
The U.S.–Dakota War of 1862  2012 marks the 150th anniversary of the U.S.–Dakota War of 1862, a tragic time in 

the history of Minnesota and the United States. Exploring the history of the war, its causes, and its aftermath are fundamental to 

understanding Minnesota today. Throughout 2012, the Minnesota Historical Society will introduce a wide range of initiatives and 

programs to encourage discussion and reflection.

If ever there was evidence that some of Minnesota’s 
most historically important and iconic imagery can come in 
the most diminutive scale, it is the series of ten pen-and-ink 
portrait sketches by Robert Ormsby Sweeny. Measuring just 
4-by-2.5 inches, these tiny portraits, now part of the Minne-
sota Historical Society’s art collection, are among a handful 
of eyewitness visual records of the largest mass hanging in 
U.S. history: the execution of 38 Dakota men in Mankato on 
December 26, 1862.

Born in Philadelphia in 1831, Sweeny trained as a phar-
macist and moved to St. Paul in 1852, becoming one of the 
city’s first druggists. Along with artists Seth Eastman and 
Edwin Whitefield, he is among Minnesota’s earliest and 
most prolific visual chroniclers. While Sweeny had no formal 
art training, he did have a restless nature—he seemed to 
go where the action was. After several months of sketching 

(and perhaps treating) Union soldiers in action on and off 
the Civil War battlefields of Arkansas and Missouri, Sweeny 
returned to Minnesota in August 1862 to recover from an eye 
injury. He would soon give witness to events of another kind 
in U.S. history.

Sweeny personally knew many of the Dakota men who 
were condemned to death. He traveled to Mankato and cre-
ated these ten portraits on the morning of the hanging. Were 
they drawings of his friends, or was there only time enough 
to sketch these few? Examining these portraits, one can only 
wonder what the men were thinking on this fateful day:  
betrayal, pride, confusion, pain, sadness? 

A century-and-a-half later, these ephemeral sketches are 
powerful reminders of the U.S–Dakota War of 1862 and the 
individuals swept away by its events. 

—Brian Szott, acting head of collections

Wa-hpe-du-ta (Scarlet Leaf)

Wa-she-choon (Frenchman)

Toon-kau-e-cha-tag-ma-ne  
(One Who Walks By His Grandfather)

Ma-ka’-ta l na’-zin  
(One Who Stands On Earth) mhs 
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Copyright of Minnesota History is the property of the Minnesota 
Historical Society, and its content may not be copied or emailed to 
multiple sites or users or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder’s 
express written permission:  contact us. 
 
Individuals may print or download articles for personal use. 
 
To request permission for educational or commercial use, contact us. 
Include the author’s name and article title in the body of your message. But 
first-- 
 
If you think you may need permission, here are some guidelines: 
 
Students and researchers 

• You do not need permission to quote or paraphrase portions of an 
article, as long as your work falls within the fair use provision of 
copyright law. Using information from an article to develop an 
argument is fair use. Quoting brief pieces of text in an unpublished 
paper or thesis is fair use. Even quoting in a work to be published 
can be fair use, depending on the amount quoted. Read about fair 
use here: http://www.copyright.gov/fls/fl102.html 

• You should, however, always credit the article as a source for your 
work. 

 
Teachers 

• You do not need permission to incorporate parts of an article into 
a lesson. 

• You do need permission to assign an article, either by 
downloading multiple copies or by sending students to the online 
pdf. There is a small per-copy use fee for assigned reading. 
Contact us for more information. 
 

About Illustrations 
• Minnesota History credits the sources for illustrations at the end 

of each article. Minnesota History itself does not hold copyright 
on images and therefore cannot grant permission to reproduce 
them. 

• For information on using illustrations owned by the Minnesota 
Historical Society, see MHS Library FAQ.  
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