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The Takeover of Indian Land1 

 
Chief Joseph was one of the leaders of the Nez Percé, a tribe of 

American Indians who in 1877 were expelled from their homeland 

in an area where Washington, Oregon, and Idaho meet. Refusing 

to be sent to a reservation, the Nez Percé tried to escape to Canada 

while fighting off and eluding a U.S. military campaign to capture 

them. The retreat gained national attention and almost succeeded 

in its goal before Chief Joseph finally surrendered to General 

Nelson Miles on October 5, 1877 (stating in a famous speech, “I 

will fight no more forever”). In betrayal of Miles’s promise that 

Joseph and his followers would be sent to ancestral lands in Idaho, 

the Nez Percé were instead sent to a reservation in present-day 

Oklahoma. In January 1879 Chief Joseph visited Washington, 

D.C., to meet with President Rutherford B. Hayes and to plead for 

the return of his people to the Lapwai Indian Reservation in Idaho. 

On January 14 he gave a speech to Congress and cabinet members. 

The speech was translated and published in the April 1879 issue of 

the North American Review and is excerpted as the first viewpoint 

here. 

Future president of the United States Theodore Roosevelt first 

gained national attention as the author of several noted books, 

including the three-volume study The Winning of the West. In 

writing this and other books Roosevelt drew on his own 

experiences living and working on a North Dakota cattle ranch in 

the 1880s. In the second viewpoint here, an excerpt from the first 

volume of The Winning of the West, published in 1889, Roosevelt 

summarizes his positions on the white settlement on land 

previously occupied by American Indians, and the warfare and 

violence that marked their displacement. 

 

 

                                                           
1 From Leone, Bruno, William Dudley, and John C. Chalberg, eds. Opposing 
Viewpoints in American History: Volume II: From Reconstruction to the Present.  
Greenhaven Press, Inc.: San Diego, CA, 1996. 

The Takeover of Indian Land: 

An Indian’s View (1879) 
Chief Joseph (1840?-1904)2 

 

My friends, I have been asked to show you my heart. I am glad 

to have a chance to do so. I want the white people to understand 

my people. Some of you think an Indian is like a wild animal. This 

is a great mistake. I will tell you all about our people, and then you 

can judge whether an Indian is a man or not. I believe much 

trouble and blood would be saved if we opened our hearts more. I 

will tell you in my way how the Indian sees things. The white man 

has more words to tell you how they look to him, but it does not 

require many words to speak the truth. What I have to say will 

come from my heart, and I will speak with a straight tongue. Ah-

cum-kin-i-ma-me-hut (the Great Spirit) is looking at me, and will 

hear me. 

My name is In-mut-too-yah-lat-lat (Thunder traveling over the 

Mountains). I am chief of the Wal-lam-wat-kin band of Chute-pa-

lu, or Nez Perces (nose-pierced Indians). I was born in eastern 

Oregon, thirty-eight winters ago. My father was chief before me. 

When a young man, he was called Joseph by Mr. Spaulding, a 

missionary. He died a few years ago. There was no stain on his 

hands of the blood of a white man. He left a good name on the 

earth. He advised me well for my people. 

Our fathers gave us many laws, which they had learned from 

their fathers. These laws were good. They told us to treat all men 

as they treated us; that we should never be the first to break a 

bargain; that it was a disgrace to tell a lie; that we should speak 

only the truth; that it was a shame for one man to take from 

another his wife, or his property without paying for it. We were 

taught to believe that the Great Spirit sees and hears everything, 

and that he never forgets; that hereafter he will give every man a 

spirit-home according to his deserts: if he has been a good man, he 
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will have a good home; if he has been a bad man, he will have a 

bad home. This I believe, and all my people believe the same. 

 

We Met the First White Men 

 

We did not know there were other people besides the Indian 

until about one hundred winters ago, when some men with white 

faces came to our country. They brought many things with them to 

trade for furs and skins. They brought tobacco, which was new to 

us. They brought guns with flint stones on them, which frightened 

our women and children. Our people could not talk with these 

white-faced men, but they used signs which all people understand. 

These men were Frenchmen, and they called our people “Nez 

Perces,” because they wore rings in their noses for ornaments. 

Although very few of our people wear them now, we are still called 

by the same name. These French trappers said a great many 

things to our fathers, which have been planted in our hearts. Some 

were good for us, but some were bad. Our people were divided in 

opinion about these men. Some thought they taught more bad than 

good. An Indian respects a brave man, but he despises a coward. 

He loves a straight tongue, but he hates a forked tongue. The 

French trappers told us some truths and some lies. 

The first white men of your people who came to our country 

were named Lewis and Clarke. They also brought many things 

that our people had never seen. They talked straight, and our 

people gave them a great feast, as a proof that their hearts were 

friendly. These men were very kind. They made presents to our 

chiefs and our people made presents to them. We had a great many 

horses, of which we gave them what they needed, and they gave us 

guns and tobacco in return. All the Nez Perces made friends with 

Lewis and Clarke, and agreed to let them pass through their 

country, and never to make war on white men. This promise the 

Nez Perces have never broken. No white man can accuse them of 

bad faith, and speak with a straight tongue. It has always been the 

pride of the Nez Perces that they were the friends of the white 

men. When my father was a young man there came to our country 

a white man (Rev. Mr. Spaulding) who talked spirit law. He won 

the affections of our people because he spoke good things to them. 

At first he did not say anything about white men wanting to settle 

on our lands. Nothing was said about that until about twenty 

winters ago, when a number of white people came into our country 

and built houses and made farms. At first our people made no 

complaint. They thought there was room enough for all to live in 

peace, and they were learning many things from the white men 

that seemed to be good. But we soon found that the white men 

were growing rich very fast, and were greedy to possess everything 

the Indian had. My father was the first to see through the schemes 

of the white men, and he warned his tribe to be careful about 

trading with them. He had suspicion of men who seemed so 

anxious to make money. I was a boy then, but I remember well my 

father's caution. He had sharper eyes than the rest of our people. 

