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Sitting Bull (about 1831–1890)
The 14-year-old boy was proud-very proud. He told everyone around 
the campfire how he had touched an enemy with his coup stick, a small 
wooden stick. This was his first coup. To members of the Lakota (Teton 
Sioux), an a Native American group, counting coup was the way a man 
became a warrior. The boy grew up brave and wise. He became a chief 
of the Hunkpapa Lakota and was given the name Tatanka Iyotake, or 
Sitting Bull.

The Lakota lived well at that time. They followed herds of bison across 
the grassy plains. One bison could feed many people. Bison skins were 
used for everything from clothing to shelters.

Then the covered wagons came, bringing White colonizers. Gold had 
been found on Lakota land in the Black Hills of what is now South 
Dakota. This land was a holy place to the Lakota people, and it also belonged to them, as recognized by the U.S. 
government in a treaty. But gold seekers came in great numbers. They wanted the Lakota land and its riches for 
themselves. Soon, to keep tribes and settlers from fighting, the government ordered Sitting Bull and his people 
to move to a reservation. Reservations are lands that were set aside for Native Americans to live on. Sitting Bull 
refused to move. Sitting Bull began leading the Lakota to fight to keep the way of life that his people had always 
had-following the herds of bison. Bands of Lakota warriors in a fight against the White settlers.

When U.S. soldiers came to protect the gold seekers, the chief was ready. Sitting Bull led thousands of warriors, 
from many different Native American groups, against the soldiers. Sitting Bull had dreamed that he would win a 
great battle, and he did. It was called the Battle of the Little Bighorn, a famous battle in U.S. history.

Americans were very angry that U.S. soldiers had been killed. The U.S. government then sent more soldiers. 
Making matters worse, more White people came to claim the land. They spent years intentionally wiping out 
nearly all the herds of bison on the plains. This pushed Lakota people into poverty and starvation.

Sitting Bull and his people escaped to the region now known as Saskatchewan in Canada. They tried to live 
using the old Lakota ways, but the bison were soon killed off by White settlers there, too. Finally, Sitting Bull 
returned to the United States. In a sign of peace, he handed over his rifle to army officials. He looked around 
sadly. “When I was a boy,” he said, “the Lakota owned the world. The sun rose and set on their land.” Life for 
the Lakota people had been upended by White settlers and U.S. government forces.

Today, on a grassy bluff on Lakota reservation land in modern-day South Dakota, a monument stands 
overlooking a lake. The statue was built to honor the great Lakota chief Sitting Bull, who gave his life trying 
to save the land of his people. 
 
Reflect:

1. What group was Sitting Bull a member of?
2. How did life change for the Lakota during Sitting Bull’s life?
3. How did Sitting Bull try to save the land of his people?
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