
"America, Love It
or Leave It"

Some Native American
Initiatives to Move

to Mexico, 1890-1940

By Steven Crum*

In the 1960s some middle-class Americans popu-
larized the phrase "America, Love it or Leave It." They usually di-
rected it at racial minorities and anti-Vietnam War protesters, in
essence telling them that if they did not like this country and its
policies they should move elsewhere.1 What most people today do
not realize is that decades earlier some Native Americans also as-
serted the same argument, even though they did not coin the spe-
cific phrase.
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Between 1890 and 1940 many Native Americans living in Indian

Territory and the state of Oklahoma explored the possibility of leav-

ing the United States and moving to Mexico. They undertook the ac-

tion because the United States had inaugurated a national policy of
reducing the Indian land base and placing Indians on small plots of

land after eliminating tribal communal domains. The plan was to

"Americanize" Indians by inducing them to become yeoman farmers

and homesteaders. If various tribes had possessed all of Indian Ter-

ritory in 1889, they lost nearly all of it by 1907 with the creation of

the state of Oklahoma.2 The massive land loss, the result of govern-

ment policy, angered the tribes, and some tribal individuals consid-

ered moving to Mexico. This study looks at the various Indian ini-

tiatives to emigrate voluntarily to Mexico in the late nineteenth

and early twentieth centuries.
In the late nineteenth century, the federal government continued

to maintain that the United States must become a unified and ho-
mogeneous nation. However, policy makers realized that Indian
Territory and its culturally diverse Native American populations
stood in the way of the plan of "one nation indivisible." To break
apart the territory and encourage Indians to move into the larger
dominant society, Congress carried out a number of measures. Be-
ginning in 1889, it authorized the opening up of certain areas in In-
dian Territory which led to the well-known land runs in the region.
A second measure was placing Indians on small land allotments
where they could become farmers and homesteaders. That initia-
tive came to fruition with the Dawes (General Allotment) Act of
1887 which was applied to all Indians, including those in Indian
Territory. As a follow-up, Congress established the Dawes Commis-
sion in 1893 to enroll Indians in eastern Indian Territory and then
allot their tribal domains. Third, Congress passed the Curtis Act of
1898 which abolished tribal governments in Indian Territory and
required Indians to accept allotments and submit to eventual state-
hood.3 All those measures combined resulted in the creation of the
state of Oklahoma in 1907.

As for the thousands of Native American people living in Indian
Territory, they reacted to the land loss and the liquidation of tribal
domains in a number of ways. Most initially opposed the elimina-
tion of Indian Territory but in the end accepted the federal govern-
ment's plan for them to live on small plots of land and become more
like the white Americans. Within a few years, the various organized
tribal governments, before they were abolished by the Curtis Act,
reluctantly accepted the allotment process: the Seminoles in 1896,
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the Creeks in 1901, and the Cherokees in 1902. Others fought to re-
tain Indian Territory as a separate political entity. In 1905 they
held a large convention to organize what was left of Indian Terri-
tory as an all-Indian state with the name Sequoyah after the well-
known Cherokee who had invented the Cherokee syllabary decades
earlier. Congress, of course, took no interest in that initiative. Still
others considered moving elsewhere where they could own their
land communally and retain their own unique tribal lifestyles.4

Those who considered moving to Mexico were for the most part
traditional fullbloods who wanted to retain a large degree of native-
ness. The traditionalists also included members of small organized
groups within larger tribes, including the Keetoowahs of the Chero-
kees and the Snakes of the Creeks. They were members of tribes
who had been subject to the federal government's Indian removal
policy of the early nineteenth century. Under the Indian Removal
Act of 1830, the government moved thousands of Indians living east
of the Mississippi River to the west and settled them in what be-
came known as Indian Territory. Approximately 60,000 Cherokees,
Creeks, Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Seminoles from the southeast-
ern United States ended up in Indian Territory.

Additionally, thousands of other Indians from the Great Lakes
region and other places also moved. All those removed Indians
ended up in the eastern half of Indian Territory (the western half of

Among the Kickapoo Indians who settled in Musquiz, Mexico (above and p. 408)
were Pe na wa and Ma she ka ah (opposite) (All photographs courtesy Oklahoma
Historical Society, No. 21767.2, p. 408, No. 21767.3, above, No. 15652, opposite).
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the territory was later designated for

various tribes already living in the

Great Plains area).5 Having already
experienced an earlier displacement,
the Indians viewed the liquidation of

Indian Territory as another initiative
to displace them. As a result, some In-
dians wanted to leave on their own to

escape undesirable policies placed up-
on the tribes.

