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THE JOHN EVANS STUDY COMMITTEE - 
SAND CREEK MASSACRE
   The number of horrific massacres that occurred throughout the Western Lands during the 1800's will never be acknowledged, without a doubt.
   One that has gone almost unacknowledged in the historical record is the Bear River Massacre in January of 1863. The number of Shoshone killed and those wounded who died as a result of injuries, varied in number from 368 to more than 500.
   Often times during this period, reports were fabricated about Indians killing colonists, often referred to as emigrants. In August of 1862, Colonel Patrick Connor marched his troop of California Volunteers out from Fort Churchill, Nevada, to address what had been reported as Indians killing twenty-three emigrants (later reduced to twelve). Even though a bounty of fifty dollars was offered by Connor for every Shoshone delivered to him who had participated in the  attack, there were no takers.
   Major Edward McGarry was ordered by Connor to “immediately hang” any perpetrators that could be located and captured, but upon no success in finding such, McGarry reported “killing twenty-four Shoshone who refused to cooperate, or tried to escape.” McGarry spent several weeks in September and October of 1862 “hunting Shoshones and trying to force them into leading him to those allegedly responsible for the killing of the twelve emigrants.”
   The Study Committee notes that Shoshone oral history attributes several additional killing incidents by troops, perhaps as many as a half dozen other incidents in September and October of 1862 involved the killing of Shoshone people, resulting in upwards of 100 dead.
   Connor established a camp at Camp Douglas outside of Salt Lake City in October of 1862, and marched out 300 troops to attack the Shoshone camp on Bear River, the ones he was sure had been murdering emigrants for the past fifteen years.  Connor later wrote about the 300 troops as being a ruse to make it look as though there was only a small force in advance, which worked. Shoshone chief Sagwitch mistakenly first thought Connor's early morning attack was to negotiate.
    Reports were that Connor made no attempt to locate Sagwitch and had no intention of negotiating – later, Connor bragged of killing Sagwitch himself, saying there were 224 [Indian] bodies on the field, but contradicted himself in later writing because he was “unable to examine the field.”
   Connor later testified to the release of 169 captured children and squaws in the field, but that was disputed:
· visitors to the field who noted “many instances of rape on the soldiers' part and that 'squaws were killed because they would not submit to lie down and be ravished'”;
· other visitors reported soldiers massacring women and children as well as men, and of troops holding infants by their heals and beating their brains out against “any hard substance they could find”;
· one soldier found a dead squaw with a little infant still alive … the soldiers killed it;
· an historical note found by a local historian in Salt Lake City, noted “an eye-witness from Franklin [Utah] counted 368 dead, “besides many wounded who afterward died.”
   An assessment by historian Brigham Madsen characterized Connor's destruction of a peaceful Shoshone village as “having few parallels 'for rapine and human atrocity,'” and “Connor's efforts to punish the Northern Shoshone and subdue them proved ineffective.” Further, “Instead of cowing the Shoshone into submission . . .  there is overwhelming evidence that the reverse happened.”
   As news of the Bear River Massacre spread, rumors were circulated that “Indians were now so angry with the soldiers that they intended to 'steal and kill every white man they could find.'” The slaughter of their neighbors resulted in friends and relatives mounting new hostilities against settler colonists, according to Madsen.
   In the after math of the Bear River Massacre, the Study Committee noted it was remarkable that Doty could accomplish treaty negotiations in the Summer and Autumn of 1863, considering the anger and resentment that the Shoshone must have felt in the wake of the massacre.
   Doty did considerable traveling for six weeks to meet with the Bannock and Shoshone, under escort by some of Connor's troops. Some of the bands were “determined to continue hostilities,” the Pokatello, Sagowitz and Sanpitz, with the later two groups refusing all communication.
   During Doty's trip, the Bannock and Shoshone told him of an attack by drunken white men when they were in Bannock City (now Idaho City, a gold rush town northeast of Boise, Idaho), but said they would not revenge “this wanton act.” Along the way, Doty found “with regret” other Indians to verify the incident.
   Doty's treaty negotiations resulted in five major treaties altogether, among these  
the Treaty of Fort Bridger on July 2, 1863, and the Treaty of Box Elder on July 30, 1863. At Fort Bridger, the bands of the Bear Hunter, Ashingodimah, Sagowit, and Sanpitz, who Doty duly noted as “nearly exterminated” in what he called “the battle of Bear River” were present. In the months thereafter, the Pokatello, Sagowitz and Sanpitz relented on their previous posture of armed resistance early in the conflict and were eventually persuded to agree to a Treaty.
   Doty also negotiated a treaty with the mixed bands of Shoshone and Ban[u]cks of the Shoshone or Snake River in Idaho Territory (Soda Springs, October 14, 2864) although it was not ratified at the time.
   Next week, John Evans and the 1863 Mandate:  Make Treaties and Ensure Peace.
   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
