THE BOARD OF INDIAN COMMISSIONERS AND THE DELEGATES
OF THE FIVE TRIBES

By Francis Paul Prucha®

The goal of the Unittd States government after the Civil War was to estab-
lish in the Indian Territory a new political arrangement, looking toward
a confederation of the Indian nations into a single territorial government
that would eventually become a state of the Union. The plan was explicitly
proposed to the representatives of the tribes who met with United States
commissioners at Fort Smith in September, 1865, to reestablish the old
relationships that had been severed by the Indians’ adherence to the Con-
federacy. In addition o giving up western lands and emancipating thei
slaves, the Five Civilized Tribes were asked to agree to the formation of
“one consolidated government.”! Although the Indian representatives re-
jected this proposal at Fort Smith, the treatics signed with the Seminoles,
Choctaws and Chickasaws, Creeks and Cherokees the next year all made
elaborate provision for a general legislative council composed of representa-
tives from the Indian nations in the Indian Territory.?

These provisions fell short of a full territorial organization, but they
indicated the direction in which the federal government intended to move.
These intentions were explicitly set forth in the statements of Ely S. Parker,
one of the United States commissioners at Fort Smith, who was appointed
commissioner of Indian affairs by President Ulysses S. Grant in 186,
Parker urged that action be taken to organize the general council spoken
of in the treaties. “The accomplishment of this much-desired object,” he
said, “will give the Indians a fecling of security in the permanent possession
of their homes, and tend greatly t advance them in all the respects that
constitute the character of an ¢nlxghunod and civilized people. The next
progressive step would be a territorial form of government, followed by
their admission into the Union as a State.” Bills to organize the Indian

* The author s currently 2 member of the History faculty of Marquette Univenity in Mil-
waukes, Wisconsin.
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Territory 2 a regular territory of the United States were repeatedly intro-
duced in Congress.

The Indians, it is true, made feints in the direction of the gtncml council
indicated in the treaties of 1866. They met at Okmulgee in 1867 and in
1870 drew up a constituion, which provided for some confederated action.
It seemed to the federal administration that this document signaled im-
plementation of the government's policy, and President Grant sent it to
the United States Congress with the remark : “This is the first indication of
the aboriginces desiring to adopt our form of government, and it is highly
desirable that they become sclf.sustaining, selfrelying, Christianized, and
civilized. If successful in this their first attempt at territorial government,
we may hope for a gradual concentration of other Indians in the new Ter-
ritory." Grant, however, wanted some changes that would give the federal
government more control over the territory, and the Indians themselves
ultimately did not support the consolidation. The Okmulgee Council con-
tinued to meet, but it accomplished litele, and the United States government
continued ts drive to provid a territorial government for the Indian Ter-
ritory by congressional action.9

The autonomy of the Five Tribes was scverely threatencd by these moves,
and the Indians fought valiantly and for some decades effectively against
them. As an important means to this end, the Cherokees, Creeks, Chicka-
saws, Choctaws and Scminoles, following a long-cstablished custom, ap-
pointed important men as “delegates” to lobby in Washington for tribal
interests. These men, astute and knowledgeable in the white man's world,
made a significant impression on Washington officialdom. They missed no
opportunity o present their position and argued it well on legal and moral
grounds. They drew up and circulated memorials dirccted against specific
territorial bills in Congress, appeared at committce hearings and sought aid
from Indian reform organizations.”

