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THE JOHN EVANS STUDY COMMITTEE – SAND CREEK MASSACRE
   A recapitulation of just how the origination of the Report of the John Evans Study Committee, University of Denver, occurred is appropriate.
   Who is John Evans?  Most Coloradans would answer “a man of many accomplishments,” but that would ignore his culpability in what Justice Philip A. Brinmer in the United States District Court for the District of Colorado, the United States, the Department of the Interior and the Bureau of Indian Affairs acknowledged, "in all of American history there is no episode more contemptible nor more abhorrent than the depredations of the United States Calvary on the banks of Sand Creek in Colorado Territory during the early morning hours of November 29, 1864. The Sand Creek Massacre was a tragedy and a disgrace." (Civil Action No, 13-CV-01836-PAB-CBS)
   Yes, John Evans founded Northwestern University in Illinois and Colorado Seminary, later to become the University of Denver. After his political career was ended, he was influential in development of Colorado's railroads which gained him several honorary names – Evanston, Illinois, Evans, Colorado and the 14,000-foot Mount Evans in Colorado's Rocky Mountains.
   None of those accomplishments could make up for the actions, conduct and decisions invoked by Evans that as the DU Study Committee states, “... mark some of the darkest moments in American frontier history.”
   Evans was sworn in as Colorado's second territorial governor in 1862, a position that also brought with it the position of ex-officio Superintendent of Indians Affairs. At that time in history, such positions were filled by appointments by the President of the United States and approved by Congress. President Abraham Lincoln was known to wish the country to be rid of the Indians, and was familiar with Evans position on the Indians.
   Lincoln appointed William Gilpin as Colorado's first territorial governor who lasted only ten months before being removed from office for issuing unauthorized, (thus fraudulent) vouchers. Evans was forced out of office after serving little more than two years, and less than eight months after the Sand Creek Massacre, a direct result of the findings of a congressional inquiry into the leadership and decision-making that preceded the massacre.
   The details of the Sand Creek Massacre were presented in the January 19th and 26th, 2015 editions of Seeing the Round Corners, and presented again in this edition for the reader's ease of reference. The DU study committee stated, “To fully understand the culpability of Territorial Governor John Evans, it is necessary to know what happened on November 29, 1864”:
   “The day dawned clear and cold. The encampment of about 750 Cheyenne and Arapahos spread out in family and clan groups along the Big Sandy – Sand Creek to history. This was a chiefs' camp. Present were at least fourteen chiefs of the Cheyenne Council of Forty-Four, the governing body of the Cheyenne nation, but with sub-chiefs and society headmen, the total of Cheyenne leaders present in the village probably reached over thirty. In addition, two Arapaho chiefs with their bands had joined the Cheyennes. Because it was a chiefs' camp, very few men of fighting age were in the village, certainly not over two hundred. Women and children, orphans and the elderly – these attached themselves to the chiefs, who, as chiefs always did, provided them food and protection.”
   “The village was already alive. Women moved over cook-fires and fed their babies, boys tended the large pony herds grazing to the west and south of the village, girls sought fresh water and wood, men looked after their favored slit-eared ponies hobbled near their lodges or busied themselves with daily ceremonial rituals, still others slept in their buffalo robes. Although attacks from traditional enemies always threatened, no one expected an attack from the U.S. Army. Weeks earlier Cheyenne council chief Black Kettle and Arapaho chief Left Hand had negotiated a truce arrangement with Major Edward W. Wynkoop and his replacement, Major Scott J. Anthony, commanders at nearby Fort Lyon. Anthony told them 'they might go back on Sand Creek . . . and remain there until I received instructions from the department headquarters, from General Curtis . . . They went away with that understanding, that in case I received instructions from the department headquarters I was to let them know it. Sand Creek was a safe place.”
   “Then, suddenly, between first light and day break, came a heavy rumbling sound. Some women joyously cried out, 'Buffalo!', for the camp badly needed fresh meat. Buffalo had not been sighted or hunted for weeks, not since the village had moved over from the Smoky Hill River to the bleak, sandy plains of Sand Creek; and the 'prisoner rations,' issued by the army earlier, never more than moldy hardtack and wormy bacon, had long run out.”
