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Chief Joseph

THE RECONSTRUCTION TREATIES with the Five Civilized Tribes 
reduced the land of those tribes to about half its previous size. They 
divided what had once been Indian Territory into two distinct parts. The 
southeastern Indians were located in the eastern half, along with several 
small tribes from the Old Northwest Territory and a few tribes from other 
areas.

Indian removal had first 
begun in the Old North-
west in 1787. Tribes from 
the Old Northwest resisted 
white intrusion, but their 
efforts succeeded only in 
reducing their own popu-
lations. Eventually those 
tribes ceded their lands and 
agreed to move. Many of 
them were forced to move 
several times before their 
final settlement in Indian 
Territory. Each time they 
were promised that the cur-
rent move was the final one. 
But each time the land hun-
ger of the white population 
pushed the Indians farther 
and farther west.

THE SENECAS AND 
SHAWNEES. The San-
dusky Senecas were actually 
remnants of the original 
Iroquois Confederacy — 
the Mohawks, Senecas, Onondagas, Oneidas, and Cayugas. They had 
moved to the Sandusky River area in Ohio in the eighteenth century. In 
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Ohio they were joined by members of the Erie, Conestoga, and Tuscarora 
tribes. In 1831 the United States Government signed a removal treaty 
with the Sandusky Senecas and with the Mixed Seneca and Shawnee 
tribe. On July 4, 1832, after a tragic eight-month journey plagued by 
winter storms, floods, illness, and death, the Sandusky Senecas arrived 
in Indian Territory ready to set up new homes and farms. They were dis-
mayed to learn that much of their new territory belonged to the Chero-
kees.

In December, 1832, the Mixed Senecas and Shawnees arrived in Indian 
Territory after encountering cholera and other deadly obstacles on their 
trip west. They, too, learned that their newly assigned lands were owned 
by the Cherokees.

THE QUAPAWS. In 1833, after several moves and a devastating ex-
perience in Louisiana, the Quapaws agreed to move to Indian Territory. 
The government assigned former Quapaw agent Wharton Rector, a man 
intensely disliked by the Quapaws, to conduct their removal from Loui-
siana to a section near the Senecas in Indian Territory. Four years later a 
federal survey revealed that, while the Quapaws had been given land not 
burdened by other settlers, Rector had moved them mistakenly to land 
belonging to the Senecas. The Quapaws were forced once again to leave 
the homes and farms they had built to move to the land that was right-
fully theirs.



Cheyenne-Arapaho 
camp on the North 

Canadian River 
near the Fort Reno-

Darlington area.
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THE STOKES COMMISSION. Shortly after the arrival of the San-
dusky Senecas to the western territory, Andrew Jackson appointed the 
Stokes Commission, headed by Governor Montfort Stokes of North 
Carolina, to investigate and settle the matter. The Stokes Commission 
was also handed the problems of the Mixed Senecas and Shawnees upon 
their arrival. The Commission succeeded in affecting a confederacy be-
tween the two groups and settling them in present-day Ottawa County.

THE OMNIBUS TREATY. The Reconstruction treaties at the end of 
the Civil War affected the Senecas and Quapaws the same way in which 
they affected the Five Civilized Tribes. These confederated bands of Indi-
ans gave up large tracts of their land in the northeastern section of Indian 
Territory so that other tribes could be settled there. The Omnibus Treaty 
of 1867 assigned the Confederated Peorias, the Ottawas and the Wyan-
dottes, remnants of Old Northwest tribes, to sections in Northeast Indian 
Territory. The Peoria Confederation consisted of groups from the Peorias, 
Miamis, Cahokias, Tamaroas, Michigameas, Moingwenas, Piankashaws, 
Weas, Eel River Indians, and Kaskaskias. The Kaskaskias were themselves 
a confederacy of Cahokias, Tamaroas, Michigameas, and Kaskaskias. The 
Ottawas had long been united with the Chippewas.

