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THE JOHN EVANS STUDY COMMITTEE – SAND CREEK MASSACRE
Today's edition begins a summary and the conclusions to the University of Denver John Evans Study Committee Report regarding the role and culpability of John Evans, the founder of the University of Denver, in the Sand Creek Massacre which occurred on November 29, 1864.
   The Study Committee made a comparative analysis of Evans' leadership with adjacent leaders Nye and Doty (territory governors of Nevada and Utah Territories). After review of the evidence, the Study Committee found six core conclusions regarding Evans' culpability:  
1. As Superintendent of Indians Affairs, Evans abrogated his duties;
2. Evans used his position as territorial leadership to accelerate war, rather than to apply every effort to promote peace;
3. In his role as governor (but without the legal authority to do so), Evans authorized the kind of indiscriminate violence against Native people that would invariably lead to the slaughter of noncombatants;
4. That he would have opposed the attack at Sand Creek if there had been any suggestion of “hostiles” in the camp is disputed by Evans' entire pattern of actions in 1864, (which strongly disagrees with the conclusion from the Northwestern report ,“extant evidence suggests he did not consider the Indians at Sand Creek to be a threat and he would have opposed the attack that took place”;
5. Evans was not just “one of several individuals who, in serving flawed and poorly implemented federal Indian policy, helped create a situation that made the Sand Creek Massacre possible.” Rather he was the top political authority in the Territory and central to creating the conditions in which the massacre was possible and even likely; and
6. It is Evans' actions before the massacre that reveal a “deep moral failure,” not the response to it.
  1. As Superintendent of Indians Affairs, Evans abrogated his duties (verbatim from the report) :
· Evans did not take seriously his mandate to negotiate a new viable treaty of peace to which the Cheyenne and Arapaho who did not support the Treaty of Fort Wise could agree.
· Comparison with contemporary governors and superintendents of Indian Affairs in Utah and Nevada suggests that Evans began his tenure with a stance that distinctly did not acknowledge Indians' territorial and subsistence rights.
· Evans did not expend the same kind of effort that his contemporaries did on fulfilling his obligation, communicated by Commissioner Dole, to continue efforts at conciliation and peace.
· Evans' efforts were desultory and at his convenience.
· Evans made few efforts to understand, and he rarely reported the tribes' viable concerns about settler and military trespasses to his superiors.
· In not exerting a greater effort, he left Native people in Colorado to fend for themselves in trying to deal with settler colonists who had intruded, disrupted bison and antelope movements, taken springs and camping spots, and sometimes even appropriated ponies.
· Evans let matters drift and thereby allowed conflicts to go unaddressed, and even to escalate.
· Close attention to the correspondence he maintained as Superintendent reflects increasingly inflammatory language connoting an increasingly bellicose attitude toward Indians, and an unusual degree of intimacy, initiated entirely by Evans, with military personnel.
· In not acting on the complaints of the Native people in his jurisdiction – who were instructed to address serious complaints to him – he added to the probability that Indians as well as settlers would take matters into their own hands;
· The subsequent aggressive actions he took in 1864 were beyond the pale for any superintendent of Indian affairs;
· Dole did not send “unclear and sometimes contradictory instructions” as the Northwestern Report asserts – Dole's October 15, 1864 letter to Evans is neither a mixed message nor ambiguous. It is a reprimand and a last-ditch effort to get Evans to do things differently;
· Dole lays Evans' “terrible Indian war,” “the largest Indian war this country ever had” straight on Evans' head, clearly criticizes Evans' deliberate placing of civil authority “in abeyance” as a dereliction of duty, and will not let him off the hook in his presidential appointment as Superintendent of Indians Affairs; and
· By the time Evans had deferred to the Army, he had already trumped up all the reasons he had done so and left Dole no choice but to accept the runaway, renegade unfolding of events that Evans communicated to him.
2. Evans used his position of territorial leadership to accelerate war:
· By claiming from December 1863 on that a coalition of tribes were either planning to wage war on white settlers on the plains, or were already doing so, Evans directly influenced the conditions in which virtually any and all military attacks on Indians would be launched and justified.
· The attacks in April and May by Downing, Davidson and Eayre, and the killing of Lean Bear are examples.
· Evans acted oblivious of Natives' rationale for retaliation against egregious attacks on their respected, peace-seeking leaders and made no effort to address their concerns.
