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PREFACE 
The Ponca (or, as they call themselves, P'uinka') are one of the five tribes of the Dhegiha group of 

the Siouan stock, and are closely related to the Omaha, Osage, Kansa, and Quapaw. The history of the 
Ponca traces their migration from the time of their traditional separation with the Omaha from the 
Osage and Kansa on the Missouri; whence they ascended a northern tributary to Minnesota, where 
they resided near the pipestone quarry until attacked by the Sioux and driven back southwest to Lake 
Andes, South Dakota. There the Omaha and Ponca traditions say they obtained their sacred pipes and 
their gentes originated. Eventually they settled on the Niobrara River and remained there until 
removed by the United States Government. In 1906 there were 225 Ponca in Nebraska and 600 in 
Oklahoma, near White Eagle and Ponca City, where the writer visited them in June and July, 1914. 
The following data are the result of two days' work with Charles Collins and Big-goose as informants. 
No claim for the completeness of these notes is suggested, and they are published at this time 
principally because there is so little known of Ponca culture and the material is needed for comparison. 

In material culture the Ponca are of the Plains type with leanings toward the Central Algonkin 
whom they probably once resembled. Old photographs and daguerreotypes, supplemented by 
descriptions received from my informants, go to show that at one time the two-piece open skirt 
woman's garment of Central Algonkin type was used, together with soft-soled moccasins. For many 
years these have been worn only by women who have been tattooed. The ordinary females use the 
typical one-piece Plains garment. 

The Ponca say that when they resided in Nebraska they lived in earth-lodges like those of the 
Omaha, but these were given up by that portion of the tribe now in Oklahoma soon after their arrival. 
One was made there as lateas1880. They declare that they never used the bark wigwam, but had 
buffalo hide tipis with the three-pole foundation. In all twelve to thirty poles were used in setting up 
such a lodge. There were sockets in the ear flaps of the lodge to receive the setting poles. Pottery 
vessels of native make were formerly in vogue. 

Little is known of Ponca mythology. Icjtniki is the culture hero, and the widespread tale of adultery 
through a tent wall occurs. 

The literature on the Ponca is meager, the following titles being the most important: Siouan 
Sociology (Fifteenth Annual Report, Bureau of Ethnology); A Study of Siouan Cults (Eleventh Annual 
Report, Bureau of American Ethnology); Omaha Sociology (Third Annual Report, Bureau of 
American Ethnology) by J. 0. Dorsey; The Ponca Sun Dance (Field Columbian Museum, 
Anthropological Series) by George A. Dorsey; The Omaha Tribe (Twenty-seventh Annual Report, 
Bureau of American Ethnology), by Alice C. Fletcher and Francis La Flesche. 
 
March, 1915. 
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INTRODUCTION 
According to Big-goose, the hel'ocka, exgahre, tokala, and sun dance are the oldest Ponca "dances." 

Membership in them was possible to anyone, while the medicine dance (wacicka) and buffalo dance 
societies were waxobi (powerful) and hard of admission. These latter he said were all built on the same 
pattern, had the same number of officers, and the like. 
A similar distinction was known to the Omaha, for J. 0. Dorsey states: 
The dancing societies of the Omahas and Ponkas may be divided into the following classes: 1. Those 
which are "waqube," or sacred, including those connected with the practice of medicine. 2. Those that 
are "dwacudce-alica'," or connected with bravery and war. 3. Those that are "djawa-dica'," or merely 
for social pleasure. They admit of another classification, i. e., 1, Those of native origin; and, 2, such as 
have been introduced or purchased from other tribes.' 

Dorsey further speaks of certain ukikunece or feasting societies of three kinds, one for men, one for 
young men, and one for youths in their teens. I gained no data on these from the Ponca from my 
informants, and among the Omaha they were extinct in Dorsey's time. 

It was necessary for a person not an hereditary chief who was socially ambitious, and hoped for a 
chieftaincy, to join most if not all of the societies, preferably as a leader, and thus become known. He 
must feast them and lavish gifts on every one. He must next become a soldier, or brave (wa-n1icg), 
then have his daughter tattooed, his children's ears pierced, and lastly, have received the pipe dance on 
several occasions from other tribes. 
After which he was looked upon as a chief, though apparently no one could ever become as high as an 
hereditary chief. 
 