A list of the principal bills introduced between 1865 and 1879 to organize the Indian
Tervitary or otherwise to extend federal jurisdiction wver the arca appears in Gittinger,
tion o the Stte of Olahome, pp.331-333.
Letter of Grant, January 30, 187, United States Scnate, 41t Congress, 3d scwsion, Docu-
ment 26 (Washington: Government Printing Ofice, 1871), p. 1
For a discussion of the Okmulger Canstitution and its failure, soc Allen
Auempted Indian State Goverament: The Okmulgee Constitution in Indian
1876," Kanias Quartrly Val, I, No. 3 (Fall 1971, pp. 89-99.
7 The work of the delegates can be teacad in the archives of the F:
the Oklahoma Hulun(al Sty andin the g, pumcros printed memorials and statc-
s, 2 great many of whict ilereas
Cadogne of Imprnt (o
of the Cherokee delega
o he Ao of i Lamdn Mot of Arts Thes University of Oklahoma, Norman,
Oklahoma, 1974.
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The delegates were encouraged at the beginning of Grant's administra-
tion by the inauguration of the new president's “peace policy”—an carnest
attemp to bring integrity to the Indian service and, by removing fraud and
corruption, to promote peaceful relations with the Indian tribes of the plains
and moumams One dcment o( this new pohcy was the Board of Indnn
C a semi-official body of and philanth
men, created by Congress in April, 1869, to serve without pay in super-
vising the cxpenditure of Indian appropriations and in general to share
in the administration of Indian affairs. The men who made up the first
Board of Indian Commissioners were wealthy businessmen, most of whom
had served with the Christian Commission during the Civil War, and who
were motivated, indeed driven, by a sincere Christian philanthropic zeal.
Chaired by Felix R. Brunot, who wrote their public reports, the Board
vigorously condemned past injustices and promoted a program that it be-
lieved would lead to the civilization and Christianization of the Indians and
their ultimate absorption into the body politic of the nation.*

Tt was to be expected that the delegates from the Five Tribes, ever alert
to sources of aid for their cause, would not ignore the Board of Indian Com-
missioners. In fact, as carly as January 17, 1870, Cherokee and Choctaw
delegates appeared before a meeting of the board. The Cherokee spokes-
man, William P. Adair, indicated their happiness in mecting the board and
their desire to invoke its aid in securing justice from the government. He
discussed “with marked ability” pending treaties, proposed congressional
actions, and the matter of territorial legislation. He was followed by Peter
Pitchlynn, a Choctaw delegate, who asked for support for schools in his
nation. Schools, he argued, “were the basis of civilization, and the gospel
followed the path of the schools.” The Indians were not an abandoned race,
he insisted, for there were too many Christians among them to admit such
anidea®

More important to the delegates, however, than the formal business meet-
ings of the board were the conferences it sponsored each winter in Wash-
ington. One function of the board was to act as liaison between the gov-
ernment and the missionary boards of the various churches who, at Grant's
request, had agreed to provide agents and other personnel to manage the

and work of the board is described in Francis Paul Prucha. American
Critis: Christian Reformers and the Indian, 1865~1900 (Norman: University
of Oklahoma Pres. 1976), pp. 30-46.

® Minutes of the Board of Indian Commmnnnx January 1870, typed ranseript in New-
hnybbﬂ'y.chhaao.mb 23-24. The original m.w,um Board of Indian
issioners, Record Group 75 National Archm's, /ashi DC. A full discussion of
mmnﬂ as delegate is found in W, David .aml, Frln Pitchlynn: Chicf of the

(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1972).

249



THE CHRONICLES OF OKLAHOMA

One of the many delegations of the Five Civilized Tribes sent to Washington,
D.C. to lobby for tribal interest after the Civil War. In this instance it is a
Cherokee delegation consisting of (left to right) Elias C. Boudinot, Saladin
Watie, John Rollin Ridge, Richard Fields and William P. Adair

Indian reservations. In order to promote this cooperation and to provide a
forum for discussion on Indian affairs, the board held a meeting each
January, to which it invited the secretaries of the mission boards to report
on their work, and at which also the commissioner of Indian Afairs and
other government officials appeared. These annual mectings offered an
important platform for the delegates of the Five Tribes®