The first tribal individuals who
considered leaving were the Kick-
apoos living in central Indian Terri-
tory. Their argument in September,
1891, was that too many whites had
moved in around them.6 That was an
accurate assessment, for all the land
surrounding the Kickapoo reserva-
tion had been opened up to non-In-
dian settlement over a five-year period. The so-called Unassigned
Lands in the heart of Indian Territory west of Kickapoo land had
been opened up on April 22, 1889, in the first Oklahoma land rush.
Later, on September 22, 1891, the federal government opened up
three small reservations surrounding the Kickapoos: the Iowa, the
Sac and Fox, and Pottawatomie Reservations. Four years later, on
May 23, 1895, the government finally opened up the Kickapoo Re-
serve to non-Indians, and that left the Kickapoo and other tribes
with only small land allotments created by the Dawes Act.7 Their
larger tribal domains ceased to exist and quickly became occupied
by non-Indians.

Having witnessed the massive reduction of tribal domains, the
Kickapoos strongly considered moving to Mexico in the 1890s. In
fact, moving around had already been a visible aspect of Kickapoo
history. Originally from the Old Northwest or Great Lakes area, the
tribe moved westward in the 1760s and 1770s after developing
ill-relations with French settlers. In 1819 the Kickapoos moved to a
reservation in southwestern Missouri after signing a removal
treaty with the federal government. To escape continuous white en-
croachment, some Kickapoos left Missouri and moved to Mexico in
1849. In 1864 another Kickapoo group moved to Mexico and joined
those already living in the northern Mexican state of Coahuila. 8 In
the 1890s the Kickapoos who had made Indian Territory their home
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since the mid-nineteenth century seriously considered joining their
tribal kinsfolk in Mexico, but there is no evidence that they left.

Besides the Kickapoos, other tribal individuals also developed an
interest in emigrating to Mexico, especially fullblood Cherokees.
They too were prompted by the land allotment and land reduction
policies of the Dawes Act.9 In response, both fullblood and mixed-
blood leaders held a large meeting in May, 1895, to discuss moving
to Mexico. They wanted to preserve the "present customs and gov-
ernment" of the Cherokee Nation which had existed since the re-
moval days of the 1830s. They feared that the Cherokee Nation
might have to "relinquish its present government and systems" due
to the subdivision and reduction of the tribal domain. Uncertain
about the future, mixed-blood leader Bird Harris sought to ac-
quire a new Cherokee homeland in western Mexico in the State of
Sinaloa.

Harris had in mind a gigantic reservation about 300 miles long
and 100 miles wide to accommodate around 100,000 Indians. If the
plan to move to Mexico failed, Harris hoped to move to land in Co-
lombia in South America.' At the time of the meeting, E. C. Bou-
dinot, another prominent mixed-blood Cherokee leader, traveled
to Washington, D.C., to meet with the foreign ministers of both
Mexico and Venezuela to discuss Cherokee emigration to Latin
America."

Three years later, in 1898, some Cherokees renewed their inter-
est in Mexico after Congress passed the Curtis Act of 1898 which
paved the way for the abolition of tribal governments in Indian Ter-
ritory. The Cherokees' interest in leaving received wide publicity in
the western United States. The Border Vidette, a newspaper pub-
lished in Nogales, Arizona, reported on August 8, 1900, that "a
party of Cherokee Indians from Oklahoma arrived in the City of
Mexico last week with the object of interviewing President Diaz,
with a view of bringing to Mexico a large colony of Cherokees to set-
tle in the states of Sonora and Sinaloa."12

Perhaps the most aggressive group of Cherokees to consider mov-
ing was the Keetoowah Society, a group of fullbloods whose ances-
tors organized the society in the 1850s to perpetuate traditionalism.
In 1901 the Keetoowahs urged the Committee on Indian Affairs of
the United States House of Representatives to submit legislation to
allow Cherokees "to create an Indian colony in Mexico."' 3 Besides
the Keetoowahs, other fullblood Cherokees also talked about emi-
gration, including the "Muskrat wing of the Cherokee fullbloods." 4

Those groups opposed the mixed-bloods who largely ran the official
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government of the Cherokee Nation and who favored land

allotment.
Cherokee fullbloods, however, were not the only individuals who

favored Indian emigration to Mexico. Some non-Indians also sup-
ported the Indians' drive, and their motives remain questionable.

