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ANGLO-DAKOTA DAUGHTERS

IN EARLY MINNESOTA

JANE LAMM CARROLL

ON SEPTEMEER 22, 1228, Lawrence Taliaferro,
the United States Indian agent at Fort Snelling, recorded
in his journal a conversation with a commissioner sent to
verify the 1837 treaty claims of mixed-blood relatives of
the Mdewankantonn Dakota.

General Ewing at supper addressed himself to me for the
first time in some days by asking who was Jane Lamont.
... Ireplied she is the Daughter of the late Daniel Lamont
formerly a partner of the Columbia Fur Company near this
post. Jane Lamont was a cousin of my Daughter—as well
as Elizabeth Williams and Nancy Eastman.!

Jane Lamont, Mary Taliaferro, Elizabeth Williams,
and Nancy Eastman were the daughters of sisters whose
father was Cloud Man (Mahpiyawicasta), a Mdewank-
anton Dakota chief.”? Their Anglo-American fathers had
married their mothers according to Dakota customs, or,
in the language of the fur trade, a la facon du pays. As
historians of the Canadian and Great Lakes fur trade
have shown, such marriages had been commonplace for
French, British, Métis (French-Indian), and other men
of mixed heritage since the eighteenth century, as both
Indians and traders saw such unions as economically
and socially beneficial.? These country marriages, as they

Indian people at Mendota and soldiers across the river at Fort Snelling, about 1850, well past the early years of
Anglo-American contact with the Mdewankanton Dakota; Fort Snelling, oil painting by Henry Lewis.




were commonly called, were not restricted to traders.

In the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries,
first British and then American government officials and
soldiers also married Indian women a la_facon du pays,
though for different motives than traders.*

While Native women married European, American,
and bicultural men primarily to benefit themselves and
their kin, such practical considerations did not neces-
sarily preclude personal ambition, romantic sentiment,
sexual attraction, love, or a disposition to acculturation as
factors affecting marital choice.’ But regardless of what
Native wives hoped to gain, were they, as women, better
off? Despite the social and material advantages—and,
often, less arduous physical labor for the woman her-
self—there also could be negative consequences.

Two of the worst possibilities for a Native wife were
the loss of her personal autonomy and the loss of control
over her children. Women who made legally sanctioned
unions with Anglo-American men married into a pa-
triarchal culture and legal system that assumed virtu-
ally absolute male authority over wives and children in
nuclear-ordered families. Ironically, but not surprisingly,
Anglo-American husbands often carried their patriarchal
prerogatives into marriages a la facon du pays. So, while
logic might dictate that marriages by native customs
should operate accordingly, they were frequently charac-

terized by husbands’ patriarchal assumptions.®

These customs and legal practices directly clashed
with the cultural traditions of North American native
groups. In the tribes of Canada, the Great Lakes, and
Upper Mississippi regions, as among most North Ameri-
can native societies, mothers retained control over their
children regardless of their marital status. In contrast
especially to married Anglo-American women, North
American Indian women also possessed autonomy over

Dr. Carroll is an associate professor of history at the College
of St. Catherine, St. Paul.

Dakota women and children working together
to guard their corn from blackbirds, 1862

their own bodies, as well as control over their own labor,
the food they gathered or produced, and their household
goods. Moreover, Native women worked in community
with other women and enjoyed the support of extensive
kinship networks. Thus, most Native women were ac-
customed to communal support and to operating within
a large sphere of female activity that fell outside the pur-
view of Indian men.

One wonders whether Indian women fully under-
stood the potential consequences of marrying an Anglo-
American man—what might be lost as well as gained.
Were they aware that their husbands were likely to exert
control over their children, even when their marriages ac-
cording to native customs were not sanctioned by Ameri-
can law and even after their husbands abandoned them?”
To what extent did Native mothers retain control over
their bicultural children and determine their cultural
identities? What circumstances determined which parent
was more influential in the life of a bicultural child? Did
Anglo-Native children come ultimately to identify more
with one culture than the other, or did they create a cul-
tural middle ground for themselves? An analysis of the
lives of three Anglo-Dakota daughters—Jane Lamont,
Mary Taliaferro, and Helen Sibley—all born in Minne-
sota in the 1820s and 1830s reveals some of the complex
dynamics of biculturalism.
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were major factors