The Indians were right on hand for the first conference in January, 1872,

'“mnpwudlhtmnh(mwlhlhrﬁkpmnllh:nmdm.akpnmd in
the annual reports of the Board of Indian Commissioncrs. The report of the second conference
was published separately as Journal of the Second Annwal Conference of the Board of Indian
Commitsioners with the Representatives of the Religious Societies Cooperating with the Gov-
crament, and Reports of Their Work among the Indians (Washington: Government Printing
Office, 1873). These missionary conferences, held in January, were loded in the annual
report far the previous year: thus the January. 1873, mecting was reported in the annual report
for 1871
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and addressed the assembled philanthropists and missionary leaders. Wil-
Jiam P. Ross, a Cherokee delegate, presented a brief history of the Chero-
kees, emphasizing their progress in cd and in Ch Then
he spoke about the atempts of designing whites and their railroad interests
10 open the Indian Terriory and spoke aganst the chanes made by Con-
gress in the Okmulgee C he
said, and made it “simply a terrtorial government of the United States.” He
also pointed to the good work being donc by the Five Tribes to promote
peace and civilization among the “wild brethren of the plains.” Ross was
followed by Samuel Checote, principal chief of the Creck Nation, speaking
through an interpreter, who told of the progress of the Crecks in civiliza
tion and Christianity and who condemned the auempts in Congress to
organize a territorial government for his country. Such an action, he said,
would let in a large class of bad white men with whom the Crecks could
not cope, and a territorial government would be considered “as a great
judgment sent to affict his people.” But he expressed his confidence in the
religious men present. Finally, the meeting heard Peter Pitchlynn, who
touched the hearts of his audience by a recital of the good work of mission-
Choctaws, with specil emphasis on work for temperant
ticians who ruin us,” he said. “I shall always remember with
gratitude the ‘American Board" and the ‘Presbyterian Board's they saved
me.""!

The Indian delegates were well reccived, in large part no doubt because
most of them had been trained by missionarics of the churches represented
at the conference. They spoke in favor of schools and other civilizing and
Christianizing forces in terms that were understood and applauded by the
asscmbled missionarics and public officials. At any rate, their plea was
heard in 1872 by the Board of Indian Commissioncrs. In its offcial report
to the president of the United States in November, 1872, the board declared:
“The convictions of the Board that it is the imperative duty of the Gov-
ernment to adhere to it treaty stipulations with the civilized tribes of the
Indian Teritory, and to protect them against the attempts being made upon
their country for the seulement of the whites, have undergone no change.”
The board denied that “a barbarous, aboriginal race may shut out from the
occupancy of civilization vast regions of country over which they may roam
simply because they were first on the soil,” but it argued tha this principle
did not apply to Indian rescrvations in general and especially not to the
Indian Tertitory, where the lands were not held by aboriginal title but by
a firm title conveyed by the United States by treaty. “IE national honor

11 Report of the Board of Indian Commissioners, 1871, pp. \70-73.
51



THE CHRONICLES OF OKLAHOMA

b

£ national obligati red into with the strong,
how mu:h more with the weak,” the board declared.

To repudiate, cither diretly or by any indirection, our solemn treaty obli-

gations with this feeble people, would be dishonor, meriting the scorn of

lized world. The passage of any law for the organization of a terri-

toral governmen not acecptable to the civiized tibes, (which have long

their capacity for ) and which

irectly open their country for the ingress of the whites, would,
in the opinion of the Board, be such an infraction of our obligati
The board went out of its way to counter the arguments of proponents of
territorial organization that the Indians in the Indian Territory were “a
horde of savage nomads standing in the way of civilization” by supplying
detailed statistics comparing the Indian Territory, most favorably, with
other United States territorics in population, schoals, crop production and
the like.
The Indian delegates knew that they could not relax their vigilance, and
they continucd to attend the January mectings of the board in Washing-
ton. In 1873, when the sccretary of the American Baptist Home Mission-
ary Association suggested that the Indians in the Indian Territory had
more land than they needed and that the territory should be opened to
whites, William P. Ross immediately arose to counter those views with a
well-reasoned” and cffective speech. Ross emphasized the rights of the
Cherokees to the land in fee simple and argued that there could be no
justification for lis g the amount of land any individual Indian could
hold. And he noted again that the nations had been guaranteed the right
of sclf.government when they were induced to move west in the 18308
As the agitation in Congress for territorial arganization increased, the
Indian delegates became more outspoken. At the 1874 conference, Ross
and Adair of the Cherokees and Pleasant Porter of the Creeks made ex-
plicit pleas for the support of the board. They reiterated their desgriptions
of the civilized status of their people and insisted that they wanted to be
left alone to develop along their own lines, according to the treaty stipula-
tions for sclf-government under which they had left their homes cast of
the Mississippi. The extension of territorial government over the Indian
Territory, Porter declared, was the most dangerous experiment thin could
be conceived. “You may think the Indians love their country,” he said,
“which they do; but they love self-government. Love to control themselves
according to their own notions is far greater than anything clse. They will
give up their homes. They have done so since the first time the white man

