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Indian Policy in the Jacksonian Era

RONALD N. SATZ

o As Frederick Jackson Turner, Bernard De Voto, Richard A.
Bartlett, William 11 Goetzmann, and dozens of other bisto-
rians have noted, the expansion of the United States from its
narrow base along the Fastern Seabeard to almost continental
size has been a central fact of American development. The
story of the confrontation and cventual domination of the
vast and empty spaces by successive wwaves of pioneer Amer-
icans has become our national epic.

Much less attention has been focused on the fact that the
settlement of the West ranks among the many examples of
naked aggression offered by history. In simple terms, an entire
people was removed, a people whose claims to the land often
dated back hundreds of years before it was cven seen by the
first white man. Those Indians that did not die in battle, or
from bunger, or from diseases introduced by the new *“Amer-
icans’ were pressed onto reservations that kept gettmg smaller
and smaller, despite treaties and guarantees from the federal
government.

That this history was largely ignored for a century and more
is hardly surprising given the treachery and the shameful meth-
ods used to separate the Indians from what was once theirs.
Scholars who did write on the subject were usually so con-
vinced of their own racial and cultural superiority over the
native people that their accounts are properly suspect.

The essay by Ronald N. Satz i part of a reappraisal by
younger historians of the assumptions held by nineteenth.-
century policy makers concerning the removal of Indian tribes.
Were the claims of these relatively nomadic Indians greater
than those of the pioncers who wanted to cultivate the land
and create a cornucopia of plenty in the midst of wilderness?

Reprinted by permission of the author, who is Dean of Graduare Studies and Re-
scarch at the University of Wisconsin-Fau Claire.
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Or would you agree with twentieth-century historx"an Satz
(and nineteenth-century English traueler‘ Pra'nces 'Irollo[.)e)
that, as Satz puts it, “Indian rem‘(’wal epitomized everything
despicable in American character’?

There has long been a tendency among scll.()l(fars to view thfc ll:ldlﬂnf
removal policy of the Jacksonian era in dualistic tc.rms—the (l)r.ccsR()‘-
evil supported removal while the forces of humanity ()pp()'sm |t\./. ,L
cently, Frances Paul Prusha, (;corgc A. Schultz, and Herman il.l (;( ‘]
have attempted to show that enlightened th(.)ught supported !;sz:ll
removal as a means of rescuing the castern Indians from the evil e u.fs
of close contact with the advancing white front_ler. Yet even the:ic
historians admit that the actual removal prices entailed numerous hard-
shi Indians.
Shl'{zliiio;s?;; is an attempt to assess the goals, execution, and l"CSl.th
of the Indian removal policy in the 1830s and 1840s by focusing
on the application of that policy in tllc '(.)ld No.rthwest. T};‘e esventli
surrounding the removal of the Five L|v1|l?ed Tnbe‘s‘ from the Sout :
have long been, to use the words of Grant .h)rcman., a c}}apter ’unF:x:
passed in pathos and absorbing interest in /\meqcan hlstf)ry‘. (kv1 s
dramatic episode has, to some extent, ()bscurcd.snml'air evcntisl:].l n;]g
place farther north during the same period of time. '[he (f)l; d(‘)frft :
west provides an interesting test case for. an examination o t;g |Tclr
ences between the rhetoric and the rcalntx of the rcmoval policy. ‘l\]e
Indians in this region were not the beneﬁqancs of anything al;:prgz;‘c -
ing the tremendous outpouring of public sympathy forkt e' f erd
okees and their neighbors in the Southeast. If the Ch.er.o ees face
a “Trail of Tears” in spite of the great volgme of petitions, l(:ttersci
and resolutions presented to Congress in their behalf, what'ha;‘)pencl:)
to the Indians in the Old Northwest who lacked such enthusiastic pub-
) 5 |
hc;::pcz(s):{tial ingredient to an understanding of the lndi.an pf)}l(fy in
this period is the recognition that President Jackson and hlS‘ suc;;;sgrs
in the White House, the War Department, the Ofﬁa.e of Indian ffairs,
and Indian agents maintained that the rem()val. policy would bring at
least four major benefits to the Indians. These included:

