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Situated in the Coteau des Prairies, or prairie hills, of northeastern South Dakota about 15 

miles northwest of Sisseton are 880 acres of wooded land called Sica Hollow State Park (South 

Dakota Game, Fish and Parks). When I was ten years old I went with my grandparents to this 

place, and while hiking through the wooded ravines they told me stories of visiting Sica with my 

mom when she was young. I also discovered that only two decades earlier my dad had hiked 

those same hills while on a field trip with a college ecology class. I recently thought back to Sica 

Hollow and remembered the experiences that I and others in my family had had there, and I 

wondered who else might have experiences tied to that place. After doing some preliminary 

research, I found that there were definitely other perspectives of Sica Hollow, namely those of 

the Sisseton-Wahpeton Dakota tribe of the Santee Sioux American Indians. Living in a state 

named after the Dakota people, I felt ignorant about the Dakota tribe‟s presence in my state,a 

huge part of South Dakota‟s history. So, I decided to learn more about the history of the place I 

come from through the somewhat undiscovered and mysterious story of Sica Hollow State Park.  

 In March of 2009 my dad and I embarked on a road trip to discover more about the state 

park we had each visited on separate occasions. Throughout the trip I was able to interact with 

several people with different ties to the park, hear their stories, visit the Hollow with my dad to 

make new experiences, and learn a little more about who I am and the larger place that I come 

from. “Knowledge of places is . . . closely linked to knowledge of the self, to grasping one‟s 

position in the larger scheme of things, including one‟s own community, and to securing a 

confident sense of who one is as a person” (Basso 34). 

  All of the different perspectives that I encountered of Sica Hollow add something 

important and perhaps not seen from a different perspective to make this place what it is. Not all 

characteristics added to the construction of a place are necessarily good, yet all characteristics 

and quirks add layers and uniqueness to a place (Fynaardt). This investigation of Sica Hollow‟s 

construction as a place will start out by exploring the idea of what makes up a place. The 

investigation will then turn to the different perspectives of the park starting with the sacred, 
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moving to the economical, recreational, ecological, artistic, and ending with the tourist, non-

Native perspective. 

It is my hope that access to each perspective might “increase the burden of awareness” so 

that one might learn from the study of this one place to engage more thoroughly in loving and 

harmonious relations with the people and created order they encounter in all places (Tuan 203). 

The awareness of places may be increased, just like relationships between people often deepen as 

a person receives more knowledge of what goes on in the other‟s life and gains more insight as to 

what experiences have shaped the other. When a person becomes so aware of another‟s situation, 

be it painful or joyful, that they begin to feel the pain or joy themselves through empathy, the 

relationship between the two persons gains more semblance to the picture of God‟s Kingdom 

shalom as all created order was meant to be. May this small example of all the experiences and 

people that have shaped Sica Hollow lead us to become more aware of the complexities of other 

humans and places as well. As Christ became incarnate and experienced the complexities of 

human messiness to the end that he would love and die for us, may we embody the loving Christ 

as we place ourselves in the complex situations of the hurting world around us in many places.   

How is place constructed? Yi-Fu Tuan in his book Space and Place explores the concept 

that humans make spaces into places through experiences, whether by the way one designs an 

apartment building or by the manner in which one travels through a state park. People can hike, 

ride horseback, or drive through Sica Hollow for example, and this influences the perception of 

the place.  

Human interactions also create the social landscape of a place, and inter-communication 

often leads people into accepting clichés or common thoughts about a place (Tuan 203). There 

can also be certain things about a place that afford universal responses such as the texture of the 

surface of a place or the arc from which one can view things (Anderson). Authors Edward Ayers 

and Peter Onuf in the book All Over the Map: Rethinking American Regions note that some 

place-constructing components are the “constantly evolving systems of government, economy, 
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migration, event, and culture,” in addition to the topography, religion, commerce, transportation, 

geology, and climate of a place (Ayers et. al 4; Anderson). While Sica Hollow is not as large a 

place as a region, it has still been surrounded and shaped by many of these aforementioned 

components.  

