve credit for the writing 
and compilation of the Dakota dictionary may never be resolved 
(Riggs it is agreed deserves full credit for getting the book pub-

                                                 
12 Folwell, note 1, at 451-2 (quoting letter). Folwell also quotes Samuel Pond’s handwritten 
inscription on the flyleaf of the second edition of the Dictionary when it was presented to 

him by the Historical Society: “This Dictionary was finished about forty years ago. It is 
almost exclusively the work of my brother El. Pond and myself. That we did our work 
thoroughly is proved by fact that it contains almost every word now in use among the 
Dakotas those who write the Dakota language.” Id. at 451. 
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lished in 1854). In an extended review of the history of the Dakota 
dictionary in his History of Minnesota, Folwell seemingly left the 
question unanswered: “Whether the industrious editor [Riggs] in 
preparing the Dakota dictionary for the press used his own last 
revision or the Pond manuscript remains a question to be 
considered by the reader.” 

13
  Yet it is hard to not conclude from 

Folwell’s abundance of quotations from the Ponds’ writings about 
their work on the dictionary that he believed they deserve the lion’s 
share of the credit for its creation. 14

           

 

2.  Dakota – A Civilized Language. 
 

Four years after the publication of the first edition of the Dakota 
Dictionary and Grammar, Riggs’s translation of the newly ratified 
Minnesota Constitution into Dakota was published “by order of the 
Hazelwood Republic.”  It is a legal, political and secular document, 
unlike the many religious texts he had previously translated into 
Dakota.  His decision to publish this translation was the result of 
years of close study of the Dakota and their language during which 
his thoughts on race, language, civilization and the importance 
citizenship evolved.  
 

The first missionaries in Minnesota thought Dakota was a crude, 
inferior language in which ideas and abstractions could not be 
expressed.  But as they continued studying and translating religious 
writings into Dakota, their perceptions changed.   Their transform-
ation is described by Professor Linda M. Clemmons, a leading 
scholar of the period, in Conflicted Mission: Faith, Disputes, and 
Deception on the Dakota Frontier: 
 

                                                 
13 Folwell, note 1, at 450. The compilation of the Dakota dictionary intrigued Folwell, who 
included a five page Appendix on “The Dakota Dictionary and Grammar” in the first 
volume of his History.  Id. at 447-452. 
14 A later historian, Theodore C. Blegen, sided with the Ponds.  See his Minnesota: A 
History of the State 149 (University of Minnesota Press, 1963) (“Riggs was able and 
dynamic and a tremendous worker, but the pioneering studies of the Pond brothers were 
basic to his Grammar and Dictionary.”). 
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As the missionaries devoted more and more time to 
studying Dakota, cracks began to appear in their 
blanket condemnation of the language as simple and 
primitive.  The [American] Board [of Commissioners of 
Foreign Missions]—and the public at large—continued 
to view Dakota as a deficient language. The Minnesota 
missionaries, on the other hand, contrary to their own 
Board, government officials, and the larger antebellum 
public, increasingly found Dakota to be a complex 
language. According to Samuel Pond, "[i]t has often 
been represented by persons having but a superficial 
knowledge of Indian languages that they are imperfect 
and defective, and can be made to express but a very 
limited range of ideas." He noted that this might be true 
for other Indian languages, but "it is certainly not true of 
the Dakota." . . . 
 
More important, as the missionaries struggled to learn 
Dakota, they began to question whether it was 
inherently inferior to English. . . . 
 
The missionaries also noted that the Dakota language 
possessed "great flexibility" and was "capable of vast 
improvement." Because of its flexibility, they speculated, 
perhaps, over time, Dakota could even become a 
civilized...language. Although the missionaries believed 
that Dakota was initially inferior to English, their work in 
the field led them to consider that it was not an inherent 
deficiency. Indeed, they believed that the Dakota 
language was "inferior" because the Dakotas initially 
had an inferior" culture and religion, echoing earlier 
Enlightenment ideas about race and language. As 
Thomas Williamson commented, the Dakota language 
was "as complete as their present mode of life 
require[d]." Their "knowledge of words cannot be more 
extensive than [their] knowledge of things." Thus, 
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because they did not have "civilized" concepts like a 
king, courts of justice, or domesticated animals, they 
obviously did not have corresponding words. Likewise, 
Dakota was currently "barren of words to convey 
religious instruction” because they had not been 
exposed to evangelical Christianity. 
 
