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REGIONAL GREATS

• Does where you are born and raised have an impact? 

• If you think it does have an impact… is it a positive one?

• Has regionalism declined? If so, does where you are born still 
matter today?

• At the end of the session, can you point out a place where you 
see the regional roots showing through?
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TONIGHT’S QUESTIONS

Things to Consider: 

1 – Was Susan La Flesche an aberration, or a forerunner?

2 – What allowed Susan La Flesche to overcome roadblocks 
that stopped so many others before and since?

3 – Did Susan La Flesche have a lasting influence on our 
region?  On our country? 



WHO WAS 
SUSAN LA FLESCHE?



WHO WAS 
SUSAN LA FLESCHE?

Doctor 
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SUSAN LA FLESCHE?

Doctor 
Native Advocate
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Doctor 
Native Advocate
Social Reformer



WHO WAS 
SUSAN LA FLESCHE?

Doctor 
Native Advocate
Social Reformer

First Native American to earn a 
medical degree



WHO WAS 
SUSAN LA FLESCHE?



Originally the 
Nebraska Territory 
encompassed 
much more area, 
but by Susan’s 
birth, it was close 
to the size of the 
current state of 
Nebraska.





• Susan was born in a tipi 
during the summer 
buffalo hunt in a remote 
northeast corner of the 
Nebraska territory, in 
June, 1865. 



WHO WAS SUSAN LA FLESCHE?

Her father, Joseph La Flesche, 
(Iron Eye), was of Ponca and 
French Canadian ancestry.

Her mother, Mary Gale, was 
the daughter of an army 
surgeon and an Indian 
woman.

Joseph LaFlesche, and Mary Gale



SCHOOL BEYOND THE MISSION

Iron Eye was half French – and had 
lived in St. Louis for a time. 

After visiting Washington, Iron Eye 
believed that to survive the coming 
“flood” of whites, the Indians would 
have to adapt.



ASSIMILATION

Iron Eye, though, was different: 
he was the adopted son of the 
Omaha chief. 

Like the two chiefs before him,  
believed assimilation was the 
right choice for the Omaha 
tribe, and pursued treaties in 
the late 1850s and into the 
1860s. Joseph La Flesche (Chief Iron Eye)



CHANGING 
TIMES



• The Omaha reservation avoided much of this. Their borders and rights 
were set by treaty with the US Government in 1854. “It is either 
civilization, or extermination,” said Iron Eye.  



NATIVE AMERICANS AND 
AMERICAN HISTORY

The distraction of the Civil War had allowed more 
settlers on Indian lands – despite agreements 
protecting the lands for the Indians.

Graft is inherent – and meant the annual payments 
were offset by added charges – or simply 
appropriated. 



ASSIMILATION

These treaties would follow the white 
policy of land allotment, and all but 
split the tribe when the US 
Government decreased the  cash 
payment. 

As such the tribe called the areas 
where La Flesche lived ‘The Land of 
Make Belief White Men.’

Joseph La Flesche (Chief Iron Eye)