While human constructions are a large part of place, “sacred place[s are] necessarily 

more than a construction of the human imagination alone” (Lane 4). As will later be explored, 

Sica Hollow is considered by some to be sacred, and what makes it special to those who consider 

it in this way is not entirely based on the opinions that humans impose on it. “[S]acred places 

also participate in the entire array of sensory exchanges that play across the land [such as the] 

sounds, movements, and other sensory perceptions that come to us from the more-than-human 

world” (Lane 4).  

Author Keith Basso adds a final series of inquiries that would further clarify the 

components that create a place, especially Sica Hollow, what it is. Basso asks of places: “What 

happened here? Who was involved? What was it like? Why should it matter?” (Basso 5) Sica 

Hollow has been experienced by many groups of people, so each individual will have different 

answers to the questions posed above to form their sense of this place. “Senses of place, while 

always informed by bodies of local knowledge, are finally the possessions of particular 

individuals” (Basso xv-xvi). Let us now sink into those stories that several distinct individuals 

have to tell about their possession of Sica Hollow. 

Sacred Perspective: Sisseton-Wahpeton Dakota Indians The first and main 

perspective to consider is that of the Sisseton-Wahpeton tribe of the Santee Sioux or Dakota 

people. Native Americans constitute about 30% of the population of Roberts County in which 

the Lake Traverse Indian Reservation and Sica Hollow are situated (Hunhoff 10). Not having 

always been a state park frequented by white people, Sica Hollow was first inhabited by the 

descendants of the Dakota people who still live on the reservation that encircles the park today. 

To get an idea of what Sica Hollow meant to Dakota ancestors and how history has shaped how 
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Dakota people of today feel about this place, let us look back to the days of the earliest known 

inhabitants of Sica Hollow and trace our way through the conflict of 1862, continuing up through 

the 1900‟s to today‟s Natives‟ perceptions.  

 The first accounts of Native people living in Sica Hollow were written by Euro-

Americans in the 1700‟s, though there are most likely unwritten or non-public Native accounts 

of their earlier presence there. Euro-American accounts displayed that the land sustained all of 

the needs of the Natives as they hunted in the woods, fished in the streams, planted crops in the 

low-lands, found shelter from winter chill and summer heat in the ravines of Sica Hollow, and 

spotted enemies from hidden places in the Coteau (Oneroad and Skinner 4). The Sisseton-

Wahpeton population occupied an area from Manitoba, Canada to the current day reservation 

surrounding Sica Hollow, and it spanned southward into Iowa (Red Owl).  

By the early 1800‟s the slowly decentralizing ancient league that governed the Sioux 

people split into eastern and western councils, and the rest of the nineteenth century “brought 

many changes that caused tension and splintered the community. The tide of white settlement 

swept over the land and forced the Sisseton and Wahpeton to forsake the old ways. The system 

of government, religious beliefs, cultural practices, and economic pursuits were permanently 

altered” (Oneroad and Skinner 5).  

A major treaty between the U.S. government and the Sioux was created in 1851, and it 

placed Sisseton-Wahpetons on reservations in Minnesota and far eastern South Dakota near Sica 

Hollow. The government strongly encouraged them to begin white-man farming practices 

(Meyer 80-87). Not all Natives stayed to permanently live on the reservation, though, as some 

continued to hunt and wander their previous land to the east around Sica Hollow.  

Another major influence of change in Dakota culture in the 19
th

 century was the arrival of 

missionaries to Dakota lands beginning in 1834, many of whom viewed Indian practices as 

“pagan and unlawful” (Red Owl). Missionaries encouraged Native Americans to individualize 

farming, cut their hair, and break revered Dakota traditions (Oneroad and Skinner 7).  

http://www.earthskyweb.com/culture.htm
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These accumulating tensions between whites and the Dakota sparked the war of 1862 

when several Native Americans killed white people in Minnesota out of frustration for not 

receiving promised payments from the government. The conflict lasted six weeks, and hundreds 

of whites and Indians died. After the war, many Dakota people were condemned to prison and 

were forced to move from current reservations in Minnesota to South Dakota or were 

incarcerated in Iowa and other states (Oneroad and Skinner 8). Many awful hardships, illnesses, 

and abuses were inflicted upon the Indians who were forced to move. At the same time as the 

Native expulsion, the government “hired” scouts from the Sisseton-Wahpeton tribe to help the 

army “capture the balance of the eastern Dakota band members who had escaped” (Red Owl). 