OTHER GROUPS. Other Old Northwest tribes removed to north-
eastern Indian Territory were the Delawares, the Munsees, the Stock-
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bridges, the Kansa Shawnees, and the Pottawatomis. The Delawares had 
been moved four times prior to 1867, and most of the tribes had moved 
more than once.

The Sac and Fox tribe, another confederated group, moved to Indian 
Territory in 1869, after losing lands in several other territories and states. 
In 1883, the Iowa Indians were granted a reservation in Indian Territory.

Most Indians who moved to Indian Territory following the Civil War 
came from Kansas, where they had suffered many indignities from en-
croaching whites. Tribes who had already suffered from other removals 
were being pushed off their lands by white squatters who cut tribal tim-
ber and stole tribal horses. Tribes who had once hunted collectively across  
one-third of the eastern United States were asked to move to Indian Ter-
ritory to occupy a few thousand acres of land. They moved once again to 
escape the onslaught of white settlers.

Other Indian groups residing in northeastern and north-central Okla-
homa by the end of the 1880s included the Otos and Missouris, the 
Pawnees, the Osages, the Poncas, the Kaws (also known as the Kansa 
Indians), the Kickapoos, the Illinois, and the Tonkawas, some of whom 
had lived in the area since before the war.

THE MODOCS. Two troubled groups from the Far West were also as-
signed to this area — the Modocs and the Nez Percé Indians. In 1873 the 
government transplanted the Modocs from northern California, near Tule 
Lake, to northeastern Indian Territory. In 1864, following several years 
of agitation by whites for Indian lands, the Modocs, the Klamaths, and 
the Yahooshin Snake Indians ceded their California lands in exchange for 
lands in Oregon. The Modoc chief, Captain Jack, soon complained that 
his people were mistreated by the Klamaths. The government ignored his 
complaints, so he took his followers back to California. There he request-
ed that the Modocs be assigned a separate reservation.

The federal government sent the military to move the Modocs back to 
Oregon. Their attempts resulted in the Modoc War of 1872-1873. After 
six months of warfare, several Modoc warriors surrendered and Captain 
Jack and several others were captured. They were taken to Fort Klamath, 
Oregon, where six of the leaders, without a knowledge of English or the 
aid of attorneys, were tried, convicted, and sentenced to hang.

The government moved the rest of the tribe as prisoners-of-war. Dur-
ing part of the trip they were shackled together and moved in cattle cars. 
They were not informed of their destination. They were underfed and 
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poorly clothed. Despite these hardships, when they arrived in Indian Ter-
ritory where the government had decided to send them, they were com-
plimented on their good behavior and cooperation during the trip. They 
were settled in the northeastern corner of the Shawnee reservation.

THE NEZ PERCÉ. Nez Percé tribesmen occupied the Wallowa Valley 
in the Snake River country of Oregon, Idaho, and Montana. This tribe 

had never broken the peace with the United States. In 1855, they had 
signed a treaty with that government which guaranteed them perpetual 
tenure of their lands.

By 1863, however, the mining industry and the ever-moving pioneers 
had made their way into the Far Northwest and were clamoring for Indian 
lands once again. At that time the government signed a treaty with Nez 
Percé tribal leaders who had been carefully selected for the transaction. 
According to the treaty, the tribe ceded its plush lands in the Wallowa Val-
ley in exchange for the small Lapwai Reservation in Idaho.

Part of the tribe moved to the reservation, but those living in the valley 
had not agreed to the removal and they refused to leave their homeland. 
Furthermore, Chief Joseph, leader of the group, had promised his dying 
father years earlier that he would not sell tribal lands to the white people, 
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so he was doubly committed to retaining 
the Wallowa Valley.

In 1877, war broke out between the Nez 
Percé and the white settlers who persis-
tently settled Indian lands. Warriors killed 
thirteen pioneers and then were gathered 
together by Chief Joseph, who tried to 
guide his people north into Canada. For 
three months, they defeated and evaded the 
army, traveling 1,300 miles through Idaho, 
Wyoming, and Montana. They were ac-
companied by their women and children 
and used some of the best military tactics 
the military officers had ever seen.

