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ABSTRACT 

 

David Dry: Unnatural Naturalization: The Ottawa Indians and U.S. Citizenship, 1854-1978 

(Under the direction of Malinda Maynor Lowery) 

 

 

Examining the history of the Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma, this dissertation looks at U.S. 

citizenship as a complex site of Native activism from the mid-nineteenth century through the late 

twentieth century. It assesses how Ottawas harnessed U.S. citizenship in their struggle for power 

with the federal government and used it in conjunction with their political and social formations, 

practices, and patterns of movement to ensconce their tribal community within the United States. 

Ottawa experiences challenge dominant progressive narratives that outline U.S. citizenship as an 

aspirational status reflecting the virtues of American liberal values. Instead, this dissertation 

underscores tribal elimination as a longstanding element of U.S. citizenship and how Native 

people subversively harnessed U.S. citizenship to escape the illiberal colonial control imposed by 

the United States. 

Ottawas sit at the nexus of expanding democracy and dispossession that characterizes 

American history. To avoid removal and federal maladministration, Ottawas looked toward 

protections associated with U.S. citizenship and acquired formal citizenship via treaty in the 

1860s; however, federal officials tied the extension of U.S. citizenship to policies intending tribal 

elimination. Ottawas refused to give up their tribal polity as policymakers intended, and federal 

officials barred Ottawas from the rights and privileges afforded to U.S. citizens. As a result, 

Ottawas remained subject to Indian Office authority. To escape this federal control, Ottawas 

repeatedly sought substantive citizenship by embracing policies intending tribal elimination, 
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including allotment in the late nineteenth century and tribal termination in the 1950s. These 

policies failed to eliminate the Ottawa Tribe. In defiance of dominant imaginaries, Ottawas 

carved a foothold for their tribal community in American society. Ottawas adapted to sustain 

their community within and through American society and traversed new spatial, social, and 

racial divides by adjusting existing traditions of mobility, interconnection with outsiders, 

heterogeneity, and kinship. 

Rather than merely embracing American ideals, Ottawas pursued their own sense of 

American belonging, and at the same time, redefined American belonging. Reshaping and 

contesting the meaning of U.S. citizenship, Ottawas undercut popular conceptions of U.S. 

citizenship and altered the outcomes of federal Indian policies.  
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NOTE ON FORMAT AND TERMINOLOGY 

 

 With rare exceptions, this dissertation uses the English names of Ottawa tribal members 

as English names are most common in extant sources. When an Ottawa name is known, the 

Ottawa name is included in parentheses after the first mention of that person in each chapter.  

Although Ottawa bands in Michigan and Canada sometimes pronounce or write their 

tribal name as “Odawa,” Ottawa bands from the Maumee River that became the Ottawa Tribe of 

Oklahoma employ a different pronunciation. The spelling “Adawe” most closely approximates 

how Ottawas historically pronounced the tribal name, and today, both “Adawe” and “Ottawa” 

are commonly used pronunciations among members of the Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma. As 

evidenced by the Adawe Travel Plaza, Adawe Indian Park, and the Adawe Community Center, 

all located in Ottawa County, Oklahoma and operated by the Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma, the 

written word “Adawe” is in active use; however, in written communications, “Ottawa” is still 

generally used within the tribal community. As a reflection of this usage, this dissertation 

employs the spelling “Ottawa.”  

Tribes increasingly employ the term “citizen” to describe members of their community. 

This usage helps emphasize to uninformed outsiders the political standing of tribal nations. 

Ottawa tribal members employed the term “citizen” to denote membership in the tribal 

community by at least the 1870s, and Ottawa endurance as a political community is a guiding 

throughline in this work. As this dissertation focuses on Ottawa engagements with U.S. 

citizenship, however, all references to “citizen” or “citizenship” should be taken to mean U.S. 
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citizenship unless specifically noted otherwise. This practice is intended to avoid confusion and 

repetitive labeling.
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INTRODUCTION 

In the 1830s, three Ottawa bands that included many descendants of the venerated war 

chief Pontiac begrudgingly accepted removal from their historic homelands along the Maumee 

River in Ohio to a new reservation west of the Mississippi River. Within a few years, half the 

Ottawas died of homesickness, illness, and exposure. Ottawas overcame this deprivation and 

hardship. They adapted to agricultural life on the plains with fresh assurances from the federal 

government that they would be secure and protected in their new homeland.1 Federal fidelity to 

those pledges, however, proved short-lived. A few decades after removal, policymakers again 

clamored for tribal lands to organize the Kansas Territory, and Ottawas faced the gruesome 

specter of yet another genocidal removal.2 In 1854, Ottawas adopted a new strategy to protect 

their community and gain greater control over their destinies—they resolved to become citizens 

of the nation threatening their destruction.  

What if we understood U.S. citizenship in the context of continuously-evolving 

encounters between Native nations and the United States, rather than through the lens of 

nationalistic narratives of progressively expanding rights? What could this perspective on the 

American national project reveal about the meaning of U.S. citizenship and its place in struggles 

over power between Native nations and the settler state?3 Unnatural Naturalization addresses 

 
1 “Treaty with the Ottawa, 1831,” in Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties, Vol. 2, edited by Charles J. Kappler 

(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1903), 335-339. 

2 On removal as genocidal, see Jeffrey Ostler, Surviving Genocide: Native Nations and the United States from the 

American Revolution to Bleeding Kansas (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019), 365-367. 

3 On the importance of viewing Native history through the lens of continuing encounters, see Daniel Cobb, 

“Continuing Encounters: Historical Perspectives,” in Beyond Red Power: American Indian Politics and Activism 
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these inquiries by exploring how and why the community that became known as the Ottawa 

Tribe of Oklahoma fought for substantive U.S. citizenship and a place of belonging as a tribal 

community in American society from the mid-nineteenth century through the late twentieth 

century.4  

As with all Native people within the territory claimed by the United States, Ottawas 

endured engulfment within a settler colonial society organized around a “logic of elimination” 

that aimed to eradicate Native presence. As theorized by Patrick Wolfe, the settler colonial 

project “destroys to replace.”5 Forging a new settler nation on Native land requires the 

elimination or erasure of Native people, identity, or claims to sovereignty.6 This process is 

 
since 1900, ed. Daniel M. Cobb and Loretta Fowler (Santa Fe, NM: School for Advanced Research Press, 2007), 57-

69; Frederick E. Hoxie, “Retrieving the Red Continent: Settler Colonialism and the History of American Indians in 

the US,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 31, no. 6 (2008): 1153-1167. The structure of these framing questions draws 

inspiration from David A. Chang, The World and All the Things Upon It: Native Hawaiian Geographies of 

Exploration (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2016), viii. 

4 As for most of this study the Ottawas claim to be U.S. citizens, this study looks less at formal citizenship, a passive 

legal delineation, and more at substantive citizenship, the ability to claim and actualize the rights of formal 

citizenship. For this distinction, see, for example, Mae M. Ngai, Impossible Subjects Illegal Aliens and the Making 

of Modern America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014) 6-7. This work follows in a growing line of 

scholarship examining citizenship as “belonging.” Jennifer Gordon and Robin A. Lenhardt describe “belonging” as 

“genuine participation in the larger political, social, economic, and cultural community” and Stephen Kantrowitz 

describes it as “beyond a common set of rights and obligations” to include participation in “communities of shared 

experience.” Ottawas desired productive interconnections and participation in American society but the maintenance 

of their tribal community remained central to their definition of belonging in the United States. See, Jennifer Gordon 

and Robin A. Lenhardt, “Citizenship Talk: Bridging the Gap Between Immigration and Race Perspectives,” 

Fordham Law Review 75, no. 5 (2007), 2494; Stephen David Kantrowitz, More Than Freedom: Fighting for Black 

Citizenship in a White Republic, 1829-1889 (New York: Penguin Books, 2013), 9, 33. For other works on U.S. 

citizenship as a claim about belonging enacted through the lived experiences of ordinary individuals. See, for 

example, Koritha Mitchell, From Slave Cabins to the White House: Homemade Citizenship in African American 

Culture (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2020), 11-35; Martha S. Jones, Birthright Citizens: A History of Race 

and Rights in Antebellum America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 1-15; Heather Cox 

Richardson, The Death of Reconstruction Race, Labor, and Politics in the Post-Civil War North, 1865-1901 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 216-224. 

5 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide Research 8, no. 4 

(2006), 388. 

6 For various mechanisms of elimination, see Lorenzo Veracini, Settler Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview 

(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). Also, see J. Kēhaulani Kauanui, “‘A Structure, Not an Event’: Settler 

Colonialism and Enduring Indigeneity,” Lateral: Journal of the Cultural Studies Association 5.1 (Spring 2016) 

http://csalateral.org/issue/5-1/ forum-alt-humanities-settler-colonialism-enduring-indigeneity-kauanui/; Patrick 

Wolfe, “After the Frontier: Separation and Absorption in US Indian Policy,” Settler Colonial Studies 1, no. 1 (2011): 
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incomplete and ongoing. Federal efforts at tribal elimination often centered on the coercive 

assimilation of Native people into American society, and the extension of U.S. citizenship to 

Native people aimed to subsume Natives under U.S. legal and political frameworks and thereby 

eradicate tribal polities. As a result, many Native people refused U.S. citizenship to maintain the 

integrity of their own polities.7 Drawing on their own distinctive tribal history and traditions, the 

Ottawas adopted a different approach to settler colonialism and actively pursued U.S. 

citizenship.8 In this regard, Ottawas often appeared to exemplify the greatest aspirations of 

policymakers—Native people willing to accept elimination via assimilation.  

Ottawa people employed U.S. citizenship and assimilation policies to ensure their 

continuance, not their elimination. This dissertation argues the Ottawas harnessed U.S. 

citizenship in their struggle for power with the federal government and used U.S. citizenship in 

conjunction with their political and social formations, practices, and patterns of movement to 

 
13-51; Patrick Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology: The Politics and Poetics of an 

Ethnographic Event (New York: Cassell, 1999). 

7 On Native refusal of U.S. citizenship, see Lila M. Teeters, “‘A Simple Act of Justice:’ The Pueblo Rejection of 

U.S. Citizenship in the Early Twentieth Century,” The Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 21, 4 (2022): 

301-318; Maurice Crandall, These People Have Always Been a Republic: Indigenous Electorates in the U.S.-Mexico 

Borderlands, 1598-1912 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2019), 177-225; Audra 

Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life Across the Borders of Settler States (Duke University Press, 2014), 7-

12. As with Claudio Saunt, many discussions of Native people and U.S. citizenship conclude, “U.S. citizenship was 

a gift that native peoples, already citizens of their own nations, neither wanted nor needed.” See, Claudio Saunt, 

“The Paradox of Freedom: Tribal Sovereignty and Emancipation during the Reconstruction of Indian Territory” The 

Journal of Southern History 70, no. 1 (2004), 93. On inclusion as a means of elimination, see Philip Deloria, Indians 

in Unexpected Places (Lawrence, Kan: University Press of Kansas, 2004), 236. 

8 Though equally dedicated to tribal self-determination, the Ottawas centered their sovereignty around a different 

bundle of powers than Native groups who prioritized territorial integrity or the preservation of jurisdictional legal 

authority. David Wilkins and Tsianina Lomawaima, Uneven Ground: American Indian Sovereignty and Federal 

Law (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2002), 123; Valerie Lambert, Choctaw Nation: A Story of American 

Indian Resurgence (Lincoln, Neb: University of Nebraska Press, 2009), 17; For sovereignty as historically 

contingent and shifting, see Joanne Barker, “For Whom Sovereignty Matters,” in Sovereignty Matters: Locations of 

Contestation and Possibility in Indigenous Struggles for Self-Determination, edited by Joanne Barker (Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 2005), 1-31. 
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ensconce their tribal community within the United States.9 By working within American society 

to retain a form of association a priori to that of the United States, Ottawas articulated a Native 

vision of American pluralism that looked beyond merely racial or cultural inclusion into a 

society founded on inequality and toward a place for themselves as a political community within 

the United States. Ottawa experiences challenge dominant progressive narratives that outline 

U.S. citizenship as an aspirational status reflecting the virtues of American liberal values. 

Instead, this dissertation underscores tribal elimination as a longstanding element of U.S. 

citizenship and how Native people subversively harnessed U.S. citizenship to escape the illiberal 

colonial control imposed by the United States. By reshaping and contesting the meaning of U.S. 

citizenship, Ottawas undercut popular conceptions of U.S. citizenship and altered the outcomes 

of federal Indian policies.  

In forging a shared affiliation with Americans, the Ottawa bands that became known as 

the Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma drew on their flexible Anishinaabe social and political formations 

and a relational conception of self-determination that disavowed insularity and sought better and 

more productive interactions with outsiders. Ottawas shared affiliation with other Ottawa, 

Ojibwe, and Pottawatomie people as the Anishinaabeg. Within this broad affiliation political 

power was dispersed among multiple self-governing villages, or bands. Villages were the central 

unit in Anishinaabe society. They consisted of those who shared kinship and commitments to 

 
9 To reconstitute their community within American society, Ottawas drew on longstanding tribal traditions of 

mobility, autonomy through interconnection, strength through community heterogeneity, and cohesion through 

tightly-knit kinship relations. Ottawas regularly shifted their spatial, social, legal, or political conditions in the 

United States. The Ottawas are not alone in pursuing a place within the United States and outside of the subjugation 

and control of domestic dependent nationhood. Douglas Miller describes this in terms of “mainstreaming” into or 

“infiltration” of the settler state, Douglas K. Miller, Indians on the Move: Native American Mobility and 

Urbanization in the Twentieth Century. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2019), 5-6; Ottawa actions 

can also be mapped on to other refusals to accommodate the political choices framed by colonial binaries that Kevin 

Bruyneel terms the “third space of citizenship.” See, Kevin Bruyneel, The Third Space of Sovereignty: The 

Postcolonial Politics of US-Indigenous Relations (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007). 
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non-coercive reciprocity. Village leaders achieved political objectives by fostering internal 

consensus, marshaling available interconnections with outsiders through persuasion, and 

generating new relationships and affiliations. Of the Anishinaabeg, the Ottawas, commercial 

middlemen whose tribal name means “to trade,” exemplified those who fostered closer personal, 

familial, and diplomatic connections to facilitate productive relations with outsiders. Although 

never entirely eschewing violent confrontation as a strategy, Ottawa survival foremost relied on 

deliberatively building consensus within the community and forging productive partnerships 

with outsiders, attaining unity to keep autonomy.10   

Ottawas drew on traditions of mobility, heterogeneity, and tightly-knit kinship relations 

to sustain their community within American society. These attributes were a formative part of 

tribal life in early nineteenth century Ohio. There, Ottawas subsisted by trade and moving to 

harvest seasonally available resources. People, not a fixed location, defined the village. By the 

early nineteenth century, decades of trade and population decline due to war and disease had led 

Ottawa villages to incorporate a wide range of outsiders through intermarriage and adoption. 

These circumstances resulted in small but ethnically and religiously diverse and polyglot 

villages. Ottawa heterogeneity and mobility came coupled with an intimate and tightly-knit web 

of kinship relationships based in blood, intermarriage, or adoption that maintained community 

cohesion. Ottawas drew on these community attributes to endure repeated upheavals in 

established tribal dynamics and lifeways. Removal to Kansas in the 1830s, removal again to 

Indian Territory in the late 1860s, and wide geographic dispersal and the loss of most tribal lands 

 
10 Anishinaabe lifeways and social and political formations, presented here in summary form, are more fully 

explained in Chapter 1. Michael Witgen outlines this crafting of multiple layers of affiliation as part of Anishinaabe 

“shapeshifting” and has called the Ottawas the “masters of the diplomatic maneuvering and cultural 

misappropriations and reinventions that made up this hybrid social world connecting the Atlantic and Native New 

World.” See, Michael J. Witgen, An Infinity of Nations: How the Native New World Shaped Early North America. 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 1-21.  
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by the early twentieth century engendered spatial, social, and racial diversity among tribal 

members. Ottawas traversed these divides by adjusting existing traditions of mobility, 

interconnection with outsiders, heterogeneity, and kinship. Thus, Ottawas adapted to sustain their 

community within and through American society, and this ability freed them to use U.S. 

citizenship as a vehicle for autonomy from colonial administration.11 

Federal officials, however, imagined U.S. citizenship as a tool for tribal elimination, and 

through the mid-twentieth century, popular beliefs and legal realities held tribal affiliation and 

substantive U.S. citizenship as mutually exclusive. For example, in “excluding Indians not 

taxed” from its provisions, the U.S. Constitution attempted to delineate the externality of tribally-

affiliated Indians to the new social compact, and the Fourteenth Amendment reinscribed that 

exclusion from U.S. citizenship.12 As the United States gradually enveloped Native communities 

across the continent over the nineteenth century, federal power extended over Natives but not 

U.S. citizenship.13 Indian people refused to disappear or wholly cede their lands and resources, 

and this posed a distinct problem for the federal government. To resolve this “Indian problem,” 

 
11 Anishinaabe lifeways, presented here in summary form, are more fully outlined in Chapter 1, and this dissertation 

draws in large part on the work of Cary Miller and Michael J. Witgen to explain Anishinaabe life in the eighteenth 

century and early nineteenth century. See, Cary Miller, Ogimaag: Anishinaabeg Leadership, 1760-1845 (Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 2010); Witgen, An Infinity of Nations. 

12 For a summary of the U.S. constitution in relation to U.S. citizenship for Native Americans, see Rogers M. 

Smith, Civic Ideals: Conflicting Visions of Citizenship in U.S. History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 

131-132. As Kettner notes, “tribal organization, however, became the primary fact justifying the denial of privileges 

within the accepted principals of citizenship law.” James H. Kettner, The Development of American Citizenship, 

1608-1870 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1978), 293. For a discussion of Native exclusion from 

the Fourteenth Amendment’s birthright citizenship, see, for example, Earl M. Maltz, “The Fourteenth Amendment 

and Native American Citizenship,” Constitutional Commentary 17, no. 3 (Winter 2000): 555-573; Stephen 

Kantrowitz, “White Supremacy, Settler Colonialism, and the Two Citizenships of the Fourteenth Amendment,” 

Journal of the Civil War Era 10 (March 2020): 29–53. 

13 For Natives under tight federal control, scholars have long outlined how their lack of formal U.S. citizenship and 

substantive autonomy as separate nations, “ultimately served the purposes of those who wished to maintain control 

over Indians without fully incorporating them into the community of citizens.” See, Kettner, The Development of 

American Citizenship, 299; Beth H. Piatote, refers to the status of non-citizen Natives prior to 1924 as “domestic 

subjects” denoting their “place as within but not of the settler-nation” Beth H. Piatote, Domestic Subjects: Gender, 

Citizenship, and Law in Native American Literature (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 7-8.  
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the federal government imposed a binary alternative on Native people: colonial domination or 

tribal elimination.14 This choice took the form of subjection to often capricious and domineering 

federal control or tribal erasure and homogenized or racialized inclusion in the United States as 

individual U.S. citizens.15  

U.S. citizenship represented a complex field through which Ottawas challenged the 

federal government’s imagined power hierarchy. Under colonial administration, Ottawas faced 

federal authorities who threatened removal, engaged in gross maladministration of tribal 

resources, and interfered in the management of lands by Ottawa individuals and tribal 

government. To avoid these federal intrusions, Ottawas looked toward the autonomy and 

protections from colonial administration associated with U.S. citizenship. Per treaties in the 

1860s, Ottawas secured formal U.S. citizenship, or a legal designation as U.S. citizens; however, 

they refused to give up their tribal polity. With U.S. citizenship premised on tribal erasure, 

Ottawa assertions of U.S. citizenship inspired hostility from U.S. policymakers. Federal officials 

barred the Ottawas from substantive citizenship, or the ability to claim and actualize the rights of 

formal citizenship, and Ottawas remained subject to the authority of the Office of Indian Affairs. 

 
14 Neither federal power nor US citizenship was extended universally or evenly. In the early nineteenth century, 

federal policy gravitated around assimilation or expulsion, with only select Native groups deemed ready for 

incorporation. As American expansion made expulsion less tenable in the mid-nineteenth century, federal policy 

endeavored to confine and assault internal tribal sovereignty and compel Native assimilation, and federal officials 

extended U.S. citizenship selectively through a variety of legal mechanisms. As more Natives became U.S. citizens 

in the early twentieth century, federal courts determined that U.S. citizenship did not insulate Native people from 

federal plenary power. Thus, U.S. citizenship proved a false promise of autonomy from intrusive colonial 

administration. For a concise recounting of this history, see Nell Jessup Newton, “Federal Power over Indians: Its 

Sources, Scope, and Limitations,” University of Pennsylvania Law Review 132, no. 2 (1984), 216-228. 

15 Stephen Kantrowitz aptly summarizes, “policymakers understood US citizenship to be a means of dispossessing 

Native people of most or all of their land, dissolving their collective political bonds, and over time transforming 

them into functionally indistinguishable members of settler society.” See, Stephen Kantrowitz, “White Supremacy, 

Settler Colonialism, and the Two Citizenships of the Fourteenth Amendment,” Journal of the Civil War Era 10 

(March 2020), 31-32. On U.S. citizenship as a tool of tribal elimination, see also Frederick E. Hoxie, A Final 

Promise: The Campaign to Assimilate the Indians, 1880-1920 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1984), 211-

239; Deborah A. Rosen, American Indians and State Law: Sovereignty, Race, and Citizenship, 1790-1880 (Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 2007), ix-xvii.  
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To escape this federal control, Ottawas repeatedly sought the autonomy of substantive U.S. 

citizenship by embracing policies intending tribal elimination. Thus, in contrast to most Native 

people, Ottawa circumstances inspired them to campaign for policies of allotment and tribal 

termination between the 1850s and 1950s.   

These policies failed to eliminate the Ottawa Tribe, and in defiance of dominant 

imaginaries, Ottawas carved a foothold for their tribal community in American society. Ottawas 

refashioned the opportunities afforded by U.S. citizenship and pursued their own sense of 

belonging in the United States that included participation in American society and the 

maintenance of their tribal community. In this way, Ottawas asserted a type of dual citizenship 

then deemed incompatible with American democracy.16 Outside of colonial administration, 

Ottawas pursued shared prerogatives by mobilizing variously around private property ownership, 

religious or educational institutions, and incorporated entities. Rather than viewing U.S. 

citizenship in the existential terms dictated by policymakers, Ottawas envisioned U.S. citizenship 

as an alternative venue, or legal and political regime, within which their tribal nation might 

situate themselves in the context of ongoing settler colonialism. 

The Ottawa objective of autonomy from colonial administration intersected with the 

eliminatory aims of policymakers in U.S. citizenship, and both Ottawas and federal officials 

seized the potential to achieve their own goals. Infused with divergent aspirations, the acquisition 

 
16 Tribal affiliation was deemed incompatible with substantive U.S. citizenship through the mid-twentieth century, 

and citizenship in more than one country did not become a recognized status in the United States until 1967. For 

most of American history dual nationality was considered hopelessly contradictory, or as Peter Spiro notes, “an 

offense to nature, an abomination on the order of bigamy.” The United States engaged in expatriation of U.S. citizen 

who took up residence elsewhere and demanded the forfeiture of competing nationalities upon naturalization as a 

U.S. citizen. On dual citizenship, see Peter J. Spiro, At Home in Two Countries: The Past and Future of Dual 

Citizenship (New York: New York University Press, 2016), 4; David A. Martin, “The United States and Dual 

Nationality: Past and Future,” In Defense of the Alien 24 (2001): 14–2. Ottawas were not alone among Native people 

in imagining a type of dual citizenship that did not yet exist. See, for example, Jean M. O'Brien, Firsting and 

Lasting: Writing Indians Out of Existence in New England (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 

186-189.  
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of U.S. citizenship by the Ottawas represented an unnatural naturalization that produced neither 

autonomy nor elimination. Federal officials considered Ottawa retention of tribal affiliation 

alongside U.S. citizenship an “anomalous condition.”17 It invalidated the fundamental principle 

of tribal elimination undergirding federal conceptions of U.S. citizenship, and this incongruity 

justified continued federal interference in Ottawa affairs. Informed by their own traditions, 

Ottawas rejected the binaries of federal policies. Ottawas used U.S. citizenship as a tool in their 

struggles with federal officials and as a layer of affiliation that allowed them to navigate their 

continued envelopment by the United States. Ottawas pursued U.S. citizenship as a tribal 

community, not merely as individuals, and they understood their U.S. citizenship as a right 

secured by treaty.18 

 

What is U.S. Citizenship to the Native American? 

This history of U.S. citizenship underscores the contradictions and entanglements 

between expanding democracy and dispossession in United States history.19 In the Ottawa 

experience, these contradictions first asserted themselves in Kansas in the 1850s and 1860s. To 

 
17 Hiram W. Jones to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, September 1, 1872, Annual Report of the Commissioner 

of Indian Affairs, for the year 1881 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1872), 243. 

18 In their advocacy for substantive U.S. citizenship, tribal leaders invoked neither land (jus soli), birthright 

citizenship, nor blood (jus sanguinis), descent. Instead, they foregrounded naturalization via the nation-to-nation 

treaty relationship. As Manford Pooler argued before a congressional committee in 1906, “although the Department 

of the Interior recognizes us only as Indians, we ourselves claim to be citizens of the United States, and we claim to 

be citizens of the United States under treaty stipulations.” See, Testimony of Manford Pooler, November 13, 1906, 

in U.S. Congress, Senate, Select Committee to Investigate Matters Connected with Affairs in the Indian Territory, 

Report of the Select Committee to Investigate Matters Connected with Affairs in the Indian Territory with Hearings, 

59th Cong., 2nd sess., November 11, 1906-January 9, 1907 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1907), 

58. 

19 Frederick Hoxie cogently notes this linkage in his analysis of why Supreme Court Chief Justice Roger B. Taney 

left open the possibility of Native citizenship in the Dred Scott decision. See, Frederick E. Hoxie, “What Was Taney 

Thinking - American Indian Citizenship in the Era of Dred Scott,” Chicago-Kent Law Review 82, no. 1 (2007): 329-

360. The various legitimizing constructs in settler ideology that facilitate this contradiction are examined in Adam 

Dahl, Empire of the People: Settler Colonialism and the Foundations of Modern Democratic Thought (Lawrence: 

University Press of Kansas, 2018), 1-22. 
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avoid removal, the Ottawa Indians of Blanchard’s Fork and Roche De Boeuf signed a treaty with 

the United States in June 1862, only a few months before Lincoln issued the Emancipation 

Proclamation. Through the treaty, the Ottawas secured a promise they would obtain “all the 

rights, privileges, and immunities” of U.S. citizenship. The 1862 Treaty, however, offered the 

Ottawas elimination, not liberation. It explicitly demanded the Ottawas accept allotment, sell 

large quantities of their land, and that “their organization, and their relations with the United 

States as an Indian tribe shall be dissolved and terminated.”20 After they were dispossessed of 

their allotments by the fraud of their Indian agent, Ottawas negotiated a new treaty in 1867 and 

agreed to remove to Indian Territory; however, by dint of federal error, Ottawas acquired both 

U.S. citizenship and a new reservation in Indian Territory.21 By claiming U.S. citizenship and a 

reservation, Ottawas upended the link between expanding democracy and dispossession and 

thereby undercut federal intentions in extending U.S. citizenship to the Ottawas. As a result, 

irrespective of their legal status as U.S. citizens, federal officials subjected the Ottawas to 

continued Indian Office control.  

From the late-nineteenth century through the mid-twentieth century, federal officials tied 

promises of substantive citizenship for Native people to policies intending tribal dispossession 

and elimination. In the late nineteenth century, policymakers intended to destroy tribal nations by 

allotting reservation lands to individuals and held out allotment as a path toward substantive U.S. 

citizenship. Ottawas seized the potential to gain freedom from colonial administration and 

pursued allotment. In the process, they lost most of their remaining land, but the Indian Office 

 
20 “Treaty between the United States of America and the Ottawa Indians of Blanchard's Fork and Roche De Boeuf, 

June 24, 1862,”in Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties, Vol. 2, edited by Charles J. Kappler (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1903), 830. 

21 “Treaty with the Seneca, Mixed Seneca and Shawnee, etc., February 23, 1867,” in Indian Affairs: Laws and 

Treaties, Vol. 2, edited by Charles J. Kappler (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1903), 960-969. 
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continued to intervene in tribal government and the management of remaining tribal lands. Even 

after the bestowal of U.S. citizenship on all Indians in 1924, federal officials continued to claim 

broad authority over Native people under the doctrines of federal plenary power and the 

guardian-ward relationship.22 Ottawas persisted in their efforts to escape this overbearing federal 

power. As with other minority populations, Ottawas secured greater civil rights amid the civic 

nationalist milieu of the post-World War II era.23 For the Ottawas, however, expanded 

citizenship rights came in the form of federal termination of the Ottawa Tribe in 1959. The 

policy of tribal termination tied substantive U.S. citizenship to federal abrogation of all 

recognition of and responsibilities to the Ottawas as Indians. 

This dissertation decenters dominant progressive narratives by demonstrating tribal 

dispossession and elimination as longstanding elements of U.S. citizenship.24 As with other 

minorities, the Ottawa experience points to the Civil War, Reconstruction, and the Cold War as 

 
22 Wilkins and Stark define wardship as a “legally specious” means “to justify any number of federal activities (e.g., 

suppression of Indian religious freedom, forced allotment of Indian lands, unilateral abrogation of Indian treaty 

rights) designed to hasten the assimilation of Indian peoples into mainstream American society.” Similarly, plenary 

power represents an assertion that Congress “has virtually boundless governmental authority and jurisdiction over 

Indian tribes, their lands, and their resources.” David E. Wilkins, and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark, American 

Indian Politics and the American Political System (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018), 296-297, also see 58-69. 

For more on how these doctrines have justified unchecked federal intervention in the lives of Native people, see, for 

example, Newton, “Federal Power over Indians,” 216-228; Hoxie, A Final Promise, 211-238; Wilkins and 

Lomawaima, Uneven Ground, 98-116, 154. 

23 On civic nationalism and the experiences of other minorities, see, for example, Gary Gerstle, American Crucible: 

Race and Nation in the Twentieth Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 246-267. 

24 Thus, this study contributes to scholarship that has worked to counter a progressive settler colonial teleology that 

equates the proffering of U.S. citizenship, or social and legal equality, with justice for Native people. See, Philip 

Deloria, “American Master Narratives and the Problem of Indian Citizenship in the Gilded Age and Progressive 

Era,” The Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 14, no. 1 (2015): 3–12; Crandall, These People Have 

Always Been a Republic, 3-6. By centering tribal elimination as a persistent, underlying component of U.S. 

citizenship, this account also decenters accounts of U.S. citizenship as a pendulum of contested advancements and 

retrenchments in rights to show these swings as an “intentional fallacy” that obscures ongoing settler colonialism. 

See, for example, Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past.” The 

Journal of American History 91, no. 4 (2005): 1233–63; Patrick Wolfe; “Against the Intentional Fallacy: 

Legocentrism and Continuity in the Rhetoric of Indian Dispossession,” American Indian Culture and Research 

Journal 36, no. 1 (January 2012): 1–46. 
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moments of existential crises that challenged the moral legitimacy of the federal government and 

offered expanded opportunities to secure citizenship rights for otherwise excluded minorities.25 

While extending citizenship rights to some Natives, federal officials simultaneously demanded 

an abrupt abolition of tribal polities to establish perfect settler sovereignty.26 Ottawa experiences 

point to the place of tribal affiliation, not just racialized or gendered exclusion, in the denial of 

substantive citizenship. By highlighting these dimensions of U.S. citizenship, this study 

illustrates how a paramount marker of American liberal values served as an instrument of 

colonial violence. 

While underscoring the centrality of U.S. citizenship as a means through which the settler 

state has exerted force over Native people, this study also demonstrates U.S. citizenship as a site 

of Native activism, refusals, and assertions of autonomy from colonial administration. To federal 

officials, Native support for U.S. citizenship and other “assimilation” policies legitimated efforts 

at tribal elimination and validated the supposedly universal appeal of American liberal-

democratic institutions.27 In contrast, Ottawas pursued U.S. citizenship to escape the illiberal 

colonial control imposed by the United States and consistently refused the eliminatory 

implications of federal assimilation policies. Ottawas did not enlist U.S. citizenship to compel 

 
25 Mary L. Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

Univ. Press, 2011); Eric Foner, The Second Founding: How the Civil War and Reconstruction Remade the 

Constitution (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2019), 8-20. 

26 Lisa Ford outlines how in the early nineteenth century policymakers defined settler states against Indigenous 

people and abandoned notions of pluralism in favor of ideals of the complete abrogation of Native territorial, 

political, and legal sovereignty. See, Lisa Ford, Settler Sovereignty: Jurisdiction and Indigenous People in America 

and Australia, 1788-1836 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010), 1-12. 

27 Often, the term “assimilation” is wielded as a pejorative, crafted out of essentialized notions, and used to exercise 

power over Native people. See, for example, Paige Sylvia Raibmon, Authentic Indians: Episodes of Encounter from 

the Late-Nineteenth-Century Northwest Coast (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 198-208; Others have 

outlined how notions like “assimilation” results terminal narratives that equate all change short of essentialized 

archaic resistance as Native declension. See, Ned Blackhawk, Violence Over the Land: Indians and Empires in the 

Early American West (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 4. 
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federal intervention to protect their rights against state governments and private actors. Instead, 

Ottawas deployed their U.S. citizenship as a shield against intrusive federal authority. Thus, 

Ottawa aspirations were not framed by the ideal of equal inclusion but by greater autonomy for 

their tribal community. After attaining substantive U.S. citizenship with termination in 1959, 

Ottawas used their independence from colonial administration to pursue their own vision of 

tribal self-determination and revitalized tribal cultural, economic, and political life.28 

Nationalistic narratives denoting the pursuit of U.S. citizenship as an aspirational status reflective 

of the virtues of American democracy obscure the subversive ways Native people used U.S. 

citizenship in their struggle with settler colonialism. 

This study enriches existing scholarship on Native engagements with U.S. citizenship by 

viewing the pursuit of substantive U.S. citizenship as a coherent pattern of tribal political 

activism that worked in tandem with longstanding community dynamics and lifeways. 

Scholarship on the pursuit of U.S. citizenship by Native people prior to universal naturalization 

in the Indian Citizenship Act of 1924 often evaluates the viewpoints of a subset of elites, most 

notably members of the pan-tribal Society of American Indians (SAI). Operating from 1911-

1923, the SAI often advocated for detribalization and racialized inclusion of Natives as U.S. 

citizens.29 This study differs by rooting its analysis in a tribal community and demonstrating the 

 
28 Jean M. O'Brien discusses this as the “slippage between the intent of settler colonialism and its tangible 

outcomes.” See, Jean M. O'Brien, “Tracing Settler Colonialism's Eliminatory Logic in Traces of History,” American 

Quarterly 69, no. 2 (2017): 251.  

29 Joy Porter summarizes the agenda of the SAI as “final detribalization and the individual absorption of Indians into 

American society as patriotic citizens,” and K. Tsianina Lomawaima cogently notes “SAI archives reveal a language 

confined by false dichotomies as public discourses reiterated the incommensurability of wards and citizens, savagery 

and civilization, past and future, Native tribe and US nation— you can be or have one but not the other!” See, Joy 

Porter, “Progressivism and Native American Self-Expression in the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century,” 

in Native Diasporas: Indigenous Identities and Settler Colonialism in the Americas, edited by Gregory D. Smithers, 

and Brooke N. Newman (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2014), 284-288; K. Tsianina Lomawaima, “The 

Mutuality of Citizenship and Sovereignty: The Society of American Indians and the Battle to Inherit America,” 

Studies in American Indian Literatures 25, no. 2 (2013): 333-51. In in addition to this dominant discourse, 

Lomawaima and others have pointed to the diversity of views within the SAI and how some leaders developed 
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pursuit of substantive U.S. citizenship as a tribal political strategy. In this way, this study builds 

on scholarship demonstrating complex tribal engagements with U.S. citizenship in the nineteenth 

century. Recent works by Stephen Kantrowitz, Maurice Crandall, and Michael Witgen have 

convincingly demonstrated how Native people skillfully pursued and redirected U.S. citizenship 

for tribal ends, most often to avoid removal.30 This study expands on that work by taking an 

extended temporal frame. As a result, this dissertation outlines the pursuit of U.S. citizenship as 

more than a situational tool. It places it within a pattern of tribal activism that worked in dynamic 

interplay with longstanding community attributes. This political tradition saw the Ottawas 

repeatedly demand the legal protections of U.S. citizenship, deflect the eliminatory implications 

of U.S. citizenship, and pursue belonging for their community within American society.31 

 
“Indigenous alternatives” that worked across and outside of imposed binaries and boundaries. See, for example, 

Cristina Stanciu, “Americanization on Native Terms: The Society of American Indians, Citizenship Debates, and 

Tropes of ‘Racial Difference,’” Native American and Indigenous Studies 6, no. 1 (Spring 2019): 111-148; Cathleen 

D. Cahill, “Our Democracy and the American Indian: Citizenship, Sovereignty, and the Native Vote in the 1920s,” 

Journal of Women's History 32, no. 1 (Spring 2020): 41-51; Kevin Bruyneel, “Challenging American Boundaries: 

Indigenous People and the ‘Gift’ of U.S. Citizenship,” Studies in American Political Development 18, no. 1 (2004), 

30-43. 

30 See, Stephen Kantrowitz, “‘Not Quite Constitutionalized’ The Meanings of ‘Civilization’ and the Limits of Native 

American Citizenship” in The World the Civil War Made, ed. Gregory Downs, and Kate Masur (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 75-105; Crandall, These People Have Always Been a Republic; Michael 

Witgen, “Seeing Red: Race, Citizenship, and Indigeneity in the Old Northwest,” Journal of the Early Republic 38 

(Winter 2018): 581–611; Michael J. Witgen, Seeing Red: Indigenous Land, American Expansion, and the Political 

Economy of Plunder in North America (Chapel Hill University of North Carolina Press, 2022). See also, Theodore J. 

Karamanski, “State Citizenship as a Tool of Indian Persistence: A Case Study of the Anishinaabeg of 

Michigan,” Michigan Historical Review 37, no. 1 (2011): 119-38; Katherine M. B. Osburn, “Tribal ‘Remnants’ or 

State Citizens: Mississippi Choctaws in the Post-Removal South,” American Nineteenth Century History 17, no. 2 

(June 2016): 199–214; David J. Silverman, Red Brethren: The Brothertown and Stockbridge Indians and the 

Problem of Race in Early America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2010), 192-197; Jane Dinwoodie, “Evading 

Indian Removal in the American South,” Journal of American History 108, no. 1 (June 2021): 17–41; John R. 

Finger, “The North Carolina Cherokees, 1836-1866: Traditionalism, Progressivism, and the Affirmation of State 

Citizenship,” Journal of Cherokee Studies, 5, no. 1 (Spring 1980): 17-29. Native individuals, often avowedly 

detached from tribal affiliation, also endeavored to secure citizenship for personal ends. Notably, John Elk 

unsuccessfully tried to secure citizenship via the 14th Amendment. For a summary of Elk and other individual 

endeavors to secure citizenship, see Frank Pommersheim, Broken Landscape: Indians Indian Tribes and the 

Constitution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 164-171.  

31 For a range of other individuals who similarly sought “a place for American Indian communities within the 

boundaries and institutions of the United States,” see Frederick E. Hoxie, This Indian Country: American Indian 

Political Activists and the Place They Made (New York: The Penguin Press, 2012), 11; Paul Rosier also ably 

examines how military service and patriotic rhetoric shaped many Native views on U.S. citizenship in the twentieth 
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Through their actions, Ottawas reshaped the fundamental principles of equality and 

consent that defined U.S. citizenship, and the Ottawa experience demonstrates the importance of 

examining Native perspectives to tell the history of U.S. citizenship.32 Following the American 

Revolution, American legislators rejected distinctions among citizens found in European 

aristocracies and understood U.S. citizenship as an exclusive national affiliation and a volitional 

decision to join a virtuous republican community.33 In contrast, Ottawas sought equal access to 

the rights accorded other U.S. citizens, but they repudiated their uniformity with all other U.S. 

citizens by refusing to renounce their tribal polity. Further, Ottawa pursuit of U.S. citizenship 

reflects not the virtues of American values, but a response to imposed, illiberal colonial 

administration. Rather than merely embracing American ideals, this dissertation shows the 

Ottawas as historical actors who pursued their own sense of American belonging, and at the 

 
century. Paul C. Rosier, Serving Their Country: American Indian Politics and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century. 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2009), 42-57; Paul C. Rosier, “Surviving in the 20th Century, 1890-

1960,” in The Oxford Handbook of American Indian History, ed. Frederick E. Hoxie (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2016), 111–127. K. Tsianina Lomawaima has examined engagement with U.S. citizenship by intellectuals 

from the Society of American Indians in terms of “layered possibilities” that maintain distinctions between Natives 

and settlers but shift away from an “adversarial binarism” toward “multiple citizenships and intersecting 

sovereignties that open up possibilities rather than block them off.” See, K. Tsianina Lomawaima, “The Mutuality of 

Citizenship and Self-Determination: Proposing Alternatives to Adversarial Binarism in United States/Native 

American Relations,” in The Settler Complex: Recuperating Binarism in Colonial Studies, edited by Patrick Wolfe 

(Los Angeles: UCLA American Indian Studies Center, 2016), 83-98. By dint of their scope, these studies tend to 

flatten the tribal-specific dimensions of Native engagements with U.S. citizenship and American belonging. 

32 Native people are often excluded from many of the broad narratives of U.S. history. Ned Blackhawk notes, 

“throughout most of U.S. history, historians generally considered American Indians either too culturally different or 

too unimportant for rigorous historical investigation,” and Frederick Hoxie notes Natives are often considered 

“outsiders in America.” See, Ned Blackhawk, “American Indians and the Study of U.S. History,” in American 

History Now, edited by Eric Foner and Lisa McGirr (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011), 378-401; 

Frederick E. Hoxie, This Indian Country: American Indian Political Activists and the Place They Made (New York: 

The Penguin Press, 2012), 2. Native perspectives on U.S. citizenship have often been ignored or homogenized. For 

broader discussions of citizenship that eschew inclusion of Natives on the grounds citizenship represented an 

involuntary imposition, see, for example, Amanda Frost, You Are Not American: Citizenship Stripping from Dred 

Scott to the Dreamers (Boston: Beacon Press, 2021), 62, 209. In understanding Ottawa political activism as 

intertwined with American political institutions and a means of creating new relationships, this dissertation builds on 

the work of Frederik Hoxie. See, Frederick E. Hoxie, “Missing the Point: Academic Experts and American Indian 

Politics,” in Beyond Red Power: American Indian Politics and Activism Since 1900, ed. Daniel M. Cobb and Loretta 

Fowler (Santa Fe: School for Advanced Research, 2007), 29-30. 

33 Kettner, The Development of American Citizenship, 173-212. 
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same time, redefined American belonging.34 Ottawas acted in accordance with their own 

histories and traditions, and this study demonstrates the importance of reexamining the 

intellectual genealogies that inform Native activism.35   

Although no longer centered on elimination via assimilation, federal policies continued to 

justify and conceal ongoing colonial domination under progressive narratives in the late 

twentieth century. Responding to the rise of multiculturalism in the 1960s and 1970s, federal 

policy shifted toward “tribal self-determination” in the early 1970s. Rather than seeking 

complete elimination, these policies work to regulate and circumscribe the scope of tribal 

authority. They tie benefits to federal recognition to incentivize tribes to acknowledge themselves 

as under federal authority and accept the federal government as the arbiter of Native identity and 

sovereignty.36 In the 1970s, Ottawas responded to tangible policy shifts and the growing 

 
34 For Natives who embraced and even encouraged aspects of the settler colonialism, see Joshua L. Reid, The Sea Is 

My Country: The Maritime World of the Makahs, an Indigenous Borderlands People. (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2018), 122, 277; John P. Bowes, Exiles and Pioneers: Eastern Indians in the Trans-Mississippi West 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 1-15; Alaina E. Roberts, I've Been Here All the While: Black 

Freedom on Native Land (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Pres, 2021), 1-11. 

35 Viewing Native decision-making as merely a reaction to Euro-American influence yields misinterpretations. For 

others who center the importance of this methodology, see, for example, Kathleen DuVal, The Native Ground: 

Indians and Colonists in the Heart of the Continent (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 5-12; 

Daniel K. Richter, Facing East from Indian Country: A Native History of Early America (Cambridge, Mass: 

Harvard University Press, 2003), 252; Daniel Cobb, “Continuing Encounters: Historical Perspectives,” in Beyond 

Red Power: American Indian Politics and Activism since 1900, ed. Daniel M. Cobb and Loretta Fowler (Santa Fe, 

NM: School for Advanced Research Press, 2007), 65. 

36 For federal purposes, recognition functions much like citizenship did in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century, and it seductively, rather than merely coercively, compels Native internalization of federal codifications. 

This assessment draws from a robust scholarship that critiques recognition and tribal self-determination policies. For 

example, see, Stephen E. Cornell, The Return of the Native: American Indian Political Resurgence (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1988), 202-213; Joanne Barker, Native Acts: Law, Recognition, and Cultural Authenticity 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 1-26; Chris Andersen, "Métis": Race, Recognition, and the Struggle for 

Indigenous Peoplehood (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2015), 20-21; Mark Rifkin, “Indigenizing Agamben: Rethinking 

Sovereignty in Light of the ‘Peculiar’ Status of Native Peoples,” Cultural Critique 73 (Fall 2009), 96-99; Glen 

Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2014), 17-33; Alfred and Corntassel, “Being Indigenous,” 597-614; Brian Klopotek, Recognition 

Odysseys Indigeneity, Race, and Federal Tribal Recognition Policy in Three Louisiana Indian Communities 

(Durham; London: Duke University Press, 2011), 5-16; Renée Ann Cramer, Cash, Color, and Colonialism: The 

Politics of Tribal Acknowledgment (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008), 3-9; Jean Dennison, “The Logic 
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affirmative value of recognition and worked to undo termination and secure restoration as a 

federally recognized tribe. As in their previous engagements with U.S. citizenship, however, 

Ottawas harnessed federal policy to support their own social and political objectives while 

refusing the implications federal officials tied to the new status. In 1978, the Ottawas rejoined 

the ranks of federally recognized tribes, but Ottawas rejected federal assertions that tribal self-

determination was contingent on federally-delineated powers and codifications. Ottawa actions 

testify to how Native people can mobilize power within American society and outside relations 

with the settler state.37 

Ottawas stand as a prescient example of the possibilities and limitations of settler-state 

citizenship as a strategy of Native resistance. Ultimately, as with appeals to settler colonial 

governments for recognition and sovereign rights, settler-state citizenship fails to dismantle or 

overturn settler colonial domination and tends to reinscribe federal authority over tribal nations. 

As a settler colonial policy of tribal elimination via individualization, citizenship can undermine 

tribal claims against the state and the ability of tribal governments to exercise political authority 

over their land. As a result, transformative politics are unlikely to be found in settler-state 

citizenship alone.38 Ottawas demonstrate, however, that citizenship can function as one of a host 

of affiliations within and transcending settler colonial designations. In this regard, citizenship can 

provide a powerful counterweight to colonial impositions. By reshaping and contesting the 

 
of Recognition: Debating Osage Nation Citizenship in the Twenty-First Century,” American Indian Quarterly 38, 

no. 1 (2014): 1-35. 

37 See also, Malinda Maynor Lowery, The Lumbee Indians: An American Struggle (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2018), 9-10; Malinda Maynor Lowery, Lumbee Indians in the Jim Crow South: Race, Identity, and 

the Making of a Nation (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 254-255 

38 Wilkins and Stark define “transformative goals” as “Indian tribes or organizations that favor a fundamental 

restructuring of current Indian–non-Indian relations (e.g., calls to restart the treaty relationship or end congressional 

plenary power) are said to support transformative goals, since they desire to dramatically restructure or transform the 

structure of the relationship.” Wilkins and Stark, American Indian Politics, 298. 
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meaning of settler-state citizenship, Native people can wedge cracks in settler colonial power, 

insulate themselves from some colonial impositions, and work within the rights and 

opportunities of U.S. citizenship to maximize tribal autonomy and achieve tribal priorities.39  

 

Outline 

This dissertation is divided into seven chronological chapters that generally revolve 

around the Ottawa pursuit of substantive citizenship through engagement with federal policy. 

Ottawas faced challenges in their efforts to bend a tool of subjugation into a means to achieve 

community priorities, and they struggled to find belonging in an American society defined by 

tribal elimination and racialized exclusion. Ottawas managed the challenges of establishing a 

place for their community within the United States by harnessing traditions of mobility, 

autonomy through interconnection, strength through community heterogeneity, and cohesion 

through tightly-knit kinship relations. These run through each chapter as a gradually shifting set 

of Ottawa practices.40 As they ensconced their community in American society through these 

means, Ottawas simultaneously pursued substantive U.S. citizenship to assert legal and social 

belonging in American society and their autonomy from colonial administration. Federal 

assimilation policies rarely represent the most significant or transformative developments in 

tribal life and often only modestly altered the material conditions under which Ottawas operated. 

The chapters use Ottawa activism around those policies to assess the rights articulated by the 

 
39 This has international implications across settler colonial societies. For a cogent recent examination of the ways 

some Palestinians have deployed Israeli citizenship, see Areej Sabbagh-Khoury, “Citizenship as Accumulation by 

Dispossession: The Paradox of Settler Colonial Citizenship,” Sociological Theory 40, no. 2 (2022): 151–178. 

40 Following Scott Lyons, this dissertation seeks to understand Natives as people who “do” things, rather than 

defining Native identity through a static set of attributes. See, Scott Richard Lyons, X-Marks: Native Signatures of 

Assent (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 59. 
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Ottawas in seeking substantive U.S. citizenship and how Ottawa actions reflected changes in 

tribal life and the colonial contexts under which they operated. 

 “Chapter 1: ‘Desirous of becoming citizens:’ The Right to Remain” provides a 

grounding ethnography and situates the Ottawa decision to acquire U.S. citizenship in 1854 in 

the context of tribal dynamics and the specter of a second forced removal. The chapter outlines 

how Ottawas drew on their flexible political and social formations to adjust their society and 

culture in response to removal from Ohio to Kansas in the 1830s and encroaching colonial 

society in the 1840s. To avoid a second removal from Kansas to Indian Territory in the 1850s, 

Ottawas harnessed those adaptations and traditions of generating productive relationships with 

outsiders to create shared affiliation with Americans as U.S. citizens and pursue a future as a 

tribe within American society. The chapter outlines how Ottawas looked toward private property 

rights, education, and their church as tools to navigate American society on their own terms. The 

chapter ends with Ottawa negotiation of an 1862 Treaty that allotted the Ottawa reservation, 

allocated land for the Ottawa Baptist Church, endowed an educational institution with 20,000 

acres to serve Ottawa students in perpetuity, and called for Ottawa naturalization and the 

termination of their tribal organization in five years.  

“Chapter 2: ‘Swindled out of every right:’ Freedom from Maladministration” outlines the 

fraud perpetrated against the Ottawas by their Indian agent in the mid-1860s. It included the theft 

of Ottawa trust funds, individual allotments, and lands and funds allocated for the new 

educational institution. The fraud led the Ottawas to negotiate a new treaty. Ottawas negotiated 

an 1867 Treaty by which they acquired U.S. citizenship and a new reservation in Indian 

Territory. This chapter argues Ottawas harnessed their rights as U.S. citizens to escape federal 

maladministration and drew on traditions of mobility to embrace removal to a new reservation 
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and stave off dispossession. Thus, Ottawas endeavored to harness both their U.S. citizenship and 

sovereign treaty prerogatives to maximize their autonomy from corrupt colonial administration. 

Despite legal opinions confirming the U.S. citizenship of the Ottawas, Indian Office officials 

relegated them to second-class citizenship and refused to relinquish control over Ottawa lands 

and funds.  

“Chapter 3: ‘To do as they please:’ Power Through Private Property” explores changes 

brought on by removal to Indian Territory in the late 1860s that reinforced tribal traditions of 

mobility and interconnection with outsiders. After removal, Ottawas increasingly utilized white 

renters to cultivate their lands, intermarried with whites, and took advantage of economic 

opportunities beyond their reservation. As a result, Ottawas incorporated outsiders into 

community life and adapted the terms of tribal membership to accommodate mobility. At the 

same time, the Indian Office increasingly endeavored to subject Native people to federal 

bureaucracies and threatened Ottawa subsistence by expelling white renters and interfering in 

tribal management of lands. This chapter argues Ottawas pursued private property ownership and 

U.S. citizenship through allotment in their struggle with the federal government for control over 

their land, and they refused the eliminatory implications of federal policy by sustaining their 

community within and through American society. The Ottawa reservation was allotted in 1892. 

“Chapter 4: ‘Gaining in strength:’ Redirecting the Racial Hierarchy” outlines how in the 

early twentieth century all Ottawas became engulfed in the dominant society because of 

allotment and Ottawa outmigration. These changes challenged the durability of tribal bonds and 

subjected the Ottawas to a racist white society. This chapter argues individual Ottawas redirected 

notions of Native racialization and cultural assimilation to secure substantive citizenship and 

autonomy from federal control over their lands, but Ottawas refused to define their community 
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as a racial or cultural group and asserted the primacy of their standing as a political community. 

Kinship, tribal government, and education served as sites of activism in Ottawa efforts to pursue 

substantive citizenship and uphold distinctive tribal boundaries and prerogatives. Working 

through these institutions, Ottawas endeavored to stake out their own path outside of the limiting 

strictures of federal policy and racial dichotomies. 

“Chapter 5: ‘Ready to be terminated:’ Incompetent Wards to Free Citizens” takes a 

largely biographical approach toward understanding Ottawa engagement with termination policy 

in the 1950s. It examines the life and views of longtime tribal leader Guy Jennison. The chapter 

contextualizes his embrace of federal termination policy as an outgrowth of tribal traditions of 

securing autonomy from the Indian Office through U.S. citizenship. By the 1950s, Ottawas 

garnered few advantages from federal administration. The chapter argues Jennison willingly 

repudiated federal recognition to escape wardship and as a reflection of the fact that tribal life 

already operated outside federal recognition and delegated powers. The federal government 

passed legislation terminating the Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma in 1956, and Ottawa termination 

became official in 1959. 

“Chapter 6: ‘We’ve made our own way:’ Successfully Terminated” assesses how Ottawa 

leaders harnessed their autonomy from colonial administration and the opportunities afforded by 

the growing societal embrace of multiculturalism and revitalized tribal cultural life and advanced 

tribal economic and political interests in the 1960s and 1970s. In working to achieve tribal 

priorities outside of colonial administration, Ottawas drew on those formative characteristics that 

had always allowed them to traverse American society. Ottawas built on a tradition of using 

events to manage tribal mobility to establish an annual powwow, worked through tribal 

government to secure the restoration of treaty commitments, and bolstered relationships with 
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other area tribes to access new funding and resources. Belying narratives of tribal decline 

following termination, Ottawa experiences emblematize the limits of federal codifications in the 

face of enduring and flexible Native nationhood. 

Finally, “Chapter 7: ‘To be recognized:’ Reckoning with Reinstatement” addresses the 

complex internal debates about recognition and the federal policy of “tribal self-determination” 

in the 1970s. It posits recognition as a type of U.S. citizenship for Native people adapted to an 

era of multiculturalism, with the goals of demarcating the scope of tribal authority, rather than 

tribal elimination. Belying triumphant or subjugated narratives of restoration, Ottawa leaders 

acknowledged the federal government’s self-serving commitment to tribal self-determination and 

debated the merits of a rights-equality framework vs. a nationalist-decolonization framework for 

staking Ottawa political claims. This chapter argues Ottawas harnessed recognition to support 

their own social and political objectives while refusing the implications of restoration policy that 

tribal self-determination was contingent on federally-delineated powers and codifications. The 

Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma was reinstated as a federally recognized tribe in 1978. 

 

Theory and Methodology  

Linda Tuhiwai Smith describes research “through imperial eyes” as an approach “which 

assumes that Western ideas about the most fundamental things are the only ideas possible to 

hold, certainly the only rational ideas, and the only ideas which can make sense of the world, of 

reality, of social life and of human beings.”41 Recognizing this fraught history of academic 

research, my dissertation seeks to forefront Ottawa perspectives on their past to produce a tribal 

history, described by Craig Howe as “community-based and tribally specific” with a “focus on 

 
41 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (New York: University of 

Otago Press, 1999), 56.  
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historical experiences that are meaningful to each community.”42 The aim is to produce a history 

in which the Ottawas can recognize themselves and serves a useful function for the Ottawa 

community. Exposing the dispossessive intent undergirding federal policy and the process by 

which the Ottawas navigated policies to erase the Ottawa Tribe, this dissertation aims to candidly 

narrate often unjustly marginalized or ignored Ottawa perspectives on their past. By engaging in 

this process, this dissertation dislodges entrenched conceptions of U.S. citizenship as a 

benevolent gift that embodied and expanded freedom and equality.  

To probe tribal perspectives, this dissertation utilizes ethnohistorical methods, oral 

history, and community collaboration. Seeking a “functional analysis of the whole culture” to 

understand events from the point of view of the subject of the study,43 ethnohistory blends 

ethnography and history, “synchronic analysis with diachronic narrative and description,”44 and 

this methodology allows me to grasp continuity and change in Ottawa actions. The constructivist 

model of identity views ethnicity as “a dialectic between internal identification and external 

ascription” or “a socially negotiated and socially constructed status,”45 and viewed in this 

capacity, Ottawa adoption of U.S. citizenship represents a strategic crafting of political identity 

to pursue tribal self-determination.  

This research draws on Ottawa and colonial sources to grasp the interplay between 

Ottawa perspectives and experiences and the goals and imaginaries of federal officials. A dearth 

 
42 Craig Howe, “Keep Your Thoughts Above the Trees: Ideas on Developing and Presenting Tribal Histories,” in 

Clearing a Path: Theorizing the Past in Native American Studies, ed. Nancy Shoemaker (New York: Routledge, 

2002), 165 

43 James Axtell, “Ethnohistory: An Historian's Viewpoint,” Ethnohistory 26, no. 1 (Winter, 1979), 6. 

44 Ibid.  

45 Joane Nagel, American Indian Ethnic Renewal: Red Power and the Resurgence of Identity and Culture (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 19.  
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of Indigenous-authored sources often requires ethnohistorians to utilize colonial archives, and to 

read “against the grain” and contemplate the silences in these archival materials, it is necessary 

to identify colonial categories of analysis.46 As Lindsay Prior notes, every discourse empowers 

or disempowers certain agents, and historians must disentangle the various meanings associated 

with a text and its depiction of reality.47 Thus, the archival materials from sources such as the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs show the workings of power out in the world, and the texts themselves 

are an assertion of control and authority, labeling and categorization. Looking at colonial 

encounters, Michael Witgen notes how access to Native perspectives requires “reading texts 

written by Europeans without privileging the fantasies of discovery.”48 In examining a period of 

settler colonial entrenchment, this research adds to his admonition in underscoring the dangers of 

privileging fantasies of tribal elimination. To understand Ottawa perspectives on policies 

designed to render them invisible, this dissertation research privileges Ottawa voices from the 

past and present.49 Ottawa voices in archival materials—including letters, speeches, petitions, 

meeting minutes, editorials, short histories, and oral histories—will be the principal means of 

accessing the viewpoints of historic Ottawas.  

This research also benefits from my own oral history fieldwork. In those interviews, I 

foremost endeavored to provide a forum for the narrator to tell the stories they wished to tell in 

 
46 Ann Laura Stoler, “Colonial Archives and the Art of Governance,” Archival Science 2, No. 1–2 (2002): 87-109. 

47 Lindsay Prior, “Following in Foucault’s Footsteps: Text and Context in Qualitative Research,” in Qualitative 

Research: Theory, Method, and Practice, ed. David Silverman (London: SAGE, 1997), 63-79. 

48 Witgen, An Infinity of Nations, 15. 

49 Keith Thor Carlson, John Sutton Lutz, and David Schaepe, “Decolonizing Ethnohistory,” in Towards a New 

Ethnohistory: Community-Engaged Scholarship Among the People of the River, edited by Keith Thor Carlson, 

Albert Jules McHalsie, David M Schaepe, and John Sutton Lutz (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2018), 

25-26.  
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the ways they wish to tell them. Taking advantage of the “artificial, variable, and partial”50 

nature of oral accounts, interviews provided a window into the themes and structures the 

narrators used to make sense of their life, their community, and past events. Daniel Kerr notes 

oral history can push “forward our understanding of how different forms of oppression intersect 

in the lives of individuals.”51 Bringing together various community memories and stories in a 

single history builds on the deep well of historical knowledge already within the community, and 

oral history encourages community members to define their own history and its connections to 

past and present issues they find significant.  

Ultimately, my responsibility as a scholar is to return my research to the full community 

for their use. Before setting foot on campus to embark on graduate study, I attended the 2018 

general council meeting, outlined my proposal to write a tribal history with my community, and 

received permission to pursue historical research. The general council is made up of all enrolled 

tribal members over the age of eighteen and meets once annually during the first week of May. 