As Dakotas became familiar with civilization and 
Christianity,  words would be  added to their language 
to express this new knowledge. . . Stephen Riggs sum-
marized the process by which Dakota could become a 
civilized language:  As "men become purified and 
elevated in heart and life, the impurity disappears from 
their conversation. Thus are the barbarous languages of 
the world brought up into the Christian household." 
 
In the early years, the Dakota missionaries were not 
willing to state that Dakota was a language of 
civilization, only that it had the potential to be equal to 
English, just as the Dakotas in general had the potential 
to adopt civilized ways and Christianity. As the mission-
aries learned Dakota and experienced its complexity, it 
became part of their mission, as Stephen Riggs 
commented, “[t]o put God's thought into their speech.” 
Even tentative comments about the complexity and 
potential equality of the Dakota language, however, put 
missionaries at odds with government officials and 
public at large, who increasingly believed that Indians 
and Indian languages could never be civilized.15

 

 

                                                 
15 Linda M. Clemmons in Conflicted Mission: Faith, Disputes, and Deception on the Dakota 
Frontier 51-55 (Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2014) (citations omitted) (citing MLHP 
at p. 172,  n 48). 
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By the late 1850s, Riggs and other missionaries had come to believe 
that Dakota was a “civilized language.”16

 This was a mere 
philological conclusion on one level but on another it had legal and 
political implications that were very controversial and divisive.  
Riggs believed that the publication of a Dakota version of the 
Minnesota constitution in 1858 would be tangible proof that 
Dakota was a “civilized language.” The public and the courts did not 
share his views.  
 

3. The Hazelwood Republic 
 

The title page of Riggs’s The Constitution of Minnesota in the 
Dakota Language reveals his political shrewdness in capital letters.  
He did not want others to think that the project was his idea.  This 
explains the pronouncement that the document’s translator was just 
follow-ing orders when he produced a Dakota version:  

 
BY ORDER OF THE HAZELWOOD REPUBLIC. 

 

The Hazelwood Republic was formed in 1856 and withered away 
over the next six years or so. In 1880, Riggs published two versions 
of its formation. The longest appears in his memoir, Mary and I. – 
Forty Years With the Sioux, in which he describes the aftermath of 
the burning of a mission at Lac que Parle in March 1854: 

 
We decided almost immediately to rebuild our burnt 
houses, and as soon as we had taken care of the 
potatoes in the cellars, that were not too much injured, 

                                                 
16  Id. at 170 (“Even though Riggs described the Dakotas as passive, they undoubtedly 
influenced the missionaries' changed view of the Dakota language. By the late 1850s, 
Dakota had become, in the missionaries' estimation, a "civilized” language, equal to 
English. Riggs explained how his view of Dakota had changed over the years. "There had 
been times when the Dakota language seemed to be barren and meaningless. The words 
for Salvation and Life and even Death and Sin, did not mean what they did in English. It 
was not to me a heart-language. But this passed away. A Dakota word began to thrill as a 
English word. Christ came into their language." Riggs now characterized the Dakota 
language as full of "power and beauty.")(citing sources). 
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we set about getting out timbers. It was a slow process 
to saw boards and timbers with the whip-saw, but up to 
this time this had been our only way of making material 
for building. This work had been pushed on so well that, 
when, by the first of June, Secretary S. B. Treat, of the 
mission house in Boston, made us a visit, we had gotten 
out material for the frame of our house. His visit, at this 
time, was exceedingly gratifying and helpful to us all. It 
was good to counsel with such a sagacious, true, 
thoughtful, Christian counsellor as Mr. Treat. 
 