The army established Fort Sisseton on the western edge of the current day Lake Traverse 

Reservation, and with the help of Native scouts the U.S. captured Indian fugitives who had 

participated in the war. After serving scouting purposes in this area, the Sisseton-Wahpeton 

scouts and their families numbered about 1,500. Some representatives of the tribe approached the 

U.S. government, and the current Lake Traverse Reservation where Sica Hollow is located was 

created in 1867 with government-added “policies of acculturation” (Red Owl). 

During the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries when missionaries and the U.S. government had a 

large say in what happened in Dakota society, many cultural gems like the language and dances 

were banned (Oneroad and Skinner 12). “The first thirty years of the twentieth century brought 

the rapid reduction of the Indian land base, the disappearance of visible native culture, gradual 

diminishing of government services and supervision, and the awareness of a void resulting from 

repression of tradition” (Oneroad and Skinner 14). The 1887 Dawes Act and the Burke Act of 

1902 caused huge increases in the sales of Native inherited lands to white settlers (Meyer 316-7). 

Congress finally approved the American Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1978 “which 

recognized that tribes and their members have the right to practice their own religious beliefs, 

rites, and customs, and can utilize their own language. Since enactment of this law . . . the 

overwhelming task of renewing and sustaining the human and natural resources of the tribe and 
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its communities on the Lake Traverse Reservation has been challenging for contemporary tribal 

leaders” (Red Owl). 

There are still thousands of Sisseton-Wahpetons in the area near Sica Hollow today who 

“want to be keepers of their mother, the earth, whether with regard to her water, the food, and the 

wildlife” (Red Owl). This wish has in recent decades been highly unattainable with the 

governmental and missional pressures on the Dakota to abandon healthy traditions of caring for 

the land by choosing white agriculture. With the help of the local tribal community college and 

concerned elders, the Sisseton-Wahpeton people are slowly regaining their language and 

knowledge of traditions.  

After that brief history of the movement of people, changes in culture, and governmental 

involvement in and around Sica Hollow, what are things like there today from the eyes of the 

Dakota people? Though I never was able to speak with a tribal member about the Hollow, I 

spoke with the tribe‟s friendly and mysterious Hawaiian archivist named Aloma McGaa. I was 

also informed of some Native sentiments by the local state park director, Dave Daberkow. The 

first words that came out of both Dave‟s and Aloma‟s mouths were that Sica Hollow is a sacred 

place for some Sisseton-Wahpetons of today. The first thing that makes this place sacred is that 

there are Indian burial grounds within the park. Diphtheria and cholera swept through the 

Dakotas in the 1800‟s and took many lives, so there are several marked and unmarked graves 

throughout the park (Daberkow).   

A second factor that makes the Hollow sacred for the Dakota is that people still go there 

to worship today. Dave noted that state park employees often find tobacco and colored cloths 

tied in the trees. Sometimes vehicles of worshipers get ticketed, but once people send in strongly 

written letters to the state park office explaining what happened, the state park employees rip up 

the ticket and apologize, asking worshipers to notify the park the next time they come 

(Daberkow). “If they want to come up and worship, we‟re going to let them do that. We‟re not 

going to worry about park fees” stated Dave. “We try to work with them as much as we can 
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within the framework of the laws that we understand.” When I asked Dave if Natives would 

prefer Sica to not be a park, he answered affirmatively that many would like to get rid of the 

hassles involved before being able to worship.  

 Maybe the unspoken Native perspective that I did not get to hear would also have 

something to say about the general connections the Dakota people have to their ancestors 

through the land of Sica Hollow. As stated earlier, the ravines, woods, coulees, and wildlife of 

Sica Hollow were what sustained the Dakota people, so they felt a deep connection to that place. 