MEN'S SOCIETIES 
HEL'OCKA 

According to Charlie Collins, this society originated among the Ponca, and was founded by a 
woman who dreamed she went to another world where she saw Indians dancing. There was another 
form of the dance called can hel'ocka which is said to have been borrowed from the Sioux. The Ponca 
claim that they took the society to the Kansa. 

When the young people wish to get up a hel'ocka lodge, four youths get together and choose a man 
to take care of the drum and the hel'ocka round house in which the dancing is to be done and prepare 
the feasts. They take a pipe to him, and if he accepts, he is committed to the office. Besides the "drum 
owner," (nerhexgakogelithere) are the following officers:- 
8 leaders (nodahunga) 
2 tails (sinde) 
8 drummers (xoka) 
4 women singers (bolaze) to sit behind the men 
2 judges (wawethihethiun) who sell the horses and other gifts made by individuals to the society as a 
whole and act as treasurers of the proceeds. 
1 date setter for the dance (ohanithigthuin) who also tells what food to cook for the feasts. 
1 pipe lighter (ninithanW). No one can light a pipe for himself during this ceremony. 
2 starters, or whip bearers (wanacts) 
2 waiters (ohancigre) 
2 heralds, or announcers (wa'gra) 

Braves only are allowed to wear the feather dance bustles and deer hair roaches during the 
ceremony. All wore their war honor feathers, etc., while dancing. None wore grass. 

During one particular song, the bravest man present is called up to dance in a circle of other 
dancers who dance "in a stationary position" while he dances in a circle round and round. Suddenly, he 
falls over as though he were shot and all whoop. This is repeated four times. The dance is called 
ex'gianwatcigahre. The brave wears the feather bustle. 

There is a certain song during which only a man who has been brave enough to give away a 
woman can dance. Sometimes during this ceremony a man would rise and say, "I give my wife away 



and who ever gets her shall have a horse." Collins knew a woman who stabbed her husband to death 
during a hel'ocka performance because he thus publicly disposed of her. 

The hel'ocka helps people mourn for their dead, and makes collections of gifts for bereaved people 
to help dry their tears. When other tribes come to visit these people, they entertain them, and also take 
up collections for outsiders who ask for help. No matter how poor a man is he is not helped unless he 
asks for it. 

J. 0. Dorsey (c, 330) gives somewhat similar data for the Omaha. 
The Orphans. This is a modern society, dating back only thirty years and is really only a lodge of 

the hel'ocka. It was originally called hel'ocka sinje," or hel'ocka tails, because all the members were 
youths, but there was a certain man and his wife who frequently befriended them, and when the 
woman died the others called them "orphans." Other local lodges of the hel'ocka had similar names. 

Can Hel'ocka. This dance is said to have been just like the ordinary hel'ocka, save that the 
members shaved their foreheads and the sides of their heads. When they danced they let their hair hang 
loose. This is said to be the reason why it was called can hel'ocka or Sioux hel'ocka. 

 
NOT-AFRAID-TO-DIE 

The exga'hre or not-afraid-to-die was the first society that Big-goose joined. He was made the 
bearer of a straight spear, with black and white spiral stripes, and wore a war-bonnet. There was 
another officer who carried a spear, crooked at one end, and wound with otter fur and bearing pendant 
white eagle feathers. There were four war-bonnet wearers whose headdresses were adorned with split 
buffalo horns, and two others who bore buffalo rawhide rattles, adorned with little horns. The society 
was composed of:- 
2 straight spear bearers 
2 crooked spear bearers 
4 horn bonnet wearers 
2 rattle bearers 
4 drummers, each of whom had a little drum 
4 female singers 
2 food carriers or waiters 
1 whip bearer 
1 herald 
X members 

In dancing all stood in a row and danced up and down, remaining "stationary." The rattle carriers 
stood at each end of the line. The whip carrier beat those who became tired to make them dance. If he 
hurt anyone badly he would count one of his coups, telling how he had once hurt someone badly in 
battle. 

The spear bearers were supposed never to flee. They struck their lances into the ground and fought 
beside them. During a fight with the Cheyenne one spearman was severely wounded, but stuck to his 
place until he was saved. When given the spears, the bearers were told that they were expected to die 
in defense of the tribe. 