Finally, less than one day’s journey from 
the border, Joseph’s warriors engaged the 
army in a five-day battle in the Bear Paw 
Mountains of Montana. The chief surren-
dered to Brigadier General Nelson A. Miles 
on October 5,1877, because he feared that 
further delay would endanger his people. 
The women and children were in danger of 
freezing.

General Miles, who greatly respected 
the Nez Percé chief, promised him that the 
tribe would be sent to the Lapwai Reserva-
tion in the Northwest, rather than to some 
remote area in a faraway place. Despite 
Miles’s promise, however, and all his efforts 
to fulfill that promise, Miles’s superiors had 
other ideas born of their knowledge of pio-
neer attitudes. General O.O. Howard, who 
had also been involved in the campaign 
against the Nez Percé tribe, said, “Should 
the Indians return to the scene of their hor-

rid outrages, they could have no peace.” He meant that the settlers in the 
Northwest would not tolerate the tribe even on a reservation.

The Commissioner of Indian Affairs also feared that white settlers 
would retaliate against the Indians for “crimes” committed at the out-
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break of the war, so he favored sending them to Indian Territory. “This 
will be no hardship on them, as the difference in temperatures between 
that latitude and their old home is inconsiderable,” he said.

There were 431 Nez Percé placed in exile at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, 
while the tribe waited for Congress to decide its fate. Several more were 
sent later, but only 410 left the encampment after eleven months. More 
than 100 Nez Percé had died of malaria and other diseases.

In July, 1878, they were moved to the Quapaw agency in Indian Terri-
tory. By August, twenty more had died. In June, 1879, they were trans-
ferred to the Ponca agency. In the interim, twenty additional deaths were 
counted. Several more died on the journey and in the first few weeks after 
their arrival in the Ponca territory.

The Ponca agent had not been informed that they were coming. He 
had no instructions concerning their settlement and no provisions with 
which to care for them. With very little help, the Nez Percé found places 
for themselves and began setting up farming operations. Now destitute, 
they remembered the prosperous years in the Northwest when they had 
large herds of prime cattle and horses and plenty of food to eat. They de-
termined to use their talents to raise themselves to the economic heights 
they had enjoyed before the army destroyed and confiscated their worldly 
goods.

For six years, they remained in the Territory, farming, raising and 
training horses, conducting business, and trying to fight white poachers 
through proper government channels. (It was reported that 1,000 loads of 
lumber were cut and stolen from Nez Percé forests in one month’s time.) 
Their progress was exceptional in every area except two — they made 
very little headway in keeping poachers off their land, and they continued 
to die at an alarming rate. By the end of 1884, of those who had come to 
the Indian Territory, only 287 of the tribe still lived.

Chief Joseph made several trips to Washington to plead for the return 
of his people to the Northwest. He made many friends there, but his 
pleas went largely unheeded until an outraged public took up the cause. 
Congress was bombarded with correspondence concerning the injustice of 
keeping the unhappy chief ’s people in Indian Territory. Officials began to 
take notice of the heavy tribal mortality rate. Finally fearing extinction of 
Joseph’s people, they moved the tribe again.

On May 21, 1885, the 268 surviving Nez Percé Indians left their In-
dian Territory reservation for the Northwest. They did not return to their 
beloved Wallowaw Valley, however. Part of them were located with their 
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relatives on the Lapwai Reservation in Idaho. The rest were transferred to 
the Colville Reservation in Washington. Chief Joseph was among the 150 
who were exiled in Washington, a fate which he considered to be contin-
ued punishment for the war they fought to protect their homeland.

Chief Joseph made several trips to Washington, D.C., traveling all the 
way across the continent to plead for his people again — to plead for 
their return to Wallowa — but the government had gone as far as it was 
willing to go. The public lost interest after the tribe was moved back to 
the Northwest. The Nez Percé remained divided with Chief Joseph’s peo-
ple in exile. In 1904, Chief Joseph died beside his tipi fire at the Colville 
Reservation. In his annual report, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs 
related the agency doctor’s opinion that the chief had died of “a broken 
heart.”