Next there came a white officer (Governor Stevens), who 

invited all the Nez Perces to a treaty council. After the council was 

opened he made known his heart. He said there were a great many 

white people in the country and many more would come; that he 

wanted the land marked out so that the Indians and white men 

could be separated. If they were to live in peace it was necessary, 

he said, that the Indians should have a country set apart for them, 

and in that country they must stay. My father, who represented 

his band, refused to have anything to do with the council, because 

he wished to be a free man. He claimed that no man owned any 

part of the earth, and a man could not sell what he did not own. 

Mr. Spaulding took hold of my father's arm and said,”Come 

and sign the treaty.” My father pushed him away, and said: “Why 

do you ask me to sign away my country? It is your business to talk 

to us about spirit matters, not to talk to us about parting with our 

land.” Governor Stevens urged my father to sign his treaty, but he 

refused. “I will not sign your paper,” he said; “you go where you 

please, so do I; you are not a child, I am no child; I can think for 

myself. No man can think for me. I have no other home than this. I 

will not give it up to any man. My people would have no home. 

Take away your paper. I will not touch it with my hand.” 

My father left the council. Some of the chiefs of the other 

bands of the Nez Perces signed the treaty, and then Governor 
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Stevens gave them presents of blankets. My father cautioned his 

people to take no presents, for “after a while,” he said, “they will 

claim that you have accepted pay for your country.” Since that 

time four bands of the Nez Perces have received annuities from the 

United States. My father was invited to many councils, and they 

tried hard to make him sign the treaty, but he was firm as the 

rock, and would not sign away his home. His refusal caused a 

difference among the Nez Perces. 

Eight years later (1863) was the next treaty council. A chief 

called Lawyer, bemuse he was a great talker, took the lead in this 

council, and sold nearly all the Nez Perces country. My father was 

not there. He said to me: “When you go into council with the white 

man, always remember your country. Do not give it away. The 

white man will cheat you out of your home. I have taken no pay 

from the United States. I have never sold our land.” In this treaty 

Lawyer acted without authority from our band. He had no right to 

sell the Wallowa (winding water) country. That had always 

belonged to my father's own people, and the other bands had never 

disputed our right to it. No other Indians ever claimed Wallowa. 

In order to have all people understand how much land we 

owned, my father planted poles around it and said: 

Inside is the home of my people -- the white man 

may take the land outside. Inside this boundary all 

our people were born. It circles around the graves of 

our fathers, and we will never give up these graves 

to any man. 

The United States claimed that they had bought all the Nez 

Perces country outside of Lapwai Reservation, from Lawyer and 

other chiefs, but we continued to live on this land in peace until 

eight years ago, when white men began to come inside the bounds 

my father had set. We warned them against this great wrong, but 

they would not leave our land, and some bad blood was raised. The 

white men represented that we were going on the war-path. They 

reported many things that were false. 

The United States Government asked for a treaty council. My 

father had become blind and feeble. He could no longer speak for 

his people. It was then that I took my father's place as chief. In 

this council I made my first speech to white men. I said to the 

agent who held the council: 

I did not want to come to this council, but I came 

hoping that we could save blood. The white man has 

no right to come here and take our country. We have 

never accepted any presents from the Government. 

Neither Lawyer nor any other chief had authority to 

sell this land. It has always belonged to my people. 

It came unclouded to them from our fathers, and we 

will defend this land as long as a drop of Indian 

blood warms the hearts of our men. 

The agent said he had orders, from the Great White Chief at 

Washington, for us to go upon the Lapwai Reservation, and that if 

we obeyed he would help us in many ways. “You must move to the 

agency,” he said. I answered him: “I will not. I do not need your 

help; we have plenty, and we are contented and happy if the white 

man will let us alone. The reservation is too small for so many 

people with all their stock. You can keep your presents; we can go 

to your towns and pay for all we need; we have plenty of horses 

and cattle to sell, and we won't have any help from you; we are free 

now; we can go where we please. Our fathers were born here. Here 

they lived, here they died, here are their graves. We will never 

leave them.” The agent went away, and we had peace for a little 

while. 

 

A Man Must Love His Father’s Grave 

 

Soon after this my father sent for me. I saw he was dying. I 

took his hand in mine. He said: “My son, my body is returning to 

my mother Earth, and my spirit is going very soon to see the Great 

Spirit Chief. When I am gone, think of your country. You are the 

chief of these people. They look to you to guide them. Always 

remember that your father never sold his country. You must stop 

your ears whenever you are asked to sign a treaty selling your 

home. A few years more, and white men will be all around you. 

They have their eyes on this land. My son, never forget my dying 

words. This country holds your father's body. Never sell the bones 
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of your father and your mother.” I pressed my father's hand and 

told him I would protect his grave with my life. My father smiled 

and passed away to the spirit-land. 

I buried him in that beautiful valley of winding waters. I love 

that land more than all the rest of the world. A man who would not 

love his father's grave is worse than a wild animal. 

For a short time we lived quietly. But this could not last. 

White men had found gold in the mountains around the land of 

winding water. They stole a great many horses from us, and we 

could not get them back because we were Indians. The white men 

told lies for each other. They drove off a great many of our cattle. 

Some white men branded our young cattle so they could claim 

them. We had no friend who would plead our cause before the law 

councils. It seemed to me that some of the white men in Wallowa 

were doing these things on purpose to get up a war. They knew 

that we were not strong enough to fight them. I labored hard to 

avoid trouble and bloodshed. We gave up some of our country to 

the white men, thinking that then we could have peace. We were 

mistaken. The white man would not let us alone. We could have 

avenged our wrongs many times, but we did not. Whenever the 

Government has asked us to help them against other Indians, we 

have never refused. When the white men were few and we were 

strong we could have killed them all off, but the Nez Perces wished 

to live at peace. 