The whole line of mission work was carefully reviewed.  
The result was, that we gave up our plan of rebuilding at 
Lac-qui-parle and sought a new place. The reasons for 
this were; First, We had from the beginning been widely 
separated in our work, spreading out our labors and 
attempting to cultivate as much of the field as possible. 
This had obviously had its disadvantages. We were too 
far apart to cheer and help each other. Now, when we 
were reduced to two families, Mr. Treat advised concen-
trating our forces. That was in accordance with our own 
inclinations. And, Secondly, The Yellow Medicine had 
been made the head quarters of the Indian Agency of 
the four thousand upper Indians. The drift was down 
toward that point. It was found that we could take with 
us almost all the Christian part of our community. The 
idea was to commence a settlement of the civilized and 
Christianized Dakotas, at some point within convenient 
distance from the Agency, to receive the help which the 
government had by treaty pledged itself to give. And so 
we got on our horses and rode down to Dr. Williamson’s, 
twenty-five or thirty miles; and Mr. Treat and Dr. 
Williamson, and Miss Spooner, and Mary and I rode over 
the country above Pay-zhe-hoote-ze, which was 
selected as the site for the new station, afterward called 
Hazelwood. At Dr. William-son’s, we had a memorable 
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meeting, at which Mr. Treat told our Dakota church 
members of a visit he had made to the Choctaws, and 
Cherokees. We also had consultations on various mat-
ters; among which was that of getting out a new Dakota 
hymn-book, which should contain the music as well as 
the hymns. A new departure was thus inaugurated in our 
mission work, and in after years, time was often counted 
from this visit of Secretary Treat. 
. . . . 
 

The Dakotas entered at once into the idea of the new 
settlement, and no sooner had we selected the spot for 
our building and set a breaking-plow to work in making 
a mission field, than they were at work in the same line. 
The desirable places were soon selected and log cabins 
went up, the most of which were replaced by frame 
buildings or brick within a year or two. The frames were 
put up by themselves, with the assistance we could give 
them;—the brick houses were built by the government. 
. . . .  
 

We had now such a respectable community of young 
men, who had cut off their hair and exchanged the dress 
of the Dakotas for that of the white man, and whose 
wants now were very different from the annuity Dakotas 
generally, that we took measures to organize them into 
a separate band, which we called the Hazelwood 
Republic. They elected their President for two years, and 
other needed officers, and were without any difficulty 
recognized by the agent as a separate band. A number 
of these men were half breeds, who were, by the organic 
law of Minnesota, citizens.17 The constitution of the 

                                                 
17 Here Riggs refers to Section 5 of the Organic Act, which established the Territory of 
Minnesota in 1849:   
 

Sec. 5. And be it further enacted, That every free white male inhabitant 
above the age of twenty-one years, who shall have been a resident of said 
territory at the time of the passage of this act, shall be entitled to vote at 
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State provided [that full-blood] Indians also might 
become citizens by satisfying a court of their progress in 
civilization.18

 

 

One phrase to describe The Hazelwood Republic is “A Missionary 
Experiment.” The missionaries wanted to create a community and 
environment that enabled its Dakota residents to abandon their 
nomadic way of life and live like white settlers. Theodore Blegen’s 
characterization of Hazelwood as “an Indian state within a state” is 
inaccurate.19

 For Riggs and his colleagues, it was not a separatist, 
nationalistic movement—instead, it aimed to settle, educate, 
“Christianize,” “civilize” and eventually integrate natives into the 
white culture.20

 Acquiring citizenship for the residents was an 
important component of the civilizing process. Whether it was a 
noble or ignoble experiment remains another question to be 
considered by the reader. 
 
Despite the pretentiousness of its name, it was never more than a 
small village of Indians who, under the guidance of Riggs and other 

                                                                                                                                                 
the first election, and shall be eligible to any office within the said territory; 
but the qualifications of voters and of holding office, at all subsequent 
elections, shall be such as shall be prescribed by the legislative assembly: 
Provided, That the right of suffrage and of holding office shall be exercised 
only by citizens of the United States, and those who shall have declared, on 
oath, their intention to become such, and shall have taken an oath to 
support the constitution of the United States and the provisions of this act. 

