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SAND CREEK MASSACRE
   While in a different way, today and the time of John Evans are not that different when it comes to those with selfish interests, regardless of the detrimental impacts, who are perfectly willing to run rough shod over those in possession of property.
   Evans demonstrated throughout his tenure as Territorial Governor and Superintendent of Indian Affairs that the interests of settler colonists were his first priority. As the “top civil and political official in Colorado Territory,” Evans was in an ideal position to control not only the economics and trade, but also the overland routes that brought supplies and communication to and from Colorado.
   Trade routes throughout the Western Lands were necessary, but were created with little or no regard for the detrimental impact on the Native people and their way of life. The Treaty of Fort Laramie (1851) allowed for establishment and garrisoning of forts and construction and maintenance of roads through the territories of the Cheyenne, Arapaho, Kiowa and other signatories. The University of Denver Study Committee (the Study Committee) described various routes established years before the 1851 Treaty of Fort Laramie, as early as 1846 and when gold was discovered in California in 1848:
· From St. Joseph or Independence, Missouri, westward bound travelers, the route went by the Missouri River to Omaha, Nebraska;
· A more direct land route across the great plains then linked up with the road at Fort Kearney;
· At the confluence with the South Platte at Julesburg, one road led to Denver, while the main road continued past Fort Laramie to South Pass where the trail again split into northern and southern branches; and
· From Salt Lake City (beginning 1859), a government-constructed wagon road and a privately forged horse trail led directly west through Utah and Nevada. (The horse trail became the route of the Pony Express by 1860.)
   Why make acknowledgment of such routes? By 1853, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs made this ominous observation:  “The Cheyenne, Arapaho and western Sioux were 'in a starving state … Their women are pinched with want, and their children constantly crying out with hunger.'”
   The Study Committee gave this assessment:  “While they lasted from 1859 to 1861, the Pony Express and the freight and passenger wagons that traversed the trail to and from Julesburg and beyond, in both directions – east and west – wrought much havoc and disrupted Native lifeways and society, which in many ways signaled irrevocable cultural decline and instability.”
   While the various routes described earlier in this edition may sound sparse considering the vastness of the Western Lands, the detrimental impacts described by the Study Committee were far from sparse:
1. Mule teams pulling wagons loaded with supplies pounded the roadways, while teams of four to six horses pulled the weekly stagecoaches;
2. A minimum of two express horses at anyone time thundered along any particular stretch of trail twice a week at breakneck speed;
3. Stations, their masters and stock tenders with horses at the ready were established every ten to twelve miles;
4. Roving mechanics and traveling agents plied the roads to keep stages rolling;
5. Thousands of travelers on horses and in wagons continued to crowd the road;
6. Stock watering and the overuse of pasturage despoiled many of the best springs, the deepest and most reliable, as well as the most fertile parts of the broad valley floors;
7. Horses and mules were turned loose to graze native grasses;
8. Streams were diverted for irrigating pastures consisting of newly planted non-native grasses including invasive varieties of hay, wheat grass and oats; and
9.  Pony Express riders seeking firm footing through miles of “putty-like mud” in spring and autumn rains guided their horses across wide swaths that skirted the increasingly muddied and impassable roads, while in summer, these same iron-shod horses compressed the silt-covered roadway into a thick carpet of fine alkaline powder that swirled in clouds of gritty dust with the gusting winds.
   As the reader contemplates the above “assaults” on the lands of the Native peoples, make note what the consequences of the preferred transportation routes and their promoters' interests had on the Study Committee's inquiry:
· The invasion of a country in which Native people had retained the rights to hunt and gather, disrupted migration of animals such as bison and antelope;
· Such offers some explanation for reports of economic privation all along the Overland Route from Scotts Bluff, Nebraska to Hangtown (now Fallon, Nevada);
· The policy of negotiating with Native groups perceived as “hostile” and/or accused of committing “depredations” become paramount; (depredation means to plunder, robbing or plundering)
· Agents and superintendents mentioned incidents of “depredations” along the Humboldt River road and also mentioned the destitution of Native populations encountered along the route; and
· An 1859 report by the Commissioner of Indian Affairs to the Secretary of the Interior. “... reports of the condition of the Indians in Utah present a melancholy picture. The whites are in possession of most of the comparatively good country there is, and the game has become so scarce as no longer to afford the Indians an adequate subsistence. They are often reduced to the greatest straits, particularly in the winter which is severe in that region; and when it is not an uncommon thing for them to perish of cold and hunger. Even at other seasons, numbers of them are compelled to sustain life by using for food reptiles, insects, grass seed and roots.”
   The Study Committee determined what was probably a turning point for the gradual shift in context from conciliation to incendiary conflict:  “The perceived economic effects of attacks upon road stations (which were often targeted because they were perceived as the cachements for the destruction of resources upon which Native peoples depended may well have loomed larger than the casualties to human life, and may have provided a more compelling context for negotiations of treaties along the Overland Road.”
   This conclusion by the Study Committee:  “Evans' ability to govern the Territory depended on negotiating an agreement with the remaining tribes – the Cheyenne and Arapaho. Competing pressures between the two positions (governor and Indian  superintendent) seemed to consistently lead to a minimal investment in his duties as in the later position and to favor settler security, without understanding or appreciation for the reserved rights that Cheyenne, Arapaho and Kiowa had retained to hunt, dwell, move freely, and assert stewardship on their country.”
   In those early days of getting transportation in place through the Western Lands, there were three “titans” out to corner the routes:  Russell, Majors and Waddell partnership, George Chorpenning and Ben Hallady. The famous Pony Express was touted as a special service of the U.S. Mail as one of a “web of schemes” dreamed up by the Russell, Majors and Waddell partnership that all in the transportation industry knew would not be profitable, and by 1862, the Pony Express was recognized as a “brazen effort to swindle Congress for subsidies and to defraud investors.” [Yes, subsidies existed even back them.]
   In 1862, Ben Hallady's takeover of the bankrupt Overland Route gave him control of thousands of miles of road, hundreds of coaches and horses, and the U.S. mail contract, but it also gave Hallady the opportunity to exert “major if not primary influence over military and civilian authorities, especially in Colorado and Utah.  
   Hallady was despised throughout the territory for the stranglehold he had on the region, and “brought tremendous pressure to bear on General Curtis to keep the stage route open.”
   Meetings between Hallady, Colonel John Chivington (commander of U.S. Troops in Colorado), and Samuel Elbert, Evans son-in-law and the territorial secretary (perhaps as Acting Governor) occurred for the purpose of attempting Hallady to shift the route farther south so it could be more easily protected. The “unbraiding of Chivington in the severest terms” by Hallady during the meetinh was probably responsible for Chivington's first assault against the Cheyenne and Arapaho – reports were that four or five men were killed, three or four women and two children, taking the scalp of one man. This attack has been pretty much unacknowledged, but occurred just two month before the Sand Creek Massacre. 
    Next week, the Study Committee turns to actions of the Indian agents and superintendents, and to two U.S. Army actions, in a comparative framework, in order to achieve an evaluation of John Evans' as a Superintendent of Indian Affairs focusing especially on 1863 and 1864.
   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
