
Plains Natives lived in tipis (pronounced, tee-pees). 
 
 
The land of the Plains Native Americans stretched from the the Mississippi River to the 
Rocky Mountains, and from Canada to Texas. 
 
Groups like the Lakota, Nakota and Dakota (Sioux), Pawnee and Arapaho lived in the north-
ern and central part of the region. Tribes like the Kiowa, Apache and Comanche lived in the 
southern area. 
 
The people of the Plains came from other areas after being pushed out by other tribes. In 
their old lands, they had been farmers. In the plains they became buffalo hunters. 
 



The vast inland region of the Great Plains culture area stretches west from the Mississippi 
River Valley to the Rocky Mountains and south from present-day central Canada to southern 
Texas. It includes rolling, fertile tall-grass prairies in the east, where there is adequate rain-
fall for agriculture, and the short grasses of the drier high western plains. Windy conditions 
are common and changes in temperature can be dramatic. Summers are typically hot and dry, 
and winters are long and harsh. 
 
Some wooded areas interrupt the fields of grass, mostly stands of willows and cottonwoods 
along the river valleys. In some places highlands rise up from the plains and prairies, such as 
the Ozark Mountains in Missouri, the Black Hills of South Dakota and Wyoming, and the 
Dakota Badlands. The region is remarkable, however, for the extent and dominance of its 
grasslands. For thousands of years tens of millions of American bison, more commonly 
known as buffalo, found 
nourishment from the grasses 
of the Great Plains. 
 
People gathered nuts and ber-
ries. Trees, usually lodgepole 
pines, were cut down and 
stripped of their bark to make 
the frames for tipis. Wild-
flowers were used to make 
medicine to cure stomach 
aches and headaches.  
 
 
 
 



 
 
Pemmican (made from dried meat) was a nutritious 
food made by the Plains people. It lasts for many 
months. Although most pemmican was made from 
buffalo, sometimes moose and caribou were used. 
After the meat was dried, it was pounded into a fine 
powder. Then it was mixed with animal fat and 
dried berries like blueberries or currants. 
 
 

 
Buffalo were especially important to Plains Natives. Plains tribes used every part of the buffalo. 
 
The hide was used for teepees, clothing, and drums. Tools used for hunting, building and eating 
were made from bones. The meat from the animal provided food. Even the dung was used for 
fuel. 
 
In the 1800's, buffalo hides became popular in Europe, so settlers began to kill the buffalo in 
huge numbers. The Native Americans were horrified by the wastefulness of the settlers. By 
1900, the buffalo were nearly completely gone. Because Native life almost depended com-
pletely on buffalo, many of the native people began to starve as the buffalo dissapeared. 



Other nomadic hunting peoples came to live on the 
Great Plains, most migrating to the region in the cen-
turies after European contact and the acquisition of 
horses by Native Americans. They came for many 
reasons: to escape droughts in their homelands; be-
cause of increasing non-Indian settlement in eastern 
North America; and most of all, to pursue the great 
bison herds.  

 
Peoples who 
migrated onto the Great Plains from the east included 
the Siouan-speaking Assiniboine, Crow, Iowa, Kaw, 
Ponca, Missouria, Omaha, Osage, Otoe, Quapaw, and 
Sioux. From the northeast came the Algonquian-
speaking Arapaho, Cheyenne, Gros Ventre, Plains 
Cree, and Plains Ojibwa. From the northwest came the 
Kiowa-Tanoan-speaking Kiowa and the Athapaskan-
speaking Kiowa-Apache (a subgroup of Apache) and 
Sarcee. The Tonkawa, who spoke a language that 
some scholars believe evolved from Algonquian, are 
thought to have migrated onto the Plains from the east 
or south. 

Prior to the arrival of Europeans, most occupants of the Great 
Plains lived along rivers in the eastern regions. They were pre-
dominantly farmers who hunted bison and other game season-
ally to fill out their diets. Agricultural peoples at the time of 
European contact included the Siouan-speaking Hidatsa and 
Mandan; the Caddoan-speaking Caddo, Pawnee, Tawakoni, 
and Wichita; and a group that split off from the Pawnee, the 
Arikara. Scattered groups of nomadic hunting peoples are 
thought to have made their homes on the Great Plains before 
non-Indians explored them. These groups included, on the 
Northern Plains, the Algonquian-speaking Blackfeet, who 
separated from other Algonquians and migrated to the area 
from the east. On the Southern Plains were the Uto-Aztecan 
speaking Comanche, who had separated from the Shoshone 

and migrated there from the northwest. 

