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The History of The Mandan Indians and the Heritage of Crying Hill
(From the publication, “History of Mandan and Morton County; 1738 – 1964”, published by the Mandan Chamber of Commerce, Ref: (1) # 978,485,M271, (2) Morton, (3) 1964)

“The territory which is now North Dakota was occupied during historic times in this region by eight distinct tribes of Indians.  They were the Chippewa, Yanktonai Sioux, Teton Sioux, Assiniboin, Cheyenne, Mandan, Hidatsa and Arikara.  With the exception of the Arikara, who belonged to the Caddoan family, and the Cheyenne and Chippewa, who were of Algonquian stock, all the other North Dakota tribes belonged to the Siouan family.

From an occupational standpoint, the original Indian tribes of North Dakota are classified as nomadic, semi-nomadic and sedentary.  The Cheyenne, Mandan, Hidatsa and Arikara were of the sedentary tribes, largely occupied with the tilling of the soil to produce a living.  The principal shelter used by the nomadic tribes was the tipi, and although the agricultural tribes made use of it as a temporary shelter during the hunt, their permanent dwellings were earth lodges.

The Mandan and Arikara tribes came in to the state from the south, while the other tribes moved in from an easterly direction.  Historians generally agree that the Mandans came from the general Siouan stock somewhere on the South Atlantic coast or the Gulf of Mexico.  According to Mandan legends they reached the Missouri River at the mouth of the White River in South Dakota.  From this point they moved up the Missouri to the Heart River where they established their villages.

As far as their inter-tribal relations are concerned, the Mandan disposition was peaceful.  Although they were not inclined to be the aggressors they would defend themselves to the last when attacked.
The principal meat of the Mandan was buffalo which the women of the tribe cooked in many ways.  The hides of buffalo were used for clothing, and the bones were used to make equipment which they used in their gardening.  Their chief crops were corn, beans, turnips, squash, pumpkins and sunflowers.  The women of the tribe did most of the work of planting and tending the gardens and fields, while the men spent their time in hunting and fishing.  They manufactured arms, participated in wars, and did a part of the work connected with the harvest of the grains.  

The Mandan Indian village located at the east end of present day Mandan in 1738 was the village of Good Fur Robe.  This Mandan chief was revered by his people, and tradition credits him with the performance of many almost miraculous feats of strength and bravery.  The tribe kept alive the story of their hero, whose influence determined their customs and their manners.

Good Fur Robe’s village was also known as the village of “The Crying Hill,” so designated because the inhabitants used the hill top as their mourning place.  The hill formed the north side of the plains below.  The intersection of present day Sixth Ave NE and First Street NE cuts directly through the location of Good Fur Robe’s lodge, which according to history measured 65 feet in diameter.  There were approximately 250 other lodges located in the same vicinity.  

The village also had another title, which was the village of the “Two Faced Stone.”  This stone was a mass of dark red granite, smoothed by the action of glacial flood and ice.  It had narrow seams of grayish quartz which crisscrossed its surface.  To the imaginative mind of the Mandan Indians it assumed strange and fantastic shapes and forms.  In the varying shades of light and shadow, no one ever saw the same symbols there twice.  Mad Soul, the Medicine Man of the tribe, as well as other wise people of the village, believed that they could foretell the future events of their tribe, or of individuals, by the tracings they saw upon the stone, or the voices which came from the stone.

History records that on December 21, 1738 Man Soul, the Medicine Man of the “Crying Hill Village”, spent the night on the highest point of the hills beside the “Talking Stone.”  Here he could see and hear the sounds of the men and the women in the village below him, but he listened ever more attentively to the spirit voice which came from the stone.  He chanted to the Great Mysterious One, and finally the sounds of the village ceased to reach his ears.  The stars in the western skies died before his staring eyes until finally, in complete rapport with the influences which surrounded him, he lay inert by the side of the “Two Faced Stone.”

(Many of these so-called holy stones are to be found in North Dakota and particularly in this vicinity even today.)

During the night, as the Medicine Man Mad Soul lay at the base of the stone, he had a vision.  It was a message from a cousin who had met death while crossing the great river at the time of the spring running of the ice.  This cousin had shown him eight white men coming from the north.  They had a beautiful cloth held aloft at the end of a slender pole, and were accompanied by several Indians of the Mandan tribe.

The following morning he reported his vision to Chief Good Fur Robe who immediately called a council of his wise men at the highest point on the hill.  They had never seen white men before and thought they must be very sacred people.  Never doubting the prophesy of Mad Soul, they began to make plans to honor the visitors with food and friendship.

Scouts were sent out to watch the (Missouri) river and to signal back the news as soon as the party of visitors came into view.  The chief and his wise men began preparations for the strange but welcome guests….