To keep tribal members apprised of my progress, I periodically presented a research report at the 

general council meeting, and I deposited an external hard drive with copies of all archival 

materials obtained during my research at the tribal library. All those materials are currently 

available to any tribal member. Parts of my research are also continually being published in the 

Ottawa tribal newsletter or posted in the tribal social media group. At the conclusion of the 

research, a copy of the dissertation will be deposited at the tribal library, and it is hoped through 

a grant or tribal financial support, any book published from this research will be provided to 

interested tribal members at free or reduced cost.  

 
50 Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History (Albany, 

N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1991), 53.   

51 Daniel Kerr, “Alan Nevins is Not My Grandfather,” The Oral History Review 43, no. 2 (Summer/Fall 2016), 384. 
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Today, the Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma operates across settler-state borders and racial, 

religious, and class distinctions. Only a small minority of tribal members reside within the 

boundaries of the Ottawa reservation allotted in 1892, and the vast majority live scattered across 

every corner of the United States. Events often bring the dispersed community back together, and 

Ottawas gather in Oklahoma for powwows, general council meetings, and other celebrations. At 

the same time, the internet has inspired new realms of intra-tribal connectivity, and Ottawas 

regularly meet and greet in social media platforms. Some never visit Oklahoma, and their sole 

interaction with other tribal members entails family relationships and digital spaces. This 

dissertation research overlapped with the COVID-19 pandemic and benefited from the ways 

community life extends beyond face-to-face engagements. I conducted interviews and attended 

some general council meetings remotely while completing this dissertation. I understood that 

part of this historical research would likely allow me to grasp how the community came to 

subsist amid conditions of widespread mobility, heterogeneity, and interconnectedness with other 

people, groups, and communities. I did not fully appreciate at the start how those features of 

tribal life in 2023 reflected integral attributes of the tribal community two hundred years prior. 

The narrative that follows outlines some of the events, people, and ideas that sparked continuities 

and changes in Ottawa life since the early nineteenth century.  

  



 

  

 
Figure 1.1- Ottawa Removal Journeys, 1832-1870.1 

 
1 Source materials that aided the creation of this map include Grant Foreman, The Last Trek of the Indians (New York: Russell & Russell, 1972), 73-88, 89-92; 

Mary Stockwell, The Other Trail of Tears: The Removal of the Ohio Indians (Yardley: Westholme Publishing, 2015), 88-116. Map produced by Gabriel Moss. 
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CHAPTER 1 

“DESIROUS OF BECOMING CITIZENS:”1 THE RIGHT TO REMAIN 

In July 1862, in the middle of a bloody Civil War contesting the meaning of U.S. 

citizenship, freedom, and the fate of non-whites in American society, Abraham Lincoln and 

Ottawa tribal leaders signed a treaty determining the fate of the Ottawas in Kansas on those very 

issues. Per the treaty, the Ottawas, “having become sufficiently advanced in civilization, and 

being desirous of becoming citizens of the United States,” agreed to divide their lands into 

individual allotments and that “their organization, and their relations with the United States as an 

Indian tribe shall be dissolved and terminated at the expiration of five years…and each and every 

one of them, shall be deemed and declared to be citizens of the United States, to all intents and 

purposes, and shall be entitled to all the rights, privileges, and immunities of such citizens.”2 The 

treaty also set aside 20,000 acres of the 74,000-acre Ottawa reservation to endow a school where 

Ottawa children and their descendants could attend in perpetuity. Congress ratified the treaty 

amid a host of other transformative measures, including the Homestead Act, the Land-Grant 

College Act, and the Emancipation Proclamation. On its face, the treaty seemingly represents a 

venerable waypoint in narratives of progressively expanding educational opportunities, private 

property ownership, civil rights, and racial equality as championed by a newly invigorated and 

activist federal government. 

 
1 “Treaty between the United States of America and the Ottawa Indians of Blanchard's Fork and Roche De Boeuf, 

June 24, 1862,”in Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties, Vol. 2, edited by Charles J. Kappler (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1903), 830. 

2 “Treaty…June 24, 1862,” Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties, 830-831. 
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 In reality, ideals justified the expansion of empire in the 1862 Treaty. For federal officials 

in the nineteenth century, U.S. citizenship dismantled tribal legal jurisdiction, education 

eliminated and replaced tribal identity, private property served as a tool of tribal dispossession, 

and participation in the liberty and equality brought forth by a new nation demanded the death of 

an older nation. Scholars have ably examined the extension of U.S. citizenship to Natives, 

allotment, and educational initiatives as components of broader efforts to eliminate Native 

identity.3 Given the dispossessive and eliminatory intent of the 1862 Treaty, why did Ottawa 

people accept its provisions? What future did they expect?4  

 
3 Stephen Kantrowitz, “Jurisdiction, Civilization, and the Ends of Native American Citizenship: The View from 

1866,” Western Historical Quarterly 52, no. 2 (Summer 2021): 189–208; Frederick E. Hoxie, “What Was Taney 

Thinking - American Indian Citizenship in the Era of Dred Scott,” Chicago-Kent Law Review 82, no. 1 (2007): 329-

360; Frederick E. Hoxie, A Final Promise: The Campaign to Assimilate the Indians, 1880-1920 (Lincoln: University 

of Nebraska Press, 1984), 211-239; Deborah A. Rosen, American Indians and State Law: Sovereignty, Race, and 

Citizenship, 1790-1880 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2007), ix-xvii; Alexandra Witkin, “To Silence a 

Drum: The Imposition of United States Citizenship on Native Peoples,” Historical Reflections/Réflexions 

Historiques 21, no. 2 (Spring, 1995): 353-383; Paul Wallace Gates, “Indian Allotments Preceding the Dawes Act,” 

in The Rape of Indian Lands, edited by Paul Wallace Gates (New York: Arno Press, 1979), 141-170; Lisa Ford, 

Settler Sovereignty: Jurisdiction and Indigenous People in America and Australia, 1788-1836 (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2010), 1-12. 

4 This chapter builds on a growing scholarship examining other Native peoples who made similar choices regarding 

allotment and citizenship in early and mid-nineteenth century. See, Katherine M. B. Osburn, Choctaw Resurgence in 

Mississippi: Race, Class, and Nation Building in the Jim Crow South, 1830-1977 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 

Press, 2014); Katherine M. B. Osburn, “Tribal ‘Remnants’ or State Citizens: Mississippi Choctaws in the Post-

Removal South,” American Nineteenth Century History 17, no. 2 (June 2016): 199–214; David J. Silverman, Red 

Brethren: The Brothertown and Stockbridge Indians and the Problem of Race in Early America (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 2010), 192-197; Ann Marie Plane and Gregory Button, “The Massachusetts Indian 

Enfranchisement Act: Ethnic Contest in Historical Context, 1849–1869,” Ethnohistory 40, no. 4 (Autumn 1993): 

587–618; Jameson Sweet, “Native Suffrage: Race, Citizenship, and Dakota Indians in the Upper Midwest,” Journal 

of the Early Republic 39 (Spring 2019): 99–109; Maurice Crandall, These People Have Always Been a Republic: 

Indigenous Electorates in the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands, 1598-1912 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 

Press, 2019); John P. Bowes, Exiles and Pioneers: Eastern Indians in the Trans-Mississippi West (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2007); Michael Witgen, “Seeing Red: Race, Citizenship, and Indigeneity in the Old 

Northwest,” Journal of the Early Republic 38 (Winter 2018): 581–611; Michael J. Witgen, Seeing Red: Indigenous 

Land, American Expansion, and the Political Economy of Plunder in North America (Chapel Hill University of 

North Carolina Press, 2022); Frederick E. Hoxie, This Indian Country: American Indian Political Activists and the 

Place They Made (New York: The Penguin Press, 2012), 45-98; Jameson Sweet, “Makhóčhe Khípi: A Dakota 

Family Story of Race, Land, and Dispossession before the Dawes Act,” in Allotment Stories: Indigenous Land 

Relations Under Settler Siege, edited by Daniel Heath Justice, and Jean M. O'Brien (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2021), 104-116; Jean M. O'Brien, Firsting and Lasting: Writing Indians Out of Existence in New 

England (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 186-189. 
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 This chapter outlines how Ottawas adjusted their society and culture in response to 

removal from Ohio and encroaching colonial society. Ottawas drew on formative characteristics 

of mobility, heterogeneity, and tightly-knit kinship relations to manage changes in tribal life. 

This chapter argues that to avoid a second removal Ottawas drew on those adaptations in tribal 

life and traditions of generating productive relationships with outsiders to create shared 

affiliation with Americans as citizens and pursue a future as a tribe within American society. 

Ottawas refused to view U.S. citizenship as an inexorable transformation from Ottawas to 

Americans. Instead, they understood it as an added layer of identity and affiliation that 

established a new and more generative set of conditions than available alternatives. Ottawas 

operated in a colonial context not of their making, but they pursued U.S. citizenship and 

proactively looked toward private property rights to protect their land claims and education and 

their church as tools to navigate American society on their own terms.5 

 As white Americans debated the future of the United States, Ottawas staked out their own 

vision of American freedom on the plains of Kansas. In the leadup to the Civil War, Kansas 

symbolized competing conceptions of freedom for white Americans.6 The divergent futures 

envisioned by southern slave-owners and free-soil northern whites precipitated bloody conflicts 

in Kansas and ultimately a Civil War; however, both political philosophies relied on opening 

Native lands to white exploitation. American freedom ostensibly required Native land. This self-

 
5 William J. Novak has cogently related how U.S. citizenship in the antebellum period was decentralized, poorly-

defined, and generally exercised at the state level. Reflecting this, Ottawa desires for U.S. citizenship explicitly 

centered around a bundle of rights and privileges they anticipated to exercise locally, i.e. private property ownership 

and incorporation, rather than a more comprehensive set of constitutional guarantees enforced by the federal 

government. See, William J. Novak, “The Legal Transformation of Citizenship in Nineteenth-Century America,” 

in The Democratic Experiment: New Directions in American Political History, edited by Meg Jacobs, William J. 

Novak and Julian E. Zelizer (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 85-119. 

6 Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party Before the Civil War (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1995), 130-133; Kim Cary Warren, The Quest for Citizenship: African American and 

Native American Education in Kansas, 1880-1935 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 8. 
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serving conceit masked and validated the rapacious dispossession of Natives. Reflecting their 

ambivalence on the outcome of the factional infighting in Kansas, the Ottawas declared 

themselves “collectively and individually neutral…as long as we are not molested.”7 Ottawas 

rejected the American ideal of racial egalitarian inclusion as individuals. Instead, they made a 

claim to place. They made this claim in terms of the right to continue to reside together as a 

community on their hard-won homesteads, not in statist terms of exclusive sovereign authority. 

Ottawa experiences points toward Indian policy as a realm of federal experimentation 

with non-white citizenship and complex modes of Native resistance beyond violent opposition. 

Emphasizing violence in the name of freedom as a common theme, scholars have pointed toward 

the Dakota War of 1862, the Sand Creek Massacre, and the southwestern theater of the American 

Civil War as emblematic of the disjuncture between democratic American ideals and colonial 

realities. This focus on “massacres, conquests, and atrocities”8 cogently showcases how idealistic 

values sanitized violence toward Native people.9 The extension of U.S. citizenship to Native 

people showcases an additional means by which the heightened rhetoric of liberty and equality 

 
7 “The Ottowas in Full Council,” August 21, 1856, in Annual Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, for the 

year 1856 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1857), 127-128 (hereafter cited as ARCIA). 

8 Pekka Hämäläinen, “Reconstructing the Great Plains: The Long Struggle for Sovereignty and Dominance in the 

Heart of the Continent,” The Journal of the Civil War Era 6, no. 4 (2016): 481-509. 

9 This line of scholarship emphasizes a continental perspective on the Civil War. See, Ari Kelman, A Misplaced 

Massacre: Struggling over the Memory of Sand Creek (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 2013), 278-279; Khal 

Schneider, “Distinctions That Must Be Preserved: On the Civil War, American Indians, and the West,” Civil War 

History 62, no. 1 (2016): 36-54; Mark Rifkin, “The Silence of Ely S. Parker: The Emancipation Sublime and the 

Limits of Settler Memory.” Native American and Indigenous Studies 1, no. 2 (2014): 1–43; Megan Kate Nelson, The 

Three-Cornered War: The Union, the Confederacy, and Native Peoples in the Fight for the West (New York: 

Scribner, 2020), xvii-xviii, 202; Boyd Cothran, “Between Civilization and Savagery: How Reconstruction Era 

Federal Indian Policy Led to the Indian Wars,” Western Historical Quarterly 52, no. 2 (Summer 2021): 167–188; 

Durwood Ball, “Liberty, Empire, and Civil War in the American West,” in Empire and Liberty: The Civil War and 

the West, edited by Virginia Scharff (Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2015), 66-86; John R. 

Legg, “White Lies, Native Revisions: The Legacy of Violence in the American West,” Great Plains Quarterly 39, 

no. 4 (2019): 331-340; Karl Jacoby, Shadows at Dawn: An Apache Massacre and the Violence of History (New 

York: Penguin Books, 2009), 1-8. 
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expanded empire during the period of “Greater Reconstruction.”10 Ultimately, these inchoate 

policy experiments with Native elimination via assimilation endured long after the Indian Wars 

had ended.11 Placing Ottawa perspectives at the center of analysis enriches existing discussions 

of complex debates within Native communities in Kansas on how to respond to the specter of 

forced removal.12 Through a source-rich case study, it demonstrates how Native people 

redirected private property ownership and U.S. citizenship to perpetuate community life.13 

Finally, Ottawa accomplishments demonstrate the salience and effectiveness of flexible 

Anishinaabe political and social formations.14 The diffuse and multi-polar nature of Anishinaabe 

 
10 For others who reflect on the civil egalitarian framing of Civil War era assimilation efforts, see O'Brien. Firsting 

and Lasting, 193-199; Rosen, American Indians and State Law, 160-179; Plane and Button, “The Massachusetts 

Indian Enfranchisement Act,” 587–618; Lincoln’s Commissioner of Indian Affairs William Dole noted, Indian 

“admission to all the rights of citizenship” offered “justice to them [Indians] and to ourselves.” See William Dole, 

“Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs,” November 26, 1862, in ARCIA 1862 (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1863), 12. For others who emphasize the place of the West as a place of policy 

experimentation before, during, and after the Civil War. See, Elliott West, “Reconstructing Race,” Western 

Historical Quarterly 34, no. 1 (2003): 6–26; Adam Arenson, “Introduction,” in Civil War Wests: Testing the Limits 

of the United States, edited by Adam Arenson (Oakland: Univ. of California Press, 2015), 1-8; Elliott West, The 

Last Indian War: The Nez Perce Story (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), xx. 
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(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991), 58. 
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the Pioneer Narrative,” PhD. diss. (University of Colorado at Boulder, 2012), 376-418; Craig Miner and William E. 
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Kansas, 1978), 7, 81-106; Stephen Warren, The Shawnees and Their Neighbors, 1795-1870 (Urbana: University of 
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192-197; Plane and Button, “The Massachusetts Indian Enfranchisement Act,” 587–618; Ely Parker also envisioned 
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social and political formations proved particularly effective in the face of federal assimilation 

policies. Anishinaabe bands are widely represented among those who embraced U.S. citizenship 

and private property ownership and reconstituted tribal life outside of federal administration in 

the mid-nineteenth century,15 including other Anishinaabeg removed to Kansas.16 By remaking 

their political identity in this way, the Ottawas effectively squared seeming impossibilities—

namely, the preservation of their tribal community and identity while becoming part of a settler 

state intending their destruction. Ottawas in Kansas, numbering less than 250 people, also 

achieved their immediate political objectives and shifted greater power over their destiny to 

themselves. Ultimately, these well-laid Ottawa plans failed to stave off dispossession;17 however, 

Ottawa visions of the compatibility of tribal identity and U.S. citizenship would frustrate the 

efforts of policymakers to transform the Ottawas into tribally-unaffiliated, individual Americans 

for the next century. 

 

Anishinaabe Autonomy Through Interconnectednes  

 Ottawa engagements with American society represent a continuation of longstanding 

Anishinaabe political strategies. If nationhood is defined in terms of exclusive jurisdiction over a 

 
15 Theodore J. Karamanski, “State Citizenship as a Tool of Indian Persistence: A Case Study of the Anishinaabeg of 

Michigan,” Michigan Historical Review 37 no. 1 (2011): 119-138; James M. McClurken, “Ottawa Adaptive 

Strategies to Indian Removal,” Michigan Historical Review 12, no. 1 (1986): 29–55; Matthew L. M. Fletcher, The 

Eagle Returns: The Legal History of the Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians (East Lansing: 

Michigan State University Press, 2012), 40-51, 85-93; Witgen, Seeing Red, 194-196; Susan E. Gray, “Anishinaabe 

Women and the Struggle for Indigenous Land Rights in Northern Michigan, 1836–1887,” in Allotment Stories: 

Indigenous Land Relations Under Settler Siege, edited by Daniel Heath Justice, and Jean M. O'Brien (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2021), 117-128; Theodore J. Karamanski, Blackbird's Song: Andrew J. Blackbird 

and the Odawa People (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2012), 134-136; John Bowes, Land Too 

Good for Indians: Northern Indian Removal (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2016), 182-210. 

16 Kelli Jean Mosteller,  “Place, Politics, and Property: Negotiating Allotment and Citizenship for the Citizen 

Potawatomi, 1861–1891,” PhD. diss. (The University of Texas at Austin, 2013), 2, 171-181. 

17 See Chapter 2. 
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territory by a centralized governing authority, the Ottawas represent abject failures and utterly 

overawed or hopelessly conciliatory in their willingness to surrender their claims to nationhood. 

Ottawas never contemplated their nationhood on these terms. Ottawa social and political identity 

rested on more flexible structures allowing Ottawas to envision the reconstitution of tribal life in 

American society.18 

 Anishinaabe society centered around a village consisting of individuals linked by kinship 

and a commitment to mutual noncoercive reciprocity. Often referred to as “bands,” the village 

served as the central social, political, and economic unit for the Anishinaabeg. Villages 

comprised a web of relatives connected by blood, marriage, or fictive kinship and tied together 

by social expectations of mutual respect, shared residence, and obligations to share food and 

gifts.19 Village leadership generally included a principal chief and a group of headmen. Ottawas 

later referred to this body as the “tribal council.” These leaders resolved disputes and represented 

the band in negotiations with outsiders. They achieved their position by some combination of 

heredity, religious authority, or achieved status but ruled by influence, not coercion, and made 

decisions in consultation and negotiation with a general council of tribal members. The 

composition of this “general council” varied by band but broadly represented the tribe, 

sometimes including all males, at other times representatives selected by consensus within 

individual families, and occasionally also including prominent women. The chief and other 

 
18 The flexibility of Ottawa political and social formations and their orientation toward outsiders rested on 

longstanding lifeways and a worldview that embraced the possibility of metamorphosis or transformation. As 

Michel Witgen notes, “Political power and social identity took on multiple forms among the Anishinaabeg. This 

capacity for change and adaptation mirrored an ability to shape-shift, a concept that was pivotal to the worldview of 

Anishinaabe peoples, and reflected in the behavior of their trickster figure Nanabozho.” Witgen, An Infinity of 

Nations, 19, see also, 13-15, 80-81, 89-90, 425. 

19 On forging interconnections with outsiders through marriage and adoption in Anishinaabe society, see Heidi 

Bohaker, Doodem and Council Fire: Anishinaabe Governance through Alliance (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 2020), 70-90. See also Miller, Ogimaag, 40-45. 
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members of the tribal council mediated between parties and positions at general council meetings 

and endeavored to create consensus on a course of action. Leadership depended on the respect 

accorded by tribal members, and as importantly, the endorsement by leaders of decisions that 

reflected broad agreement. Power centered on consultation with others and efforts to achieve 

unanimity.20 

Mobility characterized Anishinaabe life, and the Anishinaabeg defined their nationhood 

by people and relationships, not by rigid territorial control.21 Members of a band moved in 

seasonal round that maximized available resources. Villages also often relocated in response to 

political or economic needs. Varying by area resources and conditions, family groupings often 

dispersed in winter to pursue large game, congregated with other families in early spring at 

freshwater fisheries or maple groves, joined together at a different location to plant gardens, 

gather berries, or celebrate events in summer, periodically left to trade and socialize with 

neighboring villages, and harvested rice together in fall before again separating into family 

groupings to embark for winter camps and hunting grounds.22 Home was a stopping place in a 

longer history dispersing, recongregating, and migration.23 Instead of place, people defined the 

 
20 Miller, Ogimaag, 36, 66-68, 75-76. 

21 There is a robust literature on Anishinaabe mobility. See, for example Witgen, An Infinity of Nations, 87-96; 

Chantal Norrgard, Seasons of Change: Labor Treaty Rights and Ojibwe Nationhood (Chapel Hill: University of 
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Green, “Anishinaabe Gathering Rights and Market Arts: The Contribution of the WPA Indian Handicraft Project in 

Michigan,” in Tribal Worlds: Critical Studies in American Indian Nation Building, edited by Brian Hosmer and 

Larry Nesper (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2013), 219-252. 

22 Priscilla K. Buffalohead, “Farmers, Warriors, Traders: A Fresh Look at Ojibway Women,” in The American 

Indian Past and Present, edited by Roger L. Nichols (New York: Knopf, 1986), 28–38; David M. Stothers, and 
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23 Scott Richard Lyons, X-Marks: Native Signatures of Assent (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 
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village. As Michael Witgen summarized, Anishinaabe political power and social identity “did 

not take territorial form as a sovereign nation, wherein the body politic exercised supreme 

authority within a fixed and bordered land base defined by individual property rights. Among the 

Anishinaabeg, social identity and political autonomy derived from lived relationships.”24  Thus, 

Ottawas exercised political power without recourse to exclusive jurisdictional authority of a 

statist government. 

 Anishinaabeg achieved political objectives by working through a complex decentralized 

system of alliances and affiliations. Cecil King cogently summarizes the origins of the 

Anishinaabeg: “in the beginning there were three biological brothers…over many years, they 

went their separate ways, and as a result, three separate nations were formed: the Ojibwek, the 

Odawak, and the Potawatamiik. We call ourselves the Anishinaabeg.”25 This historic affiliation 

became known as the Three Fires Confederacy.26 While these ties allowed Ottawas to operate as 

part of a transregional social formation and occasionally form large coalitions, political power 

was dispersed. Unified action required unified agreement. At any time, villages might detach 

from these larger structures and mobilize power independently.27 In addition to band, doodem, a 

patrilineal social distinction extended social relations across villages.28 It delineated shared 

ancestry and obligations and provided an additional avenue for generating partnerships.29 Thus, 

 
24 Witgen, An Infinity of Nations, 356. 

25 Cecil King, Balancing Two Worlds: Jean-Baptiste Assiginack and the Odawa Nation, 1768-1866 (Saskatoon: Dr. 

Cecil King, 2013), 1. 

26 For an excellent summary of this political and social formation, see Donald L. Fixico, “The Alliance of the Three 

Fires in Trade and War, 1630-1812,” Michigan Historical Review 20, no. 2 (1994): 1–23. 

27 Witgen, An Infinity of Nations, 19-20. 

28 For a comprehensive treatment of doodem, see Bohaker, Doodem and Council Fire. 

29 Miller, Ogimaag, 35-41. 



37 

 

in diplomatic relationships, power derived from persuasion and marshaling available 

interconnections, not domination, and leaders increased their authority by generating productive 

relationships.30 

 Anishinaabeg deployed their multifaceted social and political structures to their 

advantage. Some have argued the decentralized nature of Anishinaabe power impeded unified 

resistance, but more recent assessments emphasize how flexibility allowed for rapid shifts in 

political structure in response to changing needs.31 Looking at the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century, scholars have cogently demonstrated how the Anishinaabeg managed 

multiple and evolving situational identities to create alliances with former enemies and 

profoundly transform their own social identity. The diffuse nature of Anishinaabe power 

countered rigidly unified, hierarchical, and static European assertions of dominance.32 Tracing 

this process into the treaty era, Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark notes, “Anishinaabe have always 

engaged in the process of transformation, understanding what nationhood has meant for their 

people while carefully and strategically shifting what it would become, expressing who they 

were while envisioning what they would be.”33 

 

The Maumee Ottawas  

Like other Anishinaabeg, Ottawas sought deeper and more productive relationships with 

outsiders. Of the Anishinaabeg, the Ottawa, whose name means “to trade,” exemplified those 

 
30 Cary Miller, Ogimaag: Anishinaabeg Leadership, 1760-1845 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2010), 18-

19, 82-83. 

31 Miller, Ogimaag, 3-5, 230-236. 

32 Witgen, An Infinity of Nations, 1-21. 

33 Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark, “Marked by Fire: Anishinaabe Articulations of Nationhood in Treaty Making with 

the United States and Canada,” American Indian Quarterly 36, no. 2 (2012), 124.  
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who fostered closer personal, familial, and diplomatic alliances to promote trade.34 As 

intermediaries and traders, Ottawas eschewed autarchy or domination as paths to power. Instead, 

as Gregory Dowd has noted, “the Ottawas sought strength by good trading relations with their 

neighbors, they were willing to let others ply their routes.”35 Ottawas harnessed these principles 

in their interactions with colonial powers and engaged in dynamic cultural interchange to 

facilitate a productive coexistence. In the process, they adopted and even encouraged aspects of 

settler colonial expansion for tribal ends.36 As mediators between complex civilizations, Ottawas 

capitalized on “creative misunderstandings” to achieve their objectives, and they sought to form 

from divergent traditions a constructive synthesis, to attain unity and keep autonomy.37  

 In the eighteenth century, Ottawa bands based in the Maumee River Valley engaged with 

colonial powers and other Native nations to establish productive relationships but resorted to 

collective violence as needed. In the early 1700s, families from two doodemag, the Negig (otter) 

and Nassaueketon (fork people), left the Ottawas in northern Michigan and migrated from that 

territory to the Maumee River Valley. They established villages close to the newly established 

trading outpost of Detroit.38 Decades of trade, intermarriage, and alliance with the French and 

Native nations of the Ohio River Valley followed. While diplomacy generally prevailed, Ottawas 

 
34 Gregory Evans Dowd, War Under Heaven: Pontiac, the Indian Nations, & the British Empire (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 2004), 10-11. 

35 Dowd, War Under Heaven, 10. 
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also used force to defend their homelands and interests. Unable to establish respectful relations 

with the British, Pontiac led violent resistance to domineering British authority. Pontiac hailed 

from and led Ottawa villages along the Maumee River, but he persuaded others to join his efforts 

to expel British armies and colonists from the region. His efforts succeeded in restoring a 

tenuous diplomatic peace.39 

 Throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth century, wars and diseases resulted in 

widespread displacement and population decline for Native communities in the Ohio River 

Valley and reshaped Ottawa communities living along the Maumee River. To survive, Ottawa 

villages incorporated refugees and captives and intermarriage with individuals from surrounding 

communities increased. Ottawas inhabited what some have described as “a world made of 

fragments,”40 and ethnically diverse and polyglot Ottawa villages used the varied backgrounds of 

members of the community to forge productive cross-cultural relationships.41 Ottawa villages 

sustained their distinctiveness less in strict cultural or ethnic terms than in terms of shared 

kinship relations and commitments to the community and its perpetuation. Villages generally 

functioned as a preeminent affiliation among a host of complex social and political loyalties.42  

American military invasion prompted substantive shifts in Ottawa lifeways in the decades 

leading up to removal in the 1830s. Ohio lay at the forefront of the expansionist efforts of the 

 
39 On Pontiac’s War as a conflict about how “Indian peoples and an expansive colonial power related, politically and 

socially, to each other,” see, Dowd, War Under Heaven, 2, 63-75; White, The Middle Ground, 269-365. On 

Pontiac’s birth along the Maumee River and leadership of villages along the Maumee River, see, for example, 

Howard H. Peckham, Pontiac and the Indian Uprising (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1947), 16-18, 252-

253. 

40 White, The Middle Ground, 1.  

41 White, The Middle Ground, 328-329. 

42 Stothers and Tucker, The Fry Site, 21-64; White, The Middle Ground, 16-20; Helen Hornbeck Tanner, “The 

Glaize in 1792: A Composite Indian Community,” Ethnohistory 25, no. 1 (1978): 15–39. 
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newly-established United States. White migration from the east and expansion emanating from 

Detroit to their north hemmed in Ottawa villages.43 Alliances of Northwest Indians and the 

United States fought decisive engagements in the Maumee River Valley. Natives suffered 

defeats at the Battle of Fallen Timbers (1794) and Tecumseh’s siege of Fort Meigs (1813). Both 

battles were fought only a few miles from Ottawa villages and prompted increased demands for 

Ottawa land cessions. The 1817 Treaty of the Maumee Rapids confined the Maumee Ottawas to 

small reserves in northwest Ohio that undermined traditional subsistence patterns based in 

moving to harvest seasonal resources. In response, many Ottawas turned to raising hogs, cattle, 

and chickens and farming with iron plows.44  

Ottawas adapted to encroaching colonial society to prevent removal.45As white 

settlements rapidly surrounded Ottawa communities, Ottawas increasingly engaged with 

Christianity and white educational initiatives. In 1823, Presbyterian missionary Isaac Van Tassel 

established a mission and school along Maumee River, subsidized in part by the federal 

Civilization Fund Act. Van Tassel’s missionizing efforts generally met stiff resistance, and he 

only gained a handful of converts.46 Ottawas responded more favorably to his educational 

 
43 The geographic location of the Maumee Ottawas led to the more rapid collapse of Anishinaabe control and 

authority, outlined by Michael Witgen as Anishinaabewaki. In other areas, Native power remained dominate much 

longer. 

44 Mary Stockwell, The Other Trail of Tears: The Removal of the Ohio Indians (Yardley: Westholme Publishing, 

2015), 88-116. 

45 This strategy failed for the Maumee Ottawa, but for other Ottawas, living in areas initially less desirable to white 

settlers, this strategy proved successful. Comparisons with the Ottawas who remained in Michigan are striking. To 

avoid removal from Michigan, scholars have noted those Ottawas, “fashioned their own ‘civilization policy’ for 

survival in Michigan and set out to convince the missionaries, Indian agents, state officials, and even the federal 

government of their potential for becoming citizens.” Thus, Ottawas in both places pursued a similar adaptative 

orientation toward American society to navigate colonial encroachment and eventual envelopment. See, McClurken, 

“Ottawa Adaptive Strategies to Indian Removal,” 49. 

46 Clarence E. King, interview by Peggy Dycus, May 16, 1969, Doris Duke Collection of American Indian Oral 

History, University of Oklahoma, University of Oklahoma Libraries, Norman, Oklahoma; Lucia Van Tassel to H.S. 
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initiatives, and the school offered instruction in reading, writing, arithmetic, geography, and 

agriculture.47 As the specter of forced removal from Ohio grew, Ottawas endeavored to solidify 

their claims to remain through agriculture and gaining competency in English. Van Tassel 

recorded how some Ottawas began “to see and feel the importance of educating their children 

and had come to the decision that they would turn their attention more to the cultivation of the 

soil. They had obtained farming utensils and actually made arrangements to put in a crop of 

wheat this fall.”48 With the aid of a few Ottawas, most notably tribal member Lewis King, Van 

Tassel had printed and bound a short spelling book with hymns, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Ten 

Commandments in both English and the Ottawa language.49 The first Ottawas to gain literacy in 

English and the Ottawa language received their education at the Maumee Mission of Van 

Tassel.50  

Despite their efforts at cultural adaptation, the Ottawas suffered removal from Ohio to 

lands west of the Mississippi River. By the 1820s, the Ottawa land base had been so dramatically 

reduced that many Ottawa relied on debts incurred with traders for their subsistence. Alcohol 

abuse was rampant and pushed on Ottawas by local settlers, and traders desiring payment 

demanded Ottawa removal and land cessions. Despite the dire circumstances of life, Ottawas 
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resisted removal. Ottawa villages along the Maumee, including Roche de Boeuf, Blanchard's 

Fork, and Oquanoxie's Village, sharply divided over the efficacy of removal. Although the 

villages negotiated with the federal government as separate entities, all Ottawa villages along the 

Maumee River ultimately suffered expulsion from their historic homelands.51 An 1831 Treaty, 

signed by President Andrew Jackson, dictated that the Ottawas residing at Blanchard's Fork and 

Oquanoxie's Village remove to a reservation of 34,000 acres along the Marais des Cygnes River 

in what would later become Franklin County, Kansas. The treaty granted them the land “in fee 

simple.”52 In the same treaty, the Ottawas residing nearby at the village of Roche de Boeuf were 

to remove later and to receive 40,000 acres in an adjoining reservation, with the same protections 

granted to their reserve. Some Ottawas fled to Walpole Island in Canada, or lingered, landless, in 

Ohio for a time, but most Ottawas residing along Maumee River moved west in the 1830s.53  

Ottawas carried west their complex and dynamic social and political formation, traditions 

of strategic accommodation, and commitments and responsibilities to each other. These 

represented longstanding aspects of Ottawa life. Ottawas also carried more recent engagements 

with new modes of farming, Christianity, and educational initiatives. In the decades after 

removal from Ohio, Ottawas would continue to transform their society in response to changing 

needs. They would do so while maintaining their identity as a tribal community. To remain static 

would have been aberrant.   

 

 
51 The complexities of Ottawa political associations and the detailed negotiations that transpired are best recounted 

in Stockwell, The Other Trail of Tears, 213-182 

52 “Treaty with the Ottawa, 1831,” in Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties, Vol. 2, edited by Charles J. Kappler 

(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1903), 335-339. 

53 Robert F. Bauman, “The Migration of the Ottawa Indians from the Maumee Valley to Walpole Island,” Northwest 
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Mobility, Social Variation, and Tribal Government in Kansas  

 While waiting for a steamboat in Cincinnati to take him and 173 other Ottawas to their 

new reservation in Kansas in 1837, thirteen-year-old Joseph Badger King (Ko-tah-wun) was 

given a pair of trousers made of homespun tow as a charitable contribution from some of the 

residents of Cincinnati—a token kindness amid a great injustice. These were Joseph’s first set of 

clothes made after the manner of white people, and seventy-five years later, he still recalled 

them. At the time of removal, most Ottawas dressed after their old Indian customs, few spoke 

English or could read or write, and only a handful had embraced Christianity. Joseph’s father 

Lewis King (Pe-mat-se-win) was of French-Ojibwe descent and had been adopted by the 

Ottawas amid the turmoil and dislocation of the War of 1812. Lewis’ adoption was undoubtedly 

facilitated by his older sister Jane King (Chequah Watbee), a revered medicine woman who had 

married Kinewaba, one of the principal leaders of the Blanchard’s Fork band of Ottawas and a 

grand-nephew of Chief Pontiac. Fluent in five languages, including English, Lewis served as a 

translator after his adoption by the Ottawas. In the 1820s, Lewis joined the nascent congregation 

of missionary Isaac Van Tassel at his Maumee Mission in Ohio. After removal from Ohio, Lewis 

sent Joseph and his siblings to be educated at the Shawnee Friends Mission, near Westport, a 

town on the Missouri River later incorporated into Kansas City and about fifty miles from the 

new Ottawa reservation.54  

Within a few years of removal, around half of the roughly 500 Ottawas who had left for 

Kansas died of illness, malnutrition, and exposure, and the formerly separate village bands 

consolidated into one community for strength. Among the dead was Lewis, who had been 
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proceeded by his wife, a French woman. Quaker school officials placed Joseph, now an orphan, 

in the care of Quaker families in Ohio to finish his education. In 1845, at age twenty-two, Joseph 

returned to the Ottawas. He reportedly experienced such a “dislike for Indian ways”55 he went 

back to Ohio, but he returned to the Ottawa reservation the next year. Joseph began farming on 

the Ottawa reserve, married Christina McCoy of Ottawa-Munsee heritage, and “smiled 

incredulously”56 as an upstart youth at stories of the rites and mysteries of the Medicine Lodge 

told to him by Ottawa elders. In the 1850s, Joseph segued his literacy in English and fluency in 

multiple Indian languages into occasional employment as a store clerk at Westport, and he took 

his first posts in tribal leadership. Later in life, he drew on his diverse experiences and served as 

chief of the Ottawa Tribe.57  

Joseph’s life featured grounded belonging in an Ottawa community defined by continual 

changes.58 Certain formative characteristics abided—a heterogeneity, mobility, and 

interconnection with outsiders that made the community flexible and adaptable coupled with a 

tightly-knit set of kinship ties that provided community cohesion. As the life of Lewis and 

Joseph encapsulates, Ottawas derived from diverse backgrounds, maintained different religions 

and occupations, periodically departed and returned, spoke a variety of languages, and integrated 

outsiders through marriage and adoption. The Ottawa’s complex social formation was neither 

 
55 This fact is included in a footnote about King’s life and background. The footnote was written with information 

supplied by King but does not purport to be his exact words. King, “The Ottawa Indians in Kansas and Oklahoma,” 
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isolated nor closed off from the outside world.59 At the same time, the Ottawas never numbered 

more than 300 people from shortly after removal from Ohio until well into the twentieth century. 

A web of kinship bonds based in blood, intermarriage, or adoption connected these Ottawas, and 

lineages often coalesced in the wives, children, or siblings of Pontiac.60 Tribal members also 

shared a history of struggling together through removal and reorganization and an affiliation that 

allowed them to collectively mobilize to improve their circumstances and create opportunities for 

their children. Thus, Ottawas maintained a grounded sense of belonging based in shared kinship 

and history that permitted movement and social variation. The community could include within 

its membership those who embraced new ideas and lifeways, periodically moved away, or even 

smiled incredulously at sacred traditions alongside those who did not. 

Tribal government helped maintain community cohesion, and after removal, Ottawas 

adapted their political structure to reflect their new realities. In Ohio, the Ottawas had been 

divided into multiple village polities. The bands differed on the question of removal and 

negotiated with federal officials as separate entities.61 To impose removal, one chief even had to 
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Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair, and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark (East Lancing: Michigan State University Press, 
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be “tied, hand and foot, and thrown into a wagon.”62 The 1831 Treaty created two distinct 

adjoining reservations in Kansas, and removal itself took place in at least three separate journeys 

in 1832, 1837, and 1839.63 As noted, rapid population loss in the years after removal compelled 

the Ottawas to consolidate their once separate bands under one tribal government. From a long 

history of proximity in Ohio, many members of those bands already shared kinship connections, 

and they generally identified with a small handful of doodem, sometimes called clans, most 

notably the Negig (otter) doodem, from which Pontiac hailed.64 After the merger, tribal members 

remembered prior village affiliations, just as adopted members recalled former tribal affiliations, 

but it no longer defined their social position. Largely isolated from other Anishinaabeg in 

Kansas, doodem ceased to hold many of the same social functions it held previously, such as 

defining eligible marriage partners.65 The newly consolidated political entity became the 

preeminent Ottawa affiliation. 

Tribal government reflected Ottawa diversity and commitment to non-coercive political 

authority. Ottawas maintained a “general council” that functioned as the central deliberative 

body for tribal decisions. In the Ottawa case, the general council appears to have included all 

adult males. Through protracted discussion and negotiation, the general council endeavored to 

 
62 King, “The Ottawa Indians in Kansas and Oklahoma,” 373-374. Widespread sickness is a recurrent theme in the 
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achieve consensus.66 Ultimately, a smaller “tribal council” consisting of a principal chief and a 

group of headmen mediated disputes and viewpoints and reached conclusions. Historically, 

heredity or religious authority often determined Anishinaabe tribal leadership.67 Likely to 

facilitate the merging of bands, some Ottawas who had the right to claim hereditary leadership 

voluntarily renounced their claims.68 Instead, the general council selected the principal chief and 

headmen, although heredity and religious authority likely remained considerations. The religious 

leaders selected as headmen also reflected shifting religious affiliations among the Ottawas. 

Once selected, the principal chief served in that capacity for the rest of their life or until they 

resigned because they lacked the support or ability to hold the post. Komchaw would serve as 

principal chief from the mid-1840s until right before the Civil War, at which point the council 

elected Pem-ach-wung. Unlike the chief, the other members of the tribal council faced the 

prospect of replacement or challengers for their posts.69 Additional leadership positions included 

those tasked with investigating and resolving petty crimes, and these “lawmen” were similarly 

appointed by the general council.70 

In their decision-making, Ottawas exercised substantial autonomy over their affairs due 

to the salutary neglect of federal officials and the geographic location of their new reserve. The 

Ottawas operated under conditions of gradual colonial encroachment, but their situation sharply 

contrasted with activist federal intervention to coerce assimilation that characterized the late 

nineteenth century. Ottawas had been removed to a 74,000-acre tract in the heart of Indian 
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Territory in Kansas, and the reservations of other Indian nations separated the Ottawa reserve 

from the Missouri border. This buffer allowed the Ottawas to distance themselves from 

unwanted influences while remaining sufficiently close to be connected to American society. 

During the 1840s, Ottawa complaints about outsider interference almost invariably referred to 

the depredations committed by members of neighboring tribes. White encroachment only 

became a major issue in the 1850s. Federal Indian agents also rarely intervened in Ottawa affairs. 

Complaining about overwork, the Indian agent for the Osage Agency that supervised the Ottawas 

noted in 1848 that he had to oversee a territory over 150 miles in length and consisting of nine 

tribes.71 The Ottawas were among the smaller of these, and unlike some others, they rarely had 

conflicts with white settlers that demanded the attention of the Indian agent. Indian agents for the 

Ottawas distributed annuities and served as the point of contact for Ottawa requests of the federal 

government but played little role in day-to-day life on the Ottawa reserve.   

Ottawa mobility connected them to the world beyond their reservation. Ottawas traded 

with their western neighbors the Kaw and Sac and Fox tribes for buffalo meat, tanned robes, and 

plaited rawhide lariats.72 Ottawas similarly visited the tribes east of their reserve to sell their 

wares, especially during annuity payments. Occasionally, groups of Ottawas ventured south or 

west on hunting expeditions of their own.73 Ottawa economic relationships also extended to 

white Americans. Subsisting in an environment foreign to their historic lifeways, Ottawas 
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regularly left their reservation to procure seeds, livestock, and farming implements at Westport.74 

Trade included other commodities as well. By 1851, one white observer noted of the Ottawas, 

“their houses are now furnished with chairs, tables, and bedsteads, and some with bureaus, 

presses, wardrobes, and clocks.”75 Ottawas rebuilt their society in a new land and managed 

changes and differences as they adjusted to new conditions. 

 

Christianity, Education, and Community 

The growth of Christianity among tribal members and new educational opportunities 

tested the resiliency and adaptability of Ottawa political and social structures built on consensus. 

Christian influence came most notably in the form of  Baptist missionary Jotham Meeker. 

Meeker lived and labored among the Ottawas from 1837 until his death in 1855. Born in 1804 in 

Cincinnati and originally a printer by trade, Meeker started his missionary career working among 

the Ottawas in Michigan. There, he began learning the Ottawa language and composing his own 

orthography, and he acquired the name “Mano-keke-toh” or “he that speaks good words.”76 In 

1834, the Baptist Board of Missions directed Meeker to establish a printing operation at 

Shawanoe Mission in what is now Kansas, and he began printing religious tracts in Indian 

languages. In 1837, per his request, Meeker and his wife began missionary work among the 
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recently removed Ottawas. The next year, David Green (Shong-gwesh) became the first Ottawa 

to convert to Christianity due to Meeker’s efforts, and as one tribal member recalled, Green’s 

“conviction led the others to believe.”77 Green, Thomas Wolfe (Wa-wish-qua), Lewis King, and 

other early Ottawa converts aided Meeker in translating hymns and portions of the gospel into 

the Ottawa language, and in 1838, these were printed as the “Ottawa Frist Book.”78 Slowly, 

greater numbers of Ottawas embraced Christianity.  

Christianity provoked heated disagreements, but tribal members mediated these through 

the general council. During Meeker’s early years as missionary, some tribal leaders actively 

worked against his efforts. Meeker related some opposed his work because converts “are 

renouncing their superstitions, and are opposing all the Indian's vices.”79 Opponents of Meeker 

threatened his expulsion, and the general council even deliberated barring those who attended 

Meeker’s meetings from rations and annuities.80 In one memorable general council in 1840, 

Meeker recorded in his journal, “On my arrival I found them in real council style with two 

American flags hoisted over the council ground. After we were seated Ottowukkee addressed me 

and said that Kompchoh would deliver a speech to me, after which I might answer. Kompchaw 

presented several charges against me, and intimated that he did not want, nor never had wanted 

me in the country.”81 Others rose and spoke against Meeker. Meeker then retorted with his own 

speech. Finally, David Green and other Ottawa converts “replied boldly” and gave a spirited 
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defense of Meeker and Christianity. The “council broke up without accomplishing anything”—

no consensus could be reached. A few days later, Meeker noted “Our opponents, Ottawas, seem 

ashamed of their proceedings against us, and propose to drop all hard feelings, &c.  Hope that we 

shall go on in peace again. No limits are set to our religious efforts.”82 With a growing number of 

Ottawa converts, consensus demanded tolerance. Within a few years, Meeker noted “all open 

opposition to the preaching of the gospel and other religious efforts among the Ottawas have 

died away.”83 Some Ottawas embraced Christianity. Others rejected it. Ottawa subjectivity could 

encompass both groups.84  

Far from merely engaged in seeking converts, Meeker used his education to contribute to 

Ottawa life, and Ottawas sought to build competencies in reading and writing for themselves by 

having a school established among them. As Joseph Badger King reflected, “the patient 

missionary won the friendship and good will of all these men, however, by his uniform kindness, 

sincerity and tact.”85 At the request of the Ottawas, Meeker wrote letters, served as a translator in 

negotiations with Indian agents, procured items from white merchants or on his travels east, and 

regularly printed items in the Ottawa language per Ottawa requests. In this manner, the tribal 

members drew on his skills to advance community needs. Ottawas solicited Jotham Meeker to 
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establish a school and help them acquire literacy in the Ottawa language,86 and Meeker printed a 

primer with hymns and portions of the gospels in the Ottawa language.87 As tribal member 

Lizzie Wolfe (Nos-squat-ta) noted, “at that time the work began there were six Ottawa man 

chosen to assist Rev. Meeker to frame up and who compose an Indian alphabet which the 

Ottawas were taught to read and write in their own language and my people took a great 

interest.”88 In 1839, the general council requested Meeker “to write to the Board relative to 

establishing a boarding school among us.”89 A few years later, Lewis King, “called a council of 

Ottawas…relative to establishing a Presbyterian boarding school among the Ottawas.”90 These 

efforts did failed, but from 1840 onward Meeker hosted a “winter evening school” at which he 

instructed “men, women, and children in reading, writing, and arithmetic.”91 By the mid-1840s, 

Meeker boasted of the Ottawas “from 80 to 100 read in their own language,”92 of a tribal 

population of around 280.93 

Ottawas worked cooperatively to secure educational opportunities for their youth to gain 

literacy in English. Many Ottawas sent their children to the Shawnee Methodist Mission school 
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and Shawnee Baptist Mission school, both boarding schools located near each other and about 

sixty miles from the Ottawa reservation. Unlike late nineteenth century Indian schools, parents 

could opt whether to send their children to these schools, and only some children attended.94 

Those who did generally traveled in groups to the schools, accompanied by an Ottawa parent for 

the journey, and resided at the school for ten months of the year.95 Desirous of having their 

children closer to home, Ottawas continued efforts to have a school established on the Ottawa 

reservation. In 1848, the Ottawas decided “as a nation to appropriate out of their annuity $150 a 

year for a boarding school”96; however, the Indian Office deemed this sum insufficient. By the 

early 1850s, upwards of 30 Ottawa youth annually attended mission schools outside the Ottawa 

reservation.97 Federal officials reported most Ottawa children could read and write in English 

“very well” or “fairly.”98 Federal officials intended education to destroy Indian culture and 

identity. Ottawas saw it as additive, not subtractive. English, for example, merely augmented 

tribal naming conventions, and one observer noted, the Ottawas “give their children Indian 

names as well as English ones.”99 

Literacy in the Ottawa language and English provided new avenues for Ottawas to 

achieve individual and community objectives. To aid in negotiations with government officials, 
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Ottawa leaders had translations of their treaties printed in the Ottawa language to study.100 At 

least occasionally, Ottawas corresponded among themselves via letters written in their own 

language.101 Ottawa leaders also sometimes called on literate tribal members to write direct 

appeals to the Indian Office and thereby bypass their Indian agent.102 English also provided 

avenues to engage in deeper commercial and social interactions with white Americans. Some 

Ottawas worked at white mercantile establishments, and tribal member Tauy Jones operated a 

hotel or boarding house out of his substantial two-story house on the Ottawa reservation. In the 

1840s and 1850s, a handful of Ottawa men and women also married whites.103  

Education built new competencies and often led to conversion to Christianity. The 

experiences of William Hurr (Naw-swa-ke-shick) emblematize this process. Born along the 

Maumee River near Toledo around 1830, Hurr lost his mother when he was one and made the 

removal journey to Kansas around age five. Hurr’s father died shortly thereafter, and he came 

under the care of his brother. As Hurr recalled, “my people at that time were strong in opposition 

to education and Christianity....through the providence of God, my brother sent me to school and 

told me something prompted him to send me to school. I gave my consent and education led me 

to have knowledge of Christ.”104 Hurr attended the Shawnee Methodist Mission School starting 
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in the early 1840s and requested baptism in 1845.105 Through school, Hurr gained literacy in the 

Ottawa language and English, and he went on to master six other Indian languages.106 Hurr’s 

education and skills gained him a place of influence among tribal leadership, including election 

as a lawman,107 and Hurr acted as a translator in treaty negotiations throughout the 1850s and 

1860s.108  

As more Ottawas converted, their growing church became a means to achieve community 

objectives. From its inception, Ottawas held leadership roles in the church.109 The Ottawa 

congregation elected deacons to supervise and manage the organization, and tribal leaders, 

including Thomas Wolf and his son Jacob, descendants of Pontiac, served in this role.110 Thus, 

heredity likely informed congregational choices for church leadership. Ottawa leaders regularly 

preached and led services concurrently with Meeker or in Meeker’s absence.111 The church 

became another vehicle for tribal leaders to support the tribal community, and the congregation 

took up collections to assist the poor and needy.112 As tribal member Lizzie Wolfe recalled, her 

grandfather and later her father were “presiding elders in their respective churches at their day 

and in the meantime were the chief rulers that govern my said tribe and exercised their Christian 
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influence. Thus, the widow, the orphan, the sick and the needy provided and protected and my 

people were a prosperous nation.”113  

Leaders in the Ottawa Baptist Church also served in tribal leadership. The life 

experiences of James Wind (Shaw-bon-da) reflects this process. Born in Ohio, James Wind was 

the son of Notino, a prominent medicine man and a grandson of Pontiac.114 Notino raised his 

son, born in 1818, in Indian faith, beliefs, and customs.115 After removal from Ohio, however, 

Wind chose a different path. His half-brother David Green (Shong-gwesh) was the first Ottawa 

convert to the new faith under Meeker’s influence, and Green led his brother to Christianity. 

After Wind’s conversion, the two sons strove to convert their father Notino. In the winter of 

1844, Notino cast his generations-old medicine bag filled with sacred objects into the rushing 

waters and breaking ice of the Marais des Cygnes River. Notino safeguarded one item from 

among the hallowed materials, a painted eagle feather used in the medicine dance for several 

generations and perhaps centuries. He presented it to Meeker, and Meeker used it as a quill in the 

composition of his journals.116 Meeker recorded their actions, but Notino, Wind, and Green 

wrote their own identities as Ottawas and Christians. In 1845, David Green drowned attempting 

to cross a swollen tributary of the Marais des Cygnes River to attend a prayer meeting. Wind 

seized upon the unfinished work of his brother. He took his brother’s place as Meeker’s assistant, 
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began preaching, and thereafter regularly won election to church offices.117 Wind delivered the 

prayer at Meeker’s funeral in 1855. He continued in church leadership after his death and 

became an ordained minister for the congregation. At the same time, he increasingly took roles 

in tribal leadership. By the late 1840s, Wind served as second only to Komchaw on the tribal 

council.118 Throughout the 1850s, Wind served as the principal Ottawa spokesperson at treaty 

negotiations, and one tribal member described Wind as “chief and leader and Elder who pastored 

our church.”119  

Ottawas harnessed the Ottawa Baptist Church to cooperatively advance common 

concerns while allowing for individual autonomy in religious affiliation.120 For all Ottawas, 

baptized or not, the church meeting house became a central pillar in tribal life. A catastrophic 

flood in 1844 destroyed the first meeting house, and in the years that followed, the full 

community labored to erect a new structure. As Meeker recorded in his private journal, “We 

finish putting up the logs. The opposers to Christianity have, many of them, turned out and 

helped us for the last three days, their chief taking the lead.”121 That same day, before the full 

completion of the building, the site had already become a tribal, not merely a Christian, space, 

and Meeker recorded, “The Indians hold a council this evening at the new building relative to 
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matter connected the approaching annuity payment.”122 In the years that followed, the church 

meeting house became the central gathering place for tribal meetings and community social 

affairs, and both church members and other Ottawas contributed to its upkeep and 

maintenance.123 In fact, an Ottawa general council held at this “house of worship” in 1854 made 

the decision to pursue U.S. citizenship and allotment.124  
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Figure 1.2- Hymn and translation from The Ottauwa Spelling Book (1830) published by 

missionary Isaac Van Tassel.125 

 

 
125 Isaac Van Tassel, The Ottauwa Spelling Book with some Translations of Scripture and Hymns (Hudson, Ohio: 
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Figure 1.3- William Hurr (Naw-swa-ke-shick), 1869.126 
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Changing Lifeways and Governance  

In Kansas, the Ottawas adjusted their lifeways to the realities of agricultural life on the 

plains, and Ottawas gradually altered governance structures to reflect these new dynamics. Prior 

to removal, Ottawas sent scouts to assess their new reservation and undoubtedly anticipated how 

their new environment would demand a different style of life. Ottawas had long engaged in 

agriculture and had experimented with animal husbandry and farming with iron plows in Ohio. 

Death, deprivation, and starvation on the plains of Kansas demanded further experimentation. 

Farming in Kansas necessitated breaking new ground. The 1831 Treaty included provisions for 

the federal government to supply the Ottawas with plows and harnesses. When Ottawas inquired 

as to them upon leaving the Maumee, they were told they would be in St. Louis. Not at that 

location, Ottawas inquired again and were told they would be traveling via another boat. They 

never arrived. As tribal leader Notino complained, “Some of us borrowed plows to break up all 

of our field, some half, and others could get no other plowing done than what they did with their 

hoes.”127 The fear of poverty and starvation was palpable, and the failure of federal officials to 

abide by their commitments undoubtedly exacerbated Ottawa casualties following removal. 

Ottawas only received the long-awaited plows years later. As Notino’s account suggests, 

Ottawas predicted removal to their new environment would require new lifeways.  

Ottawas established themselves as agriculturalists operating individual family farms. As 

early as 1843, one observer noted “they all live in log cabins, have fields enclosed with rail-

fences, raise a comfortable supply of corn and garden vegetables, are beginning to raise wheat, 

have horses, cattle and swine, a small grist-mill in operation, and many other conveniences of 

 
127 Notino was in the last group of Ottawa migrants and likely borrowed plows from Ottawas who had removed 

earlier and had received their plows. No-tin-no to D. D. Mitchell, October 4, 1843, Jotham Meeker Papers, M-617, 

KSHS. 
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life.”128 Men typically cleared new ground and plowed while both men and women sowed and 

harvested.129 For labor-intensive tasks, Ottawas regularly assisted each other and shared plows, 

oxen, horses, and other agricultural implements.130 Tribal members also cooperatively labored  

and directed annuities to make targeted improvements, including erecting a grist mill for use by 

the community.131 Cognizant of the ever-present threat of starvation, Ottawas organized mutual 

assistance through tribal government in times of drought or following floods.132 

 Ottawas slowly built a successful farming community. Indian Agent B.A. James noted, 

“these people are all farmers without an exception that I know of, live in comfortable houses, and 

have a sufficiency of stock around them.”133 Similarly, Reverend Joseph Romig remembered of 

the Ottawas, “they all had teams and small farms, from a few acres up to 20 or more.”134 Jotham 

Meeker summarized the success of the roughly 200 Ottawas: “they have cultivated this season 

 
128 Thomas Jefferson Farnham, Travels in The Great Western Prairies, the Anahuac and Rocky Mountains, and In 

The Oregon Territory (London: Richard Bentley, 1843), 138-139; For a similar assessment, see also Henry Rowe 

Schoolcraft, Indian Tribes of the United States: Their Present Condition and Prospects, and a Sketch of Their 

Ancient Status, Part VI (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott and Company, 1857), 517. 

129 This somewhat mirrors the division of labor in Anishinaabe agriculture in the Great Lakes; however, it differs in 

that Ottawa men performed most agricultural labor in Kansas, at least according to the evidence in the Meeker 

journal. This might reflect Meeker’s biases and that he only hired male laborers to perform agricultural tasks on his 

farm, which constitutes most of his specific references to Ottawas performing agricultural tasks. 

130 Jotham Meeker to John Chenault, October 4, 1852, in ARCIA 1852 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 

Office, 1852), 95-96; Jotham Meeker to Charles Handy, October 2, 1849, in ARCIA 1849-1850 (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1850), 159; Meeker, Journal, May 10, 1838, June 8, 1838, May 15, 1840, July 8, 1847, 

April 11, 1851, May 1, 1852, M-174, KSHS. 

131 Meeker, Journal, July 6, 1849, M-174, KSHS. By the early 1850s, on their own initiative and out of their own 

funds, Ottawas also erected a blacksmith shop and employed a tribal member as a salaried miller and a white man as 

a blacksmith. See, Jotham Meeker to Alfred J. Vaughn, September 18, 1845, in ARCIA 1845 (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1845), 609-610. 

132 Meeker, Journal, June 15, 1844, June 23, 1845, M-174, KSHS. 

133 B.A. James to Col. A Cumming, September 1, 1857, in ARCIA 1857 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 

Office, 1858), 185. 

134 Joseph Romig, “A brief sketch of Indian tribes in Franklin County, Kansas,” Indian History Collection, box 2, 

Chippewa and Munsee folder, KSHS. 
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from about five to forty acres to each family; have enclosed, including pastures, with good rail 

and fences, about 675 acres of land, which is on average, about 3 acres per head. They own about 

300 heads of cattle, 150 horses, 50 hogs, 25 sheep, and 17 wagons.”135 A statistical survey that 

same year adds to this picture by noting the Ottawas possessed 21 plows and 30 oxen and 

annually produced 200lbs of butter, 500lbs of honey, 3,500 melons, 8,000 bushels of corn, 700 

bushels of potatoes, 1,500 bushels of oats, 400 bushels of turnips, and 350 bushels of beans.136 

Ottawa success drew the envy of whites who wished to become small yeomen farmers. As Indian 

Agent John Chenault noted, “the eye of the traveler who passes through their country is cheered 

with the sights of comfortable houses, and respectable well-cultivated farms”137 

In developing individual family farms, Ottawas grafted their existing traditions to the 

realities of agricultural life in Kansas. Anishinaabe leaders had long designated tracts of land for 

specific purposes and for the use of families, with concomitant rights to commodities produced 

from that land.138 As villages regularly shifted locations and migrated based on the season, 

designations were inherently temporary. In Kansas, families made hard-won improvements, 

broke new ground, and labored to build substantial log or frame houses. Unsurprisingly, they 

desired to protect and maintain those claims more permanently. Thus, Ottawas modified their 

existing system of land tenure to suit these new dynamics and developed landholding practices 

 
135 Jotham Meeker to John Chenault, September 12, 1851, in ARCIA 1851 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 

Office, 1851), 69-70. 

136 Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, Historical and Statistical Information, Respecting the History, Condition and 

Prospects of the Indian Tribes of the United States (Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo and Company, 1851), 480-

481. 

137 John Chenault to L. Lea, September 17, 1851, in ARCIA 1851 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 

1851), 68. 

138 Miller, Ogimaag, 93-99; Kenneth H. Bobroff, “Retelling Allotment: Indian Property Rights and the Myth of 

Common Ownership,” Vanderbilt Law Review 54, no. 4, (May 2001): 1565-1566. 
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that resembled private property ownership.139 Tribal members also made written wills,140 and 

among themselves they sold or rented locations with improvements.141 As early as 1839, some 

Ottawas even proposed obtaining a formal patent for their reservation and “subdividing the 

Ottawa land.”142  

Agricultural life based on the plains led to alterations in governance structures—most 

notably, the adoption of a written code of laws that protected private property rights.143 First 

formed on their own initiative in 1843, the Ottawa laws, not state or territorial laws, represented 

the first written code governing a portion of what would become Kansas.144 Ottawas regularly 

amended existing laws. The most complete extant version consists of twenty-five laws printed 

along with portions of the gospel in a revised Ottawa First Book published in 1850.145 Most of 

the laws dealt with the protection of private property rights, in particular farms and stock. The 

laws outlined procedures to receive recompense for the destruction of property by livestock, 

theft, home invasion, or because of improperly controlled fires. The laws were written in the 

Ottawa language, and literate law officers, elected by tribal members, enforced them, with each 

 
139 On private property ownership becoming part of tribal subjectivity in a different context see, Thomas Biolsi, 

“The Birth of the Reservation: Making the Modern Individual among the Lakota,” American Ethnologist 22, no. 1 

(1995): 28–53. 