 
18 Here Riggs refers to Article 7 of the 1858 constitution, quoted at  pp. 16-17.  
19 Blegen, note 14, at 149. Technically, Minnesota was not even a state when The 
Hazelwood Republic was founded in 1856. 
20 In the meager literature about The Hazelwood Republic there is a word that is not used, 
but probably should be—utopian. Hazelwood had some of the characteristics of mid-
nineteenth century utopian communities. Riggs and his comrades sought to create a new 
people—“civilized Indians”— who would live in a somewhat self-sustained “new” village 
that was carved out of a hostile environment; they would change their clothing and way of 
living and speak a new language; and they would accept and practice a new religion.  It 
ended, as do all utopian experiments, in failure.  
     The most thorough account of the beginnings of the Hazelwood Republic is Carrie 
Reber Zeman & Kathryn Zabelle Derounian-Stodola, “Historical Introduction” to Mary 
Butler Renville’s 1863 memoir, A Thrilling Narrative of Indian Captivity 16-20 (Univ. of 
Neb. Press, 2012) (citing the MLHP, at 251 n.42). 
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missionaries, changed their dress, became farmers and adopted 
certain instruments of self-governance such as a constitution and 
bylaws.  Indians had to meet stringent conditions before being 
accepted into Hazelwood, the foremost being a change in their 
dress ― they had to stop wearing scalp-locks and start wearing 
white man’s dress. In a letter published in the St. Paul Advertiser on 
March 21, 1857, Riggs described the importance of the hair cut: 
 

We continue to make some progress―occasionally we 
have need for the barber to operate upon a new subject. 
When a man doffs the Indians and dons the white man’s 
dress, by far the most important part of the ceremony is 
cutting off his hair.   A few weeks since Robert Chasky 
was spending the evening at Mr. Renville’s.  For some 
time previous Chasky has been promising to put on 
pantaloons as soon as he could obtain a full suit. Renville 
intimated to him that he doubted whether he has such 
intention. Looking up at a coat and pantaloons which 
hung against the wall, Chasky said, “If you give me those, 
I will put them on.” No soon said than done. Renville 
pulled down the clothes, for which he had paid $19 but 
a short time previous, and gave them to Chaska, and 
then had the privilege of cutting off his hair.  As those 
locks cost him so much, he said he must hang them up as 
a house ornament.21

 

 

Not every white settler was impressed with the ambitions of 
Hazelwood.  The St. Paul Advertiser carried a letter from a reader 
on January 31, 1857, which raked the missionaries, referred to their 
“futile schemes of sectarian proselytism,” and continued with a 
reference to Hazelwood: 
 

Nevertheless these missions, though their usefulness has 
been impaired by the imbecility of the agents frequently 

                                                 
21 St. Paul Advertiser, March 31, 1857, at 2. (headlined “Hazelwood Republic”). 
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employed, and by the visionary and impracticable 
objects to which their efforts were directed have not 
been without results―and the present approximation to 
civilized life among the Hazelwood Dakotas is directly 
traceable to labors of the missionaries, the fruit, 
however, rather of their incidental lessons in material 
civilization than of the inculcation of abstract religious 
ideas. 22

 

 

This was too much for Riggs.  He shot off an angry rejoinder, which 
was printed three weeks later in the Advertiser: 
 

The infidel sneer at religion, which creeps in the article, 
is rather stale, and scarcely worth noticing. I may be 
permitted to say, however, that whatever good we have 
been enabled to accomplish for the Dakotas, is mainly 
through the influence of the word of God.23

 

 

The number of Indian residents at Hazelwood never exceeded 
several hundred.  Some lived in log cabins,  others in board homes. 
A school was built and classes taught by John Renville. A sawmill 
churned out lumber. And, of course, there was a church.  

 
In 1858, a new treaty with the Indian nations was signed. It sought 
to achieve some of same goals as The Hazelwood Republic—the 
ultimate assimilation of the Indians into white society. 24

 The vast 
                                                 
22 St. Paul Advertiser, January 31, 1857, at 2.  (headlined “Traverse des Sioux.”). 
23 Letter to the Editors dated Feb. 21, 1857, printed in the St. Paul Advertiser, March 14, 
1857, at 2. The letter was posted from Hazelwood, Minn. 
24 A history of Yellow Medicine County described the changes brought about by this 
treaty:  

 

The treaty of 1858 provided a radical change in the manner of dealing with 
the annuity Indians, and an elaborate scheme for the civilization of the 
savages was undertaken. A civilization fund was provided, to be taken from 
the annuities and to be expended in improvements on the lands of such of 
them as should abandon their tribal relations and adopt the habits and 
modes of life of the white race. The lands were to be surveyed into farms, 
and eighty acres was to be allotted to each head of family who should 
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majority of the Indians ― pejoratively called “blanket Indians” ― 
opposed official attempts to “civilize” them.  According to a history 
of Yellow Medicine County:   