J. 0. Dorsey (c, 352) records this society among the Omaha under the title of T'e gaxe watci, the 
dance of those expecting to die. 

 
ISKAIYUHA 

Big-goose claimed that he "owned" the Iskaiyuha society at nineteen. The society was then young, 
but it afterwards grew stronger, and he was given the drum to keep. 
6 leaders (four of whom carried crooked spears and could not flee in war) 
8 drummers    2 waiters 
1 drum owner    1 herald 
4 female singers   x members 
2 tails 



Outsiders made costumes for the members and received ponies for their trouble. The uniform was 
composed of a heavy cloth shirt covered with lots of little silver brooches, buckskin leggings, beaded 
moccasins, eagle feathers on the head, and a long leather strip bearing silver buckles of graduated sizes 
hanging from the scalplock until it touched the ground. Brass bracelets and rings were also worn. The 
four crooked spears were wrapped with otter fur and hung with eagle feathers. 

The drum owner had to care for and feed visitors from other tribes. If there were too many of them 
he would call on his fellow members to help him out saying that the strangers came to visit all of them 
and not him alone. Then the society would give a dance and make donations toward the common 
cause. In fair weather the society would dance in front of rich men's lodges in the hope of receiving 
presents. 

Thadjoke is another name for this society. Dorsey gives Gak'exe as still another synonym. The 
name iskaiyuha suggests that this dance came from the Teton-Dakota. He also refers to a distinct dance 
called the caduxe, which may be my thadjoke. 
 

TOKALA 
The officers of the tokala were: 

6 leaders      1 whip bearer 
4 drummers, each with a small drum   1 herald 
2 women singers     2 tails 

The officers wore buckskin shirts fringed down the front and back, and leggings. The others went 
nearly naked or stripped to the clout. All painted with yellow, shaved the hair except for a roach; about 
the head they wore a strip of skunk skin to which the upper jaws of these animals were attached. From 
the forehead on either side strings of bone beads reaching nearly to the waist were attached to the hair. 
A crow skin was tied to the back of the head, and red feathers were worn in the hair. All bore rattles. 

When dancing the "tails" were allowed to perform near the leaders, something which no other 
society permitted. They danced in a circle, and the whip bearer or "soldier," stripped to the clout and 
painted yellow, mounted and rode about the outside whipping those who did not dance. The t'okala 
were rivals of the m'owadani, and whenever possible stole their wives or held illicit intercourse with 
them, and vice versa. 

J. 0. Dorsey says "The Tukala dance was obtained from the Dakotas by the Ponkas who taught it to 
the Omahas." 
 

MOWADANI 
The officers of the m'owadani or Mandan dance were:- 
6 leaders   2 tails 
8 drummers   1 whip bearer 
2 female singers  1 herald 
2 waiters 

Instead of the four small drums of the tokala the m'owadani had one large instrument made from a 
hollow log with heads of buffalo rawhide. It was supported by four crooked sticks, and was covered 
with red strouding from which a dozen eagle feathers were hung. The eight drummers were also 
provided with buffalo hoof rattles. 

The leaders dressed in buckskin suits, used buffalo robes painted red inside. All members painted 
in red as opposed to the yellow of the t'okala, 
and wore owl feathers on the head. 

They might not pick up anything that they lost, but any bystander might take it. If thrown by a 
horse they might not touch it, though anyone else could step up and appropriate it. These or similar 
customs are found among the Iowa. Like the t'okala, they danced about the camps to receive presents. 

The m'owadani delighted to steal the wives of the t'8kala, and, if they learned that their own 
women were intimate with their rivals, they would publicly give them away at the next dance. 

J. 0. Dorsey says of this dance that the Ponca obtained it from the Dakota and taught it to the 
Omaha, who had not danced it since 1853. 



WOMEN CATCHERS 
This was a club of young fellows who gathered to boast over their feminine conquests and 

adventures. They boasted of their elopements, and also of their success in touching women's genitalia. 
The Ponca, like the Dakota and Crow, had the custom of crawling up to lodges at night, locating the 
women's beds, thrusting their arms under the tent, and trying to touch them. 