in the lives of Jane Lamont, Mary Taliaferro, and Helen
Sibley, for their mothers were Mdewankanton Dakota.
Their bands lived in villages close to the Mississippi and
Minnesota rivers in what is now eastern Minnesota. The
Mdewankanton had lived near, conducted trade with, and
had significant exposure to Anglo-American society since
the advent of the British fur trade in the late-eighteenth
century, with its regional headquarters at Prairie du Chien.
Contact continued during the American fur trade regime,
which made Mendota an important trading post, and
accelerated with the establishment of the U.S. military
presence at Fort Snelling in 1819. As the easternmost of
the Dakota bands, the Mdewankanton also were the first
to cede lands to the U.S. and were, thus, also the first of
the Dakota to suffer the devastating economic and cul-
tural effects of Euro-American settlement.®

During the 1830s Jane Lamont, Mary Taliaferro, their
cousins, and several other bicultural and Dakota children
were pupils at a school the Rev. Jedediah Stevens, a mis-
sionary from New York, had established at Lake Harriet
in the summer of 1835. Founded under the direction of
Agent Taliaferro, the mission was close to Cloud Man’s
Lake Calhoun farming village.’ (Lakes Harriet and
Calhoun are in what is now South Minneapolis, about
eight miles west of Fort Snelling.) That year, Cloud Man’s
village consisted of about 14 dwellings and was home to
about 45 families, including those of his daughters. By
the summer of 1839, there were estimated to be as many
as 500 Dakota living in the vicinity of the two lakes.
Samuel and Gideon Pond, brothers and lay missionaries,
had come to Minnesota in 1834 and were living among
the Dakota at Lake Calhoun when Stevens arrived.
Although the Ponds and Stevens disagreed on the best
site for the mission school, the brothers reluctantly

agreed to help build the school at Lake Harriet.'?

By 1840 Jane Lamont’s mother, Hushes the Night
(Hanyetukihnayewn), was the widow of Daniel Lamont,
a Scotsman who had been trading in the region since the
early 1820s. They had married in about 1829; he died
sometime between 1836 and 1837. In the spring of 1840,
as Samuel Pond was preparing to abandon the Lake Har-
riet mission, Hushes the Night—for reasons we will never
know—asked him to take Jane and raise her with his
own family. Jane was about 10 or 11 years old and did not
speak English. Hushes the Night, two or more of her sis-
ters, and their children had all had extensive contact with
the Ponds, however, while living in their father’s village."!

Although Jane was taken into the Pond family,

mother and daughter were never far apart. Several years
after the Ponds left Lake Harriet, they established an-
other mission at Oak Grove (now Bloomington) on the

The Pond brothers’ cabin at Lake Calhoun
BeLow: Cloud Man’s village, which Taliaferro called
Eatonville, pictured in George Catlin's 1835-36 oil
Sioux Village, Lake Calhoun, near Fort Snelling




Minnesota River. Hushes the Night, her other children,
and a large contingent of Cloud Man’s band lived nearby,
except for short periods when they were away gathering
food or hunting. Hushes the Night’s sister, The Day Sets,
and Mary, her daughter by Lawrence Taliaferro, were also
part of the Ponds’ circle at Oak Grove.'

W e

JANE LAMONT LIVED IN THE
HOMES OF SAMUEL AND GIDEON
POND AT OAK GROVE AND
SHAKOPEE FOR 12 YEARS.