Then the culture and old ways were disrupted by whites and the U.S. government. Sica is one of 

the few hollows in the Coteau des Prairies that have been spared from overgrazing and land 

depletion, so maybe the trees, ravines, coulees, and fauna remind today‟s Dakota of the way their 

ancestors were connected to this place. “[T]he stories most people tell of their own experiences 

of place as „sacred‟ almost inevitably honor the participation of the whole environment” (Lane 

41). “American Indians, like groups of people everywhere, maintain a complex array of symbolic 

relationships with their physical surroundings and these relationships . . . play a fundamental role 

in shaping other forms of social activities” (Basso 66).  

[I wonder if anyone has considered letting the Sisseton-Wahpeton Tribe run the park for the 

state? Such ideas are getting some play in regard to, say, buffalo herds, or Badlands National 

Park (in parts), or some national forest sections (I think).] 

 Just as Edward Abbey in Desert Solitaire felt intruded upon by tourists in “his” part of 

Arches National Park, perhaps the Dakota feel that their sacred land is defiled when hikers, 

school field trip students, and photographers tromp around the hills of Sica Hollow not even 

knowing the history of the Dakota people that has occurred there (Abbey 53). Yet, if one is 

aware and takes notice of available information, even tourists can begin to see more of the 

complexity of Sica Hollow.  

 As a tourist myself, I visited the Sisseton-Wahpeton tribal college to find out about the 

legend of this place. Archivist Aloma McGaa brought out some documents explaining the 
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importance and meaning of story in the Dakota culture: “Music, dances, legends and stories are 

in the life blood of the Dakota Indians, and realizing this importance, we are very anxious to 

preserve them, and these legends and stories, by word of mouth, by few of the members of the 

Sisseton-Wahpeton tribe, are recorded and written toward that end. Of course, recording and 

writing these are more than that. It is a time of happiness, a time of getting together, like the old 

time Indians knew, and a time of joy as these legends and stories are told” (SWC archives). For 

the Dakota, story is one way to share the connections that are present between identity and place. 

Mary Hobday in Belden Lane‟s book on sacred landscapes states: “Stories are central to the 

Native American way of understanding and passing on spiritual values” (Lane 85).   

In Basso‟s book Wisdom Sits in Places, he explores the concept of place-names and how 

what one calls a place can tell a whole story or paint a whole picture. Sica Hollow is a place- 

name that describes what happened there and what one can learn about Dakota values through 

the story that accompanies the name. In another document that Aloma allowed me to see, I 

discovered a statement about Dakota belief concerning stories and legends: “Most Indian stories 

and legends are told in such a way that it usually tries to bring out the fact, that good people or 

good things in the end will win and, of course, the bad people or things lose” (SWC archives).    

 Open for viewing to both the public and to tribal members is the Legend of Sica Hollow. 

This legend is one indicator of how things were, how they changed, the meaning behind Sica‟s 

name, and how the physical characteristics of the place symbolize values and connections to the 

Dakota culture. The legend begins that Sica Hollow was once the protector and provider for 

peaceful Indian camps. One day a stranger named Hand came to the Hollow for refuge and gave 

everyone a bad feeling. Hand taught the young boys to kill, he did not give thanks to those who 

took him in, and he disrespected others. Hand asked the people why they kept to the old ways, 

and he told of the big kills that could be had if only people would become warriors feared by all. 

Some of the people of the Hollow followed Hand and killed people from other camps that 

traveled by Sica. The elders summoned the help of the Great Spirit Wakantanka to cleanse the 
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Hollow of the evil being committed. Wakantanka sent his messenger Thunderer to rain over the 

Hollow. Hand became afraid of Thunderer and tried to escape, but the vines of Sica Hollow 

grasped Hand‟s ankles and trapped him while Thunderer flooded the ravine. Hand and all of the 

people of the Hollow were killed except for one fair maiden named Fawn who was “not touched 

by man or by the evil Hand had brought to her people” (Red Owl). Fawn escaped to the highest 

hill and was saved by Wakantanka, and soon the Hollow was clean again. The memory of what 

happened caused the place to be named Sica, or Evil Hollow (Red Owl).   