140 Meeker, Journal, January 1, 1838, July 9, 1840, April 1, 1846, April 25, 1851, November 25, 1852, M-174, 

KSHS 

141 Meeker, Journal, February 16, 1849, January 5, 1853, January 13, 1854, March 16, 1854, M-174, KSHS 

142 Meeker, Journal, March 16, 1840; see also December 13, 1839, and December 16, 1839, M-174, KSHS. The 

notion was well-known to the Ottawas. In the 1817 Treaty the Ottawas were also signatory too, other tribes formally 

divided their reserves among members. In that case, not tied to citizenship. 

143 Jotham Meeker, Ottawa First Book. Containing Lessons for the Learner; Portions of the Gospel by Luke, omitted 

by Matthew and John; and the Ottawa Laws (Ottawa Baptist Mission Station: J. Meeker, Printer, 1850), 102-125. 

144 Meeker, Journal, August 12, 1843, August 14, 1843, June 6, 1844, January 21, 1845, M-174, KSHS. 

145 In 1848, the general council requested Meeker to print the laws, and Meeker integrated the laws as part of the 

Ottawa First Book published in 1850. See, Meeker, Journal, February 7, 1848, M-174, KSHS. 
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possessing a hand-written, and later a printed, copy to consult in the course of their duties.146 

Through the laws, Ottawas also introduced new leadership positions on the tribal council, 

including a treasurer and a tax collector, all selected by the general council and with set terms of 

office.147 

The laws developed out of the traditional authority of tribal government to redistribute 

and reallocate resources. The laws buttressed the authority of tribal leaders to distribute wealth 

and provide for those in need. Wealth was unevenly distributed,148 but per the laws, tribal 

government taxed tribal members per acre cultivated and per head for all cattle and horses. Tribal 

government then used those funds for targeted efforts that benefited the whole tribe. All tribal 

members also paid a per capita “poor tax” explicitly distributed by tribal government “for the 

benefit of the poor.”149 Tribal leaders no longer seasonally redistributed land rights. Instead, the 

laws reconstituted the role of tribal leaders in allocating resources within the context of 

agricultural life on the plains.150   

Tribal government reorganized under a code of laws to ensure group survival, and the 

laws reflect increasing colonial encroachment and attempts to manage that reality. The laws 

demonstrate the growing connections of the Ottawas to American society. Tribal government 

 
146 Meeker, Journal, June 29, 1848, M-174, KSHS. 

147 Meeker, Journal, December 7, 1853, November 7, 1854, M-174, KSHS. 
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University Press, 2014), 193-223. 
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demanded monetary compensation for infractions be paid in U.S. currency. Ottawas also had to 

post a notice in Westport about any wandering horses they obtained before they could keep the 

animal. Implying an increased presence of outsiders, one law explicitly noted “whoever shall live 

on the Ottawa land must be dealt with if he shall violate any of these laws,”151 and notably, 

unlike the biblical portions of the Ottawa First Book, the laws were featured in both the Ottawa 

language and English in their printed form to make them accessible to whites.152 Finally, many 

of the laws addressed issues that threatened community survival. Removal from Ohio had been 

coerced in part through alcohol and debts to merchants. Ottawas adopted laws imposing penalties 

and barring both, “knowing that much evil has hitherto resulted”153 from those practices. 

 

 
151 Meeker, Ottawa First Book (1850), 116. 

152 Meeker, Ottawa First Book (1850), 102-125. 

153 Meeker, Ottawa First Book (1850), 118. 
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Figure 1.4- First page of the “Ottawa Laws” featured in the Ottawa First Book (1850).154 

 

Evading Removal Through Allotment and Citizenship  

In their 1831 Treaty, Ottawas begrudgingly accepted removal on the condition they “shall 

never be within the bounds of any State or territory, nor subject to the laws thereof, and further, 

that the President of the United States will cause said band to be protected at their new residence, 

against all interruption or disturbance.”155 Only a few decades later, however, policymakers 

eager to organize the Kansas Territory demanded that the Ottawas relinquish their lands. When 

 
154 Meeker, Ottawa First Book (1850), 102-103; Scanned image from “The Ottawa First Book,” Kansas Memory, 
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(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1903), 337. 
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opponents of the expansion of slavery decried how the Kansas-Nebraska Act violated Indian 

treaties, the renowned orator Stephen Douglas rose to defend his legislation. On the floor of the 

U.S. Senate, he proudly retorted “there is but one [applicable] treaty in existence relating to lands 

or Indians within the limits of either of the proposed Territories, and that is the treaty with the 

Ottawa Indians...Thus it appears that the whole argument of injustice to the red man, which in 

the course of this debate has called forth so much sympathy and indignation, is confined to two 

hundred Indians, owning less than two townships of land. Now, sir, is it possible that a country, 

said to be five hundred thousand square miles in extent, and large enough to make twelve such 

States as Ohio, is to be consigned to perpetual barbarism merely on account of that small number 

of Indians.”156 In Douglas’ rhetoric, the needs of American civilization mandated tribal 

deprivation, but the political choice more accurately reflected the rapacious savagery of 

American hunger for land. Many Ottawas died complying with prior accords. Nevertheless, 

lawmakers had little compunction reneging on federal commitments. Ottawas knew further death 

and deprivation accompanied removal. To avoid that eventuality, Ottawas harnessed their 

tradition of generating productive relationships and looked toward alternatives for preserving 

their tribal community.  

Ottawas had long been cognizant of the threat posed by the westward march of American 

empire. Ottawas periodically traveled back to Michigan and Ohio and saw the rapid white 

settlement of their former homelands.157 Ottawas also witnessed the development of town of 

Westport, Missouri. At removal, it consisted of a trading post and two warehouses along the 

 
156 Stephen Douglas, speech in the United States Senate on the Nebraska and Kansas Bill, March 3, 1854, Appendix 

to the Congressional Globe for the First Session, Thirty-Third Congress (Washington D.C.: John C. Rives, 1854), 

325. 

157 Meeker, Journal, May 28, 1841, June 11-12, 1846, M-174, KSHS. 
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riverbank, but by 1853, it had developed into an incorporated. City boosters even touted how a 

railroad would soon link it to St. Louis in the east and the Pacific Ocean in the west. Even more 

tangible signs of American expansion were manifest. The Santa Fe Trail, a major throughfare for 

migrants heading west to California, ran just few miles north of the Ottawa reservation. In the 

early 1850s, long wagon trains passed by the Ottawa reservation nearly every day from April to 

June, and companies of upward of 70 wagons with thousands of cattle would encamp on or near 

the Ottawa reserve. Ottawas sometimes sold corn or other provisions to the travelers. Migrants 

also intermittently attended services at the Ottawa Baptist Church or buried their dead in the 

Ottawa cemetery. At times, they left devastating outbreaks of cholera in their wake. These 

transient omens of engulfing empire coincided with direct calls for American expansion from 

policymakers. As early as 1850, Meeker recorded “excitement among the Indians, owing to a 

report that their land must be sold,”158 and tribal members closely watched political 

developments in the years that followed.  

Ottawas vehemently opposed selling their land and removal from Kansas. On March 3, 

1853, Congress approved an act authorizing negotiation with tribes west of the state of Missouri 

to extinguish title to their lands. The avowed goal was to facilitate “the settlement of the citizens 

of the United States upon the lands claimed by said Indians.”159 Ottawas knew of the provision 

by March 11 and immediately concluded “not to sell their land.”160 In negotiations with tribes in 

Kansas, Commissioner of Indian Affairs George Manypenny held “their permanent interests 

 
158 Meeker, Journal, February 19, 1850, M-174, KSHS. 
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required an entire transfer of all their lands and their removal to a new home.”161 Prosperous and 

well-established, Ottawas countered “their condition cannot be bettered by removing to any other 

place.”162 Rather than acquiesce, Ottawas worked to reaffirm their claims. Meeker noted they 

“made considerable additions to their fields, have improved many of their old buildings and built 

new ones, have made an extra effort to increase their stock, and in all respects have given 

unmistakable signs that they wish here to live and here to die.”163  

Ottawas pursued allotment and U.S. citizenship as alternatives to removal.164 For federal 

officials, the policies had precedents.165 In April 1854, the Ottawa general council met to reach a 

“definite decision” on how to respond to federal overtures that they remove from Kansas or sell a 

large portion of their reserve. Meeker, the only white man in attendance that day, reported on the 

event in his private journal. He noted they “unanimously decide not to sell any of it [their land] 

to the United States; but are willing to divide it among themselves and request the President to 

hold it for them for ten years and then give the owners patents in fee simple; also to have their 

perpetual annuities commuted and to receive at once in lieu thereof $52,000, and also to have the 

U.S. laws extended over them, and they become U.S. citizens….the above decisions are written 

 
161 George W. Manypenny to Secretary of the Interior, November 26, 1853, in ARCIA 1853 Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1853), 10. 

162 Jotham Meeker to B.A. James, September 4, 1854, in ARCIA 1854 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 

Office, 1855), 105. 

163 Jotham Meeker to B.A. James, August 25, 1853, in ARCIA 1853 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 

Office, 1853), 104-105. 

164 Tribal consensus had tended toward pursuing allotment and citizenship as early as January 1854, but the meeting 

below represents the final decision made by the general council. For earlier tribal discussions on the issue, see 

Jotham Meeker to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, January 16, 1854, M-234, reel 733, frames 566-569, Sac and 

Fox Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

165 See footnotes 3 and 5 for the intentions of policymakers and tribal-focused case studies, respectively. 
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down, and signed by every man in the nation.”166 In the context of 1850s Kansas, U.S. 

citizenship and allotment seemed the most effective means of achieving Ottawa objectives of 

staying together as a community on their land. Faced with the same predicament, other tribes in 

Kansas contemplated a similar course of action.167 In the face of Indian resistance to removal, 

federal officials believed this idealistic alternative would ultimately accomplish the same 

objective in destroying tribal identity and opening tribal lands for white acquisition. 

Commissioner Manypenny declared the Indians remaining in Kansas were “there to be 

thoroughly civilized and to become a constituent portion of the population or there to be 

destroyed and exterminated.”168 He believed the latter the more likely outcome. 

Adopting a strategy seemingly aligning with federal desires, the Ottawas looked to 

allotment to gain secure land tenure to maintain community life.169 Policymakers intended 

allotment to facilitate tribal elimination. Believing tribal identity rested on communal land 

tenure, policymakers anticipated the imposition of private property would engender 

individualism, self-interest, and the demise of tribal bonds. In contrast with those expectations, 

however, Ottawas already had defined land claims for individuals and families. By removing the 

threat of removal, allotment would garner greater security for those claims. As successful 

farmers, Ottawas believed they could maintain community life on the lands where they had 
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established their homes. These concerns trumped the maintenance of exclusive tribal 

jurisdictional authority. As Cary Miller has noted, the “Anishinaabeg did not perceive land as 

something to possess and govern, as Americans did, but rather as a place to live and be a part 

of.”170 One sympathetic white observer succinctly outlined Ottawa intentions in noting, “their 

desire to divide their lands and the assurance they feel that they can do so and keep their 

farms.”171 

 As white encroachment increased, Ottawas also looked to prevent dispossession by white 

squatters by demarcating their property claims through allotment. Historian Paul Wallace Gates 

famously observed that when Kansas became a territory in 1854, “there was not within it an acre 

of land that was available for sale.”172 Even prior to the formal organization of the territory, 

white squatters started flooding into the area to make “preemption claims” in hopes of gaining a 

foothold that later would be legalized. Tribes were in various stages of negotiations for removal, 

selling a portion of their reserve, or allotment, and tribal lands were poorly demarcated. As a 

result, Kansas quickly became a chaotic tangle of competing land claims. As early as February 

1854, Ottawas with farms abutting the borders of the reservation worked with Meeker to mark 

out the boundary line.173 Nevertheless, white intruders habitually trespassed on Ottawa lands.174 

As a result, Ottawas pursued a treaty to have their lands “surveyed and to be equally divided 
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among our tribe,”175 but they failed to secure a treaty.176 In the years that followed, calls by white 

settlers for the removal of the Ottawas grew,177 and tribal leaders became increasingly “anxious 

to make a treaty with the government.”178  

In embracing U.S. citizenship, Ottawas aimed to harness property rights to protect their 

property from depredations. Ottawas had familiarity with the U.S. legal system. They had been 

periodically subjected to local courts in Ohio,179 and in Kansas, they testified in federal court 

cases regarding the illegal distribution of alcohol.180 Ottawas also already lived under a code of 

laws.181 Familiar with electing officials, private property rights, paying taxes, and judicial 

proceedings, Ottawas deemed they could secure and utilize the rights afforded U.S. citizens. In 

their 1854 decision on allotment and naturalization, Meeker notes the Ottawas specifically 
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envisioned “to have the U.S. laws extended over them.”182 For the Ottawas, American legal 

jurisdiction even appeared to offer advantages. Throughout the late 1840s and early 1850s, 

Ottawas regularly suffered the theft of hundreds of farm animals by members of the adjacent Sac 

and Fox Tribe.183 Ottawas estimated their losses at roughly $6,000 by 1853.184 Despite treaty 

promises to protect the Ottawas, federal officials refused to compensate them for their losses. 

U.S. citizens, in contrast, had an established procedure to secure compensation for Indian 

depredations.185  

Uncompensated depredations increased alongside white settlement, and Ottawas pursued 

the legal protections of U.S. citizenship to protect their lives and livelihoods. As white settlement 

increased, Ottawas suffered a gluttony of theft and abuse. As Commissioner of Indian Affairs 

George Manypenny confessed, “trespasses and depredations of every conceivable kind have 

been committed on the Indians. They have been personally maltreated, their property stolen, their 

timber destroyed, their possessions encroached upon.”186 Ottawas endured constant spoilation of 

their valuable timber. Depredators threatened violence to the few Indian agents who attempted to 
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protect reservation lands, and some Indian agents profited from the depredations. Perry Fuller, an 

Indian agent for the Ottawas in the late 1850s, reportedly operated a sawmill year-round from 

stolen Indian timber.187 Military and territorial officials, often profiting from Indian lands 

themselves, generally failed to intervene to protect Indian reserves or claimed they lacked 

jurisdiction.188 Witnessing daily their dispossession, Ottawas grew “anxious to have individual 

rights inside of their reservation…to protect their timber from depredators.”189 As one Ottawa 

petition noted, “We are trespassed upon and our property taken but we cannot readily find 

redress because we are not citizens and we are denied the courts.”190 

While whites freely exploited Ottawa resources, Indian agents stymied Ottawa economic 

endeavors under the pretense of their wardship. Profiting himself from stolen Indian timber, 

Agent Perry Fuller prevented Ottawas from selling timber from their claimed allotments by 

citing the Indian Intercourse Act. As Fuller brazenly noted of the Ottawas, “many of them have 

been in the habit of selling timber and rials to the settlers adjacent to them claiming the right to 

do so under the Denver treaty [unratified 1857 treaty]. They have also been in the habit of 

renting improved lands to the whites and in some cases have leased the same for a number of 

years.”191 Fuller used his authority to prevent these practices but noted to the Indian Office that 
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the Ottawas “complain bitterly of me for my interference in trying to put a stop to it.”192 Thus, 

Indian agents stole Ottawa timber and simultaneously prevented the Ottawas from selling the 

timber themselves. Faced with this endemic corruption, Ottawas looked to U.S. citizenship, 

private property ownership, and state courts as a more effective means of securing justice.  

Weary of government inaction and needing to protect their lands, the Ottawas surveyed 

and subdivided their reservation in defiance of federal officials. Tribal leaders frequently 

requested the survey and allotment of their reservation, and on their own initiative, tribal 

delegations traveled to Washington D.C. in 1856 and 1857.193 In 1857, the Ottawas finally 

negotiated a treaty with provisions for U.S. citizenship and allotment; however, the U.S. Senate 

failed to ratify that agreement.194 In May 1858, the Ottawas met with their Indian agent, “for 

consultation with regard to having their land laid off in sections by competent surveyors to be 

employed by them and paid for out of their own money.”195 As the agent noted, “the object of 

this, they informed me, is for the purpose to divide their reservation land into individual claims 

that each head of a family may know his individual claim, and present depredations on their 

timber land by white men who are now from different portions of their reservation, stealing their 
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timber.”196 Unsure of his authority in the matter, Agent Tymoney declined to give his consent to 

the survey, and four months later, he had still neglected to obtain the necessary permissions.197 

As a result, the Ottawas contracted with a surveyor “without his [the agent’s] consent or 

knowledge and without any instructions from the Indian Department,”198 and the surveyor 

completed his work in defiance of a cease and desist order from Agent Tymoney.199 Using the 

unratified 1857 treaty as the basis for the amount due each individual, tribal members chose their 

allotments200 and consolidated them in the northern portion of their reservation.201 The general 

council confirmed all selections. As tribal member John Wilson (Pah-tee) noted, all allotments 

selections were “approved by the tribe…satisfactory without dissent from anyone.”202  

  

Planning for a Tribal Future: The 1862 Treaty    

Ottawas looked toward private property, U.S. citizenship, education, and their church as 

tools to navigate American society on their own terms, and they mobilized around those through 

the 1862 Treaty. The 1862 Treaty bears the hallmarks of longstanding Ottawa concerns to 
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protect their lands, and Ottawas engineered it to maximize the security of their land tenure. An 

Ottawa delegation consisting of Chief Pem-ach-wung and tribal representatives Tauy Jones, 

William Hurr, and James Wind opened negotiations with Commissioner of Indian Affairs 

William Dole at the Patent Office in Washington D.C. in early June 1862. James Wind spoke for 

the Ottawas and noted they had been endeavoring to effect a treaty for seven years.203 The treaty 

called for each “head of household” to receive 160 acres “which shall include his or her house 

and all improvements,” dependents to each receive 80 acres, and for all the locations to be made 

with “due regard to the rights of each individual and of the whole tribe.”204 Ottawa chiefs and 

headmen received additional tracts of land to be apportioned “as the members of the tribes shall 

in full council determine.” 205 No land could be alienated until the formal conferment of U.S. 

citizenship five years after the ratification of the treaty, and the treaty declared “forty acres, 

including the houses and improvements of the allottee, shall be inalienable during the natural 

lifetime of the party receiving the title.”206  

Ottawas pursued allotment and U.S. citizenship to preserve community. Comparison with 

the Wyandottes in Kansas is instructive. No treaty was closer to the 1862 Treaty in form and 

content than the 1855 Wyandotte Treaty. In fact, the Ottawa treaty directly incorporated 

language from the earlier Wyandotte treaty, including that the Ottawa organization be “dissolved 

 
203 “By Telegraph. Morning and Afternoon Dispatches,” Buffalo Morning Express and Illustrated Buffalo Express 

(Buffalo, New York), June 14, 1862. 

204 Perry Fuller to A.M. Robinson, November 10, 1859, M-234, reel 734, frames 279-282, Sac and Fox Agency, 

Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

205 Ibid. 

206 “Treaty…June 24, 1862,” Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties, 833. 



79 

 

and terminated” upon securing the “rights, privileges, and immunities” 207 of U.S. citizenship. 

The differences are also telling. Most notably, the Wyandotte treaty allowed for Wyandottes to 

opt to be “exempted from citizenship.”208 Unlike the Ottawas, the Wyandottes never reached 

consensus on the issue of allotment or U.S. citizenship. Some elites sought U.S. citizenship for 

themselves as early as 1850, and the 1855 Treaty formally divided the Wyandottes into citizen, 

Indian, competent, and incompetent classes.209 In contrast, Ottawa efforts to secure U.S. 

citizenship derived directly from federal attempts at removal starting in 1853, and as Meeker 

recorded in his private journal, the Ottawas agreed on allotment and U.S. citizenship 

“unanimously” with the decision “signed by every man in the nation.”210 In the years that 

followed, Ottawas consistently advocated that they be made “citizens as a body,”211 and in the 

1862 Treaty, “each and every one of them”212 were to become U.S. citizens. While differences of 

opinion on the issue undoubtedly existed, none survive in the documentary record. Ottawa 

support for U.S. citizenship represented a community political decision, not an individual choice 

to embrace American society. Ottawas concluded U.S. citizenship would be their common 

destiny and pursued it as a new political and legal regime under which their community would 

endure.  
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As the 1862 Treaty mandated the termination of their tribal organization, Ottawas looked 

toward the Ottawa Baptist Church to achieve community objectives. After concluding to become 

U.S. citizens, Ottawas increased their investment in the institution.213 Meeker died in 1855, and 

Ottawa congregants took full control over the church. Tribal leaders, including James Wind and 

Tauy Jones, served as lay pastors.214 As one white observer noted, “they then had no missionary 

residing amongst them, yet they kept up regularly their Sunday School and Social Service as also 

a prayer meeting on a Wednesday afternoon.”215 By the mid-1850s, seven-eighths of adult male 

Ottawas were baptized members of the church.216 Tribal council member John Wilson described 

the Ottawas in the early 1860s as “a peaceable and united people worshipping at the same 

congregational altar.”217  

In their treaty negotiations, Ottawas ensured the perpetuation of their church as an 

important pillar of community life. Ottawas requested their church receive a special dispensation 
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of land.218 The 1862 Treaty set aside ten acres for the Ottawa Baptist Church and included clear 

provisions on ownership. According to the treaty, for those ten acres “the title to said property 

shall be vested in a board of five trustees, to be appointed by said church.”219 Despite increasing 

white settlement in the 1860s, the Ottawa Baptist Church remained an exclusively Ottawa 

congregation, and church services featured both English and the Ottawa language.220 Whites 

settling in the area established their own churches.221 

Ottawas also continued efforts to establish a school on the Ottawa reservation. In the 

mid-1850s, twenty-two-year-old tribal member John Earley (Wash-kos), a former pupil at the 

Shawnee Methodist Mission School and literate in English, operated a school for sixty Ottawa 

children at the Ottawa Baptist Church on the Ottawa reservation.222 In 1861, Ottawas employed 

Elizabeth Simmerwell, daughter of Baptist missionary Robert Simmerwell as a teacher and had 

erected a log cabin schoolhouse on their reservation. She was replaced by Mrs. N.S. Filson, a 

widow with a young son, and Filson would teach on the Ottawa reserve until 1867. The Ottawas 

funded four-fifths of her salary and the Baptist Home Mission donated the remainder.223 Filson 

recalled seventeen Ottawa children, from ages six to sixteen boarded with her at the school and 

others attended the institution as a day school. The only teacher in the area during her first years, 

 
218 Ottawas in Full Council Assembled to Perry Fuller, November 8, 1859, M-234, reel 734, frames 284-285, Sac 

and Fox Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

219 “Treaty…June 24, 1862,” Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties, 833. 

220 Elizabeth Simmerwell, Diary of Elizabeth Simmerwell, September 8, 1861, M-85, KSHS. 

221 Alfred Theodore Andreas, History of the State of Kansas (Chicago: A.T. Andreas, 1883), 607-608. 

222 John H. Gihon, Geary and Kansas: Governor Geary's Administration in Kansas, with a Complete History of the 

Territory Until July 1857 (Philadelphia: C.C. Rhodes, 1857), 196-197. 

223 “No. 195- Statement of the Population, Wealth, and Education of the different Indian Tribes,” in ARCIA 1865 

(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1865), 576. 



82 

 

Filson also periodically instructed four white boys alongside the Ottawas.224 Later in life, one of 

these whites reflected favorably on the educational opportunities the Ottawas had secured for 

their children, and he noted at that time if whites “got two months schooling a year they were 

doing well and many of the poorer classes did not get that.”225 

 Ottawas endeavored to secure permanent and more robust educational opportunities in 

treaty negotiations. Indian agents throughout the 1850s described the Ottawas as “anxious to 

educate their children,”226 and “in favor of common schools.”227 Ottawas contemplated several 

related proposals to establish “a permanent school fund.”228 One notion involved “setting apart a 

farm and assigning their annuities, about $3,000, to the maintenance of a boarding school and 

manual labor school” while another proposition involved asking “the Government to allow them 

to sell a few sections of their reserve to raise a school fund.”229 Ottawas proposed the “sale of 

twenty-two sections of their land be made,” amounting to over 14,000 acres, “the proceeds of 

which should be applied for school and church purposes,”230 or to set aside $40,000 “the interest 
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of which shall be used for the support of a school for the benefit of the Ottawa children for 25 

years and longer if it thought advisable.”231 Ottawa efforts display a consistent concern for 

locally available and permanent educational opportunities.232 

 In the 1862 Treaty, Ottawas furnished their descendants a shared education and 

seemingly maximized control over their future. The educational provisions of the 1862 Treaty 

conspicuously differentiated that treaty from other treaties of that era. The treaty called for 

20,000 acres of the 74,000-acre Ottawa reservation be set aside “for the purpose of endowing a 

school for the benefit of said Ottawas.” This endowment was future-oriented and anticipated 

tribal mobility. It noted, “the children of the Ottawas and their descendants, no matter where they 

may emigrate, shall have the right to enter said school and enjoy all the privileges thereof.”233 

The school would be governed by a Board of Trustees of seven individuals, including four tribal 

members, specifically named in the treaty, and three whites.234 On its face, the treaty achieved a 

number of Ottawa objectives. The Ottawas secured enduring education of their youth at home, 

and unlike missionary schools, as a majority on the Board of Trustees, Ottawas controlled the 

new institution. By endowing a large quantity of land to the school, the Ottawas also preserved 

their authority over a substantial proportion of their former reservation, which they had always 

desired to retain in full. Only 5,000 acres of that school land could be sold to erect buildings and 

house pupils. The remaining 15,000 acres could periodically be sold, but those proceeds could 

 
231 Ottawas in Full Council Assembled to Perry Fuller, November 8, 1859, M-234, reel 734, frames 284-285, Sac 

and Fox Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

232 See also, Perry Fuller to A.M. Robinson, September 6, 1860, in ARCIA 1860 (Washington, D.C.: Government 

Printing Office, 1860), 111-112. See also, B.A. James to James W. Denver, May 9, 1857, M-234, reel 733, frames 

965-966, Sac and Fox Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

233 “Treaty…June 24, 1862,” Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties, 832-833. 

234 Ibid. John T. Jones, James Wind, William Hurr, and Joseph King. 



84 

 

only be used to facilitate real estate loans. When paid back, only the interest on those loans could 

be used for the benefit of the school, and the principal acquired from the land sales could never 

be expended. The school held all lands tax-free until sold.  

 The educational provisions later became a means to dispossess the Ottawas, but to focus 

on the fraud neglects the long history of Ottawa engagement with education that prompted tribal 

agreement. As will be discussed in the next chapter, the white trustees, colluding with tribal 

member Tauy Jones and federal officials, took control over lands and monies allocated for the 

school and redirected it for their own benefit and to establish a college for whites. Some have 

called the fraud a “grand design for dispossessing the Ottawas.”235 In light of the fraud that 

transpired, the strong possibility exists that designing parties had devious intentions in 

advocating for those treaty provisions; however, to focus on the episode solely as “a case study 

of manipulation and fraud”236 elides Ottawa agency and perspectives. The scheming 

notwithstanding, most tribal members envisioned the new treaty-created institution as a useful 

instrument. As an Ottawa petition after the fraud had been exposed noted, the Ottawas agreed to 

the donation “with no animosity at first, but cheerfully, and with the hope that the children 

should derive the benefit of it.”237  

 

Conclusion  

  In 1859, with the Ottawas actively in pursuit of U.S. citizenship through a new treaty, 

pioneering American anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan stayed briefly on the Ottawa reserve. 
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In his journal, Morgan described the Ottawas as “Christianized and civilized beyond any band I 

have yet seen.”238 A few things, however, puzzled him. Morgan noted, “all this has come about, 

strange to say, without a school or a boarding house among them,” and he remarked further “it is 

not a little interesting that while they have dropped their tribal [clan] divisions, given up their 

dances, and joined the church, a great part of them still hold and practice their system of 

relationships.”239 To Morgan, the shifts in Ottawa culture he outlined should have weakened 

tribal bonds. For the Ottawas, those adaptations ensured the survival of their tribal community.  

 As pressure mounted for Native lands in Kansas, tribal nations pursued a range of actions 

within limited options. Some opted for removal to new environs. Others sold a portion of their 

territory and confined themselves to a diminished reservation. A few fractured with elites 

securing allotments and U.S. citizenship while the remainder removed or took up residence on a 

diminished reserve. Ottawas took a different path that reflected their own culturally-constituted 

motives. Ottawa agreement to the provisions of the 1862 Treaty represent what Scott Lyons 

terms an “x-mark”— “a contaminated and coerced sign of consent made under conditions that 

are not of one’s making.”240 It is notable, however, that three of the four Ottawa treaty 

negotiators, James Wind, William Hurr, and Tauy Jones, signed the 1862 Treaty not with an x-

mark, but in their own handwriting and with their English names. All x-marks are distinctive. In 

making theirs, Ottawa leaders harnessed traditions of interconnection with outsiders to attempt to 

forge more productive relations. They refused to become homogenized, individual U.S. citizens. 
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Instead, they looked to resituate their tribal nation within the confines of American society and 

secure a new legal status that would protect what sovereign agreements had failed to defend.241 
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CHAPTER 2 

“SWINDLED OUT OF EVERY RIGHT:”1 FREEDOM FROM MALADMINISTRATION 

 In June 1864, less than two years after the signing of the 1862 Treaty, a majority of the 

Ottawas subscribed to a nearly 2,500-word letter of protest spearheaded by tribal leader John 

Wilson (Pah-tee). They complained how “the provisions of our late treaty are being carried out 

prejudicial to our interests.”2 In a stunningly prescient account of the fraud actively transpiring, 

the letter outlined how Indian agent C.C. Hutchinson refused to allow tribal members to take as 

allotments “their lands as selected many years since and sanctioned by the Tribe.”3 Instead, 

Hutchinson mandated Ottawas accept inferior lands, selected the choicest lands as “school 

lands,” sold school and trust lands at below market value to coconspirators, and invested money 

from the sale of school lands in a lavish building “to build up an educational interest for the 

whites from our funds and to advance his own personal ends.”4 Furthermore, the letter noted 

Hutchinson’s fraudulent actions had been abetted by “the false representations of John T. [Tauy] 
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Jones, an adopted Pottawatomie Indian.”5 Wilson contended the Ottawas had been “swindled out 

of every right and interest which we have been taught the Treaty guaranteed to us.”6 The fraud 

utterly undermined Ottawa visions of enduring nationhood within American society embodied in 

the 1862 Treaty.  

 Ottawas looked to renegotiate their conditions once more. Wilson proposed removal to a 

new homeland as a solution. All Ottawas, save Jones, ultimately consented. An 1867 Treaty 

confirmed Ottawa purchase of an approximately 14,860-acre reservation in Indian Territory; 

however, by dint of a combination of federal error and Ottawa conniving, the 1867 Treaty 

merely delayed Ottawa naturalization to 1869.7 As a result, the Ottawas acquired U.S. citizenship 

and a new reservation. By claiming U.S. citizenship and a reservation, Ottawas upended federal 

intentions in extending U.S. citizenship. Federal officials tied expanding democracy to Native 

dispossession. Ottawa assertions of U.S. citizenship inspired hostility, and federal officials 

considered holding U.S. citizenship while retaining a reservation and tribal affiliation a 

contradiction in terms. In contrast, Ottawas had long envisioned the compatibility of U.S. 

citizenship and an enduring tribal community. 

 Ottawas associated U.S. citizenship with autonomy from colonial administration and 

attempted to turn their dual affiliation into a means to gain control over their remaining lands and 

resources in Kansas. This chapter argues Ottawas harnessed their rights as U.S. citizens to escape 

federal maladministration and drew on traditions of mobility to embrace removal to a new 

 
5 John Wilson, et al., representing one hundred and twenty-one Ottawas, to the Secretary of the Interior, August 22, 

1864, M-234, reel 656, frames 332-336, Ottawa Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-

1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

6 Ibid. 

7 “Treaty with the Seneca, Mixed Seneca and Shawnee, etc., February 23, 1867,” in Indian Affairs: Laws and 

Treaties, Vol. 2, edited by Charles J. Kappler (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1903), 960-969. 



89 

 

reservation and stave off dispossession.8 Thus, Ottawas endeavored to harness both their civil 

and sovereign prerogatives to maximize their autonomy from corrupt colonial administration. 

Drawing on the perceived incongruity of U.S. citizenship and tribal affiliation, federal officials 

denied Ottawas the right to control their affairs. Nevertheless, Ottawas carried with them to 

Indian Territory a formal designation as U.S. citizens and a tradition of using U.S. citizenship 

and private property ownership as a tool against colonial impositions. 

 Ottawas took advantage of a moment of expanding U.S. citizenship rights for racial 

minorities and leveraged the leveling spirit of the age to assert their own vision of civil equality. 

The opportunities for non-white inclusion in American society grew in the late 1860s. Ottawa 

naturalization in 1869 occurred as the contours of U.S. citizenship rapidly shifted.9 Black and 

abolitionist activism, the need to craft a reified moral cause to buttress catastrophic Union 

casualties in the Civil War, and Republican desires to upend the political establishment in 

southern states led to constitutional changes that recast the relationship between blacks and 

 
8 Scott Lyons has cogently conveyed how removal differs from migration in noting, “removal is to migration what 

rape is to sex.” Even as Ottawas drew on traditions of mobility to survive, the violent dispossession that forced 

removal and the catastrophic loss of life that resulted should not be minimized. It was a strategy Ottawas embraced 

under severe duress. Scott Richard Lyons, X-Marks: Native Signatures of Assent (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2010), 8. 

9 In those debates, Congress rejected birthright citizenship for all Natives by citing the specter of allegedly hostile or 

wayward Indians gaining unrestricted access to guns, alcohol, and the ballot box. Policymakers concluded most 

Indians must be subjected to coercive assimilatory and modernizing efforts before their incorporation as citizens. 

The Fourteenth Amendment explicitly excluded Native people from birthright citizenship. See, Earl M. Maltz, “The 

Fourteenth Amendment and Native American Citizenship,” Constitutional Commentary 17, no. 3 (Winter 2000): 

555-573; Stephen Kantrowitz, “White Supremacy, Settler Colonialism, and the Two Citizenships of the Fourteenth 

Amendment,” Journal of the Civil War Era 10 (March 2020): 29–53; Stephen Kantrowitz, “Jurisdiction, 

Civilization, and the Ends of Native American Citizenship: The View from 1866,” Western Historical Quarterly 52, 

no. 2 (Summer 2021): 189–208; Stephen Kantrowitz, “‘Not Quite Constitutionalized’ The Meanings of 

‘Civilization’ and the Limits of Native American Citizenship” in The World the Civil War Made, ed. Gregory 

Downs, and Kate Masur (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 75-105; Pekka Hämäläinen, 

“Reconstructing the Great Plains: The Long Struggle for Sovereignty and Dominance in the Heart of the 

Continent,” The Journal of the Civil War Era 6, no. 4 (2016), 490. 

 



90 

 

whites in American society.10 As Eric Foner notes, “Reconstruction was a moment when the 

language of equality reverberated in public debate.”11 As with black Americans, Ottawas pressed 

forward their citizenship claims by foregrounding their loyalty, military service, and new legal 

status.12 Black activists often drew on their U.S. citizenship to demand federal intervention to 

protect their equal access to American institutions.13 In contrast, Ottawas demanded the freedom 

from federal control over their lands and resources implied by their U.S. citizenship and did so 

while removing to a new reservation.14 Thus, Ottawas drew on their U.S. citizenship not to 

harness federal power, but to shield themselves from it. 

 Ottawa experiences point to the settler colonial dimensions of U.S. citizenship and the 

place of tribal affiliation, not just racialized exclusion, in the denial of substantive citizenship. In 

contrast to dominant progressive narratives of U.S. citizenship, Ottawa struggles expose U.S. 

 
10 The literature on this transformative era is vast, but for example, see, Stephen David Kantrowitz, More Than 

Freedom: Fighting for Black Citizenship in a White Republic, 1829-1889 (New York: Penguin Press, 2012), 309-

354; David W. Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (Cambridge: Belknap Press of 

Harvard University Press, 2003), 31-63; Heather Cox Richardson, West from Appomattox: The Reconstruction of 

America After the Civil War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 39-77. 

11 Eric Foner, The Second Founding: How the Civil War and Reconstruction Remade the Constitution (New York: 

W.W. Norton & Company, 2019), 78. 

12 For how discourses of loyalty and military service in the Civil War shaped U.S. citizenship, see Erik 

Mathisen, Loyal Republic: Traitors, Slaves, and the Remaking of Citizenship in Civil War America (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 147-156; Christian G. Samito, Becoming American Under Fire: Irish 

Americans African Americans and the Politics of Citizenship during the Civil War Era (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 2009); Anishinabek in Michigan also used military service to assert their claims to citizenship, see Michelle 

K. Cassidy, “‘Both the Honor and the Profit’: Anishinaabe Warriors, Soldiers, and Veterans from Pontiac’s War 

through the Civil War,” PhD. Diss. (University of Michigan, 2016), 15-25, 238-284. 

13 See, for example, Kate Masur, Until Justice Be Done: America’s First Civil Rights Movement, from the 

Revolution to Reconstruction (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2021), xi-xxi; Charles Postel, Equality: An 

American Dilemma, 1866-1896 (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2019), 296-312. 

14 In this regard, Ottawa efforts mirror how some blacks asserted their citizenship to oppose the racialized and 

patriarchal dictates of the Freedman’s Bureau and emigrated to more favorable environs to secure freedom, 

prosperity, and safety. See, for example, Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work, 

and the Family, from Slavery to the Present (New York: Basic Books, 2010), 43-76; Steven Hahn, A Nation Under 

Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Rural South from Slavery to the Great Migration (Cambridge: Belknap 

Press of Harvard University Press, 2003), 317-163. 
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citizenship as a false promise of equal rights masking efforts toward tribal elimination. 

Historians have sometimes considered post-Civil War Indian policy as an optimistic and 

egalitarian phase that disavowed violent elimination in favor of equal inclusion of Indians in 

American society.15 For white reformers in this era, extending U.S. citizenship to Natives 

ostensibly represented the final crowning marker of Indian equality. Concomitant with that 

equality, however, came the expectation Natives would shed their tribal identity and claims to 

sovereignty.16 By securing U.S. citizenship and a reservation, Ottawas confounded popular 

expectations of U.S. citizenship.17 Refusing to yield federal control over Native people, 

irrespective of their legal status as U.S. citizens, federal officials relegated the Ottawas to a 

second-class citizenship that entailed continued subjection to Indian Office authority.18 

 

The Fraud  

 Unlike most of nineteenth and twentieth century Ottawa history, the fraud committed 

against the Ottawas has intermittently captured the attention of white audiences as it implicated 

 
15 Frederick E. Hoxie, A Final Promise: The Campaign to Assimilate the Indians, 1880-1920 (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 2001), xviii-xix. 

16 Kim Cary Warren, The Quest for Citizenship: African American and Native American Education in Kansas, 1880-

1935 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 1-8. 

17 Building off the work of Mae Ngai, Beth Piatote compellingly argues “impossible subjectivity” is a structural 

feature of U.S. citizenship and that in federal imaginaries Natives represent a first type of “impossible subject,” a 

social reality but legal impossibility. The “illegal alien” only replaces the Native with immigration restriction and 

universal Native citizenship, both instituted in 1924. See, Beth H. Piatote, Domestic Subjects: Gender, Citizenship, 

and Law in Native American Literature (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 8-9. 

18 In this regard, Ottawas represent a harbinger of the continued federal interference in tribal affairs that awaited the 

larger number of Natives who acquired U.S. citizenship in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century. It 

is unclear how much a role, if any at all, the Ottawa precedent played in defining how U.S. citizenship afforded 

Native people few substantive protections from federal Indian Office control. In the early twentieth century, the 

Supreme Court would finally outline that U.S. citizenship did not insulate Natives from federal plenary power or the 

guardian-ward relationship. James H. Kettner notes only 3,072 Natives acquired citizenship via treaty or 

congressional acts prior to 1887. See, James H. Kettner, The Development of American Citizenship, 1608-1870 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1978), 293. 
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several prominent Baptist leaders and federal officials. The episode featured in national news 

coverage in the early 1870s,19 and in 1985, historians William E. Unrau and H. Craig Miner 

offered a detailed treatment in the book Tribal Dispossession and the Ottawa Indian University 

Fraud. These accounts probe the corrupt ring of federal and Baptist officials who perpetrated the 

fraud but devote less attention to Ottawa perspectives. Taking a tribal perspective does little to 

alter the general narrative of tribal dispossession occurring under the cloak of religion and 

education; however, recentering Ottawa goals and actions demonstrates how Ottawas worked to 

expose the fraud and demanded justice, only failing to forestall it due to endemic federal 

corruption and the betrayal of Tauy Jones.20 As other sources more comprehensively trace the 

fraud, only a cursory outline will suffice to understand Ottawa responses. Ultimately, the 

Ottawas made their own way into the future through removal and U.S. citizenship.  

 Although unquestionably others unjustly profited, three figures stand at the center of the 

Ottawa fraud—Ottawa Indian agent C.C. Hutchinson, Baptist preacher and educator Reverend 

Isaac Kalloch, and adopted tribal member Tauy Jones. The origins of the fraud date to the spring 

of 1860 and collusion between these individuals to harness Ottawa desires to educate their 

children for their own corrupt ends. Tauy Jones worked to convince tribal leaders to make a 

sizable donation of land to establish a school for Ottawa children. Jones, Hutchinson, and 

Kalloch then proposed this be merged with Baptist efforts to establish a college. Combining the 

institutions allowed the conspirators to solicit additional funds from Baptist philanthropists in 

eastern states. Jones and Hutchinson signed the 1862 Treaty, respectively as tribal and federal 

 
19 “An Indian Swindle,” The New York Times, May 24, 1871; “Ottawa University Again,” The New York Times, July 

15, 1871.  

20 In reviewing the Unrau and Miner book, Rebecca Kugel noted, “Considering the Ottawa helpless in the face of a 

swelling Euramerican population and unscrupulous university boosters, the authors relegate them to the passive role 

of watching events unfold.” Rebecca Kugel, review of Tribal Dispossession and the Ottawa Indian University 

Fraud, by William E. Unrau and H. Craig Miner, The UCLA Historical Journal 6 (1985), 135. 
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representatives, and likely shaped aspects of the educational provisions. The conspirators also 

worked to establish a new townsite adjacent to the college, and the new school, chartered in 1865 

as Ottawa University, quickly became the centerpiece of the town of Ottawa. The conspirators 

located the college and town on the most valuable lands on the Ottawa reserve and hoped these 

efforts would drive up prices and demand for Ottawa lands for their own ends.21  

 The fraud eviscerated Ottawa attempts to draw on education to establish themselves in 

American society. Hutchinson served as a member of the Board of Trustees for the school as 

well as Indian Agent for the Ottawas, and he and his coconspirators corruptly profited from the 

sale of Ottawa lands. Shortly after ratification of the 1862 Treaty, Hutchinson began selling the 

Ottawas’ 20,000 acres of school lands and 30,000 acres of residual trust lands. He often sold 

these lands at the minimum price allowed, and coconspirators immediately resold them at 

immense profit. Unscrupulous transactions included the sale of 5,000 acres of school lands to 

Hutchinson’s father-in-law, George Young, who also served as one of the school trustees. These 

self-serving land transactions between the trustees were executed by Tauy Jones, the board 

treasurer. While technically Ottawas comprised a majority on the school board, the board rarely 

met, and with Jones’ complicity, the white trustees could create a quorum to transact business. 

Moreover, Hutchinson and Kalloch each sold thousands of acres of school lands without the 

authorization of the school board and at grossly undervalued prices. As the conspirators never 

truly considered Indian education a main concern, some of the already diminished money 

obtained from the sale of school lands went into the construction of a large, ornate three-story 

school building to serve as the showpiece for the white college—still standing, this building 

 
21 William E. Unrau, and H. Craig Miner, Tribal Dispossession and the Ottawa Indian University Fraud (Norman: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 1985), 78-105. 
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remains known as Tauy Jones Hall. A larger proportion of money from land sales simply 

disappeared into the hands of the conspirators.22 

The fraud also thwarted Ottawa efforts to mobilize around private property ownership. 

To maximize profit, Hutchinson denied many Ottawas their selected allotments, in particular 

refusing to sanction the claims of tribal members for valuable timber land. As Wilson and his 

adherents noted in the 1864 letter, “many of our homes are taken from us…and our attachments 

where we now are very much weakened. The manner in which we have been used for the last 

two years has caused us to be a divided people, many of our social relations are broken up, our 

religious society almost wholly destroyed, and we do not live as heretofore happily together as a 

people.”23 Denied their selected allotments, Ottawas justly worried the inferior allotments 

deprived them of a prosperous home for themselves and future generations of Ottawas. 

 The fraud, at least temporarily, sharply divided the Ottawas in large part due to the false 

representations of Tauy Jones. Ottawas had contended with dispossession at the hands of 

unfriendly whites for centuries, but the duplicity of adopted tribal member Tauy Jones would be 

remembered even generations later as an abject betrayal.24 Born in Canada to a white father and 

a Chippewa mother around 1800, Jones attended Cary Mission School among the Pottawatomie 

Indians under Rev. Isaac McCoy and later Madison University in Hamilton, New York. In 1836, 

he came to Kansas with the Pottawatomie Indians removed to the area as a tribal interpreter and 

 
22 Unrau and Miner, Tribal Dispossession, 78-124. 

23 John Wilson, et al., representing one hundred and twenty-one Ottawa Indians, to the Commissioner of Indian 

Affairs, June 20, 1864, M-234, reel 656, frames 345-357, Ottawa Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian 

Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

24 Guy Jennison, “Sparks from the Tribal Fire” [unpublished autobiography], circa 1956, Ottawa Tribe History 

folder, Ottawa County Historical Society, Dobson Museum, Miami, Oklahoma. 
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adviser.25 Pottawatomie leaders repudiated his membership in their tribe after Jones made 

substantial claims for his improvements and debts owed him under an 1846 treaty.26 As a result, 

Jones and his wife, a white missionary, came to reside among the Ottawas and with his longtime 

friend Jotham Meeker. Jones assisted Meeker in his missionary efforts and served as the licensed 

trader for the Ottawas. Around 1850, the Ottawas adopted Jones as a member of the tribe; 

however, unlike many other adoptees, Jones had no kinship or marriage connections to the 

Ottawas. Jones quickly became among the wealthiest tribal members as the licensed trader for 

the prospering Ottawas. He offered lodging to white travelers at his large two-story frame 

home.27 After Meeker’s death, Jones became one of the prominent leaders in the Ottawa Baptist 

Church and an ordained minister, and tribal leaders leaned on his education, skills, and 

connections with white society as they had on Meeker. This trust proved misplaced.28 

 Jones worked to the detriment of the tribal community and for his own personal gain. In 

the late 1850s, Jones endeavored to carve out special conditions in treaty negotiations that would 

 
25 John Howard Brown, Lamb’s Biographical Dictionary of the U.S (Boston: James H. Lamb Company, 1900), 444-

445; J.T. Jones to the Secretary of the Interior, December 12, 1870, M-234, reel 658, frames 128-131, Ottawa 

Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

26 B.A. James to George Manypenny, March 10, 1854, M-234, reel 733, frame 449, Sac and Fox Agency, Letters 

Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

27 John W. Geary, Executive Minutes of the Kansas Territory, October 19, 1856, in The Executive Documents of the 

Senate of the United States, 1856-1857 (Washington, D.C.: A.O.P. Nicholson, 1857), 5-6; Lewis Henry Morgan, 

June 1, 1859, in The Indian Journals, 1859-62, edited by Leslie A. White (New York: Dover Publications, 1993), 

41-42. 

28 Jones had a complicated relationship with tribal and racial politics in the United States. While a teacher at 

Choctaw Academy in Kentucky, he helped two enslaved women to escape from slavery, and in 1856, his home was 

burned during Bleeding Kansas by pro-slavery border ruffians. He also was expelled from membership in two tribes, 

the Pottawatomie and Ottawa. His life emblematizes tensions between tribal sovereignty and ideals of racial 

inclusion in the U.S. It is worthy of a more complete treatment. On Jones’ earlier life and connection to Choctaw 

Academy in Kentucky, see Christina Snyder, Great Crossings: Indians Settlers and Slaves in the Age of Jackson 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 194-218. 
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pay him for debts and depredations.29 The 1862 Treaty originally included provisions granting 

Jones alone immediate U.S. citizenship and the ability to purchase some excess tribal lands at 

reduced prices. Fortunately for the Ottawas, the U.S. Senate modified those proposals.30 As with 

other traders loosely connected to tribal communities, Jones manipulated his tribal attachment to 

siphon and plunder tribal wealth for his own ends.31 In his letters to federal officials, Jones 

exhibited little concern for the community outside of the prospect of using his membership for 

personal enrichment. The full scope of Jones’ treachery only slowly dawned on tribal members 

over the 1860s. In the interim, Jones lied and cajoled to provide cover for the fraud and deflect 

accusations against him, and his continued religious and community leadership sparked internal 

tribal divisions. As an 1864 petition spearheaded by John Wilson complained, we “are now a 

divided and distracted nation; our social and religious relations are almost wholly destroyed, our 

church divided and distracted, and ill will and bad blood exists among us.”32  

 John Wilson emerged as the most ardent opponent of the scheme to dispossess the 

Ottawas. Wilson was born in Ohio in 1813. After extended conversation with Meeker, Wilson 

accepted Christianity. Walking to the Marais des Cygnes River surrounded by fifty Ottawas 

singing “Jesus my all to heaven is gone” in the Ottawa language, Wilson was baptized by 

 
29 Ottawas in Full Council Assembled to Perry Fuller, November 8, 1859, M-234, reel 734, frames 284-285, Sac and 

Fox Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC; Perry Fuller to Alfred 

Burton Greenwood, December 12, 1859, M-234, reel 734, frames 315-319, Sac and Fox Agency, Letters Received 

by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

30 Statutes at Large, Treaties and Proclamations of the United States of America, , Vol. 12 (Boston: Little, Brown, 

and Company, 1863), 1242. 

31 Michael J. Witgen, Seeing Red: Indigenous Land, American Expansion, and the Political Economy of Plunder in 

North America (Chapel Hill University of North Carolina Press, 2022), 20-25, 260-271. 

32 John Wilson, et al., representing one hundred and twenty-one Ottawas, to the Secretary of the Interior, August 22, 

1864, M-234, reel 656, frames 332-336, Ottawa Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-

1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 
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Meeker.33 Unlike some others, however, Wilson repeatedly quarreled with Meeker over religion 

and wavered in and out of faith over the years. Education held more consistent appeal, and 

Wilson sent his children to the Shawnee Baptist Mission.34 Wilson served as a headman for 

seven years in the 1840s and 1850s, including during negotiations for the unratified 1857 treaty. 

Wilson remarked of the 1862 Treaty, he was “very glad when he learned that the treaty allowed 

him and all others of his people to take their land in a body.”35 Agent Hutchinson, however, 

refused Wilson part of the land he wished to select, intending that land for the town site.  

 Wilson and his supporters attempted to thwart the fraud. In 1864, with Hutchinson poised 

to submit his list of Ottawa allotments to the Indian Office, John Wilson, claiming the support of 

a majority of the Ottawas, including Chief Pem-ach-wung, took matters into his own hands.36 

Wilson circumvented Hutchinson and Jones by working with white lawyers and literate Ottawas 

to compose a series of lengthy diatribes and impassioned pleas sent directly to the Indian Office. 

In these, Wilson laid the whole fraud before federal officials.37 He attacked Hutchinson’s actions 

with vitriolic fervor: “I did not think big man Secretary of Interior and Commissioner Dole 

would stoop so low, crawl in dust, as to steal your Indians lands to make little town. Think our 

 
33 Jotham Meeker, Journal of Jotham Meeker, 1832-55, May 17, 1840, M-174, Kansas State Historical Society, 

Topeka, Kansas (hereafter cited as Meeker, Journal, M-174, KSHS). 

34 Meeker, Journal, October 24, 1849; January 25, 1851, M-174, KSHS; Nannie Wilson (Kin-nib-e-qua), his 

daughter, went on to become the first Ottawa to graduate from college. See Chapter 4. 

35 John Wilson, et al. to the Secretary of the Interior, January 30, 1864, M-234, reel 656, frames 195-200, Ottawa 

Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

36 Tribal leaders had only expressed modest protests, Pem-ach-wung, et al. to Secretary of the Interior John P. Usher, 

September 1863, M-234, reel 656, frames 168-172, Ottawa Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 

1824-1881, Record Group 75, National Archives, Washington, D. 

37 John Wilson, et al., representing one hundred and twenty-one Ottawas, to the Secretary of the Interior, August 22, 

1864, M-234, reel 656, frames 332-336, Ottawa Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-

1881, RG 75, NARA-DC.; John Wilson, et al., representing one hundred and twenty-one Ottawa Indians, to the 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, June 20, 1864, M-234, reel 656, frames 345-357, Ottawa Agency, Letters Received 

by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 



98 

 

Agent would, cause I see him try to do it to me. I took my land most all 13 years ago, 4 years ago 

took all, took it for farms for myself and increasing family. I still want it for farms, nothing 

else….the open, bare-faced attempt of our agent, now, to rob us of our homes or part thereof, as 

we think to make money for him, makes feel very bad, and we must talk to you about it.”38  

In his letters, Wilson also systematically highlighted violations of the 1862 Treaty and 

asserted Ottawa treaty rights. As Wilson cogently conveyed, the treaty called for allotments to be 

selected before school lands, school lands to be average lands, all land sales to be publicly posted 

to solicit bids, and for the tribal council to approve land sales to prevent sales to undesirable 

individuals or speculators. None of these provisions had been followed. Moreover, the opulent 

school building under construction, which by 1864 consisted of a completed basement of dressed 

blue limestone measuring 65x45 feet, entirely outstripped the needs of the less than 75 Ottawa 

children, wasting their valuable funds on an endeavor that increasingly appeared predominantly 

to serve the interests of white education. In one letter, Wilson concluded with a series of 

rhetorical questions: “Can my rights be respected by this attempt to take my land. Can the rights 

of my family?... Can it be possible that we Indians who have lived here so long in fixed and 

settled homes are now to be displaced and kept in the dark as to our future homes until we 

receive our patents?”39 The lack of responsiveness from the Indian Office indicated their answer.  

 Hutchinson stymied Wilson’s initial protests through deceit and manipulation and abetted 

by a corrupt ring of federal and church officials. According to Wilson, Hutchinson boldly 

“threatened [Joseph Badger] King that if he opposed him that it would do him no good, not any 

 
38 John Wilson, et al. to the Secretary of the Interior, January 30, 1864, M-234, reel 656, frames 195-200, Ottawa 

Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

39 John Wilson, et al. to the Secretary of the Interior, January 30, 1864, M-234, reel 656, frames 195-200, Ottawa 

Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 
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good to any of the Indians to oppose him, because he said it was not use, that the Secretary of the 

Interior, Commissioner of Indian Affairs, and other officers at Washington were his partners in 

the town they were going to lay out and it would do us not good to go to a lawyer to inquire 

about it…and he had so many friends and the matter was tied up in such a big hard knot and so 

complicated that no lawyer with all the Indians together could untie the knot.”40 Direct evidence 

of this scale of collusion is lacking. Unquestionably, however, the Indian Office engaged in 

negligent oversight. Moreover, politically influential figures in Kansas, including Senator 

Samuel Pomeroy, profited from speculation in Ottawa lands.41 To deflect Wilson’s criticism, 

Hutchinson worked with Jones to provoke tribal divisions and strategically granted some 

Ottawas their selected allotments. As Wilson noted, Hutchinson retained the support of some 

tribal members by “a system of threatening brow-beating-wheedling and we are compelled to 

think in some instances by actual purchase.”42 To undermine Wilson’s appeals to the Indian 

Office, Hutchison castigated Wilson as an isolated and disaffected loner endeavoring to profit at 

the expense of his fellow tribal members. 

 In letters to the Indian Office, likely written without the knowledge of other tribal 

members, Jones also regularly defended Hutchinson’s actions, disparaged Wilson, and sought to 

prevent an investigation of their activities. As Jones noted in one brazen letter, “We need no 

authorities to concern themselves about our matters. We have an Agent with us that hears all we 

need and we need no more…it would be very unfair for us all to be distracted again for the sake 

 
40 John Wilson, et al. to the Secretary of the Interior, January 30, 1864, M-234, reel 656, frames 195-200, Ottawa 

Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

41 Unrau and Miner, Tribal Dispossession, 81, 146; “Pomeroy's Lands,” The Weekly Commonwealth (Topeka, 

Kansas), July 14, 1869. 

42 John Wilson, et al., representing one hundred and twenty-one Ottawa Indians, to the Commissioner of Indian 

Affairs, June 20, 1864, M-234, reel 656, frames 345-357, Ottawa Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian 

Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 
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of gratifying the notions and cupidity of Wilson who is about the laziest man in the tribe and who 

is duped by wicked white men with the expectation of gaining a few dollars by the approbation. 

The most of our people are satisfied the way the Department has treated us. I hope sir you will 

stop the disturbance among us by paying no attention to any attorney in behalf of Wilson in this 

particular case. We have enough to do among ourselves to keep peace and quiet without any 

outsiders to unjustly concern themselves about our business.”43 These efforts prevented the 

discovery of the fraud for years. On the ground, the fraud became increasingly apparent, and 

Ottawa tribal members gravitated towards Wilson’s position. Following the death of Pem-ach-

wung in 1865, Wilson won election as chief, and he continued to demand an investigation and 

that “the spirit and purpose of the Treaty of 1862 shall be complied with.”44 Broader 

acknowledgement of the fraud only started to slowly unravel in 1867, and only after the Ottawas 

had made a new treaty. By that point, Ottawas had little possibility to recover the vision outlined 

in the 1862 Treaty. 

 

 
43 J.T. Jones to Secretary of the Interior John P. Usher, March 21, 1864, M-234, reel 656, frames 295-297, Ottawa 

Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

44 John Wilson, et al. to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, July 21, 1865, M-234, reel 656, frames 582-589, 

Ottawa Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 
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Figure 2.1- John Wilson (Pah-tee) carte de visite photograph, c. 1868, by A.W. Barker of 

Ottawa, Kansas.45 Wilson appears to wear a three-piece-suit and a beaded bandolier bag 

featuring a floral design. 

 
45 A.W. Barker photograph of John Wilson, Biographical Files, John Wilson folder, Franklin County Historical 

Society, Ottawa, Kansas; Barker advertised his “large assortment of Indian Pictures taken among the principal 
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Figure 2.2- Map of John Wilson’s land claims, 1864. In a letter drawn up at his dictation, Wilson 

called for a slate and platted his lands, and had the names, acres, and peculiarities of location 

added at his request.46 

 
Tribes of the West, for sale” on the back. A.W. Barker set up shop in Ottawa, Kansas in 1868. See, “The Town,” 

Western Home Journal (Ottawa, Kansas), June 18, 1868. 

46 John Wilson, et al. to the Secretary of the Interior, January 30, 1864, M-234, reel 656, frames 195-200, Ottawa 

Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 
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Figure 2.3- John Tecumseh “Tauy” Jones [undated].47  

 

Removal, Citizenship, and the Treaty of 1867  

 Unable to compel federal adherence to their 1862 Treaty and suffering fraud and 

dispossession at the hands of their agent, Ottawas endeavored to use federal desires for Indian 

naturalization and removal to carve their own path into the future. The removal provisions of the 

 
47 John Tecumseh “Tauy” Jones, Kansas Memory, Kansas Historical Society, accessed May 19, 2022, 

https://www.kansasmemory.org/item/3915 
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1867 Treaty secured the Ottawas a new homeland to replace the diminished and besieged Ottawa 

land base in Kansas. At the same time, citizenship provisions in the treaty provided a means for 

Ottawas to gain control over their trust funds and allotments in Kansas as they prepared to 

remove south. As historian Joseph Cash noted in his examination of the issue, “John Wilson, the 

Ottawa Chief at the time, realized that if the Ottawas sold out, and the money went into 

government trust, they would soon be both landless and penniless.”48 While Chief Wilson sought 

to advance the interests of the Ottawa community, Tauy Jones, still clinging to leadership, served 

as the only other Ottawa signatory to the 1867 Treaty, and he looked to manipulate 

circumstances to his own advantage. Jones engineered treaty provisions regarding Ottawa 

University that would work to the detriment of tribal members. Though contradictory in their 

impulses, the objectives of Wilson and Jones both found a place in the 1867 Treaty, and Ottawas 

would grapple with the consequences in the decades that followed. 

