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Lake Traverse  
(Sisseton, SD) 
 
Population of Sisseton: 2,682 
Population of Lake Traverse Reservation: 2,668 
The Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate tribe has 13,872 enrolled members. 
 
History of Lake Traverse   
To understand the formation of the Lake Traverse Reservation, first you 
must understand the larger history of the Dakota people. The Dakota originally inhabited present-day southern 
Minnesota, eastern North Dakota, and eastern South Dakota. As more and more white settlers infiltrated the Minnesota 
River Valley, taking food sources from the native people, the Dakota began to sign treaty agreements with the United 
States. These treaties forced the natives to cede large portions of their land to receive food and financial compensation 
from the government. Indian agencies were established in the river valley to distribute the food and monetary rations to 
the people. Because of miscommunication and a lack of compassion, the Indian agencies stopped receiving shipments of 
food. The agencies had to withhold what little food and supplies they had left. In 1862, the limited rations combined 
with a harsh winter were leading the Dakota to starvation. The hungry Dakota people stormed the agency, stealing bags 
of flour. The U.S. militia was brought in, and conflict broke out. Andrew Myrick, a white trader at the agency, holds a 
famous quote from the uprising; when the Dakota chief 
said they took the flour because they were hungry, Myrick 
responded, “So far as I am concerned, if they are hungry 
let them eat grass.” The outrage broke out into a full-
blown battle, and the Dakota War of 1862 began, 
continuing until September of the following year. The 
Dakota surrendered to the militia, unable to fight anymore 
and desperately wanting peace.  
 
On September 28th trials began for the Dakota men involved in the war. Many trials only lasted 5 minutes and were 
conducted in English with no translator present. The trials were completed November 5th with 392 prisoners tried. Of 
those 392, 303 were sentenced to death. When the outcomes of the trials were presented to President Abraham 
Lincoln, he decided 303 men was too large a number to execute at once; however, he did not want another uprising on 
his hands. Lincoln authorized the execution of 39 Dakota men. On December 26, 1862, 38 men were hung in Mankato, 
MN. To this day, this is the largest mass execution in the United States.  
 
After the Dakota War, many Dakota people fled to present-day South Dakota and Canada. The U.S. government not only 
wanted control of the land in the Dakota Territory, but also wanted to make sure the Dakota would not have another 
uprising. General Henry Sibley recruited Sisseton-Wahpeton Dakota men that had been acquitted from the war to go 
with the U.S. Army to the Dakota Territory to capture and kill those Dakota that had fled from Minnesota. These scouts 
were told to kill those attempting to return to Minnesota, or their own families would be killed. This is when Fort 
Wadsworth (later renamed Fort Sisseton) was 

 
History of YW in Lake Traverse:  
YouthWorks has been working on the Lake Traverse Reservation, housed in Sisseton, since 2005. We housed at St. 
Peter’s Catholic Church from 2005 to 2013, and in 2014 we made the move to Grace Lutheran Church. Although our 
housing site is in Sisseton, we also serve the communities of Agency Village and Long Hollow. We strive to serve the 
surrounding communities well with Kids Club and Work Projects.  

 

 

Sisseton Census Stats: 
Race: Native American (51.6%), White (40.3%) 

Percent of Population Under 18 Years of Age: 31.2% 

Persons Living Below Poverty Level: 28.9% 

Unemployment Rate Throughout Lake Traverse: 

7.5% 

 
Source: Data USA, U.S Census Bureau  
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established. At the Fort and surrounding scout camps, Dakota scouts killed approximately 150 Dakota men that were 
attempting to return to Minnesota. In exchange for their work, the Sisseton-Wahpeton Dakota were given the Lake 
Traverse Reservation in 1867. Fort Sisseton remained active, ‘protecting’ Euro-American settlers from the natives.  
 
 

Issues in Sisseton and Agency 
Like many small communities, drugs and alcohol plague Sisseton. The tribe has done an 
amazing job trying to create infrastructure, like the plastic bag factory, however, 
unemployment and poverty are still problems on the reservation as well. One of the 
most obvious issues you will experience this summer is the racial disparity between 
whites and natives, particularly in the community of Sisseton. There is a clear divide 
both economically and socially between the two different people groups. For example, 

the Sisseton High School is made up of mostly white students, while the Tiospa Zina Tribal High School in Agency Village 
is predominantly native. The school mascot at Sisseton High School is the “Redmen,” symbolized by the face of an Indian 
chief. The two cultures clash when it comes to the offensive mascot. The “Not-Your-Mascot Campaign” has grown in 
Sisseton and Agency Village to protest the mascot and break down some of the barriers that separate the white 
community from the native community. 
 
Positive Opportunities and Why Serving Matters 

• Encouragement and support: Many of our service partners and friends work tirelessly year-round to serve 
people in the community. We bring fresh energy and encouragement, in addition to willing hands, to provide a 
great boost to their work. We also get to serve the community by meeting tangible needs through Work Projects 
and providing a safe and welcoming environment for kids in the community who otherwise wouldn’t have 
anywhere to go. 

• Breakdown of stereotypes: During our time in the community, we will be exposed to a wide range of people 
from many walks of life. By listening to stories and engaging in meaningful conversation, our perspectives will be 
challenged and shaped in new ways. We get to be a part of the ongoing work God is doing in the community. 
We will get to share the history of the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate people with participants, who otherwise may 
never hear the story. 

• Changing Perspectives: Youth and adult leaders (and you!) have their own perceptions of the Native 
community. During the summer you will have the chance to share what you’ve been learning about the Lake 
Traverse reservation and the tribe, talk about the incredible things you see happening in the area, and be a part 
of the on-going work God is doing. You also get to serve as bridge builders between the white and native 
community in Sisseton. 

 

Fun things to do in and around Sisseton: 

Spend time with Sherri, Jason, and their family, go swimming in any of the several lakes in the area, attend 

the annual 4th of July Powwow, go to the local rodeo, hike or horseback ride at Sica Hollow State Park, eat 

a meal at The Connection or The Cottage 