W e

In June 1847, when Jane was about 17 years old,
Cordelia Pond, Samuel’s wife, wrote that there was
“much sickness among the Indians here” and that “Jane’s
younger sister and cousin have been thought to be very
near death for several days past.” On August 14 Gideon
Pond noted in his diary that Jane’s mother had died. Ten
years later, although Jane’s Dakota kin no longer resided
in the vicinity, Jane and the Ponds still maintained ties
with them. Samuel Pond reported in an 1857 letter that
he had heard from a Dakota source that “Jane’s relatives
are all well.”'3

Jane Lamont lived in the homes of Samuel and
Gideon Pond at Oak Grove and Shakopee for 13 years.
Pond family letters and Gideon’s diary refer frequently
to Jane’s activities, health, character, and piety. It is clear
that both families held her in high esteem and affection-
ate regard and were solicitous of her welfare. In 18477
Cordelia Pond wrote a friend:

Gideon Pond and his second wife,
Agnes Hopkins Pond, 1854

We have a teacher for our Indian school this winter of
our own training. She does very well, I believe. She came
to live with us about 7 years ago and has lived either in
our family or Brother’s most of the time since. We think
she gives good evidence of piety. [ She] was received into

the church last summer.'*

The next year, Jane herself wrote to Cordelia that she
had 12 students in her school at Oak Grove but that at-
tendance was irregular. She reported that everyone was
well at Oak Grove and “our neighbors [the] Indians are
all well. I hope [they] will not die as fast as they did last
summer.’'?

In March 1850, at the age of 21, Jane Lamont mar-

ried Samuel Pond’s nephew, Starr Titus, who had been

‘.
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living with the family for some years. It seems that some
of the Ponds were surprised at the marriage. Eleven days
later, Gideon wrote in his diary, “This morning for the
first time heard Starr speak to Jane in the presence of the
family—never heard her speak to him.” Starr and Jane had
apparently hidden their affection for one another well in
the years they lived together in the same household.'s

The extent to which Jane had become accultur-
ated into Anglo-American society is evident in a letter
Cordelia Pond wrote two months after Jane’s wedding:
“Perhaps you would like to hear something more about
Jane Lamont, as she has now become our niece. . . . She
is a fine young woman [ whom ] we believe truly pious.
Should you form an acquaintance with her now you
would not suspect that she spent the first 11 years of her
life with the Indians."”

Starr and Jane remained with the Ponds until Octo-
ber 1853, when Gideon noted in his diary, “Starr moved,
went with Jane to Mr. Dean’s.” For some months the
couple had been making plans to find their own place.
Jane had to decide whether to follow her Dakota kin west
to their new reservation on the Minnesota River, where
she would be their teacher, or remain among the growing
numbers of immigrants pouring into the territory west of

o
Lol

4 e Sl
T & = il Sims

Building St. Cornelia’s Church near Morton on the newly

established Lower Sioux Indian Reservation

188 Minnesota History

the Mississippi River. She chose to live a settler’s life. In
January 1853 Samuel Pond wrote, “Starr intends to build
a half mile from us next spring. Jane is very unwilling
to go with the Indians.”'® The nature of Samuel’s expla-
nation, the close relationship between the Pond family
and the Mdewakanton Dakota, and the fact that Jane
and Starr were married—both legally and in the eyes of
the church—indicates that Jane was not being forced
to choose between her marriage and the reservation.
Rather, she was deciding in which society she preferred
to reside.

Jane and her husband quickly prospered on their new
homestead. Less than a year after they moved, Samuel
Pond wrote his sister:

Starr and family are well. He is getting rich too fast. He
earns five or six dollars a day with his team probably
more and Jane milks six cows and sells her butter for
thirty cents a pound. . . . He has lately sold about ten
acres of land and had a great deal more that he will sell
as well. I suppose he has some three or four thousand
dollars out at interest and has perhaps forty head of
cattle and horses. His claim probably will make a rich

man of him."

By the time she was a young woman, Jane Lamont
must have identified strongly with both the Dakota and
Anglo-American cultures. She was a Dakota girl until
the age of ten; her Dakota family lived nearby during
her years with the Ponds; and she maintained contact
with her relatives and friends after they moved to the
reservation. Living with a missionary family whose
work was among the Dakota, Jane remained close to her
mother’s people and culture even while she herself was
becoming increasingly acculturated into Anglo-American
society. Ultimately, Jane chose to live her life primarily
as an Anglo-American woman. Although the Ponds had
trained her to be a missionary teacher to the Dakota,
Jane rejected that life when she refused to move to the
reservation. Perhaps she might have chosen differently
had her mother still been alive, but by 1853 Jane was 24
years old, her mother had been dead for six years, and



Jane had been married for three. She had embarked on
her own life in Anglo-American society and no longer
saw her fate as linked to that of her Dakota kin. She likely
remained in contact with them, however, including her
cousin, Mary Taliaferro Woodbury, with whom she had
grown up and who also had been close to the Ponds.