 This story shows the deep connections the people had to the land they lived on and how a 

stranger, perhaps representing white settlers or U.S. government, did not respect the land or other 

people and consequently brought calamity. Natural phenomena unique to the Hollow are often 

interpreted by Natives as the spirits of the Dakota ancestors from the legend. The waters that run 

through Sica Hollow contain high levels of iron and sometimes run red. Indians believe this to be 

the blood of their ancestors. Methane gas and foxfire cause a phosphorescent glow to the tree 

stumps and swamp gas, also giving off the eerie effect of a spirit‟s presence. Trapped air in the 

unique coulees adds drum-like noises to the often-silent woods (SD Game Fish and Parks).  

 After having read and heard about the history, values, hardships, and stories of the 

Dakota people, I feel that I understand their perspective of Sica Hollow a little better, though I 

never was able to speak with a tribal member. After making numerous attempts to set up an 

interview with a Sisseton-Wahpeton College professor of Dakota language and history, I finally 

gave up upon feeling mistrusted. Aloma, a non-Native herself who lives on the inside of the 

Dakota culture, asked me over the phone if I was white. She explained that still today if one is 

white and from the outside there is suspicion and hesitance from Dakota people. Now knowing 

more of the history of what white people have done to the Dakota people, I understand the 

professor‟s hesitance to share information with me. [Yes, one has to be very sensitive about such 

things, especially where the sacred is concerned.] 
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Economical Perspective: State of South Dakota With tourism being the second largest 

industry in South Dakota, it is necessary to include the economical and governmental interest in 

Sica Hollow State Park. As is seen in Edward Abbey‟s Desert Solitaire: “our culture is about 

consuming experience” (Anderson). Even the remotely situated, highly undiscovered park of 

Sica Hollow has listed in its trail guide the exact distance to the nearest motels, restaurants, and 

facilities where one can purchase snacks and sunscreen (SD Game, Fish and Parks).  

 The economical perspective comes in around the 1960‟s when the South Dakota state 

legislature encouraged the State Parks Commission to purchase Sica Hollow. “Sica Hollow [is] 

of historic interest and natural beauty, [and] is ideally situated to serve the people of South 

Dakota to become an adjunct to its tourist industry” (Knudson and Jones). President Bob Perry of 

the South Dakota Parks Association wrote a letter to Senator Karl Mundt on October 5, 1966 

requesting a survey of the area around Sica Hollow regarding “what can be done to increase the 

tourist trade in the north eastern part of South Dakota” (Perry). Perry also states: “An increase in 

the tourist traffic would give our indians a chance to work at our many lakes, to make and sell 

indian goods, and to lease land for cottage sites. This would give the entire area a much needed 

economic boost.” What seemed derogatory to me in this letter was the lack of capitalization for 

the word „Indian‟ and the overarching theme being that the “indians” were to be utilized as a 

money-making source. The state purchased the first 80 acres of the park in 1967 as a continued 

push to make Sica into a state park, and the final 800 acres were purchased for around $25,000 in 

1968. On September 22, 1968 Sica Hollow was officially dedicated as a state park (SWC 

archives). At the time of purchase, the state bought the land from individual Native families. 

[Dawes Severalty Act, 1887 was the legal basis for reservations being divided, some sooner, 

some later, into allotments of private land.] In Dave‟s words, the “BIA didn‟t have as much 

control over the individual Indians as they do now. Now they don‟t sell land. At that time [the 

1960‟s] the reservation was split up so each family had their own part of it and they could do 

what they wanted to. A lot of them ended up selling the land” (Daberkow). Throughout the 19
th
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and 20
th

 centuries when the government and white people were meddling more and more in 

Native affairs, the loss of Native culture was accompanied by the loss of the view of land 

ownership as collective. [In addition to the sacred issue then, there would also be sensitivity as to 

how the state got the land that is the park. There would no doubt be a sense of loss and of 

resentment over outsider power over tribal sovereignty.] 

Recreational Perspective: South Dakota State Parks An individual with a more 

personal perspective of the park that I met on my adventure north was Dave Daberkow, director 

of Sica Hollow State Park for over 28 years. While the state park system is supported by 

charging fees to visitors of natural areas, Dave showed me that there is more going through his 

mind than simply money when he speaks about his perspective of Sica Hollow.  