1. fixed and permanent boundaries outside of the jurisdiction of
American states or territories;
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2. isolation from corrupt white elements such as g
prostitutes, whiskey vendors, and the like;

3. self-government unfettered by state or territorial laws; and

4. opportunities for acquiring the essentials of “civilized"

society—Christianity, private property, and knowledge of
agriculture and the mechanical arts.

amblers,

Such were the benefits that government officials claimed the removal
policy would bring the Indians. As a test case of the application of this
policy, let us focus our attention on events in the old Northwest.
President Jackson asked Congress on December 8, 1829,"to provide
him with authority to negotiate treaties to transfer Indians living east
of the Mississippi River to a western location. Jackson and his congres-
sional supporters, in their great rush to push through such legislation,
seemed unconcerned about the technical aspects of any great migration

of castern Indians to the trans-Mississippi West. Opponents of the

scheme, however, raised several important questions: Would emigra-

tion be purely voluntary? Would treaty commissioners negotiate only

with acknowledged tribal leaders or would land be purchased from
individuals? How many Indians would go? Wh

and resources would be necessary for them? Wh
boundaries between emigrant tribes? How would the indigenous tribes
in the West react to the intrusion of new people? During the debates
on the Removal bill, Tennessean David Crockett warned that it was a
dangerous precedent to appropriate money for the executive branch
without specifically knowing how the president intended to use it.
Crockett warned that if Congress turned a deaf e
Indians then “misery must be their fate.”
Unfortunately for the Indians, Congress passed the Removal Act in
May 1830, and, despite the opposition of the nascent Whig party,
Indian removal became a generally accepted policy in the ensuing de-
cades. Throughout this period, congressional interest focused on pa-
tronage, partisan politics, and retrenchment to the detriment of the
administration of Indian affairs. While the Whigs found it expedient
to condemn aspects of the removal policy when they were struggling
to capture the White House, they found it desirable to continue the
policy once in office. Henry R. Schoolcraft, an Indian agent in Michigan
Territory, poignantly described a serious defect of American Indian