(Anpetu
Inajinwin), lived in Cloud Man’s village during and after
her short-lived country marriage to Indian Agent Talia-
ferro. By the summer of 1828, when The Day Sets gave
birth to their daughter, Mary, Taliaferro was back East
courting and marrying an Anglo woman, Eliza Dillon.?°
Although his marriage to The Day Sets did not last long,
Taliaferro was interested in their daughter and took re-
sponsibility for her financially. Hoping Mary would be-
come more Anglo-American than Dakota, he tried hard
to shape her cultural identity.

Handsomely attired Lawrence Taliaferro looms before

Fort Snelling and some Indian people in this portrait,

about 1830, by an unknown artist

Taliaferro affected Mary’s life both directly and indi-
rectly. The agent had spent his career trying (mostly in
vain) to protect the Indians from the negative impacts

of Euro-American society—alcohol, exploitation, dis-
eases—while encouraging them to adopt what he saw as
the positive aspects of the culture. Like most nineteenth-
century Anglo-Americans, Taliaferro believed that Native
Americans would eventually have to assimilate or face ex-
tinction. In supporting Cloud Man as he established the
farming village at Lake Calhoun, the agent was undoubt-
edly thinking that his daughter and her kin would benefit
from a shift to agriculture as a steady, substantial food
source. Taliaferro was eager to help Cloud Man because
more reliance on farming represented acculturation and
pointed toward assimilation. He was also thrilled with
the arrival of the Ponds, Stevens, and other missionaries
because they brought both educational opportunities and
Anglo-American culture to the Dakota.?!

Taliaferro directly attempted to shape Mary’s social
environment and cultural identity by trying to persuade
The Day Sets to expose their daughter as much as pos-
sible to Anglo-American culture through the mission
schools and association with Anglo-American society.
The agent never, however, presumed that he had the legal
or moral right to control Mary or dictate to her mother
particular courses of action (which, indeed, he did not).
The extent to which Taliaferro had to negotiate with The
Day Sets and Mary’s grandmother, Red Cherry Woman,
as well as his frustration that his daughter was still living
a predominantly Dakota life at the age of 11, is evident in
his 1839 letter to Samuel Pond:

If you could prevail upon Mary (and she seems some
willing) to remain with you, and Mrs. Pond—it would af-
ford me some consolation, and pleasure.

I should be willing to pay you and her for your
trouble including her board, clothing, and tuition. In
time she may from habit and instruction in household
matters be able to assist Mrs. P.—the indolent habits
and aversion to light labours will have to be gotten over
with these Half Breeds by flattering their vanity—small
rewards, etc.

We will after she consents to stay—talk over together
our further understanding and arrangements for the
future.

Mary’s mother-grandmother and others are about to
leave the Lake to get wild rice, and they now seem will-

ing to let her stay with you.??

The timing of this letter is especially significant.
Taliaferro had tendered his resignation as Indian agent
and knew he was leaving Minnesota in a few months. He
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Taliaferro’s letter to Samuel Pond, August 1839

must have felt a particular urgency in matters relating to
Mary, as he would soon be far away and his ability to in-
fluence her would be greatly reduced. Thus, he wished to
arrange for Mary’s future at the mission school.??