One custom of the society was for a member to catch a joking relative, a brother-in-law or a 
nephew, as a rule, even if he was also a member of the society, strip him, and back the victim close to 
the fire while boasting of his conquests. For instance, the captor might say: "Last winter, I ran off with 
five women." He would shove his relative closer to the fire, and continue, at each boast further 
scorching his victim. If the captive or his friends could get no one to come up and boast of a similar or 
worse deed than any of his captors, the prisoner might be badly scorched. However, he might not take 
offence, and received a present from his tormentors afterwards. 

A similar custom, connected with war exploits, was found among the Plains Cree. It is said that the 
Ponca women also got together and boasted of their lovers, but there seemed to be no definite society 
for so doing. 

 
MEDICINE BUNDLE DANCE 

Nothing was learned of this dance (makanwatcigaxri), save that it was a sacred function held in the 
spring in honor of the waxobi, or sacred bundles. 
 

SUN DANCE 
No data were obtained on this, the most elaborate and important of Ponca ceremonies 

(nedambiwatcigaxre). J. 0. Dorsey declares that the Ponca obtained this ceremony from the Dakota. 
George A. Dorsey, has given an extended illustrated account of this spectacular dance. The object of 
the dance, according to my Ponca informants, was to obtain rain for the crops. Although it had not 
been held for seven years it was decided to revive the dance during the dry summer of 1914, but for 
some reason this was not done, probably because of white opposition. 

 
CALUMET DANCE 

No details were gathered as to the calumet dance (wawan watci), but from specimens seen and 
remarks made by the Ponca this is without doubt the regular sacred pipestem dance of the neighboring 
tribes. Two feathered wands, male and female, a rattle, and a wildcat skin are used. It is taken to 
wealthy individuals of the same or other tribes to obtain horses and to encourage friendly intercourse. 
J. 0. Dorsey says: "The Ponkas are not fully acquainted with the calumet dance. They use but one pipe; 
but the Omahas always have two pipes." I think that the Ponca are now fully informed and use two 
pipes. 

HEYOKA 
Under this name went certain men who, because of some dream which I could not ascertain, 

danced in companies in the spring. They used backward speech, and took food from boiling kettles. 
Some even poured boiling water over themselves. On account of the identity of the title of these 
clowns with the Dakota performers of similar antics, I suspect that the cult is of Teton origin. 

 
THOSE-WHO-IMITATE-MAD-MEN 

These people (called thanigratha) are said to have been entirely distinct from the heyoka and the 
cult is perhaps not of foreign origin. They did ridiculous and foolhardy things, such as crawling up and 
trying to touch a woman's genitals in broad daylight; coming to a stream they would stripoff one 
legging and moccasin and ford it by hopping on the clad leg and carefully protecting the bare one from 
moisture. They were looked upon as clowns and fun-makers and their antics are said not to have been 
significant. 



WOMEN'S DANCES 
TATTOOED WOMEN'S DANCE 

The tattooed women of the tribe had a society of their own who performed a dance called hanhe 
watci. There were six leaders and drums, bells, and rattles were among their paraphernalia. The chiefs 
sang for the women, and they gave a feast along with their dance. The tattooed women were privileged 
to wear certain distinctive clothes, among them soft-soled moccasins with a short front flap on the 
Winnebago and Omaha style. The prevailing type of Ponca moccasins is the rawhide soled Plains 
style. J. 0. Dorsey says of the Omaha hanhe watci, that the women danced during the day and the men 
sang for them. At night the braves danced alone. He does not give it in his list of three Ponca women's 
societies. 
 

NODAN 
This was a woman's society. The officers were: 

6 leaders    2 (some say 4) tails 
8 singers    2 waiters 
8 male singers   1 herald (male) 
2 whip bearers (old widows)  x members 

The society's name was taken from the "nodae," or warpath songs, composed by the braves, with 
which the women used to accompany their dances. The members dressed well and wore many silver 
brooches. It was a sort of helpful and religious society. They helped out the old and blind with gifts, 
clothes, etc. They also gave feasts to the whole tribe. My informants said it was like the hel'ocka. J. 0. 
Dorsey does not list this among his Ponca women's societies. 