at kind of preparations
at would be the specific

ar to the rights of the

B e et R



I HE AR A

RONALD N. SATZ
214

policy when he noted that ““the whole Indian race is no:,.in Fhe::z::m:
scales, worth one white man’s vote:“ The result of.t u‘s situa "
David Crockett had warned, was misery f()r. the lndl_:ms. e enctern
Among those who witnessed the actual .dlspossessmn (]) the }:le em
tribes in the Jacksonian era were two forc:gn travelers w‘1loj vlv le ot
being authorities on the American Indians, ncvertheless c cavr yFrchgh
nized the deceptions involved in the treaty-making pn:css.lm <
traveler Alexis de Tocqueville poignantly observed that] fmcrlau“itieg -
ficials, “inspired by the most chaste affection for l.egaI ()Irn11‘]l]e},’,
obtained Indian title ““in a regular and, so to say, quite lega rlr:m ar;d
Although bribery and threats often accompgmed trcatly r:;';c afgcon_
the formal purchases of Indian land, the United Sfatcs ha gable "
firmation of its acquisitions. Indeed treaty negotiators wc.'rc(i ble to
“cheaply acquire whole provinces which Ithe rlc::est S(-)jlere,li:;hcry v
rope could not afford to buy” by cnn?loymg sur hta(c\ng: ’11:] R
intimidation. Another Euro;;ealn Vl‘s«lttl()r‘l:;;]ii':: ,:r;; ammpc”ed 9
2 urately reported that “the ans... npel
xl;:r—)tl}itc, ::rcchasc }r,nonZy being a mere subtcrfugc,‘by “’I]l';]l:): }r\n:z
appear as if the lands were not being wrested from them, a gh,
faLI:;el:i(Iizglt‘j'ackson had early indicated that his primary mtefre;tnv:}z::
the removal of the southeastern tribgs. Although congrt}:}ssr;;e’n )rval e
Old Northwest advised him following thc? passage .oft ¢ Remc A
that the time for securing removal treaties in .thelr region wacm (was
picious,” Old Hickory informed them that his |fnmed1?tc conc i was
to set into motion a great tide of southern lndlar.l emlﬁrﬂl:l(m(i e
in Illinois in the spring of 1832, however, played into the hands
supporters of Indian removal in the Old Northv}\:est. 1 Sac and Fox
In the spring of 1832, a hungry band of a thousan . : ~t‘0r Fox
Indians and their allies left their new homle in lowg Icrntl eyROCk
crossed the Mississippi River elf1 r}(l)utc to :jhelra?rli(:):ag;;ik():{m:lk ock
i he leadership of the proud w ck Hawk,
:};:']Cdr,- vlvjlrii:\ri;cluded wompcn and. childr§n, cnte.red ]Ihn(;:i;t lll: ss:}:lc::
of food and as a means of protcstmghag,l(;llln]s(:i:leil;nttri:tr‘:ith thye vhite
iersmen. Mass hysteria swept the Illinois
{:::ttlhc Indians had crossed Lhe river. Q()Ke:lnorigsl:gel{fzz:(::‘clst CP:]L:Zi
ilitia to repel the “invasion” desp
llf{pa:]:':tf);cn(Tlvl:rt;s clcarry not a war party. The result was a short,
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bloody conflict brought on largely as a consequence of the actions of
drunken state militia. The ruthless suppression of the so-called “Indian
hostilities” in Illinois and neighboring Wisconsin in
seizure of a large part of the trans-Mississippi dom
Fox Indians as “indemnity” for the war, broke the spirit of other tribes
in the Old Northwest. Under pressure from the War Department, the
Winnebagos in Wisconsin soon signed a removal treaty ceding their

land south of the Wisconsin River. One by one, other tribes succumbed
to similar pressure.

As critics of the Removal Act of 1830 had feared,
ment obtained many of these land cessions by bribery. Agents courted
influential tribal leaders by offering them special rewards including
money, merchandise, land reserves, and medals, among other things.
Sometimes treaty commissioners selected chiefs to represent an entire
tribe or group of bands. The Jackson administration, for example,
secured the title to the land of the United Nation of Chippewa, Ottawa,
and Potawatomi Indians in northeastern Illinois, southeastern Wiscon-
sin, and southern Michigan by “playing Indian politics.”” Indeed, the
very existence of the United Nation was the result of the government’s
insistence on dealing with these Indians as if they were a single unit.
Yet neither the great majority of the Chippewas and Ottawas nor all
of the Potawatomi bands recognized the authority of the so-called
United Nation. The government's policy of dealing with the entity as
the representative of all Chippewas, Ottawas and Potawatomis was a
clever maneuver to oust these Indians from their lands. By working
closely with mixed-blood leaders and by withholding Indian annuities,
the War Department secured the desired land cessions from the United
Nation in the early 1830s.

During the Jacksonian era, the War Department frequently used
economic coercion as a means of securing Indian title in the Old North-
west. Since the 1790s, the department had invested funds appropriated
by Congress for purchasing Indian land in state banks or stocks and
had paid the Indians only the annual interest on the amount owed them
under treaty stipulations. This annuity or trust fund system gave gov-
ernment bureaucrats virtual control over funds legally belonging to the
Indians. Although Thomas Jefferson played an important role in es-
tablishing the precedent of withholding Indian annuities as a means of
social control, this procedure became a standard policy after 1829.