INDIAN TERRITORY. The term “Indian Territory” is a misnomer in 
the governmental sense. Other territories had territorial governments that 
functioned as part of the overall United States Government. Those terri-
tories were a part of the United States, both geographically and politically.

Indian Territory did not actually belong to the United States and was 
not a part of the political make-up of that nation. Only those lands which 
had not been assigned to Indian tribes were under the direct jurisdiction 
of the United States Government.

LANDS FOR GOODS AND SERVICES. When lands were “as-
signed” to a tribe, the government had actually exchanged those lands for 
traditional tribal lands. Usually the new area was smaller than the area the 
tribe had previously occupied, so goods and services were also awarded 
the Indians. Indian agencies were established in the new tribal territories, 
and Indian agents were assigned there to distribute the goods and services 
owed the tribes.

Goods such as farming equipment, foodstuffs, and money (both one-
time payments and annual payments) supplemented the tribesmen’s de-
creased ability to earn a living on the reduced acreage. Services provided 
medical care and education to replace the schools which were left behind 
or to train Indians for a necessarily new way of life, and new medicine to 
replace the traditional medicine which was by its nature a regional art.

Each tribe or confederacy of tribes governed itself. The tribes made 
their own laws and set the penalties for breaking those laws. They pro-
vided their own police forces and patrolled their own boundaries. The 
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George Armstrong 
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Algernon E. Smith 
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United States Government exercised a certain amount of control through 
its distribution of goods and services. The greater a tribe’s need, the more 
control the United States had. In essence, however, each assigned tribal 
area was a separate nation, in much the same way that the United States 
and Mexico are separate nations.

This is the system under which the government first dealt with the 
Indians and under which the early tribes were moved to Indian Territory. 
The Civil War not only reduced Indian lands but also reduced Indian 
power. The nations of the Five Civilized Tribes were occupied by United 
States military, whose officers acted as administrators. The reservation era 
was a whole new proposition for all Native Americans.

THE LEASED DISTRICT. A small portion of Indian Territory in the 
West had once been leased by the United States for the settling of certain 
local and western tribes. It was called the Leased District and housed the 
Wichitas, Caddoes, Delawares, Keechies, Anadarkos, Ionies, and Wacos, 
many of whom were from Texas. After the Civil War, the entire western 
half of Indian Territory was available for settlement by western tribes 
— tribes the government intended to remove from areas of the Western 
Plains and resettle in the Territory.
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SAND CREEK MASSACRE AND RETALIATIONS. In 1864 Colo-
nel John Chivington and 700 mounted, well-armed troops attacked a 
camp of 500 sleeping Cheyenne and Arapaho. Black Kettle hoisted the 
American flag that had been given to him in Washington, D.C., by an 
official who told him he would be protected by it. He gathered his people 
beneath it and told them to be unafraid. In addition, he hoisted the white 
flag of surrender.

Black Kettle’s friend, White Antelope, and several others were shot 
down while standing beneath the flag. The attack took place at the Sand 
Creek camp in Colorado and became known as the Sand Creek Massacre. 
Survivors fled to the Cheyenne camp at Smoky Hill, about fifty miles 
away, where they mourned their dead and held a war council.

Despite the fact that northern Indians rarely went to war in the winter, 
in January of 1865, 1,600 Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Sioux — described 
by Angie Debo as a troop of “the greatest mounted fighting men the 
world has ever seen” — attacked the supply depot at Julesburg, Colorado. 
They defeated the troops, gathered the war booty, and returned to camp.

They then decided to make another raid and go north to the Powder 
River country. Black Kettle, declining to continue the war, took his peo-
ple and went south to Indian Territory. There they were warmly received 
by Kiowas, Kiowa-Apaches, and Comanches who gave them furnished 
lodges, horses, and equipment.

The southern tribesmen related stories of southern problems. In No-
vember, at about the same time as the Sand Creek Massacre, Kit Carson 
had attacked the Plains tribes on the Canadian River in the Texas Pan-
handle. The Indians had pushed the military back but had moved to a 
new location in Indian Territory rather than continuing the war.