Most of Cloud Man’s band abandoned their village at
Lake Calhoun after the harvest of 1839. (Its location had
left the band vulnerable to attacks by their long-time en-
emies, the Ojibwe.) The Ponds stayed on until the spring
of 1840. In January 1840, Samuel Pond wrote that there
were only five Indian families still living near the mis-
sion. The rest of the band had moved a “considerable dis-
tance” yet still visited frequently. The Day Sets and Mary
were among those who stayed nearby and later followed
the Ponds to Oak Grove.?*

Six years after leaving Minnesota, Taliaferro re-
sponded to Samuel Pond’s inquiry on behalf of Mary and
her cousins regarding the 1837 treaty funds the former
Indian agent held in trust for the girls. In his distraught
reply, Taliaferro described his own woes and hinted at
his fears regarding Mary’s future, which he still aimed to
influence:

190 Minnesota History

My Good Friend,

I have for months not been well—or your very ac-
ceptable letter of the 5th of October past would have
been much sooner responded to. In fact I have had to
think of what I ought to say to you, and Mary—to the
end that hopes of satisfactory information might reach
you both. Yours is the first letter from St. Peter’s from
any one save Mr. Scott Campbell since December 1839—
this is January, 1846.

I informed Mr. F. Steele by letter as well as verbally
of my grief and distress at the loss of all the trust funds
and my own money—which had been placed at interest
for the benefit of Elizabeth Williams, Nancy Eastman
and Mary. The firm in whose hands the money was
[placed] failed and the parties took the benefit of that
odious bankrupt law and I unhappily left destitute of
available means. I am now trying to get an office—which
will soon enable me to relieve myself of my responsibil-
ity and liability to those poor children.

I have had pain and anguish of feeling that one only
knows its extent and bitterness. . . .

As yet I cannot say if you may expect me at St. Pe-
ter’s. I will however write you again as to what I wish.

Could Mary be steady, and prevailed upon to stay
with you and Mrs. Pond and your brother’s family, I
should be happy in the hopes of her future correct de-
portment. Tell her I will if God permit—try to do some-
thing for her, but she must not cause me grief or shame
on her account.

I was in hopes that Mary would have been an instru-
ment under God—in the hands of the missionaries of
doing good for her people. She ought to be made to think
of this—study hard and be governed by good advice.?

Taliaferro’s letter suggests that Mary was contemplat-
ing leaving the Oak Grove mission. Was she, now 17, per-
haps considering marriage? Clearly her father hoped she
would become a missionary among her people, and per-
haps he hoped she might marry a man similarly inclined.
Did she have a suitor whom her father deemed undesir-
able? (It is not clear whether The Day Sets was still alive;
she died when Mary was in her late teens.)

By November 1848 Mary had married Warren Wood-
bury, a soldier who, by his own account, had lived on the
frontier since 1835. Woodbury was barely literate, as an
1850 letter he wrote to Henry Hastings Sibley shows. It
is likely that Mary herself could read and write better in
English than Warren, given her years of education at mis-
sion schools. As Taliaferro had not held a high opinion of



the character of the soldiers at Fort Snelling, and as he
was himself well educated, he may not have seen such a
match as worthy of his daughter.¢

Woodbury’s letter asked whether Sibley, who was in
Washington, D.C. at the time, had seen his father-in-law.
According to Woodbury, Taliaferro had written Mary in
the spring that he was coming to visit on the first boat,
but by August had not yet arrived. Did Taliaferro ever
visit Mary in 1850? We don’t know. He did return to Min-
nesota in 1856, at which time, he noted in his autobiog-
raphy, “he found none to know him,” perhaps indicating
that this was his first visit since he had retired in 1839.
Taliaferro’s efforts to meet with Mary as well as maintain
a relationship via correspondence reflect the strength of
his feelings for her and his interest in her well-being. He
was in regular communication with Mary well into the
1860s and probably up to his death in 1871.27

Mary and Warren lived in West St. Paul in the years
after their marriage. In 1856 Mary Woodbury and her
three young children were listed on a treaty roll as living
in Dakota County. In 1862, after Warren left to fight in
the Civil War, Mary was visiting her Dakota kin on the
reservation when the Dakota War broke out. Little Crow’s
warriors took Mary and her children, as well as many
other mixed-blood and non-Indian families, captive.
Taliaferro later claimed that Mary had told him Little
Crow intervened when she and her family were threat-
ened with death, saying he was sparing them because
of his respect for and friendship with the former Indian
agent. In an 1888 affidavit, Mary additionally credited a
Mdewankanton Dakota man, Mahpiyawakonze (Indian
John), with rescuing and protecting her family, which
now numbered four children. Mary, who apparently was
a skilled healer, had treated Mahpiyawakonze for serious
injuries sustained in the struggle and nursed him later

that year after he almost froze to death on a scouting ex-
pedition for General Sibley.?®

ST 1000000

MARY TALIAFERRO WOODBURY
DECIDED TO LIVE PERMANENTLY
AMONG HER DAKOTA KIN WHO HAD
BEEN EXILED TO THE SANTEE
INDIAN RESERVATION IN NEBRASKA.