1832, and the
ain of the Sac and

the War Depart-
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Ewing and Senator Tipton. Thousands of acres of Indi
in the Old Northwest also fell into the h
In spite of the fact that speculators
Indians into relinquishing their reserves before the government even
surveyed the ceded tribal land, little was done to protect the Indians
from such swindlers. Indian Whig Jonathan McCarty, a bitter political
adversary of Senator Tipton, introduced a resolution in Congress in
1835 calling for an investigation of the handing of Indian reserves, but
no action resulted. Jackson, and his successors in the White House,
were anxious to tone down investigations of alleged frauds in Indian
affairs in order to avoid possible political embarrassments. Even some
of the staunchest opponents of the removal policy benefited directly
from the sale of Indian lands. Daniel Webster, Edward Everett, Caleb
Cushing and Ralph Waldo Emerson were among those who speculated
in Indian lands in the Old Northwest.
In addition to granting land reserves to Indians, the W
followed the practice of including provisions in remo
the payment of Indian debts to traders as
moval. Since the Indians relied heavily on traders for subsistence and
advice in the Old Northwest, the inclusion of traders’ debts was often
crucial to successful treaty negotiations. Although the
these debts helped to promote the signing of land cession treaties, the
practice also meant that the Indians lost huge sums of money to men
who frequently inflated the prices of the goods they sold or falsified
their ledgers. Transactions at treaty negotiations relative to the sale of
Indian land, the adjustment of traders’ claims, and the like were a
complex business, yet many Indians, especially the full bloods, did not
know the difference between one numerical figure and another.

The administration of Indian affairs in the mid—1830s was partic-
ularly vulnerable to criticism. The Panic of 1837 led many traders to
exert political influence on treaty commissioners to have phoney Indian
debts included in removal treaties. Commissioners Simon Cameron and
James Murray awarded the politically influential American Fur Com-
pany over one hundred thousand dollars in alleged debt ¢l
the Winnebagos in Wisconsin in 1838 in return, according to rumor,
for a large kickback. Only the military disbursing agent’s refusal to
pay the traders ultimately led to the exposure of the fraud. One eyewit-
ness to this episode subsequently claimed that it was worse than the
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number of such Indians east of the Mississippi River at this time was
much larger than the Indian Office reported. Indeed, there were prob-
ably more than nine thousand in Wisconsin Territory alone! The dearth
of reliable population statistics for Indians during the Jacksonian era
is a perplexing problem. By 1842, however, the United States had
acquired the last area of any significant size still owned by the Indians
in the Old Northwest. Only scattered remnants of the great tribes that
had once controlled the region remained behind on reservations or
individual holdings, chiefly in Michigan and Wisconsin.

The removal treaties of the Jacksonian era contained liberal provi-
sions for emigrants and those remaining behind on reserves. They of-
fered emigrants rations and transportation, protection en route to their
new homes, medicine and physicians, reimbursement for abandoned
property, funds for the erection of new buildings, mills, schools, teach-
ers, farmers and mechanics, and maintenance for poor and orphaned
children. The treaties read as if they were enlightened agreements. Yet
there were several inherent defects in the treaty-making process. One
of these was the assumption that the Indian leaders dealing with the
government commissioners represented the entire tribe. Another was
the assumption that the Indians clearly understood the provisions of
the agreements. Still another was the fact that the Senate often amended
or deleted treaty provisions without prior consultation with tribal lead-
ers. Although treaty stipulations were provisional until ratified by the
Senate, scttlers rarely waited for formal action before they inundated
Indian land. While Alexis de Tocqueville noted that “the most chaste
affection for legal formalities™ characterized American treaty making
with the Indians, he also argued that “it is impossible to destroy men
with more respect to the laws of humanity.”

