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THE JOHN EVANS STUDY COMMITTEE – SAND CREEK MASSACRE
   Today's edition includes the Study Committee's review and analysis of famous American historian and ethnologist Hubert Howe Bancroft's Interview conducted with John Evans in 1884 and 1889. There were two Bancroft transcripts (1884 and 1889) reviewed by the Study Committee and summed up by these statements:  
· “Evans' attitude, expressed most clearly in these two interview transcripts, does indeed anchor his defense of the Sand Creek massacre and his unrelenting insistence on an “Indian war” in a philosophy that did not accommodate cultural diversity, indigenous rights, or even the most rudimentary tolerance of ways of life that are “not us,” and denigrates them with the commonest epithet of the time:  savage.”
· “For all that we have argued in this report, we must remember that Evans' way of thinking was – despite some mid-nineteenth century challenges to it – common to the settler mindset in the American West, and indeed most of the continent.”
· Evans, after disclaiming his connection with the Sand Creek Massacre, cited the fact that this war resulted in the removal of all the Indians from Colorado, except the Utes . . . “so the benefit to Colorado of that massacre, as they call it, was very great, for it ridded the plains of the Indians, for there was a sentiment that the Indians ought not to be left in the midst of the community. It relieved us very much of the roaming tribes of Indians.”
   The Study Committee reviewed the Bancroft transcripts for the answers to two questions:
1. Did John Evans ever have second thoughts about the Sand Creek Massacre or his role in the events leading to it?
2. After the dust settled on his resignation, and his influence in Colorado proved sufficiently resilient to survive political catastrophe, did the situation ever begin to look different to the Methodist citizen and physician, who saw himself as a humanitarian and who left Colorado settler-colonists a profound legacy of economic and educational institution-building?
   In the 1884 interview, Evans gave biographical background of his origins in Ohio, his careers in medicine, his founding of Northwestern University and his many successful business enterprises.
   The interview then turned to Evans' role as governor and superintendent in Colorado Territory during the events surrounding the Sand Creek Massacre. These points represent Evans' comments during the interview:
· Evans reiterates his insistence that an “Indian War” had been planned for the spring of 1884, detailing the ostensible attacks Natives committed and the sources of his information about them.
· Evans interprets his August 11th Proclamation as organizing settler-colonists “into a company for defense … right in front of my house here,” and speaks approvingly of his ability to get his “company of cavalry” authorized, with Chivington as “commander.”
· Evans notes that some “Indians that wanted to remain friendly,” and had decided to “come in and surrender.”
· Strikingly, given the intervening two decades of hindsight, Evans insisted that the Camp at Sand Creek “was a refuge for Indians warriors who were at war with us.”
   The statement about ridding Colorado of the Indians was a “second, more profound rationalization of the long-term outcomes that began at Sand Creek.”
   In the 1889 interview, Evans reminisces about the Indian population he met in Colorado when he arrived in 1862:
· Indians were considered friendly, their disposition being to big [beg] and pilfer; they had up to that time maintained peaceable relations.”
· Witnessing a congregation that he believed was a “war dance” (in fact, the dance was celebration of an expedition in which hand-to-hand combat took place, but without Cheyenne casualties), he is “impressed … with the savagery of the Indians.”
· Evans presents himself as coming up with the idea of getting Indians “to raise sheep and cattle as well as horses and herd them on the plains until they accumulated something to live on instead of living hand to mouth as they did …” “In fact, this idea was not new, and some Indian groups had been breeding and raising horses for decades.”
   Words flowed easily when Evans was asked to review the failed council of 1863.  The Study Committee quoted Evans' comments fully, stating “this section is worth quoting at length, as it perhaps sheds the greatest light on the worldview that seems to have motivated Evans' reasoning during his years as governor and superintendent:  
“They refused to go [to make a treaty]; said they did not want to have anything to do with the government. This was their country, and by the way, let me remark that the idea that this country belonged to them in fee gets its most ridiculous aspect from the proposition that a country a thousand miles long and five hundred miles wide, one of the most fertile in the world (sic), should belong to a few bands of roving Indians, nomadic tribes (sic) in fee as their own property.”
   The Study Committee noted that “Evans thought the idea of Native land ownership anathema, despite this being the legal reality he faced as superintendent, and the reason he was mandated to negotiate treaties.”
   Evans continued with his comments, attributing the idea of Indian land title (erroneously) to William Penn, declaring “I never saw the ridiculous nature of it until I got to see the consequence of teaching people that the country belonged to them and then robbing them of it.”
   Evans left no doubt that he regarded the idea of Native peoples as original owners as “a mistake,” and that the mistake resulted in “nearly all the Indian wars,” because “the Indians took in the doctrine which was acknowledged by the U.S. Government that the country belonged to the Indians and that we had to buy it of [from] them by treaty or purchase.”  
   Evans then presented the British government's doctrine as one that “they had a right to hunt on the land, but that that right must be subject to the higher occupation of the land, for a larger population and for civilization. Their wildness [had] been impressed upon them from the beginning.”
   Evans then admitted to the interviewer, to being “strongly impressed with the injustice that the Indians suffered and with a desire to civilize them,” but asserted on the other hand that they had no right to defend themselves and their land – rather that only Evans' settler-colonists had “the right to defend themselves.”
   Evans' attitude was in contradiction, at least a step back from Chief Justice Marshall's decision that creation of the United States did, in fact, come with an acknowledgment, conveyed from the colonial British, that Native peoples whose existence is recognized by the U.S. Government also have rights to territory.
   Next week, the Study Committee reassesses culpability and departures from the Northwestern Report.
   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