If we have not done so, we have not been to blame. I believe 

that the old treaty has never been correctly reported. If we ever 

owned the land we own it still, for we never sold it. In the treaty 

councils the commissioners have claimed that our country had 

been sold to the Government. Suppose a white man should come to 

me and say, “Joseph, I like your horses, and I want to buy them.” I 

say to him, “No, my horses suit me, I will not sell them.” Then he 

goes to my neighbor, and says to him: “Joseph has some good 

horses. I want to buy them, but he refuses to sell.” My neighbor 

answers, “Pay me the money, and I will sell you Joseph's horses.” 

The white man returns to me, and says, “Joseph, I have bought 

your horses, and you must let me have them.” If we sold our lands 

to the Government, this is the way they were bought. 

On account of the treaty made by the other bands of the Nez 

Perces, the white men claimed my lands. We were troubled greatly 

by white men crowding over the line. Some of these were good 

men, and we lived on peaceful terms with them, but they were not 

all good. 

Nearly every year the agent came over from Lapwai and 

ordered us on to the reservation. We always replied that we were 

satisfied to live in Wallowa. We were careful to refuse the presents 

or annuities which he offered. 

 

Deer and Grizzly Bears 

 

Through all the years since the white men came to Wallowa 

we have been threatened and taunted by them and the treaty Nez 

Perces. They have given us no rest. We have had a few good 

friends among white men, and they have always advised my people 

to bear these taunts without fighting. Our young men were quick-

tempered, and I have had great trouble in keeping them from 

doing rash things. I have carried a heavy load on my back ever 

since I was a boy. I learned then that we were but few, while the 

white men were many, and that we could not hold our own with 

them. We were like deer. They were like grizzly bears. We had a 

small country. Their country was large. We were contented to let 

things remain as the Great Spirit Chief made them. They were 

not; and would change the rivers and mountains if they did not 

suit them. 

Year after year we have been threatened, but no war was 

made upon my people until General Howard came to our country 

two years ago and told us that he was the white war-chief of all 

that country. He said: “I have a great many soldiers at my back. I 

am going to bring them up here, and then I will talk to you again. I 

will not let white men laugh at me the next time I come. The 

country belongs to the Government, and I intend to make you go 

upon the reservation.”… 

General Howard sent out runners and called all the Indians in 

to a grand council. I was in that council. I said to General Howard, 

“We are ready to listen.” He answered that he would not talk then, 
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but would hold a council next day, when he would talk plainly. I 

said to General Howard: “I am ready to talk to-day. I have been in 

a great many councils, but I am no wiser. We are all sprung from a 

woman, although we are unlike in many things. We can not be 

made over again. You are as you were made, and as you were 

made you can remain. We are just as we were made by the Great 

Spirit, and you can not change us; then why should children of one 

mother and one father quarrel? Why should one try to cheat the 

other? I do not believe that the Great Spirit Chief gave one kind of 

men the right to tell another kind of men what they must do.” 

General Howard replied: “You deny my authority, do you? You 

want to dictate to me, do you?” 

Then one of my chiefs -- Too-hool-hool-suit -- rose in the 

council and said to General Howard: “The Great Spirit Chief made 

the world as it is, and as he wanted it, and he made a part of it for 

us to live upon. I do not see where you get authority to say that we 

shall not live where he placed us.” 

General Howard lost his temper and said: “Shut up! I don't 

want to hear any more of such talk. The law says you shall go upon 

the reservation to live, and I want you to do so, but you persist in 

disobeying the law” (meaning the treaty). “If you do not move, I 

will take the matter into my own hand, and make you suffer for 

your disobedience.” 

Too-hool-hool-suit answered: “Who are you, that you ask us to 

talk, and then tell me I sha'n't talk? Are you the Great Spirit? Did 

you make the world? Did you make the sun? Did you make the 

rivers to run for us to drink? Did you make the grass to grow? Did 

you make all these things, that you talk to us as though we were 

boys? If you did, then you have the right to talk as you do.” 

General Howard replied: “You are an impudent fellow, and I 

will put you in the guard-house,” and then ordered a soldier to 

arrest him. 

Too-hool-hool-suit made no resistance. He asked General 

Howard: “Is that your order? I don't care. I have expressed my 

heart to you. I have nothing to take back. I have spoken for my 

country. You can arrest me, but you can not change me or make 

me take back what I have said.” 

The soldiers came forward and seized my friend and took him 

to the guard-house. My men whispered among themselves whether 

they should let this thing be done. I counseled them to submit. I 

knew if we resisted that all the white men present, including 

General Howard would be killed in a moment, and we would be 

blamed. If I had said nothing, General Howard would never have 

given another unjust order against my men. I saw the danger, and, 

while they dragged Too-hool-hool-suit to prison, I arose and said: ”I 
am going to talk now. I don't care whether you arrest me or not.” I 

turned to my people and said: “The arrest of Too-hool-hool-suit was 

wrong, but we will not resent the insult. We were invited to this 

council to express our hearts, and we have done so.” Too-hool-hool-

suit was a prisoner for five days before he was released. 

The council broke up for that day. On the next morning 

General Howard came to my lodge, and invited me to go with him 

and White-Bird and Looking-Glass, to look for land for my people. 

As we rode along we came to some good land that was already 

occupied by Indians and white people. General Howard, pointing to 

this land, said: “If you will come on to the reservation, I will give 

you these lands and move these people off.” 

I replied: “No. It would be wrong to disturb these people. I 

have no right to take their homes. I have never taken what did not 

belong to me. I will not now.” 

We rode all day upon the reservation, and found no good land 

unoccupied…. 