   “But quickly the people identified the sound as approaching horse soldiers. Rifle fire cracked. Panic erupted as women, children, others with babes in arms, the old and infirm began to flee northward upstream away from the charging troopers. In the middle of the encampment, Chief Black Kettle raised an American flag, a white cloth beneath it, shouting for the people not to be afraid. A small group gathered around him, but as the firing increased it was plain the soldiers had come not in peace but to kill them. Men of fighting age scrambled for their weapons, a few rifles and pistols, but mostly bows and arrows, shields and lances. Little Bear, a twenty-year old Cheyenne, had been out to the herds looking for his horses when he heard the firing. As he ran back toward the village, he saw 'a long black line' of soldiers. He heard women and children screaming, saw them running up the creek bed, saw many falling, some stopping and frantically digging pits into the banks and bed of Sand Creek. When he finally reached the encampment, bullets were striking all around him; those that hit against the buffalo-hid lodges sounded 'like hail stones.' He managed to reach his own lodge, where 'I found my War Bonnet, shield and my quiver full of arrows.' Then he joined the crowds running up the creek, trying to run behind the lodges 'as much as I could so the soldiers couldn't shoot at me good.' But even so 'the feathers of my war bonnet were shot away and my shield was shot several times. As I was running I seen lots of women and children that had been killed [and] some were not dead yet.' Soldiers already had broken ranks, and some stood 'over the dead, I suppose scalping them. I came across Owl Woman that had been scalped and was walking around but could not see. She had very long hair. The whole scalp had been taken.”
   “The troops then opened up with four 12-pounder mountain howitzers, fearful weapons that fired spherical case shot, hollow iron balls filled with lead musket balls and a bursting charger of gunpowder. Taking aim at the fleeing women and children, the artillerymen fired the balls directly above their targets, showering death below. Only the hastily dug pits against the banks and in the dry creek offered any semblance of protection. But these quickly became death traps. Women with babes and the elderly who could not run far began digging just yards from the village itself, easy targets for musketry and canister – tin cans filled with more than a hundred lead musket balls.”
   Meanwhile, seventeen of the thirty chiefs in the camp already had been gunned or shelled down. Cheyenne chief White Antelope, age seventy-five, was the first to fall. At opening fire, he advanced unarmed toward the troops making peace signs, his arm outstretched, and then began singing his death song:  'Nothing lives forever, Only the Earth and Mountains.'”
   Ignoring his obvious peaceful intent, a band of soldiers let loose a deafening volley. White Antelope, a chief who had visited Washington, D.C., in 1851, where he received a peace medal and ever after had sought accommodation with encroaching settler colonists, fell dead. Troopers immediately set upon his body, stripping him, then slashing off his private parts.”
   “The attackers now resembled more a mob than an organized body of troops. They were in fact soldiers of the 1st and 3rd  regiments of U.S. Colorado Volunteers, The 250 men of the 1st Regiment were seasoned veterans who had signed on for three-year enlistments. Most of them had fought at the decisive 1862 Battle of Glorieta Pass, just south of Santa Fe, New Mexico Territory, an engagement that halted a Confederate advance on the Colorado goldfields. These men were trained and well equipped.”
   But 425 mend of the 3rd Regiment were not. The War Department had only authorized the unit on August 11, 1964, and it had done so only at the shrill urgings of Colorado territorial governor John Evans. As early as April 1863, Evans had convinced himself  that the Cheyenne and Arapaho were conspiring with the Sioux and other plains tribes to open a general war against Colorado settlers. Writing to William P. Dole, the Commissioners of Indian Affairs in Washington, D.C., Evans made plain his conviction – and hysteria:  'I beseech you, in the name of humanity, and of our dearest interests, to give us authority to avert this threatened repetition of the Minnesota War, it may be, in a larger and more destructive scale.' Evans had continued to shotgun similar letters to army and civilian officials for well over a year, proclaiming the existence of a general Indian war, and all calling for a military solution.”
   “Evans finally received his authorization for the 3rd Regiment, but the term of enlistment was only for 100 days, prompting the Rocky Mountain News to hail the 3rd as the 'Hundredazers.'” And some 'Hundredazers' had received almost no training; instead. They lay about Denver and other places unsupervised, waiting for equipment and commanding officers to appear.”
   “Now they were in the field at Sand Creek, killing everyone they ran across, obeying the orders of their commanding officer Col. John Chivington to take no prisoners. From the opening of the attack, all command and control had been lost. Most men fought in groups, each on its own hook. Robert Bent, the mixed blood son of William Bent and his Cheyenne wife Owl Woman, had been forced to guide Chivington and his command to Sand Creek. Sitting his horse next to Chivington, Bent saw unspeakable atrocities everywhere he looked. When a gathering of Thirdsters approached five women who had taken shelter in a pit, the women “showed their persons to let the soldiers know they were women and begging for mercy, but the soldiers shot them all.' He saw another group of thirty or forty women, who had collected in a pit, send out a six-year old girl with a white flag, She  had just climbed out of the  pit when she was shot and killed. Then the troops advanced on the women – who were not armed – and killed them all. He saw a little girl about five years of age, whose mother had hidden her in the sand, discovered by two soldiers, who drew their pistols and shot her. He saw the body of Chief White Antelope with the privates cut off and heard a soldier say 'he was going to make a tobacco-pouch out of them.'”