Perhaps some had a genuine concern for the welfare of the Indians

and believed that by moving to Mexico the Indians would be free of

American paternalism. Perhaps others wanted Indians removed so

they could claim former Indian land in Indian Territory. Whatever

the motive, some whites encouraged emigration. One individual

was James Tittle who wrote a circular letter to the Cherokee Na-

tion. In it he described his recent trip to Mexico to look for suitable
places where the Cherokees might settle. Specifically, Tittle named
three localities. One was the southern end of the State of Tamau-
lipas, facing the Gulf of Mexico. According to Tittle, the land was
fertile with available water for sugar cane, corn, and citrus fruit. A
second locality was where the states of Oaxaca, Veracruz, Chiapas,
and Tabasco meet in southeastern Mexico. That region, Tittle
noted, had good agricultural land for citrus fruit, corn, and rice. A
third locality was the mountainous region of central Michoacan,
southwest of Mexico City, which had mineral potential. Tittle
claimed to have talked with Porfirio Diaz, the president of Mexico,
who claimed to be favorable to United States Indians moving to
Mexico. According to Tittle, Diaz claimed to have Indian blood and

Nighthawk Keetoowahs, some of whom are shown in 1924 near Gore, were filiblood
Cherokees who considered moving to Mexico (OHS No. 681).
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would go out of his way to help emi-

grant Indians. For example, Mexico
would reduce railroad travel fare by
40 percent, and it would exempt em-

A . igrant Indians from having to pay
taxes.15

The substance of Tittle's letter,
however, was a complete fabrication
for at least two reasons. First, by the
late nineteenth century, most of
Mexico's good land had already been
claimed by private Mexican citizens,

x rby the government itself, and by for-
? reigners from Europe. Second, Por-

firio Diaz had very little interest in
Indians. In fact, Diaz and other
Mexican officials regarded Indians
as biologically inferior. To uplift
Mexico and to dilute the Indian
blood within the nation, Diaz and

other officials encouraged European immigration to Mexico. There
appears to have been no interest on the part of the Mexican govern-
ment to encourage United States Indians to move to Mexico in the
years up to 1911 when Diaz ran the nation. Additionally, the Mexi-
can government warred against the Yaqui Indians of the northern
province of Sonora in the opening decade of the twentieth century.16

Thus, the Tittle letter lacked substance, but it received wide public-
ity in Indian Territory.

Realizing that fullblood Cherokees were serious about emigra-
tion, some prominent mixed-blood Cherokees became concerned
that the movement might divide the Cherokee Nation. The editor
of the Cherokee Advocate, the nation's official newspaper, therefore
listed a number of reasons why fullbloods should not move: Mexico
"is not a land which flows with milk and honey" as some advocates
had asserted; the "climate is extremely hot"; anyone planning to
move would have to "learn another language"; and emigrant Indi-
ans would leave behind their "kinship" group members since most
Cherokees had no plans of leaving. Even more, the editor pointed
out, the Indians in the United States had it quite good in a number
of respects, including formal schooling provided by the federal gov-
ernment. 7
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Besides Cherokees, some fullblood Creeks (Mvskoke) also ex-

pressed a deep interest in moving to Mexico. One active group was
the Crazy Snakes led by Chitto Harjo. Harjo and his followers ar-

dently opposed land allotment and asserted that Creeks could only
possess their land communally or tribally, not individually. Harjo
created his own tribal government with a twelve-member council

and a police force with the intent to replace the official Creek Na-

tional Council which ended up accepting the allotment policy. The

Crazy Snakes, however, failed to halt land allotment or to supplant
the existing Creek government. Harjo then considered leaving the
United States and moving to Mexico in 1905. He even proposed sell-
ing 32,000 acres of remaining Creek land to finance the one-way
trip. Harjo never left, for he was killed in a confrontation in 1909.18

Other fullblood Creeks, including Tobe Berryhill, Thomas Long,
Pleasant Berryhill, and L. T. Perryman, also discussed moving to
Mexico. In September, 1904, they and others held a meeting in
Okmulgee, the Creek national capital, to select three persons to
travel to Mexico "to investigate the country with a view to locating
there."19 In July, 1905, the Creeks held another meeting and se-
lected five delegates: Thomas Long, Yeager Fixico, Nokus Fixico,
Legus Perryman, and Pleasant Berryhill. If the delegation liked
Mexico after visiting there, then larger numbers of Creeks would

Tobe Berryhill (opposite)
and other fullblood
Creeks sent a delegation
to Mexico to investigate
the country. Alexander
Posey (r), seen here with
his daughter, supported
the efforts of some Creeks
to leave their Indian Ter-
ritory home (OHS No. I
20382.51, opposite; No.
11085, right).
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move after selling their allotments. In Mexico they could re-create
their own indigenous native community free of American federal
government paternalism.20