WII00000000000

In the immediate aftermath of the Dakota War, and
perhaps for several more years, Mary and her children
may have lived at Mendota, where Henry Sibley gave
refuge to some of the friendly Dakota and mixed-blood
people whom the government had not deported from
Minnesota. Mary’s husband, Warren, died at the Battle
of Vicksburg in 1863. By 1870 Mary was living in St. Paul
with three of her children. Ten years later she was listed
in the St. Paul city directory as living with her eldest son,
Warren L. Woodbury, a conductor on the St. Paul and
Dakota Railroad.?

In 1887-88 Mary Taliaferro Woodbury decided to live
permanently among her Dakota kin who had been exiled
to the Santee Indian Reservation in Nebraska. She, her
daughter Nancy, her son Warren, his six children, and his
non-Indian wife all moved permanently to the reserva-
tion. There, Mary lived out the remainder of her life. She
died in 1916 at the age of 88.%°

Unlike her cousin Jane Lamont, Mary Taliaferro was
not immersed in Anglo-American culture or society for
long periods of her youth. While Mary appears to have
stayed sporadically with the Ponds as an adolescent and

Students gardening at the Santee mission school, Nebraska




attended their mission schools at Lake Harriet and Oak
Grove, she remained throughout most of her formative
years with her mother, grandmother, and Dakota kin
living a primarily Dakota life. It is not clear when The
Day Sets died, but we know that she was still alive when
Mary was 16 years old.*! The Day Sets and Cloud Man
were disposed to some acculturation and modification

of their traditional way of life, such as increased depen-
dence on agriculture. Nevertheless, Mary had been raised
in a society that remained more Dakota than not.

In her 1888 affidavit, Mary testified that she was one-
quarter Sioux and had spoken the Sioux language all of
her life. That was also the year she chose to leave St. Paul,
where she had lived for more than 20 years, for the San-
tee Reservation. So, despite Taliaferro’s efforts to shape
his daughter’s identity, despite her significant exposure to
Anglo-American culture, despite her missionary educa-
tion, despite 14 years of marriage to an Anglo-American
man and many years of living in Anglo-American society,
Mary Taliaferro appears to have maintained a very strong
Dakota identity. Moreover, the fact that two of her grown
children chose to live with their mother among their Da-
kota and mixed-blood kin indicates the strong role Mary
played in shaping the cultural identity of her own children.

another Anglo-
Dakota woman, was the daughter of Red Blanket Woman
and the granddaughter of Bad Hail, a chief of the Black
Dog band of Mdewankanton Dakota. Helen’s father,
Henry Sibley, was one of the most prominent Anglo-
Americans in Minnesota in the years between 1820 and
1862. A powerful and influential American Fur Company
trader, he was the first governor of the State of Minne-
sota and the leader of military forces against the Dakota
during the 1862 Dakota War. Sibley married Red Blanket
Woman a la facon du pays during the winter of 1839-40.
In August 1841 Red Blanket Woman gave birth to their
daughter, Helen Hastings, Wahkiyee (Bird).>? In February
1842 William Forbes sent Sibley, his employer, a cryptic
message in a letter relaying the news from Mendota:

She is well and the stranger. I went out there the other
day and they are camped about 4 miles back from this
place on the other side of a lake out there with Black
Dog’s band, she behaves well, only once she joined in
the Scalp Dance, when I sent her word if she did so
again I would act the soldier. She has been here but
twice since you left.

