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The Sioux are generally considered to be American Indians. The feather-bonnetted, tipi-dwelling, horse-riding, buffalo-hunting Sioux warrior is, for many people around the world, the image of the American Indian. By the 1870s, most Sioux had entered into treaty relationships with the American government — northern Lakota bands under Sitting Bull and other leaders being major exceptions. In so doing, they became %merican' Indians in the eyes of the American and Canadian governments, and in the eyes of subsequent scholars. This designation has, in many ways, determined how the history of Sioux peoples has been written. In the United States, the history of the nineteenth-century Sioux has largely been the story of their opposition to American encroachment on their lands. Sioux opposition to the reduction of their reservations in Minnesota led to the Dakota Conflict of 1862. Their opposition to army posts constructed to protect American travellers on the Bozeman Trail to the Montana goldfields culminated in Red Cloud's War in the 1860s, and opposition to gold miners in the Black Hills and to railroads in the Yellowstone Valley led to the Great Sioux War of 1876/77. The Ghost Dancers were massacred at Wounded Knee in 1890, thus putting an end to any further Sioux resistance. By the end of the century, the Sioux had been exiled to reservations.

The writing of Sioux history will profit if we recognize the Sioux not as American Indians but as a people of the borderlands. Great Britain and the United States agreed in 1818 that the 49th parallel would serve as the boundary between their respective territories from the Lake of the Woods to the Rocky Mountains. This boundary, drawn on European maps but not demarcated on the ground, went unrecognized by the Sioux and other native peoples of the Northern Plains for much of the century. Yet the people of the western interior were well aware of the differences among the American, British, and Canadian traders who ventured into the area, and they noted differences in the range and quality of goods they offered. The Sioux preferred the British, and to prevent American traders from encroaching on the pays d'en haut, their young men fought alongside the British during both the American Revolution and the War of 1812. At the conclusion of the latter war, some Sioux groups travelled to St Louis to sign treaties of peace with the United States government, while others wished to remain trading partners of the British.

They were regular, if usually unwelcome, visitors to the British colony on the Red River of the North. The movement of Sioux peoples to the north-west and into the Anglo-American borderlands became more pronounced as the century progressed. After the Dakota conflict of the 1860s, many Dakota groups fled to the borderlands, visiting settlements in both Rupert's Land (the territory of the Hudson's Bay Company, now much of Western Canada) and Dakota Territory, and establishing close ties with Yanktonai groups. By the end of the decade, Dakotas, Yanktonais, and Yanktons who had entered the area from farther down the Missouri River were moving into the Milk River country, where they were joined by Northern Lakota bands that had recently taken possession from the Crows of the country to the south, between the Missouri and Yellowstone rivers. 

By the mid-nineteenth century, the Sioux of the borderlands were readily identifiable groups. They were Dakotas under leaders such as Standing Buffalo and White Cap, Yanktonais under Medicine Bear and Black ~atfish, Yanktons under Struck by the Ree, and Northern Lakotas, especially Hunkpapas, under leaders like Black Moon, Four Homs and Sitting Bull. They inhabited the plains, badlands, and river valleys from the QurAppelle River in the north to the Yellowstone River in the south. Fort Peck, run by the American firm of Durfee and Peck, was a favoured trading post. However, as early as the 1860s, Lakotas and Yanktonais travelled north in hopes of trading at the Hudson's Bay Company's Fort Qu'Appelle. When Sitting Bull and other Lakota leaders took their followers north to Canada following the Great Sioux War of 1876/77, their pathway was already in place and well-traveled.

The Sioux exploited the boundary tactically. The decision of some to move to British territory in the 1860s and 1870s was predicated on the knowledge that American troops would not follow them across the boundary, which they conceived of as a “mysterious trail”. Sioux leaders petitioned representatives of both the Canadian and American governments for land, testing which government would grant them better treatment. And the Sioux took advantage of trading opportunities made possible by their location in the borderlands: Métis traders supplied the Sioux with goods that were contraband in the United States, such as firearms and ammunition, because they were close enough to the border to evade American authorities if pursued.

The story of the Great Sioux War of 1876/77 and of Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer's defeat at the battle of the Little Bighorn, for example, has become entrenched in the mythology and historiography of the American West. The interpretation and analysis of each event, particularly the Custer fight, have become cottage industries. The best recent ethnohistorical material attempts to give voice to Sioux perspectives. Raymond DeMallie, in particular, has been instrumental in publishing manuscripts written or dictated by Sioux people, and in demonstrating their value for the ethnohistorical method. However, the history of Sioux peoples in the Anglo-American borderlands has been largely overlooked due to historians' national perspectives. Much of the research on the Dakota Conflict focuses on the war itself rather than on the activities of those Sioux who fled to the plains during its aftermath. The career of the elder Standing Buffalo provides ample evidence of this: Canadian historians have been interested only in Standing Buffalo's interviews with Canadian government officials. At the same time, Americans have looked only at his talks with American authorities. Gary Clayton Anderson's biography of the Mdewakanton leader, Little Crow, included a chapter on his people's flight to Rupert's Land in the 1860s, but went no further. Anderson's account of Dakota-European relations in the Upper Mississippi Valley also ends in 1862, and mentions the northward migration of Dakota peoples even more briefly. Although Peter Douglas Elias's study of the Dakotas in Canada, the only book-length study of this topic, begins with the archaeological record of Dakota peoples in what is now Canada, his discussion of modern Canadian Sioux communities begins with their departure from the United States following the warfare of 1862, where his American counterparts' works generally end." 

