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 In the winter of 1787-88, a Native elder named Saukamappee held a lengthy 

conversation with the Canadian fur trader, David Thompson, about the days of his youth. 

Saukamappee was born a Cree (from the Canadian subartic) but later married into his wife’s 

Piegan/Piikani/Pikuni tribe of the wider Blackfeet confederacy, whose territory stretched from 

the Saskatchewan River on the north southward to just below the modern border between Alberta 

and Montana. Thompson was among the first white people to deal with the Blackfeet. 

Saukamappee told him about several seismic changes that affected Native people on the northern 

Plains in the early eighteenth century. The Piegans’ enemies, the Shoshones or Snakes, acquired 

horses from groups like the Paiutes, Utes, and Comanches farther south in the Rocky Mountains. 

The Shoshones used these horses (or “big dogs”) to claim hunting grounds on the northwest 

Plains from the Piegan Blackfeet. Meanwhile, the Blackfeet began to acquire muskets, powder, 

shot, and various metal goods from two groups of Indian middlemen: the Crees delivered them 

such goods from the Hudson’s Bay Company trade post on Hudson Bay, far to the north; the 

Assiniboines also trafficked these items from French posts in the western Great Lakes. In 

exchange, those groups acquired Blackfeet beaver pelts, which they traded back to the Europeans 

for more manufactured goods. The simultaneous arrival of horses from the southwest and 

munitions from the north and east transformed Native life on the northern Plains. So did 

smallpox, which followed intertribal, down-the-line trade deep into the continent. Saukamappee's 

account is a rare glimpse into how colonial forces (in this instance, horses, guns, and disease) 

could affect Indigenous people half a continent away from the closest center of colonial 

population and power. It also shows how they could harness those forces to their own ends. 

 

 

Primary Source 

 

 The Peeagans were always the frontier Tribe, and upon whom the Snake Indians made 

their attacks, these latter were very numerous, even without their allies; and the Peeagans had to 

send messengers among us to procure help. Two of them came to the camp of my father, and I 

was then about his age (pointing to a Lad of about sixteen years) he promised to come and bring 

some of his people, the Nahathaways with him, for I am myself of that people, and not of  

those with whom I am. My father brought about twenty warriors with him. There were a few 

guns amongst us, but very little ammunition, and they were left to hunt for the families; Our 

weapons was a Lance, mostly pointed with iron, some few of stone, A Bow and a quiver of 

Arrows; the Bows were of Larch, the length came to the chin; the quiver had about fifty arrows, 
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of which ten had iron points, the others were headed with stone. He carried his knife on his 

breast and his axe in his belt. Such was my fathers weapons, and those with him had much the 

same weapons. I had a Bow and Arrows and a knife, of which I was very proud. We came to the 

Peeagans and their allies. They were camped in the Plains on the left bank of the River (the north 

side) and were a great many. We were feasted, a great War Tent was made, and a few days 

passed in speeches, feasting and dances. A war chief was elected by the chiefs, and we got ready 

to march. Our spies had been out and had seen a large camp of the Snake Indians on the Plains of 

the Eagle Hill, and we had to cross the River in canoes, and on rafts, which we carefully secured 

for our retreat. When we had crossed and numbered our men, we were about 350 warriors (this 

he showed by counting every finger to be ten, and holding up both hands three times and then 

one hand) they had their scouts out, and came to meet us. Both parties made a great show of their 

numbers, and I thought that they were more numerous than ourselves.  

 

 After some singing and dancing, they sat down on the ground, and placed their large 

shields before them, which covered them: We did the same, but our shields were not so many, 

and some of our shields had to shelter two men. Theirs were all placed touching each other; their 

Bows were not so long as ours, but of better wood, and the back covered with the sinews of the 

Bisons which made them very elastic, and their arrows went a long way and whizzed about us as 

balls do from guns. They were all headed with a sharp, smooth, black stone (flint) which broke 

when it struck anything. Our iron headed arrows did not go through their shields, but stuck in 

them; On both sides several were wounded, but none lay on the ground; and night put an end to 

the battle, without a scalp being taken on either side, and in those days such was the result, 

unless one party was more numerous than the other. The great mischief of war then, was as now, 

by attacking and destroying small camps of ten to thirty tents, which are obliged to separate for 

hunting: I grew to be a man, became a skilfull and fortunate hunter, and my relations procured 

me a Wife. She was young and handsome and we were fond of each other. We had passed a 

winter together, when Messengers came from our allies to claim assistance.  

 

 By this time the affairs of both parties had much changed; we had more guns and iron 

headed arrows than before; but our enemies the Snake Indians and their allies had Misstutim 

(Big Dogs, that is Horses) on which they rode, swift as the Deer, on which they dashed at the 

Peeagans, and with their stone Pukamoggan knocked them on the head, and they had thus lost 

several of their best men. This news we did not well comprehend and it alarmed us, for we had 

no idea of Horses and could not make out what they were. Only three of us went and I should not 

have gone, had not my wife's relations frequently intimated, that her father's medicine bag would 

be honored by the scalp of a Snake Indian. When we came to our allies, the great War Tent [was 

made] with speeches, feasting and dances as before; and when the War Chief had viewed us all it 

was found between us and the Stone Indians we had ten guns and each of us about thirty balls, 

and powder for the war, and we were considered the strength of the battle. After a few days 

march our scouts brought us word that the enemy was near in a large war party, but had no 

Horses with them, for at that time they had very few of them. When we came to meet each other, 

as usual, each displayed their numbers, weapons and shiel[d]s, in all which they were superior to 

us, except our guns which were not shown, but kept in their leathern cases, and if we had shown 

[them], they would have taken them for long clubs. For a long time they held us in suspense; a 

tall Chief was forming a strong party to make an attack on our centre, and the others to enter into 

combat with those opposite to them; We prepared for the battle the best we could. Those of us 
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who had guns stood in the front line, and each of us [had] two balls in his mouth, and a load of 

powder in his left hand to reload.  