THE SIOUX 
UPRISING, 

1862
With this, and the 
American Civil 
War, the US Army 
becomes the 
primary 
instrument of 
interaction with 
the Native 
Americans for 
the rest of the 
century. 
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Food shortages coupled by late annuity payments from the government caused widespread hunger since most traders ended Dakota credit. Frustration and hunger led to foraging. One Indian foraging party attacked a family of settlers near Acton, MN on August 17th, 1862. With three men and two women dead, the Dakota gathered. Tribal members somehow managed to convince the Dakota leader Little Crow (Taoyateduta) that the time to go to war against the settlers was at hand. Thus began the Dakota Conflict. On August 18th, 1862, a Dakota force struck the Lower Sioux Agency killing the inhabitants and taking control. They then surprised a forty man relief party of United States Army troops from Fort Ridgely, Minnesota, killing nearly all the troops. Attacks on Fort Ridgely and New Ulm took place over the course of the next week. Stiff resistance from settlers and soldiers prevented complete Dakota victory but New Ulm was so badly burned the inhabitants abandoned it and fled for safety. The Dakota fought in their traditional manner; only women or children were taken as prisoners. News of atrocities spread quickly and settlers throughout the Minnesota River valley fled their homes only to find refuge in houses abandoned by other fleeing settlers. Governor Ramsey commissioned Henry Sibley as a Brigadier General to lead a relief party 1400 strong. This motley crew of poorly equipped raw recruits proceeded at an agonizingly slow pace from Fort Snelling, gathering provisions, munitions, and even draft horses wherever they could. Upon arriving at Fort Ridgely, Sibley sent out a burial party that was promptly ambushed by Dakota led by their leader Mankato near Birch Coulee. Sibley continued to move up the Minnesota River valley, requesting Little Crow surrender. Little Crow refused to yield without a guarantee of amnesty for his people. The fighting ended at Wood Lake on September 23 in a clumsy standoff with neither side sustaining major casualties. Little Crow fled to the Dakota Territory after Wood Lake leaving Sibley's force to round up Dakota who participated in the conflict. Military trials of 425 pure and mixed-blood Dakota took on a farcical air, with many trials lasting only a few minutes each. Many convictions relied upon testimony of other accused who plea-bargained in return for leniency. When 321 men were convicted and all but 18 sentenced to die, an Episcopalian bishop who had worked with the Dakota, Bishop Whipple, convinced President Abraham Lincoln to intervene. Upon examining the convictions, Lincoln commuted the sentences of all but convicted rapists and murderers to prison. On December 26, 1862, three thousand people gathered to watch the hanging of these thirty-eight Dakota in Mankato, MN.  It is the largest mass execution in United States history. Life was not easy for the survivors. The government declared the various land treaties negotiated with the Dakota as null and void due to the conflict. No Dakota were permitted to live in Minnesota and the bounty on Dakota scalps was raised. Indian annuities were ended and given to settlers to help them rebuild their shattered lives. 1700 Dakota were rounded up and marched to Fort Snelling where they lived in cramped conditions. Various epidemics took the lives of many. These Dakota were eventually repatriated by force to Crow Creek in the Dakota Territory. Little Crow appealed to the British in Canada in hopes of a renewal of their 1812 alliance but to little avail. On July 3rd, 1863, Little Crow was shot by farmer Nathan Lamson while picking raspberries near Hutchinson, MN. Little Crow's scalp and some other personal memorabilia were publicly displayed by the state until being laid to rest in 1971. Exaggerated figures abounded immediately after the conflict but the true count of war dead was 77 soldiers, 413 white civilians, and 71 Indians (38 of which were those executed in Mankato). Both sides suffered greatly. Unfortunately the suffering would only continue as the frontier of the United States pushed farther and farther west without any significant improvements in United States Indian policy or Indian - settler relations. A memorial to the memory of the dead, both white and Indian, now stands in downtown Mankato at Reconciliation 



WAR

• A true count of 
war dead was 
77 soldiers, 413 
white civilians, 
and 71 Indians 
(38 of which 
were those 
executed in 
Mankato). 



WAR

With this, and the 
American Civil 
War, the US Army 
becomes the 
primary 
instrument of 
interaction with 
the Native 
Americans for 
the rest of the 
century. 



THE DAWES ACT

In 1868, Congress passed 
the Dawes Act, which was 
really a method to ‘allot’ and 
thus ‘sell’ the land held by 
Indian tribes. 



THE PEACE POLICY

In 1869 US policy 
placed Indians on 
reservations, and 
appointed church 
groups to provide 
missions and schools 



• In 1874, they 
would cede 
the northern 
part of the 
reservation to 
the Ho Chunk 
tribe. 



SUSAN LA FLESCHE 

Susan was the 
youngest of four girls. 

Her education began 
early, at the mission 
school. 

And with a tragic 
incident. 

Susan La Flesche



THE MISSION 
SCHOOL



1870 TO 1879

At 8 years old, La 
Flesche was with an ill 
native woman in terrible 
pain, and needed a 
doctor – who never 
came. 

She determined she 
would become a 
doctor, and be there for 
her people. 

Susan La Flesche



ALICE CUNNINGHAM

Through the mission, 
and her family, Susan 
met Alice Cunningham 
Fletcher. 

Fletcher was a Harvard 
anthropologist, studying 
the natives, and a 
mentor to her brother 
and sister. She would 
soon be an important 
force in Susan’s life.Alice Cunningham Fletcher



Francis (brother) 
and 
Susette - Bright Eyes 
(sister) 



STANDING BEAR - 1879

Standing Bear, part of the Ponca 
tribe, which had been forced to 
migrate to Oklahoma, returned with 
65 members of the tribe to bury his 
son in the tribal holy grounds. 
Arrested by the Army, he was aided 
by Gen. Crook, who was holding 
him prisoner in Omaha.



STANDING BEAR - 1879

Standing Bear, who in April 1879 
sued for a writ of habeas corpus in 
U.S. District Court in Omaha, 
Nebraska. 

Acting as interpreter for Standing 
Bear was Susan’s sister Susette 
LaFlesche, an accomplished 
bilingual Omaha of mixed-race 
background.