In the council, next day, General Howard informed me, in a 

haughty spirit, that he would give my people thirty days to go back 

home, collect all their stock, and move on to the reservation, 

saying, “If you are not here in that time, I shall consider that you 

want to fight, and will send my soldiers to drive you on.”… 

I knew I had never sold my country, and that I had no land in 

Lapwai; but I did not want bloodshed. I did not want my people 

killed. I did not want anybody killed. Some of my people had been 

murdered by white men, and the white murderers were never 

punished for it. I told General Howard about this, and again said I 

wanted no war. I wanted the people who lived upon the lands I 

was to occupy at Lapwai to have time to gather their harvest. 
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I said in my heart that, rather than have war, I would give up 

my country. I would give up my father's grave. I would give up 

everything rather than have the blood of white men upon the 

hands of my people. 

General Howard refused to allow me more than thirty days to 

move my people and their stock. I am sure that he began to 

prepare for war at once. 

When I returned to Wallowa I found my people very much 

excited upon discovering that the soldiers were already in the 

Wallowa Valley. We held a council, and decided to move 

immediately, to avoid bloodshed. 

Too-hool-hool-suit, who felt outraged by his imprisonment, 

talked for war, and made many of my young men willing to fight 

rather than be driven like dogs from the land where they were 

born. He declared that blood alone would wash out the disgrace 

General Howard had put upon him. It required a strong heart to 

stand up against such talk, but I urged my people to be quiet, and 

not to begin a war. 

 

No Way to Avoid War 

 

We gathered all the stock we could find, and made an attempt 

to move. We left many of our horses and cattle in Wallowa, and we 

lost several hundred in crossing the river. All of my people 

succeeded in getting across in safety. Many of the Nez Perces came 

together in Rocky Canon to hold a grand council. I went with all 

my people. This council lasted ten days. There was a great deal of 

war-talk, and a great deal of excitement. There was one young 

brave present whose father had been killed by a white man five 

years before. This man's blood was bad against white men, and he 

left the council calling for revenge. 

Again I counseled peace, and I thought the danger was past. 

We had not complied with General Howard's order because we 

could not, but we intended to do so as soon as possible. I was 

leaving the council to kill beef for my family, when news came that 

the young man whose father had been killed had gone out with 

several other hot-blooded young braves and killed four white men. 

He rode up to the council and shouted: “Why do you sit here like 

women? The war has begun already.” I was deeply grieved. All the 

lodges were moved except my brother's and my own. I saw clearly 

that the war was upon us when I learned that my young men had 

been secretly buying ammunition. I heard then that Too-hool-hool-

suit, who had been imprisoned by General Howard, had succeeded 

in organizing a war-party. I knew that their acts would involve all 

my people. I saw that the war could not then be prevented. The 

time had passed. I counseled peace from the beginning. I knew 

that we were too weak to fight the United States. We had many 

grievances, but I knew that war would bring more. We had good 

white friends, who advised us against taking the war-path…. 

There were bad men among my people who had quarreled with 

white men. They talked of their wrongs until they roused all the 

bad hearts in the council. Still I could not believe that they would 

begin the war. I know that my young men did a great wrong, but I 

ask, Who was first to blame? They had been insulted a thousand 

times; their fathers and brothers had been killed; their mothers 

and wives had been disgraced; they had been driven to madness by 

whisky sold to them by white men; they had been told by General 

Howard that all their horses and cattle which they <<424>> had 

been unable to drive out of Wallowa were to fall into the hands of 

white men; and, added to all this, they were homeless and 

desperate. 

I would have given my own life if I could have undone the 

killing of white men by my people. I blame my young men and I 

blame the white men. I blame General Howard for not giving my 

people time to get their stock away from Wallowa. I do not 

acknowledge that he had the right to order me to leave Wallowa at 

any time. I deny that either my father or myself ever sold that 

land. It is still our land. It may never again be our home, but my 

father sleeps there, and I love it as I love my mother. I left there, 

hoping to avoid bloodshed. 

If General Howard had given me plenty of time to gather up 

my stock, and treated Too-hool-hool-suit as a man should be 

treated, there would have been no war.... 
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I could see no other way to avoid a war. We moved over to 

White Bird Creek, sixteen miles away, and there encamped, 

intending to collect our stock before leaving; but the soldiers 

attacked us, and the first  battle was fought. We numbered in that 

battle sixty men, and the soldiers a hundred. The fight lasted but a 

few minutes, when the soldiers retreated before us for twelve 

miles. They lost thirty-three killed, and had seven wounded. When 

an Indian fights, he only shoots to kill; but soldiers shoot at 

random. None of the soldiers were scalped. We do not believe in 

scalping, nor in killing wounded men. Soldiers do not kill many 

Indians unless they are wounded and left upon the battle-field. 

Then they kill Indians…. 

 

Battles and Retreats 

 

Finding that we were outnumbered, we retreated to Bitter 

Root Valley. Here another body of soldiers came upon us and 

demanded our surrender. We refused. They said, “You can not get 

by us.” We answered, “We are going by you without fighting if you 

will let us, but we are going by you anyhow.” We then made a 

treaty with these soldiers. We agreed not to molest any one, and 

they agreed that we might pass through the Bitter Root country in 

peace. We bought provisions and traded stock with white men 

there. 

We understood that there was to be no more war. We intended 

to go peaceably to the buffalo country, and leave the question of 

returning to our country to be settled afterward. 

With this understanding we traveled on for four days, and, 

thinking that the trouble was all over, we stopped and prepared 

tent-poles to take with us. We started again, and at the end of two 

days we saw three white men passing our camp. Thinking that 

peace had been made, we did not molest them. We could have 

killed or taken them prisoners, but we did not suspect them of 

being spies, which they were. 