 
MEDAL DANCE 

Little was learned of this woman's ceremony, which was called maziskanapi, except that it was like 
other women's dances, the only difference being that the women all wore chiefs' medals about their 
necks. J. 0. Dorsey gives the name of this dance, which he translates as "Those who wear silver 
necklaces," as a Ponca women's dancing society.' He adds the names of two others, pa-catan and 
gat'ana, which I did not get, and which may or may not be synonymous with the titles of dances which 
I noted. 
 

SCALP DANCE 
The pahatoni (or pahrige) was the scalp dance which was performed by women, the officers were 

the same as in the nodan, except that the singers were required to be braves. The women who danced 
bore the scalps tied to short sticks. The ceremony was held the day after the return of a war party. In 
this dance as in all other women's organizations, elderly women were taken by preference. According 
to J. 0. Dorsey a similar dance occurred among the Omaha. 
 

MYSTERY DANCES 
BEAR DANCE 

The matcogahri, or bear dance, was one of the so-called mystery dances, and had four leaders, two 
waiters, and a herald. Before performing, a cedar tree was pulled up by the roots and set up in the 
center of the lodge. During the dance one of the participators would go up and break off a branch and 
scrape off the bark. Then he would circle the lodge four times, show it to the members, and announce 
that he would run it down his throat. He would then thrust it in until the tip barely showed. After a 
moment he would pull it out, and the blood would gush forth. One shaman had the power of thrusting 
the cedar through his flesh into his abdomen. After he pulled it out he merely rubbed the wound and it 
was healed. Still another would swallow a pipe, cause it to pass through his body, and then bring it out 
and lick it. 

Big-goose once saw a man, who was performing in the bear dance, take a muzzle-loading rifle and 
charge it in everyone's presence. Another man circled the tent singing, and on the fourth round he was 
shot by the Indian with the gun; everyone thought he was killed, but he soon sprang up unhurt. Another 



performer took a buffalo robe, had a third man reload the magic gun, and fired it at the robe. There was 
no hole visible, but the bullet was found in the center of the robe. 
 

BUFFALO DANCE 
For the buffalo dance, or pte!watci which was devoted to healing wounds, there were four leaders, 

two waiters, and a herald as officers. This society is now obsolete, as there is little call for the practice 
of surgery because there is no more war. If a man were wounded the buffalo doctors got together and 
squirted water on the wound. They would dance in imitation of the buffalo, wearing robes, buffalo 
horn caps, and tails. They painted only with clay which is the buffalo's pigment. They painted only the 
upper or lower halves of their faces. The buffalo dancers were very waxobi, or powerful. J. 0. Dorsey 
and Fletcher and La Flesche record this dance among the Omaha. 
 

THE MEDICINE DANCE 
This society, which resembled the pebble society of the Omaha, has long been obsolete. What little 

data could he gathered will be published later. 
 

POLITICAL ORGANIZATION 
WAR HONORS AND TITLES 

In order to become a wanuce, or brave, a man had to perform at least one of the following brave 
acts, here given in the order of their importance. 

1. Saving comrade (waginuzhi). For this a warrior was entitled to carry a little boy behind him on 
his horse, when he rode in a sham battle or parade. 

2. Counting coup, especially between the opposing lines (onbisancewiuothan). The right to wear a 
vertical eagle feather was granted for this; for second coup (wexnumba), a slanting feather was worn; 
for third (wex-thabthi), two feathers, cut short off; for fourth (wexdoba), a split feather was the badge. 

3. Wounded severely (kiu). Gives the right to paint the wound red, signifying blood, and to wear a 
red feather. 

4. Horse stealing (cange walize). The right to wear a white shirt or blanket with horse tracks 
marked on it, or to carry a rope, unraveled at the end, or both. 

5. Most on warpath (nodanc'ta). The war-bonnet was one of the badges of such a man provided he 
had done many deeds. So were the roach and eagle feather bustle. All these insignia were worn 
principally at dances and the like. 

It was considered brave to kill a foe, though this act did not rank with the five acts enumerated, 
especially the first four. It entitled the brave to carry a gun or bow while dancing. A man who took a 
scalp was allowed to carry it. 

When a man had become a brave by reason of performing one of the above listed deeds he was 
entitled to appointment as one of the camp police chosen from his society. 