  
In the spring of 1859, when the effort to put the 
civilization scheme [in the 1858 treaty] into effect was 
made, great opposition on the part of the Indians 
developed, and there were troublesome times on the 
banks of the Yellow Medicine. The Indians disliked the 
idea of taking any portion of the general fund belonging 
to the tribes for the purpose of bringing about their 
“civilization,” and the great majority of them didn’t want 
to become civilized anyway. Those Indians who retained 
the blanket, and hence were called “blanket Indians,” 
denounced the measure as a fraud. The chase to them 
was a God-given right; this scheme forfeited that 
ancient right, as it pointed unmistakably to the destruc-
tion of the chase. Especially the younger Indians were 
opposed to the proposed new order of things and 
declared that they would never submit to such 
humiliation. 
…. 
 

While a gratifying number of the Sioux had become 
farmers and abandoned their former modes of living to 
some extent, all was not peace and harmony in the 
Indian country.  A large majority of the Sioux had not yet 
become “civilized” and were bitterly opposed to the 
new order. The government authorities at the agency 
were not supplied with military protection and were in 
no position to protect the farmer Indians from the 

                                                                                                                                                 
comply with the provisions. On each farm was to be erected the necessary 
buildings, and farming implements and cattle were to be furnished. In 
addition to these favors the government offered to pay the Indians for such 

labors of value as were performed and to buy their surplus crops. 

 
Arthur P. Rose, An Illustrated History of Yellow Medicine County, Minnesota 39 (1914). 
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ravages of the blanket Indians, who persisted in their 
determination to remain followers of the chase and 
continue on the warpath. 
 
When the chase failed, the blanket Indians resorted to 
their relatives, the farmers: They would pitch their 
tepees around the houses and begin the process of 
eating the more industrious out of house and home. 
When this had been accomplished the farmers, driven 
by the law of self preservation, would depart to seek 
such subsistence as the uncertain fortunes of the chase 
might yield. Then would the blanket Indians complete 
the destruction, destroying the fields, fences and house 
their hearts’ content. The farmers were robbed of the 
fruits of their industry, naturally became discouraged 
and disgusted with the system.25

 

 

The hostility of the mass of Indians to the “civilizing” provisions of 
the 1858 Treaty and The Hazelwood Republic doomed both. There 
seems to have been no formal dissolution of the Hazelwood 
Republic, but by late 1862, the experiment had failed.26

 

 

With this background we return to the Riggs’s publication of a 
Dakota version of the Minnesota Constitution in 1858. 

 

4.  Why the Constitution in Dakota was Published. 
 

Riggs followed political developments in the territory closely, 
especially the movement for statehood.  In his letter to the editor of 
the St. Paul Advertiser on March 31, 1857, he declared: 

                                                 
25 Id. at 41-44; see also, Folwell,  note 1, at 222. 
26 Rose, note 23, at 59-60 (reporting that at the start of the Sioux Uprising in late 1862, 
Riggs was at the “Hazelwood Mission.”). It was active in June 1861, when Riggs appeared 
in court in Mankato in support of the applications for citizenship of  Hazelwood residents.  
Mankato Semi-Weekly Record, June 21, 1861, at 2.  But see Folwell, note 1, at 222 (“The 
Hazelwood Republic, under the adverse influences surrounding it, had disbanded before 
the end of [Joseph R.] Brown’s administration [in early 1861].”).   
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It seems probable from present appearances, that 
during the present year the people of Minnesota will for 
a State Constitution. Why should it not recognize as 
citizens, civilized and educated Indians? And why should 
not Minnesota take the elevated position of placing her 
Constitution on the broad platform of humanity? 27 
 

The constitution adopted by voters on October 13, 1857, however, 
did not recognize “civilized and educated Indians” as “citizens” of 
the state. 