That night the soldiers surrounded our camp. About day-break 

one of my men went out to look after his horses. The soldiers saw 

him and shot him down like a coyote. I have since learned that 

these soldiers were not those we had left behind. They had come 

upon us from another direction. The new white war-chief's name 

was Gibbon. He charged upon us while some of my people were 

still asleep. We had a hard fight. Some of my men crept around 

and attacked the soldiers from the rear. In this battle we lost 

nearly all our lodges, but we finally drove General Gibbon back. 

Finding that he was unable to capture us, he sent to his camp 

a few miles away for his big guns (cannons), but my men had 

captured them and all the ammunition. We damaged the big guns 

all we could, and carried away the powder and lead. In the fight 

with General Gibbon we lost fifty women and children and thirty 

fighting men. We remained long enough to bury our dead. The Nez 

Perces never make war on women and children; we could have 

killed a great many women and children while the war lasted, but 

we would feel ashamed to do so cowardly an act…. 

We retreated as rapidly as we could toward the buffalo 

country. After six days General Howard came close to us, and we 

went out and attacked him, and captured nearly all his horses and 

mules (about two hundred and fifty head). We then marched on to 

the Yellowstone Basin. 

On the way we captured one white man and two white women. 

We released them at the end of three days. They were treated 

kindly. The women were not insulted. Can the white soldiers tell 

me of one time when Indian women were taken prisoners, and held 

three days and then released without being insulted? Were the 

Nez Perces women who fell into the hands of General Howard's 

soldiers treated with as much respect? I deny that a Nez Perce was 

ever guilty of such a crime…. 

Nine days' march brought us to the mouth of Clarke's Fork of 

the Yellowstone. We did not know what had become of General 

Howard, but we supposed that he had sent for more horses and 

mules. He did not come up, but another new war-chief (General 

Sturgis) attacked us. We held him in check while we moved all our 

women and children and stock out of danger, leaving a few men to 

cover our retreat. 

Several days passed, and we heard nothing of General 

Howard, or Gibbon, or Sturgis. We had repulsed each in turn, and 
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began to feel secure, when another army, under General Miles, 

struck us. This was the fourth army, each of which outnumbered 

our fighting force, that we had encountered within sixty days…. 

We lost, the first day and night, eighteen men and three 

women. General Miles lost twenty-six killed and forty wounded. 

The following day General Miles sent a messenger into my camp 

under protection of a white flag…. 

 

The Decision to Surrender 

 

I could not bear to see my wounded men and women suffer any 

longer; we had lost enough already. General Miles had promised 

that we might return to our own country with what stock we had 

left. I thought we could start again. I believed General Miles or I 
never would have surrendered. I have heard that he has been 

censured for making the promise to return us to Lapwai. He could 

not have made any other terms with me at that time. I would have 

held him in check until my friends came to my assistance and then 

neither of the generals nor their soldiers would have ever left Bear 

Paw Mountain alive. 

On the fifth day I went to General Miles and gave up my gun, 

and said, “From where the sun now stands I will fight no more.” 

My people needed rest -- we wanted peace. 

I was told we could go with General Miles to Tongue River and 

stay there until spring, when we would be sent back to our 

country. Finally it was decided that we were to be taken to Tongue 

River. We had nothing to say about it. After our arrival at Tongue 

River, General Miles received orders to take us to Bismarck. The 

reason given was, that subsistence would be cheaper there. 

General Miles was opposed to this order. He said: “You must 

not blame me. I have endeavored to keep my word, but the chief 

who is over me has given the order, and I must obey it or resign. 

That would do you no good. Some other officer would carry out the 

order.” 

I believe General Miles would have kept his word if he could 

have done so. I do not blame him for what we have suffered since 

the surrender. I do not know who is to blame. We gave up all our 

horses (over eleven hundred) and all our saddles (over one 

hundred) and we have not heard from them since. Somebody has 

got our horses. 

General Miles turned my people over to another soldier, and 

we were taken to Bismarck. Captain Johnson, who now had charge 

of us, received an order to take us to Fort Leavenworth. At 

Leavenworth we were placed on a low river bottom, with no water 

except river-water to drink and cook with. We had always lived in 

a healthy country, where the mountains were high and the water 

was cold and clear. Many of my people sickened and died, and we 

buried them in this strange land. I can not tell how much my heart 

suffered for my people while at Leavenworth. The Great Spirit 

Chief who rules above seemed to be looking some other way, and 

did not see what was being done to my people. 

During the hot days (July, 1878) we received notice that we 

were to be moved farther away from our own country. We were not 

asked if we were willing to go. We were ordered to get into the 

railroad-cars. Three of my people died on the way to Baxter 

Springs. It was worse to die there than to die fighting in the 

mountains. 

We were moved from Baxter Springs (Kansas) to the Indian 

Territory, and set down without our lodges. We had but little 

medicine, and we were nearly all sick. Seventy of my people have 

died since we moved there. 

We have had a great many visitors who have talked many 

ways. Some of the chiefs (General Fish and Colonel Stickney) from 

Washington came to see us, and selected land for us to live upon. 

We have not moved to that land, for it is not a good place to live. 

The Commissioner Chief (E. A. Hayt) came to see us. I told 

him, as I told every one, that I expected General Miles's word 

would be carried out. He said it “could not be done; that white men 

now lived in my country and all the land was taken up; that, if I 

returned to Wallowa, I could not live in peace; that law-papers 

were out against my young men who began the war, and that the 

Government could not protect my people.” This talk fell like a 

heavy stone upon my heart. I saw that I could not gain anything 

by talking to him. Other law chiefs (Congressional Committee) 
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came to see me and said they would help me to get a healthy 

country. I did not know who to believe. The white people have too 

many chiefs. They do not understand each other. They do not all 

talk alike…. 