Women often went to war and became braves. They were entitled to carry, but not to wear, 
warrior's insignia in such a case, when in dances. Mr. Collins knew a woman who had rescued her 
husband, and another who had helped to steal horses. The latter carried a whip when she danced. 
 

THE BRAVES OR POLICE 
As police (wanuce) for any occasion the chief would appoint the bravest warriors of some society, 

but not the whole organization. For another occasion he would take men from another society. The 
police, or soldiers, on the buffalo hunt were called pde!wanuce. They had their own lodge, placed near 
that of the chief and caretaker. In it they kept a bundle of sticks, painted red or yellow, one for each 
man in the camp. If they wanted anyone to furnish a feast, they sent him a stick, or they could have one 
of their two heralds call to him, from their tent, even though his lodge were far off, and order him to 
prepare a meal. Only the wealthy and generous were then summoned. 

The soldiers kept order in camp and held back the line so that all charged at once, when on the 
buffalo hunt. Those who disobeyed were punished by a soldier-killing. The man was called out and 
each wanuce would count a coup, saying: "I once hit a man as hard as this," etc., dealing a blow with 



whip or gun butt. The culprit's tent might be destroyed and his horses and dogs shot. He might even 
forfeit his life if he resisted. If he took it in good part, some time within the next four days he would be 
sent for, and led into the soldier's tent where each one would ask "Where did I hit you?" On being 
shown the soldier would make him a present. 

Another thing that the soldiers saw to, was that no one preceded the main party or scouts when 
hunting for buffalo. A man might hunt to one side or the rear as much as he chose. 

On the buffalo hunt, the chiefs appointed a trustworthy man as leader (tce!oneithigthu). As they 
traveled he gave orders when to camp and when to back up, sent out the scouts, etc. If a scout found 
buffalo he would make absolutely sure of it and return. He announced the discovery by making a pile 
of buffalo chips, before the leader's tent, then calling out the leader and kicking them over. This was 
equivalent to taking oath that he had found buffalo and rendered him liable to a soldier-killing if they 
were not there when the camp came up. The leader then ordered a herald to announce the discovery 
through the camp in low tones and all broke up to follow the herd. 

 
THE BRAVES AND THE BUFFALO HUNT 

Every year when the squaw corn was about a foot high, the chiefs of the Ponca got together and 
counseled concerning the buffalo hunt. Two men were selected to be leaders, who took charge of 
everything. They picked the day that the village was to move, and they selected the camping ground. 
Strict discipline was maintained, and no matter how hungry the tribe was they stayed where they were 
camped until they received orders to move. 

They usually moved for four days at a stretch, camping every night with the mouth of the camp 
circle to the west. The soldiers' tent was erected on the east, opposite the opening. All were made to 
keep very quiet during the day. In order to secure discipline, the two chiefs took the bravest men as 
wanuce. A waxobi pipe was kept in the tent, and when the soldiers and the chiefs were in council the 
head chief sat in the center of the circle and filled the pipe. The soldiers' herald took a split stick and 
extracted a coal of fire from the blaze with which he lighted it. The chief drew four puffs and then the 
pipe was passed, each brave in turn doing likewise. When it was smoked, the pipe was cleaned, and the 
ashes were piled up very carefully. The council selected about forty youths who were known as good 
runners, or who possessed swift horses. The herald went about the camp, calling each by name and 
telling him that he was wanted at the soldiers' tent. 

The youths hurried to the spot, and stood in a circle outside the tipi. Their relatives, anxious to 
know what is up, form a ring about them. The chiefs then brought out the pipe and gave it to them to 
smoke, telling them that they had been selected as buffalo scouts. They were to go out and remain one 
or two nights if necessary in an effort to locate the buffalo. The youths would set forth in four bodies, 
in the directions in which they were facing. That is, those on the south side of the lodge would go 
north, and so on. 
When the buffalo were located, the side or division that found them would return to camp on a run. 
The herald seeing them come, would go out to meet them. He would make a pile of dry buffalo chips 
(dung), thrust a spear in the earth behind it, and stand in a stooping posture behind that, grasping the 
weapon with both hands. 

