Warrior Societies
Bravery in war was the best way for a man to win honour. He therefore welcomed the opportunities that was brought. Most boys longed for the day when they could become members of a warrior society. Each society has its own costumes, songs and dances, and organised war raids against their enemies. Each society expected loyalty and great bravery from its members.

Song of the Lakota’s Fox Warrior Society:

I am a Fox

I am supposed to die

If there is anything difficult

If there is anything dangerous

That is mine to do.

Counting Coups

The greatest sign of bravery during battle was to touch the enemy with either bare hands or a special long stick called a coup stick. The warrior societies ran a sort of point-scoring system for these blows or ‘coups’, as they came to be called. Acts of bravery were often more important than killing the enemy. A warrior would gain low points for killing a man from a distance with his bow and arrow but would gain maximum points for getting close enough to tap him with his coup stick. Touching a dead enemy was also regarded as counting coup.

Having counted his coups, the Indian would proudly display them for all to see. The usual way of recording coups was by the addition of feathers to their war bonnets or by notches on their coup sticks.

Preparation for War

Having decided on war, the warriors spent time preparing themselves and their horses. It was a time of religious ritual and spiritual advice from the medicine man. Arnold Iron Shell describes the equipment needed for war:

“In saddle bags they put their leggings, their bone breast plates and their bladder food bags containing pemmican. Feathered war bonnets were also packed. They also brought new make-up kits packed with elk grease and paint, a porcupine tail brush, their pipes and pipe bags, and a buffalo horn drinking cup.”
The Causes of War

Indians of the Plains were often keen to find a reason to fight so that they might win glory. The Lakota and the Crow were traditional enemies, and there was fighting between them most years. Occasionally tribes fought each other over the control of hunting grounds but this was unusual because the Indians did not see the land as their property. 

Other causes of war might include a real or imagined insult from another tribe or it might simply occur as a result of a dream.

Sometimes a war started as a result of an individual seeking revenge. Arnold Iron Shell describes one such case:

“Shot-in-the-Heel’s son, Holy Circle, had been killed in war against the Shoshoni tribe. Iron Shell, his brother, decided to take revenge for his death. He invited Holy Circle’s warrior society to join hm and a war party was organised.”

Fighting for Horses

The most common cause of war was Indians wanting horses or goods belonging to another tribe. Horses were vital in hunting and war. Horses were also the main measure of wealth. To get a good wife, a man would need to own many horses, some of which might be given to the woman’s father. Stealing the enemy’s horses left the enemy weaker, made it harder for the enemy to retaliate, and made the warriors who stole them much richer. Capturing horses from an enemy camp was a highly valued act of bravery. One of the bravest things a warrior could do was to creep into the enemy’s camp at night, steal a horse or two and leave undetected.

Method of War

Sudden surprise raids were the Indians favourite form of battle. These gave them plenty of opportunity for bravery and cunning but lessened their chances of being killed. An average of 10-30 Indians went on these raids and few were killed. Women very rarely took part in a rain although a few instances have been recorded. They were, however, quick to take up arms if their own camp was under attack. The Lakota believed it was brave to steal horses, to ambush a lone enemy and murder him, or to count coup, but it was not brave to stand and fight to the death if things looked bad. Getting killed was stupid and should be avoided if at all possible. There was no disgrace in running away.

Scalping

Death on the battlefield sometimes led to scalping. The Lakota believed that enemies would continue to be enemies in the after life. Without a scalp (skin and hair from the top of his head), the Lakota believed that a person could not enter the eternal after-life, known as ‘the land of many tepees.’ Indians removed the scalp of their dead enemies so that they would have fewer enemies in the after-life. Europeans were horrified by the practice of scalping. Many felt that this showed the Indian to be truly savage. For the Lakota, a scalp was a prized trophy and a cause for great celebration.

Why was war so important on the plains?

Watch the video and try to answer the following questions:

1. What made a difference in the lives of Plains Indians?

2. What did ‘counting coup’ mean?

3. What did a ‘dog soldier’ do?

4. What did the women do after a battle?

Make a note of any other details or questions you want to ask:
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