STANDING BEAR - 1879

Standing Bear: 
"That hand is not the color of yours, 
but if I prick it, the blood will flow, 
and I shall feel pain," said Standing 
Bear. "The blood is of the same color 
as yours. God made me, and I am a 
man.

The Judge agreed, recognizing ‘the 
Indian is a person’ in May, 1879. 



SCHOOL BEYOND THE MISSION

Change was now.

Iron Eye and his wife put young Susan 
and her sister Marguerite on a train and 
sent them east into an unknown 
universe. 

Susan was 14. 



SUSAN LA FLESCHE

Susan went to the 
Elizabeth Institute for 
Young Ladies in New 
Jersey.

Susan La Flesche



LOU HENRY

Susan went to the 
Elizabeth Institute for 
Young Ladies in New 
Jersey and then 
returned to her 
reservation to teach 
at a Quaker school.

Susan La Flesche



SUSAN LA FLESCHE

After graduation, she 
returned to her 
reservation to teach 
at a Quaker school.

Susan La Flesche



COLLEGE

Alice Cunningham helps direct 
Susan to college, and the 
world it represents. 

She directed Susan to explore 
different groups and 
organizations that might help 
fund her school costs. 



MEDICAL SCHOOL OR 
MARRIAGE?

She returned east for 
college, via a scholarship 
from the US Office of Indian 
Affairs. 

Thus, La Flesche became 
the first person to receive 
federal aid for a 
professional education.

Susan La Flesche



MEDICAL SCHOOL OR 
MARRIAGE?

La Flesche graduated 
second in her class from 
the Hampton Normal and 
Agricultural Institute in 
Virginia.

Susan La Flesche





MEDICAL SCHOOL

The medical school 
beckoned … but she 
would need a school that 
would accept a native 
American, a woman, 
and… she would need  
money.



MEDICAL SCHOOL

Once again, enter Alice 
Cunningham, who helps 
secure a loan via the 
Connecticut Indian 
Association. 



WOMEN'S MEDICAL COLLEGE OF 
PENNSYLVANIA
The school –
originally for 
African 
Americans, was 
one of the few 
that would 
accept women. 



MEDICAL SCHOOL

• La Flesche studied 
chemistry, anatomy, 
physiology, histology, 
pharmaceutical science, 
obstetrics, and general 
medicine, and, like her 
peers, did clinical work at 
facilities in Philadelphia
alongside students from 
other colleges, both male 
and female.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chemistry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anatomy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Physiology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Histology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pharmaceutical_science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Obstetrics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philadelphia


GRADUATION

“All this without a 
precedent. She will 
stand among her 
people as the first 
woman physician.” 

Susan La Flesche



1889-1890 



BACK TO THE OMAHA 
RESERVATION

• She returned to the 
reservation area in 1889 to 
take up her position as the 
physician at the 
government boarding 
school.



She was the only 
Indian ever appointed 

as a medical 
missionary by the 

Presbyterian Board of 
Home Missions. 

The Omaha Agency 
school in Macy was 

her home and office. 



BEYOND MEDICAL NEEDS

• But when she opened her 
doors, the native tribe 
began to file in, not only 
the children.

• Their illnesses were many, 
but she turned no one 
away.



BEYOND MEDICAL NEEDS

• From her office in a corner 
of the schoolyard, she 
treated all those in need. 

• She wrote and received 
supplies from the 
Connecticut Indian 
Association to treat Indians 
in need beyond the 
school. 



BACK TO THE OMAHA 
RESERVATION

• She doctored - on 
horseback, later a buggy, 
- sometimes on foot in 
snow - through days that 
were often 15 hours long. 

• She also helped her 
people through the 
cultural changes, as they 
all became US Citizens.



1890-1894• She was widely trusted
• Her patients were sick with:
• tuberculosis, 
• influenza, 
• cholera, 
• dysentery



• She also saw the 
good things, too.



1889 - 1894

From the beginning, she saw the effects of:
• Poor hygiene
• Ill health due to alcohol
• Unintended consequences of Government policies

Her goal – the creation of a hospital on the Reservation.



1892-93

• She herself became 
deathly ill in 1892. 

• She would survive, but 
when her mother fell ill, she 
needed time. 

• In 1893, Flesche resigned 
her government position. 



A NEW CHAPTER
• In 1894, Susan La 

Flesche married 
Henry Picotte, a 
Sioux Indian from 
South Dakota. 

• Her sister Margarite 
married Henry’s 
brother, Charles.



