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THE JOHN EVANS STUDY COMMITTEE - 
SAND CREEK MASSACRE
   Today's edition continues with the Study Committee's review of the events that occurred on November 29, 1864. The event became known as the Sand Creek Massacre and the events are the basis for the Study Committee determining John Evans' culpability in what happened, even though he was not physically present. (Verbatim from the Report of the John Evans Study Committee, conducted and published by the University of Denver)
   “Chivington and the troop returned to Denver on December 22, 1864 to a hero's welcome. As the 'bold sojer boys' paraded through the streets, tumultuous crowds jammed the sidewalks, cheering and saluting their boys in blue for their great victorious battle [according to the Rocky Mountain News]. A week later, the Denver Theater presented a full play in front of a 'full and fashionable audience,' featuring 'novel trappings, and trophies of the big fight at Sand Creek.' But on the same day, the Rocky Mountain News carried a small clip, dated Washington, D.C., December 28:  'The affair at Fort Lyon, Colorado, in which Colonel Chivington destroyed a large Indian village, and all its inhabitants, is to be made the subject of Congressional investigation. Letters received from high officials in Colorado say that the Indians were killed after surrendering, and that a large proportion of them were women and children.'”
   “In fact, the letters from 'high officials' were written by two company commanders of the 1st Regiment, Capt. Silas S. Soule and Lt. Joseph A. Cramer. Both officers were present at Sand Creek; both ordered their companies to stand down and not fire; and both were so outraged by what they witnessed that they wrote impassioned letters to their commanding officer, Maj. Edward E. Wynkoop, which described Sand Creek not as a battle, but as a massacre of defenseless women and children. They meant for Wynkoop to circulate their letters with officials in Washington, so they made copies. They wanted Chivington punished, and they wanted the nation to know that what actually occurred on November 29 at Sand Creek was murder. Soule wrote only two weeks after the massacre. He said he refused to fire 'and none but a coward would, for by this time hundreds of women and children were coming towards us, and getting on their knees for mercy.' He wrote that the 'massacre lasted six or eight hours' and that it was hard 'to see little children on their knees, have their brains beat out by men professing to be civilized.' He saw 'two Indians [take] hold of one another's hands, chased until they were exhausted, when they kneeled down, and clasped each other around the neck and were both shot together, they were all scalped, and as high as half a dozen taken from one head. They were all horribly mutilated. One woman was cut open, and a child taken out of her, and scalped.'”
   “Cramer wrote his letter four days after Soule's on December 19, 1864. He opened it by declaring that he was ashamed of being at Sand Creek, of being a part of it, for he witnessed atrocities there that he hoped he would 'never see again.' [Men], women and children were scalped, fingers cut off to get the rings on them ...a [woman] ripped open and a child taken from her, little children shot, while begging for their lives, women shot while on their knees, and with their arms around soldiers a begging for their lives ...' He ended his letter by pleading with Wynkoop to keep Chivington from being promoted to brigadier general 'which he [Chivington] expects.'
   “Wynkoop circulated the Soule-Cramer letters in Washington among leading political officials. They had immediate and decisive impact. As stated earlier, the powerful Joint Committee on the Conduct of the [Civil] War, the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the Tribes, and an army commission all initiated hearings, and all came to the same conclusion:  Sand Creek was a massacre of Indians who were under the protection of the U.S. Government. As we will see, the commissions did not have kind words for Evans and in the end he lost his governorship over it, though he was never prosecuted. Both Soule and Cramer testified at these hearings, repeating the descriptions of Sand Creek they had detailed in their letters. Soule appeared before the military commission as its first witness, followed by Cramer. On April 23, 1865, two months after his testimony while acting as Denver Provost Marshal, Capt. Silas Soule was gunned down by two blue-clad soldiers. Though known, his two killers were never brought to justice.”
   “After the congressional committees and the Judge Advocate General's Office released their reports, the Soule-Cramer letters, which had initiated the investigation, disappeared to history. Historians had no idea of their content.”
   “But 136 years later, in the year 2000, just when the bill to create the Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site was stalled in committee, the letters reappeared. A Colorado citizen brought a old trunk found in her attic to the Colorado Historical Society, where the letter were discovered within a sheaf of nineteenth-century documents. U.S. Sen. Ben Nighthorse Campbell read portions of the letters before the Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources Subcommittee on National Parks, Historic Preservation and Recreation and entered their full contents into the Congressional Record. The impact was immediate. Newspapers across the country, including the Denver Post and Rocky Mountain News, ran front-page stories on the Sand Creek letters. On November 7, 2000, President William Jefferson Clinton signed Public Law 106-465 creating the Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site. The Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site is the only unit of the National Park Service that commemorates a site of shame for the United States government. It unequivocally declares Sand Creek a massacre. It exits [exists] to teach the public the awful and lasting effects of genocide committed on peoples struggling to preserve their freedom and way of life.”
   Next week begins the analysis for John Evans' culpability.
   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