The lack of attention to the northern borderlands has had a tremendous impact on our perceptions of the Lakotas in the mid to late 1800s. When Joseph Manzione reviewed published accounts of the aftermath of the battle at the Little Bighorn, he concluded that the Lakotas apparently "disappeared as soon as the dust had settled from the clear Montana air." The Lakotas had not, of course, vanished. Most went to the American Indian agencies along the Missouri River, but others sought refuge in Canada. In doing so, they disappeared from the pages of American history. In American history books, the Great Sioux War ended when the army sent in additional troops to crush the last native resistance. Rarely is more than a paragraph given to those Lakotas who sought survival north of the border; they are no longer subjects for American history. Canadian historians pick up the history of the Lakotas in 1876, only after they have become subjects of Canadian history. The result has been the creation of two separate histories — the first ending at the forty-ninth parallel, where the second begins.

Historians who have examined the flight of the Lakota people to Canada have tried to make it relevant to an existing debate or tradition within either Canadian or American history. For John Peter Turner, who published an official history of the North-West Mounted Police in 1950 and was the first historian in Canada to take the Lakotas seriously, the Sioux contributed to the heroic, much mythologized story of the force's early years. The Lakotas who participated in the battle at the Little Bighorn were "a horde of savages" and "Ved devils"; those who fled to Canada were "a regular mob" and "a horde of lawless people" who repeatedly threatened trouble. Turner conceded that the Lakota were never a real threat or problem of any sort during their sojourn in Canada. Nevertheless, he needed a foil against which the NWMP could be tested. There was also something in Turner of the popular debate over the merits of Canadian and American Indian policies. Of course, Turner supported Canadian policy. In his treatment, "Sitting Bull had proven himself more or less amenable to Canadian jurisdiction, thanks to tactful handling by Superintendent [James Morrow] Walsh and others.” Luckily, "the wildest and most dreaded Indians of the North American plains had bowed dom willingly, almost abjectly, to the humane firmness of the North-West Mounted police.”

The first American to discuss the Lakota exodus, the Battle of the Little Bighorn was a minor event. The events that followed it, including the migration to Canada, were far more significant as they "precipitated a crisis in the recently acquired territories of the Dominion,... [and] threw a chill over Canadian-American relations. His emphasis on the international complications arising from the Lakotas' migration was a significant departure from Turner and a major contribution to the literature, but, in other respects, his treatment was similar. Like Turner, Sharp accepted as fact the superiority of Canadian Indian policy, writing in 1955, "Against a background of violence and hatred south of the forty-ninth parallel, the Canadian government conceived and executed an orderly, well-planned, and honorable policy." He portrayed the encounter between warlike Lakota and humane police as a delicate situation deftly handled by the Canadians. "Superintendent Walsh," he wrote, Vaced a crucial assignment. With a handful of men, he must police warriors who had defied entire American armies.

Mistakes at this point could touch off an Indian war, destroying everything the police had accomplished during their three years on the plains. Fortunately, Major Walsh possessed unusual skill in Indian negotiations." All the stereotypical characters who inhabited the pages of Turner's North-West Mounted Police can be found in Sharp's Whoop-Up Country. Since the 1950s, the history of the Lakota experience in Canada has been marginalized, reduced to a footnote in Western history with little significance to most historians. The first major study of the North-West Mounted Police since Turner, for example, discuçsed the Lakotas in a mere four paragraphs. " American accounts of the Lakota exodus to Canada typically present these events within the narrow context of Lakota-American relations, and especially in discussions about the aftermath of the Battle of the Little Bighorn. In such accounts, the Lakotas' experiences in Canada are reduced to a few paragraphs, or even a single sentence. One reason is that the subject does not fit into American history.

Historical problems, when defined by modern political boundaries in North America, limit the kinds of questions and approaches we bring to the study of Aboriginal history. Boundary populations and their history remain marginal to the concerns of Western American and Western Canadian historiography. And yet, a bordetlands paradigm offers new vistas and results in significant new conclusions. Borderlands people, unlike those living in areas deep within the territorial limits of a newcomer state, interacted with two different settler societies. They were confronted by, among other things, two distinct sets of government policies vis-à-vis Western lands and Western Indians, two distinct groups of missionaries sent from different eastern cities, and two distinct experiences with European forms of law enforcement. 

Studying borderlands experiences offers fresh perspectives on how Aboriginal peoples responded to settler societies. In some ways, Aboriginal peoples tended to ignore the boundary. They moved back and forth across the border repeatedly, continuing to hunt, trap, and gather food, just as they had always done. But they also began to use the boundary for their own purposes. Sometimes, entire bands presented themselves to government agents in both countries for rations and presents; occasionally
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