192 Minnesota History

Helen Sibley, whose portrait accompanied

“old settlers’” reminiscences in the St. Paul
Dispatch long after her death

Forbes’ message is the only extant reference in Sibley’s
papers to his Dakota wife.??

When Helen was still a young child, Sibley arranged
to have her adopted by an Anglo-American farmer, Wil-
liam Reynolds Brown, and his wife Martha. William had
joined the Methodist missionaries at Kaposia in 1841 as
a carpenter, and Martha was the mission’s teacher. The
Browns stayed to farm at nearby Red Rock after the mis-
sion closed in 184.3.%*

As all but one letter of Sibley’s correspondence related
to Helen was destroyed, it is difficult to verify the circum-
stances under which Sibley arranged for his daughter’s
adoption. According to several sources, Red Blanket
Woman married a Dakota man sometime after Sibley
abandoned her (in 1842?) and had died before May 1843,
when Sibley married his Anglo-American wife, Sarah
Jane Steele. It is not clear, however, whether Helen was
placed with the Browns immediately upon her mother’s
death. Documentary evidence of Helen living in the
Brown household begins in 1846, when she was five years
old. To add to the mystery surrounding Helen’s earliest



years, Martha Brown reported that Helen spoke French
when she first came to live with the couple. If she was old
enough to converse when the Browns took her in, per-
haps Sibley did not place Helen with the family imme-
diately after her mother’s death; she was only 21 months
old in the spring of 184.3. Helen may have stayed among
her Dakota relatives until she was three or four years old,
since that is where she would have learned French.>®

In addition to arranging Helen’s adoption, Sibley
provided for his daughter financially, monitored her wel-
fare, and maintained a relationship with her throughout
her life. While Helen lived at Red Rock, Sibley’s friends
(and presumably the Browns) relayed information to him
regarding his daughter. When she was 15, Helen moved
with the Browns to St. Paul, where Sibley is said to have
visited her frequently. He paid the Browns to support
Helen and financed her education. By the time she was a
young woman living in St. Paul, she was thought to have
acquired a substantial income as a result of Sibley’s in-
vestment of her treaty annuities.>

In St. Paul, Helen was active in the Methodist church,
took dancing and singing classes, and apparently had
many friends. As a teenager, she attended boarding
school at Sibley’s expense for several years somewhere in
the East. By the age of 17, she appears to have been totally
acculturated and generally accepted by St. Paul’s Anglo-
American society, although all knew of her Dakota heri-
tage. This acceptance was due to many factors, including
Sibley’s prestige and his interest in her. “Old settlers” told

Henry Sibley in 1849, when Helen was 8 years old

a journalist in 1908 that they recalled “long chats between
Helen and the governor at the picket-fence gate.” The two
also rode together in a carriage in a St. Paul parade cele-
brating the laying of the transatlantic cable in September
1858. Undoubtedly also important to Helen’s social status
were her income, evident Christian piety, attractive ap-
pearance, and pleasing character.*”

However, Helen’s mixed ancestry was neither univer-
sally ignored nor accepted by Anglo-American society.
During the election campaign of 1858, when Sibley was
running as the Democratic candidate for governor, Re-
publican newspapers disparaged him as a “Moccasin
Democrat,” calling into question his character for having
married a la facon du pays.>®

In 1859, at age 20, Helen married an Anglo-American
doctor, Sylvester Sawyer, in a Methodist ceremony in the
Browns’ St. Paul home. Governor Sibley gave his daugh-
ter away.?” Tragically, less than a year later Helen died of
scarlet fever just after giving birth to a baby girl, who also
died within days. A month after Helen’s death, the bereft
Sawyer wrote William Brown asking him to share with
him “anything relating to Helen’s early life. . . . I should
much like to hear from you some of the incidents of her
early childhood up to my meeting her in St. Paul.” Sawyer
also asked Brown to procure a likeness of the Governor,
which Helen had asked of Sibley before her death but
had not received. Of Sibley’s response to Helen’s death,
Sawyer said:

I received one letter from him since Helen’s death. He
mourned her loss sincerely and truly. He cannot receive
any more love or devotion from any other child, than he
did from his first born—Had circumstances been differ-
ent, he would have had abundant evidence of the fact.