Plains woman with her baby 



Great Plains Tipi 
 
After European contact, some Great Plains peoples continued to farm, and many groups 
hunted a variety of game, fished rivers, and gathered wild plant foods. However, with the 
spread of horses as a means of transportation to follow the sea-
sonal migrations of bison herds over great distances, bison meat 

became the staple food. It was 
eaten raw, roasted over fire, or 
preserved. Indians made jerky 
by drying meat in the sun, and 
pemmican by pounding dried 
meat with fat and berries. Great 
Plains peoples also ate the 
tongue, liver, kidneys, bone 
marrow, and intestines of their 
kill. Buffalo chips (dried ma-
nure—see picture on left) pro-
vided a common source of 
cooking fuel. 
 
 
 
 



Plains Indians lived in a variety of shelters. The portable tipi (also spelled teepee or tepee) be-
came the most common dwelling for Plains no-
mads. To construct a tipi, either three or four 
poles were used as the basic framework. They 
were tied together near the top and spread out at 
the bottom to form a cone shape. Up to 20 addi-
tional poles were then propped against this 
framework. A covering of bison skins sewn to-
gether with sinew was stretched around the 
framework and held in place around the bottom 
edge with wooden pegs or stones. 
 
An unfastened seam provided an entrance, with a 
hide or fur door stretched on a pole or on a hoop. 
An opening at the top served as a smoke hole for 
the central fire. Three or four beds were typically 
situated along the walls. The various openings of 
the tipi could be adjusted for ventilation, and the 
bottom edge could be rolled up for increased airflow. A tipi could also be sealed from the ele-
ments, with extra pelts added to the walls for insulation. The outer coverings and inner linings 
were commonly painted with designs that represented spirit beings, ancestors, family histories, 
and battle honors. 
 
Large communal earth lodges and grass lodges up to 15 m (50 ft) in diameter were common 
among the tribes of the eastern prairies. Earth lodges were usually dome-shaped with a log 

framework. This framework 
was covered with smaller 
branches or brush mats and 
then packed with mud or sod. 
These dwellings were typical 
of the Arikara, Hidatsa, Man-
dan, Pawnee, Ponca, and 
Osage. Grass lodges, with 
pole frameworks covered 
with grass or thatch, were 
typical of the Caddo and 
Wichita. 
 



Great Plains people gathering 
 
Peoples of the Great Plains had warm and cold weather clothing, made from bison, deer, and 
other mammals. Designs on clothing, such as insignia on robes, often honored exploits in 
war or had other specific meanings. In other cases, designs simply provided decoration. 
Dyed quillwork, later replaced by beadwork, decorated bison-skin or deerskin shirts, vests, 
leggings, dresses, boots, and moccasins. Fringes added another decorative element. Other ar-
ticles of clothing commonly seen on the Great Plains included leather breechcloths in warm 
weather, and fur robes, caps, and headbands in cold weather. 
 
A prevalent symbol of Native Americans through modern times is the eagle-feather head-
dress, more commonly known as the war bonnet. Great Plains war chiefs had the longest 
war bonnets, with black-tipped tail feathers of the male golden eagle representing exploits in 
battle. The feathers were attached to a skullcap of bison skin or deerskin, with a browband 
that was decorated with quillwork, beadwork, and dangling strips of fur or ribbons. Addi-
tional downy feathers were tied to the base of the eagle feathers and tufts of dyed horsehair 
to their tips. 
 
The plains people dressed in clothes made from the hide of animals. Buffalo was most com-
monly used. In hot weather, men wore breechcloths. When it got colder, especially in the 
northern part of the region, they added deerskin shirts, leggings, and moccasins. 
 
Women wore dresses, leggings and moccasins. Sometimes the clothes were beaded in beau-
tiful colors or decorated with porcupine quills and elk teeth. 



Men hunted the buffalo and fought in battles to protect his family and tribe. Women owned 
and built the teepees, gathered nuts, berries and firewood, and prepared food. The women 
and girls also tanned the buffalo hides. 
 
Great Plains Indians used a variety of materials for their arts 
and crafts. They shaped bows and arrows from wood and 
carved elegant pipes from stone. Yet perhaps their most valu-
able resource for creating tools and other objects was the bi-
son. From bison skin they crafted tipi coverings, shields, tra-
vois platforms, parfleches, blankets, and clothing—either in 
rawhide form or softened into leather. They made thread and 
rope from bison hair and sinews, and fashioned various tools 
from the bones. They made rattles and other ceremonial ob-
jects from the hooves, horns, and skulls. 
 
Great Plains women mastered the art of preparing hides. They 
stretched the skins on frames or on pegs in the ground and 

scraped away the flesh. They then 
worked the rawhide to an even 
thickness. To soften the hide into leather, they applied to it a 
mixture of ashes, bison fat and brains, and various plants, and 
then soaked it in water. Sometimes hair was left on the hides for 
warmth. 