The youth who had found the buffalo would come up, and take oath as to the truth of what he was 
about to say by kicking over the pile of chips. Then he came forward and whispered in the herald's ear 
where the herd was located, and even what they were doing when he saw them, lying down, grazing, or 
moving. This was to show that he had been very close to them and had carefully watched their actions. 
He was then conducted into the tent by the herald, and the announcement was made to the chiefs and 
soldiers. Meanwhile a great throng of men, women, and even naked children had gathered around the 
lodge, but they durst not touch it. The herald next went out, and in his monotonous singsong 
announced that buffalo had been found, and ordered that all observe strict silence and none leave the 
camp until the men were ready for the charge. 

If anyone slipped out ahead he was reported to the chiefs who ordered the herald to call the soldiers 
to bring their weapons. They gathered, and were sent to the culprit's tent, where they dragged him out 



and beat him until he fell down, when they desisted. They slew his horses and dogs, and destroyed his 
tent. 

The next day the herald would call the victim to the soldier's tent, saying: "The braves want to tell 
you a story." The unfortunate might then hobble or be carried over and placed in the center of the 
lodge, and they all told him who had hit him and gave him presents to make up for his losses: kettles, 
arrows, robes, horses. When the buffalo were sighted all the men approached the herd in a body, the 
police preceding them and keeping them back in line. When quite near the party divided in two, and 
both, working to windward, surrounded the herd, got them milling and killed all of them. 
 

THE WAR PARTY 
The war leader, who carried a sacred waxobi, or war bundle, and went ahead of the party could 

neither turn back nor go aside. If the party saw the foe, or desired him to turn off, they pulled him 
back, or turned him in the direction they wanted to go. He slept by himself, and all his cooking was 
done for him. Buffalo meat was prepared, and an attendant offered it to him in his hands on a bunch of 
sagebrush. The leader might only take four bites. 

Scouts were sent out to all four points of the compass and told to watch, or, at night, to listen for 
the enemy. They went wrapped in white or gray blankets and acted like wolves, stooping over and 
trotting and signaling by howling. If they saw anything they came in trotting together, then apart, then 
coming together. At night, when the leader wanted them to return, generally about midnight, the party 
would howl like wolves to call them in. The scouts went as far as they could, and the one who went in 
the direction the party was traveling, left an arrow where he had been to be picked up as the party went 
by. 

If a foe were seen and the war bundle was "opened on him," he must be killed, even if a mistake 
had been made and he turned out to be another Ponca and a relative. 

When an enemy was killed, the Ponca scalped him, then cut off his head and threw it away. The 
sign for Ponca in the sign language indicates this custom. They also severed a dead enemy's hands 
from the wrists and threw them away. They also slashed the slain foe's back in checker board style. 
This was called "making a drum of an enemy's back." All these deeds were considered brave and could 
be boasted about. 
 

QUALIFICATIONS OF A CHIEF 
Tattooing. A man who was working up to the chieftainship and who had joined many different 

societies and had been a brave, next had his daughter tattooed. He prepared a large feast, got together 
100 awls, 100 knives, 100 black silk scarfs, 20 or 30 blankets, 2 strands of sleigh bells, 100 plates, 
killed two buffalo and got their grease, prepared two large pipes and two extra ones and provided 
tobacco and kinnikinick, set up a large tipi, and ordered two women to cook the feast. They, of course, 
had to be dressed well and feasted at his expense. He next asked all the chiefs to feast and tattoo his 
daughter. The wives of the chiefs and other guests sat in a circle outside the lodge, and were also 
feasted. Each tattooer received a horse with saddle and bridle. 

Sometimes several men joined and all had their daughters tattooed at once. Tattooed women (a 
small blue mark the size of a dime was made on their forehead, between the eyes) formed a sort of a 
society, and were privileged alone to wear soft-soled moccasins of a certain Central Algonkin type. 
They were the socially elect of the tribe. 

There was great rejoicing, drumming, singing, and dancing at these feasts. After it was over a 
herald announced that the giver was half a chief. 

Ear Piercing. The next step towards the chieftaincy after having one's daughter tattooed, was to 
have her ears pierced. The chiefs were again called in, and those who did the piercing each received a 
horse. A feast was given and many blankets distributed. 

After this, the social aspirant was generally so well known that outsiders would come "to pipe 
dance him." After this had happened several times he was generally acknowledged to be a chief. 
 