In spite of the favorable terms promised in removal treaties, most
emigrants faced numerous hardships on their journeys to their new
homes. A major reason for their misery was the system of providing
them food and transportation by accepting the lowest bid from con-
tractors. Many unscrupulous expectant capitalists furnished the Indians
with scanty or cheap rations in order to make a sizeable profit from
their contracts. The contractors were businessmen out to make money,
and they were quite successful. Thomas Dowling, who received a con-
tract in 1844 to remove six hundred Miami Indians from Indiana for
nearly sixty thousand dollars, boasted to his brother that he would

S
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consin illustrates the government’s failure to systematically plan fixed
boundaries for emigrants from the Old Northwest. When the W
Department pressured the Winneb
at the cessation of the Black Hawk War, it left them with two
locations. One was the so-called “neutral ground” in lowa between
the Sac and Fox Indians and their Sioux enemies to the north. This
location proved too precarious for the Winnebagos, who quickly made
their way back to the second designated area that was within the
territorial limits of Wisconsin, north of the Wisconsin River. When the
Winnebagos moved into this arca, they found themselves too tightly
crowded together to live according to their old life styles.” As a result,

they frequently returned to the sites of their old village
Wisconsin River.

In returning to the
other Indians as well

ar
agos into signing a removal treaty

alternative

s south of the

ir old homesites, the Winnebagos encountered

as white settlers. While the War Department had
induced the Winnebagos to leave southern Wisconsin in order to free

them from white contact in that area, it had relocated tribes from New
York there in order to free them from white contact in New York.
Both the Winnebagos and the New York Indians relocated in Wisconsin
soon became the victims of the great land boom that swept the territory

in the 18305 as whites cagerly sought Indian land for settlement and
timber,

By 1838 the Winnebagos had ceded all of the
and had promised to move to the neutral grou
“final” removal of the last band of these Indians in 1840 required the

use of troops. For several years after their relocation, the Indian Office
attempted to transfer them from lowa to the Indi
Missouri. In 1840 the Tyler
other northern tribes in

ir land in Wisconsin
nd in lowa, but the

an country west of
administration planned to have them join
a new Indian territory north of the present
lowa-Minnesota border and south of, roughly, the 46th parallel. This

new location would appease residents of lowa who were clamoring for
the removal of the Winnebagos and settlers in Wisconsin who were
anxious to expel the Winnebago stragglers and the New York Indians
who had settled there. Such a northern location would also placate the
citizens of Arkansas and Missouri who opposed any additional influx
of Indians on their western borders, The War Department favored this
plan because it would provide a safe corridor for white expansion to
the pacific through lowa and would place the Indians of the Old North-
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west far south of the Canadian border thus luring them away from
itish-Canadian influence. ‘
Bnltliss};)i(tea:f the War Department’s plans, large rjumbers of \:(/l?nel:‘gos
drifted back to- Wisconsin during the 1?405. ltfforts.t() ‘rlc. ocate ther :
in present-day Minnesota bctwc?n the SIOU)-( and their C 1|F;Fw?wafc:?e
mies led again to Winnebago defiance. Despite ihe use (.)f mll lltary ()c:e
to compel them to go to their “proper h()mc's, the Wlnnhc ).1g({)s )\;vthe
greatly dispersed in Wisconsin, lowa, and.ancsnta at thc c{u ziition
decade, to the annoyance of white settlers in those areas. The wnl .
of these Indians clearly indicates that the War Department wils a).(l n:
undertaking long-range planning for a permanent home ‘forfft] \3 trll wc~c
of the Old Northwest. The government contmu.ally reshuffle thes
Indians in order to make room for northeastern t.nbcs and tbc growing
pressures of white settlement. Whenever the wh!te populatlmll [Tat.tern
warranted it, the War Department merely redesignated new oum();:s
for the Indians. Nor did the government pay much attention toht let
needs of emigrants. Menominee Chief ()shlf()sh,.m col.np.lmn;ng a .i(:;d
Winnebago intrusions on Menominee I:m.d in Wlsconsm in1 |So.:|:i0ns
several reasons why the Winnebagos continually left (hcnr. new IOL" .
and returned to Wisconsin; these included thf: poor 501: in lt ]'ﬂ:_]::;d
country, the scarcity of gz}llrglc there, and, most importantly, their
i ce Sioux neighbors. .
Of"tfl}llcc"agzrny of the Wiinebag()s was not unique. Man{ (?'tll.crnt;:(b;iz
faced the prospect of removing to an allegedly'permnncnt‘lt)L:ltlo  more
than once. Continued white hostility following the Black Haw  War
led the United Nation of Chippewas, Ottawas', apd Pot:;watomlsims-
example, to give up their claims to ngrthern llllnms? sout 1eflstc;n b
consin and several scattered reserves in sputhcrn Michigan mll 33 o
a tract of land bordering the Missouri River in southwesternl Ew;latte
northwestern Missouri. The new Potawatomi Iaqu mcjlud(:(‘ t deb athe
Country, the region in present-day f)or-thwest Mlssourllw:tc(;ed il:' o
Little Platte and Nodaway rivers. This area was not mu; eh n the
original boundaries of Missouri in 1820. The m.c!szsu)n o tta::CS (;nce
Country in the land designated for the Potawatomis em(;ns rMiQS()uri
again the poor planning of the War l)epartmel?t. lnf 1h.32. . ‘n o
Governor John Miller had called for the annexation of this .reglod and
Missouri Senators Lewis F. Linn and Thomas Hartﬁ llier;t()ndlowcnomic
in arguing that the area was necessary for the political and eco
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growth of their state. Although over one hundred Potawatomis had
signed the original treaty, the War Department, in its effort to appease
Missourians, secured an amended treaty, signed by only seven Indians,
that substituted a similar amount of land in lowa for the Platte Country.