Some American-educated mixed-blood Creeks even favored the
fullbloods' desire to move to Mexico. Alexander Posey, who had at-
tended the Baptist-run Indian University (today's Bacone College
in Muskogee, Oklahoma) in the 1890s, had read Charles Darwin's
Origin of Species and accepted the adaptation principle and applied
it to Native Americans. He argued that Indians must accept societal
changes along with the American notion of progress. He became in-
volved in Creek national politics and held positions such as member
of the Lower House of the Creek National Council, superintendent
of Creek Public Instruction, and superintendent of the Creek Or-
phan Asylum. As a politician, Posey favored United States citizen-
ship for Creeks and the government's land allotment policy. For
that reason, he served as a field worker for the Dawes Commission.
Although he initially opposed those Creeks who favored emigration,
Posey ended up favoring the creation of a special commission to al-
low the fullblood Snakes to exchange their land allotments for land
in Mexico. Posey believed emigration caused dissension within the
nation, and one way to restore harmony was to let the dissenters
leave.2 1 Nothing came of his idea, however.

Besides the Cherokees and Creeks, there also were individuals of
other eastern Indian Territory tribes who considered emigration to
Mexico. Some Choctaws expressed their interest in November,
1898. Years earlier, in 1832, nearly all the Choctaws of Mississippi
had made Indian Territory their home after being subject to re-
moval. Some Chickasaws also considered emigration. They too had
been subject to removal in 1832 and had lived earlier in northern
Mississippi and Alabama. Initially, the Chickasaws showed little
interest in Mexico but finally decided to send representatives to
visit Mexico. In December, 1898, some Delawares also talked about
sending a delegation to Mexico to prospect for a new home. They too
had been subject to removal years earlier, first settling in Kansas in
the 1830s and finally moving to Indian Territory in 1857.22

For the most part, the Indians who favored emigration to Mexico
came from the eastern half of Indian Territory. There was, however,
one exception. In October, 1902, Lone Wolf, a member of the Kiowa
Tribe of western Indian Territory, wanted the federal government
to sell Kiowa land and use the proceeds to buy 2 million acres of
land from Mexico.23 Lone Wolf favored the move, but only tempo-
rarily, after losing the well-known Supreme Court decision Lone
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Wolf v. Hitchcock. He argued in court that the government could not

allot reservations or sell surplus land because of treaty rights. Ac-

cording to the Medicine Lodge Treaties of 1867 with the Kiowa and

other western Indian Territory tribes, the government could not al-

ter reservations created by the treaties unless it first secured the

vote of three-fourths or more of the adult tribal males. Lone Wolf ar-

gued correctly that the federal government had altered the Kiowa

reservation when it allotted the land and sold the surplus without

securing tribal consent. Although his argument was a sound one,
the Supreme Court voted against it. The court ruled that the fed-

eral government had "plenary" power over the Indians and could al-

ter reservation land regardless of treaty rights.24

Some politicians eventually became involved in the Indian emi-
gration initiative. Over a ten-year period from 1898 to 1908, various
congressmen submitted eight separate bills in Congress which, if
passed, would have allowed Indian Territory Indians to leave the
United States and move to Mexico. The bills specified that if "300 or
more Indians of the Indian Territory" chose to leave and move to a
"foreign country," the secretary of the interior would endorse the ac-
tion and assist the Indians in
their move. The secretary
would help the Indians sell
their land and improvements
and negotiate with the foreign
government. The emigrant In-
dians, however, would not lose
their rights once they moved
(supposedly rights relating to
earlier treaties). But once they
left the United States, the fed-
eral government would no lon-
ger provide them any support.
The later bills were identical in
language to the earlier ones
with only minor changes. For
example, instead of "300 or
more Indians," the later bills
noted "200 or more."25 Although
the word "Mexico" was not in- In western Indian Territory, Chief Lone
cluded in any of the bills, the Wolf tried unsuccessfully to induce the
intent to move to Mexico was government to allow the Kiowas to buy
clear to all parties. The Com- land in Mexico (OHS No. 8981).
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mittee on Indian Affairs of the Senate included in its report of Janu-
ary 21, 1901, the phrase "Republic of Mexico." The committee also
favored Indian emigration and wrote, "We are of the opinion that no
harm could ensure, and good results might follow."26 Perhaps the
most important congressional advocate was Congressman John F.
Lacey of Iowa who stressed, "Let the discontented [Indian] element
go."27

Not all public officials favored Indian emigration to Mexico.
Some congressmen interpreted the Indians' proposal as an effort on

the part of unscrupulous whites
to take Indian land. Congress-
man John W. Maddox of Georgia
asked, "Is not this a direct effort
on the part of the people to get
rid of the Indians to get posses-
sion of the property?" 28 In re-
sponse, Lacey admitted that
some whites did have such a mo-
tive. The main opponent of In-
dian emigration was William A.
Jones, commissioner of the Bu-
reau of Indian Affairs (BIA) from
1897 to 1904. When the secre-
tary of the interior asked Jones
to respond to the Indian emigra-
tion issue, Jones asked the secre-
tary to "take such steps as may

Henry Tall Chief, a Carlisle graduate, be necessary to prevent the pro-
joined other Osages in negotiating for posed legislation becoming a
land in Mexico (OHS No. 21271.11). law." 29 Jones instead wanted In-

dians to remain in the United
States and become amalgamated into mainstream America. To al-
low them to leave would send a message to Indians that the federal
government was not serious about assimilation.