12 Report of the Rourd of Indian Commissioners, 1373,
13 fournal of the Second Annual Conference, pp. 57-60.

o
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Samuel Checote, the Principal Chief
of the Creek Nation, who condemned
the cfforts of the United States Con-
gress 1o organize a territorial govern-
ment in Indian Territory

met the Indians—have gone westward, westward. Why? To govern them-
selves. That is the frst idea of an Indian.”™

Adair was even more forceful and plain-spoken, as he rose 1o support
Porter's remarks:

the great question with us Indians is—as it is with everybody lse under
similar circumstances—that of existence; the question of our salvation. T
feel a great deal like my friend Colonel Porter. These other questions are
good to talk about; they are essential; but the great question with us is,
whether we shall be permitted to cxist, or whether we shall be rubbed from
the face of existence. This question is now involved here, is pending before
this Congress, and we would like to have the help of this commission.

He thanked the members for past help, for reporting in the previous year
against territorial measures and for their praise of Indian education and
improvement. The Indians’ situation had improved sill more, he noted,
and he wanted the board again to support their position.’®

Adair praised the peace policy and its success. “It is based upon philan-
thropic ideas,” he said, “upon ideas of justice. I know it has been assailed,
but its assailants have been those opposed to the principles which i at the
foundation of the policy. A great many would like to sce the policy aban-
doned, because they would like to sec the Indians destroyed.” After reciting

M Report of the Board of Indian Commisioners, 1873.pp. 311-212.
1826id., pp. 203-204.
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the facts of their removal from the East and the guarantees given of pro-
tection of their rights, he indicated clearly what territorial organization
would mean. “You all know, gentlemen, that the very moment that country
is made a Territory of the United States instead of being, as now, a con-
federation of Indian tribes, at that very moment Congress will turn its
inhabitants into citizens of the United States. That would be the logical
result. 1 do not sce how it could be any other way.” Because the Constitu-
tion declared that citizens of any state or territory had cqual rights in all,
he argued, as a regular territory the Indian Territory would necessarily be
open to all. He ridiculed the provisions inseried into some of the bills in
Congress which purported to protect the Indians’ rights. It i a bait, a

dca. , a myth,” he said; “it means nothing in view of the Constitu-
tio

o
“The Indian delegates won again in this assembly. The conference voted
1o reaffirm its former action in support of the “sacredness of the rights of
the Indians to the territory they enjoy.” The formal report of the Board of
Indian Commissioners, dated January 20, 1874, strongly reconfirmed the
position taken a year earlier.!”
Tt was the delegates’ last victory with the Board of Indian Commissioners,
for the year 1874 brought a striking change in the composition of the board
and with it a reversal of the board's official position on the question of
territorial government for the Indian Territory. The first members of the
Board of Indian Commissioners had begun their work with great en-
thusiasm and an optimism that looked for a rapid
of fraud and corruption. ‘They expected to have—and 10 3 largc extent at
first did have—a strong voice in the spending of money for the purchase
of Indian goods and the supplying of the agencies and in the general man-
agement of Indian affairs. But their goodness and their Chri look
proved in the long run to be no match for unscrupulous politici
spoilsmen in the Indian service. Little by littl their recommendations and
prescriptions were ignored; until in 1874, they gave up in disgust and re-
signed en masse. The board was not destroyed, for new members, wi
Clinton B. Fisk as chairman, were appointed to il the posts vacated, but
the new board scemed o lack the purpose and the surength of the old
Although ostensibly the nplnccmenls were similar
vation and philanthropic spirit, they lacked the willingness or the ability
to stand up to the currents of Indnan policy that dominated much of the
exccutive branch and the Congress. The new board was a more pliant

19 1bid..pp. 21
17 bid. pp.
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group, considerably less heedful of the views of the Indian delegates from
the Five Tribes, and willing to accept the arguments of the commissioner
of Indian Affairs and the secretary of the interior that the Indian Territory
was badly governed by the Indians.