While the government was secking to modify the original treaty to
placate Missouri, Potawatomis who had signed that document moved
to the Platte Country. The number of tribesmen there grew as small
bands from Indiana continued to travel West in accordance with the
provisions of the original treaty. Many Potawatomis came to view the
government’s new proposed location for them in low
close to the Sioux. The Jackson administr
them to settle temporarily in the Platte ¢
suitable sites for new v

a as being too
ation reluctantly permitted
“ountry until they could find
illages in southeastern lowa. There were still
approximately sixteen hundred Potawatomis in the Pl
March 1837 when President Martin Van Buren proc

part of the state of Missouri. The War Dep
from there

atte Country in
laimed the area

artment soon ejected them
and resettled them in southwestern lowa and Kansas. (

JOV-
ernment officials consolidated the Potaw

atomis into one reservation in
northcentral Kansas in 1846 and subsequently relocated them in Okl
homa during the 1860s.

The experiences of the Winnebago and Potawatomi Indians clearly
indicate that the new boundaries for emigrants from the Old Northwest
were far from permanent. Treaty commissioners merely reshuffled the
tribes around as frontiersmen, speculators, and state officials pressured
the War Department to open more Indian land to white settlement,
Federal officials failed to undertake long-range planning for the estab-
lishment of permanent boundarics for the emigrant tribes from this
region. The sole effort in this direction before 1848, the Tyler
istration’s attempt to create a northern Indi
the War Dep

Indians.

a-

admin-
an territory, failed because
artment had neglected the needs and the desires of the

At the end of the Jacksonian era, Indian Commissioner William
Medill reported that the Polk administration had begun to mark off a
northern Indian “colony™ on the headwaters of the Mississippi River
for “the Chippewas of Lake Superior and the upper Mississippi, the
Winnebagoes, the Menomonies, such of the Sioux, if any, asm
to remain in that region, and all other northern Indians east of the
Mississippi (except those in the State of New York), who hav