 

I Cannot Understand So Many Chiefs 

 

At last I was granted permission to come to Washington and 

bring my friend Yellow Bull and our interpreter with me. I am glad 

we came. I have shaken hands with a great many friends, but 

there are some things I want to know which no one seems able to 

explain. I can not understand how the Government sends a man 

out to fight us … and then breaks his word. Such a Government 

has something wrong about it. I can not understand why so many 

chiefs are allowed to talk so many different ways, and promise so 

many different things. I have seen the Great Father Chief (the 

President), the next Great Chief (Secretary of the Interior), the 

Commissioner Chief (Hayt), the Law <<431>> Chief (General 

Butler), and many other law chiefs (Congressmen), and they all 

say they are my friends, and that I shall have justice, but while 

their mouths all talk right I do not understand why nothing is 

done for my people. I have heard talk and talk, but nothing is 

done. Good words do not last long unless they amount to 

something. Words do not pay for my dead people. They do not pay 

for my country, now overrun by white men. They do not protect my 

father's grave. They do not pay for all my horses and cattle. Good 

words will not give me back my children. Good words will not 

make good the promise of your War Chief General Miles. Good 

words will not give my people good health and stop them from 

dying. Good words will not get my people a home where they can 

live in peace and take care of themselves. I am tired of talk that 

comes to nothing. It makes my heart sick when I remember all the 

good words and all the broken promises. There has been too much 

talking by men who had no right to talk. Too many 

misrepresentations have been made, too many misunderstandings 

have come up between the white men about the Indians. If the 

white man wants to live in peace with the Indian he can live in 

peace. There need be no trouble. Treat all men alike. Give them all 

the same law. Give them all an even chance to live and grow. All 

men were made by the same Great Spirit Chief. They are all 

brothers. The earth is the mother of all people, and all people 

should have equal rights upon it. You might as well expect the 

rivers to run backward as that any man who was born a free man 

should be contented when penned up and denied liberty to go 

where he pleases. If you tie a horse to a stake, do you expect he 

will grow fat? If you pen an Indian up on a small spot of earth, and 

compel him to stay there, he will not be contented, nor will he grow 

and prosper. I have asked some of the great white chiefs where 

they get their authority to say to the Indian that he shall stay in 

one place, while he sees white men going where they please. They 

can not tell me. 

 

Treat Us Like All Other Men 

 

I only ask of the Government to be treated as all other men 

are treated. If I can not go to my own home, let me have a home in 

some country where my people will not die so fast. I would like to 

go to Bitter Root Valley. There my people would be healthy; where 

they are now they are dying. Three have died since I left my camp 

to come to Washington. 

When I think of our condition my heart is heavy. I see men of 

my race treated as outlaws and driven from country to country, or 

shot down like animals. 

I know that my race must change. We can not hold our own 

with the white men as we are. We only ask an even chance to live 

as other men live. We ask to be recognized as men. We ask that the 

same law shall work alike on all men. If the Indian breaks the law, 

punish him by the law. If the white man breaks the law, punish 

him also. 

Let me be a free man -- free to travel, free to stop, free to work, 

free to trade where I choose, free to choose my own teachers, free 

to follow the religion of my fathers, free to think and talk and act 

for myself -- and I will obey every law, or submit to the penalty. 
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Whenever the white man treats the Indian as they treat each 

other, then we will have no more wars. We shall all be alike --

brothers of one father and one mother, with one sky above us and 

one country around us, and one government for all. Then the Great 

Spirit Chief who rules above will smile upon this land, and send 

rain to wash out the bloody spots made by brothers' hands from 

the face of the earth. For this time the Indian race are waiting and 

praying. I hope that no more groans of wounded men and women 

will ever go to the ear of the Great Spirit Chief above, and that all 

people may be one people. 

In-mut-too-yah-lat-lat has spoken for his people. 

 

 

 

The Takeover of Indian Land: 

A White Man’s View (1889) 
Theodore Roosevelt (1858-1919)3 

 

Border warfare … was a war waged  by savages against armed 

settlers, whose families followed them into the wilderness. Such a 

war is inevitably bloody and cruel; but the inhuman love of cruelty 

for cruelty’s sake , which marks the red Indian above all other 

savages, rendered these wars more terrible than any others. For 

the hideous, unnamable, unthinkable tortures practiced by the red 

men on their captured foes, and on their foes’ tender women and 

helpless children, were such as we read of in no other struggle, 

hardly even in the revolting pages that tell the deeds of the Holy 

Inquisition. It was inevitable—indeed it was in many instances 

proper—that such deeds should awake in the breasts of the whites 

the grimmest, wildest spirit of revenge and hatred. 

The history of the border wars, both in the ways they were 

begun and in the ways they were waged, makes a long tale of 

injuries inflicted, suffered, and mercilessly revenged. It could not 

be otherwise when brutal, reckless, lawless borderers, despising all 

                                                           
3 From Theodore Roosevelt, The Winning of the West, vol. 1 (New York: 

Knicerbocker Press, 1889. 

men not of their own color, were thrown in contact with savages 

who esteemed cruelty and treachery as the highest of virtues, and 

rapine and murder as the worthiest of pursuits. Moreover, it was 

sadly inevitable that the law-abiding borderer as well as the white 

ruffian, the peaceful Indian as well as the painted marauder, 

should be plunged into the struggle to suffer the punishment that 

should only have fallen on their evil-minded fellows. 

Looking back, it is easy to say that much of the wrong-doing 

could have been prevented; but if we examine the facts to find out 

the truth, not to establish a theory, we are bound to admit that the 

struggle was really one that could not possibly have been avoided. 