Auits meeting in November, 1874, the board appointed a committec of
its members to travel to the Indian Territory, in order to confer with the
Teaders of the Five Tribes and to investigate firsthand the conditions in
the territory about which the advocates of territorial government and
their Indian opponents were so much at odds. Assmbling at St. Louis.
Missouri, on December 9, 1874, the committee, led by Fisk, journcyed as
2 body to Muskogee, Indian Territory, to confer with the delegates from
the Indian nations “touching the condition of the Tertitory, and such legis-
ation in behalf thereof as might be deemed necessary to give better security
1 persons and property therein.”® The committee members did not g.-,
as neutral observers, however, for they had already endorsed the views
of the commissioner of Indian affairs and the secretary of the interior
in their recent annual reports, which stressed the state of lawlessness in
the Indian Territory. “The eflorts of the Indians to organize a government
which will enforce law and give security to persons and property,” Secre-
tary Delano had declared, “have thus far totally failed, and the lawlessness
and violence that prevail in that Terriory cal for immediate legislation.”

d a territorial g i€ that was impossible, federal
courts within the territory. It was a view, the committee noted, endorsed
by President Grant in his annual message of December 7, 18741

After discussion and deliberation, the Indian delegations of the Chero-
kees, Crecks, Chickasaws and Seminoles who were present issued a joint
response to the committce. They expressed their thanks and appreciation
to the members of the Board of Indian Commissioncrs and to President
Grant “for his benign Indian policy, and their admiration for his views on
the lndian question, and their gmiuldc for his steady adherence to the
same.” But with these polite conventions out of the way, they flatly mm«n
the recommendations that had been presented to them. They rea

“their adherence to the stipulations of their treaties with the United Sme:,
and asked that they "be fully carried out in good faith.” They declared
their unwillingness “to take the i in any movement
that may lead 10 a change in their national condmnn or of their relations

Report of the Board of Indian Commissioners. 1874 p. 9.
Secretary Delanc’s report et Stes Howe of Reprentatvs 434 Congres.
2d session, Document 1, pp. xiv-
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William P. Ross, a Cherokee, reminded the sccretary of the American Baptist
Home Missionary Association that the Indians had been guaranteed the right
of self-government when they moved to the West in the 18305

with the United States.” Then they listed a scries of grievances for which
they sought redress “without endangering any rights now guarantced to
them, cither in soil or sclf-government.” Among the gricvances were delays
in paying moncys duc to tribes, contingent grants of lands in the Indian
Territory made to railroads by Congress, failure of the government to pro-
teet the Indians from intrusion and trespass on their lands, and the “injury
done the people of this Territory by the constant agitation of mcasures in
Congress, including bills to organize the Indian country into a Territory
of the United States, which threaten the infraction of rights guaranteed to
them, and which thus keep them unseded as to their future, and which

16
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entail upon them large and ruinous expense in the defense of their in-
terests.™”

This was an uncompromising stand, reaffirming the position taken by
the official delegates of the tribes from the beginning of the agitation for
werritorial orgamunon. but it was seriously weakened in the eyes of Fisk

and h ion at the conf f a minority report
hy a group of Cherokees, led by Elias Cornelius Bouinot. Boudinot, mem-
ber of a distinguished Cherokee family, had opted for the territorial organ-
ization of the Indian Territory, for opening surplus lands there to whitcs
for United States citizenship for the Indians and in general for the
corporation of the territory and its inhabitants into the United States. He
took it upon himself to publicly counter the arguments proposed by the
official representatives of the nations. In a forceful statement Boudinot
supported land in severalty, a territorial government, establishment of
United States courts in the Indian Territory and a delegate from the terri-
tory in Congress. And he said, “We are so well satisfied that a majority of
our people would indorse the propositions herein made, that we challenge
those who oppose our views to consent that they shall be submitted to @
fai vote of the people, under the authority and direction of the United
States Government."?!