 Even as they became aware of violations of their 1862 Treaty, Ottawas differed on the 

solution to their quandary, and many only reluctantly consented to removal. Wilson’s allotment 

selections had been taken to establish the townsite, and a federal official in 1865 noted “the only 

thing that will satisfy Mr. Wilson, according to his statements, is the possession of the town 

site.”49 As the thriving town known as Ottawa had already sprung up, the official regarded this 

solution as an impossibility, and even after the fraud had been exposed, federal officials deemed 

the notion of following the treaty as written entirely insupportable. Denied their selected lands 

and unable to recover them, as early as 1864, Wilson advocated for an alternative solution: 

removal. During the Civil War, the Ottawas permitted Shawnees, Senecas, and Quapaws, driven 
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from their homes in Indian Territory by the war, to take up residence on the Ottawa reservation. 

In negotiations with Shawnee Chief Lewis Davis (Theh-con-a-gah), Wilson reached an accord to 

purchase part of the Shawnee reservation as a new homeland for the Ottawas. He proposed to 

pay the Shawnees for the land by commuting remaining annuities and using the proceeds from 

the unsold tribal trust lands in Kansas. Until at least 1866, however, tribal members remained 

divided on the issue.50 Since the early 1850s, the Ottawas had labored to avoid abandoning their 

long-established homesteads. 

 Ottawas pursued removal on their own initiative and as a means of surviving. While 

federal fraud and refusal to abide by the 1862 Treaty created the conditions under which they 

operated, Ottawa leaders pursued removal, negotiated its terms, and selected the location of their 

future home. Even federal officials recognized the land purchases in the 1867 Treaty between 

multiple tribes merely confirmed “treaty arrangements between themselves, to which they asked 

the sanction of the government.”51 Arrangements between the Shawnees and Ottawas drew on 

longstanding relations between the two tribes that dated back at least to their time in Ohio. The 

first Ottawas to remove to Kansas in 1832 made the journey alongside a group of Shawnees and 

received support from them,52 and when Shawnee refugees fled Indian Territory during the Civil 

War, the Ottawas provided a home for them.53 Now, with the Ottawas in need of a new home, 
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the Shawnees consented to sell them a portion of their reserve.54 The Ottawa decision was 

deliberative. In 1865, an Ottawa scouting party consisting of William Hurr (Naw-swa-ke-shick), 

John W. Earley (Wash-kos), and James Wolfe journeyed to Indian Territory to assess the lands 

the Ottawas contemplated purchasing from the Shawnees. When the scouting party reached their 

proposed homeland, they witnessed a romp of otters playing in a mudslide along the Neosho 

River on the western border of the reserve. As most Ottawas hailed from the Negig (otter) 

doodem, the Ottawas took the incident as an auspicious omen.55 Per the 1867 Treaty, the Ottawas 

purchased a nearly 15,000-acre tract from the Shawnees at $1 per acre, and the first Ottawas 

began moving south to Indian Territory in 1867. 

 Ottawas understood their U.S. citizenship as a malleable affiliation and contemplated 

joining their kin and moving to Canada. Even after the negotiations with the Shawnees, Ottawa 

leaders considered alternative locations for a tribal homeland. From 1867-1869, multiple Ottawa 

delegations that included John Wilson, James Wind (Shaw-bon-da), William Hurr, and Henry 

Clay (Che-po-swa), among others, visited with their kin in Michigan and on Walpole Island in 

Canada regarding the prospect of settling among them.56 To avoid removing to Kansas in the 

1830s, some Ottawas from the Maumee River Valley had taken up residence on Walpole Island. 

Ottawas in Kansas held kinship ties with those on Walpole Island and regularly rekindled 
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relations through periodic visits and letters.57 Chief Wilson proposed taking up residence there, 

and the Ottawa found their kin on Walpole Island amenable. Ottawas who had already labored to 

establish new homesteads in Indian Territory grew anxious at this prospect. In 1869, a group of 

Ottawas who had taken up residence in Indian Territory protested to the Indian Office how, “at 

first our chief [Wilson] seemed to regard the Reserve as we do. But…it seems that while they 

were there [Walpole Island], their Indians made fine proposition to our chief, because since he 

does not tire of telling of the great advantages of Canada. At different meetings of the council 

proposals have been made to sell our ‘Reserve’ and the national property in Franklin County 

Kansas, at these conferences we are represented as the minority, and we would be forced to 

submit all we have on the Spring River.”58 Although tribal leaders gave migration to Canada 

serious consideration, Wilson and the others ultimately resolved to make Indian Territory their 

home. 

 In contrast to the straightforward provisions on purchasing a new reservation, the 1867 

Treaty contained complicated provisions relating to the U.S. citizenship of the Ottawas that bears 

some analysis. Article 17 of the 1867 Treaty noted: 

The provisions of the Ottawa treaty of one thousand eight hundred and sixty-two, under 

which all the tribe were to become citizens upon the sixteenth of July, one thousand eight 

hundred and sixty-seven, are hereby extended for two years, or until July sixteenth, one 

thousand eight hundred and sixty-nine; but any time previous to that date any member of 
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the tribe may appear before the United States district court for Kansas, and declare his 

intention to become a citizen, when he shall receive a certificate of citizenship, which 

shall include his family, and thereafter be disconnected with the tribe, and shall be 

entitled to his proportion of the tribal fund; and all who shall not have made such 

declaration previous to the last-mentioned date shall still be considered members of the 

tribe. In order to enable the tribe to dispose of their property in Kansas, and remove to 

their new homes and establish themselves thereon, patents in fee-simple shall be given to 

the heads of families and to all who have come of age among the allottees under the 

treaties of one thousand eight hundred and sixty-two, so that they may sell their lands 

without restriction; but the said lands shall remain exempt from taxation so long as they 

may be retained by members of the tribe down to the said sixteenth of July, one thousand 

eight hundred and sixty-nine.59  

The U.S. citizenship of the Ottawas hinges on key passages. The first sentence extends a 

provision in the 1862 Treaty that “each and every one of them, shall be deemed and declared to 

be citizens”60 by changing the date of naturalization from July 1867 to July 1869. While it 

granted the Ottawas U.S. citizenship, the 1867 Treaty also acknowledged the existence of an 

Ottawa tribal organization. Unless they voluntarily renounced their tribal membership, all 

Ottawas would “still be considered members of the tribe.”61 This clause seemingly negated the 
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part of the 1862 Treaty that tied U.S. citizenship to the termination of the Ottawa tribal 

organization. Thus, in July 1869, the Ottawas streaming south to their new reservation in Indian 

Territory gained U.S. citizenship. By acquiring U.S. citizenship alongside of a reservation, 

Ottawas opened a pandora’s box of predicaments for federal officials. Historically, the federal 

government had held U.S. citizenship and tribal affiliation as mutually exclusive categories and 

exercised unbridled federal authority over Indians under the doctrines of federal plenary power 

and the guardian-ward relationship. 

 Complex and contradictory tribal and federal impulses led to the U.S. citizenship 

provisions in the 1867 Treaty, but evidence suggests the provisions represent negligent oversight 

on the part of federal officials and a premeditated outcome on the part of the Ottawas. Thus, 

Ottawa experiences suggest how Native people took advantage of shifts in federal policy and 

colonial ambivalence about when and how to incorporate Native people to access the autonomy 

of U.S. citizenship for sovereign ends. In the late 1860s in Kansas, the federal government 

experimented with both U.S. citizenship and removal as competing strategies for Native 

dispossession.62 These competing policies produced an unexpected opening for the Ottawas to 

secure dual affiliation. Extending U.S. citizenship to Native people had long proven a means to 

gain access to Indian land. In 1866, Republican Senators Samuel C. Pomeroy and Henry Lane of 

Kansas advocated for U.S. citizenship and the removal of trust protections for Indians in Kansas 

who had taken allotments, and they argued those Indians were “competent and civilized.”63 That 

same year, Indian Office officials promoted the removal of Indians from Kansas as “the Indian 
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reservations within the State are composed of its best lands.”64 Of the tribes neighboring the 

Ottawas, one endured U.S. citizenship and allotment in Kansas while the other three faced 

removal. Other Kansas tribes fragmented over the issue of U.S. citizenship and removal.65 In 

those cases, treaty provisions allowed some to opt to take allotments and acquire U.S. citizenship 

while others removed to a new reserve. At least some federal officials believed the Ottawa treaty 

provided this option.66 In his 1867 annual report, Charles Mix mischaracterized the still-

unratified treaty by declaring it gave the Ottawas the “choice of citizenship or to remain in their 

tribal relations and provides for the removal from Kansas of such as do not become citizens.”67 

Ottawas more accurately grasped the implications of the treaty.68  

  Through Article 17 of the 1867 Treaty, Ottawa leaders acquired firm control over their 

allotments, and by postponing naturalization, they obtained relief from the imminent threat of 

taxation. In a sharp departure from most treaties that tied land title to U.S. citizenship, Article 17 
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immediately granted Ottawas patents in fee-simple and the authority to sell their allotments “to 

enable the tribe to dispose of their property in Kansas and remove to their new homes.”69 At the 

same time, it deferred U.S. citizenship for two years and thereby postponed the imposition of 

taxes on those lands while the Ottawas prepared to sell and move south. When Ottawas signed 

the treaty in February 1867, the specter of taxation loomed as they were to become U.S. citizens 

in July 1867 per the 1862 Treaty.70 Unlike federal officials, Ottawas correctly understood the 

treaty merely delayed U.S. citizenship. William Hurr, who signed the 1867 Treaty as translator 

and served on the first scouting party assessing the Ottawa’s new reservation, noted upon 

returning from the treaty negotiations in February 1867 that he wished “to tell his people that he 

has concluded to remain an Indian a few years longer.”71 While Ottawas sought to temporarily 

delay naturalization to secure relief from taxation, they still anticipated becoming U.S. citizens. 

As Albert Wiley, Hutchinson’s replacement as Indian agent for the Ottawas, noted a few months 

after Ottawas had signed the treaty, “the great desire of the Ottawas has been, and is now, to be 

citizens, with all the rights pertaining thereto, save that great and glorious right to be taxed.”72  

 Ottawas connected U.S. citizenship to legal authority and control over their land in 

Kansas. As early as 1866, a tribal petition observed, “We wish to become citizens as soon as 

practicable and have authority to sell any and all of our lands.”73 At the time the 1867 Treaty was 
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signed, the loathed C.C. Hutchinson still served as the Ottawa Indian agent, and Ottawas had no 

intention of allowing Hutchinson to sell their allotments on their behalf. Thus, the Ottawas 

desired the authority over their lands in Kansas that came with U.S. citizenship and removal to a 

new reservation to preserve community life. As Agent Wiley noted in 1867, “it is my opinion 

that as soon as they can make legal transfers of their lands a large majority will leave this 

country.”74  

The evidence from a convoluted period of possible early naturalization reveals Ottawa 

intentions to use the authority over their land that came with U.S. citizenship to sell their land 

and move south. The U.S. Senate failed to ratify the 1867 Treaty until June 18, 1868; however, 

under the 1862 Treaty the Ottawas were to become citizens in July 1867. With the 1867 Treaty 

signed but unratified and inoperative, some Ottawas opted to consider themselves U.S. citizens 

after July 1867 per the 1862 Treaty, and despite the protests of their Indian agent, they began 

selling warranty deeds to their lands to free them to move south. Among those engaged in land 

sales was John Wilson, who in 1867 reportedly asked $20,000 for his 1,200-acre estate and sold 

at least part of his land.75 According to some reports, Wilson’s wealth approached $50,000 and 

other affluent Ottawas included Joseph Badger King, William Hurr, and James Wind.76 Thus, 

Ottawas had substantive incentives to safeguard the sale of their allotments, with U.S. citizenship 

seemingly the best means of avoiding federal malfeasance. For orphans, widows, and others less 
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able to secure a fair price for their lands, tribal leaders sold their allotments on their behalf 

preparatory to removal.77  

 Tauy Jones viewed the 1867 Treaty as a tool for personal enrichment, and he and the 

white trustees of Ottawa University engineered new provisions in the 1867 Treaty that initiated a 

second round of fraud perpetrated against the Ottawas. In contrast to most Ottawas, Jones had no 

intention of moving south. After years of construction, in 1867 Jones completed work on a lavish 

two-story, twelve room, sandstone mansion, at a total cost of at least $20,000.78 As store owner 

and a trustee for Ottawa University, Jones had established a position of profit, power, and 

prestige in the growing town of Ottawa. In contrast, Wilson and others who planned to move 

south worried the Ottawas would derive little benefit from the school and wanted to sell the 

school prior to removal. As Hutchinson complained, “a few of the ignorant portion of the tribe 

have expected or hoped to make a new treaty whereby they could have the remaining 15000 

acres of college lands sold and the proceeds thereof divided among the tribe in money 

annuities.”79 Hutchinson, Kalloch, and Jones, profiting from the sale of school lands at below 

market value, resisted this effort and argued the school was now an independent entity, with the 

Ottawas only having claims to education, not land. With the full extent of the self-dealing by 

school trustees then unknown to the Ottawas, Ottawa desires to educate their youth were once 

more turned to fraudulent intentions in the 1867 Treaty. 
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 On its face, the 1867 Treaty guaranteed Ottawa rights to education and included 

safeguards that even after removal the school lands would be used for their intended purpose of 

serving the Ottawas. The treaty noted, “children of the tribe between the ages of six and eighteen 

shall be entitled to be received at said institution, and to be subsisted, clothed, educated, and 

attended in sickness….and to receive such advantages as the means of the institution will permit; 

these rights and privileges to continue so long as any children of the tribe shall present 

themselves for their exercise.”80 In response to Wilson’s previous complaints of “gross disregard 

of the spirit of the late [1862] treaty,”81 the 1867 Treaty also mandated the Secretary of the 

Interior serve as an ex officio school trustee “to furnish additional supervision of the institution, 

so that the provisions of this article may be carried into effect in their full spirit and intent.”82 

Finally, the treaty sold to the school an additional 7,000 acres of unsold Ottawa trust lands to be 

resold for the benefit of the school. For Jones and the white trustees, with Indian education 

always an inconsequential consideration, the 1867 Treaty merely increased the amount of land 

available for them to manipulate for their own benefit and furthered their efforts to establish a 

Baptist college for whites that would increase local land values and augment the value of their 

own holdings. As before, they would simply ignore undesirable treaty provisions.83 

 Parts of the fraud started to unravel in the months after the signing of the 1867 Treaty. 

Hutchinson’s reports to the Indian Office differed with balances in the federal treasury. After 

years of Ottawa complaints, in March 1867, one month after Ottawas signed the 1867 Treaty, a 
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federal investigator finally examined Hutchinson’s land dealings. Hutchinson’s records of land 

sales were revealed to be “in a state of confusion and full of mistakes and discrepancies.”84 In 

addition to all he had stolen through undervalued land sales, Hutchinson could not account for 

roughly $42,000 he claimed to have obtained from land sales. While an inquiry worked to 

establish what had transpired, the Indian Office removed Hutchinson as agent, and he voluntarily 

resigned as school trustee. At first, the other perpetrators of the fraud merely continued their 

work with Hutchison as the odd man out. By February 1868, Kalloch too was accused of selling 

without board authorization and at far below market value nearly 3,000 acres of school lands. 

Kalloch negotiated that all charges against him be dropped by the board in return for disavowing 

his claims against the board for services he had rendered. He also demanded that the board ratify 

his own land purchases, obtained through the illegal sales of Hutchinson.85 Those conditions met, 

Kalloch agreed to resign his post of the board, and he moved on to fresh ground and committed 

frauds across the United States.86  

 Ignoring the unambiguous language of two treaties, Ottawa University officials continued 

to ignore the educational interests of the Ottawas as they constructed their college for whites 

with the proceeds from Ottawa lands. By 1868, over 8,000 acres donated by the Ottawas for the 

school had been sold, but the Ottawas had received less than 7 months of education.87 The lavish 
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$50,000 school building remained unfinished, and trustees canceled school in 1868 to facilitate 

its completion. After Kalloch’s departure, Baptist minister Robert Atkinson took leadership of 

the school. Atkinson paid his own salary and expenses from the proceeds from the sale of Ottawa 

lands and took up residence with his family in the university building. Nevertheless, he mirrored 

his predecessors in his commitment to establish a Baptist school for whites while ignoring 

Ottawa interests. The board failed to provide any accounting of their activities or to educate 

Ottawa youth, so in 1868, Wilson called for a further treaty to liquidate the school. In response, 

Atkinson consented to the creation of a fund to facilitate Ottawa education; however, he only 

agreed to provide funds for the education of the Ottawas to the extent that the interest on 

remaining land sales supported it. Ottawa University officials seemed poised to deny Ottawas 

any right to education. Already moving to their new home in Indian Territory, Ottawas grew 

apprehensive that the school and the land they had donated to support it would entirely fall out of 

their hands.88 

 As tribal leaders struggled to wrest control over the school, the duplicity of Tauy Jones 

became glaringly apparent and led to his ouster from tribal membership. Jones actively resisted 

the efforts of Chief Wilson to liquidate the school. In letters to the Indian Office, Jones 

disparaged Wilson and his adherents as “the ignorant and illiterate portion of our people… who 

have always been opposed to civilizing and Christianizing.”89 Jones informed the Secretary of 

the Interior if the school were sold and the proceeds distributed to tribal members, the money 
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“would be squandered for they are a squandering people.”90 In terms of their internal 

membership, Ottawas had at long last uncovered the fraud. In an 1869 letter, the Ottawas 

announced to the Indian Office the general council “unanimously voted that John T. Jones who 

was admitted to our tribe about twenty years ago has by his conduct during the last few months 

shown himself to be no longer identified with us in our interests and we hereby declare that he 

shall no longer be considered a member of our tribe, and…under no circumstances must said 

Jones be considered as representing or speaking for the tribe.”91 Ottawas next looked to combat 

the corrupt ring of federal and Baptist officials who had robbed them, and they turned in part to a 

tool only recently added to the tribal arsenal: U.S. citizenship.  
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Figure 2.4- Tauy Jones Hall at Ottawa University, completed in 1869.92 

 

Rights-Bearing Indians and Citizens 

 Amid the growing national dialogue about rights and equality, Ottawas asserted their own 

vision of U.S. citizenship. As with other excluded groups, the Ottawas pressed forward their 

citizenship claims by foregrounding their loyalty, military service, and new legal status, but 

Ottawas generally wielded it to thwart ongoing federal maladministration. Ottawas emphasized 

their right to control their lands and resources free from federal interference. At the same time, 

they demanded federal adherence to treaty provisions and ongoing responsibilities to uphold 
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them. In this manner, Ottawas aimed to maximize their autonomy over their affairs; however, as 

often, those aiming to control and dispossess the Ottawas selectively stressed the incongruity of 

tribal affiliation and U.S. citizenship to undermine Ottawa claims to the rights implied by either 

status. 

 Civil War experiences shaped Ottawa views on U.S. citizenship. In the 1850s, the Ottawa 

general council exhibited a pronounced neutrality throughout Bleeding Kansas as both free-soil 

and pro-slavery visions of freedom demanded Native dispossession.93 At first, Ottawas 

responded to the Civil War in a similar manner. In the spring of 1861, a Creek delegation 

ventured north to meet with Ottawa leaders and tried to induce them to fight for the Confederacy. 

According to a white witness, Ottawa leaders informed the Creeks “they were going to take no 

part for or against the Great White Father,”94 and the much-chagrined Creeks left the next 

morning. In the years that followed, however, circumstances changed. In June 1862, the Ottawas 

agreed to become U.S. citizens and carved out a future within the United States through their 

treaty, and that same month Ottawas began enlisting in the Union Army.95 The next year, 

wartime violence endangered the Ottawa community. In late August 1863, Quantrill’s Raiders, a 

pro-Confederate guerrilla unit, blazed a path of destruction through Kansas that culminated in an 

attack on the town of Lawrence, Kansas that became known as the Lawrence Massacre. 

Returning south after the attack, Quantrill’s Raiders passed through the northern reaches of the 

 
93 “The Ottowas in Full Council,” August 21, 1856, in ARCIA 1856 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 
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94 “Sole Survivor of War Council Here,” The Ottawa Herald (Ottawa, Kansas), October 31, 1912. 

95 In September 1863, Hutchinson noted five or six Ottawas “have been in actual service in the army for more than a 

year.” At least two, Frank Pooler and Ephraim Holmes, can be identified, and they enlisted in the First Kansas 

Battery Light Artillery in June 1862. See, C.C. Hutchinson to William Dole, September 30, 1863, in ARCIA 1863 

(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1864), 244-245; Report of the Adjutant General of the State of 

Kansas, 1861-'65 (Topeka: The Kansas State Printing Company, J.K. Hudson, State Printer, 1896), 625-626. 
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Ottawa reservation and burnt rails, stole horses and cattle, and jeopardized the lives of the 

Ottawas.96 Tribal leader James Wind’s eight-year-old daughter Catherine and his mother-in-law 

Jane King (Chequah Watbee) only escaped the guerrillas by hiding in a chicken coop,97 and 

Quantrill’s raid directly sparked a new round of Ottawa enlistments.98  

 During and after the Civil War, Ottawas began to use the discourses of military service 

and loyalty to make demands of the federal government. In lobbying for federal “protection of 

our lives and property” amid wartime violence in Kansas, tribal appeals proclaimed the Ottawas 

“unanimously and without wavering a loyal people,”99 and tribal leaders also cited the many 

Ottawa men engaged “to put down rebellion.”100 As the war came to close, those who served 

highlighted their military experiences to achieve targeted ends. Frank Pooler’s three-years as a 

member of the Kansas 1st Independent Battery, Light Artillery augmented his efforts to receive a 

patent for his allotment prior to the expiration of the five-year moratorium in the 1862 Treaty.101 

 
96 James Wind, William Hurr, and J.T. Jones to William Dole, October 9, 1863, M-234, reel 656, frames 179-181, 

Ottawa Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

97 Guy Jennison Jr. interview by Joseph Cash, June 4, 1976, Interview 1018, American Indian Research Project, Oral 
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98 For example, tribal members Isaac McCoy, Moses Pooler, Thomas Monroe, and John Earley all enlisted in the 
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General of the State of Kansas, 1861-'65 (Topeka: The Kansas State Printing Company, J.K. Hudson, State Printer, 

1896), 535-536; At least ten Ottawas served in the Union Army at a time the adult male population was around 
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1865 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1865), 576. 
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100 James Wind, William Hurr, and J.T. Jones to William Dole, October 9, 1863, M-234, reel 656, frames 179-181, 
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A supporter of Wilson, Pooler wanted the patent to sell his lands and move to Indian Territory.102 

Similarly, John Earley (Wash-kos), a veteran of the 16th Kansas Volunteer Cavalry, requested 

appointment as a translator by noting how his military service had prevented him from 

improving his land and left him with “nothing to show that I will be a citizen.”103 Already 

learning to speak the language of loyalty and military service, Ottawas harnessed the language of 

citizenship after they formally became naturalized in 1869.  

 
102 C.C. Hutchinson to D.N. Cooley, August 3, 1865, M-234, reel 656, frames 445-448, Ottawa Agency, Letters 
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Figure 2.5- John Earley (Wash-kos) in his Union Army uniform, c. 1864. Earley served as a 

member of the 16th Kansas Volunteer Cavalry.104 

 Ottawas attempted to redirect their U.S. citizenship to gain control over tribal resources. 

Faced with Ottawa claims to U.S. citizenship and a reservation, a bewildered Commissioner of 

Indian Affairs Ely Parker noted in 1869, “the question has been raised whether these Ottawas are 

not citizens by the operations of the treaty of 1862, or whether by that of 1868 they still hold a 

 
104 Photo of John Earley [undated, c. 1864], Biographical Files, John Earley folder, OTO-HAL.  



123 

 

tribal relation to the government, and it is before the department for consideration and decision; 

in the latter relation the bureau has regarded them.”105 In contrast to federal uncertainty, Ottawas 

anticipated naturalization as U.S. citizens as the outcome of the 1867 Treaty and demanded 

citizenship rights to gain control over funds held in trust by the federal government. Federal 

officials exercised administrative control over Native wealth through trust funds, and federal 

delinquency as a trustee made trust funds an alternative means of Native dispossession.106 In the 

case of the Ottawas, agent Hutchinson failed to account for $42,000 in his care, and in violation 

of treaty stipulations, the federal government refused to disburse other monies held in trust. 

Ottawas demanded access to these funds by noting as U.S. citizens their wardship had ended. As 

early as March 1869, a few months prior to the formal extension of U.S. citizenship, the Ottawas, 

often working through their attorney C.N. Blacklidge, claimed those funds due them as U.S. 

citizens under the Treaty of 1862.107 The treaty stipulated that upon naturalization the federal 

government deliver to the Ottawas “all the moneys which the United States hold, or may hold, in 

any wise for them.”108 Suffering immensely in the winter of 1870-1871 in their new home in 
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Indian Territory, the Ottawas reiterated their request for “control of their own funds”109 over the 

following years.110 Nevertheless, Ottawa monies remained mired in federal trust. 

 The Interior Department belatedly avowed the U.S. citizenship of the Ottawas in 1871, 

but the ruling simultaneously sanctioned continued federal control over some tribal affairs. After 

over a year of questions from the Ottawas and Indian Office officials regarding the status of the 

Ottawas,111 Acting Secretary of the Interior Walter H. Smith wrote to the Acting Commissioner 

of Indian Affairs H.R. Clum in April 1871, “you are informed that after careful consideration of 

the subject I am of the opinion that under said treaties the Ottawa Indians are now Citizens of the 

United States and consequently are entitled to all the privileges and immunities guaranteed to 

other citizens. I would further remark their wardship has ceased and they are entitled to funds in 

the hands of the Secretary of the Interior as trustee, but inasmuch as there is no authority given to 

him to dispose of these funds and distribute the proceeds, Congress should be called upon to 

provide for the case by legislation.”112 This first test case proved telling. Irrespective of the status 

of the Ottawas as U.S. citizens, federal officials declined repeated Ottawa requests for tribal 
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funds held by the federal government by citing “want of treaty authority.”113 Only belatedly did 

Ottawas receive monies held in trust by the federal government under the 1862 Treaty.114  

Desirous of harnessing citizenship for their own ends, Ottawas wanted federal officials to 

firmly define their rights as U.S. citizens. One federal official noted that tribal leaders “have been 

somewhat disturbed on account of the anomalous condition which they occupy in regard to 

citizenship”115 and another official complained “the question as to what their rights are agitates 

the people considerably.”116 John Earley, a tribal representative at the negotiations for the 1867 

Treaty reflected, “the Ottawa Indians then were declared citizens of the United States in 1869, 

but notwithstanding that the Government department has all the time since then been controlling 

the band…so it didn't seem to make much difference what the law said.”117   

 Ottawas deployed both civil and sovereign discourses in their endeavors to gain control 

of Ottawa University. On July 13, 1869, three days before the Ottawas formally became citizens 

under the 1867 Treaty, and undoubtedly timed to ensure that the “tribal” nature of their action 

could not be questioned, the Ottawas appointed a new Board of Trustees for Ottawa University. 

They declared that the existing board had been unlawfully installed without required tribal 

consultation. All Ottawa trustees, except Jones, who had been ousted from tribal membership 

 
113 Enoch Hoag to Ely Parker, April 24, 1871, M-234, reel 658, frames 181-183, Ottawa Agency, Letters Received 

by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

114 “Statement showing the sale of bonds since November 1, 1872,” in ARCIA 1873 (Washington, D.C.: Government 

Printing Office, 1873), 351. 

115 Hiram W. Jones to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, September 1, 1872, in ARCIA 1872 (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1872), 243. 

116 D.B. Dyer to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 25, 1880, in ARCIA 1880 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1880), 88. 

117 Testimony of John Earley, November 13, 1906, in U.S. Congress, Senate, Select Committee to Investigate 

Matters Connected with Affairs in the Indian Territory, Report of the Select Committee to Investigate Matters 

Connected with Affairs in the Indian Territory with Hearings, 59th Cong., 2nd Sess., November 11, 1906-January 9, 

1907 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1907), 52-53. 



126 

 

less than two months earlier, joined this new board. Due to their ambiguous citizenship, the 

Ottawas initially attempted to secure special legislation permitting them to sue the first board of 

Ottawa University.118 After they had been declared citizens, Ottawa Attorney C.N. Blacklidge 

noted a change in strategy, “We do not want any law now authorizing them to sue, they go into 

the courts just as any other citizens and get their rights. They can sue who they please…. they are 

citizens now and can talk [to lawyers] without permission.”119 The Ottawas proceeded to sue the 

first board. The legitimacy of these dueling boards remained in litigation until federal action 

preempted Ottawa suits.120  

 At the same time, Ottawas continued to rely on treaties and their unique prerogatives as 

Indians to achieve their objectives. Ineffectual in securing control of Ottawa University through 

the courts, the Ottawas sought federal legislation. In March 1871, the Ottawas sent a petition 

requesting congressional action and appealed to treaties and guardianship: “The property is ours, 

the same being our land or the proceeds thereof. We have, by agreement with the Government in 

the form of treaty, created all the authority there has been for disposing of or controlling the 

same, and we think that the power to control the same still rests with us and the Government. We 

have expected that the Secretary of the Interior would, in accordance with our request, take 

possession of this property as our guardian, and control and dispose of the same in our interest; 

but as he has not done this, we presume it must be because he does not consider that existing 
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treaties confer power for definite action. If this be the case, we respectfully ask that Congress 

will by law give the Secretary of the Interior power to take possession of this property.”121 

Newspaper coverage on C.C. Hutchinson and the Ottawa University fraud strengthened Ottawa 

appeals and created a public outcry.122 In June 1872 Congress passed legislation that would have 

approximated justice for the Ottawas. The legislation called for a committee appointed by the 

Secretary of the Interior to take possession of the school and property, sell it, and divide the 

proceeds among the Ottawas.123 

 Opposing the legislation, the Board of Trustees of Ottawa University asserted the status 

of the Ottawas as U.S. citizens precluded federal intervention on their behalf as Indians. 

Immediately after the passage of the legislation, the many prominent individuals associated with 

the land scheme or the Baptist Home Mission came to the defense of Ottawa University. The 

Board of Trustees of Ottawa University resisted the implementation of the law. When the 

committee arrived to take possession of Ottawa University, school leaders refused to relinquish 

control and prepared for a court battle. Advocates for Ottawa University sought to repeal and 

replace the original legislation. Representing the Board of Trustees of Ottawa University, 

attorney Henry Beard argued, “not one dollars’ worth of property mentioned in the above act 

belongs to the United States or any Indian or Indian tribe…the parties who petitioned for the said 

act are citizens of the United States, and that their tribe and tribal relations became extinct in the 
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year 1869, and that their only rights are rights of education in the University.”124 As evidence for 

his claim the Ottawas were not Indians, Beard noted, the Ottawas “have sued the Ottawa 

University in the courts of Kansas in respect to this endowment”125 and “are seeking redress in 

the courts, with the aid of sufficient legal counsel, so that they do not need to have counsel 

assigned to them as a matter of charity by the United States or to have National Legislature 

interfere in their behalf.”126 Playing to popular prejudices, Beard foregrounded the apparent 

incongruity of U.S. citizenship and tribal affiliation, tribal identity and access to American courts 

of justice, in an attempt to obscure the unmistakable injustice perpetrated against the Ottawas. 

 In the face of pressure from well-connected individuals, Congress reneged on its 

commitments to the Ottawas and even denied the Ottawas control over the meager remittances 

granted to them. Prominent Baptist leaders were among those championing the cause of Ottawa 

University, and in 1873, Congress caved to pressure and replaced the original act with 

“compromise” legislation. The new law created a commission to mediate and sanction disputes 

among the parties and to “determine and adjudge the various claims according to what they shall 

deem the rights and equities of the case.”127 Unsurprisingly, this new commission 

overwhelmingly favored the position of the Board of Trustees of Ottawa University. It 

determined that the Ottawas had no right to any lands occupied by Ottawa University buildings. 

In a “settlement” between the parties, the Ottawas exchanged their educational rights in the 

university, previously negotiated to last in perpetuity, for the proceeds from about 10,000 acres 
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of unsold tribal lands still controlled by Ottawa University128— whose entire land base, it should 

be remembered, had been bequeathed by the Ottawas for the sole purpose of educating Ottawa 

youth only a decade earlier. This settlement even blocked Ottawa control over the remaining 

10,000 acres. Instead, it gave authority to a group of white trustees “to dispose of said lands for 

the account and benefit of said Indians on such terms as they deem best.”129 One-third of the 

principal from these land sales would be released to the tribe in five years, half in ten years, and 

the remainder after fifteen years. These trustees initiated an additional round of fraud and again 

sold lands at below market value to collaborators. Predictably, the Ottawas never received 

recompense for these undervalued sales.130 

 To bring a close to this last round of fraud, Ottawas again drew on their access to the 

courts as citizens. The white trustees drew a salary of $500 a year for managing, or 

mismanaging, the Ottawa land trust. In 1883, tribal leaders demanded an early end to the 

trusteeship and argued they were sufficiently competent to manage their own monies. When 

federal attorneys appeared to oversee the 1883 meeting, attorneys for the white trustees objected 

on the basis that the Ottawa Tribe no longer existed, and they argued the federal government had 

no right to intervene on their behalf.131 After negotiating to end the trust early, the Ottawas went 

with their own attorneys to the U.S. District Court to sanction their settlement with the trustees; 

however, the U.S. District Attorney objected to the recognition of attorneys hired by the Ottawas. 

After hearing arguments, the judge ultimately “held that these Indians are citizens of the United 
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States and entitled to all the rights and privileges attending such citizenship, and hence had the 

inclusive right of making contracts.”132 U.S. citizenship apparently did not entail a right for 

Ottawas to control their own funds and lands but authorized them to contract large debts with 

lawyers in desperate attempts to safeguard the proper management of their affairs. Under these 

terms, the Ottawas had been systematically cheated multiple times over. They ultimately derived 

little benefit from the 20,000 acres of land they originally donated for the establishment of an 

institution to educate Ottawa youth in perpetuity. As tribal leader Joseph Badger King (Ko-tah-

wun), one of the original trustees of Ottawa University, reflected later in life, “a large part of our 

trust funds disappeared. The government has seemed to be satisfied with the explanations that 

were made, but our people never were. The Ottawas, like many another tribe, have abundant 

reason to know that ‘high finance’ is not a recent invention.”133  

 In 1881, Indian Agent D.B. Dyer complained of the Ottawas, “they have listened to bad 

white men and have been robbed by them so long that they are dissatisfied and quarrelsome. 

Their exact rights are not clearly defined. They claim to be citizens and wish to act as such. At 

the same time they want the protection of the government as wards when they are in trouble.”134 

While Dyer intended to malign the Ottawas in his characterization, his comments accurately 

reflected Ottawa desires for the authority over their affairs implied by U.S. citizenship and their 

unique prerogatives as Indians. Ultimately, Ottawa endeavors to turn U.S. citizenship from a tool 

for dispossession into a means to gain control over their property and destinies failed. Ottawas 
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faced the same malevolent colonial administration as other tribal nations, and neither civil nor 

sovereign discourses prevented tribal dispossession in Kansas. 

 

Conclusion 

 In April 1870, while making the 150-mile journey from Kansas to the new Ottawa 

reservation in Indian Territory, Chief John Wilson died of congestive chills near the Osage 

Catholic Mission in Saint Paul, Kansas. Wilson’s companions carried his body to the new 

Ottawa reservation, and Wilson became the first Ottawa interred in what thereafter would be 

known as the Ottawa Indian Cemetery. Wilson bequeathed a new homeland to Ottawas, but he 

never got to cross over to inhabit this new land himself. For the local newspapers in Ottawa, 

Kansas, from whence he departed, Wilson’s death embodied the pitiable fate awaiting all 

Natives—a story of inevitability intended to sanitize rapacious white dispossession of Indians. 

The paper predicted soon “the last representative of the aborigines will have disappeared from 

the Western continent” and “the future boy and girl will read with tearful eyes pathetic relations 

of the daring, hardy, simple-minded child of the forest.”135 Notwithstanding the reality of the 

ever-increasing tide of white encroachment, Wilson and the Ottawas rebuffed these eliminatory 

narratives.  

In 1872, the Indian agent for the Ottawas complained of their “anomalous condition” and 

how “they have become citizens of the United States, yet reside in the Indian country, possess a 

reservation there, and maintain a purely tribal organization.”136 While federal officials asserted 

the incongruity of U.S. citizenship and tribal affiliation, Ottawas forged their own path into the 
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future that envisioned belonging as Ottawas and Americans. The former the Ottawas grounded in 

kinship, shared commitments, and a historical tradition that predated the United States and the 

latter in legal, social, and political connections with the dominant society.137 The new Ottawa 

reservation lay 150 miles south but also around 25 miles closer to the state line than their Kansas 

reserve. Ottawas would cooperatively build a new life for themselves as a tribal community there 

but operated under few illusions that American expansion would abate. Instead, Ottawas staked 

their future with the United States by holding fast to their U.S. citizenship, and they carried with 

them to Indian Territory a tradition of using that citizenship and private property ownership as a 

tool against colonial impositions.
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CHAPTER 3 

“TO DO AS THEY PLEASE:”1 POWER THROUGH PRIVATE PROPERTY 

 In January 1883, Senator Henry L. Dawes of Massachusetts, later to author the famous 

Dawes Act of 1887 that subdivided tribal lands across the United States into individual 

allotments, took to the floor of the United States Senate to endorse a plea from Ottawa Indians of 

Indian Territory. Ninety-five of the then one hundred and twenty-two Ottawas petitioned “that 

our lands may be surveyed and allotted and patented to the members of our tribe in severalty.”2 

For Dawes, the Ottawa petition offered an opportunity to introduce allotment into Indian 

Territory and undercut the vehement opposition of the Five Civilized Tribes toward the policy. 

Dawes hoped “notwithstanding the objections of the Five Nations that the example by their side 

would work injury to their old established method [of holding lands in common].”3 Policymakers 

envisioned allotment as a means to expropriate Native lands and to solve the larger “Indian 

problem” by turning Indians into homogenized U.S. citizens.4 Allotment has been aptly called “a 
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fundamental mechanism of settler colonial domination and displacement,”5 and considering this 

context, tribal support appears puzzling. 

 If contemplating only federal intentions, the Ottawas appear as reckless accomplices to 

their own elimination; however, the Ottawa petition divulges a set of presumptions and 

expectations at odds with those of federal policymakers. The Ottawa petition notes “we were 

made citizens of the United States by the treaty of July 28, 1862 and have ever remained loyal to 

the Government of the United States. Since our removal to our present home in the Indian 

Territory we have improved our lands and have built houses. But inasmuch as we have no funds 

or annuities, we are unable to pay the expenses of surveying and allotting our lands. We, 

therefore, humbly pray that this work may be done at the expense of the United States 

Government.”6 Federal policymakers equated individual landholding, cultural change, and U.S. 

citizenship with the dissolution of tribal identity.7 In contrast, Ottawas conveyed how, for over a 

decade, they had held individual homesteads, built houses and improved their lands, and 

shouldered the burden of U.S. citizenship—all while still regarding themselves as Ottawas. In 

fact, the only obstacle preventing them from allotting tribal lands among themselves, as they had 

 
aimed “gradually to absorb them [Indians] into the mass of our citizens.” See, Chester A. Arthur, “First Annual 

Message to Congress,” December 6, 1881, in A Compilation of the Messages and Papers of the Presidents, 1789-

1907, Vol. 8, ed. James D. Richardson (New York: Bureau of National Literature and Art, 1908), 55. Henry Dawes 

noted, the Indian “will pass away as an Indian, I don’t doubt, and that very rapidly. It will be into citizenship, and 

into a place among the citizens of this land, or it will be into a vagabond and a tramp. He is to disappear as an Indian 

of the past; there is no longer any room for such an Indian in this country.” Henry Dawes, “Discussion of the Dawes 

Bill,” in ARBIC 1887 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1888), 89. 

5 Daniel Heath Justice, and Jean M. O'Brien, “Introduction: What’s Done to the People is Done to the Land,” in 

Allotment Stories: Indigenous Land Relations Under Settler Siege, edited by Daniel Heath Justice, and Jean M. 

O'Brien (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2021), xii. 

6 “Ottawa Petition,” in E. Whittlesey to Clinton B. Fisk, December 15, 1882, in ARBIC 1882 (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1883), 31-32. 

7 Vine Deloria and Clifford M. Lytle, American Indians, American Justice (Austin: Univ. of Texas Pres, 1984), 8-

12; Patrick Wolfe, “After the Frontier: Separation and Absorption in US Indian Policy,” Settler Colonial Studies 1, 

no. 1 (2011): 13-51. 
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done in Kansas, seemed to be a lack of funding for a survey. After a decade of petitions, the 

Ottawa reservation was allotted in 1892. 

This chapter argues Ottawas pursued private property ownership and U.S. citizenship 

through allotment in their struggle with the federal government for control over their land, and 

they refused the eliminatory implications of federal policy by sustaining their community within 

and through American society. On the Ottawa reservation, Indian agents threatened Ottawa 

subsistence by expelling white renters and interfering in the management of lands by individual 

Ottawas and tribal government.8 The right to control land and participate in the market economy 

represented an essential component of U.S. citizenship,9 and in embracing allotment policy, 

Ottawas aimed to mobilize those attributes of U.S. citizenship to assert freedom from colonial 

control over their activities. Ottawa activism around allotment and U.S. citizenship drew strength 

from longstanding community attributes of mobility and interconnection with outsiders. Prior to 

allotment, Ottawas had adapted to sustain their community amid deep-seated economic and 

social relations with white Americans and tribal displacement outside of reservation 

 
8 The late nineteenth century featured increasingly intrusive federal interference in tribal affairs. Wilkins and Stark 

outline this as a period of “significant shift in Indigenous-federal relations” in which “an emboldened Congress now 

frequently acted unilaterally to suspend or curtail Indian rights, including treaty rights, when it suited the 

government’s purpose.” David E. Wilkins, and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark, American Indian Politics and the 

American Political System (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018), 154. 

9 After the Civil War, liberal reformers, fearful of the propertyless masses using government authority to seize 

wealth, championed economic liberalism, or laissez-faire, that lionized the sanctity of property to rationalize limited 

government intervention in property and market relations. See, Nancy Cohen, The Reconstruction of American 

Liberalism, 1865-1914 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 84-109. 
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boundaries.10 These circumstances enabled the Ottawas to use allotment and U.S. citizenship as a 

vehicle for autonomy from colonial administration.11   

 While not minimizing the adverse effects of allotment policy or its role as a tool by which 

the settler state has exerted force over Native people, this study also demonstrates allotment and 

U.S. citizenship as sites of Native activism, refusals, and struggles for power with the settler 

state.12 Recent studies have pointed to skillful Native manipulation of allotment in the wake of 

federal imposition of the policy.13 A wave of scholarship has also cogently demonstrated how 

Native people adapted existing institutions to sustain tribal nationhood after allotment.14 These 

 
10 Thomas Biolsi refers to this as a “hybrid political space” and part of a “national indigenous geography” that sees 

the whole United States as a Native homeland and denotes the “simultaneous existence of two nations in the same 

physical space.” See, Thomas Biolsi, “Imagined Geographies: Sovereignty, Indigenous Space, and American Indian 

Struggle,” American Ethnologist 32, no. 2 (2005): 239-59. 

11 While Ottawas articulated control over land and freedom from federal interference as paramount sovereign 

authorities, other tribes emphasized other powers, including jurisdictional authority over land. These tribes accepted 

federal interference and the exercise of plenary power over Native people as the price of maintaining a modicum of 

tribal government authority over land held in trust. Thus, Ottawas gave pride of place to a different bundle of 

sovereign powers than some of their neighbors, most notably the Five Civilized Tribes. This created tensions. In 

1888, the Cherokees attempted to prevent Ottawa advocacy for allotment by offering the Ottawas a cash payment 

and the opportunity to become members of the Cherokee Nation. Ottawas considered the proposal, but the adoption 

and payment ultimately did not transpire. See, “Indian Territory Proposals,” Cherokee Advocate (Tahlequah, Indian 

Territory), May 2, 1888. 

12 As emblematized by Angie Debo’s classic book And Still the Waters Run: The Betrayal of the Five Civilized 

Tribes, historians have justly stressed the “orgy of plunder and exploitation probably unparalleled in American 

history” engendered by allotment. Angie Debo, And Still the Waters Run: The Betrayal of the 5 Civilized Tribes 

(Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1991), 91. See also, Janet A. McDonnell, The Dispossession of the American 

Indian, 1887-1934 (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1991); D. S. Otis, The Dawes Act and the Allotment of 

Indian Lands (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1973); Wilcomb E. Washburn, The Assault on Indian 

Tribalism: The General Allotment Law (Dawes Act) of 1887 (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1975). 

13 For Native advocacy or proactive manipulation of allotment for tribal ends, see Edmund Jefferson Danziger, 

Great Lakes Indian Accommodation and Resistance During the Early Reservation Years, 1850-1900 (Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press, 2009), 95-120; Emily Greenwald, Reconfiguring the Reservation: The Nez Perces, 

Jicarilla Apaches and the Dawes Act (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2002); Kurt Kim Schaefer, 

“A Bitter Pill: Indian Reform Policy, Indian Acculturation, and the Puyallup Act of 1893,” The Pacific Northwest 

Quarterly 102, no. 1 (2010): 14–28; Kelli Jean Mosteller,  “Place, Politics, and Property: Negotiating Allotment and 

Citizenship for the Citizen Potawatomi, 1861–1891,” PhD. Diss. (The University of Texas at Austin, 2013), 170-

181. 

14 See, in particular, Jenny Tone-Pah-Hote, Crafting an Indigenous Nation: Kiowa Expressive Culture in the 

Progressive Era (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2019); Rose Stremlau, Sustaining the Cherokee 

Family Kinship and the Allotment of an Indigenous Nation (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011); 



137 

 

works convey how federal assumptions of nationhood as tied to the jurisdictional authority of a 

state-centered political organization failed to account for tribal notions of nationhood centered on 

kinship and interrelationship. This chapter brings together these strands of scholarship by 

demonstrating how Ottawa community dynamics enabled the Ottawas to proactively pursue 

private property ownership and U.S. citizenship to secure greater autonomy as a people.15  

This chapter begins by outlining how Ottawas adapted their political and social 

formations, practices, and patterns of movement to survive after removal to Indian Territory. 

These adaptations resulted in a community whose subsistence relied on broad social and 

economic interconnection with white Americans and mobility across an expanded landscape. 

Having demonstrated prior Ottawa use of U.S. citizenship in struggles with federal officials and 

how community life was not contingent on reservation confines, the chapter then establishes how 

Ottawas sought allotment and substantive U.S. citizenship to avert increasingly intrusive federal 

interference in the management of Ottawa lands in the 1870s and 1880s. The chapter closes by 

outlining how Ottawas worked to deflect the eliminatory intent of allotment and proactively 

planned for a tribal future within American society. 

 

 

 
Laurence M. Hauptman, The Oneida Indians in the Age of Allotment, 1860-1920 (Norman: University of Oklahoma 

Press, 2006). 

15 For other tribes who mobilized power through private property ownership in the late nineteenth century, see 

Christina Gish Hill, Webs of Kinship: Family in Northern Cheyenne Nationhood (Norman: University of Oklahoma 

Press, 2017), 246-248; Matthew Makley, The Small Shall Be Strong: A History of Lake Tahoe's Washoe Indians 

(Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2018), 86-93; Christina Gish Hill, “Kinship as an Assertion of 

Sovereign Native Nationhood,” in Tribal Worlds: Critical Studies in American Indian Nation Building, edited by 

Hosmer, Brian and Larry Nesper (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2014), 65-110; William Bauer, 

“Stories of American Indian Freedom,” in Allotment Stories: Indigenous Land Relations Under Settler Siege, edited 

by Daniel Heath Justice, and Jean M. O'Brien (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2021), 202-212; 

Andrew Denson, “A Few Unreasonable Proposals: Some Rejected Ideas from the Cherokee Allotment 

Negotiations,” Chronicles of Oklahoma 84 (Winter 2006-2007), 426-43. 
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Tribal Life in Indian Territory   

 In July 1869, the Ottawas became U.S. citizens, but far from homogenized Americans, at 

that moment, Ottawas set upon the difficult task of reestablishing life as a tribal community in 

Indian Territory. Starting in 1867, small family groupings of Ottawas sold their allotments in 

Kansas, crowded into wagons with all their household effects, and made the 150-mile journey 

south to their new home, a 14,860-acre reservation in the northeastern corner of Indian Territory 

and under the federal jurisdiction of the Quapaw Indian Agency.16 The last Ottawa family, 

consisting of Na-Watch and the children under her care, arrived in 1870.17 With the notable 

exception of Tauy Jones, expelled from the Ottawa Tribe in 1869 due to his complicity in the 

Ottawa University fraud, all tribal members appear to have moved to Indian Territory.18 Guy 

Jennison (Che-she-beeg), whose mother survived the journey from Kansas, reflected on the 

difficult years after removal, “the majority of the Tribe landed here with practically nothing. A 

few had a little money left from the sale of their lands in Kansas…The Ottawas scarcely raised 

anything. It got so dry that both rivers, Neosho and Spring River, stopped flowing. Shawnee 

Lake, east of (what is now) Miami, where all those water lilies used to be before Grand Lake was 

built, also went dry. For a vegetable, the Indians would go and dig down and get those tubers of 

the water lily. Something like a sweet potato and they cooked and ate them. The Old Indians said 

 
16 Dave Geboe, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, May 4, 1937, Indian-Pioneer Papers Oral History Collection, 

University of Oklahoma, University of Oklahoma Libraries, Norman, Oklahoma (hereafter cited as IPP-OHC, 

OUL); Lizzie Lavore to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 12, 1916, Biographical Files, Lizzie Lavore folder, 

Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma History Archives Library, Miami, Oklahoma (hereafter cited as OTO-HAL). The 

Quapaw Agency was established in 1871. 

17 Lizzie Lavore Wolfe to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 12, 1916, Biographical Files, Lizzie Lavore folder, 

OTO-HAL. 

18 C.N. Blacklidge to Ely S. Parker,  March 29, 1870, M-234, reel 658, frames 19-23, Ottawa Agency, Letters 

Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, Record Group 75, National Archives and Records 

Administration, Washington, D.C. (hereafter cited as RG 75, NARA-DC); Enoch Hoag to E.S. Parker, October 8, 

1870, in Annual Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, for the year 1870 (Washington, D.C.: Government 

Printing Office, 1870), 257 (hereafter cited as ARCIA). 
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that they would have starved had it not been for them.”19 In addition to malnourishment, diseases 

plagued the Ottawas, and a particularly cold winter in 1870-1871 made matters worse.20 Joseph 

Badger King (Ko-tah-wun), chief in the years immediately after removal, estimated around half 

of the Ottawas died within a few years of moving to Indian Territory.21 Among the dead was 

King’s wife Christiana and his newborn son Anthony, both dying in the fall of 1870. Federal 

records attest that from an estimated population of 229 in 1867, the Ottawas numbered a mere 

150 by 1872.22  

 In the face of these severe challenges, tribal members worked cooperatively to establish 

themselves in their new homeland. In Kansas, the Ottawas had been esteemed for their fine 

farms and relative affluence. After the fraudulent theft of their lands and monies in Kansas, 

however, the Ottawas entered Indian Territory impoverished. Ottawas generally lacked the 

means to procure or hire teams to break out previously untilled lands, to purchase seed, or bring 

in materials to build new homes. Nevertheless, Guy Jennison noted, the first “spring they had 

through tribal cooperation constructed their homes, built rail fences to protect what small patches 

of crops they were able to put in.”23 A young man at the time, tribal member Dave Geboe (Che-

kauk) remembered how the Ottawas “helped each other and went to the timber and cut and 

 
19 Guy Jennison, “Sparks from the Tribal Fire” [unpublished autobiography], circa 1956, Ottawa Tribe History 

folder, Ottawa County Historical Society, Dobson Museum, Miami, Oklahoma (hereafter cited as OCHS-DM). 

20 A.C. Tuttle and Emmeline Tuttle, Friends' Review: A Religious, Literary and Miscellaneous Journal 24 

(1870/1871), 453-454; George W. Mitchell, A.C. Tuttle, and E.H. Tuttle to Enoch Hoag, October 4, 1871, in ARCIA 

1871 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1872), 499-502. 

21 Joseph B. King, “The Ottawa Indians in Kansas and Oklahoma,” Collections of the Kansas State Historical 

Society 13 (1913-1914), 377. 

22 Albert Wiley, Indian Agent, to Thomas Murphey, Superintendent of Indian Affairs, August 28, 1867, in ARCIA 

1867 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1867), 301; Hiram W. Jones to the Commissioner of Indian 

Affairs, September 1, 1872, in ARCIA 1881 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1881), 243. 

23 Guy Jennison, “Sparks from the Tribal Fire” [unpublished autobiography], circa 1956, Ottawa Tribe History 

folder, OCHS-DM. 
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prepared the logs and when they had enough, then they were hauled to the place where the 

building was to be, and the men all came and had a log rolling. Our house and stable were both 

built this way so by the cold days we had a home for the winter.”24 Similarly, tribal member Lula 

Wyrick recalled the “tribe moved here in wagons and after their arrival they helped each other to 

build their first houses which were of logs.”25  

 Although they communally constructed their homes, tribal members maintained 

individual homesteads and land claims as they had in Kansas, but as before, those individual 

claims did not stifle the kinship connections and reciprocity at the center of tribal ties. In Kansas, 

the Ottawas had adapted to agricultural life on the plains by establishing a written legal code that 

protected private property rights, and in the 1850s, the Ottawas had surveyed and subdivided 

their own reservation to protect their land claims from white intruders and depredations. In 

Indian Territory, Ottawas continued these traditions. Tribal members purchased locations with 

improvements from other members, negotiated the exchange of locations, and could inherit 

locations from parents.26 At the same time, Ottawas regularly shared resources, assisted each 

other in improving their homes and farms, and cooperatively cared for the sick, destitute, and 

young.27 As Moses Pooler (Ma-e-zee), who would become the wealthiest Ottawa after removal, 

 
24 Dave Geboe, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, May 4, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

25 Lula Wyrick, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, July 20, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

26 Catherine Jennison to whom it may concern, December 4, 1883, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frame 410, 

IAC, OHS; Catherine Jennison to D.B. Dyer, November 10, 1883, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 

425-427, IAC, OHS; Charles Lacy, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, January 24, 1938, IPP-OHC, OUL; Annie King 

[sic], interview by Nannie Lee Burns, June 25, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL; Anna King to Robert H. King, [undated], 

Biographical Files, Joseph Badger King folder, OTO-HAL. As the area had previously been occupied by the 

Cherokees, some Ottawas had paid former owners for their improved farms or houses, although not required to do 

so by treaty. See, Charles Lacy, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, January 24, 1938, IPP-OHC, OUL; Czarina Conlan, 

“M.B. Pooler, Ottawa Chief,” July 18, 1929, Historic Oklahoma Collection, Series 29, folder Ottawa-Biographies, 

OHS. 

27 Aid sometimes took the form of tribal government organizing assistance through the distribution of communal 

assets to those in need. As often, Ottawas simply joined together to assist their fellow Ottawas. In 1883, for 
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noted of his relationship to his fellow tribal members, “when adversity overtook them I have 

always assisted them during the hard times.”28 

 In Indian Territory, Ottawas continued their commitment to non-coercive political 

authority, and tribal government remained a vehicle for ensuring community cohesion and 

managing shared interests and concerns. Tribal government underwent a reorganization after 

removal. Just as after the move from Ohio in the 1830s, removal, coupled with unexpected 

deaths in tribal leadership, led tribal members to make changes to their governmental body. In 

Kansas, most positions in tribal government had been elective and included set terms of office. 

Only the principal chief was elected for life. As Joseph Badger King recalled, after removal to 

Indian Territory the office of chief became “an elective one with a two-year term, and a number 

of different men have held the position.”29 Women also gained an increased role in tribal 

governance structures. In Kansas, political decisions generally only required certification by the 

male-led tribal council and general council.30 In Indian Territory, tribal petitions generally 

included the names of Ottawa women, who were also increasingly literate and signed their own 

names.31 Although in practice the tribal council remained exclusively male, Ottawa women 

 
example, tribal leaders authorized the distribution of excess corn from communal property to Na-Watch, a widowed 

Ottawa elder, while the next year, Ottawa men simply “gathered themselves together and put a new roof”  on her 

house. See, John Earley to D.B. Dyer, April 2, 1883, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frame 398, IAC, OHS; 

H.H. Bonwill to unnamed recipient, March 20, 1884, in The Council Fire and Arbitrator 7, no. 6 (June 1884) 

28 Moses Pooler to the Secretary of the Interior, July 19, 1884, in U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Indian 

Affairs, Testimony taken by the Committee on Indian Affairs of the Senate in relation to leases of lands in the Indian 

Territory and other reservations under resolutions of the Senate of December 3, 1884 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1885), 594-595. 

29 King, “The Ottawa Indians in Kansas and Oklahoma,” 377. 

30 See, for example, Jotham Meeker, Journal of Jotham Meeker, 1832-55, April 10, 1854, M-174, Kansas State 

Historical Society, Topeka, Kansas. 

31 See, for example, James Wind, et. al. to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, February 26, 1872, M-234, reel 658, 

frames 309-310, Ottawa Agency, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 
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became part of the general council. In fact, when the Commissioner of Indian Affairs requested 

the views of “all male members of the Ottawa tribe,”32 the Indian agent had to retort that 

“females are allowed to vote in the Ottawa councils.”33 Earlier precedents coupled with 

demographic changes may have precipitated this shift,34 and in the early 1880s, Ottawas avowed, 

“our tribe consists of 114 persons, a majority being widows and orphans.”35  

 Ottawas organized through tribal government to advance larger community objectives. 

As the Ottawas slowly streamed south in the late 1860s, Chief John Wilson appointed Joseph 

Badger King to govern affairs in Indian Territory while Wilson remained in Kansas to sort out 

the Ottawa University debacle and litigate the theft of Ottawa trust funds.36 Among the tasks 

appointed to King was the erection of buildings for educational, religious, cemetery, and tribal 

government purposes on a roughly forty-acre tract the Ottawas had set aside for those 

functions.37 Located on a bluff on the southeastern portion of the Ottawa reserve, near the Spring 

River, this tract became the center of social life on the new Ottawa reserve, Most Ottawas settled 

 
32 T.J. Morgan to J.V. Summers, July 16, 1889, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frame 659-661, IAC, OHS. 

33 Commissioner of Indian Affairs to Thomas J. Moore, November 6, 1889, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, 

frame 662-665, IAC, OHS 

34 Heidi Bohaker has cogently demonstrated the existence of Anishinaabe women’s councils and that consultation 

with women was an integral aspect of Anishinaabe governance. See, Heidi Bohaker, Doodem and Council Fire: 

Anishinaabe Governance through Alliance (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2020), 135-169; Anishinaabe 

women could also “stand-in” for an absent male relative at general council meetings, and considering the large 

number of widows, perhaps this tradition segued into broader representation of women on the general council in this 

period. See, Cary Miller, Ogimaag: Anishinaabeg Leadership, 1760-1845 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

2010), 66-70. 

35 Petition of Ottawa Indians for Relief to Commissioner of Indian Affairs Hiram Price [undated, between 1881–

1885], Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 3-5, IAC, OHS. Despite the substantive shifts, no woman is 

known to have held elective office on the tribal council until the late twentieth century.  

36 King, “The Ottawa Indians in Kansas and Oklahoma,” 377; “The Railroad,” The Cherokee Sentinel (Baxter 

Springs, Kansas), March 19, 1870. 

37 Lizzie Lavore to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 12, 1916, Biographical Files, Lizzie Lavore folder, OTO-

HAL. 
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nearby, in the southern or eastern portion of the Ottawa reservation. Among the buildings 

constructed under the leadership of King included a church made of logs and a home for pastor 

James Wind (Shaw-bon-da). Fleeced of their lands by religious charlatans in Kansas, Wind, 

recently ordained and soon to become Ottawa Chief, served as the first pastor of the Ottawa 

Indian Baptist Church after removal. Tribal members recalled during his tenure “the church was 

in perfect order; where peace and happiness abounded.”38 

 Despite their negative experiences with Ottawa University, Ottawas continued to 

cooperatively work to secure educational opportunities for their youth. As one of their first acts 

upon leaving Kansas and settling in Indian Territory, the Ottawas constructed a new 

schoolhouse—the Ottawa Mission School. Tribal members built a square building of hewn logs 

with a well-shingled roof and erected it in the short space of ten days after assembling the needed 

materials.39 Federal officials noted Ottawa initiative and widespread support for this endeavor: 

“with self-reliance they have, this year, erected a good school-house, and nearly all of their youth 

are receiving the benefits of education.”40 Quaker missionaries Asa and Emeline Tuttle taught at 

the school. Some orphaned Ottawa children, growing in number as deaths increased in the years 

after removal, boarded with the Tuttle family in a home built by the Ottawas for them. Tribal 

leaders requested tribal funds be directed to the Ottawa Mission “that we may be enabled to 

 
38 Lizzie Lavore to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 12, 1916, Biographical Files, Lizzie Lavore folder, OTO-

HAL 

39 A.C. Tuttle and E.H. Tuttle, Friends' Review: A Religious, Literary and Miscellaneous Journal 24 (1870/1871), 

453. 