Despite Jones's opposition, some Indians kept alive the idea of
emigration. In fact, they intensified their desire to move immedi-
ately after Oklahoma statehood in 1907. Individuals from four
tribal groups either discussed emigration or actually moved in 1908
and 1909. A small group of Cherokees moved to a place twenty
miles north of Tampico in the state of Veracruz facing the Gulf of
Mexico. Little is known about their stay, but they apparently even-
tually returned to the United States because there is no evidence of
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a Cherokee community in Mexico today. Some Choctaws wanted

100,000 acres of land in the southern provinces of Oaxaca and

Pueblo, but their negotiations with the Mexican government proved

fruitless. Some Creeks supposedly purchased a 27,000-acre ranch

near Durango, Mexico, but there is no evidence they ever moved

there or that they actually bought the land. Some Osages led by
Black Dog and Henry Tall Chief traveled to Mexico to negotiate
with President Diaz, but nothing resulted from their efforts.30

If some Indians of Indian Territory/Oklahoma expressed a deep
interest in emigrating to Mexico up to 1908, the interest largely
evaporated in the second decade of the twentieth century as a direct

result of the Mexican Revolution of 1910. Mexico remained em-

broiled in civil war for a decade or so. Approximately 1.5 to 2 million

Mexicans lost their lives, and roughly one-tenth of the nation's pop-
ulation moved to the United States between 1910 and 1930.31

However, from 1910 to 1920 at the height of the Mexican Revolu-
tion, a few Oklahoma Indians kept alive the idea of moving to Mex-
ico and to other places in the United States. In 1915 an unnamed
wife and husband told some fullblood Cherokees that they were
working with the federal government to colonize Oklahoma Indians
in Mexico. The couple urged fullbloods to collect one dollar per indi-
vidual to help finance their lobbying efforts. The couple worked to
convince some Cherokees that, once in Mexico, the Indians would be
able to create their own new lifestyle with no outside interference.32

Two years later in 1917, a non-Indian attorney, Joseph Kellogg,
worked with John Redbird, a fullblood leader of the traditional
Nighthawk Cherokees, to get Cherokees to leave Oklahoma and
move to former traditional Cherokee homelands in North Carolina.
Kellogg and Redbird tried but failed to secure legislation to allow
the Cherokees to sell their allotments and purchase land elsewhere,
although a specific place was not noted. Cato Sells, the commis-
sioner of the BIA, told the fullbloods they could never return to
their traditional way of life; they needed to farm their allotments
and send their children to American schools. He also told the Chero-
kees to reject the emigration talk brought forth by John Redbird
and other Cherokee Nighthawks.33

Besides fullblood Cherokees, some fullblood Seminoles and
Creeks also considered the move to Mexico during the later years of
the Mexican Revolution. In 1917 several Seminole leaders, includ-
ing Ahullukey Tanyan, Nina Tanyan, Isaac Jones, Waxey Tanyan,
and Sever Punaha, discussed moving to the Mexican province of
Coahuila where the Wild Cat band of Seminoles had lived in the
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mid-nineteenth century. They claimed that the Seminoles still
owned the land grant at Piedras Negras even though their ances-
tors had not lived there for decades. 34 In 1920 a group of Seminoles
and Creeks wanted to "dispose of their lands in Oklahoma and
move to Mexico."35 The BIA opposed the idea and encouraged the
Indians to stay in the United States for two reasons: there was too
much chaos in Mexico and their allotments might end up being
valuable with respect to mineral wealth (possible oil reserves).36

After the heavy warfare connected to the Mexican Revolution
subsided in the 1920s, other Oklahoma Indians renewed their in-
terest in emigration. However, their reasons for wanting to move no
longer dealt with the earlier land allotment/land loss argument. In
February, 1921, D. W. Fields, a fullblood Creek, asked the BIA if In-
dians had a legal right to move to "Old Mexico." Fields never indi-
cated the land reduction argument but asked only if Indians had a
legal right to move. Again, the BIA discouraged Fields and others
from leaving.37 Two years later in January, 1923, some Osages also
considered Mexico by sending a delegation to find a suitable home.
Their motive stemmed from the unsolved murders of some oil-rich
Osages. In the early years of twentieth century, many Osages be-
came wealthy because of oil reserves under their allotments. Some
unscrupulous whites wanted Osage wealth and resorted to the kill-
ing of Osage tribal members. Deeply affected by the crimes, some
Osages seriously considered moving to Mexico but never actually
moved. 38 Several years later in February, 1932, some Cherokees,
Creeks, and Euchees led by H. B. Brown, Jr. (Creek) and Ben Chand-
ler (Cherokee), also discussed emigration. But their motive was a
"long[ing] for a return to the primitive life," or to the indigenous
tribal ways that had existed before white encroachment in the
United States.39 They never mentioned the land-reduction argu-
ment that was popularly used some three decades earlier.