 

 We noticed they had a great many short stone clubs for close combat, which is a 

dangerous weapon, and had they made a bold attack on us, we must have been defeated as they 

were more numerous and better armed than we were, for we could have fired our guns no more 

than twice; and were at a loss what to do on the wide plain, and each Chief encouraged his men 

to stand firm. Our eyes were all on the tall Chief and his motions, which appeared to be contrary 

to the advice of several old Chiefs, all this time we were about the strong flight of an arrow from 

each other. At length the tall chief retired and they formed their long usual line by placing their 

shields on the ground to touch each other, the shield having a breadth of full three feet or more. 

We sat down opposite to them and most of us waited for the night to make a hasty retreat. The 

War Chief was close to us, anxious to see the effect of our guns. The lines were too far asunder 

for us to make a sure shot, and we requested him to close the line to about sixty yards, which was 

gradually done, and lying flat on the ground behind the shields, we watched our opportunity 

when they drew their bows to shoot at us, their bodies were then exposed and each of us, as 

opportunity offered, fired with deadly aim, and either killed, or severely wounded, every one we 

aimed at.  

 

 The War Chief was highly pleased, and the Snake Indians finding so many killed and 

wounded kept themselves behind their shields; the War Chief then desired we would spread 

ourselves by two's throughout the line, which we did, and our shots caused consternation and 

dismay along their whole line. The battle had begun about Noon, and the Sun was not yet half 

down, when we perceived some of them had crawled away from their shields, and were taking to 

flight. The War Chief seeing this went along the line and spoke to every Chief to keep his Men 

ready for a charge of the whole line of the enemy, of which he would give the signal; this was 

done by himself stepping in front with his Spear, and calling on them to follow him as he rushed 

on their line, and in an instant the whole of us followed him, the greater part of the enemy took to 

flight, but some fought bravely and we lost more than ten killed and many wounded; Part of us 

pursued, and killed a few, but the chase had soon to be given over, for at the body of every Snake 

Indian killed, there were five or six of us trying to get his scalp, or part of his clothing, his 

weapons, or something as a trophy of the battle. As there were only three of us, and seven of our 

friends, the Stone Indians, we did not interfere, and got nothing. . . .  

 

 The terror of that battle and of our guns has prevented any more general battles, and our 

wars have since been carried by ambuscade and surprize, of small camps, in which we have 

greatly the advantage, from the Guns, arrow shods of iron, long knives, flat bayonets and axes 

from the Traders. While we have these weapons, the Snake Indians have none, but what few they 

sometimes take from one of our small camps which they have destroyed, and they have no 

Traders among them. We thus continued to advance through the fine plains to the Stag River 

when death came over us all, and swept away more than half of us by the Small pox, of which 

we knew nothing until it brought death among us. We caught it from the Snake Indians. Our 

Scouts were out for our security, when some returned and informed us of a considerable camp 

which was too large to attack and something very suspicious about it; from a high knowl they 

had a good view of the camp, but saw none of the men hunting, or going about; there were a few 

Horses, but no one came to them, and a herd of Bisons [were] feeding close to the camp with 
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other herds near. This somewhat alarmed us as a stratagem of War; and our Warriors thought this 

camp had a larger not far off; so that if this camp was attacked which was strong enough to offer 

a desperate resistance, the other would come to their assistance and overpower us as had been 

once done by them, and in which we lost many of our men.  

 

 The council ordered the Scouts to return and go beyond this camp, and be sure there 

was no other. In the mean time we advanced our camp; The scouts returned and said no other 

tents were near, and the camp appeared in the same state as before. Our Scouts had been going 

too much about their camp and were seen; they expected what would follow, and all those that 

could walk, as soon as night came on, went away. Next morning at the dawn of day, we attacked 

the Tents, and with our sharp flat daggers and knives, cut through the tents and entered for the 

fight; but our war whoop instantly stopt, our eyes were appalled with terror; there was no one to 

fight with but the dead and the dying, each a mass of corruption. We did not touch them, but left 

the tents, and held a council on what was to be done. We all thought the Bad Spirit had made 

himself master of the camp and destroyed them. It was agreed to take some of the best of the 

tents, and any other plunder that was clean and good, which we did, and also took away the few 

Horses they had, and returned to our camp.  

 

 The second day after this dreadful disease broke out in our camp, and spread from one 

tent to another as if the Bad Spirit carried it. We had no belief that one Man could give it to 

another, any more than a wounded Man could give his wound to another. We did not suffer so 

much as those that were near the river, into which they rushed and died. We had only a little 

brook, and about one third of us died, but in some of the other camps there were tents in which 

every one died. When at length it left us, and we moved about to find our people, it was no 

longer with the song and the dance; but with tears, shrieks, and howlings of despair for those 

who would never return to us. War was no longer thought of, and we had enough to do to hunt 

and make provision for our families, for in our sickness we had consumed all our dried 

provisions; but the Bisons and Red Deer were also gone, we did not see one half of what was 

before, whither they had gone we could not tell, we believed the Good Spirit had forsaken us, 

and allowed the Bad Spirit to become our Master. What little we could spare we offered to the 

Bad Spirit to let us alone and go to our enemies. To the Good Spirit we offered feathers, 

branches of trees, and sweet smelling grass. Our hearts were low and dejected, and we shall 

never be again the same people. 

 