Drawing of a Ponca vs Sioux Battle 
 
Great Plains peoples believed a mystical spiritual world existed below the surface of life. 
Most peoples considered the Sun the most powerful of all the spirits, and they conducted 
rituals to receive its blessings and protection. The Sioux also believed in a more generalized 
force present in all things, animate and inanimate, similar to the Algonquian concept of 
Kitche Manitou (“Great Spirit”), that they called Wakan or Wakanda. The seminomadic 
farming tribes of the Eastern Plains had ceremonies surrounding agriculture in addition to 
those emphasizing individual rites of passage and warfare rituals typical of the nomadic 
hunting peoples. 
 
The vision quest, a religious practice widespread among peoples throughout North America, 
spread to tribes of the Great Plains and took on new forms. The term refers to the effort to 
seek visions through sweat baths, isolation, exposure to the elements, fasting, and even self-
mutilation. Visions were understood as signs from the spirit world that could give personal 
power, such as success in hunting and war, and convey purpose in life. 



The quest for visions was usually undertaken in connection with an important event, such as 
preparation for war or a boy’s passage into manhood. The resulting vision, often in a dream, 
might be of an animal, ancestor, object, or natural phenomenon, such as a storm. After the ex-
perience, a shaman helped the individual interpret the vision, which could reveal the future or 
provide a guardian spirit. For a boy passing into manhood, the vision would give clues about 
the name he should receive as an adult—in contrast to the name he was given at birth. After-
ward, a person might then carry a totemic object representing the vision, such as a part of an 
animal, in a medicine bundle. 
 
The quest for visions played a part in a renewal ceremony common to many Great Plains tribes. 
This ceremony was called the Sun Dance by the Sioux, the Offerings Dance by the Arapaho, 
the New Life Lodge by the Cheyenne, and the Mystery Dance by the Ponca. The varying rituals 
practiced by these tribes served similar purposes: to make contact with the spirit world; to en-
sure good hunting; to bring victory in battle; to make marriages successful; to heal the sick; to 
settle old quarrels; and to make new alliances. 
 
This ceremony was typically held for a period of 8 to 12 days in the summer. Bands of Indians, 
sometimes from different tribes, would set their tipis in a great circle. Many of the series of ritu-
als involved drumming, singing, and dancing. Tobacco was smoked from a sacred pipe while 
participants met in council. Tribal members erected a pole—the focal point of the ceremony—
and placed a figure, usually of rawhide, at the top. In one vision-inducing ritual men had skew-
ers implanted in their chests that were tied to the pole with ropes.  
 



Blowing whistles made from eagle bone and dancing to the drumbeat, participants danced back-
wards until the skewers ripped their flesh. Other men carried out similar acts of self-mutilation, 
such as dragging bison skulls attached to their flesh with skewers and rope, in an effort to com-
municate with the spirits. 
 
Warfare offered an important way for Plains warriors to achieve social prestige and positions of 
leadership. All the tribes accorded varying degrees of honor to warriors who performed a 
graded series of war deeds. These included stealing the horse or weapons of an enemy, killing 
and scalping him, or merely touching him without harming him. This last action, a custom 
known by the French word coup, meaning “blow,” was considered among some groups to be 
the most honorable because it was more dangerous to escape from a live victim than to kill him. 
A weapon, such as a club, 
spear, bow or arrow, a spe-
cially crafted coup stick, or 
even the hand might be used 
to make contact. Each return-
ing warrior recited his deeds 
to the rest of the camp while 
his comrades stood by to chal-
lenge him if he lied. The prac-
tice of reciting war deeds was 
known as counting coup. Ea-
gle feathers were awarded to 
warriors for each brave deed. 
To be a council member or a 
chief, a warrior had to perform many brave deeds, which were represented by the number of 
feathers in his war bonnet. 
 
After Great Plains peoples acquired horses, war became a central part of the Plains Indian way 
of life. Plains Indians typically attacked an enemy to steal horses, seize hunting land, or avenge 
the death of a fellow warrior in a previous skirmish. Fighting usually occurred among small 
groups of warriors and rarely involved sizable tribal forces. 
 
Great Plains warriors often belonged to particular military societies. Each society—some of 
them intertribal—had its own insignia, costumes, medicine bundles (wrapped parcels containing 
objects of personal and spiritual significance), songs, dances, and code of behavior. Some socie-
ties were open, with only an age requirement for membership. Others were exclusive, and a 
warrior was invited to join based on his deeds in battle. Some of the military societies, such as 
the Cheyenne Dog Soldiers or the Kiowa Ten Bravest, were known and feared throughout the 
Great Plains. 
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