28
 The “citizenship” of full-blood Indians was addressed in 

two articles of the constitution.  Under Article 1, §2, of Bill of Rights, 
“citizens” of the state had the right to vote. 29 Article 7, §1, lists the 
persons qualified to vote:  
 

Section 1. Every male person of the age of twenty-one 
years or upwards, belonging to either of the following 
classes, who shall have resided in the United States one 

                                                 
27 St. Paul Advertiser, March 31, 1857, at 2. 

28  During debates within the Democratic wing of the constitutional convention on 
August 29, 1857, resolutions favoring printing copies of the proposed constitution in 
German, Swedish, French and Norwegian were passed.   Henry N. Setzer, a delegate from 
Washington County, ridiculed the efforts when he moved to have the “Constitution 
printed in Chippewa,” but quickly withdrew it.  Moments later, the following exchange 
took place: 
 

Mr. Setzer offered the following resolution:  
RESOLVED, That two thousand copies of the Constitution be printed in   
the Irish Language. 

Mr. [Charles E.] Flandrau [delegate from Nicollet County]  moved to amend  
so as to have one thousand copies printed in the Sioux Language for the 
use of the Hazelwood Republic. 
Mr. Setzer:  I would suggest that twenty-five copies would be sufficient, for 
I believe that is the number of inhabitants in the gentlemen’s Republic. 
Mr. Setzer moved to indefinitely postpone the resolution and amendment. 
The amendment was agreed to. 
 

Francis H. Smith, reporter, The Debates and Proceedings of the Minnesota Constitutional 
Convention  626-27 (1857).    
29 “Sec. 2.   Rights and privileges.    No member of this state shall be disfranchised or 
deprived of any of the rights or privileges secured to any citizen thereof, unless by the law 
of the land or the judgment of his peers.”  
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year, and in this state for four months next preceding 
any election, shall be entitled to vote at such election, in 
the election district of which he shall at the time have 
been for ten days a resident, for all officers that now are, 
or hereafter may be, elective by the people. 
    First. White citizens of the United States. 
    Second. White persons of foreign birth, who shall 
have declared their intentions to become citizens, 
conformably to the laws of the United States upon the 
subject of naturalization. 
    Third. Persons of mixed white and Indian blood, who 
have adopted the customs and habits of civilization. 
    Fourth. Persons of Indian blood residing in this state 
who have adopted the language, customs and habits of adopted the language, customs and habits of adopted the language, customs and habits of adopted the language, customs and habits of 
civilizationcivilizationcivilizationcivilization, after an examination before any district 
court of the state, in such manner as may be provided by 
law, and shall have been pronounced by said court 
capable of enjoying the rights of citizenship within the 
state.30

 
 

In 1858, months after the new constitution was adopted, Riggs 
published The Constitution of Minnesota in the Dakota Language.  
He acted in response to the requirement of Subsection Four that 
only full-blood Indians who have adopted a “language of civiliza-
tion” were eligible for citizenship. 

31
  The translation is documentary 

                                                 
30 Emphasis added.   
31  Riggs was an active participant in the constitutional debates in both caucuses, though 
he was not a delegate.  During the Democratic debates, Amos Coggswell, a delegate from 
Steele County, introduced a proposal for qualifications for the franchise, “upon the 
request of Mr. Riggs.”   His proposed Subsection Four permitted full-blooded Indians to 
qualify for the franchise if they could read the constitution in “their own language.”   
    

“Fourth — All male persons of mixed Indian blood, and all full blooded 
Indians who have adopted the habits and customs of civilized life, of the 
age of twenty-one years and upwards who can write their own names and 
read this Constitution either in their own or the English language, and who 
shall take an oath to support the same, and who are not members of any 
tribe and do not receive the annuities from the United States, and who 
shall have resided in the said county, town, ward, or precinct, the same 
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evidence to be offered in district court citizenship proceedings that 
Dakota is a “civilized language,” a conclusion the missionaries 
reached years earlier.  If that premise is accepted, a district court 
would “pronounce” several male residents of the Hazelwood 
Republic citizens of Minnesota who possess the constitutional right 
to vote.   
 

But it was not to be. On June 12, 1861, Riggs appeared with nine 
Hazelwood residents before Judge Lewis C. Branson in Blue Earth 
County District Court in Mankato in support of their applications 
for state citizenship. 