The biggest advocates of emigration were some fullblood Semi-
noles. Like the individuals of other tribes, they also no longer used
the land loss/allotment argument. They simply wanted to return to
the freedoms that Native Americans enjoyed before white encroach-
ment. A second argument was that they wanted a new homeland
where Indians could once again own their land communally. A
third, and probably the most important factor, was that the Semi-
noles believed they had a legal right to move to Mexico based on the
mid-nineteenth-century Wild Cat land grant. To assert their argu-
ment, the Seminoles of the 1920s resorted to oral history. Part of
their information came from A-ha-la-ka-chee, an old fullblood who
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was the grandson of Wild Cat. The Seminoles pointed out that the

Mexican government had created a reservation for Wild Cat and

other Seminoles in 1854 as a reward for fighting other United

States Indians who committed depredations against Mexican citi-

zens. The Mexican government also gave Wild Cat a peace medal,

an item A-ha-la-ka-chee still possessed in the 1920s. Wild Cat and
his followers lived on the land grant until 1862 or 1863 when they
abandoned it and returned to the United States to become involved

in the Civil War. To reclaim the abandoned land, three Seminoles

traveled to Mexico to locate it. But Louis Brown, Isaac Jones, and
A-ha-la-ka-chee could not find it, most likely because it was never

surveyed in the nineteenth century.40

The Seminoles' account of the Wild Cat land grant of the nine-

teenth century was accurate. But the Seminoles of the 1920s could

not recount specific details. For example, Wild Cat and 300 other

Seminoles first moved to Mexico in 1849 because the American fed-
eral government did not initially give the Seminoles any land in In-
dian Territory under the removal treaties in 1832 and 1833. Rather,
the Seminoles were required to move in with the Creeks. Second, in
an 1845 treaty the government gave Creeks control over the Semi-
noles who lived within the former's tribal boundaries. Fed up with a
second-class status, Wild Cat and his band left Indian Territory and
moved to the State of Coahuila in northern Mexico. Once in Mexico,
the Mexican government recruited Seminoles as border patrol
agents or as mercenaries to fight Apache, Comanche, and Kiowa
warriors who periodically crossed the international border and con-
ducted raids in Mexico. As a reward for their services, the Mexican
government granted reservation land to the Seminoles. They re-
ceived their first land grant of 70,000 acres in Coahuila in 1850.
However, the Seminoles complained that the land was too dry. In re-
sponse, the Mexican government granted them a new reservation of
265 square miles near Piedras Negras. The government also
granted Wild Cat a peace medal for his brave leadership. But in
1856 the Seminoles in Mexico heard that the American federal gov-
ernment had finally granted reservation land to the larger number
of Seminoles still living in Indian Territory. The Seminoles also be-
came free from Creek political domination. With those significant
developments, the Seminoles gradually left Mexico and returned to
the United States. Although not able to recall all the specific de-
tails, the Seminoles of the early twentieth century certainly remem-
bered the Wild Cat land grant or reservation of the mid-nineteenth
century.4 1
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By the 1930s only a few fullblood Seminoles remained active in
promoting the idea of emigration to Mexico. All other tribal individ-
uals, including Creeks and Cherokees, dropped the matter after
1932. There was an important reason for that new development.
Some Seminoles wanted emigration to be a "Seminole only" move-
ment. They argued that "only Seminoles will occupy the land when
they do go."" The Seminoles sent a powerful message to all other
Indians in Oklahoma that only Seminoles had a legitimate right to
move to Mexico because of the Wild Cat land grant.

