Lecture 72: The Development of the Reservation Policy

Introduction
Even before the Civil War, the concept of “Manifest Destiny” and the beginning of American expansionism had spelled the end of the country’s Indian policy. By 1850 the concept of an isolated, secure “Indian Country” west of the Mississippi reserved for the sole use of America’s Indians was nothing but a fiction. Beginning in the 1840s and increasing rapidly in the years following the Civil War, emigrants traveled west to prospect for gold and silver, to trade, and to establish farms, homesteads, ranches, and towns. The influx of non-Indians required the government to develop a new policy which would solve the “Indian problem” of the West.

That concept was the reservation system. In the place of a vast territory, the government would establish islands of land within the areas of white settlement. These reservations, like the earlier “Indian Country” would be set aside for the sole use of the Indians and protected from intruders; the government would negotiate land-cession treaties with the Indians, relocate them on reservations (within their traditional territories if possible, elsewhere if that proved unfeasible), provide compensation for ceded lands, and send agents and teachers to speed the assimilation of the Indians. First implemented in California in the early l850s, the concept of a small reservation guided policy-makers through the 1880s.

Lecture 72:
The Development of the Reservation Policy

I.           The Collapse of Existing Policy

     A.    By the 1850s a variety of factors made the concept of “Indian Country” untenable.

                      1.    The legal acquisition of California, Oregon, and the Southwest in the 1840s had stimulated 
                             westward expansion.

                      2.    The concept of “Manifest Destiny” appealed to the practical interests of a wide variety of 
                             expansionists eager to settle these western lands.

                      3.    The discovery of gold in California in 1848, and later in Nevada and Colorado, brought a 
                             flood of would-be miners west to make their fortunes.
      4.    Miners were quickly followed by homesteaders, ranchers, and merchants who took up 
    land and settled in the West.

                      5.    Trails, soon replaced by roads and railroads, cut through Indian lands, ending the isolation 
                             guaranteed under the concept of “Indian Country.”

                      6.    The rapid establishment of states and territories in the western lands drastically reduced 
                             the area of the existing ‘‘Indian Territory.”

      B.    Although such difficulties were widespread, it was the rapid settlement of California which 
       first precipitated the crisis and led to attempts to institute a new policy.

       1.    By 1850 California had been admitted as a state, and it already had more than a hundred 
     thousand non-Indians within its borders. 
       2.    These non-Indian settlers began to call for the “extermination or removal” of California 
     Indians.

                       3.    The Indian populations, suffering from depleted resources, constant hostilities, slave 
                               raids, and other effects of settlement, had declined drastically.

       4.    The government recognized the dire need of the Indians and the volatile situation of the 
     frontier, but existing policy offered few solutions to these problems.

                                 a.    It was manifestly impossible to remove all of the Indians of California to the 
                                        remaining “Indian Territory” in Oklahoma.

        b.    There was no unclaimed land west of the California frontier which could be 
      designated as ‘‘Indian Country.

        c.    Indian resistance threatened both the ranching industry in southern California and 
      the mine trade to the north. Federal troops, particularly after many soldiers were 
      ordered east to fight in the Civil War, could neither control Indian resistance nor 
      prevent non-Indian violence.

 II.         Precedents for the Reservation Policy

     A.    The continual reduction of “Indian Territory” accelerated in the 1840s.

      1.    Advocates proposed the division of “Indian Territory” into a northern and a southern 
    region, divided by a broad path which would allow westward emigration.

      2.    With the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the boundaries of “Indian Territory” were reduced and 
    Indian lands were separated by such a path.

      B.    In its essentials, the idea of a reservation policy did not differ radically from the concept of 
      “Indian Country.”

       1.    In effect, the reservation further reduced the area of land to be set aside for Indians, but 
     did not alter the concept of a separate “Indian Country.”

     a.    In theory the land set aside for Indians was still to be an isolated region, as distant as 
   possible from non-Indian settlement; in fact, rapid expansion would necessarily place 
   the Indians in closer proximity to non-Indians.

     b.    The reservation was intended to provide an efficient means to regulate Indian trade, 
   prohibit alcohol, and protect Indian lands, just as “Indian Country” had been 
   designed to do.

