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“Nearly two months have elapsed since I arrived at this post, on my way up the river from the Mississippi, to join the regiment of dragoons on their campaign into the country of the Comanchees and Pawnee; during which time, I have been industriously at work brush and my pen, recording the looks and the deeds of the Osages, who inhabit the country on the North and the West of this.

         The Osages or (as they call themselves) Wa-saw-see, are a tribe of about 5200 in numbers, inhabiting and hunting over the head-waters of the Arkansas, and Neosho or Grand rivers.  Their present residence is about 700 miles West of the Mississippi river, in three villages, constituted of wigwams, built of barks and flags or reeds.  Their chief place of trade is with the sutlers at this post; and there are constantly more or less of them encamped about the garrison.


The Osages may justly be said to be the tallest race of being very few indeed of the men, at their full growth, who are less than six feet in stature, and very many of them six and a half, and others seven feet.  Their movement is graceful and quick; and in war and in the chase, I think they are equal to any of the tribes about them.


This tribe, though living as they long have near the borders of the civilized community, having studiously rejected everything of civilized customs; and are uniformly dressed in skins of their own dressing—strictly maintaining their primitive looks and manners, without the slightest appearance of innovations, excepting in the blankets, which have been recently admitted tot heir use instead of the buffalo robes, which are now getting scare amongst them.


The Osages are one of the tribes who shave the head, as I have before described when speaking of the Pawnees and they decorate and paint it with great care.  There is a peculiarity in the heads of these people which I find is produced by artificial means in infancy.  Their children, like those of all the other tribes, are carried on a board, and slung upon the mother’s back.  The infants are lashed to the boards, with their backs upon them.  The head of the child bound down so tight to the board, as to force in the occipital bone, and create unnatural deficiency on the back part.  This custom, they told me they practiced, because “it pressed out a bold and manly appearance in front.  

         The difference between this mode and the one practiced by the Flat-head Indians beyond the Rocky mountains, consists in this, that the Flat-heads press the head between two boards; the one pressing the frontal bone down, whilst the other is pressing the occipital up, producing the most frightful deformity; whilst the Osages merely press the occipital in.

        These people, like all those tribes who shave the head, cut and slit their ears very much, and suspend them great quantities of wampum and tinsel ornaments.  Their necks are generally ornamented also with a profusion of wampum and beads.The head-chief of the Osages at this time, is a young man by the name of Clermont, the son of a very distinguished chief.  I painted the portrait of this chief at full length, in a beautiful dress, his leggings fringed with scalp-locks, and in his hand his favorite and valued war-club.” 

- George Catlin, 1834