   “The killing frenzy moved upstream, pit by pit, until soldiers encountered larger pits against the high banks some two miles above the village. Here, determined warriors fought desperately to protect the women and children who had thus far managed to escape the carnage. But they fought with bows and arrows against an enemy armed with rifles and cannon. And they fought against impossible odds, ten  to one in some instances. George Bent, another son of William Bent and Owl Women, was in one of those pits with a family group of twenty Cheyennes. The father of one of the girls heard the cannon fire and warned that the pit was now a death trap and they should find a safer place. Bent agreed and with two others jumped out, suffering a gunshot wound to his hip but managed to clamor over to a larger hole that offered better protection. As he looked back toward the pit he had just vacated, he saw those who remained killed by point-blank canister fire.”
   “The killing went on for nine hours. When darkness fell, over two hundred Cheyennes and Arapahos lay dead, and like number wounded. The soldiers spent the night in the village, while the surviving Cheyennes and Arapahos suffered terribly from the cold as they moved toward the Smoky Hill villages some fifty miles away. Bent remembered that night as the worst night he ever went through. 'Most of us were wounded and half naked; even those who had had time to dress when the attack came, had lost their buffalo robes and blankets during the fight. The men and women who were not wounded worked all through the night, trying to keep the children and the wounded from freezing to death.' When the survivors reached Smoky Hill and rode into camp, 'everyone was crying, even the warriors and the women and children screaming and wailing. Nearly everyone present had lost some relations or friends, many of them in their grief were gashing themselves with their knives until the blood flowed in streams.'”
   “Chivington and the troops 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.”
   The Study Committee determined that “John Evans bears serious culpability for the Sand Creek Massacre having occurred,” for at least four reasons:
· Abrogation of Duties as Superintendent;
· Advocacy of War Over Peace;
· Authorization for the 3rd Regiment; and
· Deferral of Authority of the Military.  
   The DU Study Committee made its conclusion to the “main body of the report”, the most profound statement being that “the Sand Creek Massacre is unique in American history, but not because it was a massacre of Native people.”
   “The massacre is unique in that three federal investigations found the deeds committed at Sand Creek to be profound violations of nineteenth-century standards of diplomacy and warfare, … leading to the ouster of a standing territorial governor.”
   “Finally, this massacre is distinguishable by being the lone military campaign against Native people at the hands of American soldiers that the United States government officially recognized as a massacre.”
   The Du Study Committee acknowledged this additional background information considered relevant in the overall analysis:
· There are scores of assaults that follow a similar pattern of brutality and there are other massacres of non-Natives (such as Colorado's Ludlow Massacre) in our record books.
· Sand Creek was a criminal attack on a people who had made every effort for peace when they lacked any political power, a people whose leaders entrusted civil officials and then a military that had done very little for Native people, because they felt they had no viable options left;
· That military turned on even their children in the most vicious way imaginable – but even that does not sit it apart.
   Further analysis by the DU Study Committee resulted in these exact summation comments:
· Evans could not have anticipated such dreadful infamy, and he certainly cannot be held responsible for it from the grave.
· Nor has the intention of this committee been to defame his reputation.
· We do believe the evidence amply supports finding Evans seriously culpable helping create the circumstances that led to the Sand Creek Massacre.  
· But we may never invest so much in the question of culpability that we lose sight of the broad, complex picture that surrounds both Evans' decisions in the 1860's and our condition as today's occupants of what had been Cheyenne and Arapaho homelands.
   The DU Study Committee stated, “A century and a half later, as an educational community that has inherited Evans' positive legacies along with his deadly decisions, we have the opportunity to face this history honestly.” “ It is impossible now to celebrate the founder with the amnesia we have shown in the past, but we can see him – and perhaps ourselves – more accurately situated in the complexity of history.”
   These final important points as to the Sand Creek Massacre:
· The Massacre changed the course of existence for Arapahos, Cheyennes, and many other people who lived in what we self-referentially call Colorado, but which was just one part of a beloved landscape that stretched from New Mexico all the way to southern Canada that other human beings knew as home.
· Even so, these are resilient people, today part of dynamic, persistent cultures despite all they've endured.
· Understanding the story of John Evans and the Sand Creek Massacre offers a rare opportunity to call upon our moral, intellectual, and spiritual resources to understand how ordinary leaders can, under the influence of exclusionists, supremacist worldviews, and wielding the tools of conquerors, justify horrendous atrocities.
   The DU Study Committee's final statement:  “We urge wide-ranging, substantive, and serious discussions of these findings and our committee's recommendations, within and beyond the University of Denver Community.” (writer's emphasis)
    The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