‘The committce of the Board of Indian Commissioners came down firmly
on the side of Boudinot. They recommended legislation that would provide
a territorial government with an exccutive appointed by the President and
a legislature clected by the people, establishment of United States courts in
the territory and a delegate in Congress. Such action by Congress, they
asscrted “would receive the hearty indorsement of a great majority of the
inhabitants of the Territory, and the applause of their constituency, who
desire that these remnants of a once powerful people shall be accorded all
the protection and bencfits of a Christian civilization.” The full board ac-
cepted the report of the committee and made the three-fold recommenda-
tion its own. It added the words “not in(omismu with existing treaties” to
their proposal for a territorial government*

“The queston of existing teaty abligations,of course, ws the crux of du
matter. The Indian dele
exclusion from any state o territory, as wellas the fee slmpl( patent to du
land provided by the removal treaties of the 18305, The territorial advocates
emphasized the protection that the federal government had promised and

"0 Reportofthe Bowrd ofIndian Commitionrs 1874, 9p. 9795
e i . 9899, Brino ths conioucd 3 ¢ sharp 4

Cherokee Nation
ich hd thei ocigin in removl (rom

exacert
5 Repors ofthe Bourd of Indis Commisioncs, s874,90.1
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the indication of a move toward territorial organization in the treaties of
186, But it is hard to sce how the recommendation of the Board of Indian
Commissioners for establishment of a tercitorial government consistent
with existing treaty rights was anything but internally inconsistent.

The Chickasaw and Creek delegates responded quickly to the Board's
report with memorials to Congress refuting the assertion that a majority
of the inhabitants of the Indian Territory were in favor of the advocated
changes And delegates continued to attend the conferences of the board
to fight for support of their rights. At the mecting of January 13-14,
Cherokee, Creek and Choctaw spokesmen renewed their opposition to te
ritorial government, but Boudinot was also on hand o speak in favor of
the move The board relented a litcle in the stand it had taken in its
official report, for it instructed its acting chairman to write to the House
Commitece on Indian Affairs, “cxphaining the intention of the Board in
the views expressed in their annual report relative to the Indian Territory,
as opposed to the establishment of any government for said territory which
docs not fully protect the Indians against the introduction of white persons
and alicnation of the lands; also cxpressing the wish of the Board that
legilation fo the estblishment of courts be not endangered by connection
with any other measure.”

“The Board of Indian Commissioners had becn wellbrcfed by both sids,
andin its 1875 report n
“In this radical conflict of views among the ivilized Indians,” it noted,

“the path of duty may not seem entirely plain; but looking to the greatest
good of the greatest number, this board would recommend the establish-
ment of a territorial government not inconsistent with existing treatics, and
that the lands be surveyed and allotted in severalty . .., provided, however,
that Congress repeal all railroad grants of land within said Territory, and
forever annul such rights.” In the following year it restated this recommen-
dation in substantially the same terms

The question of territorial government faded somewhat in the fice of
the growing interest of the Board of Indian Commissioners and other re-
formers in the allotment of land in severalty to the Indians as a civilizing

“Chickasaw Memorial,” January 15, 1875, in States Scnate, 43rd Congress, 2d
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il

Pleasant Porter, Principal Chicf of the
Crecks, who in the 188os declared that
“Whether or not the Indian is to be pre-
served, depends upon what you do with
his land.”

panacea " Although there had been severalty provisions in particular laws
and treaties for many years, the year 1879 marked the beginning of a drive
for a gencral allotment law that could be applied to all Tndians, and the
allotment of lands among the Five Tribes became a new crusade. Although
the humanitarian reformers promoted allotment on the basis of principle—
they saw no possibility of universal civilization of the Indians without in-
dividual ownership of land—it was also clear that allotment of limited
parcels of land to individuals would open up considerable “surplus” land
for whites. Allotment in the Indian Territory, furthermorc, would break
up land monopolics that the reformers saw developing there.

The Indian delegates were as quick to condemn allotment in severalty
as they were to fight territorial organization, realizing the cffect it would

37 For a bricf history of the movement for allotment, sce Prucha, American Indian Policy

in Jane F. Smith and Robert V. Kvasnicka, cds., Indian-WWhite Relstions: A Persistens Parador.
(Washington: Howard University Press, 1976). pp. 57-78.
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have on the traditional arrangements in the Indian Territory, and they
continued to use the meetings of the Board of Indian Commissioners as
one forum in which to advance their causc and to protect their interests.