NOW SUSAN PICOTTE

She and her husband had two sons:
• Caryl, born in 1895 or 1896, and Pierre, born in early 

1898.
• She continued to practice medicine after the birth of 

her children, .
• And she treated both Omaha and white patients in 

the town of Bancroft and surrounding communities

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bancroft,_Nebraska


• Susan, Caryl, 
Henry 
(husband), and 
Pierre-- not long 
before Henry’s 
death in 1905.



• La Flesche - Picotte sought to 
educate her community about 
preventive medicine and other 
public health issues. 

• Alcoholism was a serious problem 
on the Omaha reservation, and a 
personal one for her husband.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Preventive_medicine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_health


ACTIVIST

• After Henry died in 1905, she 
led a delegation to 
Washington, D.C., to lobby for 
the prohibition of alcohol on 
Indian lands. 

Presenter
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La flesh pi caw



EFFORTS

“I believe in 
prevention, more than 
I believe in prescribing 

medicines.”



She learned the difficulties all Indians and many women 
faced after the death of her husband. 

Minors had to have 
a legal guardian 
who could prove 
competency on 

their behalf to 
receive any lands 

held in Government 
trust. 

The guardianship 
and competency 

paperwork 
requirement was 

usually beyond the 
abilities of most  
natives – so why 

was it there?



CRUSADER

• As she became 
aware of the land 
fraud committed by 
a syndicate of men 
on and around the 
Omaha reservation, 
her outrage drove 
her to action. 



PUBLIC 
ADVOCATE

• Her education allowed her to 
aid her people now in another 
way: She helped them fill out 
the paperwork designed to 
prevent them from claiming  
their lands, and their 
inheritance. 



CRUSADER

• As she became 
aware of the land 
fraud committed by 
a syndicate of men 
on and around the 
Omaha reservation, 
her outrage drove 
her to action. 
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Her efforts would drive her to become the most important member of the community, and to region, and to her people. The daughter of a chief, she could not become chief due to her gender. Yet she was the power and the authority in the community for many, many years. She was the best known voice in Nebraska for Indian affairs in discussions with the State. And her words were heard beyond the region by Congress, for many years. 



CRUSADER

• Her voice would be heard in 
the state capital, the federal 
halls of Congress, and on the 
road to speak to members of 
other tribes. 
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PUBLIC ADVOCATE

• The daughter of a chief, she could not become chief due to 
her gender. Yet she was recognized as the true authority in 
the region for many, many years.

• She was the best known voice in Nebraska for Indian affairs 
in discussions with the State. And her words were heard 
beyond the region by Congress, for many years. 



PUBLIC 
ADVOCATE

• Her dream of a hospital was 
still a dream – and she 
decided it was time to change 
that.  



PUBLIC 
ADVOCATE

• She would personally raise 
$8,000, and the hospital would 
be built – with no government 
funding. 



BUT…

• By the time that the 
new hospital was built 
in Walthill in 1913, she 
was too frail to be its 
sole administrator



BUT…

• But it would survive her, and for 
40 years, provide healthcare 
for natives and whites on the 
Omaha reservation.



TODAY
• Her legacy of hard 

work and 
determination 
continue to inspire 
many yet today. 



A QUARTER 
CENTURY OF 
ADVOCACY



SUSAN LA FLESCHE

Things to Consider: 

1 – Was Susan La Flesche an aberration, or a forerunner?

2 – What allowed Susan La Flesche to overcome roadblocks 
that stopped so many others before and since?

3 – Did Susan La Flesche have a lasting influence on our 
region?  On our country? 



REGIONAL GREATS
Consider La Flesche: 
• Did where she was born and raised have an impact? 

• Was it a positive impact? A negative one?

• Has regionalism declined? If so, does where you are born still 
matter today?

• At the end of the session, can you point out a place where you 
see her regional roots showing through?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
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YOUR THOUGHTS?

Do you know more about Susan La Flesche than you did when you 
started?

Do you know more about the events in between the Native Americans 
and the U.S. in the all important years from 1850 to 1910?

Can you name something that stood out to you in this class?

Feel free to email me your answers! russgifford@russgifford.net

mailto:rgifford@russgifford.net?subject=WJBryan%20Class%20Feedback


FOR FURTHER READING
Susan La Flesche served her community, and her region.   His 

interest was in the health and the advancement of people in rural 
Nebraska.

Reading of her experiences also informs you of a vital but 
overlooked time in American history, as life changed radically for 

Native Americans. 

It is the beginning of the reservation system, the last of the Indian 
uprisings, the closing of the frontier, and the eventual dispersing of 

the majority of the land held by Native Americans. 

It is also the time of final recognition by the American legal system 
of Native Americans as people with rights as Americans.     
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