40 Enoch Hoag to E.S. Parker, October 8, 1870, in ARCIA 1870 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 

1870), 257-258. 
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educate our children at home.”41 The school also met more urgent needs. In 1871, as part of the 

school curriculum, Ottawa girls produced twenty-five quilts for tribal members in preparation for 

winter.42 In 1877, Ottawa tribal member Francis King became superintendent of the school, and 

he served in that capacity until the federal government closed the school in 1879. Thereafter, 

tribal members sent their children to the Seneca Indian School or Quapaw Mission School, 

located on the reservations of adjacent tribes. 

 Newly established events also solidified distinctively intra-tribal bonds, and the most 

important of these was the birthday celebration of Jane King Phelps (Chequah Watbee). 

Affectionately referred to as Aunt Jane or Grandma King by tribal members, Jane King was born 

in January 1766, toward the end of Pontiac’s War, and grew up knowing great Ottawa leaders of 

the eighteenth century. A repository of tribal history and cultural traditions, she passed down to 

her family traditional Anishinaabe stories she heard in her youth, and her husband, Kinewaba, 

was a grand-nephew of Chief Pontiac and the eighth Ottawa signatory to the 1817 Treaty of the 

Maumee Rapids.43 Starting around 1872, when Jane turned 106, the Ottawa community 

celebrated her birthday on January 6th with dinner and dancing.44 The aunt to Chief Joseph 

Badger King and mother-in-law to Chief James Wind, Jane King alone linked together most 

tribal members through collateral or lineal descent. As a midwife who gave children their Indian 

 
41 William Hurr to C.N. Blacklidge, February 8, 1870, M-234, reel 658, frames 24-25, Ottawa Agency, Letters 

Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, RG 75, NARA-DC. 

42 A.C. Tuttle and E.H. Tuttle, “Ottawa Mission School,” enclosed in George W. Mitchell, to Enoch Hoag, October 

4, 1871, in ARCIA 1871 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1872), 501-502. 

43 “Ann [sic] Jane King,” The Ottawa Daily Republic (Ottawa, Kansas), March 28, 1883; “Grandma King,” Baxter 

Springs News, January 10, 1885; Guy Jennison, “Sparks from the Tribal Fire” [unpublished autobiography], circa 

1956, Ottawa Tribe History folder, OCHS-DM. 

44 A.C. Tuttle, “An Indian Queen,” Friends' Review: A Religious, Literary and Miscellaneous Journal 40 

(1886/1887), 445; Annie King [sic], interview by Nannie Lee Burns, June 25, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 
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names, Jane served as a godmother or grandmother to generations of Ottawas.45 An active 

woman into old age and a pillar of tribal life, Jane made straw hats for all the Ottawa men a few 

summers before she passed away in 1886. The year before she died she pieced two quilts for her 

granddaughter, and the year she died she fixed enough rags for forty yards of rag carpet.46 Her 

birthday brought together the tribal community, and an 1882 image of her birthday celebration 

features around 70 individuals, at a time the Ottawas numbered around 108.47 An annual 

reminder of tribal history and heritage, at the birthday celebration in 1883, Jane went out on the 

dance floor and demonstrated how Ottawas danced a century earlier.48  

 

 

 
45 Interview with Guy Jennison, Gene Jennison, and Walter King Sr., February 5, 1953, Family History folder, 

OTO-HAL.  

46 Lula Wyrick, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, July 20, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL; Sarah Hollingsworth, interview by 

Nannie Lee Burns, October 15, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

47 D.B. Dyer to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 27, 1881, in ARCIA 1881 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1881), 96. 

48 Lula Wyrick, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, July 20, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL; Sarah Hollingsworth, interview by 

Nannie Lee Burns, October 15, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 
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Figure 3.1- Ottawa tribal council, seated, and other Ottawa men, c. 1875. Bottom row (left to 

right): James Wind (Shaw-bon-da), William Hurr (Naw-swa-ke-shick), Francis King, Henry 

Clay (Che-po-swa), David Barnett (Pe-as-so-we-shik). Top row: Christopher Wind, Charles 

Hutchinson, Henry Jones (Mos-koo), Joseph Wind (Kin-ne-wa-ha).49 

 

 

 
49 “Members of Ottawa Council, near Shawnee, Oklahoma,” George W. Ingalls Photograph Collection, The 

Huntington Library, San Marino, California, accessed May 25, 2022, 

https://hdl.huntington.org/digital/collection/p15150coll2/id/10262  
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Figure 3.2- Jane King Phelps (Chequah Watbee), c. 1882.50 

 

 

 

 
50 “Grandma King,” Photographs-Western History, Denver Public Library Digital Collections, accessed May 25, 

2022, https://digital.denverlibrary.org/digital/collection/p15330coll22/id/35264/rec/2  

https://digital.denverlibrary.org/digital/collection/p15330coll22/id/35264/rec/2
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Figure 3.3- Indian Reservations in the Quapaw Agency, 189151 

  

Expanding Tribal Landscapes 

To survive in Indian Territory after removal, Ottawas developed new lifeways that 

reinforced tribal traditions of mobility and interconnection with outsiders. Most Ottawas never 

developed flourishing family farms like those they maintained in Kansas. Instead, Ottawas 

increasingly utilized white renters to cultivate their lands and took advantage of economic 

 
51 Map produced by Gabriel Moss. 
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opportunities beyond their reservation. As a result, they incorporated outsiders into community 

life and adapted the terms of tribal membership to accommodate the increasing number of tribal 

members residing away from the reservation. Ottawa orientation toward allotment rested on a 

community life that transcended reservation boundaries and featured relationships with 

outsiders.52  

Intimate and tightly-knit Ottawa kinship relationships sustained community cohesion 

across expanding spatial divides and amid growing interconnection with outsiders. In a very 

tangible sense, the Ottawas represented one large extended family. The Ottawas numbered less 

than 300 individuals since the years immediately following removal from Ohio to Kansas in the 

1830s,53 and by the 1870s and 1880s, the Ottawas generally numbered less than 150 members.  

As a result, all Ottawas held connections to each other through some combination of blood, 

intermarriage, or adoption. Tribal members could trace the relationships and interconnections of 

the various families through more recent marriages in Kansas and Indian Territory, back to 

different villages along the Maumee River in Ohio, and for some, back to Pontiac and his wives 

and children.54 This thick web of family relationships was augmented by shared history and 

experiences. Survivors or descendants of survivors of two coerced removals, the Ottawas twice 

endured disastrous dispossession and dislocation, and following both removals, tribal members 

 
52 Ottawas had never confined their self-determination to a restricted reservation and had long mobilized power 

“across a shared and infinitely expandable land base.” See, Michael J. Witgen, An Infinity of Nations: How the 

Native New World Shaped Early North America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 357. 

53 King, “The Ottawa Indians in Kansas and Oklahoma,” 376. 

54 For genealogical relationships to Pontiac, see, Lizzie Lavore to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, December 5, 

1910, Biographical Files, Lizzie Lavore folder, OTO-HAL; “Some Indian History,” Miami Record-Herald, February 

2, 1912; Guy Jennison, “Sparks from the Tribal Fire” [unpublished autobiography], circa 1956, Ottawa Tribe 

History folder, OCHS-DM; Clarence King, “Pontiac's Descendants,” [enclosure] in Walter King to Mr. and Mrs. 

Rouse, August 28, 1961, Ohio History Center Stacks, PA box 20 40, Ohio History Connection, Columbus, Ohio; 

Norman G. Holmes, “The Ottawa Indians of Oklahoma and Chief Pontiac,” Chronicles of Oklahoma 45 (1967): 

190-206. 
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worked cooperatively to rebuild their lives in a new homeland. Thus, even in the absence of 

shared geography, Ottawas recognized those entitled to community membership and sustained a 

deep sense of connection to them.  

 Kinship sustained community bonds as the realities of life in Indian Territory intensified 

and reshaped longstanding patterns of mobility and migration. As noted in the first chapter, 

Anishinaabe people strategically and seasonally moved for subsistence, and even after adopting 

permanent agricultural settlements in Kansas, individuals intermittently took up occupations 

beyond reservation confines. In Indian Territory, many Ottawas, at least periodically, resided 

outside the Ottawa reservation. In 1884, Chief Moses Pooler reported that “the total number of 

our tribe is 135. Of this 135 but 100 are residents of the reservation, the balance residing some in 

Canada, Kansas, and the Sac and Fox reservation in the Indian Territory.”55  The majority of 

those absent lived among the Sac and Fox Tribe. The others resided at Walpole Island, Canada or 

in Franklin County, Kansas, locations Ottawas kept ties and continued to find meaningful, 

despite removal. 

Economic necessity often drove Ottawa outmigration. As tribal member Walter King 

(Wa-sa-gee shick) recalled, “because there was no way in the Ottawa reservation to earn any 

money and the Sac and Foxes had plenty of money in the early day…about one half of the 

Ottawas were at the Sac and Fox Agency part of the time after they were removed.”56  Fellow 

speakers of an Algonquian dialect with long associations with the Ottawas, the Sac and Fox tribe 

and the Ottawas mingled and visited at their nearby reservations in Kansas in the 1840s and 

 
55 Moses Pooler to the Secretary of the Interior, July 19, 1884, in U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Indian 

Affairs, Testimony taken by the Committee on Indian Affairs of the Senate in relation to leases of lands in the Indian 

Territory and other reservations under resolutions of the Senate of December 3, 1884 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1885), 595. 

56 Walter King to Elsie Hand, January 3, 1958, Walter S. King Collection, box 1, folder 4, OHS.  
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1850s, and most Ottawas understood the Sac and Fox language.57 Among other occupations, 

Ottawas worked at a sawmill, as Indian agency employees, and as missionaries on the Sac and 

Fox reserve. Tribal member Lula Wyrick recalled the poverty that compelled her family to make 

the trip. Having consumed all their supplies at home prior to departure, the family’s only food 

consisted of a jug of molasses, and for the duration of the trip, the children would take a long 

clean corn cob, stick it in the jug, and lick it for sustenance. They stayed at the Sac and Fox 

Agency one year in the 1880s, her step-father serving as a peace officer, before returning to the 

Ottawa reserve.58  

Reflecting earlier seasonal subsistence patterns, many Ottawas treated their land 

selections on the Ottawa reserve as a stopping place in a broader process of dispersing, 

recongregating, and migration. As tribal member Clarence King (Ocquanoxcey) noted, “when 

the land was held in common there was quite a bit of moving from place to place. It was, mostly 

a matter of fencing up little patches, what they had, tried to grow something, which wasn’t very 

much. And then it was mostly long excursions during the summer when they ought have been 

tending the crop. They would take off and maybe spend three or four weeks on some lake and 

fish when they should be tending their crops. They’d spend most of the summer dancing or out 

camping somewhere. Fishing and neglecting the land.”59 Reflecting earlier traditions of mobility, 

Ottawas rejected fixed residence as a defining component of community membership. As 

Clarence King observed, “After the allotment, there wasn’t much difference than when it was 

 
57 Walter King to Elsie Hand, January 3, 1958, Walter S. King Collection, box 1, folder 4, OHS. 

58 Lula Wyrick, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, July 20, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL 

59 Clarence E. King, interview by Peggy Dycus, May 16, 1969, Doris Duke Collection of American Indian Oral 

History, OUL. 
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they was living on common. Most of them never did stay on their allotments. They continued to 

move around.”60 

 Ottawas maintained community amid mobility through kinship connections, trips home 

for community events, and correspondence. These practices nourished tribal relationships while 

residing at a distance. The Sac and Fox reservation lay nearly 150 miles from the Ottawa 

reservation, roughly the distance the Ottawas traveled in their removal from Kansas to Indian 

Territory. Nevertheless, Ottawas regularly made the journey there and back. As a youth, Walter 

King made two or three round trips by wagon between the two reservations.61 Lula Wyrick 

recalled fondly how “it was always a pleasure for my Uncle Chris Wind who lived among the 

Indians at the Sac and Fox Agency to come to visit us as he would sing and talk in the Indian 

language and would tell Indian stories to us children.”62 Isaac McCoy, an Ottawa tribal member 

given his English name by the famous white preacher of the same name, became a Baptist 

minister and served as a missionary among the Sac and Fox Tribe, eventually marrying into that 

tribe. McCoy kept up regular correspondence regarding events on the Ottawa reserve and 

journeyed back home to participate in tribal decisions and periodically preach at the Ottawa 

Indian Baptist Church on the Ottawa reserve.63  

 Ottawas adapted the terms of community membership to manage increased mobility. For 

those living at a distance, partaking in some of the benefits of community membership initially 

required a demonstration of ongoing commitments to the tribal community based on the 

 
60 Ibid. 

61 Walter King to Elsie Hand, January 3, 1958, Walter S. King Collection, box 1, folder 4, OHS. 

62 Lula Wyrick, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, July 20, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

63 “Isaac McCoy,” Miami Record-Herald, June 6, 1913; Thomas J. Moore to Isaac McCoy, December 9, 1889, 

Record of the Quapaw Agency, Miscellaneous Letters, 1872-1946, E.1, Record Group 75, National Archives and 

Records Administration at Fort Worth, Southwest Regional Archives, Fort Worth, Texas. 
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reservation. Lizzie Wolfe (Nos-squat-ta) summarized a tribal rule created sometime after 

removal to Indian Territory: “When intermarrying other tribe if absent certain length of time and 

not comply a requirement of said Nation the name is cancel out in the payment roll.”64 The 

requirements alluded to go unstated but imply some benefits of membership depended on a 

demonstration of continued commitment to the Ottawa community for those unable to participate 

in the events and mutual reciprocity of daily life on the Ottawa reservation. As outmigration 

increased, tribal members adapted this rule. The rule change likely occurred in the 1880s. As 

Lizzie Wolfe recalled, in the past “if any of our member who fail to comply any of our 

requirements or absent themself after many years, they were rejected. Those principles were 

omitted at this generation.”65 Prior to allotment, Ottawas considered those with kinship ties 

living, or born, outside of the Ottawa reservation to be full members of the tribal community.66   

Ottawas also adapted community life to manage increased economic and social 

interconnection with white Americans. Perhaps no Ottawa family emblematized the range of 

Ottawa economic activities than the Pooler family. As one endeavor, Moses Pooler and his son 

operated the successful “Pooler Ferry” on the Ottawa reservation. The ferry lay where the 

Military Road running from Fort Leavenworth, Kansas to Fort Gibson in Indian Territory met 

the Neosho River. The ferry bore settlers south and cattle north. Carrying two wagons at a cost of 

one dollar per wagon and loaded with cattle for the return trip, Pooler made four dollars a 

 
64 Lizzie Lavore to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 12, 1916, Biographical Files, Lizzie Lavore folder, OTO-

HAL. 

65 Lizzie Lavore to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 12, 1916, Biographical Files, Lizzie Lavore folder, OTO-

HAL 

66 Elmer Cooke, for example, the son of Chief John Wilson’s daughter Nannie Wilson Cooke, was born in Kansas in 

1891, but allotted alongside the Ottawas. Angeline Lotz, separated from the tribe for four decades after marrying a 

white man in 1849, rejoined the tribe in 1889, was accepted by tribal members, and received an allotment. See, D.C. 

Gideon, Indian Territory, Descriptive, Biographical and Genealogical: Including the Landed Estates, County Seats, 

Etc., with a General History of the Territory (New York: Lewis, 1901), 536-538.   
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crossing, and business was good. Pooler also catered to the diverse needs of travelers by 

operating a post office, general store, blacksmith shop, and horse shed at the ferry crossing.67 As 

an additional source of income, Pooler ran the largest farm on the Ottawa reserve, and this 

allowed him to house and feed the horses used by government mail carriers. Each day, the 

carriers exchanged horses and ate dinner at the ferry crossing before continuing their appointed 

routes. Other Ottawas profited by leasing lands for cattle grazing and trading at the nearby border 

town of Baxter Springs, and tribal government leased unclaimed common property to whites for 

cattle grazing with the proceeds “applied to the general benefit of the Ottawas.”68 

Ottawas developed a system of leasing their individual land claims to whites that became 

the focal point of economic activity on the reservation. As one Indian agent summarized, “as far 

back as 1870 the Indians of this agency inaugurated a system of renting or making labor 

contracts with white farmers.”69 Often lacking the teams or finances to break new ground, 

renting allowed the Ottawas to bring untilled land under cultivation. Although unwanted 

intruders also posed a perennial concern,70 renters resided on the Ottawa reservation at the behest 

of individual Ottawas and with the permission of tribal government.71 Typically, a tribal member 

 
67 Velma Nieberding, The History of Ottawa County (Miami, Oklahoma: Walsworth Publishing, 1983), 107. 

68 John Earley quoted in The Saints' Herald, Vol. 30, No. 46, November 17, 1883. 

69 Thomas J. Moore to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 30, 1892, in ARCIA 1892-1893 (Washington, 

D.C., Government Printing Office, 1893), 243-244. 

70 Edward George (La-bake) to J.M. Haworth, June 11, 1878, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frame 175, IAC, 

OHS; Ottawa Chief and Council to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, November 11, 1878, Quapaw Agency 

Records, reel QA-9, frames 176-177, IAC, OHS.  

71 Ottawa General Council Resolution, November 10, 1887, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frame 311, IAC, 

OHS; Moses Pooler to D.B. Dyer, March 1, 1884, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 136-137, IAC, 

OHS; Whites illegally on the Ottawa reservation were also a recurrent issue. See, for example, correspondence on 
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Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 182-183, IAC, OHS 
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leased from 30 to 100 acres to a white renter. The renter was entitled to 1/3 of the crop produced, 

with the tribal member receiving the balance, often with additional compensation provided by 

the tribal member if the renter broke new ground or made other improvements.72 By 1879, Agent 

Thomas Moore claimed white renters planted 861 of the 914 acres in cultivation on the Ottawa 

reservation,73 and by the 1880s, as much as half of the population of the Ottawa reservation 

consisted of non-Ottawas.74  

 White renters enabled a diverse range of Ottawas to cull benefits from their otherwise 

vacant and unprofitable land claims. A statistical survey from 1881 lists male or female heads of 

household, variety and type of crops grown, and whether whites or Indians brought the land 

under cultivation. The survey demonstrates the reliance of some Ottawas on the rental system. 

Twenty of the thirty heads of household listed had some land under cultivation. Of those who 

cultivated, eight did so without the aid of white labor, four relied entirely on white labor, and 

eight augmented their own efforts with white labor.75 Among those who relied entirely on white 

labor were widows and single women.76 As Agent D.B. Dyer noted of the Indians of the Quapaw 

Agency, “many are destitute, but if allowed to rent their land the share of the crop so obtained 

enables them to live independent of any assistance from the government. Such are embraced 

 
72 D.B. Dyer to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 25, 1880, in ARCIA 1880 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1880), 88. 

73 J.M. Haworth to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 27, 1879, in ARCIA 1879 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1879), 76 

74 As one Indian agent summarized, “most of the farming is now done by white men: in fact, this agency now 

presents very much the appearance of a white man's country.” Thomas J. Moore to the Commissioner of Indian 

Affairs, August 30, 1892, in ARCIA 1892-1893 (Washington, D.C., Government Printing Office, 1893), 243-244.  

75 “Ottawa Statistics,” August 1881, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-1, frame 441-442, IAC, OHS. 

76 These included Sophia Barnett (Sup-pee), a recent widow with three children, and Abigail Wilson, a fifty-year-old 

woman with only an adult daughter living at home. “Ottawa Statistics,” August 1881, Quapaw Agency Records, reel 

QA-1, frame 441-442, IAC, OHS; Articles of Agreement between Sophia Barnett and Samuel Albro, February 17, 

1880, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frame 223-224, IAC, OHS. 
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under widows, orphans, cripples, and invalid persons who cannot labor.”77 Renting also served 

the interests of tribal members residing outside of the Ottawa reservation. An 1882 report, 

separately identifying all adult members, even if living in the same household or absent from the 

reservation, lists sixty Ottawa adults. Of those, seventeen are noted as absent from the 

reservation, and renting allowed several absent members to profit from their lands.78 

 To meet the reality of the growing number of whites on the Ottawa reservation, Ottawas 

adapted to incorporate some whites into the social fabric of tribal life, and they leveraged 

intermarriage as a tool for perpetuating tribal identity and affiliation.79 By dint of a small tribal 

population and a history of intermarriage among tribal members, by the 1870s, Ottawas had 

limited options for eligible marital partners among fellow Ottawas and increasingly married 

whites. Ottawa rules gave intermarried whites a stake in the tribal community. In her summary of 

Ottawa rules, Lizzie Wolfe noted, “if either sex intermarry in the Ottawa Nation, if station a 

number of years, they are enroll in a payment roll.”80 Thus, intermarriage coupled with residence 

 
77 D.B. Dyer to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 25, 1880, in ARCIA 1880 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1880), 88. 

78 “Statistics of the Ottawas,” August 25, 1882, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-1, frame 450-452, IAC, OHS. 

Renting also exacerbated inequalities in Ottawa society, and those with the most total land under cultivation 

generally utilized white laborers. While most Ottawas who did not employ white laborers farmed less than twenty 

total acres, those who employed whites often cultivated double that amount. Moses Pooler conspicuously exceeded 

all others in the use of white laborers and the amount of land he cultivated. By 1882, he farmed 200 acres, 

predominantly raising corn, and white laborers cultivated 150 of those acres—in comparison, no other tribal member 
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land under cultivation and those who did. Renting intensified those inequalities as well. Federal officials observed of 

the Ottawas that the “leading men possess good business qualifications,” but not all tribal members proved as savvy 

in financial arrangements or adept at successfully renting their lands. Elderly Ottawas almost invariably had no land 

claims under cultivation, and some members who rented failed to get the full value of their rentals. As tribal member 

Lizzie King complained of her renter to Agent D.B. Dyer in 1882, “I do not understand renting and he knows so and 
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communities, see Bohaker, Doodem and Council Fire, 78-85. 
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HAL 



157 

 

gave white partners a tangible, monetary interest in the tribal perpetuation. At the same time, the 

boundaries in the rule protected tribal identity by excluding intermarried partners from full tribal 

membership in the form of voting privileges or the right to an allotment.81 The rules played out 

on the ground. Anna King, the white wife of Joseph Badger King, noted, “I always drew in the 

tribe's payments,”82 and in line with this tradition, as late as 1910, the general council decided “to 

adopt the Buck women”83 for a payment.  

 Ottawas incorporated intermarried whites into the fabric of Ottawa community life. 

Perhaps no individual better emblematizes this process than Watt Jennison, the husband of tribal 

member Catherine Wind Jennison, a daughter of Chief James Wind (Shaw-bon-da). Walter 

“Watt” Jennison, drifted into the Ottawa reserve with the cattle. Born in Muscatine, Iowa in 

1844, Jennison served in the Union Army in the Civil War. After the war, he embarked on a 

multifaceted career: eight months studying at Grinnel College, three years silver mining in 

Colorado, a stint prospecting on the Pacific Slope of the Rocky Mountains, and finally, 

employment driving cattle from Texas to points as far west as California and to cities and 

railways north of the Indian Territory. In February 1878, likely returning to Texas after driving 

cattle to Baxter Springs, Kansas, Watt Jennison crossed into the Ottawa reservation. He boarded 

at the home of Henry and Matilda Jones, white renters living near the Military Road that ran 

through the reservation. Henry and Matilda had two sons who would marry Ottawas. Watt was 

invited to a community dance hosted by Joseph Wind (Kin-ne-wa-ha), and there he met Joseph’s 

 
81 On the importance of tribal citizenship in perpetuating and constituting nationhood, see Mikaëla M. Adams, Who 

Belongs?: Race, Resources, and Tribal Citizenship in the Native South (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 

1-24. 

82 Annie King [sic], interview by Nannie Lee Burns, June 25, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

83 “Ottawa News,” Miami Record-Herald, April 1, 1910. 
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sister, Catherine Wind Robitaille.84 Catherine, a 23-year-old Ottawa Indian, widow, and mother 

of four, and Watt, who had little more than a horse and saddle to his name, were married within a 

few weeks of the dance by Quaker missionary Asa Tuttle. Watt joined Catherine and her children 

in a small one-room log house built by her former husband. In the middle of winter and with no 

crops or provisions laid up that year, the family had little to eat beyond “a hole of turnips.” 85 To 

make it through the season, they relied on assistance from friends and family, both white and 

Ottawa.  

 Watt contributed to distinctively tribal activities. Catherine and Watt had their first child 

together in December 1880, and they would go on to average a child every two years for the next 

two decades. Watt’s education and varied background made him a useful addition to tribal life. 

Starting in the 1880s, Watt regularly served as Secretary or Clerk on the tribal council.86 In that 

capacity, he composed minutes and wrote down decisions of the general council. After federal 

officials objected to his signature on tribal decisions,87 Watt continued in his role but under the 

qualifier “acting” secretary or clerk “pro tem.”88 His son, Guy Jennison, would later assume 

 
84 Lula Wyrick, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, July 20, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL; Sarah Hollingsworth, interview by 

Nannie Lee Burns, October 15, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL; Gideon, Indian Territory, 333-335. 

85 Lula Wyrick, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, July 20, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 
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folder, OTO-HAL. 
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IAC, OHS. 

88 See, for example, Resolution of Ottawa Tribal Council, May 22, 1900, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, 

frame 422, IAC, OHS. 
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Watt’s position on tribal council.89 In addition to his time as clerk, Watt participated and helped 

facilitate tribal events, and he acted as the “General Manager” coordinating Ottawa powwows.90  

 While not serving in tribal leadership or administrative roles, intermarried female 

partners perpetuated community life by participation in tribal reciprocity and mutual assistance.  

Anna King, a white woman who had worked at the Quapaw Mission School and married Joseph 

Badger King in 1882, regularly took care of orphaned Ottawa children. Large proportions of 

Ottawas died following removal from Kansas, and Ottawas worked cooperatively to care for this 

vulnerable population.91 Anna King participated in this network of support. As she related, “there 

was seldom a time that some of the children of the tribe or someone was not in the home. Among 

them we raised Lew Dagenette and Daisy Bond. We had Jim and Hattie Winney for some years 

and sent them to the government schools. We had Joe BigKnife for five years. Philip Suboak 

now Philip George. We had another girl, Emma, for some years who had the scrofula so badly 

that it had eaten through and we could not let her come home among the other children and had 

to burn her clothing after she died. An old man, Grandpa Luther, made his home with us seven 

years.”92 Other intermarried whites felt similarly connected to the tribal community. Sarah 

Hollingsworth had two brothers marry Ottawas and resided continuously among the Ottawas 

beginning in the early 1880s. She related, “my brothers married Indian girls and through them 

 
89 Guy Jennison, “Sparks from the Tribal Fire” [unpublished autobiography], circa 1956, Ottawa Tribe History 
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we have lived among the Indians and our interests have always been the same.”93 Federal 

officials deemed intermarriage a means to facilitate ultimate assimilation. Ottawas refashioned it 

to perpetuate tribal life. 

 As they deepened their interconnection with American society, Ottawas also asserted the 

congruity of their tribal and American identities through public performance. Ottawas used 

patriotic celebrations in concert with distinctively Native modes of music and dance to reshape 

and redefine the meaning of U.S. citizenship and reject the full assimilation espoused by 

policymakers.94 Dancing had always been an Ottawa pastime, and for generations, Ottawas held 

social dances with other tribes. As early as 1839, the Ottawas left their reservation in Kansas and 

went south to dance with the Quapaws, with whom they would later become neighbors and host 

regular events.95 After removal to Indian Territory, Ottawas hosted or participated in Fourth of 

July celebrations with other area tribes, and the Fourth of July became a significant annual 

milestone for tribal members.96 Always an event bringing together area tribes, these Fourth of 

July celebrations initially shifted locations year-to-year, only in the early twentieth century 

becoming firmly established as an event held on Quapaw grounds. An Indian-initiated effort, the 

Fourth of July celebrations “developed from a custom of the Quapaws and Ottawas following the 

Civil War to get together each July 4 for a ‘picnic’” as a “gesture of friendship begun when the 
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94 This draws inspiration from analysis of similar processes in John Troutman, Indian Blues: American Indians and 

the Politics of Music, 1879–1934 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2009), 5-65; Cristina Stanciu, “Native 

Acts, Immigrant Acts: Citizenship, Naturalization, and the Performance of Civic Identity during the Progressive 

Era,” The Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 20, no 2 (2021), 252–276. 

95 Jotham Meeker, Journal of Jotham Meeker, 1832-55, June 12, 1839, M-174, Kansas State Historical Society, 

Topeka, Kansas; Larry Angelo, interview by Colt Coffin and Toni Reynolds, August 30, 2008, SOC 30152 

Indigenous People in the Contemporary World Collection, Gangwish Library, Ottawa University, Ottawa, Kansas. 

96 “A Quaint Celebration,” The Daily Commonwealth (Topeka, Kansas), July 10, 1872.  
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Quapaws took refuge with the Ottawas in Kansas” 97 during the Civil War. In the decades before 

and after allotment, the Ottawas hosted the Fourth of July powwow at King Springs or Pooler’s 

Grove, locations significant to the Ottawas for other reasons as well.98  

 Fourth of July celebrations in the Quapaw Agency featured a stirring combination of 

pride in tribal and American affiliations. Festivities included both Indian dancing and a public 

reading of the Declaration of Independence.99 In one well-documented event, in 1879, Ottawa 

tribal member Francis King hosted a large Fourth of July celebration at King Springs on the 

Ottawa reservation. Four beeves and several hogs were barbecued, and attendees included 

members of the area tribes, white renters, and whites from nearby border states. In total, over 

2,000 people attended to enjoy the music, food, and dancing. An Indian-driven event, a 

newspaper from nearby Baxter Springs, Kansas noted, “the celebration of the Fourth of July by 

the Indians was conceived by their chiefs and leading men and was managed throughout by a 

committee of prominent Indians.”100 Under a shady grove near the spring, the Ottawas had 

erected a speaker's stand, likely the same one used at general council meetings. Performances by 

a choir of Indian children accompanied speeches from prominent individuals, including the 

 
97 Velma Nieberding, “Quapaws Won't Forget Leaders of Past at Beaver Springs Pow-wow,” Miami News-Record, 
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chiefs of the Wyandotte, Modoc, Peoria, and Ottawa tribes. Other speakers included 

Congressman Benjamin Joseph Franklin of Missouri and the editor of the Kansas City Journal. 

Topics included Indian enfranchisement “as the surest and quickest remedy to correct the evils of 

our Indian policy.”101 Although a celebration of the birth of the United States, the event singled 

out Jane King, then 111 years old, and she related memories from before the formation of the 

United States for those in attendance.102 Thus, Ottawas expressed their patriotism as U.S. citizens 

and simultaneously celebrated tribal history that predated the United States, and powwows 

buttressed intra-tribal bonds as events that brought together those who resided on the reservation 

and those who lived elsewhere. By the late 1880s, Ottawas moved Fourth of July celebrations to 

Pooler’s Grove, and they would continue to be held there until the early twentieth  

After removal to Indian Territory, many changes allotment policy intended to introduce 

to tribal communities quickly came to characterize Ottawa tribal life—including individual 

property claims, economic relations with outsiders, widespread intermarriage with whites, 

displacement outside of reservation boundaries, and U.S. citizenship. Ottawas adapted 

longstanding traditions of mobility and interconnection with outsiders to sustain community life 

amid these changes. As the Indian Office increasingly exerted control over Ottawa lands and 

affairs, Ottawas harnessed their expansive sense of community in conjunction with U.S. 

citizenship and allotment as a counterweight to colonial impositions.103  

 
101 “Fourth of July Among the Indians,” The Times (Baxter Springs, Kansas) July 10, 1879. 

102 “Fourth of July Among the Indians,” The Times (Baxter Springs, Kansas) July 10, 1879; “Grandma King,”  

Lawrence Daily Journal (Lawrence, Kansas) July 15, 1879. 

103 For economic and market forces at work the other tribal responses to allotment, see Melissa L. Meyer, The White 

Earth Tragedy: Ethnicity and Dispossession at a Minnesota Anishinaabe Reservation, 1889-1920 (Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 1999), 1-7, 69-136; Edmund Jefferson Danziger, Great Lakes Indian Accommodation 

and Resistance During the Early Reservation Years, 1850-1900 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2009), 

100-106. 



163 

 

 

Autonomy Through Allotment     

Ottawas pursued allotment and substantive citizenship to escape unwanted federal 

interference in the management of their lands and resources. Having already faced allotment in 

Kansas, Ottawas always anticipated allotment might occur in Indian Territory,104 and Ottawa 

calls for allotment increased as the supervision of the Office of Indian Affairs interfered with 

Ottawa control over their lands. In the late 1870s, Ottawas attempted to contract for the sale of 

marble from a quarry located on the Ottawa reserve, but federal officials deemed these contracts 

illegal.105 In other cases, reflecting that tribal members increasingly resided outside of 

reservation confines, some Ottawas had attempted to sell their lands, but federal officials 

prevented these sales.106 As a result, as early as 1877 the Ottawa tribal council advocated for 

allotment,107 and at an Indian Fair held at Muskogee in 1879, Ottawas directly appealed to 

Secretary of the Interior Carl Schurz to facilitate allotment.108 Thus, allotment had consistent 

 
104 In 1872, tribal officials provisionally conferred land to Isaiah Suppernaw, a white man who had worked as a 

blacksmith for wages on the Ottawa Reserve in Kansas and who was invited to continue in that capacity in Indian 

Territory. The tribal council granted him “80 acres of land and make him a good title to it as long as our Reserve is 

restricted.”  Anticipating a time their reservation would not be restricted, the tribal council did not grant him 

permanent title, or the right to a future allotment, as a tribal member would possess. Instead, they merely conferred 

on him the right to use excess common property. See, Proceedings of Ottawa Council regarding Isaiah Supernaw, 

June 1, 1873, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 85-86, IAC, OHS 

105 Ezra A. Hayt to J.M. Hayworth, July 23, 1879, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 213-214, IAC, OHS. 

106 In a telling incident in 1878, a tribal member endeavored to circumvent the lack of formal title under U.S. law by 

selling “his undivided interest here in the lands held by us in this territory.” Ottawa Chief and Council to the 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, November 11, 1878, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 176-177, IAC, 

OHS. 

107 Ottawa Chief and Council to the Secretary of the Interior, March 22, 1877, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, 

frames 154-155, IAC, OHS. 

108 “The Secretary of the Interior,” The Sumner County Press (Wellington, Kansas), October 16, 1879; Acting 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, E. J. Brooks to Amos Kist, January 30, 1880, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, 

frames 220-222, IAC, OHS 
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support from some Ottawas, and support grew over time as new federal restrictions augmented 

initial rationales.109 

The 1882 Ottawa allotment petition, the first formal tribal petition for allotment, took 

place against the backdrop of imposed changes to the system of white tenancy on the Ottawa 

reservation. In the summer of 1882, the Secretary of the Interior issued new regulations that 

called for the end of all rental agreements and the removal of renters by the following March. To 

many policymakers, white tenancy on Indian land threatened the racial and gender hierarchy by 

putting Indians in positions of power.110 Federal officials also maligned renting for concentrating 

tribal wealth in the hands of a few “monopolizing” and acculturated Indians111 and argued it 

“encouraged idleness and dependence”112 rather than the inculcation of yeomen values. Across 

Indian Territory, Native peoples debated and differed in assessments of the advantages and 

liabilities of white labor,113 but among Indians of the Quapaw Agency, Agent D.B. Dyer noted a 

Native backlash with new restrictions “agitating the Indians considerably.”114  

 
109 The Indian Office, not the Ottawas, initially rejected the idea of allotment. Federal officials cited Ottawa 

incapacity and a reluctance to abandon Indian Office control over Ottawa lands in their opposition. One federal 

official noted, “as the Ottawas are citizens of the United States, if their lands are allotted and patented, they will at 

once become alienable, and it would become of grave consideration whether they would not soon dispose of their 

lands and render themselves homeless.” See, William Nicholson to H.W. Jones, March 28, 1877, Quapaw Agency 

Records, reel QA-9, frames 156-157, IAC, OHS. 

110 David A. Chang, The Color of the Land: Race, Nation, and the Politics of Landownership in Oklahoma, 1832-

1929 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 77-78. 

111 Alexandra Harmon, “American Indians and Land Monopolies in the Gilded Age,” The Journal of American 

History 90, no. 1 (2003): 106–33. 

112 J.M. Haworth to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 27, 1879, in ARCIA 1879 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1879), 78. 

113 Khaled J. Bloom, “An American Tragedy of the Commons: Land and Labor in the Cherokee Nation, 1870-

1900,” Agricultural History 76, no. 3 (2002): 497–523; Andrew Denson, Demanding the Cherokee Nation: Indian 

Autonomy and American Culture, 1830-1900 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2004), 220-221. 

114 D.B. Dyer to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 27, 1882, in ARCIA 1882 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1882), 84. In September 1882, a council of representatives of area tribes met at Kings 

Spring on the Ottawa reservation and crafted a resolution denouncing the new restrictions. The resolution 
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Ottawas drew on their U.S. citizenship to staunchly resist new federal regulations 

impeding their ability to lease their lands to white renters. In his August 1882 monthly report, an 

exasperated Agent D.B. Dyer noted, “The decision of the Honorable Secretary of the Interior in 

regard to renters is causing considerable talk and discussion, and I hear that many of the Indians 

are encouraging them [the renters] to stay and advising them not to make an agreement to leave. 

The Ottawas claim to be citizens, etc., as you well know they were at one time, and also that 

several of their men should be now. They will never submit to live as Indians unless they can 

enjoy the rights of a citizen and be protected by the government at the same time. In fact, they 

want to do as they please, and are always ready for trouble when they cannot.”115 Dyer’s 

characterization epitomizes Ottawa desires for tribal self-determination, and in their efforts “to 

do as they please,” U.S. citizenship represented one tool in the tribal arsenal. In resisting 

capricious federal mandates undermining their livelihoods and economic activities, Ottawas 

looked toward the right to control land associated with U.S. citizenship. 

 Under the leadership of Chief John Earley (Wash-kos), the Ottawas formally petitioned 

for allotment a few months after federal officials announced the new restrictions on white renters 

in 1882.116 John Earley, William Hurr (Naw-swa-ke-shick), and Joseph Wind, all who had white 

 
emphasized the tenuousness of their current reservation landholdings and complained with the removal of white 

renters and their teams, “you then leave us with nothing but the land and no vested title to that but simply your 

tenants, at will.” See, Representatives of our several tribes to the Secretary of the Interior, September 1882, Quapaw 

Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 338-342, IAC, OHS. 

115 D.B. Dyer to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 4, 1882, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-5, frame 

236, Indian Archives Collection, Oklahoma Historical Society, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma (hereafter cited as IAC, 

OHS). 

116 In early 1878, a group of Ottawas circulated a petition advocating for allotment. In 1879, William Hurr (Naw-

swa-ke-shick) made the case for allotment at an Indian Fair held at Muskogee and attended by Secretary of the 

Interior Carl Schurz.  In his speech at the fair, Secretary Schurz urged all the assembled Indians to give “earnest 

consideration” to “the dividing of your lands in severalty.”  Finding common cause, Hurr appealed to Schurz 

directly to facilitate Ottawa allotment. This advocacy prompted the Commissioner of Indian Affairs to request an 
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renters, took the lead in initiating the request for allotment,117 and others joined them and 

“strongly asked for and urged the allotment of their lands.”118 Although Ottawa proponents 

alleged “all the Ottawas desire it except perhaps three or four,” the first iteration of the petition 

received the endorsement of only 81 of the 122 Ottawas; however, support appears to have 

grown in the years that followed.119 In January 1883, Senator Henry L. Dawes introduced a bill 

to allot the Ottawa reservation in Indian Territory, with the same bill introduced in the House of 

Representatives the next year.120 Likely due to the cost of surveying and allotting the land, these 

bills failed to become law.121 

Ottawa advocacy for allotment reflected an Ottawa belief they could better manage 

affairs outside of Indian Office control. Ottawas intimately understood land ownership under 

U.S. law. After formally receiving their allotments in Kansas per the 1867 Treaty, Ottawas sold 

their allotments before removal to Indian Territory, or in the years shortly thereafter, and some 

had success against whites in state courts when whites attempted to deprive them of their 

 
estimate for the cost of surveying the Ottawa reserve, but Congress failed to authorize additional funds to complete 

the survey. The first formal, tribal government request for allotment is the 1882 petition.  

117 According to the 1882 Survey, white renters cultivated 14 acres for John Earley, 40 acres for William Hurr, and 

20 acres for Joseph Wind. Hurr resided among the Sac and Fox Tribe at the time. 

118 D.B. Dyer to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 16, 1883, in ARCIA 1883 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1884), 81. 

119 “Ottawa Petition,” in E. Whittlesey to Clinton B. Fisk, December 15, 1882, in ARBIC 1882 (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1883), 31-32. When endorsing the Ottawa petition on the Senate floor a few months 

later, Senator Dawes noted 96 Ottawas signed the petition, with most signing their names in English. It is uncertain 

whether names were subsequently added or if a new petition was forwarded. Although the language of the petition is 

noted, the list of signatories is not included in the sources cited above. 

120 S. 2369, 47th Cong.(1883); H.R. 2055, 48th Cong. (1884) 

121 A lack of appropriations for surveys of tribal lands stalled federal allotment efforts throughout the early 1880s, 

see David H. DeJong, The Commissioners of Indian Affairs: The United States Indian Service and the Making of 

Federal Indian Policy, 1824-2017 (Salt Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 2020), 73-74. 
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allotments without proper payment.122 Thus, Ottawas had already held land and conducted land 

sales as private citizens, and they anticipated greater success with the removal of federal 

interference that stymied Ottawa economic life. White farmers and cattlemen who had rented 

lands Ottawa lands made a good living in the process. Through renting, farming, or selling the 

land, Ottawas saw opportunities in allotment. Reflecting on allotment a generation later, tribal 

member Guy Jennison Jr. noted, “the Ottawas wanted it….some of them, kind of thought, ‘well 

he is getting rich off of it’…and they decided they wanted allotment to see if they could do the 

same thing.”123 

While federal proponents of allotment presented it as easing Native declension into 

inexorable extinction, Ottawas looked to a future outside of federal supervision. John Earley 

reflected in 1883, “We cultivate a considerable portion of our land and have much of it leased 

out to white men who work it on shares or pay certain annual rental in money….the amount 

realized from rents of land for agricultural purposes and the sales of farm products is the only 

source of income for my tribe, as we receive no annuities from the United States Government, as 

do many neighboring tribes. However, we are self-sustaining, and need no assistance from that 

quarter. Every year our condition improves, and the tribe grows more and more self-reliant…The 

future of the Ottawas, is, in short, bright with the promise of usefulness and prosperity.”124 As 

Earley’s account suggests, Ottawas looked to sustain their community within and through 

American society and outside colonial administration. 

 

 
122 “The Civil Cases,” Independent-Journal (Ottawa, Kansas), April 13, 1871. 

123 Guy Jennison Jr., interview by Joseph Cash, June 4, 1976, Interview 1018, American Indian Research Project, 

Oral History Center, University of South Dakota, Vermillion, South Dakota. On hopes for a future in cattle raising, 

see Sarah Hollingsworth, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, October 15, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

124 John Earley quoted in The Saints' Herald, Vol. 30, No. 46, November 17, 1883. 
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Tribal Disputes and Federal Interference  

 While in 1882 allotment appeared to have substantive, albeit not universal, tribal support, 

federal interference in acrimonious tribal debates in the years that followed gave allotment added 

appeal. Intra-tribal disputes centered around the issues of adoptions and cattle grazing on the 

Ottawa reservation, both also contentious matters across Indian Territory.125 Disputes over 

disproportionate exploitation of tribal lands and tribal leaders corruptly working through tribal 

government to give whites access to Ottawa lands engendered controversy among tribal 

members, and unwanted federal interference in tribal affairs prevented the Ottawas from 

satisfactorily resolving the conflicts themselves. Allotment offered a means to resolve the 

disputes. As John Earley remarked as one Ottawa motivation in seeking allotment, “We have 

become tired of the quarrels about titles to land and the crimes committed. We want the whole 

matter settled by Congress, and the land allotted us in severalty.”126 

 No tribal leader engendered more controversy than John Earley, and ultimately, his 

actions led to his impeachment and removal as chief. Born in Ohio, John Earley made the 

removal journey to Kansas when he was around five years old. Earley attended the Shawnee 

Methodist Mission in Kansas and worked in a general store owned by Tauy Jones on the Ottawa 

reservation. Through these experiences, Earley gained literacy in English. In 1863, he enlisted in 

the Sixteenth Kansas Volunteer Cavalry and participated in Union operations against the 

Missouri Expedition of Confederate Major General Sterling Price in 1864. Following the Civil 

War, he worked as a salesperson and clerk for various mercantile establishments in Kansas. A 

son-in-law to Chief Wilson, Earley went to Washington D.C. as one of four Ottawa delegates for 

 
125 David A. Chang, The Color of the Land: Race, Nation, and the Politics of Landownership in Oklahoma, 1832-

1929 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 57-61. 

126 “Chief Earley,” The Leavenworth Times (Leavenworth, Kansas), February 9, 1888. 
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the negotiations for the treaty of 1867, though not as a treaty signatory. Earley served on the 

tribal council in the 1870s and won election as chief in 1881. Earley’s administration marshaled 

the first Ottawa petition for allotment; however, his other actions as chief, not his allotment 

advocacy itself, engendered severe tribal condemnation.127 

 To his critics, Earley unabashedly used his office for personal gain, often in collusion 

with other tribal members, government officials, and conspiring whites. Charles Lacy, a white 

man who illegally came to the Ottawa reserve in 1883 but soon began working for Moses Pooler, 

contrasted the generosity of Pooler with the greed of Earley. He noted “I have known Pooler to 

kill twenty-five hogs at one time and have seen Earley rustle for his meat.”128 Tribal member 

Lizzie Wolfe reflected on Earley later in life, “There is always a black sheep in a flock and the 

unfortunate one were John W. Early. John W. Early was very bright and intelligent but he had 

one weak point, he was too much for the precious dollar and neglect his people, who decided and 

betrayed his people. He was impeached of his Chiefship.”129 In 1883, John Earley’s 

administration became mired in controversy over a five-year lease to graze cattle on 5,000 acres 

of the approximately 14,860-acre Ottawa reservation that had been granted to a white cattle 

syndicate under H.R. Crowell. According to Crowell, the idea for the lease originated with the 

Ottawas. After an April 1883 “general council,” which should have consisted of all adult tribal 

members, Crowell contended that tribal council members Joseph Wind and Moses Pooler came 

to him to propose the five-year lease at 10 cents per acre per annum. Crowell further asserted the 

 
127 Gideon, Indian Territory, 528-531. 

128 Charles Lacy, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, January 24, 1938, IPP-OHC, OUL. Lacy also noted, “in those 

days there were two factions struggling for leadership among the Ottawas. Mose Pooler headed the faction that 

seemed to be the more successful from a financial view and John Earley headed the other faction that was always 

trying to get somewhere.” 

129 Lizzie Lavore to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 12, 1916, Biographical Files, Lizzie Lavore folder, OTO-

HAL. 
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lease served as a means of extinguishing debts the Ottawas incurred when he furnished supplies 

to them at times of dire need in the early 1870s. According to Crowell, Pooler subsequently 

refused to execute the lease. This prompted Chief Earley to replace him with tribal clerk Joseph 

Badger King, who subsequently approved the document. Tribal criticism swiftly followed.130  

 Federal officials arbitrated internal tribal disputes. In 1883, a group of twelve Ottawa 

women bypassed tribal leadership and appealed to federal officials to adjudicate their complaints 

against Earley. In a heated letter to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, the women claimed 

“John W. Early, Joseph King, and Joseph Wind, have left the interests of their nation, and have 

gone to speculating in our land.”131 Styling themselves “widows and mothers of orphan children, 

belonging to the Ottawa tribe of Indians,”132 the women accused members of their own families 

of malfeasance. Signatories included Catherine Wind Jennison, the sister of Joseph Wind, and 

Jane King, the oldest member of the Ottawa Tribe and the aunt of Joseph Badger King. The letter 

alleged the three men concocted the lease for personal profit and “without consulting the 

tribe,”133 and noted “before they began this work, they were the poorest men in the nation, but 

now they have plenty of money.”134 As a result of tribal protests, the Indian Office initially 

refused to sanction the lease, prompting further tribal meetings on the issue. According to 

 
130 H.R, Crowell to Secretary of the Interior, August 30, 1883, in Testimony taken by the Committee on Indian 

Affairs…December 3, 1884, 348. John Earley assisted Crowell in making nefarious leases with other area tribes as 

well. See, Frank Valier to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 1884, in Testimony taken by the Committee on 

Indian Affairs…December 3, 1884, 603-604. 

131 Catherine Wind Jennison, Jane King, Lucia Mudeter, Abigail Wilson, Sarah Williams, Esther King, Emeline 

Staton, Catherine Stevens, Sophia Dooley, Emeline Clark, Lizzie King, and Eliza Wolfe to the Commissioner of 

Indian Affairs, May 5, 1883, in Testimony taken by the Committee on Indian Affairs…December 3, 1884, 346-347. 

132 Ibid., 346. 

133 Ibid., 346-347; Charles Lacy also claims John Earley received a shotgun from Crowell as a gift, see Charles 

Lacy, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, January 24, 1938, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

134 Catherine Wind Jennison, et. al. to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 5, 1883, in Testimony taken by the 

Committee on Indian Affairs…December 3, 1884, 346-347. 
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Crowell, the Ottawas, at an August 1883 general council meeting, agreed to the lease after 

Crowell increased the price per acre to include a cash payment, in addition to extinguishing the 

debt the Ottawas owed.135 With the strong urging of Indian Agent D.B. Dyer, the lease was 

approved.136 In this case, Ottawa women appealed to federal authority and ameliorated some of 

the negative consequences of the unauthorized lease, but for his own benefit, John Earley would 

also leverage federal power to override the interests of his fellow tribal members.  

 Federal officials intervened in contentious disputes regarding tribal adoption. No issue 

provoked greater tribal indignation than unlawfully adopted tribal members. As noted in the first 

chapter, Ottawas had long incorporated outsiders through adoption. Adoptions required the 

agreement of the community, strong connections, and the assumption of the responsibilities of 

reciprocity by the adoptee. As with Tauy Jones, Ottawas had suffered from those who sought 

membership for profit, and after removal to Indian Territory, adoption required a financial 

contribution to tribal government by the adoptee.137 As with intermarried whites who partook in 

payments, forms of affiliation short of full tribal membership also existed. Often, the tribe 

granted temporary occupancy rights to whites who never subsequently faced removal.138 With 

the formal subdivision of tribal land seemingly imminent, these whites endeavored to secure 

allotments. 

 
135 H.R, Crowell to Secretary of the Interior, August 30, 1883, in Testimony taken by the Committee on Indian 

Affairs…December 3, 1884, 348. 

136 Commissioner of Indian Affairs to the Secretary of the Interior, October 8, 1883, in Testimony taken by the 

Committee on Indian Affairs…December 3, 1884, 348-349. 

137 Lizzie Lavore to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 12, 1916, Biographical Files, Lizzie Lavore folder, OTO-

HAL. 

138 Lizzie Lavore to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 12, 1916, Biographical Files, Lizzie Lavore folder, OTO-

HAL; Eliza Gokey to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, June 13, 1883, in Testimony taken by the Committee on 

Indian Affairs…December 3, 1884, 347. 
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Earley profited by illegally approving adoptions. For the women who authored the May 

1883 letter, illegal adoptions, not the Crowell lease, formed the centerpiece of their complaints, 

and they alleged Earley, King, and Wind were “trying to get one white family in full [tribal] 

citizenship with us and our land and money and we do declare as Christian Women, that they are 

getting paid for so doing.”139 Another tribal member asserted “there is several who has been 

adopted through Earley’s bad influence,” and that Earley allowed the family of a white man who 

had married his daughter to sell timber on the Ottawa reserve for the railroad and to avoid paying 

the tax assigned to renters.140 In a prescient commentary, the women who authored the May 1883 

letter noted of one illegally adopted member, Alice Lee, “if this case is approved by you there 

will be many similar come up, and we will be cheated out of our land just as we were in Franklin 

County, Kansas.”141 Despite their protestations, the federal government deemed Alice Lee 

formally adopted in 1883, and a number of other disputed adoptees eventually secured 

allotments. Animosity and disputes over the tribal roll lingered well into the mid-twentieth 

century.142 Lizzie Wolfe, one of the twelve women protesting the adoptions in the May 1883 

letter, reflected in 1916, “when the allotment took place the intruders had the choicest land while 

I and my child took the poorest and my grandchildren stands today with empty hand.”143 

 
139 Catherine Wind Jennison, et. al. to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 5, 1883, in Testimony taken by the 

Committee on Indian Affairs…December 3, 1884, 346-347 

140 Elizabeth Earley to W.M. Ridpath, October 15, 1884, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 521-525, 

IAC, OHS. 

141 Catherine Wind Jennison, et. al. to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 5, 1883, in Testimony taken by the 

Committee on Indian Affairs…December 3, 1884, 346-347 

142 See Chapters 4 and 5. 

143 Lizzie Lavore to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 12, 1916, Biographical Files, Lizzie Lavore folder, OTO-

HAL. 
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 As tribal members grappled with corrupt tribal government officials, federal interference 

prevented the internal adjudication of disputes. Bypassing their agent and writing to the 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, the women who authored the May 1883 letter believed their 

Indian agent had colluded with Earley and held the agent “has a father and brother-in-law in the 

stock business, and we think that he has something to do with the Baxter Springs Stock 

Association himself.”144 Others complained Earley regularly got “the agent on his right side so 

he can overrule the tribe.”145 Ottawas had always had mechanisms for resolving internal debates, 

with tribal elections one method for changing leadership. The authors of the May 1883 letter 

noted, Earley’s “time is out the eighth of this month, and he is doing all the mean things he can 

for he knows that he will never be chief again.”146 While elections could change leadership, as 

the woman correctly recognized, once enacted, tribal adoptions and leases could only be undone 

with great difficulty, requiring external endorsement by a slow, paternalistic, and unresponsive 

federal bureaucracy.  

 With tribal affairs controlled by arbitrary and capricious federal Indian agents, some 

hoped allotment, U.S. citizenship, and the extension of U.S. law would offer relief. Elizabeth 

Wilson Earley (Wah-sa-yah), who filed for divorce against John Earley in the Kansas courts in 

1870 on the charges of “adultery and extreme cruelty,”147 lamented how Earley regularly coaxed 

federal authorities to intervene on his behalf. She noted in a letter of complaint, “Our people 

 
144 Catherine Wind Jennison, et. al. to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 5, 1883, in Testimony taken by the 

Committee on Indian Affairs…December 3, 1884, 346-347 

145 Elizabeth Earley to W.M. Ridpath, October 15, 1884, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 521-525, 

IAC, OHS. 

146 Catherine Wind Jennison, et. al. to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 5, 1883, in Testimony taken by the 

Committee on Indian Affairs…December 3, 1884, 346-347 

147 “Notice,” Independent-Journal (Ottawa, Kansas) January 13, 1870. 
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claim to be the citizens of the U.S. and hereby we been living without any law, only as 

Christians, and have been very much oppressed with this bad influence of Mr. Earley. We think 

it is time we ought to expose his work although we were never was able before, he is always 

making out his own writings and present it before our agents as if he was authorized by the tribe, 

therefore he’s more favor on his side and what complain should been, would not been any 

use.”148 With tribal decisions undermined by the collusion and interference of federal officials, 

the extension of U.S. law seemed to provide better protection. 

 While some Ottawas hoped the extension of U.S. law would end this unwanted federal 

meddling, tribal members worked internally to quell the ability of Earley to enlist federal 

officials on his behalf. Earley’s unscrupulous activities led to his formal impeachment and 

removal from office. As early as May 1883, Moses Pooler and Christopher Wind alleged Earley 

should be removed from office on the charge of drunkenness.149 In February 1884, the general 

council formally accused Earley of “presenting and swearing to an account against the Ottawas 

on or about the 28th of August 1883,”150 likely referring to the lease with Crowell or Alice Lee 

adoption, both still active issues at that time. Earley was impeached and removed from office. 

The tribal resolution further declared, “We as a people disclaim that we owe the said Early any 

money on any account whatsoever,”151 and Moses Pooler was elected to replace Earley. While 

the Ottawas expressed their political will, John Earley, recognizing the tenuousness of Ottawa 

 
148 Elizabeth Earley to W.M. Ridpath, October 15, 1884, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 521-525, 

IAC, OHS. 

149 Moses Pooler and Christopher Wind, Charges Against Chief Earley, May 30, 1883, Quapaw Agency Records, 

reel QA-9, frames 411-412, IAC, OHS; this is a tribal decision with antecedents, see C.C. Hutchinson to William 

Dole, September 30, 1863, in ARCIA 1863 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1863), 245. 

150 Ottawa General Council to whom it may concern, February 16, 1884, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, 

frame 436, IAC, OHS. 

151 Ibid. 
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sovereignty while under the management of the Office of Indian Affairs, endeavored to retain his 

position by obtaining the backing of federal officials. Writing to the local Indian agent in March 

1884, Moses Pooler complained “John still contends for his office” because some agency 

officials argued “we could not impeach him on those charges and they brought the news back 

that I was not recognized as a Chief by you.”152 Seemingly unable to assume leadership without 

federal consent, Pooler appealed to the agent “to settle it one way or the other,”153 with the agent 

eventually acknowledging Pooler as chief of the Ottawas.154 

 Moses Pooler also became embroiled in a controversy that once again forced the Ottawas 

to reckon with how federal interference impinged on their ability to resolve internal disputes 

regarding the management of communal lands. Cattle grazing lay at the heart of the contestation. 

Renters and whites who leased communal lands had to pay a tax to tribal government for grazing 

cattle on the Ottawa reservation. Tribal members did not. In 1883, Pooler, who regularly owned 

over 100 head of cattle himself, endeavored to enclose around 1,500 acres of the approximately 

14,860-acre Ottawa reserve. As Pooler notes, he received the requisite tribal permission and 

adhered to the rights of other tribal members in line with longstanding tribal custom. Pooler 

recounted, “Before I commenced work upon the pasture I asked privilege or permission of our 

chief, John W. Early, and he granted me the privilege of fencing as much as I wished. Under this 

grant I purchased the wire with my own money that I procured by selling my own cattle, and 

with my own hands, aided by my son, I inclosed a pasture. I did not inclose within said pasture 

any other than grazing land. As the land I inclosed was rough and broken, not suitable for 

 
152 Moses Pooler to D.B. Dyer, March 1, 1884, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 444-445, IAC, OHS. 

153 Ibid. 

154 Williams to Moses Pooler, March 10, 1884, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 477-478, IAC, OHS. 



176 

 

farming, I did not include in my pasture any land belonging or claimed by any other member of 

my tribe, nor did I cut off access to water for stock of any person. I provided large and suitable 

gates at the most convenient points for the free -passage of every person that chose to pass 

through the pasture.”155  

 Although Pooler adhered to all tribal provisions, federal officials intervened. In 1884, 

Special Agent W.H. Robb complained of the Quapaw Agency “the tribes are so small that they 

make scarcely any attempt at making and enforcing rules of their own, either civil or 

criminal.”156 Nationally, policymakers saw the disproportionate exploitation of reservation 

resources by some tribal members as a justifiable means of inserting themselves in tribal 

affairs,157 and believing the Ottawas lacked the ability to govern themselves, Robb endeavored to 

enforce his own rules. Proclaiming Pooler’s actions were “depriving the greater number of the 

members of these tribes of any benefit from the cattle tax,” Robb noted, “I made an order, to be 

in force during this summer, that where such pastures exist they will be disregarded and the tax 

collected for the benefit of all the members.”158 Faced with this new ruling and incited by Earley, 

who according to one account “had such a hatred because Pooler has prospered in his 

property,”159 the Ottawa general council instructed Pooler to pay the tax. 

 
155 Moses Pooler to the Secretary of the Interior, July 19, 1884, in Testimony taken by the Committee on Indian 

Affairs…December 3, 1884, 594-595. 

156 W.H. Robb to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 31, 1884, in ARCIA 1884 (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1885), 91. 

157 Alexandra Harmon, “American Indians and Land Monopolies in the Gilded Age,” The Journal of American 

History 90, no. 1 (2003): 106–33. 

158 W.H. Robb to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, July 25, 1884, in Testimony taken by the Committee on Indian 

Affairs…December 3, 1884, 593. 