The sentimental historians speak as if the blame had been all 

ours, and the wrong all done to our foes, and as if it would have 

been possibly by any exercise of wisdom to reconcile claims that 

were in their very essence conflicting; but their utterances are as 

shallow as they are untruthful. Unless we were willing that the 

whole continent west of the Alleghanies should remain an 

unpeopled waste, the hunting-ground of savages, war was 

inevitable; and even had we been willing, and had we refrained 

from encroaching on the Indians’ lands, the war would have come 

nonetheless, for then the Indians themselves would have 

encroached on ours. Undoubtedly we have wronged many tribes; 

but equally undoubtedly our first definite knowledge of many 

others has been derived from their unprovoked outrages upon our 

people. The Chippewas, Ottawas, and Pottawatamies furnished 

hundreds of young warriors to the parties that devastated our 

frontiers generations before we in any way encroached upon or 

wronged them. 

Mere outrages could be atoned for or settled; the question 

which lay at the root of our difficulties was that of the occupation 

of the land itself, and to this there could be no solution save war. 

The Indians had no ownership of the land in the way in which we 

understand the term. The tribes lived far apart; each had for its 

hunting-grounds all the territory from which it was not barred by 

rivals. Each looked with jealousy upon all interlopers, but each 

was prompt to act as an interloper when occasion offered. Every 

good hunting-ground was claimed by many nations. It was rare, 



 

The Takeover of Indian Land—Page 11 
 

indeed, that any tribe had an uncontested title to a large tract of 

land; where such title existed, it rested, not on actual occupancy 

and cultivation, but on the recent butchery of weaker rivals. For 

instance, there were a dozen tribes, all of whom hunted in 

Kentucky, and fought each other there, all of whom had equally 

good titles to the soil, and not one of whom acknowledged the right 

of any other; as a matter of fact they had therein no right, save the 

right of the strongest. The land no more belonged to them than it 

belonged to [Daniel Boone] and the white hunters who first visited 

it. 

On the borders there are perpetual complaints of the 

encroachments of whites upon Indian lands; and naturally the 

central government at Washington, and before it was at 

Washington, has usually been inclined to sympathize with the 

feeling that considers the whites the aggressors, for the 

government does not wish a war, does not itself feel any land 

hunger, hears of not a tenth of the Indian outrages, and knows by 

experience that the white borderers are not easy to rule. As a 

consequence, the official reports of the people who are not on the 

ground are apt to paint the Indian side in its most favorable light, 

and are often completely untrustworthy, this being particularly 

the case if the author of the report is an eastern man, utterly 

unacquainted with the actual condition of affairs on the frontier. 

 

Indians Have No True Title to the Land 

 

Such a man, though both honest and intelligent, when he 

hears that the whites have settled on Indian lands, cannot realize 

that the act has no resemblance whatever to the forcible 

occupation of land already cultivated. The white settler has merely 

moved into an uninhabited waste; he does not feel that he is 

committing a wrong, for he knows perfectly well that the land is 

really owned by no one. It is never even visited, except perhaps for 

a week or two every year, and then the visitors are likely at any 

moment to be driven off by a rival hunting-party of greater 

strength. The settler ousts no one from the land; if he did not chop 

down the trees, hew out the logs for a building, and clear the 

ground for tillage, no one else would do so. H drives out the game, 

however, and of course the Indians who live thereon sink their 

mutual animosities and turn against the intruder. The truth is, 

the Indians never had any real title to the soil; they had not half as 

good a claim to it, for instance, as the cattlemen now have to all 

eastern Montana, yet no one would assert that the cattlemen have 

a right to keep immigrants off their vast unfenced ranges. The 

settler and pioneer have at bottom had justice on their side; this 

great continent could not have been kept as nothing but a game 

preserve for squalid savages. Moreover, to the most oppressed 

Indian nations the whites often acted as a protection, or, at least, 

they deferred instead of hastening their fate. But for the 

interposition of the whites it is probable that the Iroquois would 

have exterminated every Algonquin tribe before the end of the 

eighteenth century; exactly as in recent time the Crows and 

Pawnees would have been destroyed by the Sioux, had it not been 

for the wars we have waged against the latter. 

Again, the loose government system of the Indians made it as 

difficult to secure a permanent peace with them as it was to 

negotiate the purchase of the lands. The sachem, or hereditary 

peace chief, and the elective war chief, who wielded only influence 

that he could secure by his personal prowess and his tact, were 

equally unable to control all of their tribesmen, and were 

powerless with their confederated nations. If peace was made with 

the Shawnees, the war was continued by the Miamis; if peace was 

made with the latter; nevertheless perhaps on small band was 

dissatisfied, and continued the contest on its own account; and 

even if all the recognized bands were dealt with, the parties of 

renegades or outlaws had to be considered; and in the last resort 

the full recognition accorded by the Indians to the right of private 

warfare, made it possible any individual warrior who possessed 

any influence to go on raiding and murdering unchecked. Every 

tribe, every sub-tribe, every band of dozen souls ruled over by a 

petty chief, almost every individual warrior of the least 

importance, had to be met and pacified. Even if peace were 

declared, the Indians could not exist long without breaking it. 

There was to them no temptation to trespass on the white man’s 
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ground for the purpose of settling; but every young brave was 

brought up to regard scalps taken and horses stolen, in war or 

peace, as the highest proofs and tokens of skill and courage, the 

sure means of attaining glory and honor, the admiration of men 

and the love of women. Where the young men thought thus, and 

the chiefs had so little real control, it was inevitable that there 

should be many unprovoked forays for scalps, slaves, and horses 

made upon the white borderers. 

 

White Atrocities 

 

As for the whites themselves, they too have many and grievous 

sins against their red neighbors for which to answer. They cannot 

be severely blamed for trespassing upon what was called the 

Indian’s land; for let sentimentalists say what they will, the man 

who puts the soil to use must of right dispossess the man who does 

not, or the world will come to a standstill, but for many of their 

other deeds there can be no pardon. On the border each man was a 

law unto himself, and good and bad alike were left in perfect 

freedom to follow out to the uttermost limits their own desires; for 

the spirit of individualism so characteristic of American life 

reached its extreme of development in the backwoods. The whites 

who wished peace, the magistrates and leaders, had little more 

power over their evil and unruly fellows than the Indian sachems 

had over the turbulent young braves. Each man did what seemed 

best in his own eyes, almost without let or hindrance; unless, 

indeed, he trespassed upon the rights of his neighbors, who were 

ready enough to band together in their own defense, though slow 

to interfere in the affairs of others. 