· Moreover, from late December 1863 forward Evans interpreted every strike on the plains as a sign of a general Indian war and he campaigned aggressively for troops to fight that war.
· Evans' June 27 Proclamation ends with a threat of war, and his August 11 Proclamation not only announces war but endorses a vigilante campaign of aggression against all Native people in the territory not designated (by some mysterious, unnamed criteria) as “friendly.”
· Evans rejection of the conciliation efforts at Camp Weld, his remarks that winter was his time, and his insistence, confirmed in Dole's October 15 letter to Evans, that his own civilian authority over Native people had somehow been handed over to the military – all reflect a desire on Evans' part to announce to the tribes, to the military and to the citizens that these Indians were “hostile.”
3. Evans authorized the kind of indiscriminate violence against Native people that would invariably lead to the slaughter of noncombatants:
· The Northwestern Report argues that Evans “never favored killing Indians for its own sake or regardless of age or gender.” Even his most aggressive comments, the report asserts, “should be read in the context statements about the larger purpose of waging war.” (which the DU Study committee sees as a flawed assessment)
· Evans' notion of a just war does not excuse action that amounted to a dereliction of his duties as superintendent.
· Such ideas do not relieve him of having far exceeded his authority as governor in giving citizens the widest possibly berth to attack indiscriminately.
· Evans deliberately and specifically distinguished between “hostile” and “friendly” Indians, not only in his two proclamations, but also in his correspondence with the Indian Affairs office in Washington, D.C. on June 14 and 15.
· This action by Evans was not an unusual move to the military and its nearly 100-year history with Native Americans, but it was not in accord with the Indian Office's instructions to him.
· Actions by Evans indicated that he did not take those instructions to negotiate peace very conscientiously.
· What Evans did was just the opposite of what Doty did, which was to persuade openly declared hostile Indians to join the peace-seeking ones.
· Evans never specified criteria for distinguishing between “hostile” and friendly” Indians except that he wanted to “subsist” the friendly ones, and his decisions threw all except a few Native people into the “hostile” category.”
· By baring the families of hostiles from coming in, according to the June Proclamation, Evans gave carte blanche for no distinction to be made between engaging warriors and massacring innocents.
· Once Evans issued his August 11 Proclamation all except the bands under Roman Nose, Friday and the families of Spotted Horse and Little Horse became fair game for attack and robbery by vigilantes, at the endorsement of the Governor.
· Given that the 3rd Regiment was formed late in the summer, it was highly unlikely that any of those volunteer soldiers would not be aware of the Proclamation and may well have considered themselves to be fulfilling its mandate when they attacked on November 29.
· After all, the regiment had been formed at Evans' behest and urging – why would its members not consider themselves obligated to fulfill the vigilante mandate?
· With all women and children never having been designated as protected and effectively, by the language of the proclamation, lumped with warriors as “hostile,” why would the soldiers of the 3rd not consider slaughtering women and children to have been pre-approved?
· In effect, through his lobbying, receipt of, and support of the 3rd Regiment, Evans did the equivalent of handing Colonel Chivington a loaded gun.  
· Comparison to Northwestern's Report is instructive: Evans did indeed handle Indians the way some of his predecessors in other territories had done in the 1850s; but as of 1858 things had changed, and the way authority figures Doty and Nye, not to mention Dole, handled Indians marks Evans not as a moderate, or even consistently in step with Indian Office policy as established by Denver and by Congress and continued by Greenwood and Dole.
· Rather, he [Evans] presents as favoring whatever approach the military (Chivington) favored, and he allows the military to be in charge from August 11 forward.
· Evans endorsed the Bear River massacre and was thrilled when he thought Connor might to get to lead the 3rd.
· Evans wrote to Brig. Gen. Connor on October 24, 1864, saying “I am glad that you are coming. I have no doubt the Indians may be chastised during the winter, which they very much need. Bring all the forces you can; then pursue, kill and destroy them until which we will have no permanent peace on the plains.
   The Study Committee states, “ We believe this letter [referring to the October 24th letter] must be understood  in the context of Evans' escalating fever for war, and that such comments cannot be dismissed under some putative theory of “Just War,” for the latter prohibits the slaughter of innocent civilians.
   Next week, the continuation of the summary and conclusions of the Study Committee's Report.
   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