159 Elizabeth Earley to W.M. Ridpath, October 15, 1884, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, frames 521-525, 

IAC, OHS. 
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 As clearly the federal government, not the general council, served as the foremost locus 

of power on the Ottawa reservation, Pooler appealed to the Office of Indian Affairs “for an 

adjudication of my rights,”160 and Pooler drew on Ottawa claims to both U.S. citizenship and 

sovereign rights to make the case. Making the argument for sovereignty, Pooler emphasized how 

Ottawas had purchased the land with their own funds and had their own rules, by which he had 

abided, for landholding. While federal officials argued Pooler exploited his fellow tribal 

members, Pooler held “I can say that I never wronged my people out of a cent.”161 Drawing on 

the discourses of U.S. citizenship, Pooler noted his service in the Union Army, his commitments 

“to keep faithfully all my contracts, to pay my debts, and be a good citizen,” and that 

policymakers ostensibly “desire all Indians to become prosperous farmers.”162  

 Despite his arguments, the federal government continued to insist Pooler pay the tax, and 

for Pooler, allotment appeared to offer a solution. Reviewing Pooler’s case as a test case for 

similar situations, Acting Commissioner E.L. Stevens characterized Pooler’s actions as an effort 

to “appropriate that which does not rightfully belong to him simply because he happens to have 

got along better than his fellows.”163 With his land rights unsettled and subject to Interior 

Department discretion, Pooler looked toward allotment to gain secure tenure, and in his 

arguments to the Interior Department, Pooler appealed to the notion of proportionate exploitation 

of reservation lands. As he related, “I claim as a member of my tribe that I am entitled to inclose 

the pasture with my own fence and claim that as I have not exceeded my proportionate share of 

 
160 Moses Pooler to the Secretary of the Interior, July 19, 1884, in Testimony taken by the Committee on Indian 

Affairs…December 3, 1884, 594-595. 
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the reservation that it is unjust and unlawful to collect a rental of me on my own land.”164 While 

this episode added extra impetus to the issue, Pooler had supported allotment since the late 

1870s.165  

 

A Future After Allotment  

 Although supportive of allotment in principle, Ottawas negotiated allotment legislation to 

ensure maximum control over their lands and resources. In February 1887, the Dawes Act was 

signed into law, and not exempted from the act like the Five Civilized Tribes, Ottawas quickly 

initiated another round of tribal advocacy for allotment.166 According to local news reports, at a 

May 1887 tribal meeting, “the whole tribe was present or represented and all but two were for 

allotment.”167 Ottawa advocacy for allotment underscored their desire to be rid of federal control. 

A newspaper report on the 1887 meeting noted, the Ottawa claimed to “have been for several 

years, citizens of the United States”168 and had requested “the right to sell any or all of their 

 
164 Moses Pooler to the Secretary of the Interior, July 19, 1884, in Testimony taken by the Committee on Indian 
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166 An Act to Provide for the Allotment of Lands in Severalty to Indians on the Various Reservations, approved 

February 8, 1887 (General Allotment Act or Dawes Act), Statutes at Large 24, 388-91, Document A 1887, NARA, 

https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/dawes-act 

167  “For Allotment,” Baxter Springs News (Baxter Springs, Kansas), June 18, 1887; “The Ottawa Indians Want to 

Sell,” Fort Scott Daily Monitor (Fort Scott, Kansas), June 1, 1887. As with prior decisions around allotment and 

citizenship, sharply differing perspectives on the topic undoubtedly existed. The appearance of unanimity likely 

reflects Anishinaabe traditions of achieving consensus (discussed in Chapter 1), with opponents convinced or 

acquiescing to the conclusion of the majority. For example, according to his wife, Joseph Badger King “was 

opposed to allotment, thinking that his people were better suited to live as they had been accustomed to live and not 

be forced to live on a small acreage and try to make their living by farming.” In practice, however, his actions at the 

time manifest a tacit support for allotment, perhaps reflecting his adherence to the consensus of the majority and 

decisions of tribal leadership. See, Annie King [sic], interview by Nannie Lee Burns, June 25, 1937, IPP-OHC, 

OUL. 

168 “The Ottawa Indians Want to Sell,” Fort Scott Daily Monitor (Fort Scott, Kansas), June 1, 1887. 
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lands at any time without being governed by the restrictions of the bill fixing a term of years 

which they claim should apply only to Indians proper.”169  

 Chief Manford Pooler (Tick-wah-ka) petitioned for the passage of a separate allotment 

bill to address specific objectives of the Ottawa Tribe.170 The general council authorized Miami 

Chief Thomas Richardville (Waapimaankwa), a lawyer educated at Notre Dame and Manford 

Pooler’s father-in-law, to represent them in allotment negotiations in Washington D.C.171 The 

Ottawa-supported bill differed from the Dawes Act in ways that reflected Ottawa history and 

priorities, and the bill included language that Dawes Act provisions that conflicted with the 

Ottawa bill were “hereby declared not to apply to said Ottawa Indians and their reservation.”172 

The bill maximized tribal control over the allotment process. In particular, the proposed 

legislation ordered the Secretary of the Interior to allot the Ottawas “upon lists to be furnished 

him by the principal chief thereof,” with no mention of Interior Department approval of the lists 

as in other bills. This provision gave tribal leaders the authority to exclude unauthorized 

members. Unlike legislation for other Quapaw Agency tribes, the Ottawa bill also explicitly 

declared the Ottawas “citizens of the United States, and entitled to all the rights, privileges, and 

benefits as such,” and reflecting prior abuse of the guardianship system in Kansas, it noted, 

“parents are hereby declared to be the legal guardians of their minor children without process of 

 
169 “The Ottawa Indians Want to Sell,” Fort Scott Daily Monitor (Fort Scott, Kansas), June 1, 1887. 

170 “To provide for allotment; of lands in severalty to the Ottawa Indians,” S. 2442, 52nd Cong. (1892); “Allotments 

of Lands to Certain Indian Tribes,” S. Rep. No. 615, 52nd Cong. (1892), 43. 
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court.”173 Finally, reflecting a desire to be rid of federal restrictions of leasing, the bill granted 

the allottee the unrestricted right to lease their lands.174 Despite Ottawa advocacy for the separate 

bill, the Ottawa reservation was formally allotted under the Dawes Act in September 1892, 

resulting in allotments of 80 acres per tribal member.175 

 Just as they had in embracing allotment and U.S. citizenship in 1862, Ottawas envisioned 

a world after allotment—a world that would still include Ottawas. Ottawas proactively planned 

for a future as a tribe within American society. In their 1892 proposed legislation, the Ottawas 

requested forty-acres be set aside “for school, church, and cemetery purposes” that would “be 

held as common property of the tribe.”176 Although that bill failed to become law, similar 

provisions in the Dawes Act enabled the Ottawas to retain 40 acres for religious and cemetery 

use. In setting aside lands for these purposes, the Ottawas marked out enduring and shared 

priorities, and they indicated a continued role for tribal government in managing that land to 

pursue those priorities.  

In 1891, as they finalized allotment, the tribal council endorsed the sale of 588 acres of 

“surplus” tribal land to a company headed by W. C. Lykins for the establishment of a townsite, 

 
173 “To provide for allotment; of lands in severalty to the Ottawa Indians,” S. 2442, 52nd Cong. (1892) 

174 Unlike earlier Ottawa efforts, the bill retained the twenty-five-year moratorium on the alienation of allotments. 

This perhaps reflects a fear of land loss via taxation, an issue the Ottawas faced in Kansas. It also likely reflects the 

priorities of those who wished to make their own rental agreements or reside on their allotments rather than those 

who wished to immediately sell their land. Those wishing to retain allotments probably constituted the majority, and 

most tribal members continued to reside locally until around 1930, when the number of non-resident members 

surpassed those who lived in Ottawa County. William Hurr is said to have approved of the twenty-five-year 

moratorium on alienation as “by the expiration of the time fixed for delivering the patents the Indians would be 

sufficiently educated to take care of themselves.” See, “Second Day: The Indian Convention,” Arkansas City Daily 

Traveler (Arkansas City, Kansas), December 30, 1891. 

175 The Dawes Act was amended in 1891 to allow for pro-rata distribution. Acting Commissioner of Indian Affairs 

to T.J. Moore, September 29, 1892, Quapaw Agency Records, reel QA-9, IAC, OHS; Lawrence Mills, Oklahoma 
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and Congress authorized the sale at the price of ten dollars an acre. The town was named 

“Miami” in honor of Miami Chief Thomas Richardville, who had helped negotiate the 

transaction.177 At the ensuing “grand auction sale” held by the town company, Ottawa tribal 

members were among the principal purchasers of town lots.178 Ottawa agreement to sell the land 

reflected more than federal coercion or a narrow, short-sighted focus on the resulting proceeds. 

In selling to the town company, Ottawas knowingly facilitated the establishment of a town in 

their midst, and in purchasing town lots, Ottawas planned a place for themselves within the new 

society developing around them.  

 

Conclusion   

The 1887 Dawes Act conditionally extended U.S. citizenship to Native people. It coupled 

U.S. citizenship with policies federal officials considered incompatible with tribal affiliation. The 

act tied U.S. citizenship to allotment but also declared any Indian who “has voluntarily taken up 

within said limits [of the United States] his residence, separate and apart from any tribe of 

Indians therein, and has adopted the habits of civilized life, is hereby declared to be a citizen of 

the United States.”179 To federal officials, tribal life could not long endure outside of reservation 

confines or amid cultural change, private property ownership, and interconnection with broader 

American society. In adjusting to the realities of life in Indian Territory in the 1870s and 1880s, 

Ottawas drew on traditions of mobility and interconnection with outsiders and adapted to 

 
177 Jess Heck, “Miami (town),” The Encyclopedia of Oklahoma History and Culture, 
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maintain their community amid those very conditions. In advocating for allotment, Ottawas 

harnessed community flexibility to pursue greater autonomy from the Office of Indian Affairs. 

Ottawa activism drew strength from a belief in their ability to navigate American society. It 

reflected a confidence that tribal bonds rested on more enduring foundations than federally-

delineated powers, reservation borders, or codifications of Indian identity. The decades that 

followed would test the resiliency of Ottawa bonds. 
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CHAPTER 4 

“GAINING IN STRENGTH:”1 REDIRECTING THE RACIAL HIERARCHY  

In 1910, Commissioner of Indian Affairs Francis E. Leupp heralded the imminent 

extinction of Native Americans: “there will be no ‘later’ for the Indian. He is losing his identity 

hour by hour, competing with whites in the labor market, mingling with white communities and 

absorbing white pioneers into his own, sending his children to the same schools with white 

children, intermarrying with whites and rearing an offspring which combines the traits of both 

lines of ancestry. In the light of his new day which is now so near its noon, he need not be an 

inspired seer to discern the approaching end of his pure aboriginal type and the upgrowth of 

another which will claim the name ‘American.’”2 In many ways, Leupp described the Ottawas. 

By the 1920s, the vast majority of Ottawas worked in cities and towns, lived away from their 

allotments or had sold them, sent their children to public schools, and intermarried with 

outsiders. Some even identified as racially white. Moreover, they had proudly proclaimed 

themselves U.S. citizens for over fifty years. Contrary to Leupp’s expectations, however, 

Ottawas refused to equate these changes with an inexorable diminishment of tribal identity. 

 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, popular notions and legal realities 

relegated Indians to a second-class citizenship premised on racialized notions of Indian 

 
1 Joseph B. King, “The Ottawa Indians in Kansas and Oklahoma,” Collections of the Kansas State Historical Society 

13 (1913-1914), 374. 

2 Francis E. Leupp, The Indian and his Problem (New York: C. Scribner's Sons, 1910), 360. 
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backwardness and incompetence.3 Federal officials continued to advocate for Native assimilation 

and pursued policies to destroy tribal identity; however, reflecting the hardening racial 

distinctions in this era, policymakers no longer subscribed to the lofty pretenses of Native 

equality.4 Instead, through domineering intervention and control, Indian policy endeavored to 

uphold the racial hierarchy, provide Indians a place as individuals on the margins of American 

life, and slowly diminish tribal identity by delineating it in static cultural terms or through the 

racialized use of blood quantum.5  

This chapter examines how the racial hierarchy, Indian policy, and displacement across 

the United States produced various forms of substantive citizenship and racial identity for 

Ottawa people.  Allotment of the Ottawa reservation led to a massive influx of white settlers and 

widespread displacement of Ottawas throughout the United States. Ottawas became increasingly 

exposed to a racist American society. At the same time, heavy-handed federal policies, justified 

on the pretense of Indian wardship, undermined the ability of Ottawas to control tribal or allotted 

land.6 To navigate a white supremacist society and government, Ottawas made divergent 

 
3 Frederick E. Hoxie, A Final Promise: The Campaign to Assimilate the Indians, 1880-1920 (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 1984), 211-239; Jason Edward Black, American Indians and the Rhetoric of Removal and Allotment 

(Jackson: Univ. Press of Mississippi, 2015), 102. 

4 Michael E. MacGerr, A Fierce Discontent: The Rise and Fall of the Progressive Movement in America, 1870-1920 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 182-184; Barbara Young Welke, Law and the Borders of Belonging in 

the Long Nineteenth Century United States (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 1-15. 

5 At the same time, a new group of white preservationists endeavored to protect and encourage aspects of Native 

culture and tradition deemed significant by them. This conflicting combination of impulses has led some to describe 

the period as one of great confusion in Indian Affairs, “as if whites wanted Indians to exist in a perpetual limbo of 

marginality, becoming neither fully Indian in a traditional sense, nor full-fledged members of the American middle 

class.” See, Tom Holm, The Great Confusion in Indian Affairs: Native Americans & Whites in the Progressive Era 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005), 152.  

6 Wilkins and Stark define wardship as a “legally specious” means “to justify any number of federal activities (e.g., 

suppression of Indian religious freedom, forced allotment of Indian lands, unilateral abrogation of Indian treaty 

rights) designed to hasten the assimilation of Indian peoples into mainstream American society.” David E. Wilkins, 

and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark, American Indian Politics and the American Political System (Lanham: Rowman 

& Littlefield, 2018), 296. 
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individual choices on how to engage the racial hierarchy. Decisions differed based on individual 

needs, phenotype, and local dynamics. In navigating federal and societal racial hierarchies, many 

Ottawas came to identify as mixed-race, some assumed a white racial identity, and still others 

unequivocally claimed an Indian racial identity. No one experience predominates. Irrespective of 

racial choice or classification, Ottawas retained their own definitions of tribal belonging based in 

kinship and continued to assert tribal government represented the best mechanism to protect and 

control tribal interests and resources, most notably the tribal cemetery. 

Ottawa experiences demonstrate the persistence of Native notions of tribal identity that 

refused dominant discourses of Indian identity. Scholars have cogently demonstrated how some 

Native nations harnessed dominant discourses of Native identity based in race or culture in their 

struggles with the federal government.7 In contrast, Ottawas often distanced themselves from 

Indian Affairs, asserted their proximity to whiteness, and generally adopted a middle-class 

lifestyle in line with mainstream values. In these ways, many Ottawas appeared to embody the 

ideal of assimilation and abandoned those markers of distinction other Native people sought to 

reinforce. This chapter argues individual Ottawas redirected notions of Native racialization and 

cultural assimilation to secure substantive citizenship and autonomy from federal control over 

their lands, but Ottawas refused to define their community as a racial or cultural group and 

 
7 On using race to assert Native nationhood, see Marvin M. Richardson, “Racial Choices: The Emergence of the 

Haliwa-Saponi Indian Tribe, 1835-1971,” PhD diss., (University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2016); Katherine 

M. B. Osburn, “The ‘Identified Full-Bloods’ in Mississippi: Race and Choctaw Identity, 1898–1918,” Ethnohistory, 

56: 3 (Summer 2009): 423-447; Jill Doerfler, Those Who Belong: Identity Family Blood and Citizenship among the 

White Earth Anishinaabeg (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2015), 31-60; David A. Chang, The 

Color of the Land: Race, Nation, and the Politics of Landownership in Oklahoma, 1832-1929 (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2010). Scholars have ably examined Indians who engaged popular interest in 

Native culture and cultural stereotypes through entertainment or sports to garner power and reshape societal 

expectations in the early twentieth century. Ottawas generally did not engage the “primitivist window of 

opportunity” in this manner. See, for example, Philip Deloria, Indians in Unexpected Places (Lawrence, Kan: 

University Press of Kansas, 2004); Lucy Maddox, Citizen Indians: Native American Intellectuals, Race, and Reform 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006); Kiara M. Vigil, Indigenous Intellectuals: Sovereignty, Citizenship, and the 

American Imagination, 1880-1930 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 165-302. 
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asserted the primacy of their standing as a political community. By holding fast to Ottawa 

notions of tribal belonging based in kinship and shared prerogatives, Ottawas in the early 

twentieth century refused federal delineations and popular notions of the meaning of Indian 

identity that were based in cultural and racial stasis. 

Kinship, tribal government, and education served as sites of Ottawa activism. Through 

these, Ottawas pursued substantive citizenship and upheld distinctive tribal boundaries and 

prerogatives.8 To secure substantive citizenship, Ottawas accentuated their proximity to 

whiteness through kinship connections with whites, used tribal government to oppose 

paternalistic wardship and federal control, and asserted their civil equality by touting their 

educational accomplishments. At the same time, they drew on a tradition of kinship relations that 

allowed for social variation and mobility to sustain tribal affiliation based in kinship across 

spatial and racial divides, harnessed tribal government to defend shared prerogatives, and shaped 

and redirected education for tribal ends. Working through these institutions, Ottawas endeavored 

to stake out their own path outside of the limiting strictures of federal policy and racial 

dichotomies. 

 Discussions on the pursuit of substantive citizenship by Native people in the early 

twentieth century have largely focused on the efforts of individuals associated with the Society 

of American Indians (SAI). Foregrounding the idea of an intertribal Indian “race,”9 SAI leaders 

 
8 For other Native people who engaged mainstream institutions to further their own goals while maintaining notions 

of belonging that transcended dominant dichotomies, see Paige Sylvia Raibmon, Authentic Indians Episodes of 

Encounter from the Late-Nineteenth-Century Northwest Coast (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 12; Siobhan 

Senier, Voices of American Indian Assimilation and Resistance: Helen Hunt Jackson, Sarah Winnemucca, and 

Victoria Howard (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2001); David Rich Lewis and William Wash, 

“Reservation Leadership and the Progressive-Traditional Dichotomy: William Wash and the Northern Utes, 1865-

1928,” Ethnohistory 38, no. 2 (1991): 124–48. 

9 Cristina Stanciu, “Americanization on Native Terms: The Society of American Indians, Citizenship Debates, and 

Tropes of ‘Racial Difference,’” Native American and Indigenous Studies 6, no. 1 (Spring 2019): 111-148 
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advocated for Native civil equality, an end to wardship, and at times, an end to reservations and 

detribalization in favor of assimilation into American society as individuals.10 Perspectives 

within the SAI ranged broadly,11 but as representatives of an elite, urban, pan-tribal organization, 

SAI leadership often advocated for U.S. citizenship and civil equality at the expense of tribal 

nationhood.12 Many SAI leaders acquiesced to the notion that U.S. citizenship and civil equality 

rendered Native polities obsolete.13 Scholars have sometimes proposed a dichotomy of pan-tribal 

activists espousing U.S. citizenship and civil rights and Native nationalists rejecting U.S. 

citizenship in favor of tribal identity and sovereignty.14 In contrast, the Ottawas viewed 

substantive citizenship as a tribal prerogative and rejected the binaries embedded in federal 

notions of substantive citizenship by sustaining themselves as a community within American 

society. Focus on the SAI tends to obscure tribal intellectual traditions around U.S. citizenship in 

the early twentieth century. Ottawa history highlights the place of U.S. citizenship as a tool of 

tribal political activism, not merely pan-tribal or individual activism, in this period.  
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Dan Clay and Ottawa Kinship 

Perhaps no tale better embodies how kinship functioned as a network of social and 

material support in the decades after allotment than that of Dan Clay, and an extended narrative 

showcases the lived experience of Ottawa kinship. In late August 1897, two deputy U.S. 

marshals gunned down Dan Clay, a twenty-three-year-old Ottawa tribal member. Falsely 

accused of theft, Dan was on his way to meet his fiancé to leave the area when he was killed in 

cold blood, never drawing or firing a weapon and posing no threat to the officers who shot him. 

Despite their culpability, the killers escaped official sanction or justice. Dan’s murder occurred 

against the backdrop of white expropriation of Ottawa lands and functioned as a violent assertion 

of newfound white authority.15 In recounting the murder, area newspapers maligned Dan as an 

“Indian outlaw”16 and a “bad Indian”17 and touted the incident as “a very pointed lesson” that 

“the mandates of the court must be obeyed.”18 While newspaper accounts emphasize the 

enforcement of white authority, in interviews with Ottawa tribal members conducted forty years 

later, a different narrative emerges.19 Ottawa accounts elucidate the significance of Ottawa 

kinship as a bulwark against an often hostile American society and government.20 

 
15 Only the year before, the Indian Agent had removed whites who had made illegal and unjust leases with Indians, 

and in response, the Indian Agent noted “whites went so far as to call meetings, openly defying my orders and the 

Indian Department, threatening my life, and were preparing to storm the agency.” See, George S. Doane to the 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 26, 1896, in Annual Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, for the 

year 1896 (Washington, D.C., Government Printing Office, 1897), 149-150 (hereafter cited as ARCIA). 

16 “Indian Outlaw Shot,” Fort Scott Daily Monitor (Fort Scott, Kansas), August 24, 1897. 

17 “Dan Clay,” Chetopa Advance (Chetopa, Kansas), August 26, 1897. 

18 “Dan Clay Killed,” The Galena Times (Galena, Kansas), August 27, 1897. 
19 Of the interviews cited, Jane Edwards, Wilbert Jones, and Matilda Stultz were Ottawa tribal members who were 

between seven and thirteen at the time of the murder while Anna King, a white woman and the wife of tribal 

member Joseph Badger King, and John Bland, a Wyandotte Indian, were both intimately involved in what 

transpired.  
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 The son of Henry Clay (Che-po-swa), an Ottawa chief, and tribal member Sarah Clay, 

Dan lost his father and mother early in life, and “as was Indian custom,” 21 he lived among 

different families of Ottawas. Among those was the large and growing family of former chief 

Joseph Badger King (Ko-tah-wun) and his white wife Anna King. As one eyewitness recalled, 

Dan Clay “and Lewis King, the son of Joseph King, were close friends, and he stayed at the King 

home much of the time.”22 Dan’s legal troubles started when he fled compulsory attendance at 

federal Indian schools. Sent to far away Carlisle, Dan grew homesick, escaped, and returned 

home. As tribal member Wilbert Jones recalled, he “was so afraid that they would come after 

him and make him go back that after he came home he would hide for fear that they would find 

him.”23 To avoid capture, Dan “would stay around a cave just back of the King home, and Lewis 

saw that he had something to eat. He would sleep with Lewis at their home at night, oftentimes 

in the King barn.”24 An Indian boy hiding out, however, carried implications for local whites, 

and Dan was blamed for local burglaries. Wilbert Jones observed, “Dan never stole horses but 

sometimes he would borrow a horse from some of the neighbors and ride him and then turn the 

horse loose to go home. Among ourselves we did not consider this stealing but outsiders did.”25 

 
Indians in the Age of Allotment, 1860-1920, edited by Laurence M. Hauptman, and L. Gordon McLester (Norman: 
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21 Velma Nieberding, “The 50 Year Club,” April 28, 1957, Velma Nieberding Collection, folder 3, Western History 

Collection, University of Oklahoma, University of Oklahoma Libraries, Norman, Oklahoma. 

22 John Bland, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, August 11, 1937, Indian-Pioneer Papers Oral History Collection, 

University of Oklahoma, Norman, Oklahoma (hereafter cited as IPP-OHC, OUL). 

23 Wilbert Jones, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, October 13, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. Returning runaway students 

was a perennial task of the local Indian agent. See, Thomas J. Moore to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 
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24 John Bland, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, August 11, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

25 Wilbert Jones, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, October 13, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 
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Local whites witnessing Dan periodically riding different horses took it as corroborating 

evidence for their accusations of theft. 

Dan’s efforts to prove his innocence resulted in his death. Ottawas who knew Dan 

reflected he “never tried to harm anyone or steal anything”26 and that the actual thievery 

occurring, of which Dan was accused, continued after Dan’s death. Worried for Dan’s safety, 

Joseph Badger King “offered to send him to Canada to his mother’s people if he would go,”27 but 

as Dan “didn’t feel he had done anything to be forced to leave,”28 he resisted abandoning his 

home. Instead, Dan turned himself in to a U.S. Marshal to clear his name. The marshal “took 

Dan to Muskogee and later brought Dan back to Miami and had not placed any charges against 

him, neither had he done anything to Dan’s knowledge towards making any investigations for 

him, so he grew tired and staying around and one day just walked away from them.”29 Ostensibly 

now a fugitive from the law, Dan resisted attempts of law enforcement to apprehend him. After 

publicly striking an officer who tried to arrest him, Dan decided on the necessity of departing the 

area; however, news of his plans to marry his fiancé before leaving reached the deputy U.S. 

marshals. As tribal member Jane Edwards noted, they “waited for Dan on the Spring River Road 

near Wyandotte where he had been staying. They shot him when he came along and put him in 

front of the buggy and brought him to Miami and took him out and laid him on the sidewalk in 

 
26 Jane Edwards, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, June 17, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

27 John Bland, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, August 11, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

28 Wilbert Jones, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, October 13, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

29 Matilda Stultz, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, December 20, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 
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front of the McWilliams Drug store.”30 Dressed in fine clothes borrowed from Ottawa friends for 

the wedding nuptials,31 Dan died lying on the sidewalk.  

 Ottawa tribal members vocally renounced the killing as unjust. Unable to find justice in a 

legal system that authorized and enabled the murder, Wilbert Jones recalled the “Ottawa Indians 

went on the warpath and the next day you could not find an officer in town.”32 Jane Edwards 

similarly noted “the Indians were so mad that Lewis and Teel [the deputy marshals] both left,”33 

one never to return and the other avoiding the area for many years. Nevertheless, outrages 

continued to be perpetrated. Shortly after Dan’s death, a peace officer dining at the King home 

arrested Dan’s friend Lewis for drunkenness. Short of money at the time, the King family had to 

sell their last bushel of potatoes to raise the money to secure his release. As Lewis’ stepmother 

Anna recalled, when Lewis returned home “he felt the injustice of it, and the treatment of Dan. 

He left home and went to Colorado and joined a construction gang where two years later he was 

killed by his own train at Tennessee Pass, near Leadville.”34 Contemplating the deaths of two 

young Ottawa boys she had helped raise, Anna reflected later in life, “I am an old woman, and I 

can’t see the reason for some things. There is Dan driven to trouble and Lewis trying to keep out 

of it, both dead.”35 

 
30 Jane Edwards, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, June 17, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 
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34 Annie King [sic], interview by Nannie Lee Burns, June 25, 1937, excerpted in John Bland, interview by Nannie 

Lee Burns, August 11, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 
35 Annie King [sic], interview by Nannie Lee Burns, June 25, 1937, excerpted in John Bland, interview by Nannie 

Lee Burns, August 11, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 
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 The story of Dan Clay ends sorrowfully, devoid of proper justice. The episode, however, 

reveals how kinship functioned to allay the hostile forces arrayed against the Ottawas. If he had 

been merely any orphan, Dan would have lacked access to a network of reciprocity that proffered 

him food, shelter, and sanctuary from federal Indian Agents and unjust legal authorities. Dan 

would have lacked the option to flee to Walpole Island, Canada, where the Ottawas retained ties 

of kinship and communication that survived two forced removals. No constituency would have 

rallied upon his death to force even the imperfect justice that compelled the officers who 

perpetrated the crime to leave town. In truth, Dan Clay was not an orphan—he was an Ottawa 

tribal member with a host of deep-rooted kin connections he could draw on for support.   

 

Managing Mobility through Kinship  

Ottawas leaned on traditions of mobility, deeply-rooted kinship connections, and 

community events to sustain tribal bonds in the face of broad geographic dispersal. As the Dan 

Clay episode suggests, in the years after allotment, Ottawa kinship based in shared affiliation and 

reciprocity defended tribal members from white hostility—a form of kinship Jenny Tone-Pah-

Hote has articulated as a source of stability in a changing world.36 Ottawa outmigration 

accelerated after allotment and the removal of restrictions on the alienation of allotments in 

1910, and increased mobility tested the resiliency of Ottawa bonds. Taking advantage of diverse 

opportunities, Ottawas scattered across the United States. By 1931, only around half of the 

nearly 400 Ottawas still resided in Ottawa County, Oklahoma.37 Although many left the area, the 

community of Ottawas residing in Ottawa County, Oklahoma acted as a hub linking together 

 
36 Jenny Tone-Pah-Hote, Crafting an Indigenous Nation: Kiowa Expressive Culture in the Progressive Era (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2019), 5. 
37 ARCIA 1931 (Washington, D.C., Government Printing Office, 1931), 51. 
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tribal members across the United States.38 All Ottawas, including those residing in Ottawa 

County, became immersed in non-Ottawa communities. Community events perpetuated the 

bonds of kinship for those residing locally, and networks of communication and periodic trips 

home connected those residing afar to the local community of Ottawas. Despite a lack of 

proximity, Ottawa kinship continued to function as a palpable network of relations that defined 

what it meant to be Ottawa. 

After allotment, Ottawas consolidated the local community around the emerging Ottawa 

township. In selecting their 80-acre allotments, the Ottawas generally made their selections by 

grouping together extended families, with nearly all just a few miles from what would become 

after statehood the township of Ottawa. The township centered around the forty-acre tract that 

had been the focal point of tribal life before allotment. In contrast, whites clustered around the 

town of Miami, carved from the northwest portion of the Ottawa reservation through special 

legislation in 1891. Unlike the surrounding areas of Indian Territory, white settlers could gain 

secure title to land within the Miami Town Company’s 588-acre tract. As a result, the town grew 

quickly. Rail service linked Miami to Kansas City in 1896, and the town reached a population of 

over 1,500 by 1900.39 This population growth quickly dwarfed the Ottawas, totaling less than 

200 members, with many of that number residing away from the area.40 By 1902, the town of 

Miami claimed a wide range of amenities, including banks, bakers, dentists, druggists, hotels, 

newspapers, and an opera house; however, accompanying these came a vitriolic white racism 

 
38 Renya K. Ramirez, Native Hubs Culture, Community, and Belonging in Silicon Valley and Beyond (Duke 

University Press, 2012). 

39 “Opening Excursion to the New Town of Miami, Indian Territory,” The Kansas City Times, September 12, 1896. 
40 By 1900, the population on the Ottawa Reservation consisted of 2,029 whites and 176 Indians. Henry Gannett, A 

Gazetteer of Indian Territory (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1905), 8. 
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that advertised Miami as “a town without a negro” and also boasted the town had “few foreigners 

or full-blooded Indians.”41  

For the first decade of the twentieth century, community events around the Ottawa 

township operated on a clear seasonal pattern: spring and summer picnics or reunions with the 

whole neighborhood at King Springs, spring and summer baseball games, summertime ice cream 

socials often held by the families of Joseph Badger King or Catherine Jennison, and fall and 

winter dances often held at Joe Wind’s.42 Adjacent to King Springs, the Joseph Badger King 

home functioned as one of the central social nodes of community life. While in the first decades 

after allotment events often took a distinctively tribal character, gradually community events 

morphed into more generic, inclusive social gatherings that included area whites. James Weiford, 

a white renter who first came to the Ottawa reserve in 1893 recalled this transition, “The Ottawas 

were friendly with the Peoria and the Quapaws and Joe King, one of the leading Ottawas, built a 

large arbor at his home near the big King Spring and I have seen them meet here, but whiskey 

grew so plentiful at the dances and then the missionaries kept steadily at work among the Indians 

until the dances were discontinued and church and picnic were substituted here for earlier 

dances.”43 Describing this latter era, Anna King remembered their home was “the favorite place 

 
41 Risdon Moore Odell, A Pen Picture of Miami, Indian Territory, and Tributary Lands: Embracing Classified 

Business, Church and Lodge Directories (Miami, Indian Territory: Press of the Miami Republican, November 
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42 A survey of the select columns of the “Ottawa News” from 1905-1906 establishes this trend this well-documented 

pattern of community events between at least 1900-1910. See, for example, “Ottawa News,” Miami Record-Herald, 

April 21, 1905; “Ottawa News,” Miami Record-Herald, June 30, 1905; “Ottawa News,” Miami Record-Herald, July 

7, 1905; “Ottawa News,” Miami Record-Herald, July 21, 1905; “Ottawa News,” Miami Record-Herald, October 6, 

1905; “Ottawa News,” Miami Record-Herald, October 20, 1905; “Ottawa News,” Miami Record-Herald, November 

24, 1905 
43 James Weiford, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, February 17, 1938, IPP-OHC, OUL. 



195 

 

to hold picnics and we had the grove around it trimmed and cleared for that purpose. Then, too, 

our home was always a meeting place for gatherings, our yard was fixed to hang lights over it.”44  

 The Ottawa Baptist and Ottawa Friends church, both adjacent to the cemetery and with 

large constituencies of tribal members, served as places where tribal kinship connections were 

maintained and forged.45 For all those who resided around the Ottawa township, social life 

centered around Sunday church. Edith King, a daughter of Joseph Badger King and born in 1885, 

recalled, “Everyone had a large family going to church and Sunday school. Nobody ever missed 

going to the Friends or Baptist church. Going early on Sunday evening and singing before church 

started then walking home down through the timber we had a path going by the picnic grounds 

and resting on a log that was by the King’s Spring, telling each other secrets before parting for 

home.”46 A generation later, Edith’s daughter Erma Barlow, born in 1903, painted a similar 

scene, “The two churches were filled every Sunday. The church bells rang every Sunday 

morning, sometimes both at the same time. Everyone walked or came by the wagon loads, using 

spring seats or a board across the side boards.”47 Still one generation further, Erma’s daughter 

Mary Spriggs, born in 1941, recalled of the Baptist Church, “growing up this church was an 

integral part of my life. It was where my family attended weddings and funerals, along with 

worships services, revivals, picnics, Vacation Bible School, Sunday School, Youth Night, and 

 
44 Annie King [sic], interview by Nannie Lee Burns, June 25, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

45 As noted in the previous chapter, the Ottawas had an established Baptist congregation in Kansas and built a 

church building for this congregation shortly after removal to Indian Territory. This meetinghouse was gradually 

expanded and a new structure, still extant, was erected in 1902. By that time, the church already had a majority 

white congregation. Quaker teachers at the Ottawa Mission school in the 1870s and began holding Friends meetings 

at the schoolhouse adjacent to the cemetery and this slowly developed into a congregation. 

46 Edith Thankful King Barlow, “My True Story,” in Mary Lucia Spriggs Draper, Whispers in the Wind (Blurb 

Creative Publishing, 2019), 80. 

47 Erma Lucia Barlow Housman Spriggs, “My Life,” in Mary Lucia Spriggs Draper, Whispers in the Wind (Blurb 

Creative Publishing, 2019), 92. 



196 

 

Training Union. A few yards from where this church still stands is the site of the Friends Church 

and parsonage where my mother and her four little ones lived after her first husband died and 

where my parents lived after their marriage.” 48 As these accounts suggest, the churches 

represented sites of intergenerational significance for Ottawas, even as whites eventually 

outnumbered Ottawas in both congregations. 

 The Ottawas continued to host periodic powwows on the Ottawa reservation until around 

1910. These last, early twentieth century powwows resembled pre-allotment festivities in 

celebrating Indian identity and U.S. citizenship. In 1908, the Ottawas coordinated with other 

tribes to host the “Ottawa Indian Reunion”49 with the stated purpose “to get better acquainted 

with each other and promote friendship and good will with our neighbors, the pale face, and to 

have a good time feasting and old-time Indian customs.”50 Tribal member Ezekiel Nonkesis 

(Kan-no-o-pe) headed the four-day event. In addition to food and Indian dances, the event 

featured speeches by tribal leaders and area politicians, with designated Republican and 

Democrat days for speeches.51 After a similar event in 1910,52 the Ottawas would not hold 

another large pan-tribal powwow on their reserve for many decades.53  

 
48 Mary Lucia Spriggs Draper, A Silver Pin (Blurb Creative Publishing, 2014), 101. 

49 “The Ottawa Picnic,” Miami Record-Herald, July 24, 1908; “Local Notes,” Miami Record-Herald, July 3, 1908; 

“A Beef is to be Slaughtered,” Miami Record-Herald, July 3, 1908.  

50 R.B. Winnie, “Quapaw Agency Indian Council,” Miami Record-Herald, July 24, 1908. 
51 “Indian Reunion,” Ottawa County Courier (Wyandotte, Oklahoma), June 18, 1909;  

52 “Quapaw Agency Indian Reunion,” Miami Record-Herald, July 15, 1910; Velma Nieberding, “Moccasin 

Telegraph,” Miami News-Record, November 20, 1983. 

53 See, Chapter 6. The memory of these earlier events and locations remained. Ottawas started an annual Labor Day 

powwow in 1964, but it was not on tribal lands. In 1986, with the opening of “Adawe Park,” adjacent to the 

cemetery, the Ottawas moved the Labor Day powwow and recommenced hosting powwows on their reserve.   
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Ottawas adopted the Quapaw Fourth of July powwow as a community gathering that 

brought tribal members together from across the United States. Always associated with the 

Fourth of July festivities hosted with the Quapaws, by the early twentieth century, the Ottawas 

increasingly joined their celebration held at Devil's Promenade, around ten miles up the river 

from Pooler’s Grove.54 Beginning in the 1920s, tribal member Lottie Dawes (Na-watch) 

famously established her campsite first at the event every year for more than forty years.55 The 

Quapaw powwow became a site of annual pilgrimage for many Ottawas and a place to rekindle 

the kinship relationships at the heart of Ottawa identity. Ottawas across the country regularly 

packed into hot vehicles and traveled from as far away as Florida, Idaho, and California to 

attend.56 For many, it served as a family reunion. Lottie Dawes often attended the event along 

with her eight children and later numerous grandchildren and great-grandchildren. At her 

campsite, the women all cooked together, all making different foods, including pork and 

potatoes, beef and hominy, succotash, and squaw bread.57 The completed dishes were put out on 

big tables for a shared feast.58  
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56 Rhonda Hayworth, interview by David Dry, August 16, 2019; Edra Buckmaster, interview by David Dry, August 
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Coweta Ulrey [undated interview, c. 2005-2006], Biographical Files, Jonnie Ulrey file, Franklin County Historical 

Society, Ottawa, Kansas. 
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 In addition to powwows, regular family gatherings reinforced kinship connections. 

Although after the passing of Jane King (Chequah Watbee) no figure could rival her knowledge 

and experiences, birthday celebrations for other older Ottawas continued to bring community 

members together. In the early twentieth century, tribal members came to celebrate the birthday 

of Jane’s nephew, Joseph Badger King, the last living Ottawa to survive removal from Ohio. For 

his 94th and last birthday in 1915, for example, 125 people attended, with some tribal members 

traveling for the occasion.59 On a more continual basis, large Sunday dinners were common 

among Ottawa families. Joseph King’s granddaughter, Erma Barlow, recalled, “for big Sunday 

dinners, grandma would hang two big iron pots on them to cook. Chicken in one, turnips in one 

or maybe beans. The 4-lidded cook stove, with the iron tea kettle, couldn't hold all the many pots 

she needed to cook in.”60 Similarly, Lottie Dawes’ daughter recalled, “I can remember my 

mother, every Sunday, we would have maybe 50 people for dinner….And it didn’t just happen 

now and then.”61 Events cementing familial bonds, Ottawa women principally organized and 

labored to bring about these activities.62 
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60 Spriggs, “My Life,” 93. Similarly, Mary King, born 1948, recalled, “Grandpa Bert was just a bigger than life 
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62 Exploring a different Anishinaabe community following allotment, Brenda Child has noted the “deeply ingrained 
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Brenda J. Child, Holding Our World Together: Ojibwe Women and the Survival of Community (New York: The 
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 As the elder patriarchs and matriarchs of large Ottawa families passed away, the next 

generation kept up extended family bonds through family reunions. With the death of Joseph 

Badger King in 1915, his granddaughter Erma Barlow lamented “when he was gone, a spoke 

from the wheel was missing, and it was never the same.”63 Despite the loss, the next generation 

carried forward connections. Ada King Savoie (Nos-quat-ta), born 1912, recalled, “we had a 

family reunion, we always had it, you know…and everybody’d come over,”64 and Gene 

Jennison, also born 1912, recalled growing up “we used to have family reunions, oh, golly, they 

were the darndest mess.”65 These events helped perpetuate a sense of a separate Ottawa identity. 

As Erma Barlow noted of her non-Ottawa paternal in-laws, they were “wonderful people too, but 

just different than mother’s people.”66 All of the great Ottawa leaders of the second half of the 

twentieth century grew up in this post allotment world, and they inherited relationships 

developed at family reunions and powwows that built on the shared experiences and kinship 

connections forged by earlier ancestors.   

Ottawas relied on networks of kinship to meet the challenges posed by tribal members 

moving across the United States.67 Tribal member Clarence King (Ocquanoxcey) recalled how 

after allotment, “Some went to California and here and there, they just went ever direction.”68 

Within the first decades after allotment, Ottawas were hauling freight in Colorado, blacksmithing 
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in Idaho, teaching at the White Earth Reservation in northwestern Minnesota, and working in the 

film industry in Los Angeles.69 The residences of Catherine Jennison’s children as listed in her 

husband Watt’s 1934 obituary reads like almost any large Ottawa family of the period in terms of 

its geographic displacement: “Surviving are five sons, Ralph Jennison of Bartlesville, OK, Guy 

Jennison of Miami, OK, Glen, Earl, and Doane Jennison of California, Mrs. Mary Biddle of 

Vinita, OK, Mrs. Edna Utter of Houston, Tex., Mrs. Lula Wyrick of Seneca, Mo., and Mrs. 

Teenie Hubbard of Long Beach, Cal.”70 Tribal members living at a distance continued to be 

regarded as members of the tribal community, and for a payment from the sale of surplus land in 

1914, Ottawas across the United States participated, with checks mailed to those who did resided 

elsewhere.71 Increasingly lacking shared geography and experiences, kinship demarcated tribal 

belonging. 

 The nexus of individuals residing near the Ottawa reserve sustained a network of Ottawa 

kinship relations. Tribal members often returned for years at a time to be near family, acquire 

support or assistance, or to retire among those closest to them. Often individuals only left for 

brief intervals. For example, earning a double income, Philip Lavore (Pe-kah-ne-be-na) rented 

his allotment and temporarily left his wife, Lizzie Wolfe (Nos-squat-ta), behind when he left to 

work as a laborer at the Kaw Boarding School.72 Similarly, convinced by a friend to pursue the 

 
69 Tom Whistler [sic], interview by J.W. Tyner, September 16, 1969, DDC, OUL; Vicki Gerdes, “Acts of Heroism, 
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opportunity, Ike Williams worked on the railroad for a time before returning to the Ottawa 

reserve.73 Others worked abroad most of their lives and retired to the Ottawa reserve. After years 

teaching at various Indian schools, in the mid-1920s, Matilda Wind (Nip-se-qua) “retired from 

active service and moved back to Ottawa,”74 and Dave Geboe (Che-kauk) did the same after his 

career in Indian education.75 Home also beckoned for those in need. Newly married, Lula 

Wyrick moved to Indiana in 1896; however, as she recalled, “after seven months we separated, 

and I returned to my people.”76 Tribal member Peter McCoontz left and returned multiple times. 

After graduating from Haskell, he noted, “I came back to my own mother here in this county. I 

transferred back and took my allotment here with the Ottawas in 1898 and have been with my 

tribe here and here I marry and reared my family.”77 After the death of his wife, Peter remarried 

and moved to Walpole Island, Canada, but after an accident nearly crippled him, Peter once 

again moved back to the Ottawa reserve. Pointedly articulating his reasons for returning, Peter 

noted, “what brought me home was the poor health- I came to be with my relatives.”78 

 Despite a lack of geographic proximity, Ottawas retained an active social network that 

sustained a sense of community identity. When asked about the oldest living Ottawas in 1937, 

Lula Wyrick gave a response indicative of how the Ottawa kinship network extended across 

spatial boundaries: “The oldest Ottawas that I think of are Lizzie Wind who is a trained nurse at 

Hartford Connecticut; Mary Shelton who lives with her son in Detroit but she visits here each 

 
73 Ike Williams, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, January 13, 1938, IPP-OHC, OUL. 
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75 Dave Geboe, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, May 4, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 
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77 Peter McCoontz, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, December 29, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 
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202 

 

year, Ike Williams, and Dave Geboe of Miami, who likes to make you laugh by telling catchy, 

funny stories.”79 Even in distant environs, Ottawas never relinquished the knowledge that they 

were more than merely American citizens or the connections to others that imbued that fact with 

significance. As Gene Jennison noted of the Ottawas, “all of us can trace common 

ancestors…some way or another, collateral or lineal decent.”80  

  

Kinship and Navigating the Racial Hierarchy  

 Despite the vitriol of white supremacy in the early twentieth century, minority 

populations across the United States created opportunities for themselves and wedged cracks in 

the racial power structure.81 Despite entrenched power structures, Ottawas similarly struggled to 

manipulate the racial hierarchy for their own ends, and many benefited from their proximity to 

whiteness or embrace of a white racial identity. Looking at a different tribal context, Malinda 

Maynor Lowery has cogently examined the precarity of engaging white supremacy, describing it 

as “like embracing a boa constrictor: the snake squeezed back.”82 For the Ottawas, proximity to 

whiteness garnered advantages but threatened to undermine their tribal identity. As a result, 

Ottawas situationally foregrounded and backgrounded whiteness and tribal identity.83 Ottawas 

 
79 Lula Wyrick, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, July 20, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 

80 Gene Jennison, with Lewis Barlow, interview by Joseph Cash, June 3, 1976, Interview 1022, American Indian 

Research Project, Oral History Center, University of South Dakota, Vermillion, South Dakota (hereafter cited as 

AIRP, USD). 
81 See, for example, William Sturkey, Hattiesburg: An American City in Black and White (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2019), 4-9. 

82 Malinda Maynor Lowery, Lumbee Indians in the Jim Crow South: Race, Identity, and the Making of a Nation 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), xvi. 

83 This draws inspiration from, Valerie Lambert, Choctaw Nation: A Story of American Indian Resurgence (Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 2007), 174-206. For an exploration of Native individuals who navigated societal and 

government definitions of Indian identity, see Katherine Ellinghaus, “Mixed-Descent Indian Identity and 
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often minimized racial, social, and cultural distinctions as a means of asserting equality with 

white Americans, but they also shifted to foreground tribal identity to achieve tribal prerogatives, 

most conspicuously the protection of the tribal cemetery as a tribal space. In the face of divergent 

racial choices among members, Ottawas leaned on kinship to define themselves.  

The experiences of Catherine Wind Jennison provide an entry point for understanding 

some Ottawa racial strategies. Born in Kansas in 1855, Catherine was the daughter of Chief 

James Wind (Shaw-bon-da) and largely raised by venerated tribal elder Jane King. In 1879, she 

married Watt Jennison, and Ottawas integrated her husband into tribal life.84 Although 

phenotypically dark-complected, Catherine endeavored to engage the racial hierarchy to her own 

benefit. As one strategy, she drew on intermarriage with a white man. Her daughter Lula Wyrick 

recalled a telling incident regarding her mother: “Once, at a picnic at the Pooler Grove near the 

Pooler Ferry she happened to be carrying her baby in her shawl on her back when two white 

women noticed her and she heard them say to the other, ‘there goes an Indian, wonder if she 

would let us see her papoose.’ Mother turned on them and said, ‘My baby is as white as yours 

is.”85 While the white women called attention to racial difference, Catherine asserted her equality 

by bringing to the fore her intermarriage with a white man. She augmented her own status in a 

similar manner. To convince federal officials of her competency to manage her allotted land, she 

touted her white ancestry. Her grandson Gene Jennison noted of her, “I bet you my grandmother 

she was full-blood, but she wanted to be part white. So she put herself down as being three-

 
Assimilation Policy,” in Native Diasporas: Indigenous Identities and Settler Colonialism in the Americas, edited by 

Gregory Smithers (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2014), 297-316. 

84 See Chapter 3. 
85 Lula Wyrick, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, July 20, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL. 
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quarters Ottawa and one-quarter French. But then, they was treated like they was treated.”86 

Catherine engaged the racial hierarchy for pragmatic ends, but she maintained her membership in 

the Ottawa community and handed that affiliation down to her children.  

 Catherine labored privately to pass on Ottawa identity to her children and situationally 

asserted the primacy of her tribal identity. Catherine related Nanaboozhoo stories to her children 

and worked as a midwife and often gave children their Indian names.87 Many Ottawas valued 

these cultural traditions. Even more significantly, Catherine bequeathed to her children a history 

of kinship connections that made them Ottawa. Her children could trace their family line back to 

Pontiac, and they understood they came from a tradition of tribal leadership that included her 

father Chief James Wind and her grandfather Notino.88 While history was important, Catherine 

also defended the ongoing prerogatives of the Ottawas. Holding ice cream socials to raise 

money, Catherine spearheaded the effort to erect an ornate gate for the Ottawa cemetery.89 The 

gate had the words “Ottawa Indian Cemetery [emphasis added]” emblazoned across the top. As 

will be discussed below, the cemetery represented a contested piece of property and the last land 

under tribal government control. By erecting the gate, Catherine made a political statement that 

the cemetery should remain an Indian space in the face of rival claimants to the site. Catherine’s 

children also served in tribal leadership during her lifetime. One son won election to the tribal 

council in 1908 and another in 1912. Thus, even as Catherine engaged the racial hierarchy for 

 
86 Gene Jennison, with Lewis Barlow, interview by Joseph Cash, June 3, 1976, Interview 1022, AIRP, USD. 

87 Guy Jennison Jr., interview by Joseph Cash, June 4, 1976, Interview 1018, AIRP, USD. 

88 Guy Jennison, “Sparks from the Tribal Fire” [unpublished autobiography], circa 1956, Ottawa Tribe History 

folder, Ottawa County Historical Society, Dobson Museum, Miami, Oklahoma (hereafter cited as OCHS-DM). 
89 Lewis Barlow and Charles Dawes, The Ottawa Indian Tribe of Oklahoma: Past, Present, Future (Miami, 

Oklahoma: Ottawa Indian Tribe of Oklahoma, 1981), 60; Velma Nieberding, The History of Ottawa County (Miami, 

Oklahoma: Walsworth Publishing, 1983), 235; Guy Jennison Jr., interview by Joseph Cash, June 4, 1976, Interview 

1018, AIRP, USD; Watt Jennison, “Ottawa Items,” Miami Record-Herald, April 8, 1910. 
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her own ends, she retained and passed down tribal identity and situationally adjusted to make her 

tribal identity intelligible to outsiders and advance tribal prerogatives. 

To navigate a white supremacist society, Ottawas strategically leveraged past and present 

intermarriage with whites as an assertion of civil equality. Tribal member Gene Jennison noted 

the degree of Ottawa intermarriage with whites, “there is very few Ottawas married another 

Ottawa, they married white people. Or another tribe, there’s some, but most of them married 

white people. Pretty near all of the Jennisons married schoolteachers.”90 As with other Natives, 

intermarriage with whites, especially Native men marrying white women, tangibly demonstrated 

acculturation and middle-class social standing.91 Ottawas also drew on a longer history of 

intermarriage. For the Ottawas, intermarriage with whites began in the seventeenth century. 

Racial or blood quantum distinctions had never been determinative of tribal identity or 

membership; however, Ottawas could cleverly leverage these racial discourses. Asserting the 

civil equality of the Ottawas in testimony before Congressmen at Vinita, Chief Manford Pooler 

(Tick-wah-ka) unprompted, volunteered, “there is only three full bloods in our tribe any more.”92  

Ottawas also learned to speak the language of blood in asserting their competency to 

manage their affairs. In 1909, legislation authorized the removal of some restrictions on tribal 

allotments; however, it required that Ottawas demonstrate their “competency” to federal officials 

who openly deployed racialized criteria in their assessments. Clarence King recalled tribal 

 
90 Gene Jennison, with Lewis Barlow, interview by Joseph Cash, June 3, 1976, Interview 1022, AIRP, USD. 

91 Katherine Ellinghaus, Taking Assimilation to Heart Marriages of White Women and Indigenous Men in the United 
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Confusion, 113-115. 
92 Testimony of Manford Pooler, November 13, 1906, in U.S. Congress, Senate, Select Committee to Investigate 

Matters Connected with Affairs in the Indian Territory, Report of the Select Committee to Investigate Matters 

Connected with Affairs in the Indian Territory with Hearings, 59th Cong., 2nd sess., November 11, 1906-January 9, 

1907 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1907), 58. 
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members often intentionally endeavored “to lower their degree of Indian blood” knowing “if 

they get down to a low enough degree that was considered competent and they would make the 

competency roll.”93 Demonstrating competency allowed Ottawas to independently rent, 

mortgage, or sell their lands. “To vouch that they were less Indian than they were,”94 some 

Ottawas contrived distant white ancestry.  

White supremacist logics undermined tribal identity and created incentives for Ottawas to 

abandon tribal affiliation.95 By the early twentieth century, almost all Ottawas married non-

Ottawas, some no longer exhibited the phenotype commonly associated with Indian identity, and 

many no longer publicly engaged in the forms of cultural expression associated with Indian 

identity by white Americans. As early as 1886, Indian Agent J.V. Summers declared that for 

many years the Ottawas “closely associated themselves with and intermarried amongst their 

white neighbors, and in consequence the Indian in his accepted sense has almost entirely 

disappeared from these tribes, leaving in his stead a race in which the white blood predominates, 

and a people having nothing in common with the Indian and everything in common with the 

white.”96 Scientific racism held blood purity as a dominant standard of Indian authenticity.97 

Drawing on static imaginaries of Native identity, local Indian agents proudly recounted “tribal 
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Government Printing Office, 1886), 139. 
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relationship, boundaries, and customs are things of the past.”98 With intermarriage, relocation, 

and often light complexions, many Ottawas undoubtedly had the option to forsake their tribal 

identity entirely as societal and federal imaginaries dictated. Certainly, almost no material 

incentives encouraged the maintenance of tribal affiliation, and tribal testimonies are replete with 

examples of racism against those identified as Indians in the early twentieth century.99 Despite 

these incentives, Ottawas rarely abandoned their tribal affiliation. Instead, some chose to 

embrace a white racial identity alongside of their Ottawa identity. 

Ottawas made individual choices of how to engage with the racial hierarchy. Many 

Ottawas came to identify as mixed race, both white and Ottawa. This identity reflected the 

diverse ancestry of most Ottawas and pragmatically augmented social standing. As with other 

Indians in Oklahoma,100 some Ottawas also identified and operated principally as whites in 

American society, decoupling race and tribal affiliation entirely and in defiance of federal 

dichotomies. Ottawas who embraced a white racial identity sometimes opted to regard tribal 

identity as a situational identity or a largely personal or familial matter.101 Still other Ottawas 

unequivocally identified as racially Indian.102 Phenotype, local dynamics, and choice all factored 

into Ottawa decision-making. Within the same family, Ottawas often made different choices of 

how to engage the racial hierarchy, and no single experience predominates. 

 
98 Horace B. Durant to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 25, 1906, in ARCIA 1906 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1906), 219. 
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Jennison, “Gift from White Man,” Miami News-Record, April 1, 1959. 
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102 See, for example, Charles Dawes, interview by Rita T Kohn and William Lynwood Montell, December 12, 
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Tribal members passed down their tribal affiliation intergenerationally irrespective of 

divergent racial classifications. John Earley’s descendants provide a prescient example of 

divergent engagements with the racial hierarchy. Born in 1933, tribal member Joe Hawkins, who 

spent his career working at the B.F. Goodrich plant in Miami, principally identified as racially 

white in American society, but he also identified as an Ottawa tribal member, took pride in his 

tribal heritage, sustained his kinship connections to fellow Ottawas, and purposefully passed 

down his tribal affiliation to his children.103 In contrast, Joe’s uncle Bronson Edwards (Ko-ton-

kee), born in 1910, exhibited a more public-facing Indian identity. Bronson became an award-

winning artist whose work centered on American Indian themes, and he regularly competed in 

the Philbrook Museum’s “Indian Annual” art competition.104 Beginning in 1939, Bronson also 

began serving as the tribal Secretary-Treasurer and went on to hold that position for over three 

decades. Despite their divergent racial choices, both were equally regarded as tribal members. In 

this way, Ottawas refused federal racial dichotomies and asserted the primacy of their own 

definitions of tribal belonging. 

Ottawa flexibility in their engagements with racial classification drew strength from 

traditions of tribal heterogeneity and close kinship and a conspicuous lack of material or social 

incentives to draw racial distinctions in defining tribal membership. For other Natives facing 

similar racial choices, racial distinctions often provoked divisive disputes that cleaved tribes 

 
103 Joseph Hawkins, interview by David Dry, August 12, 2019. 

104 Edwards entered 25 paintings for judging (c. 1947 to 1965), winning four awards in the process. This included a 
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Non-Western Art at the Philbrook Museum of Art, email correspondence, April 11, 2018. 
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apart along racial lines or in terms of blood quantum.105 In contrast, almost invariably, Ottawas 

intermarried with and descended from whites. To be Ottawa was to be interconnected with 

outsiders, and unlike larger tribes, the small number of Ottawas meant tribal members generally 

knew each other and held extended kinship connections. For other tribal communities, 

competition for resources often precipitated racial divisions, but for the Ottawas, there were no 

material incentives to delineate tribal membership in terms of blood quantum or race. Finally, 

anti-black racism often split tribes apart and led some Natives to define their nations on racial 

grounds.106 In contrast, Ottawas never tested the durability of their kinship bonds against the 

virulence of anti-black racism. No Ottawas are known to have intermarried with blacks in the 

first part of the twentieth century.107 As a result of this combination of factors, Ottawas retained 

tribal notions of belonging that transcended dominant racial classifications.  

 While for some tribal identity remained largely in the background, others exhibited an 

unapologetic public pride in their Ottawa identity. Among those who publicly championed their 

tribal affiliation were some of the descendants of Catherine Jennison, most notably their son Guy 

Jennison (Che-she-beeg), born in 1886. In 1912, Guy married Gertrude Brown, a white woman 
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and one of the first public school teachers in the area after Oklahoma statehood. That same year, 

he started serving on the tribal council. He would go on to serve as Ottawa chief from 1930 to 

1962. Guy publicly identified as mixed race, or as he put it “records show 3/4 came over on the 

Mayflower, 1/4 were here to meet them.”108 He mocked the notion that intermarriage entailed 

extinction: “You know that old adage. ‘Old Indians never die, they just fade away.’ It was those 

Squaw-men and Buck-women that caused them to just fade, fade, fade away until today 

Oklahoma has more Indian Tribes and people of Indian descent than any State in the Union. But 

they are most all hybrids or galvanized Indians. The old fullblood has about passed on, with him 

went his language, customs, traditions, legends, and beliefs, together with his land, his last home 

and his wampum—nothing left but his pride. You never knew of but very few people of Indian 

Blood, regardless of how much it had been diluted, but who were proud of what degree was 

left.”109 Guy admitted cultural change and declining markers of racial distinction but ridiculed 

the notion that this implied elimination. Instead, he proudly asserted Ottawas could still “whoop 

as loud as a full blood.”110 Ottawas refused to adopt racialized or static cultural markers to define 

their membership. Instead, they defended their own definitions of tribal identity based in their 

shared kinship, and they defended their status as a political community, not a racial or cultural 

group. 
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Figure 4.1- Watt Jennison, Catherine Jennison, and a daughter, c. 1910.111 

 

 
111 Photo of Watt Jennison, Catherine Wind Jennison, and Kathryn Jennison [c. 1912], Ottawa Tribe History folder, 

OCHS-DM. 
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Figure 4.2- Gate to Ottawa Indian Cemetery, erected in 1910.112  

 

Tribal Government   

 By 1921, the federal government considered a mere 12 of the 261 Ottawas half-bloods or 

greater, and by 1932, only 2 of the roughly 380 Oklahoma Ottawas could speak 

 
112 Photo by David Dry, May 26, 2017. 
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Anishinaabemowin fluently.113 To federal officials and most Americans, these waning racial and 

cultural distinctions signaled the final death knell of Ottawa tribal identity and portended the 

imminent and complete assimilation of the Ottawas. If grounded in these outsider assumptions of 

Indian identity, the statistics read as disappearance, but these expectations of imminent Ottawa 

extinction are belied by the activism of tribal government in the early twentieth century. 

Unbounded by delineations of Indian identity based in blood purity or cultural statis, the 

statistics affirm an increasing tribal population, and to serve that growing community, Ottawas 

used tribal government to manage shared assets, maintain their own criteria for membership, 

defend shared prerogatives, and assert their civil equality by rejecting paternalistic wardship. 

Through tribal government, Ottawas rejected racialization and asserted their identity as a 

political community. 