I wonder how Mrs. S. feels—death ought to banish all
harshness and ill will.*°

Apparently Sarah Sibley openly disapproved of (and
probably resented) her husband’s Anglo-Dakota daugh-
ter. A few months later, Sawyer must have been referring
to Mrs. Sibley’s enmity again, when he wrote of Helen, “I
hope her death will make an impression upon the mind
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of the only person I know of, who disliked her, and that
without cause.”*!
Sibley wrote about Helen’s death to William Brown

on September 14, 1860:

I am much obliged for your kindness in sending me for
perusal, Doct. S’s letter giving a detailed account of the
illness and death of poor Helen. I had already rec’'d a
similar one from him. Poor Girl! her dream of happiness
here was a short one, but we have reasons to hope that
she has been transplanted to a better and purer state.

I wrote Dr. S. yesterday, sympathizing with him in
his loss, and expressing my own sorrow at the sad
bereavement he has sustained. May his child be pre-
served to him.

Please make my kind regards to Mrs. B. who, I have
no doubt, equally with ourselves, has been shocked at

the sad intelligence.*?

There is no evidence that Helen maintained ties with
her Dakota relatives, although it is certainly possible that
she did. Regardless of whether Helen knew or had regu-
lar contact with them, by the time of her marriage she
clearly saw herself as an Anglo-American woman. Once
her mother had died and the Browns adopted her, there
was virtually no chance that Helen Sibley would develop
any significant cultural or social identity as a Dakota. By
the time she was a young woman, all of her emotional
and familial attachments were with her adoptive parents
and Henry Sibley. To Helen, her mother was not Red
Blanket Woman, but Martha Brown. After Helen’s death,
her husband wrote to the Browns: “You must know the
great love and regard she had for you—very often she has
spoken to me of her affection towards yourself, who was
all that a mother could be to a loved child, she felt certain

that you entertained for her a mother’s sentiments.”*3

She was Dakota,
she was Scots, she was American. Jane Lamont was one
of many Anglo-Dakota children born in early-to-mid-
nineteenth-century Minnesota who were challenged with
forging cultural identities for themselves in the midst of a
heterogeneous frontier society that was rapidly changing.
Jane Lamont, Mary Taliaferro, and Helen Sibley shaped
their cultural identities as the result of diverse parental,
familial, and external influences. Thus, their destinies
varied. However, key to each of their fates was the pres-
ence and influence of a Dakota mother.
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Hushes the Night’s decision to place Jane in the Pond
home after Daniel Lamont died determined that Jane
would not live her life strictly as a Dakota woman. While
we don’t know why Hushes the Night made that choice,
it is clear that she could have chosen, as her sister The
Day Sets did, to raise her daughter primarily as a Dakota
woman.**

In contrast, the fathers of Jane’s cousin, Mary Talia-
ferro, and of Helen Sibley remained in the region after
abandoning their Dakota wives. Both girls were influ-
enced by their fathers, who hoped to see their daughters
fully acculturated, if not fully assimilated, into Anglo-
American society. Yet each adopted a different primary
cultural identity. While Helen virtually assimilated into
Anglo-American society, Mary, who chose to spend her
last 28 years on the reservation, clearly retained a robust
Dakota identity—even after a missionary education and
living many years in Anglo-American society. The key
to these different outcomes was their Dakota mothers.
Red Blanket Woman'’s death when Helen was a toddler
allowed Henry Sibley to manage the course of her life
without opposition from or negotiations with her Dakota
kin. In contrast, Lawrence Taliaferro was unable, in spite
of continuous effort, to exert as much control over his
daughter because The Day Sets remained alive until Mary
was at least 16 years old. Thus, although Anglo-American
men may have presumed a patriarchal prerogative over
their bicultural offspring, the social reality in this era of
Minnesota history was that Dakota mothers often re-
tained physical and emotional custody of their children,
significantly influencing their cultural identities.*®

L T

Dakota woman and child, about 1865. In an era of Indian
treaties and conflict, Minnesota photographer Joel Whitney

sold many such cartes-de-visite to a curious public.
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