There was some discussion of resuming the war in the spring, but Col-
onel Leavenworth, a rational and reasonable military leader, sent messages 
to the tribes urging them to keep the peace. Meanwhile, in Washington, 
D.C., officials of the Department of the Interior were also urging peace. 
Officials of the Department of War still wanted to “punish” the Indians.

PUBLIC OUTRAGE. The public, for once outraged at atrocities 
against the Indians, vigorously protested the Sand Creek Massacre. Even 
Kit Carson was appalled at some of the reports. He warned the govern-
ment of the possible disastrous results of a continued punishment policy. 
As a result, the Department of the Interior won the argument, and the 
United States admitted war crimes against the Cheyenne and Arapaho.
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The original site of 
the Massacre of the 

Washita has now been 
reclaimed. A trail 

around the area starts 
at the visitors’ center. 
The site is now under 
the supervision of the 

National Park Service.

MEDICINE LODGE PEACE COUNCIL. In October 1867, a peace 
council met at Medicine Lodge Creek in Kansas. Among the well-known 
Indian representatives were Satanta of the Kiowas, Wolf ’s Sleeve of the 
Apaches, Ten Bears of the Comanches, and Black Kettle of the Southern 
Cheyenne. Among the federal dignitaries were Commissioner of Indian 
Affairs N.G. Taylor, Senator J.B. Sanborn, and General Alfred Terry. Sev-
eral newspaper reporters were there, and 7,000 Indians.

The commission warned that the buffalo were disappearing and that 
for survival the chiefs should take their people to reservations to learn to 
farm. Ten Bears replied, “I was born where there were no enclosures and 
where everything drew a free breath. I want to die there and not within 
walls.” Similar sentiments were expressed by other chiefs, but their words 
fell on deaf ears. The commissioners had left Washington with instruc-
tions to accomplish three things:

1. Prevent Indian attacks on white emigrants and settlers;
2. Stop Indian wars by removing their causes; and
3. Convince Indians to become farmers and stockmen, stopping their “rest-

less wandering-about in search of a precarious living by hunting buffaloes and 
other game.”

The peace commission was relentless, and the chiefs signed treaties 
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agreeing to settle their people on reservations. As is the history of many 
treaties, it is probable that the Indians didn’t fully understand the mean-
ing of the agreements, and certainly not all the young warriors were ready 
to become farmers.

In his speech, Ten Bears said, “There has been trouble…between us, 
and my young men have danced the war dance. But it was not begun 
by us. It was you who sent out the first soldier and we who sent out the 

second.”

BROKEN PROMISES. The Medicine Lodge 
treaties further reduced the tribal lands specified in 
the 1865 treaties, but they were another effort in the 
government’s peace policy toward the Indians. The 
military, however, was standing in the background 
with its force policy ready and waiting.

Despite their peaceful promises, the government 
did not deliver the goods and services exchanged for 
depleted tribal lands. Some were merely delayed. 
Others were probably utilized by dishonest con-
tractors and agents. Regardless of the cause, young 
warriors believed that the United States had broken 
the treaty and, therefore, the Indians were no longer 
bound by it. Many of them left the reservations and 
made their way north looting and raiding en route.

PREJUDICE. Tribes in the West were encounter-
ing the same kind of prejudice which had resulted 
in the removal of the southeastern tribes. A Topeka, 
Kansas, newspaper editor published a column in 

1867 describing Kansas Indians as “a set of miserable, dirty, lousy, blan-
keted, thieving, lying, sneaking, murdering, graceless, faithless, gut-eating 
skunks…whose immediate and final extermination all men except Indian 
agents and traders should pray for.”