ay choose

e yet to
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be removed west of that river.” Together with the re':moval of Indians
from the “very desired” land north of th.c Kans.as River to a soutl‘rcrn
“colony” west of Arkansas and Missouri, Medill hoped that .th.e con-
centration of the northern Indians on the headwaters of t.he M155.1551pp{
River would provide “a wide and safe passage™ for American cnngrnn.t's
to the Far West. Medill’s report of N()ven1bcr 30, 1848, was a tacit
admission of the government’s failure to provide lndlaxj emigrants fr()n:1
the Old Northwest with fixed and permanent b.ounda.mes as gua‘rantc‘.e“
by the Removal Act of 1830. Thr()ughf)ut this perlqcl, the exigencies
of the moment determined the boundaries that American officials pro-
i dians.
qul?:cf:;ct(t‘tfdh;llegcd benefit of removal was isol.ation from corrupt
white elements such as gamblers, pr()stitgtcs, whiskey peddlers, a‘nd
the like. The government’s lack of planning for the permanent relo-
cation of the tribes of the Old Northwest meant that .thesc Indians
were continually in the path of the westward tide of white .settlement.
Although Congress passed a Trade and .lmcrcourse Act in k1834 :j()
protect the Indians from land hungry WhltC&:, as wel.l as whis ey ple -
dlers and similar groups, nothing, inclung Indian treaty nf, 1{:‘9,
stopped the advance of white settlement. Liquor was readll).' ava;fa. e
to most tribes. In 1844 Thomas McKenney? an expert on Indian affairs,
reported that the Menominees in Wisconsin, who .had u.ndergj()nc. sey=
eral relocations, were “utterly abandoned to the vice of .mtoxlcano.n.d
Efforts to strengthen the Trade and lnterco.urse‘l_,aws in 184'7 fall;
once again to halt the liquor traffic. Frontier citizens, cspecmll?f the
traders and their powerful political allies, blantantly refused to coop-
i orcing the laws.
er?lt':i;v‘;le:eflf-govirnment unfettered by state or territorial !aws was t:e
third benefit that removal was supposed to bring the Indians. Yet the
Trade and Intercourse Acts of 1834 and 1847 pl:‘aced the Ind.lz;ns. at
the mercy of the white man’s conception of justice. The leglsl a(t;on
clearly provided that American laws w.ould take preceden;e f)vell; nl lar:
laws and customs in all cases involving b()t.h groups. Smce the loca
judicial officers in the white communities ad]()lnlpg Indian setltl.cmentj
reflected the dominant attitudes of their respective communities an
often had ties with local businessmen and traders, .they were not alwa})lls
effective administrators of the federal laws.demgnc‘d to protect the
Indians from whiskey peddlers or other avaricious whites. The presence

e
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of federal Indian agents and military detachments near Indian settle-
ments, moreover, meant that the Indians were not completely sovereign.
Indian agents and the commanding officers of frontier posts often .
played “Indian politics.” They found it much easier to deal with a
central tribal authority rather than a series of chiefs or headmen and
encouraged the recognition of one individual as the principal tribal
leader. One vehicle used to accomplish this purpose was the allocation
of Indian annuities. By determining who would receive the annuities,
the War Department manipulated tribal politics. The result of such
efforts was the emasculation of tribal self-government.

The fourth alleged benefit of removal was “civilization.” American
officials involved in the formulation and execution of Indian policy
argued that the Indians lacked the essentials of civilized society—Chris-
tianity, private property, and knowledge of agriculture and the me-
chanical arts. Indian removal, they maintained, would provide ample
opportunities for the uplifting of the Indians. Yet the removal policy
did not bring great benefits, in terms of the white man’s “civilization,”
to a significant number of Indians.

The constant reshuffling of tribes to new “permanent” locations
failed to promote Indian interest in the white man’s “civilization.” How
could the Winnebagos who had suffered tremendous social and psy-
chological strains as a result of their continuous uprooting and relo-
cation be expected to have interest in, or make significant advances in,
the adoption of Christianity or any of the other so-called prerequisites
of “civilized” society? Other Indians had similar reactions.

The events surrounding the acquisition of Chippewa and Ottawa
lands in Michigan demonstrate some of the reasons for the failure of
government efforts to promote its “civilization” program among the
Indians of the Old Northwest. In 1836 the Chippewas and Ottawas
had ceded their lands with the understanding that the government
would allot them permanent reservations in northern Michigan and
provide blacksmiths, farmers, and teachers to help them learn white
trades and farming techniques. The land cession treaty provided federal
funds to accomplish the “civilization™ of these Indians, but the entire
project was doomed before it began.