 



SOCIAL ORGANIZATION 
GENTES AND THEIR TABOOS 

The Ponca claim seven exogamous patrilineal gentes. Marriage with a member of the mother's gens 
was also forbidden. Each gens had its peculiar taboo. The gentes are: 
Gentes         Taboo 
1 Thixida (Do not touch blood)     Do not touch blood, if they do, they 

Become old, prematurely 
2 Wacazhe (Osage)       Cannot touch snakes 
3 Mfikan (Medicine)      ? 
4 Nokre (Ice)        Cannot touch head of buffalo bull 
5 Nikup'uzna (?)       Do not eat blackbirds 
6 Hisa'da (Straight Legs)  Cannot touch deer. Cannot wear deerskin 

moccasins. May not touch deer's grease. 
7 Wacabe (Black Bear)      Cannot touch head of buffalo bull. 

Same as ice gens. 
There were hereditary chiefs in each gens. I could learn of no sub gentes. 

 
GENTILE PERSONAL NAMES 

The following names are supposed to be gentile personal names, although the writer was not 
entirely satisfied that they are not merely the names of gens members now living. 

1 Never Touch Blood Gens. Male: Coon, Little-coon, Buck-rabbit, Black-buffalo-bull, Horse-chief, 
Mixed-cry. Female: First-moon, New-moon, Gray-hawk, Gambles. 

2 Osage. Male: Little-snake, Big-snake, Rattle-tail, Fox. Female: Mihunga, Ananzhegiti', Na'seiti, 
Two-women. 

3 Medicine. Male: MaOka'ta, .Wat'cigazinga, Ptehanga, Manacudg (Dust-maker). Female: 
Menupab6, Meb6dimi, AsW'tinga, Gredawihanga. 

4 Ice (nearly extinct). Male: Sedniha', Na'hegazhi, Banazhi, WaX- pazinga (Little-poor). Female: 
MeXsamai, others not remembered. 

5 Nikfip'uzna. Male: Anteodahri, Hitcangaska (White-rat), Cange'-tsabe (Black-horse?), Tcatciska. 
Female: Tcenaiii'u, Ma'zewazhi. 

6 Straight Legs. Male: Gahige (the chief), Hexagemazhi, Gahige Wadahinga, Walijasi. Female: 
Mijahotcan, Nekaihotcan, Hotcan, Cabe-kewali. 

7 Black Bear. Male: Otha'wudje, Vaniwa'hu, Cangehlaha, Petham-behi. Female: Mfghitanwi, 
Panka'wi. 

 
ELDEST SONS' NAMES 

The following names are said to be some of the stereotyped titles for the eldest sons of families in 
some of the gentes. This suggests a Kansa custom. 

Never Touch Blood: Wakandipahambi (Known-by-God), eldest son. MaXtcinoga, name for second 
(?) son. 

Medicine: Na'dewa'hi, eldest son. Gahige thabi', second son. 
Black Bear: The'nogadahi, eldest son. Ma'piyazi (Yellow-cloud), second son. D'nogadahi, third 

son. 
 

ORDINAL NAMES 
Of ordinal names, only two are now known for each sex, and it is doubtful if any others ever 

existed. 
Male         Female 

Eldest son, Ingra'o        Wina'o 
Youngest son, Sige'        Wihe' 



JOKING-RELATIONSHIP 
This relationship existed between a man or woman and their brothers and sisters-in-law, nephews 

and uncles. The mother-in-law taboo was in force. 
 

PUNISHMENT OF ADULTERY 
A Ponca might kill, scalp, or cut the hair off a man whom he caught holding clandestine 

intercourse with his wife. A wife could kill another woman with whom her husband eloped. A husband 
could cut off the nose and ears of an unfaithful wife. Blood vengeance could not be exacted for these 
crimes. 

 
MOURNING AND BURIAL CUSTOMS. 

In mourning the Ponca formerly cut off their hair, slashed the fleshy parts of their bodies, tore out 
their earring holes, and even hacked off their fingers. They also did the latter at the sun dance. Now the 
Ponca bury their dead in the ground altogether, but formerly they used scaffolds and trees. 

 
Alanson Skinner 
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