White buffalo hunters began to prowl the plains, killing buffaloes but 
taking only the hides and leaving the carcasses to rot. This angered many 
buffalo-hunting tribes, who depended on the animal for their livelihood 
and who used almost every part of the buffalo. The waste was shameful 
and insulting. Indian hunters killed only what they needed, leaving the 
rest for another time. Buffalo herds grew smaller and smaller.
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TREATY VIOLATIONS. White settlers coveting Indian lands pressed 
into areas stipulated in current treaties as tribal lands. White officials 
would not or could not stop them. Almost before the ink was dry on 
some treaties, the government wanted more tribal land reductions to sat-
isfy the ever-moving frontier.

Angry Indians, who could not depend on gov-
ernment agents to protect their territories, retali-
ated against poachers. This brought the military 
to control “marauding Indians.” The summer of 
1867 saw constant warring between the United 
States Army in the West and the Kiowas, Coman-
ches, Cheyennes, Arapahoes, and Apaches.

MASSACRE OF THE WASHITA. In retali-
ation, Colonel George Armstrong Custer and 
the Seventh Cavalry left Fort Supply and at-
tacked Black Kettle’s peaceful band camped on 
the Washita River. On November 27, 1868, in 
another early-morning attack, Custer virtually 
annihilated the unsuspecting Indians. He killed 
102 warriors, many women and children, and 
slaughtered a herd of 800 horses. Black Kettle 
was shot and killed as he fled on horseback across 
the Washita River. (In 1876, Custer and his men 
were defeated, and all were killed at the Battle of 
the Little Big Horn in the Powder River country. 
Cheyenne allies Chief Dull Knife, Crazy Horse, 
and Sitting Bull of the Hunkpapa Sioux, avenged the massacre of Black 
Kettle and his people.) Captain Louis M. Hamilton, grandson of Alex-
ander Hamilton, was one of the military casualties of the Massacre of the 
Washita.

Battles and skirmishes between the army and the Indians continued. 
The army patrolled the reservations in western Indian Territory. Young 
Indian warriors slipped away to raid Texas and Kansas farms and ranches.

CONQUERING THE INDIANS. In 1871, the government declared 
that no Indian tribes were sovereign and that they no longer would be 
treated as free and independent states. Acts of Congress and direct execu-
tive orders, not treaties, would determine Indian policy. In 1874, one of 



those orders from the War Department was to conquer the tribes of the 
Southern Plains.

General Nelson Miles defeated many tribes in the Texas Panhandle and 
in western Indian Territory. Others surrendered voluntarily. The change 
in government policy was evident as these tribes reported to various 
agencies. No gifts were given and no treaties presented. The Indians were 
treated as prisoners of war, and their leaders were imprisoned far away 
from their people.

The last group to surrender was Quanah Parker and his Quahada Co-
manches. Quanah Parker, the son of a Comanche chief and a white wom-
an, Cynthia Ann Parker, taken captive in Texas, was a shrewd and vigilant 
warrior. He later used his abilities to work for legislation advantageous to 
his people in the state of Oklahoma.

EXTINCTION OF THE BUFFALO. When 
the government began its conquering efforts 
against the Northern Plains tribes, it encouraged 
extinction of the buffalo. White buffalo hunters 
sold hundreds of thousands of hides to shipping 
companies, and others killed for the sport. Pas-
sengers on trains were seen shooting from win-
dows into herds, killing and wounding the ani-
mals, then leaving them to rot as the train passed 
toward its destination. One rail line even created 
buffalo-killing excursion trips and sold tickets to  
hunters and sightseers.

The Indians despaired as they watched their livelihood and their way of 
life disappear. Some superstitious bands held ceremonies, trying desper-
ately to recover the animals that they were convinced had been trapped 
mysteriously underground by unknown spirits.

PEACE ON THE NORTHERN PLAINS. Through relentless mili-
tary pursuit and destruction of the Indians’ economic base, the Northern 
Plains tribes were mostly quiet by the end of 1876. Northern Sioux and 
Cheyenne tribes were defeated. Sitting Bull and his followers had escaped 
to Canada, and Crazy Horse was killed in a supposed escape attempt.

The Modocs and Nez Percé were defeated. The Utes and Navajos were 
literally driven from their homes by the army to be relocated on reserva-
tions outside Indian Territory. The Western Apaches were the last of the 
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western tribes to be controlled.