 Dave is very aware of the sacredness that Sica Hollow holds for some local Dakota 

Natives, and he respects the Native culture that surrounds the area. As a frequent hiker of the 

trails himself, Dave often sees the tobacco and cloths left in the trees after someone has 

worshiped there. “We treat it as a sacred site of somebody‟s and we‟re just not going to mess 

with it. Stuff will rot up in the trees, and we‟re not going to clean it up” (Daberkow).  

 With Dave‟s respectful attitude toward the Indians also comes the region‟s lingering 

tension and occasional conflict between whites and Natives. Darren Renville, the great-grandson 

of one of the Sisseton-Wahpeton scouts for the U.S. government after the war of 1862, stated 

about the racial tension in South Dakota: “I think that people have worked together, but there are 

a lot of misunderstandings that need to be addressed” (Hunhoff 12). When talking about Indian-

white relations, Dave commented: “Indians are not the drunks that everyone perceives them to be. 

There are whites like that and there are Indians like that. We‟ve found ways we can work with 

them. What‟s happened has happened” (Daberkow). Dave recognizes what happened and is 

happening in the Native culture today: “It is hard to find Indian people who‟ve stayed with the 

Indian ways. There‟s a lot of effort now to preserve the language and history because it could be 
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lost easily. Their culture is a part of our history . . . [and] we like to draw attention to the Indian 

community” (Daberkow).  

 One other bit of state park perspective of Sica Hollow came from an employee at Lake 

Vermillion State Park near Canistota. While conversing with me, the employee who had 

participated in a prairie burn at the Hollow years earlier commented derogatorily on the Native 

pronunciation of Sica (SHEE-cha) in contrast to the way most white South Dakotans pronounce 

it (SEE-chee), noting that he did not understand why the Indians pronounce and spell it 

differently. Perhaps his separation from the cultural situation surrounding Sica Hollow added to 

his attitude of superiority in contrast to Dave‟s respectful and tolerant approach.  

 Other people that Dave must work with are the visitors to the park. Since the park is 

hidden among hills and is somewhat remote, yet still 15 miles away from Sisseton, it has been a 

prime drinking spot for local high-schoolers. Dave and other park rangers must patrol the area to 

keep the partiers from bothering the neighboring horse camp. Dave has also had to stop people 

from engaging in “geocation” games in which participants bury objects in the hills of the Hollow 

for others to find. In many ways, Dave is a major source of protection for the park.  

 As for the physical features of the park, there are currently 13 miles of horse/hiking trials, 

two vaulted toilets, fire pits, several picnic tables, and one small parking lot (Daberkow). In 

regards to the management of the physical features of the park, Dave showed me through the 

interview that Sica Hollow is about as untouched as a state park can be. Dave stated that “trees 

growing and rotting are part of a natural process, and we‟re not going to interfere with it.” The 

staff only maintains picnic and hiking areas. The 15 mile long and four-foot-wide hiking/horse 

trail was created by a tractor and tiller that followed natural game trails. To keep trials navigable, 

Dave uses a chainsaw twice a year, not to remove an entire fallen tree from the trial, but to 

simply saw a path through the fallen tree. Aldo Leopold in A Sand County Almanac stated: “I 

have read many definitions of what is a conservationist, and written not a few myself, but I 

suspect that the best one is written not with a pen, but with an axe. It is a matter of what a man 
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thinks about while chopping, or while deciding what to chop. A conservationist is one who is 

humbly aware that with each stroke he is writing his signature on the face of his land” (Leopold 

73). I did get to hear what Dave thinks about while “chopping” (or chain-sawing) throughout the 

park‟s trails: “It‟s about as natural an experience as you‟re going to get and still have something 

to follow to get you in and get you out. We want to make it somewhat accessible to people to be 

able to enjoy the outdoors.” Dave recognizes the beauty and rarity of Sica Hollow and advocates 

on its behalf in regards to limiting development. “Sica Hollow is such a neat natural area and so 

far that‟s what we‟ve done with it”. Other state parks in the Midwest have policies that require 

horse trials and hiking trails to be completely cleared off. One park‟s policy is to keep a 15-foot-

wide and high path cleared so that horse riders and hikers do not get scraped by branches. The 

personnel doing the chopping at that park most likely have different thoughts than those of 

Dave‟s running through their heads while sparking up the chain saw. 