Thus the men of lawless, brutal spirit who are found in every 

community and who flock to places where the reign of order is lax, 

were able to follow the bent of their inclinations unchecked. They 

utterly despised the red man; they held it no crime whatever to 

cheat him in trading, to rob him of his peltries or horses, to murder 

him if the fit seized them. Criminals who generally preyed on their 

own neighbors, found it easier, and perhaps hardly as dangerous, 

to pursue their calling at the expense of the redskins, for the 

latter, when they discovered that they had been wronged, were 

quite as apt to vent their wrath on some outsider as on the original 

offender. If they injured a white, all the whites might make 

common cause against them; but if they injured a red man, though 

there were sure to be plenty of whites who disapproved it, there 

were apt to be very few indeed whose disapproval took any active 

shape. 

Each race stood by its own members, and each held all of the 

other race responsible for the misdeeds of a few uncontrollable 

spirits; and this clannishness among those of one color, and the 

refusal or the inability to discriminate between the good and the 

bad of the other color are the two most fruitful causes of all the 

strife. When, even if he sought revenge of them, the innocent man 

was sure to suffer for the misdeeds of the guilty, unless both joined 

together for defense, the former had no alternative save to make 

common cause with the later. Moreover, in a sparse backwoods 

settlement, where the presence of a strong, vigorous fighter was a 

source of safety to the whole community, it was impossible to 

expect that he would be punished with severity for offenses which, 

in their hearts, his fellow townsmen could not help regarding as in 

some sort a revenge for the injuries they had themselves suffered. 

Every quiet, peaceable settler had either himself been grievously 

wronged, or had been an eyewitness to wrongs done to his friends; 

and while these were vivid in his mind, the corresponding wrongs 

done the Indians were never brought home to him at all. If his son 

was scalped or his cattle driven off, he could not be expected to 

remember that perhaps the Indians who did the deed had 

themselves been cheated by a white trader, or had lost a relative at 

the hands of some border ruffian, or felt aggrieved because a 

hundred miles off some settler had built a cabin on lands they 

considered their own. When he joined with other exasperated and 

injured men to make a retaliatory inroad, his vengeance might or 

might not fall on the heads of the real offenders; and, in any case, 

he was often not in the frame of mind to put a stop to the outrages 

sure to be committed by the brutal spirits among his allies—no 

these brutal spirits were probably in a small minority. 
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The excesses so often committed by the whites, when, after 

many checks and failures, they at last grasped victory, are causes 

for shame and regret; yet it is only fair to keep in mind the terrible 

provocations they had endured. Mercy, pity, magnanimity to the 

fallen, could not be expected from the frontiersmen gathered 

together to war against an Indian tribe. Almost every man of such 

a band had better personal wrongs to avenge. He was not taking 

part in a war against a civilized foe; he was fighting in a contest 

where women and children suffered the fate of the strong men, and 

instead of enthusiasm for his country's flag and a general national 

animosity towards his enemies, he was actuated by a furious flame 

of hot anger, and was goaded on by memories of which merely to 

think was madness. His friends had been treacherously slain while 

on messages of peace; his house of been burned, his cattle driven 

off, and all he had in the world destroyed before he knew that war 

existed and when he felt quite guiltless of all offense; his 

sweetheart or wife had been carried off, ravished, and was at the 

moment the slave and concubine of some dirty and brutal Indian 

warrior; his son, the stay at the house, had been burned at the 

stake with torments too horrible to mention; his sister, when 

ransomed and returned to him, had told of the weary journey 

through the woods, when she carried around her neck as a horrible 

necklace the bloody scalps of her husband and children; seared 

into his eyeballs, into his very brain, he bore ever with him, 

waking or sleeping, the sight of the skin, mutilated, hideous body 

of the baby just grown old enough to recognize him and to crow 

and laugh when taken in his arms. Such incidents as these were 

not exceptional; one or more, and often all of them, where the 

invariable attendants of every one of the countless Indian inroads 

that took place during the long generations of forest warfare. It 

was small wonder that men who had thus lost everything should 

sometimes be fairly crazed by their wrongs. Again and again on 

the frontier we hear of some such unfortunate who has devoted all 

the remainder of his wretched life to the one object of taking 

vengeance on the whole race of the men who had darkened his 

days forever. Too often the squaws and pappooses fell victims of 

the vengeance that should have come only on the warriors; for the 

whites regarded their foes as beast rather than men, and new that 

the squaws were more cruel than others in torturing the prisoner, 

and that the very children took their full part therein, being held 

up by their fathers to tomahawk the dying victims at the stake. 

Thus it is that there are so many dark and bloody pages in the 

book of border warfare, that grim and iron-bound volume, wherein 

we read how our forefathers won the wide lands that we inherit. It 

contains many a tale of fierce heroism and adventurous ambition, 

of the daring and resolute courage of men and the patient 

endurance of women; it shows us a stern race of freemen who 

toiled hard, endured greatly, and fronted adversity bravely, who 

prized strength and courage and good faith, whose wives were 

chaste, who were generous and loyal to their friends. But it shows 

us also how they spurned at restraint and fretted under it, how 

they would brook no wrong to themselves, and yet too often 

inflicted wrong on others; their feats of terrible prowess are 

interspersed with deeds of the foulest and most wanton aggression, 

the darkest treachery, the most revolting cruelty; and though we 

meet with plenty of the rough, strong, coarse virtues, we see but 

little of such qualities as mercy for the fallen, the weak, and the 

helpless, or pity for a gallant and vanquished foe. 