At the January, 1875, mecting of the missionary boards with the Board
of Indian Commissioners, the committee of missionary leaders appointed
to draw up the platform of resolutions for the conference prescnted a
comprehensive statement reaffrming their “common convictions on several
points deemed by them important (o the progress of ... [the] civilization
{of the Indians].” These included opposition to transfer of the Indian
Burcau to the War Department, extension of a system of law over the
Indians and the cstablishment by the federal government of an adequate
comman-school system for Indian children. The sccond in the list of points
called for allotment of land in severalty, with a title in fee and with tem-
porary safeguards against alicnation, as “indispensable to the progress of
civilization.” The Cherokee delegate, William P. Adair, immediately ob-
jiected. The manner of alloting lands, he told the meeting, was left to the
Tndians in their trcaties. He was willing to accept the rest of the resolutions.
“But if the sccond proposition is to apply to our people,” he insisted, “we
shall interpose an objection and ask that our treatics be carried out.” The
resolutions committec weakly replied that their report was not intended
t0 apply to cases where provision was made by treaty.2*

Indian atiendance at the January mectings dropped off in the early 1880s,
as the Board of Indian Commissioners continued its strong advocacy
teritorial government and allotment of lands in severalty. The secretary
of the board, Eliphalet Whittlesey, made a special investigating tour of
the Indian Territory in December, 1882, and returned with a report that
strengthened the views of the board® The board once again reaffirmed
its belicf in the necessity of more cffective government for the teriory.
It repeated its recommendations of 1874 and added: “Such a measure [for
territorial government] would contemplate the ultimate abolition of pres-
ent tribal relations, the giving of lands in scveralty o Indian citizens, and
the sale for their benchit of the lands which they will never nced and can
never use. Under wise legislation the Indian Territory may soon
prosperous, and be admitted a strong and wealthy State into the American
Union."

The Board of Indian Commissioners, together with the voluntary organ-
izations devoted to Indian reform that sprang up about 1880, was a Airm
supporter of the Dawes bill, legislation introduced by Senator Henry L.

7798 Repo 28 Reportof the Bowrd o Indian Commiioncr. 1878, 0. 137-138,
6-36.
”IM pp. 89,
260
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Dawes of Massachusetts as the last in a series of bills that authorized the
president to survey reservations and allot the land in severalty to the In-
dians. The Senate bill, after long delay, was finally passed by the House of
Representatives on December 16, 1886, and sent to the conference commit-
te¢ to iron out amendments.®! The board at its meeting of January 6, 1887,
made the Dawes bill one of its important picces of business. The key resolu-
tion proposed by the business committee of the conference was this:*

Resolved, That we hail with much hope and pleasure the passage by the
Housc of Represcntatives of the Senate bill providing for the allotment of
lands in severalty under wise restrictions, the extension of the laws of the
States and Territories over the Indians, giving the protection, rights, and
immunitics of citizens. That thi ialize the President with
referenc to the importance of making this bill a law by signing it after it
has been amended so as to sccure in the best way possible these ends. .. .

The severalty legislation was opposed by a small but articulate group at
the conference. These were members of the National Indian Defense Asso-
iation, founded in 1885 by Dr. Thomas A. Bland, cditor of The Counail
Fire. Bland and members of his group were on hand to put forth their
views, and they were accorded a place on the commiuce that drew up the
resolutions. The Indian Defense Association relied heavily on the Indians
from the Indian Territory for membership and for financial support, and
the minority report of the resolutions committce was presented by the
Creck delegate, Pleasant Porter. While accepting the other resolutions,
Porter disagreed with the onc on severalty. “I regard this last resolution as
relating to the material question,” he said. “Whether or not the Indian is
10 be preserved, depends upon what you do with his land; what laws you
establish for his government.” He gave a long and cloquent specch against
imposing severalty upon the Indians, noting that where it had been tried,
it had uniformly failed, and he submitted to the conference an alernate
resolution, which rcad as follows 33
l_?t.vall/d, “That the first thing necessary in the solution of the Indian ques-
tion is to secure their confidence by fulfilling our treaty stipulations with
them; second, to educate them mainly on their reservations in our literature
‘and industeial ars; third, to respect their rights to hold their lands in their
©own way until we can teach them that our plan is better than theirs, and
lll.:l full citizenship in the United States is better than membership in a
tribe; fourth, to recommend that all bills to open Indian lands to white
settdement be laid aside until a commission shall have visited the various

Sc Report of the Board of Indian Commitsioners, 1884, pp. 10-11; Report of the Board
of Indian Commirrioners, 1886, p. 9 Repors of the Board of issioners, 1839, p. 9.
4 Reportof the Boed of Indian Commisioncrs. 1886 p.134.
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Members of one of the several Choctaw delegations to Washington, D.C. (left
wright) Alan Wright, Basil LeFlore, John Page, James Riley and Alfred Wade
\

tribes, and reported to the Government what reservations can be reduced

with safety to the Indians and with their consent.

