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INTRODUCTION  

Discussion and Reading Guide for Native American History Books by 
Judith St. George  

Several years ago I came upon the tragic history of the Sioux Indians while 
doing research for a book about Mount Rushmore. The Sioux were once the 
most powerful tribe in America. Today the Sioux Pine Ridge Reservation is 
among the nation's poorest communities.  

How could this happen? Researching and reading about the Sioux led me to 
write biographies of Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull. A third biography 
naturally followed. Sacagawea, the young Shoshone woman who accompanied 
Lewis and Clark to the Pacific, had been my childhood heroine. Writing all 
three biographies from the Indians' point of view gave me the opportunity 
to describe their customs and practices in depth.  

This Study Guide will help teachers broaden their students' understanding 
of Indian life, traditions, beliefs, and history. By raising pertinent questions, 
the Guide also will encourage discussion, as well as lead students on to 
further reading and discovery about our country's Native American 
heritage.  



About the Author  

Judith St. George was born and raised in Westfield, New Jersey. Following 
her graduation from Smith College, she married and lived for a year in the 
historic Longfellow House in Cambridge, Massachusetts, George 
Washington's headquarters during the American Revolution. She attributes 
much of her interest in history, about which she writes with authority and 
enthusiasm, to this experience.  

While writing more than twenty-five books, ranging from mysteries to 
histories, she has also taught workshops and run story hours and reading 
programs for children. She represented the state of New Jersey as a 
delegate to the White House Conference on Library and Informational 
Services and to the Council of State Libraries in the Northeast. Due to her 
expert knowledge, she served as a member of the Brooklyn Bridge Centennial 
Commission, and as chairperson of its Educational Committee she was 
responsible for creating a kit about the Bridge for the schoolchildren of 
New York City.  

"People seem impressed by the amount of research needed to write a 
nonfiction book," she says, "but it's the research that's fun!" Relying not 
only on libraries for her research, St. George also visits the settings of her 
books. While researching the Panama Canal, she recalls: "The day that I 
made a transit on a cargo ship from the Pacific to the Atlantic was one of 
the great experiences of my life as I mentally operated every valve, gate, 
and lock. But I certainly hadn't counted on having to board the cargo ship, 
which was under way, by climbing up a thirty-foot rope ladder in the pitch 
dark from a launch that was also moving!"  

Her nonfiction books have earned a number of awards, including an American 
Book Award Honor Book in 1983, the New York Academy of Sciences Award, 
a Christopher Award in 1985, and the Golden Kite Award in 1990. She is the 
mother of four grown children and grandmother of five. She and her 
husband reside in Old Lyme, Connecticut, but love to travel and visit their 
family in Alaska, Colorado, New Mexico, and Chile. She also makes school and 
library visits across the country. "I really enjoy speaking to school groups 
and keeping in touch with what is going on in young people's lives," she says. 
"I especially enjoy the challenge of trying to entice the 'back-row kids' into 
exploring new worlds through books."  



She is currently teaching creative writing in York Correctional Institution 
for Women in Connecticut.  

 
 



THEMES  

Crazy Horse  

"[Judith] St. George's portrait includes not only pertinent historical 
information about Crazy Horse's dealings with the U.S. military but 
fascinating details about his personal life as well... Thoroughly researched 
and filled with passion, the action-packed narrative communicates the 
author's admiration for her subject. Her attention to detail raises the book 
above the usual level of biography to forge a lasting image of an American 
hero and the people he loved." -Publishers Weekly (starred review)  

Discussion and Comprehension  

• What was promised to the Indians as a result of signing the Horse 
Creek Treaty of 1851?  

• What event was believed to have touched off the twenty year war 
between the Plains Indians and the U.S. Army?  

• How did the Oglala Sioux dress for battle?  
• What did the white soldiers do to avenge what they termed the 

Grattan Massacre?  
• Where does the word Sioux originate?  
• Name the Seven Council Fires of the Sioux Nation and tell where each 

settled.  
• To which of the Council Fires did Crazy Horse belong?  
• What was the significance for Sioux warriors of scalping their 

enemies?  
• What were Crazy Horse's views regarding ownership of land?  
• How did he receive the name Crazy Horse? How did the Sioux name 

their children? 



To See with the Heart: 
The Life of Sitting Bull  

"The result is a complete portrait of Sitting Bull as son, husband, father, 
friend, holy man, hunter, and war chief of the Sioux Nation. The author has 
thoroughly researched her subject... St. George's admiration for Sitting Bull 
comes across throughout this informative, well-documented, and valuable 
biography." -School Library Journal  

Discussion and Comprehension  

• What event took place at Birch Grove in 1851? What was the result?  
• What were the events that led to the Battle of Killdeer Mountain?  
• What were some important elements of Sioux life? What was the 

importance of family? What did the Sioux think of the way white 
people treated their children? What were the roles of men and women 
in Sioux life?  