As for other tribal individuals who considered leaving Oklahoma,
some of them did move, not to Mexico but to California. In the 1930s
thousands of midwestern people, including many from Oklahoma,
both white and Indian, left their homes to escape the Dust Bowl and
seek a better life elsewhere during the Great Depression. More
than 1,000 members of the Five Tribes of eastern Oklahoma moved
to southern California to find employment. Their descendants re-
main in Los Angeles County today, and that movement, along with
later migrations in the 1950s, explains why Los Angeles County
now has the largest concentration of Native Americans in the na-
tion.43

As had been the case with the Seminoles in the 1920s, the
fullblood Seminoles of the 1930s resorted to the argument of a legal
claim to land in Mexico because of the Wild Cat land grant. But in
advancing their argument, they presented a somewhat distorted
history. For example, in January, 1936, some Seminoles pointed out
that the nineteenth-century land grant had been issued by Porfirio
Diaz as a reward for fighting Comanches in 1883. That is incorrect,
for President Mariano Arista made the land grant in 1852. The
Seminoles also noted that roughly 3,000 Seminoles desired to move
to Mexico. In reality, not more than 100 actually wanted to emigrate
in the 1930s. Moreover, they claimed that in 1919 President
Venustiano Carranza reaffirmed the Diaz land grant. There is no
evidence that Carranza enacted such a measure during the Mexi-
can Revolution. In July, 1937, the Seminoles asserted that Presi-
dent Benito Juarez gave the land grant to the Seminoles in 1848.
That information also was inaccurate; Juarez served as president of
Mexico from 1855 to 1872. And in August, 1939, the Seminoles
stated that the Wild Cat land grant was a reward for the Seminoles
putting down the Yaqui rebellion.4 That too is incorrect. The Semi-
noles were correct only on their one major point, the creation of the
land grant itself in the mid-nineteenth century. Regardless of the
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various distortions, the Seminoles had at least made public their

desire to move to Mexico.

In 1937 and 1938 Seminole delegations traveled to Mexico to

meet with President Lazaro Cardenas to convince him that Mexico

should allow Seminoles to reclaim the old Wild Cat land grant.

However, they did not have to work hard to convince him. As presi-

dent of Mexico from 1934 to 1940, Cardenas was a reformist and fa-

vored Indians in two ways. First, unlike the earlier pre-1911 Diaz

administration, the Cardenas administration looked upon Indians

in a favorable light. Indians were viewed as being brave, frugal, and
possessing moral character.45 In short, Indians became esteemed

people in post-revolutionary Mexico. Second, to help Indians and

poor mestizo people, Cardenas accelerated the land distribution
program started by revolutionary presidents going back to 1915.
Under the program, the Mexican chief executives broke apart large
landed estates owned by wealthy Mexican citizens and by foreign-
ers and distributed the land in small plots to poor people. Some In-
dians were able to recover the ejidos (communal lands) they lost
during the Diaz years. The basic purpose of land distribution was to
return land to the original owners. Of all the land distributed be-
tween 1915 and 1935, Cardenas distributed more than half of it.
The biggest beneficiaries were Mexican Indians and mestizos.46

Having met with Seminole delegations twice, Cardenas favored
allowing the fullblood Seminoles to emigrate to Mexico. In June,
1937, he held a luncheon in the Chapultepec Castle with eight Sem-
inole leaders, including Peter Tiger and Edward Harjo. Although
the exact proceedings of the meeting are unknown, it is clear Carde-
nas promised the Seminoles they would secure land in the State of
Coahuila. Aware that they would not be able to recover the old Wild
Cat land grant, Cardenas decided to expropriate a sizable Ameri-
can-owned hacienda and give it to the Seminoles. The hacienda was
the Las Rucias Ranch of some 84,000 acres near Piedras Negras in
the general vicinity of the old Wild Cat reservation.4 7 At a subse-
quent meeting with another Seminole delegation in June, 1938,
Cardenas offered even more. His administration would cover the
traveling expenses for the Seminoles who wanted to emigrate. Addi-
tionally, the Mexican government would build a school and a health
facility for the Indian emigres after they settled down. Even more,
the Seminoles could hunt and fish whenever they pleased. Lastly,
they would be given the Las Rucias Ranch at no cost; the Mexican
government would compensate the American owners. 48
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Fullblood Seminoles and President Cardenas were not the only
ones who favored Seminole emigration. They were joined by cer-
tain high-level officials in the BIA, including John Collier who
served as commissioner from 1933 to 1945. Collier firmly believed
in the notion of cultural pluralism; Indians should remain native
as much as possible. For that reason, he muted the federal govern-
ment's assimilation policy that had been in operation since the
1880s. Collier was the impetus behind the Indian Reorganization
Act of 1934 which allowed Indians to form tribal governments for
local self-rule. The act thus granted to Indians a kind of quasi-sov-
ereign status. In essence, Collier wanted to limit government pater-
nalism over the Indians and allow Indians more control over their
own destinies.49

In that atmosphere of cultural pluralism and freedom for Indi-
ans, Collier and the BIA did not object to the Seminole fullbloods
emigrating to Mexico. In fact, in September, 1937, after hearing
about the Seminole delegation traveling to Mexico, Collier stated
that the role of the BIA "ought to be one of cooperation," not one of
opposition. 50 A few months later in November, 1937, Collier again
reiterated his position of cooperation by writing, "If the Tribe can
better its condition, even if by doing so it must migrate to a foreign
country, the Indian Office certainly would not stand in the way."51
Perhaps one reason why Collier favored Seminole emigration was
because he was fully aware that only a small percentage of the tribe
desired emigration. If most of the tribe wanted to move, his position
might have been more cautious. At any rate, the BIA as well as its
parent organization, the Department of the Interior, expressed no
opposition to Seminole emigration.