In the discussion and vote that followed, Porter and his friends lost out.
His resolution was overwhelmingly defeated by a vote of forty-seven to
thirteen. Then the committec’s resolutions were agreed to “by a large
majority."*

The Board of Indian Commissioncrs in the next decade moved com-
pletely away from the position of the Indian delegates, and the missionary

M 1bid.. p. 136.
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conference in 1895 listened complacently as Charles H. Mansur, former
Congressman from Missouri, castgated the delegates from the Five Tribes
as “white Indians” and asscrted that “the whiter the Indian the more in-
tolerant he was in his argument” and that “the thinner and more diluted
the Indian blood, the more capable they become of deceit.™® The board
accepted the evidence and arguments presented by the commission to the
Five Civilized Tribes—Dawes Commission—which was authorized by
Congress in 1893 to negotiate with the tribes for allotment of land and
establishment of a territorial government, that the territory was lawless
and that the United States government had an obligation to step in* The
proviso of the board's 1874 proposal, “consistent with existing treaties,”

had disappeared, and the weaties on which the Indian delegates had rested
their case were no longer a bulwark. The board expressed its views without
reservation in carly 18967

“The time has come when the United States must se to it tha law, educa-
tion, and possibilities of justice for white men, as well as black men and
red men, shall be firmly established and maintained in that Territory. The
Indians o the Five Civilized Tribes, under the influence of a few shrewd
and selfish leading men, seem to oppose any change in their condition, and
claim the right, under treatics with the United States, to be let alone and
to manage their own affairs. But our clear conviction s that they have not
faithfully observed the purpose and intent of those treatics. The language
in which the original grant of the Indian Territory was made to the Five
Civilized Tribes, as well as that by which they made subgrants to other
tribes, provides plainly and emphatically that the lands “shall be secured
to the whole people for their common use and benefit” That this has not
been done is well known. A few enterprising and wealthy Indians have
managed 1o occupy and use large tracts of fertile land, while the poor and
ignorant have been pushed away into rough and almost barren corners.
We believe it to be the duty of the United States Government to maintain
its supreme sovereignty over cvery foot of land within the boundaries of
our country, and that no treaties can righttully alienate its legisative
authority, and that it is under a sacred obligation to exercisc its sovercignty
by extending over all the inhabitants of the Indian Teritory the same pro-
tection and restraints of government which other parts of our country
enjoy.
38 Report of the Board of Indian Commistioners, 1894, . 65.
38 See the Annual Report of the Commission 10 the hn« Civilized Tribes, ll94 Snmlxl
criticisms of the conditions in the Indian Territory were contained in the report of
Committee headed by Henry M. Teller, in United States Senate, 53d Congress, 2d m, k’w’
377 (Washington: Government Printing Offce, 1894), and in Charles F. Meserve, The
Commis Md lht Five Civilized Tribes of Indian Territory (Philadelphia: Indian Rights

Association, 1
” ‘kmo/lkle-i'l Indian Commistioners, 1895, p. 6.
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When the Five Tribes, sceing that further resistance was futile, signed
agreements with the Dawes Commission and when Congress in 18g7
provided for courts and in 1898 destroyed the tribal governments by the
Curtis Act, the board rcjoiced. These actions, it said, “must work a com-
plete revolution in the affairs of the Territory and plac it practically under
the Government of the United States.™® And so it was. The “drift of
ization,” accepted and encouraged by the Board of Indian Commis-
sioners, proved too strong for the Indian nations and their leaders.®®

'llu-»n-/mwol Indian Commissioners, 1898, pp. 5-6.
38 The quoted phrse & from Repors of fhe Bowrd f tnden Commisianers, 897, . .