GERONIMO. Geronimo, or He-Who-Yawns, was a peaceful man 
until he returned from a hunting trip to find that his wife and children 
had been murdered by white men. He vowed to kill ten white people 
for each of his children. He was joined by many young Apache warriors. 
They raided and destroyed white settlements in Arizona, New Mexico, 
and Mexico for ten years. Geronimo surrendered once and was sent to the 
Apache reservation. In a short time, however, he left the reservation, his 
followers with him. They resumed their raids and, in 1886, General Miles 
was sent to stop him. Upon their capture, Geronimo’s band was sent to 
prison in Florida where many died. They were transferred then to Ala-
bama, but the high death rate continued. Finally, in 1894, they were sent 
to Fort Sill where they remained as prisoners of war until 1913. At that 
time they were released from prisoner-of-war status. Some returned to the 
West. Others, including Geronimo, remained in Oklahoma.

AMERICANIZATION AND RESERVATIONS. During the con-
quest of the western and Plains tribes as well as the constant removal of 
the tribes of the Old Northwest, some tribes suffered great wrongs. Oth-
ers were glad to be removed from the constant depredations put upon 
them by white neighbors. Some recovered well while others continued to 
suffer disease, poverty, and death. Some suffering tribes were allowed to 
return to their homelands. Others were forced to remain in Indian Terri-
tory. There seemed to be no particular method by which the government 
made such decisions.

One policy seemed to remain constant throughout the dealings of the 
United States with the Indians, and that was that the Indians should be 
“Americanized.” From the earliest colonial times all the way through 
the reservation era, it was the primary goal of the Anglo-Americans to 
make Christians and farmers of the Native Americans. Most whites did 
not comprehend that inflicted cultural changes were humiliating and, in 
many ways, harmful to the Indians.

In essence, the reservation system during the Second Indian Removal 
was a tool of control and assimilation, justified under a guise of protec-
tion but resulting in major loss of land, culture, and sovereignty for Na-
tive peoples.

The reservation Indians were given their rations and taught to farm and 
raise livestock. If they resisted Americanization, agents were instructed to 
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withhold supplies. Indian children who spoke tribal languages were pun-
ished in school. Ministers and teachers berated customary tribal dress and 
hairstyles. All signs of Indian culture were to be obliterated, if possible.

The Code of Indian Offenses of 1883 had a profound and dam-
aging impact on Native American religious and cultural practices. 
Created by the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs, the code aimed 
to suppress traditional tribal customs and assimilate Indigenous 
peoples into Euro-American society. It criminalized core elements 
of Native life, including sacred ceremonies like the Sun Dance, 
traditional healing practices, and the roles of medicine men. Those 
who continued these customs could be punished with imprison-
ment, fines, or the withholding of government rations. By target-
ing spiritual leaders and outlawing ceremonies, the code sought to 
erode tribal identity and autonomy. Although some tribes resisted 
and continued practices in secret, the policy led to a significant 

disruption in the transmission of cultural knowledge and weakened spiri-
tual traditions for generations.

On the reservations, their resistance was quiet. Like the slaves of the 
pre-Civil War era, they resisted in subtle, nonviolent ways. And they con-
formed to whatever extent necessary for their own survival.

This did not result in military violence against them, but it frustrated 
and infuriated federal agents and officials. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Discuss the attempts of the Nez Percé to avoid removal.
2. What did the United States Government do to compensate the tribes 

for the large parcels of land ceded to the government?
3. What was the “leased district” and how was it used?
4. How did the buffalo play a role in the hostilities between the Indians 

and the white men?
5. Who were the signing parties to the Treaty of Medicine Lodge Creek 

and what was the treaty to accomplish?
6. Describe the Sand Creek Massacre. Give the names of the leaders in 

the event.
7. Why did the government move the Nez Percé back to the North-

west?
8. Tell about the Massacre of the Washita; be sure to include the names 

of the leaders in the event.
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