       2.    The reservation system adopted the existing division of civilian and military responsibility 
     for Indian affairs, which had been established by the reorganization of the Indian service 
     in 1849.

                      a.    The Bureau of Indian Affairs, under the secretary of the interior, retained the 
                      responsibility for administering Indian affairs within the lands reserved to Indians.

                      b.    The War Department retained jurisdiction over hostile Indians, the duty of patrolling
                      the borders of Indian lands, and the responsibility of providing the necessary force to 
                      implement Indian policy.

                        3.    The development of a reservation system was supported as a better means to educate 
                      and assimilate the Indians.

                      a.    For many years, the government had proclaimed the intention of “civilizing” the 
                     Indians.

                     (1)    Initially policy-makers believed that the Indians would naturally and inevitably 
                    adopt the superior ways of non-Indian cultures.

                     (2)    When that did not happen, the government began to appoint agents and 
                    teachers to bring about the assimilation of the Indians. The size of Indian lands, 
                    the immediacy of such problems as trespass and trade regulation, and the 
                    limited funds appropriated for Indian affairs, however, had blocked the 
                    implementation of this goal.

                        b.    Reformers and advocates of assimilation believed that the creation of smaller 
                        reservations would serve their interests and what they conceived to be the best 
                        interests of the Indians.

                        (1)    By reducing the Indians’ territories, reservations would force the Indians to 
                       adopt European-American agricultural practices and become independent 
                       farmers.

                        (2)    Smaller reservations would place the Indians in closer contact with and under 
                       the direct supervision of farmers, teachers, physicians, missionaries, and other 
                       agents of “civilization”; that would force or encourage the Indians to abandon 
                       their “primitive” tribal ways.

                        (3)    Reservations would offer a more practical means of protecting the Indians 
                       from alcohol, disease, and the abuses introduced by violent frontier settlers.

       c.    Reservations were intended to speed the assimilation of the Indians and, as a 
       result, to bring an end to federal supervision over them.

     (1)    Many policymakers saw the reservations not as permanent Indian homelands, 
  but as temporary refuges for Indians undergoing the transition to “civilized” 
  life.

     (2)    The eventual goal was the assignment of land to individual Indians, who 
  would be capable of managing their affairs within the larger non-Indian 
  society and would be able to assume the responsibilities of citizenship.

III.         The Implementation of the Reservation Policy

   A.    In 1850 several observers suggested something like a reservation policy as a solution to 
 California’s Indian problems.

 1.    The first was Thomas B. King, who had been appointed to report on California’s Indians; 
 he believed that the Indians should be gathered together and taught “the arts of 
 civilization.”

 2.    The second was Indian Sub-agent Adam Johnston, who suggested a system to distribute 
 supplies to the Indians on a regular basis.

 3.    The third was a military officer, General Riley, who suggested that the Indians should be 
 concentrated into districts under federal jurisdiction.

    B.   The first reservations were established by the three commissioners who negotiated with 
 California’s Indians in 1851.

 1.    In treaties with 139 tribes or bands, the commissioners defined a series of reservations 
 comprising a total of 7 1/2 million acres.

 2.    These treaties were rejected by the Senate, in large part because California settlers 
 complained that the proposed reservations would “give away” too much land to the 
 Indians.

    C.   The idea of creating reservations in California, however, was not abandoned. Subsequent 
  officials were empowered by Congress to establish a fixed number of reservations of limited 
  size.


    D.   In the late l850s and early 1860s, the government began to extend the concept of reservations 

           to the tribes of the Plains, Northwest, and Southwest, as well as those of California. Many of 
           the treaties signed in this period defined the boundaries of reservations. 

                 E.   At the end of the Civil War, the establishment of reservations became the dominant federal 
              policy.

                 F.    As had happened with the earlier “Indian country,” the boundaries of the reservations soon 
               began to shrink.

               1.    What had initially appeared to be remote tracts of worthless land soon began to seem 
               desirable to the increasing numbers of non-Indian settlers.

               2.    When mineral resources, good farmlands, water, and grazing lands were discovered 
               within reservation boundaries, trespassers began to cross those boundaries; as in “Indian 
               Country,” state and federal troops proved more effective at keeping Indians inside the 
               boundaries than at keeping non-Indians outside them.

               3.    Soon treaties, such as those forced on the Ute and the Crow in 1873, began to be 
               negotiated to reduce the reservation lands.

                  G.   The appointment of agents, physicians, farmers, blacksmiths, teachers, and other agency 
                personnel intended to speed the assimilation of the Indians coincided with the establishment 
                of the reservations. Missionaries soon joined the civilian personnel trying to acculturate the 
                Indians. 
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