• How did the Sioux express their spirituality? What was the 
importance of war in Sioux culture?  

• Describe the Sun Dance. Why did Sitting Bull undergo that ritual?  
• Why did Sitting Bull agree to leave Canada and surrender to the white 

man? What promises were made? Were they kept?  
• What were Sitting Bull's opinions regarding ownership of land?  
• What was the Ghost Dance religion? Why did so many Indian tribes 

believe in this religion? How did white men perceive this religion?  
• How did the death of Sitting Bull affect the Sioux tribe?  
• How has the Sioux culture survived reservation life?  



Sacagawea  

"In a well-written and well-researched account, St. George humanizes her 
subject by revealing what she imagines Sacagawea's thoughts and emotions 
were during Lewis and Clark's 5,000-mile Journey of Discovery. Adventure 
lovers will find much to like in the book: attacking grizzlies, dangerous 
rapids, hostile Indians, and mysterious illnesses with unusual cures. But 
children will also learn details about an important historical event and get a 
glimpse of Native American life in the early 1800s." -Booklist  

Discussion and Comprehension  

• What was the Journey of Discovery? What was its purpose?  
• Why did President Jefferson feel it was important to explore the 

western United States?  
• How did Sacagawea meet her husband, Toussaint Charbonneau? What 

was his occupation?  
• What role did Shoshone women have within their tribe? What were 

some of the Shoshone traits? Physically? Emotionally?  
• Why did Lewis and Clark want to hire Sacagawea and her husband? 

How would they benefit the expedition?  
• What were Lewis and Clark's strengths and weaknesses as leaders of 

the expedition?  
• What kinds of medical treatments did they use to heal the sick on the 

expedition?  
• What kind of relationship did Sacagawea have with Lewis, Clark, and 

the other members of the expedition? What kind of relationship did 
the men have with Toussaint Charbonneau?  

• By what means did the group travel to the Pacific Ocean?  
• How did they navigate their route? What kinds of obstacles did they 

encounter?  

 
 



ACTIVITIES  

Crazy Horse  

Time Line: Create a time line of the Sioux Wars, including events leading up 
to and after it. Discuss key participants of the war and have students 
prepare short biographies to read to the class as that historical person.  

Research: Have students research the Sioux Wars with different groups 
focusing on specific segments of the wars to present to the entire class. 
While learning about the history of the wars, the students should also gain 
an understanding of the Sioux people. Learn about their families, language, 
diet, beliefs, and way-of-life. Examine how their lives changed as their land 
was taken over.  

Tribal Fact Book: Have the students choose a Native American tribe and 
make a historical fact book outlining its history. Have them include 
information on how the tribe was affected by the white settlers, what 
effect the United States government had on the tribe, and what changes 
the government brought. Where does this tribe live today?  

To See with the Heart: 
The Life of Sitting Bull  

Heroes: Study a few great leaders in Native American history emphasizing 
some well-known and not-so-well-known facts about each person. Discuss 
what they stood for, how they became leaders. Describe their tribes and 
families. How were Indian leaders chosen? What made them good leaders?  

Examining Different Cultures: Compare the lifestyles of the different 
Indian cultures in the United States (Eastern Forest Indians, Plains Indians, 
Northwest Coast Indians, California-Intermountain Indians, and Southwest 
Indians). Discuss their religions, dress, music, language, dance, food, and 
traditions.  

Native American literature: Have the students learn more about Native 
American literature by bringing and reading in class a story, poem, or Native 
American writing. They should research the tribe from which the story 
came, the author of the story, and the significance of the story.  



Sacagawea  

Geography: Have students mark the progress, places, and events of the 
journey on a large map of the Northwest, which includes North Dakota, 
Montana, Idaho, Washington, and Oregon. Compare the earth's surface and 
other formations since the expedition.  

Model: Build a three-dimensional model of the Northwest and mark the trail 
Lewis and Clark took on their expedition. Research certain points on their 
trail to share with the class and discuss the original and modern names for 
rivers and places. Make special markers for and a special map key explaining 
certain events and situations.  

Keeping a Journal: Have students write journals from the perspective of a 
member of the journey. Have them describe their daily responsibilities, the 
weather, their food, the wildlife, the difficulties they overcame, the tribes 
they encountered, and how the expedition affected their lives. 

Find more teaching guides and tips at: http://us.penguingroup.com/youngreaders.  
 

http://us.penguingroup.com/youngreaders