32
 Only one petition was granted, the others 

failed because they could not speak English. A copy of his translated 
constitution was introduced by Riggs in support of the residents’ 
applications but it did not persuade the trial judge, who ruled that 
the language of the Sioux or Dakota was “barbarous.” 33 
 

5. Conclusion 
 

Because of Riggs’s efforts, the highest law of the white man in the 
new state was now printed on paper Hazelwood Indians could hold, 
                                                                                                                                                 

length of time required of other voters, shall have the right to vote at any 
and all elections. 
 

T. F. Andrews, Debates and Proceedings of the Constitutional Convention for the Territory 
of Minnesota  (Republican Debates),  August 7, 1857, at 379-381 (1858). 
      Here is proof that even before the final draft of the constitution was approved by the 
convention  or ratified by the votes, Riggs was already planning to translate it in to Dakota 
and then have his Hazelwood Republic charges recite it at a court hearing, thereby 
satisfying the constitutional requirement that they could read the charter “in their own 
language.”  Under this scenario, a court order granting citizenship would follow. 
32 For a biographical sketch of Branson, see Douglas A. Hedin, “Judge Lewis Cass Branson 
(1825-1905)” (MLHP, 2019). 
33 Mankato Semi-Weekly Record, June 21, 1861, at 2.   
    For a study of this court proceeding, see Douglas A. Hedin, “Application of  Sioux 
Indians to Become Citizens” (MLHP, 2020). 
      Riggs’s recalled these events in his memoir, note 9, at 133 (“A few years after the 
organization of this civilized community, I took eight or ten of the men to meet the court 
at Mankato, but the court deciding that a knowledge of English was necessary to comply 
with the laws of the State, only one of my men was passed into citizenship.”). He published 
a shorter version of these events in “The Dakota Mission,” 3 Collections of the Minnesota 
Historical Society  115, 124 (1880).          
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possibly read and show to family and “blanket Indians” if they 
wished. Not many did.  Professor Clemmons, ever perceptive, 
writes: 

 
Riggs’s fight for citizenship for Hazelwood members 
illustrates that his thinking about issues of civilization 
and race had diverged from that of other Minnesotans. 
While many Minnesotans perceived Riggs as joining the 
Dakota camp, however, Riggs never asked Dakotas to 
contribute to the debate over what constituted a 
"civilized"  language, nor did he ask them if they 
wanted state citizenship.  Indeed, throughout his 
correspondence, Dakotas are portrayed as passive, with 
Riggs as the instigator.34

 

 

Riggs’s translation of Minnesota’s fundamental charter did not lead 
to citizenship for Hazelwood residents.  Few if any, it seems, cared 
one way or the other. 

 

6.  Acknowledgments 
 

The number of copies of The Minnesota Constitution in the Dakota 
Language that were printed in 1858 is not known, but they probably 
numbered in the hundreds. Given the living conditions of the time, 
it is not surprising that few copies survive. It appears that only two 
libraries have originals—the Newberry Library in Chicago and the 
Wisconsin Historical Society in Madison.  An original held by 
Minnesota Historical Society has been misplaced or lost.  The 
libraries of the Law School of the University of Colorado and the 
Law School of the University of Minnesota have copies on 
microfilm.  The Minnesota Legal History Project is indebted to the 
Library of the University of Minnesota Law School for making its 
copy available for posting on this website.  Except for page 34, the 
copy of the translation that follows is complete.  It is not known 

whether page 34 had writing or was blank.   

                                                 
34 Id, at 170. 
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The engraving of Stephen R. Riggs on the first page is from his 
memoir Mary and I. —Forty Years With the Sioux (1880). 

 
This article is a substantial revision of the first posted in 2008.   Here 
I attempt to explain in more detail why Riggs published his 
translation of the constitution in 1858, a greater understanding of 
which I reached after reading Conflicted Mission: Faith, Disputes, 
and Deception on the Dakota Frontier by Linda M. Clemmons, 
Professor of History at Illinois State University, published by the 
Minnesota Historical Society Press in 2014.  Several of my foolish 
speculations about Riggs in the first edition do not appear in this 
one.   

                                         
For a related article, see Douglas A. Hedin, “Application of the 
Sioux for Citizenship” (MLHP, 2020), a study of the citizenship 
proceedings  initiated by Riggs  on behalf of Hazelwood  residents 
in District Court in  Mankato June 1861.  
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[ Page 34 Missing ] 
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