After allotment, Ottawas retained their tribal governance structure. Other tribes in Indian 

Territory suffered a different fate. The Curtis Act of 1898 called for the dissolution of 

governmental and civic institutions of the Five Civilized Tribes.114 In contrast, Ottawas 

continued to meet as a body in general council to address larger concerns and elected a tribal 

council, retitled a “Business Committee,” to handle most affairs. As before, the tribal council 

consisted of an elected chief alongside a handful of tribal councilmen; however, the functions of 

this body differed in scope from earlier governments. The tribal council still advanced larger 

community concerns and managed shared assets but did so in the context of diminished 

 
113 ARCIA 1921 (Washington, D.C., Government Printing Office, 1921), 46; “Ottawa Tribe to Reorganize,” Miami 

News-Record, February 7, 1933; ARCIA 1931 (Washington, D.C., Government Printing Office, 1931), 51. Blood 

proved a mutable marker. Later censuses show a higher degree of blood quantum than recorded in this census. In 
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opportunities and material interests. Ottawas had fewer common lands to manage, and the 

suffocating federal paternalism generally precluded meaningful tribal interface with federal 

authorities. As a result, tribal council largely acted as caretaker of the Ottawa Indian Cemetery 

and pursued claims against the federal government for treaty violations. This more 

administrative set of governmental concerns meant the general council met less frequently to 

make decisions or hold new elections for members of the tribal council.  

In the face of federal paternalism, tribal government became the vehicle through which 

Ottawas demanded the control over their tribal and allotted property implied by their U.S. 

citizenship. Tribal government advocated for this authority while balancing the concerns of a 

diverse tribal constituency. In the early twentieth century, fee simple ownership of private 

property represented “a premier marker of civilized status,”115 and Ottawas desired to escape 

federal control over their lands based in notions of endemic Indian inferiority. As John Earley 

noted, “when they made us citizens, they placed us on equal footing with the white people and 

they are allowed to manage their own affairs.”116 For the growing number of tribal members who 

resided outside of Ottawa County, their allotments were often a frustratingly inaccessible source 

of wealth.117 Ottawa leaders carefully couched their petitions to safeguard the interests of both 

those who wished to retain their allotments and those who wished sell them. Tribal leaders 

demanded individual authority to sell allotments alongside “a clause setting forth the fact that the 

lands shall not be or become taxable so long as the same are in the hands of the original 
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allottee.”118 Thus, far from a blanket desire to close out and put an end to tribal affairs, Ottawa 

leaders attempted to judiciously detach themselves from Indian Affairs to achieve community 

goals. 

Ottawa tribal government also endeavored to gain control to sell or lease their 1,587 acres 

of “surplus” lands. The land lay scattered throughout the Ottawa reservation, suffered timber 

deprivations by area whites, and provided no benefit to tribal members.119 For the Ottawas, tribal 

government, not federal officials, represented the best means of managing their shared resources, 

and tribal leaders contemplated a variety of proposals including leasing the land for cattle 

grazing and selling it to the federal government.120 Unable to secure federal approval, however, 

none of these efforts succeeded. In 1905, the Ottawas met in general council with representatives 

of multiple mining companies to negotiate regarding prospecting on the land, but as before, the 

need for federal authorization stymied Ottawa ventures.121  

When federal officials refused to relinquish control over allotted and tribal lands, Ottawas 

sent delegates to demand the federal government allow them to exercise their rights to control 
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their land as U.S. citizens. In making their claim, Ottawas asserted their rights as U.S. citizens 

derived not from individual claims based in blood or birth but from the treaty commitments the 

federal government made to the Ottawas. In November 1906, current Ottawa chief Manford 

Pooler and former chief John Earley (Wash-kos) traveled to a Senate committee hearing 

investigating conditions in Indian Territory held in Vinita with the goal was to convince the 

assembled policymakers to authorize the sale of surplus Ottawa lands and to remove restrictions 

on the sale of tribal allotments. Described by the local newspaper as leaning over the table “as if 

he were making a horse trade,”122 seventy-three-year-old former Ottawa chief John Earley 

recounted the history of bargains the Ottawas had struck and the failure of federal officials to 

honor those agreements: “In 1862 the Ottawa Indians made a treaty with the government of the 

United States...the Ottawa Indians then were declared citizens of the United States in 1869, but 

notwithstanding that the Government department has all the time since then been controlling the 

band.”123 Ottawas had similarly failed to secure control over their lands through the Dawes Act. 

Earley complained “that made it twice that under the law we were made citizens, and still the 

Interior Department kept treating us the same way as if we were not citizens.”124 Earley summed 

up his position by noting “the [Interior] Department has no jurisdiction over our band of 

Indians.”125 As this testimony suggests, for the Ottawas, U.S. citizenship represented a sovereign 
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prerogative, and tribal belonging, not individual claims, provided the best means of securing 

their rights as U.S. citizens.126 

 While issues surrounding allotment and surplus lands were resolved around 1910, tribal 

government continued to police the membership of their political community and pursued claims 

against the government for treaty violations. In 1910, legislation authorized the sale of Ottawa 

surplus lands, and shortly thereafter, a federal competency commission for the Quapaw Agency 

assessed the capacity of Ottawas for the removal of restrictions from their allotments. Most 

Ottawas met the often arbitrary and racialized federal criteria for the removal of restrictions,127 

and by 1930, a mere seven living allottees retained restrictions on their allotments, with about 

twice that many allotments still in trust in heirship.128 Despite the division or sale of their land 

base, Ottawas rejected efforts to turn them into unaffiliated individuals,129 and tribal claims for 

readdress regarding treaty violations were a perennial tribal government concern. Ottawas 
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Agency Records, 1872-1948, reel 1204604, frames 235-239, RG 75, NARA-FW. 
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initiated these efforts as early as the 1890s,130 and in the 1910s, Congress authorized the Ottawas 

to pursue these claims before the Court of Claims.131 Ultimately, the decades of effort did not 

yield results, resulting in tribal disillusionment over the prospect of claims.132 Nevertheless, 

claims made the accuracy of tribal rolls maintained by federal officials meaningful.133 Ottawas 

strenuously attempted to remove individuals they claimed had been illegally placed on the tribal 

roll during allotment, also without success.134 

Tribal members did not view tribal government as a moribund institution perpetuated by 

those tied to the past. In fact, some complained too many young people, unfamiliar with long 

 
130 Ottawa complaints dated back at least to their removal from Ohio in the 1830s. The more recent fraud involving 

Ottawa University and agreements in the 1860s and 1870s particularly incensed tribal members.  In the late 1890s, 

tribal government retained lawyers to pursue claims regarding the Ottawa University fraud. See, King, “The Ottawa 

Indians in Kansas and Oklahoma,” 377; “Chief Nonkesis is Here,” The Evening Herald (Ottawa, Kansas), October 

11, 1897; “Oklahoma and Indian Territory,” Oklahoma Champion (Oklahoma City, Oklahoma), December 30, 

1898. 

131 U.S. Congress, Senate, Claims of The Ottawa Indian Tribe Of Blanchard’s Fork, January 18, 1912, 62nd Cong., 
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March 9, 1916, , 64th Cong., 1st sess. Report No. 232; U.S. Congress, House, Ottawa Indian Tribe of Blanchard 

Fork And Roche De Boeuf, May 24, 1916, , 64th Cong., 1st sess. Report No. 754. Around 1918, Ottawas in 

Michigan approached tribal leaders regarding claims dating back to removal in the 1830s, but the Oklahoma 

Ottawas opted to pursue their own case in lieu of joining that of their brethren. See, “Ottawa Tribe Organizes to 

Revive Claim,” Miami News-Record, February 12, 1933. 
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Joseph Cash, June 3, 1976, Interview 1022, AIRP, USD. 

133 On dictating tribal membership as an important component of tribal sovereignty, see Adams, Who Belongs?, 1-
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134 As early as 1898, tribal leaders labored to excise unwanted individuals placed on the Ottawa roll during 
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removed. Through multiple meetings in the first decades of the twentieth century, Ottawas vigorously debated 

among themselves and with government officials the inclusion of these members.  Ultimately, efforts to remove 

these individuals failed, but disputes over their inclusion continued into the 1950s and 1960s. See, “Oklahoma and 

Indian Territory,” The Enid Events (Enid, Oklahoma), December 29, 1898; “Christopher Wind,” Miami Record-

Herald, August 30, 1901; “Ottawa Tribe to Get Annuity,” Miami Record-Herald, January 2, 1914; Lizzie Lavore to 
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historical precedents, held leadership positions in tribal government. Lizzie Wolfe argued in 

1916, “the present committeemen are all intelligent but are all young men and inexperienced and 

are ignorant of the real facts, therefore, there can not be much force derived from them which 

weaken all points in a way of business transactions for the tribe.”135 While Manford Pooler, born 

1862, served as chief from the late nineteenth century until his death in 1930, a host of younger 

leaders joined him on tribal council, including Philip George (Ko-te), elected councilman at age 

28, Hugh Wind (Shar-con), elected as councilman at age 33, and Guy Jennison, elected clerk at 

age 26.136 

 After the sale of surplus lands, the Ottawa Indian Cemetery was the most tangible tribal 

government concern, and tribal leaders defended tribal control and warded off the rival claims of 

the adjacent churches. The Ottawa Baptist Church and the Ottawa Friends Church both started as 

majority-Ottawa institutions. The Baptist congregation had operated continuously since the time 

of Jotham Meeker’s missionary work in Kansas. The Friends congregation derived in part from 

the missionary labors of Asa and Emeline Tuttle.137 A December 1889 general council meeting 

set aside land for each denomination, but “with the provision that the cemetery remain neutral, 

for all denomination, and be tribal property forever.”138 The Friends erected their meetinghouse 

in January 1891, with tribal members doing much of the construction.139 Both churches and 
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adjacent cemetery lay within a forty-acre tract held in trust by the federal government. Despite 

the tribal origin of both churches, whites represented a majority in both by 1900.140 Ottawas 

similarly risked losing control of the cemetery. White renters had historically been permitted 

burial in the Ottawa cemetery. As the number of whites in the area grew, the cemetery 

increasingly functioned as a community cemetery for the Ottawa township, and the adjacent 

churches often took care of the site and claimed authority over it.141 

 Tribal government worked consistently to protect tribal rights to free burial, ensure tribal 

government control, and restrict the access of outsiders to their traditional burial ground. In 

1900, the Ottawas held a general council at Joseph Badger King’s home that “unanimously 

carried for the Ottawas to fix up the grave yard and pay no attention to the claim that the Quakers 

have upon the graveyard as it belongs and always has to the Ottawa Tribe.”142 As the churches 

pressed their claim to the site in the early twentieth century, tribal government hardened rules 

regarding interment. At a 1908 meeting of the general council held at the home of Joseph Wind 

(Kin-ne-wa-ha) the Ottawas passed an act, “whereby all persons burying in the Ottawa cemetery 

will be taxed two dollars and a half collected by W.C. [Watt] Jennison. This act excludes all 

Ottawas by blood, adopted member, and those married into the tribe.”143 Invoking the word 

“tax,” Ottawas harkened back to how prior to allotment they assessed a fee to all renters. Thus, 
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tribal government continued to regard the cemetery as tribal jurisdiction and national property. In 

implementing this new tax, tribal government also unequivocally stated there would be “no 

exceptions to this rule,”144 policing tribal rights and grounding access in kinship. At a 1910 

meeting, tribal members voted overwhelmingly to retain tribal control over the cemetery.145 As 

Guy Jennison argued at that meeting, “if we can hold it in trust without giving a deed to anybody 

it would stay with us forever.”146  

 Tribal government safeguarded the cemetery as an Ottawa tribal space. In 1910, the 

federal government formally divided the forty-acre parcel at the center of the Ottawa township. 

Federal officials allocated fifteen acres of it to the Ottawa Baptist Church, twenty acres to the 

Ottawa Friends Church, and five acres to tribal government for the Ottawa Indian Cemetery. 

That five-acre tract was the last remaining unallotted tribal land held in trust, and tribal 

government thereafter exercised exclusive control over the cemetery. In 1925, the tribal council 

appointed a committee to manage and look after the cemetery and established the Ottawa Indian 

Cemetery Association.147 In 1928, Chief Pooler wrote to Superintendent Suffecool about 

establishing rules regarding the cemetery and noting “the matter is of much importance to our 

Tribe.”148 The tribal council reestablished stipulations “that no duly recognized member of the 

Ottawa Tribe of Indians shall be denied free burial privilege in said cemetery; that burial 
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privilege shall not be granted to others than members of said Tribe of Indians, except only to 

those of the older settlers in that neighborhood who already have relatives buried there, or who 

already own lots there.”149 Defining membership in their political community along lines of 

deep-rooted kin connections, the Ottawas asserted burial in the cemetery as an ongoing 

prerogative of tribal affiliation and protected and defended it through tribal government. 

  

Education 

 By 1910, the Ottawas had a higher literacy rate than the U.S. population as a whole.150 

For policymakers, education provided a means to destroy tribal culture and inculcate American 

values and identity. From that vantage point, the Ottawa embrace of educational opportunities 

appeared indicative of waning tribal identity. In fact, for decades, perhaps no aspect of tribal life 

had impressed white observers more than Ottawa interest in education. Federal officials 

consistently noted the Ottawas were “much interested in the cause of education,”151 had an 

“interest in education,”152 “appreciate education,”153 “have a great desire for education,”154 and 

 
149 Ottawa Indian Business Committee Meeting Minutes, January 10, 1928, Quapaw Agency Records, Records of 

the Superintendent’s Office, RG 75, NARA-FW. 

150 In 1910, the census reported the national illiteracy rate at 7.7%, and federal officials recorded the Ottawa 

illiteracy rate at 6.8%. U.S. Census Bureau, Indian Population in the United States and Alaska 1910 (Washington, 

D.C., Government Printing Office, 1915), 219; U.S. Census Bureau, Thirteenth Census of the United States Taken in 

the Year 1910, Vol. 1 (Washington, D.C., Government Printing Office, 1913), 1186. 

151 H.W. Jones to Enoch Hoag, September 21, 1874, in ARCIA 1874 (Washington, D.C., Government Printing 

Office, 1874), 229. 

152 H.W. Jones to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 21, 1876, in ARCIA 1876 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1876), 57. 

153 D.B. Dyer to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, August 27, 1882, in ARCIA 1882 (Washington, D.C., 

Government Printing Office, 1882), 82. 

154 U.S. Census Bureau, Report on the Indians Taxed and Indians Not Taxed in the United States at the Eleventh 

Census: 1890 (Washington, D.C., Government Printing Office, 1894), 249. 



223 

 

“appreciate the necessity of educating their children.”155 Years prior to allotment, federal agents 

declared of the Ottawas the “majority are intelligent and educated.”156 In contrast to the 

eliminatory aims of policymakers, Ottawas had long pursued education as a means to build 

productive interconnections and acquire new competencies and skills. In the early twentieth 

century, Ottawas asserted their educational accomplishments as a marker of equality with white 

Americans while simultaneously shaping and redirecting education for tribal ends. 

Ottawas did not see education as incongruous with tribal identity, and in fact, education 

was a hallmark of being Ottawa. Since at least the 1840s, Ottawas had worked cooperatively to 

provide educational opportunities for their youth. By allotment in 1892 the vast majority of 

Ottawas proved sufficiently literate to sign their names.157 This generations-long embrace of 

education had done little to stifle tribal affiliation. Instead, education complemented existing 

Ottawa strengths. In a letter to the commissioner of Indian Affairs regarding her claims to an 

inherited allotment, Lizzie Wolfe, born in 1863 and a graduate of the Ottawa Mission School and 

Quapaw Mission School, drew on her education and tribal heritage to bolster her assertions. She 

touted the “education that I have obtained from Uncle Sam” as well as how, from Pontiac 

onward, her “ancestors both sides of the house were naturally gifted of intelligence that became 

preachers-translators-governors that governed my said tribe.”158 For Wolfe, the intellectual 

aptitude of Ottawas signified a tribal legacy enhanced with new educational opportunities, not 
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the mere result of government initiatives. Ottawas also often selected highly educated individuals 

to serve in tribal leadership. In the early twentieth century, many Ottawa leaders were also 

educators at Indian schools. These included Manford Pooler, Ottawa chief from 1888-1892 and 

1895-1930, Hugh Wind, elected to the tribal council in 1908, and Dave Geboe, elected to the 

tribal council in 1933.159  

Ottawas were trailblazers at several institutions, and tribal members asserted their civil 

equality by touting their educational accomplishments. Nannie Wilson (Kin-nib-e-qua), a 

daughter of Chief John Wilson (Pah-tee), became the first female graduate, and one of three total 

graduates that year, of Indian University after its move to Bacone, Indian Territory in 1885.160 

Tribal member Thomas Wistar (Cha-kah-bee) was part of the first graduating class of fourteen 

students from Carlisle Indian Industrial School in 1889.161 Moses Pooler (Ma-e-zee), who at one 

time had five children enrolled at Haskell, was notably “very proud of their educational 

attainments,”162 and as early as 1884 he noted, “I educate my children and teach them to be good 

citizens. I have by my example shown to my brothers of the tribe that an Indian can compete 

with the white man.”163 Similarly, tribal member James King, who attended Carlisle from 1888-

1893, recalled fondly his time at “dear old Carlisle” and noted the school “fitted me to make a 
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good living and hold my own with any man.”164  In 1910, tribal member H.K. Wind, ran as a 

Democratic Party candidate for Ottawa County Clerk.165 In his newspaper biography, Wind 

touted he “attended some of the best schools in Kansas and Indiana, finishing at the state 

university at Albuquerque, New Mexico.”166 Thus, he relied on his predominantly Indian school 

education to convince voters of his fitness for political leadership. Similarly, educational 

accomplishments provided a compelling demonstration of Ottawa aptitude at competency 

commission hearings. As Guy Jennison Jr. reflected on that period, “if any of them had any 

education, they could get the restrictions removed, you know. Like Aunt Edna, she went to 

Indian School.”167 

While some embraced the opportunities afforded by education, Ottawas harshly criticized 

aspects of their federal Indian school experience. Ottawas resented the harsh discipline of 

administrators, balked at the paternalism of the schools, and some resented the indoctrination in 

Christianity embedded in school curriculum. The same individuals who spoke enthusiastically of 

educational opportunities or worked in Indian education themselves also related horrific episodes 

they experienced or encountered. Dave Geboe recalled receiving beatings for speaking 

Anishinaabemowin. Ada King Savoie related her desperate anxiety at being separated from 

family. Jane Edwards remembered students who starved themselves to death out of fear and 

protest. While some parents sent their children to boarding schools out of choice, poverty 
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compelled others, and federal officials often coerced Ottawa orphans to attend. As testament to 

student discontent, Ottawa students frequently ran away from school.168 In many ways, federal 

Indian schools represented a site of dispossession for the Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma. The Ottawa 

language and parts of the traditional culture of the Oklahoma Ottawas perished at Indian 

boarding schools under the federal government’s policy of assimilation. Some losses were even 

more palpable. Florence Barnett (Co-te-quah) started school at Carlisle in 1885, and on July 5, 

1888 she succumbed to illness and died there. Florence’s father, David Barnett (Pe-as-so-we-

shik), had already passed away, but it is likely her mother, Sophia Green Barnett (Sup-pee), 

learned of the death via a letter or telegram. Far away from her family and fellow Ottawas, 

Florence Barnett was buried at the Carlisle Indian School Cemetery in Pennsylvania, and her 

remains are still interred there today.169  

 While not minimizing the well-documented traumatizing and destructive effects of 

federal Indian schools,170 Ottawas navigated those spaces strategically, and the school experience 

failed to dissolve tribal affiliation and kinship associations. As scholars have compellingly 

demonstrated, students often found ways to forge and reinforce tribal and inter-tribal connections 

in opposition to assimilatory school aims.171 For the Ottawas, families often encouraged and 
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worked cooperatively to facilitate attendance at federal Indian schools, and children almost 

always traveled to and attended Indian schools with other Ottawas.172 Tribal member Lula 

Wyrick, who started school at Chilocco in 1884, described her trips there: “Uncle Joe Wind took 

his two boys, one of Clay Steven’s girls, and us three children in a wagon. We were five days on 

the road and one thing I remember is that Uncle Joe gave us so many eggs to eat. We would buy 

them by the basketful at five cents per dozen. We would stay at Chilocco School for nine months 

when we would come home for three months and then back in September. We did this each year 

for five years.”173 Ever pioneers in Indian education, a number of Ottawa graduates found 

employment in Indian schools after graduation, including Matilda Wind, a longtime matron at 

Chilocco Indian School, Seneca Indian School, and Quapaw Industrial Board School,174 Hugh 

Wind, a disciplinarian at Chilocco and Fort Mojave Indian Industrial School,175 Manford Pooler 

an industrial farmer at Quapaw Mission School,176 and Dave Geboe, a disciplinarian and farmer 

at Fort Sill Indian School and Concho Indian Boarding School.177 Thus, while Ottawa youth 

journeyed far away from home, they often retained some modicum of adult Ottawa support. As 
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Lula Wyrick described first attending Chilocco, “I started to go to school where Aunt Matilda 

Wind was the boy’s matron.”178  As Wyrick's comment suggests, while the federal government 

sought to eradicate tribal bonds and establish itself as a surrogate parent through boarding 

schools, the experiences and motivations of Ottawas rejected the abandonment of the kinship 

connections at the heart of Ottawa identity.179 

 Ottawas sought to shape education to suit their own ends, and starting in the late 1880s, 

Ottawas pursued subscription schools as an alternative to the opportunities provided by the 

federal government. As Anna King, who married Joseph Badger King and moved to the Ottawa 

reserve in 1882 noted, “my husband built a comfortable small log schoolhouse in our yard and 

here in 1886 I taught my first term of school. It was a subscription one.”180 While Anna taught, 

her husband Joseph looked after their small children, and although Anna requested tuition, 

reciprocity ultimately prevailed. As Anna noted, “I was supposed to receive fifty cents per month 

for each pupil, but it was not always paid, sometimes they would give me a hog. In fact, I 

accepted anything they offered, and if they never offered anything, the children were taught just 

the same.”181 Following the completion of the Friends Church on the Ottawa reservation, Anna 

taught there in the years after allotment. By the early 1900s, as many as three subscription 

schools simultaneously operated around Ottawa,182 including the Pooler schoolhouse, which 
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opened in 1902.183 While the teachers were kept up via subscriptions, the school buildings were 

built and maintained with community labor and fundraisers, in particular ice cream socials,184 

and Ottawa tribal members, including Joseph Badger King, served on local school boards.185  

 In the decades after allotment, subscription schools allowed Ottawas to exercise 

autonomy and assert civil equality. Although the first public school in the area opened in 1900, 

that school initially served only residents of the city of Miami, leaving the Ottawas and the 

numerous white renters on the allotted reservation without access to public school. Subscription 

schools filled this void. In having the option to attend either federal Indian schools or local 

subscription schools, federal officials noted, the “Indians have far greater advantages for 

schooling than their white neighbors.”186 Educating Ottawas alongside local white renters,187 

integrated subscription schools served as an assertion of racial equality. Although the Seneca 

Indian School was only eight miles from the Ottawa township, School Superintendent Horace 

Durant noted of area Indians, “many Indian parents prefer to send their children to such day 

schools, paying $1 per month per pupil, than to send them to this boarding school.”188 Ottawas 

who sent children to local subscription schools kept them close to home and secured their 
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assistance in farm work or family chores; however, for Ottawa widows, orphans, those with large 

families, or those in difficult financial circumstances, federal Indian schools tendered welcome 

financial assistance as children received room, board, and clothing.189 Ottawas debated the merits 

of each. Raising fourteen children and not wealthy, the Jennison family sent their children to 

Indian schools out of economic necessity.190 Watt also contended “mission children are far ahead 

according to age, of home taught or day school children in politeness, cleanliness, and in proper 

book learning.”191 In 1904, of the fifty-four school age Ottawas, more than half attended Seneca 

Indian School, a quarter attended other Indian boarding schools, and fifteen percent attended 

local subscription schools.192 As local subscription schools generally ended around eighth grade, 

Ottawas who went to subscription schools often sent their children to federal Indian schools to 

finish out their education.193  

 In the early twentieth century, Indian schools degenerated into vocational instruction that 

cemented the marginal economic status of Indians, and Ottawas looked elsewhere for 

educational opportunities. Belief in the endemic racial inferiority of Natives drove pessimism 

among policymakers about educational outcomes and shifted the curriculum and objectives of 

 
189 Guy Jennison, “Gift from White Man,” Miami News-Record, April 1, 1959; Lottie Dawes, interview by Peggy 
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Indian schools.194 The schools abandoned the goal of turning Indians into the social and 

intellectual equals of whites. Instead, Indian education shifted to a narrow focus on manual 

trades, what Frederick Hoxie termed “schools for dependent people.”195 As President Roosevelt 

noted in 1901, “[Indian] education should be elementary and largely industrial. The need of 

higher education among the Indians is very, very limited.”196 Reflecting this sentiment, Indian 

schools increasingly trained Indians “to live on the periphery of American society.”197 As a 

result, Ottawas increasingly gravitated toward public education following Oklahoma statehood in 

1907. Some continued to send their children to Indian Schools, but poverty, not opportunity, 

provided the major impetus for those parents. Ottawas who could afford it generally opted to 

send their children to local public schools.  

 The experiences and educational choices of Guy Jennison demonstrate the legacy of the 

federal Indian school experience. Born in 1886, Jennison attended the Quapaw Industrial Board 

School, Chilocco Indian School, and Haskell Institute. J.J. McKoin, a large man of around 250 

pounds, served as superintendent during Guy’s tenure at the Quapaw Mission School, and he was 

infamous for his strict discipline. When Guy’s older brother Oscar got into a fight one morning, 

McKoin refused to give Oscar breakfast as punishment. As a result, Oscar ran away. He walked 

fifteen miles to his home, and his mother Catherine brought him back to school and chastised 

McKoin that “the way into a boy’s heart was through his stomach and if he wanted to get along 
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with the children not to deprive them of food.”198 Guy would have his own conflicts with 

superintendents. After a dispute with the superintendent at Haskell, Guy stormed out and made 

his way back to Oklahoma on foot, and as a result, he was “forever barred from all Indian 

Schools.”199 In reflecting on his school experiences later in life, Jennison maligned Indian 

schools as an extension of federal Indian policy. “Forced to go to school by the BIA [Bureau of 

Indian Affairs],” Jennison remarked “they tried to civilize and Christianize us in the white man’s 

way. Off and on I stayed until I was 20. The same teachers that taught us our three R’s five days 

a week were our Sunday school teachers. I took pretty well to the former, but the white man’s 

religion never soaked in very far. It seemed different so different from what my descendants [sic] 

had handed down.”200 Jennison also held little regard for the vocational training he received.201 

Guy’s experience shaped how he raised his own children. His son, Guy Jennison Jr., born in 

1913, reflected, “we really had very few Ottawas in my lifetime take advantage of the Indian, the 

BIA schools….I went to public schools, and I wouldn’t want to go to that BIA school. After 

going through the public schools and for the acquaintances and contacts I made on Main Street 

that, now I can walk up and talk to them. Where if I went to Indian school, I couldn’t, I wouldn’t 

 
198 Lula Wyrick, interview by Nannie Lee Burns, July 20, 1937, IPP-OHC, OUL 
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1833,” M.A. Thesis (Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical College, 1940), 34. 
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know them.”202 As Jennison’s statement suggests, public education offered access to mainstream 

American society and not merely a subordinate place on the periphery of American life.203  

  Ottawas contributed to and shaped local education. Working with local whites, tribal 

members helped establish a one-room public school at the Ottawa township in 1908. Local tribal 

members and whites attended this institution and contributed to its support. Although the 

growing influx of whites meant tribal members exercised limited control over the institution, the 

shift to public schools allowed Ottawa families to educate their children locally and free of 

federal paternalism. The local common school at Ottawa ended at eighth grade, so Ottawa 

children who continued their education generally went to the public high school at Miami, or less 

commonly to federal Indian schools for higher education. A final wave of Ottawas attended 

Haskell in the late 1920s and 1930s, mostly to play sports, but after the mid-1940s, no Ottawas 

attended federal Indian schools.204 A combination of Ottawa choice and government policies 

discouraging the attendance of unrestricted and low blood quantum Indian children drove the 

exodus.205 

 
202 Guy Jennison Jr., interview by Joseph Cash, June 4, 1976, Interview 1018, AIRP, USD. 
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Oklahoma constitution inscribed a black-white racial binary that placed Indian children with no African ancestry in 

“white” schools. See, Lambert, Choctaw Nation, 188-190. 
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As with other educated Indians, Ottawas redirected education to preserve tribal history 

and culture.206 Ottawas retained their own historical narratives and knowledge and defended it. 

Anna King recalled an incident when an instructor had the temerity to insist that Ottawa children 

mispronounced the name of the tribe: “Once I remember we had a teacher who insisted that the 

children pronounce the word Ottawa with a broad A. They objected, and Pa [Joseph Badger 

King] told her that the Indians had always pronounced it with a long A and to let them still 

pronounce it that way.”207 Ottawas also used their education to write about tribal history and 

push back on inaccurate or eliminatory narratives. In an autobiographical history he hoped to 

have published by the Oklahoma Historical Society, Guy Jennison opined “much of the history 

as been taught in our Public Schools and written by some Historians of most of the Indian Tribes 

is not the same as has been hand down to us through traditions and memories of Indians.”208 

Jennison offered an alternative account of the death of Pontiac as was handed down in tribal 

tradition.  

Charles Dawes (Nanokeesis) used his education to preserve aspects of tribal culture. Born 

in 1923, Dawes attended Indian schools in adolescence and went on to graduate from the local 

public high school and junior college in route to earning a B.S. in Engineering from the 

University of Arkansas. Dawes recalled that in his youth, “the Ottawas in Oklahoma were 

becoming assimilated into the dominant society, going to school, working in industry, and 

REMEMBERING. What were we remembering? While we were gaining a higher academic 

achievement even than the dominant society in their own schools, we still had our traditional 
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teachings. Those traditional teachings or values have sustained us for thousands of years and 

they continue to sustain us.”209 Using education as a tool to propagate tribal culture, Dawes drew 

on his skill set and went on to publish, among other things, an Ottawa-English Dictionary.210 
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Figure 4.3- Manford Pooler (Tick-wah-ka). Manford served as Ottawa Chief from 1888-1892 

and 1895-1930. Considered one of the founding fathers of Miami, Oklahoma, Manford led the 

Ottawas to approve the 1891 sale of 588 acres that resulted in the establishment of the town. 

After allotment, Manford went into the livery business in Miami and later opened a barber shop 

at the adjacent town of Douthat. Manford was also a member of the Independent Order of Odd 

Fellows fraternal order and served as justice of the peace and postmaster for the town of 

Douthat.211  
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Figure 4.4- Nannie Wilson Cooke (Kin-nib-e-qua), seated, and family. Born in Kansas in 1864, 

Nannie was the youngest daughter of Chief John Wilson (Pah-tee). She became the first female 

graduate of Indian University after its move to Bacone, Indian Territory in 1885. Before her 

death in 1957, she was the last living Ottawa to have made the removal journey from Kansas. 

Standing behind are some of her children, left to right: Clifford and his wife Lillian, Ouida, 

Bernice, Eudora, and Elmer Frank. Nannie and her husband Elmer, seated, moved to California 

around 1924, and Nannie became active in the West Los Angeles Republican Club, the Women’s 

Christian Temperance Union, and the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.212 In 

California, she maintained a public presence as an Ottawa tribal member and kept up 

connections with tribal members in Oklahoma.213 Walter King (Wa-sa-gee shick), related to her 

 
212 Photo courtesy of Melanie Wilson. Melanie Wilson, personal communication, June 1, 2020; “Children Fete,” Los 
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through his grandmother, visited from Oklahoma and stayed with Nannie for five weeks in 

1956.214 By the late 1950s, nearly 100 of the roughly 600 Ottawas lived in California.215 

 

 
Figure 4.5- Joseph Badger King (Ko-tah-wun), c. 1913.216 Before his death in 1915, King was 

the last living Ottawa to have made the removal journey from Ohio. 
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Conclusion  

 In a 1913 interview with University of Oklahoma history professor Joseph Thoburn, 

Joseph Badger King related, “the legends and traditions of the Ottawas are no longer preserved 

by our branch of the tribe, though they probably are by some of the Ottawas of Michigan and 

Canada. They were still recited by some of our old men when I was young, but I did not learn 

them.”217 At first glance, King’s statement might read as a lamented acquiescence to a vanishing 

Ottawa Indian identity. Nothing in the text, however, suggests King viewed the waning of certain 

tribal traditions in those terms. More likely, King only brought up his lack of familiarity with 

some historic Ottawa rites when prompted by the interviewer. Joseph Thoburn, a representative 

of the burgeoning salvage anthropology movement, conducted the interview with the avowed 

goal to “assemble the traditions and early history of the Indian tribes” as soon “most of the 

material would be lost forever.”218 While failing to disclose his opinion on changing cultural 

traditions, King rejected a declension narrative. Instead, he measured tribal vitality in terms of 

kinship and noted in the interview “in recent years the tribe has been gaining in strength and now 

numbers about two hundred members.”219 King and the Ottawas of the late nineteenth century 

and early twentieth century rejected static cultural or racial markers as central components of 

Ottawa subjectivity. Ottawas held fast to notions of belonging based in kinship and shared 

prerogatives while adapting to contemporary circumstances. Through these methods, Ottawas 

maintained there would be a “later” for their tribal community. 
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This chapter has demonstrated how Ottawas refused and appropriated ideas about Native 

racialization and assimilation to serve their own political agenda. In so doing, Ottawas contested 

federal control over tribal affairs and federal definitions of the meaning of Indian identity to 

demand substantive U.S. citizenship and the preservation of their tribal government. In this way, 

Ottawas in the early twentieth century articulated a vision of American pluralism that refused 

Native racial or cultural stasis and asserted a place for themselves as a political community 

within American society. Ottawas would approach the jarring shifts in Indian policy in the mid-

twentieth century as a community that had long endeavored to escape paternalistic federal 

control, rejected popular codifications of Indian identity, and already sustained community life 

outside of authorities delegated by the Office of Indian Affairs. 
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CHAPTER 5 

“READY TO BE TERMINATED:”1 INCOMPETENT WARDS TO FREE CITIZENS 

In August 1955, Ottawa Chief Guy Jennison (Che-she-beeg) testified before a House of 

Representatives Indian Affairs subcommittee hearing held at the Federal Courthouse in 

Muskogee, Oklahoma, “Every time we have a change in the United States administration, they 

change our Indian policies. It has been sort of a shell game with us, now you are under the 

blanket, now you ain’t, until it has got to where we have not got any blanket whatsoever and we 

are perfectly ready to be terminated as soon as possible and relieve the United States 

Government any obligation whatsoever.”2 Sharing Jennison’s antipathy toward capricious 

federal administration, the tribal council voluntarily endorsed termination a few months later, 

and the U.S. Congress passed legislation to that effect in August 1956. The federal government 

formally ended federal oversight and services and ceased to recognize and maintain a 

government-to-government relationship with the Ottawas in August 1959. Forged in the 

hardened nationalism of the early Cold War, termination policy sought the full and immediate 

assimilation of Native people into mainstream American society, openly abrogated federal trust 

responsibilities, removed federal recognition of tribal sovereignty, and represents one of the most 

explicit twentieth century examples of the settler colonial impulse to eliminate Native identity 

 
1 Testimony of Guy Jennison, August 25, 1955, in U.S. Congress, House, Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs, 

Hearings on Muskogee and Anadarko Area Indian Tribes, 84th Cong., 1st sess., August 25-26, 1955 (Washington, 

D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1956), 34. 
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and sovereignty.3 Termination has been aptly described as a genocidal federal policy,4 and in this 

context, a tribal leader openly supporting the enterprise appears perplexing.  

This chapter argues Chief Jennison pursued termination to escape paternalistic federal 

oversight and advance Ottawa self-determination. Although Ottawa tribal members never got to 

vote on the issue and vehemently differed in their assessments of the efficacy of disavowing 

federal recognition, Jennison’s perspective and advocacy on the issue shaped the outcome. Even 

when faced with an anti-termination backlash, Jennison won reelection as chief, and after the 

vote, tribal members of all persuasions worked cooperatively to achieve his vision of tribal life 

outside of federal acknowledgment and control. 

Termination policy intended to close out all relations between the federal government and 

tribes. In practice, the policy targeted small tribes already receiving few federal services for 

Indian people and a handful of resource rich tribes perceived as acculturated and deemed 

competent and prosperous enough to manage their economic affairs without federal assistance 

and oversight. To eliminate federal trust responsibilities, legislation mandated the sale or division 

of tribal resources and the removal of all restrictions and trust protections on allotted lands. Final 

tribal rolls were created to facilitate disbursements of tribal lands or monies from land sales to 

individuals. No longer regarded as Indians by the federal government, members of terminated 
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(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2013), 1.  
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tribes could not participate in federal health, education, and support services intended for Indian 

people, and the policy withdrew federal recognition of tribal sovereignty for terminated tribes. 

Believing Native nationhood survived solely on the auspices of federal designations and 

delegated powers, policymakers expected the removal of federal acknowledgement to extinguish 

tribal identities and affiliations.5  

In contrast, Chief Jennison pursued termination as a deliberate rejection of the constraints 

imposed by federal authority. Jennison’s advocacy grew out of tribal traditions of securing 

autonomy from the Indian Office through U.S. citizenship and reflected that tribal life already 

operated largely outside federal recognition and delegated powers.6 With no tribal assets to 

divide or sell, Ottawas had no direct monetary incentives to terminate.7 Instead, Jennison was 

motivated by how the government-to-government relationship, facilitated through the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs (BIA), threatened rather than validated his conception of Ottawas as competent, 

self-reliant, and capable of managing their affairs without federal support or oversight. While 

recent scholarship has critiqued state-based recognition as a tool of settler domination, 
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Jennison’s advocacy places this discussion within a longer chronology.8 Exchanging one 

collection of colonial impositions for an alternative, less intrusive set, Jennison aimed to secure 

greater control over Ottawa internal affairs and future.  

Jennison embraced termination, not its eliminatory intent, and he pursued his own vision 

for the future of the Ottawas. In anticipation of termination, Jennison led the Ottawas in 

reorganizing tribal government as a state chartered non-profit corporation. In this way, the 

Ottawas forged their own path through the federal government’s capricious attitude towards 

Indian affairs. Through their new incorporated entity, they remade their political identity and 

pursued tribal priorities. This chapter examines the life and background of Guy Jennison as an 

entry point to understanding his views on termination and those of his supporters. Jennison’s 

strong and well-documented advocacy represents the driving force and most prominent Ottawa 

perspective on the issue. 

Histories of the termination era have largely focused attention on federal coercion and the 

negative repercussions of termination.9 The catastrophic termination experiences of the 

 
8 Recent scholarship has noted federal recognition circumscribes the sovereign claims of tribal nations by inducing 

tribes to acknowledge themselves as under federal authority, on federal terms, and by presenting the recognition of 
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Strategies under State Recognition,” Native American and Indigenous Studies 7, no. 1 (2020): 36-61. 

9 See, for example, Fixico, Termination and Relocation, 183-197; Metcalf, Termination’s Legacy, 16-22, 204-227; 

Peroff, Menominee Drums, 163-173; Vine Deloria Jr., Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (Norman: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 1988), 63-70; David Beck, Seeking Recognition: The Termination and Restoration of 

the Coos, Lower Umpqua, and Siuslaw Indians, 1855-1984 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2009), 162-164; 
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Tribe of Western Oregon (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2010), 279; Jaakko Puisto, ‘This Is My 



245 

 

Menominee and Klamath tribes are generally taken as representative case studies.10 The abolition 

of federal services and trust protections for these two large and resource rich tribes collectively 

removed nearly 1.1 million acres from trust and effected over 5,000 tribal members, representing 

the vast majority of the land removed from trust and a large proportion of the Indian people 

effected by the policy.11 The experiences of small tribes receiving few federal services are 

generally underexamined, and termination is often glossed over as an imposed and invariably 

destructive policy.12 By examining the views of Ottawa supporters of termination, this chapter 

demonstrates termination as a site of Native activism and resistance to federal control. It links 

Native engagement with termination to studies of other eliminatory federal programs 

commandeered by Native participants to suit ends not envisioned by policymakers.13  

Tribal leaders embracing termination fit uncomfortably in the narrative arc that traces 

increasing Native activism to advance tribal sovereignty in the late 1950s and 1960s to Native 
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Collectively, these 99 tribes held only 7,500 acres in trust, and many received little if any federal educational or 

health services for Indians. See, Roberta Ulrich, American Indian Nations from Termination to Restoration, 1953-
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opposition to the existential threat implied by termination policy. These accounts often lionize 

staunch resistance to termination by juxtaposing termination and tribal sovereignty.14 This 

dichotomy, however, tends to conflate government intentions with outcomes and concedes 

federal authority over tribal sovereignty.15 In fact, federal policy cannot alone grant or revoke 

inherent tribal sovereignty, nor did termination legislation explicitly pronounce to extinguish it.16 

Viewing termination solely from the perspectives of federal policymakers also uncomfortably 

reifies federal recognition, on settler-government terms, as the most estimable, or even only 

possible, format for expressing sovereignty.17 In accepting termination, Ottawa leaders agreed to 

the cessation of federal supervision, their trust relationship, and federal services, not the 

extinction of their tribal entity or prerogatives.18 By taking seriously tribal support for 

termination, both termination and recognition come into tighter focus as alternative venues, or 

legal and political regimes, within which tribal nations might situate themselves in the context of 

ongoing settler colonialism. Each venue had potential benefits and drawbacks, but for Ottawas, 

neither inherently carried the existential weight accorded by policymakers. 
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adapted to the shift in Indian policy from paternalism to federal support for tribal self-determination and 

successfully campaigned to regain federal recognition. See, Ulrich, American Indian Nations, 247-248. 
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A Progressive Indian Conservative 

Jennison’s vision of mobilizing Ottawa self-determination independent of federal 

supervision drew inspiration from his personal experiences with the coercive dimensions of 

federal assimilation policies. Born in 1886 and one of fourteen children of Watt and Catherine 

Jennison, Guy was sent to federal Indian schools by his parents out of economic necessity. 

Jennison recalled later in life how he was “forced to go to school by the BIA”19 with instructors 

he assessed as poorly trained for their work.20 He particularly resented the indoctrination in 

Christianity that he noted “seemed so different from what my descendants [sic] had handed 

down.”21 Shuffled between multiple Indian schools, Jennison ultimately stormed out of Haskell 

Institute after an altercation with the superintendent. Making his way back to Indian Territory on 

foot, Jennison thereafter faced a permanent ban from attending any federal Indian schools.22 

These experiences engrained in Jennison a hatred of federal paternalism. 

Jennison’s early encounters with government regulations reinforced his hostility toward 

the limiting strictures of federal Indian policy. After leaving Haskell in 1907, Jennison took up 

residence on his 80-acre allotment. To him, the land “was not a gift from the government” but 

his rightful “share of what we Ottawas salvaged from the million acres of land we lost in Ohio, 

Michigan and the Northwest Territory.”23 Nevertheless, in seeking to farm this land, he quickly 

ran up against federal restrictions. Although Jennison required capital to purchase a horse, 

 
19 Guy Jennison, “Gift from White Man,” Miami News-Record, April 1, 1959. 

20 Essie Jane Avery, “The Social and Economic History of the Quapaw Indians Since 1833,” M.A. Thesis 

(Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical College, 1940), 34. 

21 Guy Jennison, “Gift from White Man,” Miami News-Record, April 1, 1959. 

22 Guy Jennison, “Sparks from the Tribal Fire” [unpublished autobiography], circa 1956, Ottawa Tribe History 

folder, Ottawa County Historical Society, Dobson Museum, Miami, Oklahoma (hereafter cited as OCHS-DM). 

23 Guy Jennison, “Gift from White Man,” Miami News-Record, April 1, 1959. 
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federal guidelines viewing Indians as incapable of judicious management of their lands 

prevented him from legally selling or mortgaging the 40-acre homestead portion of his allotment 

still held in trust. As a result, he had to undertake a “complicated deal involving a mortgage on 

40 acres” and “a $500 loan at 8 per cent interest.”24 To Jennison, full control of his land 

necessitated escaping trust status. In 1910, Jennison appeared before a federal “competency 

commission” that assessed his ability to manage his own affairs, and meeting their often arbitrary 

and racialized criteria,25 he secured the removal of restrictions on his land. Contrary to popular 

expectations of Indian capabilities, Jennison never sold it, and he developed an over 200 acre 

working dairy farm that served as his principal occupation. To Jennison, his own success 

provided undeniable evidence Indians did not require federal supervision.26 

Although always clear to note the primacy of his Indian identity to his political 

ideology,27 Jennison’s lifelong association with the Republican Party shaped his approach toward 

Indian policy. In Jennison’s telling, his political affiliation derived from his father’s attachment 

to the Republican Party as a Union veteran, and perhaps more rhetorically, a hatred of the Indian 

policies of Andrew Jackson.28 As a member of the Ottawa tribal council starting in 1912 and 

ascending to the position of chief in 1930, Jennison refashioned conservative critiques of 

expanding federal bureaucracy to advocate for greater tribal control over tribal affairs. He 

targeted federal Indian policy as archetypical of the threats to liberty posed by federal intrusion 

 
24 Ibid. 

25 Katherine Ellinghaus, Blood Will Tell: Native Americans and Assimilation Policy (Lincoln: The University of 

Nebraska Press, and the American Philosophical Society, 2017), 45-69 

26 O.K. Armstrong, “Give the Indians an Even Chance!” Reader’s Digest (November 1955), 105. 

27 Guy Jennison, “Ottawa Chief Airs Indian Problems,” Miami News-Record, January 22, 1954. 

28 Guy Jennison, “Political Scalps Exposed, so Chief of the Ottawas Sounds Call of the Owl,” Miami News-Record, 

April 24, 1960. 
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into the lives of American citizens, and his conservatism drew from personal experiences of an 

overbearing administrative discretionary state that tried to dictate tribal development.  

Jennison’s perspective on Indian policy also drew inspiration from a long Progressive 

pan-tribal tradition calling for the abolition of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. In the early twentieth 

century, leaders of the Society of American Indians (SAI) advocated for substantive citizenship 

for Native people, an end to wardship, and racial equality, and SAI leaders argued the 

management and control of the Office and Indian Affairs was antithetical to these objectives.29 

Ottawas do not appear to have directly participated in the SAI,30 but the integrationist and civil 

egalitarian goals of the SAI resonated with early twentieth century Ottawa leaders. Although in 

the 1920s a host of Native voices increasingly embraced policies of cultural renewal and 

retribalization, many Oklahoma Indians continued to advocate for integration into the political 

and economic institutions of the dominant society and criticized ongoing paternalistic federal 

control over tribal affairs.31 In his unpublished autobiography, Jennison highlighted his 

conservative and Progressive leanings in noting, “Ottawa County is one of the leading 

 
29 See, for example, Lucy Maddox, Citizen Indians: Native American Intellectuals, Race, and Reform (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 2006), 166-175; K. Tsianina Lomawaima, “The Mutuality of Citizenship and Sovereignty: 

The Society of American Indians and the Battle to Inherit America,” Studies in American Indian Literatures 25, no. 

2 (2013): 333-51; Cathleen D. Cahill, “Our Democracy and the American Indian: Citizenship, Sovereignty, and the 

Native Vote in the 1920s,” Journal of Women’s History 32, no. 1 (Spring 2020): 41-51; Robert Warrior, “The SAI 

and the End(s) of Intellectual History,” Studies in American Indian Literatures 25, no. 2 (2013): 219-235; Cristina 

Stanciu, “Americanization on Native Terms: The Society of American Indians, Citizenship Debates, and Tropes of 

‘Racial Difference,’” Native American and Indigenous Studies 6, no. 1 (Spring 2019): 111-148. 

30 Charles E. Dagenett (Peoria) was one of the six founders of the SAI in 1911, and from 1894 to 1927 he was the 

highest ranking Native American in the Office of Indian Affairs, largely as Supervisor of Indian Employment. In 

1888, when Dagenett was 15 and enrolled at Carlisle, his widowed mother married John Earley, and they stayed 

together until Earley’s death in 1907. Thus, rather than Ottawa views being influenced by the SAI, Ottawas may 

well have influenced the SAI through Earley’s association with Charles Dagenett. 

31 John M. Coward, “Promoting the Progressive Indian,” American Journalism, 14:1 (1997): 3-18. 
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Progressive counties of our state. We have two classes of people. The ‘Pros and the Cons.’ 

Progressives and the Conservatives. I sometimes wonder which side I am on.”32 

 

Looking for a New Deal 

 In February 1933, fifty Ottawas met together to hold the first tribal election they had held 

in several years. By the late 1920s, tribal council activities largely entailed managing the tribal 

cemetery and pursuing claims. As these administrative tasks rarely incited disputes, there had 

been little need to hold a general council to debate issues or elect new tribal officers; however, 

with the death of Chief Manford Pooler (Tick-wah-ka) in 1930 and councilman Joseph W. 

Holmes (No-wato) in 1931, Ottawa government officials were stretched thin, with tribal 

Secretary-Clerk Guy Jennison shouldering most responsibilities as acting chief. At the 1933 

meeting, the general council formally elected Guy Jennison as Ottawa Chief, a position he would 

hold for the next three decades, and the Ottawas passed several other resolutions. Among them, 

the Ottawas concluded to pursue a claim against the federal government for treaty violations 

dating back to their removal from Ohio, formally endorsed Tulsa politician E.B. Howard for the 

role of Commissioner of Indian Affairs in the new Roosevelt administration, and authorized 

Ottawa participation in the recently formed Association of Indian Tribes (AIT), a largely 

northeast Oklahoma-based pan-tribal Indian advocacy organization.33  

In a sharp departure from the decades prior, the 1933 meeting suggests how tribal 

government aimed to shape and direct federal Indian policy. Renewed tribal government 

engagement with policymakers reflected shifts in the opportunities and pitfalls of interfacing 

 
32 Guy Jennison, “Sparks from the Tribal Fire” [unpublished autobiography], circa 1956, Ottawa Tribe History 

folder, OCHS-DM. 

33 “Ottawa Tribe Organizes to Revive Claim,” Miami News-Record, February 12, 1933. 
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with the federal government. By the early 1930s, a growing consensus called for reforming 

federal Indian Affairs and the exigencies of the Great Depression also demanded increased 

federal action.34 Resurgent Ottawa political efforts to productively engage with federal policy 

responded to new federal rhetoric promising, if not delivering, enhanced opportunities and an 

end to paternalism.35  

Jennison pivoted to take advantage of new policies while simultaneously offering 

trenchant critiques of heavy-handed federal reforms. In both his denunciations and attempts to 

leverage federal Indian policy, Jennison found allies among the seven other tribes headquartered 

in Ottawa County, Oklahoma and under the jurisdiction of the Quapaw Indian Agency.36 By 

1930, members of these small tribes of the Quapaw Indian Agency were generally well-

integrated into the broader population, often received limited health or educational services from 

the Office of Indian Affairs, and resented continuing paternalistic federal control over their 

individual and tribal affairs.37 Hoping to shape national policy, Jennison joined with leaders of 

other area tribes to found the AIT in February 1933.38 The organization circulated a petition and 

endorsed a candidate for Commissioner of Indian Affairs, garnering 5,000 signatures and 

 
34 Elmer R. Rusco, A Fateful Time: The Background and Legislative History of the Indian Reorganization Act 

(Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2002), 94-136; Angie Debo, And Still the Waters Run: The Betrayal of the 5 

Civilized Tribes (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 1991), 345-357. 

35 For a comprehensive treatment of Collier and his reforms, see Kenneth Philp, John Collier’s Crusade for Indian 

Reform: 1920-1954 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1977). 

36 Eastern Shawnee, Miami, Modoc, Peoria, Quapaw, Seneca-Cayuga, and Wyandotte. 

37 U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Indian Affairs, Survey of Conditions of the Indians in the United States, 

Oklahoma Part 15 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1931), 6645-6701.   

38 “Indians Meet for Election,” Miami News-Record, January 9, 1934. 
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reminding the Oklahoma congressional delegation not to ignore their Indian constituents.39 

Although unsuccessful in influencing the appointment, the AIT council, of which Jennison was 

one of sixteen members, laid out their complaints for new Commissioner of Indian Affairs John 

Collier. Using unguarded language, AIT leadership inveighed against federal officials who “lead 

them on like dumb, driven cattle.”40 They demanded recognition of the individual rights of 

Indians “as other citizens” to conduct their affairs, rather than “await the pleasure of the Indian 

agent in order to confer or consult the Agency concerning matters.”41 Refashioning conservative 

critiques of expanding federal bureaucracy, AIT leaders spoke out against bureaucratic 

regulations and endemic paternalism in Indian affairs. 

Far from addressing AIT concerns, the reforms of John Collier sparked additional 

complaints of domineering federal control. Collier proposed to move away from allotment policy 

and the goal of elimination via assimilation. Instead, he advocated for federal support and 

protection of tribal lands, cultures, and governments. Collier proposed legislation that would, 

among other things, permit tribal governments to rebuild their land bases, to adopt new 

constitutions and corporate charters, and to borrow money from a revolving credit fund to 

facilitate economic development.42 At the same time, Collier’s policies continued to subject 

Native people to overbearing federal oversight and control, and his romantic vision of tribal life 

 
39 Homer Chandler to E.B. Howard, March 15, 1933, Elmer Thomas Papers, box SU 9, folder 60, Carl Albert 

Congressional Research and Studies Center, University of Oklahoma, Norman, Oklahoma (hereafter cited as 

CACRSC). 

40 “Resolution,” in H.E. Chandler to Elmer Thomas, November 18, 1933, Elmer Thomas Papers, box LG 12, folder 

79, CACRSC. 

41 Ibid.  

42 For a summary, see, Wilkins and Stark, American Indian Politics, 156-157. 
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on a reservation failed to reflect the complex and diverse desires of Native people.43 Ottawas and 

many other Indians in northeastern Oklahoma loathed centralized federal control, had adapted to 

operate within and through American society, and feared federal authorities might coerce them to 

live on a reservation or return allotted lands to tribal government control.  

As news of the proposed Indian Reorganization Act began circulating in early 1934, the 

AIT would be the vehicle for opposition to the legislation in northeast Oklahoma. An AIT 

resolution referred to the bill as “an insult of the very basest kind.”44 Mirroring conservative 

critiques of other New Deal policies, AIT leaders described the bill as “strongly bordering on 

communism” and maligned it as an attempt to place Indians “way, way back even beyond 

extreme primitive stages, almost to that stage of making monkeys of them.”45 On March 24, 

1934, Commissioner Collier hosted one of his famous Indian congresses on the campus of 

Northeast Oklahoma Junior College in Ottawa County, Oklahoma. Over five hundred Indians 

from area tribes attended the event to express their views and hear from Collier.46 In heated 

exchanges, AIT members took the floor to denounce Collier’s proposals and verbally quarrel 

with him. At the conclusion of the meeting, Jennison joined with four other area chiefs to author 

a resolution expressing their “emphatic DISFAVOR” of the proposed bill as an affront to 

“respectable, upright, and progressive”47 Oklahoma Indians. Ultimately, opposition by groups 

 
43 For example, the Secretary of the Interior had to approve constitutions. Historians have critiqued these dimensions 

of Collier’s program. See, Graham D. Taylor, The New Deal and American Indian Tribalism: The Administration of 

the Indian Reorganization Act, 1934-45 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1980). 

44  “300 County Indians Rap Bill Pushed by Collier,” Miami News-Record, March 13, 1934. 

45 Ibid. 

46 Vine Deloria Jr, “Introduction,” in The Indian Reorganization Act: Congresses and Bills, edited by Vine Deloria 

Jr. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2002), vii-xvi. 

47 “Minutes of Meeting,” in The Indian Reorganization Act, 366. 
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such as the AIT led to the exemption of Oklahoma tribes from provisions of the original Indian 

Reorganization Act. After political jockeying and minor modifications, Oklahoma tribes became 

subject to the Thomas-Rogers Act of 1936 that closely mirrored the Indian Reorganization Act.48  

Throughout the mid-1930s, the AIT met stiff resistance in their attempts to reshape 

Collier’s reforms and secure funding to support area Indians. The Indian Reorganization Act 

included provisions for the preferential hiring of Indians within the Office of Indian Affairs.49 In 

1934, the AIT petitioned to have an Indian foremen appointed to lead construction work on 

dormitories at the Seneca Indian School; however, federal officials refused to select from the 

candidates the AIT put forward. Federal officials ruled out those candidates as they had “a small 

degree of Indian blood”50 and expressed concern that an Indian foreman might exhibit a tribal 

bias in the selection of common laborers. Instead, the local Indian Office selected a white 

foreman.51 In 1935, AIT leaders also campaigned to get an Indian hospital for Ottawa County, an 

area that had historically received almost no health services for Indians.52 In this effort, the AIT 

parlayed the influence of other groups. The AIT obtained a pledge from the Miami Chamber of 

Commerce to provide free land to host the hospital facility and secured the endorsement of other 

 
48 For the Thomas-Rogers Act of 1936, also called the Oklahoma Indian Welfare Act, and the politics that led to it, 

see Jon S. Blackman, Oklahoma’s Indian New Deal (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2013), 62-77. 

49 Section 12 outlined “qualified Indians shall hereafter have the preference to appointment to vacancies 

in any such positions.” Wheeler-Howard Act, June 18, 1934 (The Indian Reorganization Act), Ch. 576, 48 Stat. 984, 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-5299/pdf/COMPS-5299.pdf  

An Act to Provide for the Allotment of Lands in Severalty to Indians on the Various Reservations, approved 

February 8, 1887 (General Allotment Act or Dawes Act), Statutes at Large 24, 388-91, 

50 H.A. Andrews to John Collier, June 14, 1934, Quapaw Agency Files, Letters Sent to the Indian Office, 1931-1938 

E.6, Record Group 75, National Archives and Records Administration at Fort Worth, Southwest Regional Archives, 

Fort Worth, Texas (hereafter cited as RG 75, NARA-FW). 

51 Ibid. 

52 Survey of Conditions of the Indians, 6655.   
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local civic organizations.53 Despite this success in garnering broad, local support, the Indian 

Office selected Tahlequah, Oklahoma to host the new hospital.54 With few achievements to show 

for their efforts, the AIT largely ceased activities in the late 1930s.55 

Despite his misgivings about federal policy, Jennison led the Ottawas to adopt a new 

constitution and corporate charter under the Thomas-Rogers Act. In 1937, the Seneca-Cayuga 

Tribe of Ottawa County became the first tribe in Oklahoma to organize under a constitution and 

corporate charter through the Thomas-Rogers Act.56 By June the next year, the Seneca-Cayuga 

Tribe had borrowed approximately $30,000 from the revolving credit fund and reloaned the 

money to tribal members.57 Seeing these tangible results, other Ottawa County tribes began to 

follow suit. In 1938, the Ottawas ratified a constitution and bylaws under the Thomas-Rogers 

Act by a vote of 93 to 0. To facilitate loans, the Ottawas then adopted a corporate charter by a 

vote of 79 to 1 shortly thereafter. Ottawas cast ballots in-person or by mail if living afar, and 225 

tribal members were eligible to vote.58 The form of the Ottawa constitution almost exactly 

mirrored constitutions adopted by the other tribes of Ottawa County.59 The striking tribal 

unanimity in support of the constitution had little to do with Ottawa enthusiasm for the new 

 
53 “Tribes’ Council Seeks Hospital,” Miami News-Record, October 10, 1935. 

54 “Indian Hospital Effort Lost by This Community,” Miami News-Record, November 10, 1935. 

55 “Tribesmen Protest Preference Denied in Relief Project,” Miami News-Record, October 25, 1936; “Homer 

Chandler Re-Elected as Indian Association President,” Miami News-Record, February 7, 1937. 

56 “Local Indians First to Take Benefit of Act,” Miami News-Record, June 21, 1937. 

57 “Seneca-Cayuga Loan Approved,” Miami News-Record, October 31. 1937; “Indian Could Meets Tuesday,” 

Miami News-Record, June 3, 1938. 

58 “Ottawa Tribe to Vote June 2,” Miami News-Record, May 21, 1939. 

59 Comparison with the other tribes in Ottawa County, Oklahoma implies the existence of a model constitution used 

locally. With only superficial modifications, the Ottawa constitution closely mirrors the Seneca-Cayuga constitution 

(1937), Peoria constitution (1939), and Miami constitution (1939).  
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constitutional form of government, nor was the constitution unilaterally foisted upon the 

Ottawas. Instead, tribal support reflected the uncontroversial roles tribal government played in 

taking care of the cemetery and pursuing claims, how the new constitution largely mirrored 

existing Ottawa government structures, and the desire of tribal members to utilize the loan 

fund.60  

In seeking to access the revolving credit fund, Ottawas faced disappointment, and this 

failure reinscribed Jennison’s longstanding dissatisfaction with federal Indian policy. By the time 

Ottawas adopted their constitution, funds allocated for the loan program had largely been 

expended.61 Thus, Jennison failed in his attempt to bend Collier’s reforms to productive ends. 