Some of the reasons why Dave advocates for the conservation of Sica Hollow are his 

personal experiences with the park. He frequently hikes the hills and used to take his kids to Sica 

Hollow, occasionally having to pull them out of the quicksand bogs. During the interview Dave 

told me about some of the personal joys that Sica Hollow has brought him. During the fall with 

the multi-colored trees all about, one can stand on the overlooks of the north and south-facing 

hills and see the different colored slopes depending on the micro-habitat or side of the hill the 

trees are on. He also had a hands-on experience with digging in the soil near Sica Hollow that 

brought him to the realization of how the Coteau des Prairies was formed. He said that while 

digging for a house foundation, he could see the drastic layers in the soil and the waves of dirt 

that glaciers left. After his many years at Sica and the above-noted special awareness he has of it, 

Dave knows a lot about the ecological and geological perspective that will now fill the view-

finder of this investigation.   

Ecological/Geological Perspective Over 20,000 years ago, glaciers shifted across 

today‟s prairie land and left ridges, elevations, rolling hills, and water deposits that are now 
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called the Coteau des Prairies. This geological area spans from 12 miles north of Sica Hollow to 

50 miles south of Sioux Falls (SD Game, Fish and Parks).  

As noted at the beginning of this investigation, my dad visited Sica Hollow as part of an 

ecology class in college. He told me that the class went there specifically to observe the 

uniqueness of the ecosystems and the fact that Sica is a micro-climate with many diverse plant 

and animal communities. The different habitats included in the Hollow‟s five mile radius are 

oak-basswood and maple-basswood forests, tall grass prairie, fens, and spring-fed cold-water 

streams. In all there have been 314 recorded species of plants in the park (SD Game, Fish and 

Parks). There are four well-defined gullies in the Coteau, but none are as natural or as preserved 

as Sica Hollow because they were over-grazed, farmed, and ranched heavily. Sica Hollow is also 

the best of 12 remaining wooded coulees in the Coteau, and it supports the westernmost 

existence of Maplewood-Basswood forest in North America. There are 25 species of plants and 

animals that, out of the whole state of South Dakota, are only found in Sica Hollow (Daberkow). 

The conservation of Sica, therefore, has allowed educational and scientific communities to 

observe and record natural rarities found in the park.  

 Among other complaints that Bill Bryson states about the national park system in his 

book A Walk in the Woods, he explores the lack of ecological/botanical research done on the 

plants and animals of the Appalachian Trail. Because of its size and manageability, Sica Hollow 

has been thoroughly recorded and monitored in regards to specimens. Educational and scientific 

communities have feasted on the richness of flora and fauna this park has to offer.   

Artistic Perspective: Locals, Photographers, and Writers The natural beauty and 

rarity found in Sica Hollow has caused yet another perspective to be drawn out of its hills: that of 

artists, both visual and literary. When writing about how expressions of experiences in specific 

places manifest themselves, Tuan states: “Feelings and intimate experiences are inchoate and 

unmanageable to most people, but writers and artists have found ways of giving them form” 

(Tuan 202). Sisseton resident Darren Renville expressed the specific impact that artists of Sica 
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Hollow have had on the perception of that place: “[W]riters and artists can help people of 

different races and backgrounds understand one another” (Hunhoff 13). 

 Many paintings and murals of Sica Hollow that were made by several dozen artists who 

have come out of the reservation villages in northeast South Dakota are displayed in a gallery in 

Sisseton. Paul WarCloud Grant is one artist who has created colorful images of Indian lore, 

wildlife, and people. Many of the paintings symbolize Dakota values and even interactions with 

white settlers. Art has allowed Natives to preserve the “beautiful, colorful Sioux culture” [on 

canvas or paper that was once lived out in the hills of Sica Hollow (Lohan 37)./some reworking 

of this phrasing is needed] 

 Other forms of art inspired by Sica Hollow have included literature and photography. In 

his poem “Hiawatha,” Henry Wadsworth Longfellow called the tree-covered hills around Sica 

Hollow the “Mountains of the Prairie” (SD Game, Fish and Parks). Photographers from around 

the country have also come to capture Sica Hollow in its blazing glory during the autumn months. 