When the Senate considered the ratification of the treaty, it amended
the document so that the reserves in northern Michigan would only be
temporary residences. The Indians were understandably disturbed by
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this unilateral alteration of the treaty, and they were reluctant to move
to temporary reserves in order to clear the land and.to take up farming.
Commissioner of Indian Affairs Carey Allen Harris, morcover, urgcq
that government funds for these .lndians be kept to a minimum until
they settled at a permanent location. .

Because their “permanent” boundaries always s?cmcd to be tem-
porary ones, the Indians of the Old Northwest f().un(‘i it more convenient
to live off their annuities than to labor in their fields. As anpcwa
Indian George Copway lamented, “no sooner have the lr‘ldmns gone
on and made improvements, and our children began to like to go to
the school houses which have been erected, than we hear th.e cry.of
the United States government, ‘We want your lands’; and, in going
from one place to another, the Indian l(ms‘cs [sic]all tllmt he h.ad pre-
viously learned.” As a result of this situation, the lndmns pendI more
attention to the fur traders than to the school teachers. T!]C tribes in
this region relied heavily on the traders for food and goods.. (qunmcnt
officials tended to see this dependence on the traders as a sign of idleness
or weakness of character. Their ethnocentricism blinded them to the
fact that farming had long been women’s work among these trll?cs.
The fur trade, wild grain, and fish were traditionally much more im-
portant to the livelihood of these Indians than American agricultural
products. 4 S N

Other problems inherent in the “civilization program included the
personnel employed to “civilize™ the Indians. Such appointments of-
fered patronage-hungry politicians a means of revYardlng thgr sup-
porters. Consequently, the teachers hired tf) \fvork with the Indians did
not always bring altruistic motives to their jobs. Some (?f .them.were
even “indolent and shif[t]less.” The employment of missionaries as
civilizing agents caused special problems. Interdenominational nval.r!es
greatly impeded their work. Some Indians demon§trated open hostility
to missionaries because they associated them w1th.eff()rt§ to remove
their people from their ancient homes. Presbyterian minister Peter
Dougherty found that his preaching of the Gospel to the ‘(‘,hlppew,a’
Indians in Michigan was greatly impeded by the belief of heathen.
Chippewas that the acceptance of Chrisnam_tx -wogld”lead to their
removal. For several reasons, therefore, the “civilization” program ac-
tually suffered because of the removal policy.. . |

Regardless of the intentions of federal officials, the Indian remova
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policy in the Jacksonian era did not bring the tribesmen the benefits
that they had predicted. Scholars such as Prucha, Schultz, and Viola
have argued that the architects of the removal policy had thought that
it was in the best interests of the Indians. If the formulators and ex-
ecutors of the policy actually belicved this, their assumption proved
erroncous for the Indians of the Old Northwest. While the
policy of racial extermination or genocide perpetrated ag
dians of this region, there can be no doubt that the removal policy led
to tribal demoralization. Whether noble intentions or nefarious ones
lay behind the removal policy, the results were disastrous for the In-
dians. As one scholar recently asserted, “it is sometimes difficult to tell
whether the Indian has suffered more at the hands of his ‘frie
at the hands of his ‘enemies.”

Frances Trollope, an English visitor to the United States, wrote in
1832 that Indian removal epitomized everything despicable in Amer-
ican character, especially the “contradictions in their principles and
practice.” “You will see them one hour lecturing their mob on the
indefeasible rights of man,” she wrote, “and the next driving from their
homes the children of the soil, whom they have bound themselves to
protect by the most solemn treaties.”” American Indian policy in the
Old Northwest during the Jacksonian era serve

re was no
ainst the In-

nds’ or

s as a grim reminder of
what can happen to a politically powerless minority in a democratic

society. It also demonstrates that scholars must be careful not to confuse

the rhetoric of government policies with the realities involved in exe-
cuting these policies.