If the Seminoles received support for emigration, they also expe-
rienced opposition beginning in 1937. The strongest opponents
were the American owners of the Las Rucias Ranch, who had owned
it since 1886. When the Hill family heard about Cardenas's pro-
posal to expropriate the ranch, they inaugurated public opposition.
One family member in June, 1938, wrote protest letters to several
top-level federal officials, including Senator Tom Connally, Secre-
tary of State Cordell Hull, and even President Franklin D. Roose-
velt.5 2

The Hill family's protest helped turn the tide against the Semi-
noles. By late 1937 and 1938 some American and Mexican officials
also began to oppose Seminole emigration. In October 1937, C. R.
Wilson, an official in the American Consul in Mexico, asserted that
the public should not take seriously Seminole "colonization" in
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Mexico. At the same time, Fernando

Aquilar, a Mexican government en-
gineer who was probably asked to

administer Seminole emigration to

Coahuila, also opposed Seminole
movement.5 3 In July, 1938, the
United States State Department -

stressed that it was "not enthusias-
tic" about Seminole emigration for _
at least two reasons: there was only
limited agricultural land in Mexico
and the Mexican policy of expropri-
ating foreign-owned property was
not a good thing.54 A month later,
Graciano Sanchez, Mexico's head of
Indian affairs, also opposed emigra-
tion and noted that Seminoles
would be better off remaining in the
United States. Lastly, Moises
Saenz, a Mexican Indian scholar, Seminoles endured the longest in ef-

forts to move to Mexico, most of
also opposed the Seminole effort, them tied to the nineteenth-century
and he wrote, "Personally I think it Wild Cat grant. Chief George Jones
would be most unwise for this thing made the last such attempt in the

to go through."5 5  1930s (OHS No. 21636.2.3).

In the end, the fullblood Semi-
noles who seriously considered leaving the United States and mov-
ing to Mexico in the 1930s chose not to. Their last-known initiative
to emigrate took place in August, 1939, when a seven-member dele-
gation, led by George Jones and Harry Tulsey, traveled to Mexico to
determine the status of the old Wild Cat reservation. Nothing re-
sulted from their trip, and no Seminoles ever settled in Mexico in
the twentieth century.56

There appears to have been more than one reason why the Semi-
noles did not move. The most obvious was that they never recovered
the old Wild Cat reservation, and the Mexican government never
granted them a new reserve. Lazaro Cardenas left office in 1940,
and the presidents who followed him moved away from the earlier
reformist sentiment associated with the Mexican Revolution. Addi-
tionally, the Seminoles chose to remain in the United States be-
cause the BIA had become friendly to Indians in the 1930s under
the Indian New Deal. John Collier, the commissioner of the BIA, in-
augurated a number of measures to make life more comfortable for
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Native Americans. In June, 1936, Congress passed the Oklahoma
Indian Welfare Act which allowed all the Oklahoma tribes to orga-
nize politically for local self-rule. The Indians also received various
economic benefits from the government.57 With those positive devel-
opments in the 1930s, the Seminoles lost their desire to leave. After
1940 no one considered moving to Mexico.

In the years between 1890 and 1940 some Native Americans
could not love America (the United States); therefore they consid-
ered leaving it. However, all the Indian delegations that traveled to
Mexico in the fifty-year period returned to the United States after
being there for only several weeks or perhaps months. No Indians of
the United States became permanent residents of Mexico in the
that period. In fact, the only former United States Indians in Mex-
ico today are the "Mexican Kickapoos" whose ancestors moved to
the State of Coahuila in the mid-nineteenth century. Some Indians,
especially Yaqui and Tohono O'odham (formerly Papago), both liv-
ing in southern Arizona, do travel to the northern province of
Sonora on a temporary basis to visit relatives in Mexico because
their tribal domains are divided by the international border. Some
Native Americans firmly believed in the idea of "America, Love It or
Leave It" years before the phrase was coined in the 1960s. If the In-
dians of Indian Territory had heard about the slogan at the turn of
the century, they undoubtedly would have gladly used it to publicize
their initiatives for emigration.
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