While photos may serve as a reminder of an experience and they may capture a bit of the beauty 

of a place, they may also lead to clichés. When talking about the usual photos that families take 

on vacations and then show to friends, Tuan states: “[T]o guests the pictures are only pictures, 

often visual clichés that threaten to march over them in endless platoons” (Tuan 201). With a 

readily available stack of photos of Sica Hollow on the web, in addition to a plethora of legends, 

several experiential clichés have attracted both local and distant visitors to the park.   

Experiential Perspective: Non-Native locals and tourists The non-Native local and 

experiential or touristic perspective of Sica Hollow encompasses many interests. One of the 

biggest draws of visitors to the park is the expanse of horse and hiking trails as local ranch 

families provide guided horse rides through the park. Hikers are also welcomed gladly and even 

enticed through articles like one in Walking World Magazine that named Sica Hollow as having 

one of the top trails in the Midwest (Dakotiania 19).  
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Another common reason why local residents like my grandparents love Sica Hollow is 

nature‟s art show displayed through the different colored leaves that paint the hillsides in the fall. 

This infatuation with ruby and gold-blanketed ravines can overshadow the underlying splendor 

of color that the Dakota culture embodies through its history in those hills. Though my grandpa 

worked for Rural Electric Administration around Sica Hollow for years, he never came into 

much contact with Native Americans. When I asked my grandma what she thought about the 

Indian-white relations around Sica Hollow she replied: “I don‟t think the Indians have any 

involvement in Sica Hollow. We‟ve never seen an Indian around there.”  

 The legends and rare natural phenomena also draw tourists and curious groups in. A blog 

about Sica Hollow that is on a paranormal website contains tales of people who travel to Sica to 

encounter spirits of the Dakota descendants. Dave told me in the interview that he sometimes 

receives phone calls from tourists wondering what time they should show up to see glowing trees.   

What do all of these perspectives add up to? When I asked Dave the main reason 

people come to Sica Hollow, he replied that the Native American history, diverse biological 

habitats, legends, and beauty are all components that draw people in. “The diversity of it is what 

attracts many people. All of those things add to the mystique of Sica Hollow.” From only just 

one of these perspectives, Sica Hollow is interesting enough, but the view from only one 

perspective does not give the opportunity to experience the whole of the place. Clichés can force 

people into thinking that Sica Hollow is only good for a pretty hike or a creepy story, and then 

they miss out on the true beauty of the Native story. Even a strictly ecological view is missing 

the knowledge of the human interactions that have taken place on that ground, and to miss out on 

all that human experience is to miss out on the connections that the actual plants and animals had 

to the people of the Hollow. With further insight, a place is made up of all of these things 

combined: history, sacredness, geography, and narrative. 

One definition of „Dakota‟ – the people who named Sica Hollow – means „friend‟ in 

English. Yet, a deeper look into the context of the Dakota name shows that it is part of the word 
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„WoDakotah,‟ which means “a condition of being at peace with oneself and in harmony with one 

another and with nature;” or “a condition of lifestyle patterned after the natural order of nature” 

(Red Owl). In a similar comparison, the word „peace‟ for Christians means stillness and lack of 

conflict. Yet, the word shalom, which encompasses peace, means so much more. Shalom is a 

state of wholeness and is an indicator that things are more like they were meant to be in terms of 

God‟s intended purposes for people, places, and things. Just as we encounter fuller pictures of 

the words „Dakota‟ and „peace‟ when we dig deeper for more holistic contexts, we can encounter 

a fuller picture of places when we dig deeper for all of the many complex perspectives and 

events that go into their shaping. A tourist who finds out about the white Christian abuse of 

Dakota people in Sica Hollow‟s past may gain more reverence for the place and for the purposes 

that some worshipers still use it for. If we seek not just "peace" for our faith or just "friendship" 

in our relations with God's created order, but rather also seek shalom and harmony, we should 

likewise come to engage all perspectives of places – and the people who hold those perspectives 

– in love and appreciation.   
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