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THE JOHN EVANS STUDY COMMITTEE –  SAND CREEK MASSACRE
   John Evans wasted no time in making the most of the hysteria created by the display of the murdered Hungate family (murdered on June 12, 1864 at Box Elder Creek) and placed on display in Denver, though there was no proof the murders were committed by Indians.
   Evans' strategy was to divide the “hostile Indians” from the friendly ones, believing he could avoid a larger war. In a telegram to Commissioner Dole in Washington on June 24, 1864, Evans explained his strategy in requesting “authority to rendezvous the friendly Indians at different points than the hostile Indians … so that we may avoid placing all of them in the ranks of the enemy,” as their hunting grounds were “in the hostile region,” but did not explain to Dole who the “friendly” Indians were.
   His final request in the June 24th telegram was for authorization, “Please ask the   War Department to strengthen our defenses and also to authorize me by telegraph to call out militia.”
   Evans', not missing a chance to further his convincing those in Washington of the Indian war, followed the telegram with a letter the next day listing the “alleged incidents in support of his assertion (those instigated by Eayre's, Dunn's, Davidson's and Downing's aggressions):
· Indians ran off 175 head of Government herd, troops recovered 75;
· 400 Cheyenne charged 100 troops at Smoky Hill, 25-30 Indians killed, including Black Kettle (which turned out not to be true); and
· Downing surprised a camp of 100, killed 25 Indians, captured 100 horses, with 1 soldier killed.
   Evans' letter ended with a reference to the Hungate family being brought to Denver, ending his letter with a seemingly reasonable conclusion:  “They cannot live in peace unless subsistence is furnished. I believe this the only way to bring about a peace and keep peace with those who do not want to fight.”
   Despite lacking the authority to do so, Evans continued preparation for an Indian war, and on June 16th, advised General Curtis of his intention to raise a militia of 100, stating “It is very important that Col. Chivington operate with his command on these infernal Indians.” To a “Captain S. P. Ashcroft, less than a week later, wrote of his desire to raise a company for home defense so that he could distribute arms to settlers.   
   Evans was also adept at working both sides of the situation. The Ashcroft letter was followed by a letter to Arapaho Chief Roman Nose, extending an invitation to “any band of Cheyenne belonging on the North Platte who are friendly to the whites and wish to keep peace.”
   In the growing atmosphere of fear and rumor, Roman Nose complied and established a camp on the Cache La Poudre, near Camp (Fort) Collins where he was joined by Friday's Band. On arrival, the groups were observed to be so destitute as to hardly represent any threat to the military or settlers to the area.
   Evans requested military requisitions for those gathered at the camp on the Cache La Poudre, and further directed Arkansas agent amuel Colley to “collect, feed and support the friendly Indians at Fort Lyon, and direct Comanche and Kiowa to Fort Larned and other locations where they could all be fed.
   Even though Evans' insisted an Indian war was eminent and at times that it was underway, few military officials (except Chivington) agreed that pursuing a policy of war was the best option. Major T. I. McKenney, General Curtis' Inspector General, advised  headquarters:
· “It should be our policy to try and conciliate them [the Cheyenne and Arapaho], guard our mails and trains well to prevent theft,, and stop these scouting parties that are roaming over the country who do not know one tribe from another, and who will kill anything in the shape of an Indian (an apparent reference to Chivington's attacks in Colorado). It will require but few murders on the part of our troops to unite all of these warlike tribes on the plains.”
   Major General Curtis then insisted in a letter to Evans dated in July:
· “We may not exert ourselves in pursuit of rumors … however much we may have reason to apprehend a general Indian war, we should not conclude that such a thing in actual existence before doing all in our power to prevent such a disaster.”
   Curtis concluded his letter, perhaps in deference to Evans' authority, with this statement:  “I assure you, Governor, that I shall do all in my power to aid in suppressing Indian hostilities.”
   The Study Committee pointed out one possible issue military officials had in not pursuing an all-out Indian war – “With so much manpower and dollars still tied up in the Civil Warm few had any interest in straining limited resources to engage a colonial war against Natives simultaneously.” Most had the objective of “containing hostilities where possible and negotiate with the identified friendly Indians so as to avoid provocation for Native people to join forces against the settlers.” Evans evidently reached out to Brigadier General James Carleton who on his own had pursued Native peoples after chasing Confederate troops routed by Chivington into Texas following the Battle of Glorieta Pass in March of 1862. Though Evans' letter to Carleton went missing, Carleton's response to the missing letter relayed Carleton's own obsession, writing to Evans describing how his entire force of operations was currently occupied against “the numerous hordes of Apaches in Arizona (a conflict that had spanned more than fifty years and is marked by the issuance of scalp bounties against the Apache in both Mexico and Arizona Territory.”
   Evans received both encouragement and cautionary admonition from Carleton:
· “...be of good cheer, the winter time is the most favorable for operations against Indians … they soon become exhausted of supplies”;
· When war is commenced, it should be commenced because they have been the aggressors, and are clearly in the wrong. In this case the punishment should be very severe. I mention these matters to your excellency, so that all efforts for peace may be resorted to before war is resorted to; then, if we must have war in spite of our efforts, Colorado and New Mexico united may make it a war which they will remember. (Emphasis added)
   The Study Committee made this assessment of the advice given to Evans by Carleton: “Even in the midst of  his own military campaign with the Apache and well-versed in the strategy of winter attack, Carleton nonetheless conveys to Evans that pursuit of peace should be the governor's first priority, while a military campaign requires clear  justification and should come only as a last resort.”
   Next week, Evans steps up his efforts. There were no confirmed reports of Indians hostilities within Colorado Territory and the overreaching superintendency between June 11 and July 17, 1864, yet Evans announced a total of twelve incidents of attacks by cavalry troops upon Native peoples or alleged depredations by Native aggressors between April and September. And we''ll review the infamous “June Proclamation,” issued by Evans on June 27th, 1864, what the Study Committee described as coming “close to being an official declaration of war, albeit through the use of curious and obfuscating phrasing,” which Evans had no authority of invoke.
   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
