
INDIAN SIGN LANGUAGE AND OTHER FORMS 

OF COMMUNICATION 

WILLIAM PHILO CLARK HAS JUST RELEASED AN INFORMATIVE 

STUDY ENTITLED THE INDIAN SIGN LANGUAGE, PUBLISHED BY 

L. R. HAMERSLY & CO. OF PHILADELPHIA. 

THE PLAINS INDIANS ACROSS OUR GREAT LAND DO NOT HAVE A 

WRITTEN LANGUAGE AND BECAUSE INDIVIDUAL TRIBES SPEAK 

DIFFERENT LANGUAGES, THEY INCORPORATE SEVERAL 

DIFFERENT TYPES OF COMMUNICATION METHODS TO 

COMMUNICATE. SIOUX CHIEF IRON HAWK ONCE SAID, “THE 

WHITES HAVE POWER GIVEN THEM BY GREAT SPIRIT TO READ 

AND WRITE. HE GAVE US POWER TO TALK WITH OUR HANDS 

AND ARMS, WRITE WITH PICTURES, AND SEND MESSAGES WITH 

MIRROR, BLANKET, PONY FAR-AWAY, SMOKE, FIRE ARROWS, 
AND FLINT.” 

LEWIS AND CLARK REPORTED THEIR MAIN INTERPRETER, 
GEORGE DROUILLARD, WAS PROFICIENT IN USING INDIAN SIGN 

LANGUAGE. LEWIS, IN HIS AUGUST 14, 1806 JOURNAL ENTRY, 
REPORTED DROUILLARD, “UNDERSTOOD PERFECTLY THE 

COMMON LANGUAGE OF JESTICULATION OR SIGNS WHICH 

SEEMS TO UNIVERSALLY UNDERSTOOD BY ALL THE NATIONS WE 

HAVE SEEN.” 

MANY OF THESE SIGNS SEEM EASILY UNDERSTAND WHILE 

OTHERS ARE QUITE COMPLICATED. FOR EXAMPLE, THE SYMBOL 

FOR TIPI IS THE CROSS OF THE FINGERS, BUT WHEN COMBINED 

WITH A SECOND TIPI SIGN, THE MEANING CHANGES TO CAMP. 
A BETTER EXAMPLE, PERHAPS, OF COMBINED SIGNS IS HOW TO 

INDICATE THE TERM ENEMY. IT IS THE SIGN FOR “FRIEND” 

FOLLOWED BY THE SIGN FOR “NO.” CLARK, IN HIS STUDY, 
REPORTS OVER 3000 DIFFERENT SIGNS USED. 

CLARK ALSO REPORTS THAT CONTACT WITH THE WHITE MAN 

HAS PRODUCED NEW SIGNS. SOUTHERN CHEYENNE AND 

ARAPAHOES FORCED ONTO THE CANADIAN COUNTY, 
OKLAHOMA RESERVATION DEVELOPED THE SIGN FOR INDIAN 

AGENT AS THE MOTION OF TAKING SOMETHING FROM THE 

MOUTH. THIS SIGN APPEARS TO HAVE ORIGINATED FROM 

INDIAN AGENT BRINTON DARLINGTON’S JOCOSE TRICK OF 

TAKING OUT HIS FALSE TEETH TO SURPRISE HIS INDIAN WARDS. 

IN ADDITION TO HAND SIGNALS, SIGNALS OF SMOKE WERE 

USED AS A COMMUNICATION METHOD. TRIBES USED 

DIFFERENT FUELS TO PRODUCE DIFFERENT TYPES OF SMOKE, 
FROM THE DARK SMOKE PRODUCED BY DAMP LEAVES TO THE 

WHITE SMOKE FROM DRIED GRASSES. THE SMOKE STREAM 

COULD BE ALTERED BY PASSING A WET BLANKET OR HIDE OVER 

THE FIRE, PRODUCING SHORT OR LONG SMOKE PUFFS, ZIG 

ZAGS, AND EVEN SPIRALS. THESE COMMUNICATIONS COULD BE 

SEEN AT GREAT DISTANCES ACROSS THE PLAINS. 

WE ARE DEEPLY INDEBTED TO  MR. CLARK FOR HIS 

INTERESTING STUDY AND SIGN OFF WITH THE SIGN FOR “I” AND 

THE SIGN FOR “GO”. 

1. Chief Red Horse Tells About Custer: The Battle of 
the Little BigHorn, Jessie Brewer McGaw, 1981 

2. Native American Netroots, 

http://nativeamericannetroots.net/diary/1386  

3. George Drouillard of the Lewis and Clark 
Expidition, M.O. Skarsten, 1964. 

4. The Indian Sign Language, William Philo Clark, 
1885. 

Volume 11                                                        Philadelphia, 1885 

The Colorado History Gazette 

    

http://nativeamericannetroots.net/diary/1386