Understanding the limited ambitions tribal members pursued in this constitutional reorganization 

provides insight into how many tribal members willingly embraced the termination of that 

freshly-established organization less than a decade later.62  

By the late 1930s, Jennison viewed renouncing federal services as one means to escape 

paternalistic federal control and secure redress for past treaty violations. With the AIT largely 

ineffectual in shaping federal policy, Jennison and other like-minded Indians in northeast 

Oklahoma increasingly gravitated toward the American Indian Federation (AIF).63 A nationally-

focused pan-Indian organization, AIF members united around the shared goal of abolishing the 

 
60 “Ottawa Indians Vote for Constitution,” The Hugo Daily News (Hugo, Oklahoma), December 16, 1938; “Ottawa 

Tribe to Vote June 2,” Miami News-Record, May 21, 1939. The form of the Ottawa constitution (1938) 

substantively mirrored longstanding tribal political structures in having a general council, referred to in the bill as 

the “Ottawa Council” and a tribal council, referred to in the bill as the “Business Committee.” 

61 Kenneth R. Philp, “Termination: A Legacy of the Indian New Deal,” The Western Historical Quarterly 14, no. 2 

(1983), 174-176; Taylor, The New Deal and American Indian Tribalism, 109-113. It is unclear if the Ottawas 

applied but never received funding or never applied.  

62 On the importance of studying tribal constitutional histories and placing them in the context of broader 

community dynamics, see Keith Richotte, Claiming Turtle Mountain’s Constitution: The History, Legacy, and 

Future of a Tribal Nation’s Founding Documents (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2017). 

63 “Ottawa Indians Organize,” The Daily Oklahoman, April 3, 1938. 
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Office of Indian Affairs.64 In 1940, the AIF pushed for the passage of the infamous “Settlement 

Bill” that called for a one-time individual payment and a release from wardship in return for 

disavowing any future federal Indian services for Natives who chose to take part. While often 

maligned as a precursor to termination policy, the bill held appeal for Jennison as it promised to 

hasten the abolition of the Indian Office and provided compensation for longstanding claims 

against the government. He cautiously supported the endeavor as “no more of a crackpot idea 

than what has been rammed down our throats in the past” and one way to thwart “the fact that 

the Bureau can and does exercise such complete control over the Indians and their property.”65 

The AIF bill died in Congress, but its objectives resonated with Jennison into the termination era. 

After winning election to three terms as county commissioner in the 1940s, Jennison emerged as 

a prominent local figure in the Republican Party and became a regular editorial contributor for 

the local newspaper in the 1950s. Through that outlet, he continued to outline his position on 

wardship as antithetical to Native equality and the capabilities of Native people to manage their 

own affairs without federal oversight.66 
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Figure 5.1- Guy Jennison (Che-she-beeg) political stunt, 1936. Jennison, at far left, and a group 

of white men are all playing stereotypical frontier roles—the drunk Indian, the stockman, the 

attorney, and the farmer. Pulling the wagon is a donkey wearing blinders. The caption, appended 

to the image and written in Jennison’s handwriting, entitles the picture “The Last Treaty” and 

notes “the dark angel, with the wings on the side of his head, hitched to the buggy, was once the 

emblem of a great political party.”67 Despite Jennison’s embrace of an offensive Native 

caricature and broken English, the image appears to be an appeal to Natives to support the 

Republican Party by associating previous unjust treatment of Indians with the current federal 

administration. Jennison often resorted to tropes of the “uneducated Indian” when making what 

he viewed as a common-sense retort. This combination created a juxtaposition that would further 

denigrate his opponent’s position. For example, when someone attempted to solicit a political 

favor from Jennison and offered to ensure his employees would vote for Jennison in an election 

in return, Jennison responded, “Heap good trade for you. But you pay those men for service they 

give you, not the right to vote them the way you see fit.”68 Engaging in a similar type of rhetoric 

in the image, Jennison’s point seems to be even a “dumb” or “drunk” Indian knows better than to 

get in the wagon and follow the policies of the Democratic Party. 

 

 

 
67 “The Last Treaty” [photograph], Ottawa Tribe folder, OCHS-DM. 

68 Guy Jennison, “Political Scalps Exposed, so Chief of the Ottawas Sounds Call of the Owl,” Miami News-Record, 

April 24, 1960. 
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Choosing Termination 

In the post war era, Ottawas endured a frustrating combination of ever more dictatorial 

BIA control and declining federal services that rendered disavowing federal recognition and 

services through termination policy an increasingly attractive alternative.69 By the early 1950s, 

Jennison viewed Indian Affairs in bleak and authoritarian terms. As Jennison noted in one 

editorial, “although many Indians now vote, they are not free citizens...most Indians are born 

Incompetent Wards. The bureau presides at our birth, supervises our lives, closes our eyes in 

death and wishes us well on our way to the Happy Hunting Ground!”70  

In addition to his personal experiences with the Indian Office, Jennison grasped the legal 

reality that Native people did not have access to the full panoply of protections from federal 

authority offered most U.S. citizens.71 As a result of his involvement with the AIF, Jennison had 

become intimately acquainted with the writings of Seneca political activist and AIF leader Alice 

Lee Jemison. Through the early 1950s, he continued to subscribe to her newsletter The First 

American. This publication regularly decried how U.S. citizenship did little to insulate Natives 

from federal plenary power or the guardian-ward relationship.72 Termination offered an escape. 
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Shortly after the August 1953 ratification of House Concurrent Resolution 108 that inaugurated 

termination policy, Jennison argued the BIA “must be drastically reduced and in time totally 

abolished” and “the tribes who are ready for it will give full cooperation with the government in 

this respect.”73  

While federal recognition purported to provide a modicum of federal support for tribal 

sovereignty, government control proved a more tangible reality for Jennison. By the 1950s, tribal 

government had only $11.90 in tribal funds deposited with the U.S. Treasury,74 yet tribal 

members decades later still recalled how tribal leaders had to petition the BIA to use those funds 

to purchase a briefcase to hold the tribal Secretary-Treasurer’s notes.75 In a 1959 editorial, 

Jennison, who by that point had served as chief for nearly thirty years, denigrated tribal authority 

under the BIA by calling tribal governments “puppet governments” and asserting “our activities 

are controlled with the BIA pulling the strings.”76 Strategically incorporating Cold War 

language, Jennison invited comparisons between the conditions of tribal nations and states 

behind the Iron Curtain enduring Soviet authoritarianism, and he ridiculed the notion that federal 

supervision engendered sovereignty.  
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Domineering federal oversight had long rested on premises of Native primitiveness and 

incompetence, and Jennison balked at these assertions.77 Jennison had an established record as an 

adept businessman and local politician. A 1955 Reader’s Digest article even placed Jennison in 

the ranks of such Native luminaries as ballet dancer Maria Tallchief (Osage) and athlete Jim 

Thorpe (Sac and Fox) by declaring him an exemplar of Indians who “made a good living from 

the soil.”78 Despite his widely recognized achievements, Jennison remained mired in the 

vacillating Indian policies of successive administrations in his leadership of the Ottawas, and he 

derided Indian policy as a “long series of experiments, super-imposed one upon the other.”79 

While disavowing federal recognition might do little to erase societal perceptions of Indian 

capabilities, it could extinguish federal interference that rested on those presumptions. 

Jennison’s views reflected a broader Ottawa aversion to paternalism. In the popular 

imagination, often corroborated in federal guidelines, poverty and incapacity, not respect for 

sovereignty, dictated the extension of services by the federal government to Native people. 

Vehemently resisting these demeaning characterizations, many Ottawas refused federal services 

because of the implications of their receipt. Although Indian children could receive free lunch at 

local public schools in the 1950s, when tribal member Willis Dixon’s daughter requested to 

partake in the lunches, Dixon is said to have responded “you don’t have enough food at home? 

Then we don’t need free lunches.”80 As his daughter later reflected, “my dad was a very proud 

Indian….he did not believe in taking any charity, we did not even get to go to any [Indian] 
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clinics, because he did not want us to.”81 Both tribal council members who endorsed termination 

legislation, Dixon and Jennison willingly repudiated the gifts of colonial administration tendered 

based on supposed Native backwardness. 

While alleged Native incompetence justified paternalistic supervision, the BIA drew on 

evidence of Ottawa economic success and social integration to increasingly deny Ottawas 

services allocated for Indian people. As part of its targeted cost-saving and consolidation 

measures, in the late 1940s the BIA shut down the Quapaw Indian Agency, which served the 

Ottawas and the seven other tribes headquartered in Ottawa County, Oklahoma, relegating it to a 

field office and transferring most services to the Muskogee Area Office, over ninety miles 

away.82 Although opposing these actions as subjecting Ottawas to an even more distant and less 

responsive bureaucracy, Jennison was unable to prevent them.83 In addition to reducing area 

services, in the early 1950s the Muskogee Area Office introduced new restrictions limiting 

hospital use to adults of one half-degree Indian blood or more.84 Ottawas never employed blood 

quantum as a metric of their Indian identity and maintained no blood-quantum requirement for 

tribal enrollment. Nevertheless, by government calculation, only 32 adults of the 630 Ottawas 

qualified for hospital services available to area Indians, with Jennison unable to secure these 

services despite being Ottawa chief.85  
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By the early 1950s, the BIA offered almost no services to Ottawas. In a 1952 report, 

federal officials related with pride that for Ottawas the “Bureau rendered no service” in health, 

leases, welfare, training, and credit, among others, and concluded, “withdrawal [of services] is 

pretty well complete at the present time.”86 Ottawas had little more than 500 acres of allotted 

land in trust, almost all of it highly fractionated and in heirship, only a five-acre cemetery held in 

common, and no children in Indian schools.87 As Jennison noted in advocating for termination, 

Ottawas “haven’t anything, in common, to terminate.”88 Neither considered fully competent nor 

sufficiently primitive, Ottawas found themselves in a liminal space that offered neither services 

rendered on behalf of Indian people nor full control over their affairs. Whites and Indian 

Progressives sometimes referred to Indians ostensibly dependent on federal services as “blanket 

Indians.”89 By the 1950s, the Ottawas received no substantive support from the federal 

government and thus had, in Jennison’s words, “not got any blanket whatsoever.”90 In Jennison’s 

estimation, Ottawas did not require federal services to survive, and with seemingly little to lose 

but the stigma of wardship, Jennison might realistically remark they were “perfectly ready to be 

terminated.”91       
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Jennison responded favorably to initial BIA overtures regarding termination—in fact, he 

worried termination did not go far enough. Rejecting an omnibus bill wherein the BIA sought to 

rapidly extinguish all eight of the local tribes, Jennison insisted that negotiations take place on a 

tribe-by-tribe basis. Although few tribal members attended the various meetings held by the BIA 

regarding termination from 1954-1956, Jennison remained actively involved throughout the 

process. He successfully pushed for the inclusion of several provisions not originally part of the 

model BIA legislation, including a termination education program providing educational 

scholarships and that all lands removed from trust should not be counted as taxable income.92 As 

Ottawas possessed no tribal assets to divide and sell, BIA officials proposed to forgo the creation 

of a tribal roll. Jennison insisted the composition of a tribal roll be included in the legislation, 

and seeking to dictate their own membership, the Business Committee compiled and submitted a 

complete accounting of all members recognized by the tribe. Not all his suggestions became part 

of the final bill, and this included Jennison’s support for “a Constitutional Amendment to Article 

I, Section 8 of the Constitution of the United States eliminating the words ‘and Indian Tribes.’”93 

Likely mirroring the writings of Alice Lee Jemison,94 Jennison worried that Ottawas would 

continue to be subject to Congressional plenary power and wardship, even with termination. 

While other Indian people might balk at the removal of the constitutional provision on which 
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notions of separate sovereignty rested in the American legal system, for Jennison, this provision 

merely authorized continued federal interference in tribal affairs.                                                         

While policymakers viewed termination as a transformational means to fully integrate 

Natives into American society, most changes termination intended to promote already 

characterized Ottawa tribal life. As noted in the previous chapter, Ottawa tribal identity had 

withstood the loss of most tribal lands, widespread intermarriage with outsiders, and the 

movement of tribal members across the United States. Completely paved in 1938, U.S. Route 66, 

ran through the allotted Ottawa reservation east to Chicago and west to Los Angeles. Ottawas, 

alongside of many other Oklahomans, used that route to seize new opportunities. By the 1950s, 

only about a quarter of the tribal population still resided in Ottawa County, Oklahoma. Tribal 

mobility and outmigration were nothing new for the Ottawas, and termination would not 

accelerate those processes. Ottawas had adapted a community life where individuals regularly 

traveled long distances for events and networks of kin and communication linked tribal members 

together across the country.95 BIA officials in the 1950s described Ottawas as “almost 

completely assimilated into the non-Indian population,”96 and Jennison agreed the Ottawas had 

adjusted to living ensconced within American society;97 however, for that very reason, 

termination posed little threat to existing tribal dynamics.  
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In seeking termination for reasons other than elimination, Jennison and the Ottawas were 

joined by other tribes headquartered in Ottawa County, Oklahoma.98 Speaking almost directly 

after Jennison at the Indian Affairs subcommittee hearing held at the Federal Courthouse in 

Muskogee, Lawrence Zane, Chief of the Wyandotte Tribe of Oklahoma, expressed his support 

for the policy but noted “the word ‘termination’ does not sound just right because we intend to 

exist as a tribe even after the supervision of the Government has and will be removed.”99 The 

tribal council of the Wyandotte Tribe approved the language of their termination legislation on 

February 17, 1956, and the Ottawa and Peoria tribal councils each endorsed their acts the next 

day. Although 109 tribes underwent termination, Congress only passed twelve termination bills 

between 1954 and 1962, with many California and Oregon tribes terminated in omnibus bills.100 

Thus, three of the twelve termination acts were for the adjoining Ottawa, Peoria, and Wyandotte 

Tribes of Ottawa County, Oklahoma. Far from unilaterally imposed, each act included provisions 

specifically requested by tribal leaders to address tribal concerns. Seeking termination in part to 

ensure the protection of those interred in the Wyandotte Cemetery in Kansas City, the Wyandotte 

bill incentivized the federal government to address the longstanding cemetery issue by 

stipulating it had to be resolved prior to formal termination. The Peoria bill similarly incentivized 

the federal government to settle their Indian Claims Commission cases by preserving federal 

recognition of the Peoria’s charter until the final adjudication of their claims, and the Ottawa bill 

included provisions for the creation of a tribal roll, the education program, and that land removed 
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from trust not count as taxable income.101 Although consenting to termination legislation, all 

three of these tribes continued to operate as tribal organizations after termination,102 and the 

failure of the federal government to address the Wyandotte cemetery issue meant the Wyandottes 

remained only “partially terminated.”103 

With Ottawas shackled to a federal bureaucracy from which they derived little benefit, 

Jennison had few inhibitions about Ottawas striking out on their own. Signed into law in August 

1956, the Ottawa termination bill mandated a three-year preparatory period, with formal 

termination to occur in August 1959. After the passage of the bill, Jennison looked forward to 

when Ottawas “will be able to go ahead and do business on our own.”104 

 

Contesting Termination  

While Jennison championed termination, only the five-person Business Committee 

formally voted in favor of the proposition, and most tribal members did not know about the 

prospect of termination until after Congress had already passed the legislation. By the 1950s, the 

elected tribal Business Committee handled the administrative tasks of managing the tribal 

cemetery, pursuing claims, and interfacing with federal officials, and in nearly thirty years as 

chief, Jennison had never faced an opponent in a tribal election. As Mary King remarked on that 
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period, “if a chief was a chief, he was a chief until he decided he did not want to be chief 

anymore.”105 While Jennison had long served as the spokesperson for Ottawa viewpoints without 

controversy, some tribal members opposed his position on termination and the unilateral nature 

of that decision. This discontent erupted in a contentious 1958 tribal meeting. Tribal members 

quarreled over whether the new status facilitated greater autonomy and self-determination, as 

Jennison espoused, or needlessly renounced federal services.  

Tribal member Norman Holmes, a BIA enrollment officer at the Anadarko Agency in 

Oklahoma, emerged as the most ardent Ottawa opponent of the policy. Born in Ottawa County in 

1910 and twenty-five-years Jennison’s junior, Norman Holmes embarked on a career in Indian 

Affairs after graduating from Haskell Institute. In 1934, he secured a position as a stenographer 

at the Uintah & Ouray Agency, and by 1952, he had advanced up the ranks to chief clerk 

there.106 While Jennison exhibited an almost cliched hostility toward the BIA, Holmes expressed 

complex and sometimes conflicting views common among Natives working in Indian Affairs.107  

Although he appreciated the beneficial services rendered by the BIA, Holmes had to 

implement policies he opposed. As the chief clerk of the Uintah and Ouray Agency, Holmes 

played an active leadership role in the termination of the Paiute Indian Tribe of Utah.108 Likely 

convinced of the deleterious nature of termination by that episode, Holmes broke with his 

adherence to BIA directives by contesting Ottawa termination. Holmes joined the Anadarko 
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Agency in Oklahoma as an enrollment officer in March 1956,109 one month after the Ottawa 

Business Committee endorsed termination and just a few months before the passage of 

termination legislation. Unaware of Ottawa termination until legislation had already passed, 

Holmes did not actively protest the action until 1958, when the BIA rejected the tribal roll 

composed by the Business Committee in favor of a BIA-produced roll that in his view 

inappropriately excluded some and included others. Some listed on the BIA roll were dead. 

Risking his career, Holmes endeavored to overturn Ottawa termination. In April 1958, 

Holmes stormed into the Muskogee Area Office headquarters and demanded to see the Ottawa 

roll. As tribal affairs officer Marie L. Hayes related, Holmes “launched out in a critical manner 

on the Ottawa roll as prepared by this office, questioning our authority for preparing the roll and 

was most critical of a number of names which had been included on the roll, (largely those which 

had been recommended to be omitted at the time the Tribe prepared the roll).”110 Within a few 

weeks, the BIA heard rumors that Holmes “very definitely was doing all that he could to bestir 

some activity on the part of members of the Ottawa Tribe to take a stand against not only the roll 

as prepared by the Area Director of the Muskogee Office, but to question the legality and 

authenticity of the action taken by the Business Committee on behalf of the Tribe with respect to 

termination.”111 

 With his cousin Clarence King (Ocquanoxcey), Holmes circulated a petition calling for a 

special meeting to address termination and the issue of the tribal roll. Held May 3, 1958, the 

meeting brought together sixty tribal members, more than had gathered for a tribal government 
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affair in over a decade, and representatives of the BIA also attended to defend their position and 

interests. Jennison denounced the BIA’s rejection of the tribal roll compiled by the tribal council 

as “morally wrong but legally right.”112 Defending his leadership and the actions of the tribal 

council in supporting termination, Jennison argued “you have had an honest Business 

Committee. They have never stolen anything from you—they never had a chance to steal 

anything because you didn’t have anything to steal.”113  

Incensed by the unilateral action of the tribal council, Holmes decried the lack of 

consultation with tribal members about a substantive shift in tribal status. In a dramatic gesture, 

Holmes requested “everybody stand up that didn’t know anything about this termination.”114 

With a majority rising, Holmes proclaimed, “There’s your Indian people. This affects us from 

now on. That’s the thing I am concerned with.”115 While recognizing many Ottawas did not 

receive or qualify for federal Indian services, Holmes felt Jennison ignored the interests of those 

who did, including Holmes’ aunt, the only living allottee who still held her allotment in trust: “It 

seems to me that the Chief had determined in his mind what was good for us to do about 

termination and did not consider the wishes of people who still own land that is restricted, that it 

was his right to decide for the Tribe. Of course, it was no concern to him since he took his land 

out of trust years ago.”116 Rather than an opportunity for greater autonomy, Holmes maintained 
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disavowing federal protections merely subjected Ottawas to exigencies of American society, and 

he worried the shift would compel his aunt to sell her land.  

Tribal debates on termination came down to a vote. Surprised by the sudden criticism of 

his leadership, Jennison resigned his post alongside of the rest of the tribal council to trigger an 

immediate tribal election. Nominations followed, with both Jennison and Clarence King, an 

opponent of termination and the cousin of Norman Holmes, put forward for chief. Although only 

three votes dictated the outcome, Jennison won reelection. It was the closest most Ottawas ever 

got to a vote on termination itself. Ultimately, four of the five members of the tribal council who 

had endorsed termination legislation won reelection, with the only one not reseated opting not to 

run; however, in a move demonstrating the collective interests uniting all Ottawas, Clarence 

King won election as Second Chief.    

Holmes paid a price for his outspoken dissent and federal officials forcefully silenced his 

opposition to Ottawa termination. A few weeks after the May 1958 tribal meeting, 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs Glenn Emmons wrote to William J. Pitner, Area Director of the 

Anadarko Agency, to condemn Holmes’ actions. In Emmons’ view, Holmes put the BIA “in the 

embarrassing position of having our own employees publicly disputing our actions.”117 

Characterizing the activities of Holmes as a betrayal, Emmons questioned his “loyalty as an 

employee” and the ability of Holmes to fulfill his responsibilities and execute termination policy. 

Emmons gave Holmes a binary choice: “election as to whether he wishes to continue in his 

federal employment or to resign and devote his entire attention to tribal affairs.”118  
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In the face of these coercive tactics, Holmes relented in his outspoken resistance to 

Ottawa termination. The May 1958 meeting had not elicited a comprehensive Ottawa 

condemnation of termination—if anything it underscored ongoing tribal support for Jennison's 

leadership. With legislation already passed, his career jeopardized by continued activism, and a 

family to consider, Holmes discontinued further vocal opposition. In a letter to his supervisor 

William J. Pitner, Holmes avowed his “loyalty to the Bureau” and stated his intention to stay out 

of Ottawa political affairs. Closing by declaring his commitments, Holmes noted, “my heart and 

soul is in my work with Indian people and my desire is to be of service to them as well as to 

support the policy of the Bureau and carry out the instructions and duties assigned to me.”119 

Inserting a subtle critique in the face of repression, Holmes distinguished between aiding Indian 

people and the work of the BIA. Perhaps nothing emblematized this disjuncture more than 

termination policy.  
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Figure 5.2- Guy Jennison in staged newspaper photograph, 1958. The newspaper story covered 

the contentious tribal meeting on termination and the tribal roll. Jennison sits and examines the 

tribal petition circulated by Norman Holmes and Clarence King. BIA employees aggressively 

hover and reach over his shoulder in a remarkably revelatory depiction of the overbearing and 

paternalistic BIA Jennison endeavored to escape.120 
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Termination Without Elimination  

While Holmes and Jennison disagreed on the efficacy of termination, neither faction 

equated termination with elimination. At the conclusion of the May 1958 meeting, Norman 

Holmes sought to quell the friction that had surfaced, and he shifted focus toward their shared 

future. Holmes congratulated “the council here on the way they have conducted the meeting” and 

stated he had “no hard feelings against anybody regarding this election.”121 Mutually outraged at 

the BIA commandeering the composition of the tribal roll, Jennison and Clarence King worked 

together to remove individuals who did not belong on the roll and to plan the future for the 

Ottawas outside of federal supervision. 

Divergent federal and tribal visions of termination came to a head at the May 1959 

Ottawa General Council meeting, the last Ottawa meeting under BIA supervision. “In an effort to 

be of assistance,” local BIA officials came to the meeting with a “proposed articles of 

incorporation for the Ottawa Indian Cemetery Association.”122 In short, the BIA wanted a 

convenient repository for the five-acre Ottawa cemetery—a place for the Ottawa, and seemingly 

their remaining tribal sovereignty, to go to die. Ottawas objected to this narrow mandate. As 

Ottawa tribal member Richard Montgomery cogently pointed out at the meeting, “if the Ottawas 

establish an organization just as a Cemetery Association…that is all they are going to be able to 

do.”123 In addition to pursuing shared objectives, Clarence King observed the importance of an 
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organization to articulate their collective identity to outsiders. He noted “if the tribe does not 

form some type of organization, the Ottawas will not be recognized as a group.”124 

Headed by Jennison, the tribal council came to the meeting with their own plan to 

reorganize tribal government through a state-chartered non-profit corporation. A leader in the 

AIT, the Ottawa County Farm Bureau, the Ottawa County Taxpayers League, and the Rural 

Electrification Administration,125 Jennison had a deep well of expertise on non-profit 

corporations. Tribal leaders endowed the new organization with three mandates: “to perpetuate 

the name and identity of the Ottawa Indians of Oklahoma; to maintain the Ottawa Indian 

Cemetery near Ottawa, Oklahoma for burial of persons having Ottawa Indian blood…[and] to 

act for and on behalf of the Ottawa Indian Tribe of Oklahoma insofar as Ottawa Indian tribal 

business is concerned.”126 Tribal leaders chartered the new organization to last in “perpetuity.”127 

Repudiating the intention of termination, Ottawas perpetuated tribal identity and government, 

took control of remaining tribal lands, and continued to pursue collective priorities—all key 

markers of nationhood.128  

For tribal members, the new organization provided an opportunity to pursue their shared 

interests outside of BIA oversight. Tribal priorities included dictating their own membership. 

The newly proposed bylaws for the state-chartered organization featured a provision that called 
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for future generations to be added to the tribal roll. Marie Wadley, Tribal Affairs Officer for the 

Muskogee Area Office, objected to this provision at the 1959 meeting. Comparing the Ottawa 

termination roll to the Dawes Rolls of the Five Civilized Tribes, she noted the Ottawa roll “will 

be considered a final and closed roll” and “there is no authority to add to the rolls of the Ottawa 

Tribe which will be approved by the Secretary of the Interior under the Termination Act.”129 

Tribal member Walter King (Wa-sa-gee shick) retorted, “since the Ottawas are going to be 

incorporated under the laws of the State of Oklahoma what is to keep them from adding names to 

their roll now that they are out from under the U.S. Government….the Five Tribes rolls were not 

prepared under a termination program, such as the Ottawa Tribe, which is one of the first to 

terminate.”130 Walter King was correct. Unlike the Ottawas, BIA officials had never 

contemplated a tribal community enduring after termination and outside of federal supervision. 

The federal roll could not be amended without special legislation, but Wadley conceded Ottawas 

could establish their own membership rules within the confines of their state charter—the BIA 

had no authority there.  

The other immediate priority involved the management of the cemetery. The new state-

chartered organization would gain control over this five-acre tract of land, and Ottawa leaders 

looked to gain secure title and expand the graveyard. According to existing property lines, the 

Ottawa Baptist Church adjacent to the cemetery, which had a mostly non-Ottawa membership, 

had encroached on cemetery land, and some gravesites had been located on church property. 

Prior to the 1959 meeting, Jennison initiated negotiations with church leaders, where Ottawas 

would trade the land on which the church building encroached in return for a greater proportion 
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of land to expand the cemetery site; however, the church offered terms Jennison deemed 

unacceptable. Church officials agreed to the trade but on the conditions that the tract “be used 

solely for cemetery purposes”131 and burial plots be made available to non-Ottawas living in the 

surrounding area. Jennison took issue with these stipulations and noted, “I don’t like their 

placing in there the provision that all people of the community should be buried there. I think it 

is up to the tribe…After we acquire the land, it is ours to do as we want to do.”132 Tribal 

members unanimously voted to reject the proposal of the Ottawa Baptist Church.  After 

termination, the cemetery remained an Ottawa space, with burials restricted to tribal members or 

immediate relatives of whites already interred in the cemetery, following tribal rules that had 

governed the site since the early 1900s. 

The new non-profit organization reflected the priorities of tribal members in the 1950s. 

Jennison did not advocate to reestablish the pre-allotment Ottawa Nation of his youth or recreate 

in miniature the state-centered sovereignty expressed by the United States in the 1950s. In 

emphasizing control over their identity, control over the cemetery, and control over their internal 

affairs and activities free from BIA oversight, the organization reflected an Ottawa vision of 

tribal self-determination for that period. In their willingness to persevere as an Indian people 

after termination, Ottawas consciously rejected federal and societal definitions of Indian identity 

that rested on federal acknowledgement, racialized blood quantum, economic status, and an 

antiquated image of cultural distinctiveness, each of which failed to account for the diversity of 

Ottawa tribal members or how Ottawas identified themselves. At the helm of a new legal entity, 

built from an ancient edifice, Jennison led Ottawas into the post-termination era, finally retiring 
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in 1962, when Clarence King became chief. Even after retirement, Jennison remained active in 

Ottawa affairs until his death in 1967.133 

 

Conclusion  

Senator Arthur Watkins, the leading congressional advocate for termination, portrayed 

the policy as an embodiment of the highest of American ideals. He championed it as “the road to 

complete citizenship rights” and declared “following in the footsteps of the Emancipation 

Proclamation of ninety-four years ago, I see the following words emblazoned in letters of fire 

above the heads of the Indians- THESE PEOPLE SHALL BE FREE!” 134 The Ottawa had heard 

similar propositions before. In June 1862, only a few months before Abraham Lincoln issued the 

Emancipation Proclamation, the Ottawa signed a treaty calling for tribal allotment, termination, 

and their acquisition of “all the rights, privileges, and immunities” of U.S. citizenship. In reality, 

both the 1862 Treaty and the policy of tribal termination that followed nearly a century later 

intended to facilitate tribal dispossession and elimination under the cloak of the expansion of 

democratic ideals and equal rights. Jennison and his grandfather James Wind (Shaw-bon-da)  

embraced these policies not as a reflection of the virtues of American values but to escape 

imposed, illiberal colonial administration. Ottawa ambitions of autonomy from colonial 

impositions intersected with the eliminatory aims of federal officials in these policies, but the 

Ottawa rebuffed the eliminatory intentions of policymakers. In both cases, the Ottawa worked to 

sustain their political community through dimensions of American society outside of colonial 

administration. 

 
133 Guy Jennison, “Tribal Council Speech,” July 10, 1965, Ottawa Tribe History folder, OCHS-DM. 

134 Arthur V. Watkins, “Termination of Federal Supervision: The Removal of Restrictions Over Indian Property and 

Person.” The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 311, no. 1 (May 1957), 51, 55. 
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Ottawa termination experiences display those same coercive components highlighted in 

other termination accounts. Reflecting a broader Cold War tendency to use undemocratic means 

to advance “freedom,”135 federal and tribal officials disregarded consultation with most tribal 

members on termination, and the BIA used intimidation to quell dissent. Although contemporary 

sources omit this facet, some tribal leaders asserted in oral histories conducted in the 1970s that 

the BIA also made false promises regarding expedited judgments in Ottawa cases before the 

Indian Claims Commission.136 It might be tempting to cast Ottawa termination largely in terms 

of victimization and BIA manipulation, but such an account would obfuscate Jennison’s 

sustained advocacy for termination and the long tradition of tribal activism that informed his 

perspective. Leaders of other tribes in the Quapaw Agency who refused to endorse the policy 

escaped termination, while the Ottawa, Peoria, and Wyandotte tribes, whose business 

committees all consented, had termination bills enacted. Jennison’s standpoint on termination did 

not represent the only tribal perspective on the topic, but his activism shaped the outcome.   

This chapter should not be taken to validate the bankrupt, ethnocentric, and indeed, 

genocidal policy of termination as envisioned by federal policymakers, nor to posit Jennison’s 

rendering as a paradigm. Jennison insisted termination “should be by tribe after full consultation 

and consent of each tribe”137 and that he did not want his opinions “to reflect on the attitude of 

any of my brothers and Indian neighbors of other tribes.”138 Nevertheless, Jennison’s vision of 

termination allowed the federal government to shirk many of its responsibilities, diminished the 

 
135 Paul C. Rosier, Serving Their Country: American Indian Politics and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century 

(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2012), 181. 

136 Gene Jennison, with Lewis Barlow, interview by Joseph Cash, June 3, 1976, Interview 1022, AIRP, USD. 

137 Testimony of Guy Jennison, August 25, 1955, in Hearings on Muskogee, 33-34. 

138 Ibid. 
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ability of Ottawas to interface as a separate sovereign nation with the United States, and helped 

endorse a policy that took a catastrophic toll on a number of communities. Jennison’s skepticism 

regarding Indian policy allowing for any meaningful devolution of powers to tribes drew from 

his lifetime of experiences as a tribal leader. The tribal self-determination movement of the 

1960s and 1970s, however, demonstrated Native activism can shape federal policy.  

Centering Ottawa perspectives in accounts of termination points toward complex debates 

in Indian Country weighing the costs of federal recognition. This episode showcases the 

limitations of viewing this policy era solely through the narrow ambitions of federal officials and 

the importance of examining the intellectual genealogies that inform Native activism.139 As with 

leaders of the tribal sovereignty movement, Jennison rejected the terms of recognition promoted 

by the federal government to advance tribal self-determination. Escaping the domineering 

dictates of the Indian Office through termination, Jennison achieved what his grandfather James 

Wind had endeavored to accomplish in signing the 1862 Treaty. At this climax of a century of 

tribal efforts, the question remained: what would the Ottawas do free from the authority of 

colonial administration?

 
139 Joshua L. Reid, The Sea Is My Country: The Maritime World of the Makahs, an Indigenous Borderlands People. 
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CHAPTER 6 

“WE’VE MADE OUR OWN WAY:”1 SUCCESSFULLY TERMINATED  

A 1954 Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) report on Ottawa preparedness for termination 

observed “the principal factors tending to bind them together” were “(a) Interest in potential 

returns from claims pending before the Indian Claims Commission, and (b) Fractionated interests 

in lands held in trust status.”2 Remove those, so the logic went, and the Ottawas could not long 

survive as a distinct people. Ottawa bonds rested on a more durable foundation. For other 

terminated tribes, the results of termination proved suitably catastrophic to meet federal 

aspirations. In chronicling the experiences of tribes who underwent termination, most accounts 

describe a series of unmitigated disasters, with “thousands of Indians from rich tribes plunged 

into poverty and despair and thousands more from poor tribes sinking even deeper into 

hopelessness.”3 Existing case studies have led some to conclude “there were no success stories 

among the terminated tribes.”4  

 Ottawas faced the prospect of the same grim outcomes. Following the official termination 

of the Ottawas on August 3, 1959, Paul Fickinger, Director of the Muskogee Area Office, sent a 

 
1 Lewis Barlow, interview by Joseph Cash, June 3, 1976, Interview 1022, American Indian Research Project, Oral 

History Center, University of South Dakota, Vermillion, South Dakota. 

2 “Report on Field Trip to Muskogee Area Office and to Quapaw Subagency, Miami, Oklahoma, September 20- 

September 30, 1954,” Records of the Muskogee Area Office, Office Files of the Tribal Affairs Officer, 1947-65, 

Proposed Termination Program Quapaw Area folder, Record Group 75, National Archives and Records 

Administration at Fort Worth, Southwest Regional Archives, Fort Worth, Texas (hereafter cited as RG 75, NARA-

FW). 

3 Roberta Ulrich, American Indian Nations from Termination to Restoration, 1953-2006 (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 2013), xiii. 

4 Charles F. Wilkinson, Blood Struggle: The Rise of Modern Indian Nations (New York: Norton, 2006), 182. 
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letter to all area BIA branch chiefs, field representatives, social workers, Indian schools, and 

public health facilities noting that the Ottawas had “terminated their status and relationship with 

the Federal Government.”5 He ordered officials to take notice that Ottawas were “no longer 

eligible for any of the special benefits normally provided for Indians by the Federal Government 

such as enrollment in Federal Boarding Schools, Welfare and Relocation assistance, Special 

Adult Vocational Training, employment under the Special Indian Preference Act, etc.”6 With 

termination, the Ottawas found themselves not only cut off from all Indian services but also in 

possession of no tribal funds, holding only a five-acre cemetery as a land base, and lacking any 

foreseeable hope of undoing termination. For federal officials, the dissolution of the Ottawa 

Tribe appeared as a fait accompli. Indeed, Ottawas could easily have fulfilled federal 

expectations and quietly faded into history and memory. They did not. 

 Ottawa experiences belie the typical narrative of tribal decline under termination. This 

chapter argues Ottawa leaders harnessed their autonomy from colonial administration and a 

growing societal embrace of multiculturalism to revitalize tribal cultural life and advance tribal 

economic and political interests in the decades after termination. Drawing on the autonomy of 

substantive citizenship, Ottawas worked to achieve tribal priorities within and through American 

society and outside of colonial administration. As ever, Ottawas navigated American society by 

adapting longstanding community attributes. Ottawas built on a tradition of using events to 

manage tribal mobility to establish an annual powwow. They worked through tribal government 

to secure the restoration of treaty commitments and bolstered relationships with other area tribes 

to access new funding and resources. Two decades after the adoption of termination legislation, 

 
5 Paul Fickinger to Branch Chiefs, October 19, 1961, Records of the Muskogee Area Office, Tribal Operations- 
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6 Ibid.  
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many Ottawas contended they had more control over their affairs, greater resources, and a more 

active tribal life than they had had under federal supervision.7 As Chief Lewis Barlow (Ani-me-

kee) related in 1976, “I think we are better off being terminated than we would be if we weren’t 

terminated. We’ve been able to take care of ourselves…We’ve made our own way, boy I’ll tell 

you.”8 As Barlow’s favorable appraisal suggests, the Ottawas emblematized the limits of federal 

codifications in the face of enduring and flexible Native nationhood. 

 For the Ottawas, termination represented not elimination but the creation of an alternative 

venue for the expression of tribal prerogatives. Unlike other terminated tribes, Ottawa leaders 

pursued termination to escape paternalistic federal oversight and advance Ottawa self-

determination. While many other tribal nations lost their governments, lands, and livelihoods 

with termination, for the Ottawas termination did not represent a dramatic alteration in their 

political, social, or economic conditions.9 Decades after the passage of termination legislation, 

many Ottawas, often ineligible for BIA services prior to termination due to withdrawal programs 

and blood quantum requirements, never even realized they had become members of a terminated 

tribe.10 Even for those who did know about the policy, terminated status generally held little 

 
7 Joseph Cash, and Gerald W. Wolff, The Ottawa People (Phoenix: Indian Tribal Series, 1976), 72-73. 
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Persistence, State Resistance: Treaty Rights Activism, the Threat of Tribal Sovereignty, and Collaborative Natural 
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2017): 255–275; Ronald L. Holt, Beneath These Red Cliffs (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 2006), 129. 

10 Edra Buckmaster, interview by David Dry, August 12, 2019; Joe Hawkins, interview by David Dry, August 12, 
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significance.11 Termination certainly did little to affect the kinship ties, family gatherings, local 

events, and cultural traditions that characterized tribal life. The social world of the Ottawas 

continued largely unaffected. Termination also did little to undermine those atrophied powers 

tribal government had exercised under federal supervision. Instead, finally free of federal 

constraints, tribal government took on new roles that reflected tribal priorities. 

 

Ottawa Cultural Revival 

 It started with a cultural revival in which the Ottawas, in the words of longtime Second 

Chief Charles Dawes (Nanokeesis), “reached back into our past and dusted off our cultural 

feathers, so to speak.”12 Restricted to a bureaucratic web of narrow authorities, tribal government 

played little role in perpetuating tribal cultural life prior to termination.13 In the 1960s, societal 

acceptance of cultural diversity as a positive, generative attribute grew. In response to this shift, 

minority groups across the United States increasingly engaged in political activism by 

articulating claims based in cultural and racial identities.14 These dynamics reverberated in 

Indian Country, and unlike earlier eras, Native cultural expressions did not jeopardize 

substantive citizenship. As Philip Deloria notes, “by the 1960s, it had become clear that distinct 

 
11 Mary King, interview by David Dry, August 15, 2019; Djuana Denton and Notin NaWatch King, interview by 

David Dry, August 13, 2019. 

12 Charles Dawes, “Now the Death Song Can Stop,” May 21, 1978, Dawes folder, Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma 

History Archives Library, Miami, Oklahoma (hereafter cited as OTO-HAL). 

13 Describing tribal government in the decades prior to termination, Guy Jennison Jr. noted, “there was not much 
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interview by Joseph Cash, June 4, 1976, Interview 1018, AIRP, USD. 

14 On multiculturalism see, for example, Gary Gerstle, American Crucible: Race and Nation in the Twentieth 

Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 347-357; Bruce J. Schulman, The Seventies: The Great Shift 

in American Culture Society and Politics (New York: Free Press, 2001), 53-77. 
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political status rested, in large part, on distinct cultural and social status.”15 Free to tailor their 

political institution to meet tribal priorities after termination, Ottawas used tribal government to 

support cultural revitalization, and tribal culture provided a platform for articulating tribal 

political claims. 

Ottawa cultural revitalization responded to community needs, and tribal culture became 

the crucible in which Ottawas forged a revitalized national identity and articulated claims for 

their distinctive and ongoing prerogatives following termination. As Larry Angelo (Mishqet) 

acknowledged: “that is why it is so important to retain the tradition and culture, because once 

you lose it, you are just another organization.”16 As ever, tribal members continued to engage in 

cultural practices independent of tribal government, but starting in the 1960s, Ottawa leaders 

began to harness tribal culture to promulgate a potent national identity.17 As Charles Dawes 

noted to a congressional task force in 1976, “we have not yet lost our cultural heritage, nor will 

we ever. And this is the basis for sovereignty. It is the base that we still claim.”18  

 Clarence King (Ocquanoxcey) spearheaded the Ottawa cultural renaissance. No person 

was better positioned to lead such an effort. Born in 1909 in a log house on his family’s allotted 

land, Clarence King received his Ottawa name Ocquanoxcey, or “Ghost Dancer,” as a child from 

Ezekiel Nonkesis (Kan-no-o-pe), the grandfather of Charles Dawes. The name was drawn from 

 
15 Philip Deloria, Indians in Unexpected Places (Lawrence, Kan: University Press of Kansas, 2004), 237. 
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111-164. 

18 Charles Dawes, Speech before the American Indian Policy Review, Task Force 10, May 2, 1976, Helen Maynor 
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Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, North Carolina. 



286 

 

his paternal ancestor, Chief Ocquanoxcey, who led the first band of Ottawas to remove from the 

Maumee River Valley in Ohio to Kansas in 1832.19 Like his historic namesake, King would lead 

his people into uncharted territory, and his cultural revitalization efforts drew on centuries-old 

tribal practices, longstanding family traditions, and more recent historical research. 

 Clarence King’s knowledge of Ottawa customs and traditions derived from a long stream 

of oral transmission dating back to Chief Ocquanoxcey. His great-great-grandmother Na-Watch, 

also called Eliza Wolf, was a niece of Chief Ocquanoxcey, and she married Thomas Wolf, who 

was born in the late eighteenth century at the Ottawa village at Wolf Rapids, near the boundary 

of Wood and Henry Counties in Ohio. From this union was born Jacob Wolf, who married Mary 

Mazo, of mixed Ottawa and Pottowatomie descent. Jacob and Mary had a daughter Lizzie Wolf 

(Nos-squat-ta), and Lizzie was Clarence King’s paternal grandmother. Born in 1863 in Kansas, 

Lizzie was raised by her grandmother Na-Watch, and knowledge of Ottawa customs and 

traditions passed from Na-Watch to Lizzie and then down to Clarence King.20 

 Following in a tribal tradition, Lizzie raised and instructed her grandson, just as Lizzie 

herself was brought up by Na-Watch. As Clarence King observed, “when two members of the 

tribe were married it was custom that the first son would go to the mother and he was taken and 

raised by her parents. I being the second son, I was assigned to my father…and raised by my 

grandmother, or my father’s mother.”21 Late in life, Na-Watch became the oldest Ottawa tribal 

member, and Lizzie recalled how Na-Watch was called “upon frequently for information” and 

 
19 Clarence King, “Pontiac's Descendants,” [enclosure] in Walter King to Mr. and Mrs. Rouse, August 28, 1961, 

Ohio History Center Stacks, PA box 20 40, Ohio History Connection, Columbus, Ohio. 

20 Lizzie Lavore Wolfe to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, May 12, 1916, Lizzie Lavore folder, OTO-HAL; 
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21 Clarence E. King, interview by Peggy Dycus, May 16, 1969, DDC, OUL. 
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“often time related her story of her experience that she had experienced during her life.”22 Like 

her grandmother before her, Lizzie acted as a custodian of tribal history and culture for the next 

generation. In 1916, she composed a short history documenting tribal life after removal from 

Kansas.23 Capable of speaking and reading the Ottawa language, Lizzie spoke exclusively in 

Anishinaabemowin in raising her grandson, and by the early 1940s, Clarence King was publicly 

acknowledged as the last conversant speaker among the Oklahoma Ottawas and one of the few 

who still retained familiarity with certain neglected rites, such as the traditional tribal marriage 

ceremony.24 King credited Lizzie for his knowledge of “the traditions and customs of my 

people”; however, with that understanding came the attendant responsibility to impart this 

knowledge to the next generation of Ottawas.25  

 In seeking to use tribal government as a vehicle to promote and convey tribal culture, 

Clarence King drew on other family traditions. By the early twentieth century, most Ottawas 

married whites or members of other tribes. In contrast, King’s parents were both Ottawas. 

Through his maternal lineage, King could trace his descent back to Pontiac,26 and in becoming 

chief, King joined a long line of family members in tribal leadership. In addition to numerous 

cousins and uncles who served on the tribal council, King’s paternal great-great-grandfather 

Thomas Wolf served in tribal leadership until his death in 1859, and his maternal grandfather 
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Joseph W. Holmes (No-wato) served as Ottawa chief from 1892-1895 and on the tribal council 

until his death in 1931.27  

 Clarence King’s parents also each made a tangible imprint. Clarence King’s mother 

Louise Holmes King also spoke the Ottawa language and reinforced his acquisition of it, and his 

father, Walter King (Wa-sa-gee shick), the son of Lizzie Wolf, augmented Ottawa oral traditions 

with his own research. Described as one who “rambled around” 28 and “traveled and tramped 

extensively in his search for history of his tribe,”29 Walter King trekked from California to 

Canada and Kansas to Michigan, visiting Oklahoma Ottawas scattered across the nation, 

consulting archival materials, meeting with members of other Ottawa communities, and 

everywhere talking with “old people…that knew our ways.”30 In addition to forging tribal 

connections, Walter established relationships with academics interested in Ottawa history. In the 

1950s, Walter published some of his research in the journal Northwest Ohio Quarterly, including 

an article on the meaning of the name Pontiac drawn from his knowledge of Anishinaabemowin 

and a Nanabozho story told to him by his great-grandmother Na-Watch when he was a child.31 

By committing to writing many memories, traditions, and historical episodes that would 

otherwise have been lost, Walter helped build an extensive library on Ottawa history and culture 

that Clarence King would inherit and expand. 
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 Clarence King grew up at the center of the allotted Ottawa reservation, not far from the 

Ottawa Indian Cemetery. As a boy, during the summer green corn cutting time, he and his 

cousins Norman Holmes, Joseph Holmes, and Josiah Wolf would all tromp corn in the silo of 

Guy Jennison (Che-she-beeg). While the boys stomped round and round, his grandfather Joseph 

W. Holmes and uncle Joe Wolf took turns singing Indian songs in the silo.32 In return for 

tromping and stomping, the boys received one dollar per day and a good noon meal, and King 

worked odd jobs for other local farmers and acquired a reputation as a humorous, good-natured 

youth. When he went off to attend Seneca Indian School and Chilocco Indian School, King went 

alongside his cousins and other Ottawas, and when he returned home, he participated in the 

ubiquitous routines of the small, farming community—tending the corn patch, planting potatoes 

and onions, drying beans and hulling them, and harvesting pumpkins by slicing them and 

hanging the slices on poles for drying.33 He grew up at a time when many allotments remained 

restricted and a large number of Ottawas resided locally. As a result, King forged friendships 

with a variety of Ottawa families, and unlike the vast majority of Ottawas, Clarence King’s 

family never sold his mother’s allotted land.34 This family farmstead afforded Clarence a firm 

foothold in a place that many often retained only a more transient connection to. 

 Prior to joining tribal government, Clarence King had already taken up the task of 

collecting and disseminating his knowledge on Ottawa language, history, and culture. Although 

few tribal members spoke Anishinaabemowin, King ensured his dog Biscuit understood the 

language, and he taught the dog to perform tricks in response to commands given in 

 
32 Norman Holmes to Lewis Barlow, February 12, 1976, Norman Holmes folder, OTO-HAL. 
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Anishinaabemowin. He would playfully chastise young people who approached the animal that 

he “did not speak English” and thereby subtly encourage the kids to pick up a few Ottawa 

words.35 King, who spoke the language in a sing-song manner, would often joke “your tongue is 

too thick” to those who struggled with pronunciation, and he repeated humorous phrases in 

Anishinaabemowin including “I declare there goes my girlfriend I wonder if she still loves 

me.”36 Despite its limited practical utility, relatives who knew little other Anishinaabemowin 

could still recite the phrase decades later due to King’s influence. While no tribal members 

attained his level of proficiency, King succeeded in passing down much of the language. 

Working with the remaining speakers, King compiled a list of Ottawa words and historic names 

into a makeshift dictionary he had typed for his family and other interested Ottawas.37 

Ultimately, in 1982, a decade after King’s death, Charles Dawes published an Ottawa-English 

dictionary that built off King’s work.38 

 Clarence King started to take a more active role in tribal government with the advent of 

termination. An electrician by profession, who also served in the U.S. Navy for two years during 

World War II,39 King, like most tribal members, rarely needed to engage with tribal government. 

Termination changed his attitude. Animated by the BIA’s rejection of a tribal roll compiled by 

Chief Jennison in favor of a BIA-produced roll, King and his cousin Norman Holmes protested 

the BIA action in a circulated petition and called for a special tribal meeting to discuss the issue. 

Although he summoned the meeting to tackle targeted grievances, King found himself suddenly 
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thrust into government office. When Jennison and the entire Ottawa Business Committee 

resigned from their offices to trigger an immediate tribal election, King ran for chief. He 

narrowly lost the election but was subsequently elected as Second Chief at the meeting.40 In the 

years that followed, King and Jennison worked together to petition for revisions to the BIA-roll 

and plan the post-termination future of the Ottawas. King remained Second Chief until the first 

post-termination election in 1962. Jennison announced his retirement after over three decades of 

service, and King won election as chief. King would retain the position from 1962 until his death 

in 1972.41  

 From the start of his time in tribal government, King worked to foster a sense of Ottawa 

pride and national identity. With outmigration, broad social integration, and population growth, 

the intimate and tightknit set of relations between tribal members had slowly splintered in the 

decades since allotment. While still united by a shared history and heritage, not all tribal 

members knew each other or regularly interacted as in prior generations. Cultural traditions had 

become increasingly practiced within extended families, and by some not at all, rather than 

experienced among a broad array of tribal members at community events. As chief, King worked 

to bring Ottawa families together to share in their cultural heritage and build community. 

 King drew on traditions of using events to manage tribal mobility to reinvigorate the 

Ottawa naming ceremony. While many tribal elders continued to give their own family members 

Ottawa names,42 by the 1950s, the practice had diminished, as had knowledge of the Ottawa 

language. Naming ceremonies did not bring tribal members together in celebration as it had in 
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prior generations. During his time in tribal government, King worked to revive the communal 

character of the practice. In May 1962, King, then Second Chief, hosted a large gathering of 

Ottawa families for a traditional Indian feast. Ottawas traveled from hundreds of miles away to 

attend the event that took place outdoors under a shady grove on Clarence King’s farm near King 

Springs, a traditional Ottawa gathering place. Calling each person up in turn, King introduced 

them by their new Ottawa name, and he named dozens of individuals that day in the first large 

event of that kind in nearly fifty years.43 Although not occurring in the exact same format, the 

practice of bringing Ottawa families together in feast and celebration for a naming ceremony 

grew in the decades following. King embodied both political and cultural leadership, and he used 

his political position to further his efforts at cultural revitalization.44 Namings often coincided 

with what became the largest gathering of Ottawas every year—the annual Ottawa Labor Day 

powwow.  

 The Ottawa Labor Day powwow developed out of longstanding tribal practices. As noted 

in previous chapters, Ottawas had always held social dances with other tribes.45 In the early 

twentieth century, Ottawas increasingly joined the Fourth of July festivities the Quapaws held at 

Devil’s Promenade, around ten miles up the river from Pooler’s Grove.46 Ottawas conscripted 

the Quapaw powwow to serve their need for an annual gathering, and the event became a 
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significant annual milestone for many Ottawa families. In 1964 and 1965, Charles Dawes even 

served as announcer and master of ceremonies for the Quapaw powwow.47 By the late 1950s, the 

Quapaw powwow had also become a popular amusement for local whites, turning the event from 

“a quiet affair where Indians renewed old friendships into a huge celebration.”48 Visiting 

together at the Quapaw Powwow, Clarence King and Charles Dawes decided to recreate the 

intimacy that the gathering first offered by establishing an Ottawa powwow.49  

Charles Dawes spearheaded the effort to establish the first Ottawa Labor Day Powwow in 

1964. Clarence King, Leo Wistar, and Lottie Dawes (Na-watch) acted as advisors “to see that we 

do things in the Indian way if possible and the best way if not.”50 Always over Labor Day 

weekend, the event was designed to allow tribal members living far away the time needed to 

travel there and back home, and it simultaneously functioned as a back-to-school dance for 

young people. Without a tribal land base on which to host the event, the Ottawa Powwow was 

held at Beaver Springs Indian Park in Quapaw, Oklahoma. The event was a low-cost but labor-

intensive affair. The powwow initially operated with grounds offered by the special permission 

of the Quapaw Business Committee and a borrowed PA system, and volunteers, most of who 

hailed from a variety of tribes, ran the event.51 The event was entirely funded by contributions 

and selling tickets for raffles of donated items.  
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50 Velma Nieberding, “Moccasin Telegraph,” Miami News-Record, August 22, 1965. 
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 As organizers intended the powwow as a purely social, not a money-making venture, the 

powwow had its own distinctive character. Not geared toward attracting onlookers, the powwow 

did not include any contests or prize money, and free admission and parking was provided to 

campers and spectators. Instead of focusing on competition and spectacle, the powwow 

embraced the tagline “where the championship dancers come to play,” and it foremost afforded 

an opportunity to get together and dance in celebration of tribal heritage.52 The head dancers and 

head singer were selected from among those who helped assist with the powwow, rather than 

someone already well-recognized, and the Ottawa Powwow Princess often honored an older 

woman, rather than basing the selection on ticket sales or youthful beauty.53  

 For Ottawas who grew up in the 1960s and 1970s, attending powwows fostered and 

reinforced their Indian identity. For regular attendees, often their earliest associations with their 

Indian identity came at powwow—dancing as a child in homemade cloth dresses and regalia, 

hearing the beat of the drum, participating in foot races or Indian football during the day, and 

trying to stay awake for the late nights only to fall asleep on benches watching the dancers.54 As 

Charla Dawes (Miska-pagee), daughter of Charles Dawes, reflected on attending powwows 

growing up, “I do not know who I would be without that part of me.”55 For families who did not 

camp, dance, or attend each year, the powwow served as a useful pretext to occasionally visit the 

area. Often, the powwow provided a venue to introduce younger generations, who may have 
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never visited Oklahoma, to tribal culture and Ottawa friends and relatives. For all, the powwow 

tangibly validated tribal heritage and history. Ensconced in predominantly non-Indian 

communities, Larry Angelo observed, “it is so difficult for Indians to retain culture, retain 

identity,” but the powwow “brings them together to forge that identity, and they are proud to be 

an Indian. They may not practice anything for years, and then they come here, and all of a 

sudden, they are Indian. That is why this event is always so important.”56  

 While Charles Dawes initially worried about poor turnout and relied on family members 

to attend, the powwow quickly ballooned into a popular pastime. By the 1970s, representatives 

of twenty-five to thirty tribes would regularly participate, and the Labor Day powwow quickly 

became the largest annual gathering of Ottawas from around the United States. Organizers 

created separate planning committees to manage sanitation, security, concessions, and finance.57 

As it grew, the operating costs of the event ran into the thousands of dollars. Organizers started 

with as much as $700 in contributions some years and with as little as 60 cents in others, but 

powwow leaders always scraped together sufficient funds to break even. Although the powwow 

itself was social, not ceremonial, with so many tribal members coming each year, naming 

ceremonies at the event became a common occurrence, making the powwow a site where 

children received the name that, in the traditional Ottawa worldview, they would carry with them 

forever, here and in the next world.58  

 Ottawa cultural revitalization after termination ran contrary to federal expectations. 

Devoid entirely of federal support or codifications of Indian identity after 1959, Ottawa cultural 
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resurgence challenges the premise that the American Indian ethnic resurgence of the 1960s 

derived principally from material incentives tied to increased federal funding.59 After 

termination, cultural revival and powwows helped Ottawas reinforce and publicize their enduring 

pride in their Indian identity.60 As Charles Dawes noted of the powwow, “It has been said that 

when the last drumbeat is sounded the Indian way will be no more. With an ongoing, popular 

program like the Ottawa Pow-Wow, the Ottawa people are determined that the last drumbeat will 

not be sounded in their time.”61 To outside observers, sympathetic and hostile alike, the Ottawas 

steadfastly refused the cultural death demanded by federal termination. Through their newly 

organized tribal government, they would turn cultural renewal into a tool to legitimize their 

national prerogatives.  
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Figure 6.1- Clarence King (Ocquanoxcey), 1971.62 

 

Reinvigorated Tribal Government 

 On June 5, 1967, the House of Representatives Subcommittee on Indian Affairs held a 

hearing on providing funds for the Ottawa Tribe’s favorable judgement in Docket 303 of the 

Indian Claims Commission [ICC]. Deliberations centered around a tribal resolution sent by Chief 

Clarence King requesting that any unclaimed shares or residual funds from the per capita 

 
62 Victor Krantz photograph of Clarence King, July 16, 1971, Bureau of American Ethnology Negatives, Additional 

Materials/Victor Krantz, National Anthropological Archives, Suitland, Maryland. Used with permission. 
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payment revert to the Ottawa tribal organization incorporated under a state charter. 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs Robert L. Bennett summarized the dilemma King’s letter posed: 

“with the termination of federal trusteeship over the Ottawa Tribe, there is some question 

whether these funds can be turned over to the present group organized under state law.”63 

Confused by the premise of the issue, Arizona Representative Sam Steiger interrogated 

Commissioner Bennett, “I have just one question. Mr. Commissioner, do you know are there any 

other instances in which a terminated tribe is incorporated under the laws of the state?”64 Federal 

officials believed tribal identity rested on the shallow ground of shared material interests and 

those vestiges of authority doled out by the BIA and tied to federal recognition. Thus, 

Congressmen Steiger failed to comprehend the reason for the ongoing existence of the Ottawas. 

Federal officials ultimately supported tribal government receiving excess ICC funds in the belief 

that the prosecution of further claims explained the need for an Ottawa tribal organization. 

Congressmen Steiger and other policymakers foreclosed the possibility that in the decades 

following termination the Ottawas, aided in part by these ICC payments, would mount a political 

resurgence. 

The remarkable overhaul of the Ottawa tribal organization amounted to a form of 

political ethnogenesis. As Charles Dawes remarked of the terminated tribes of Ottawa County, 

“we quietly took the organizations that once were and from them built for ourselves new tribal 

identities—the United States government notwithstanding.”65 Destroyed as an entity with 

termination, the Ottawa tribal organization was reborn under a state charter, and Jennison, King, 
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and the tribal council wrote a new constitution. Unlike their 1938 charter, Ottawas actively 

engaged with this new constitution, and they adapted it to changing needs by passing four 

amendments.66 Under the new constitution, the structure of tribal government largely mirrored 

earlier Ottawa governments. As before, it included an elected tribal council, styled a “business 

committee.” This tribal council consisted of a Chief, Second Chief, Secretary-Treasurer and two 

council members, and this body made most routine decisions. As before, a general council, 

encompassing all adult tribal members, met once a year for elections and major decisions. What 

changed was less the form of tribal government than the functions it performed. Without the 

constraints of federal oversight, tribal leaders built a vibrant vehicle geared to advancing tribal 

interests that Dawes proudly described as “stronger, by far, than any we had ever known in 

modern times.”67 

 In their journey toward political and economic resurgence, the Ottawas could scarcely 

have started in a more pathetic position. Ottawas had not had significant tribal funds for many 

decades, and by the 1950s, the tribal organization had only $11.90 deposited with the U.S. 

Treasury.68 Bronson Edwards (Ko-ton-kee), Secretary-Treasurer for the Ottawas from 1939-

1973, had little to manage before termination, and termination added nothing to the tribal coffers. 

Seemingly small concerns posed major challenges. To pay for paper and postage, tribal leaders 

requested contributions at meetings, and in 1966, Clarence King took up a special collection so 

the tribe could join the National Congress of American Indians and stay abreast of current 
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legislation.69 With no bank account or office, tribal business was housed securely in a King 

Edward cigar box,70 and tribal leaders ran the government out of the trunks of their cars.71 For 

meetings, the Ottawas reserved space at the Ottawa Indian Baptist Church or the annex of the 

courthouse in Miami, Oklahoma as they had before termination. Lacking funds to mail regular 

updates to members scattered around the United States, tribal government relied on information 

circulated via an informal network of relatives.72  

 The Indian Claims Commission would provide the first infusion of funds for the Ottawas 

since the early twentieth century. Established by Congress in 1946, most policymakers viewed 

the ICC as a means of extinguishing federal responsibilities to tribal nations by definitively 

settling longstanding tribal claims for past wrongs. Claims generally centered around treaty 

violations, mismanagement of tribal lands and monies, and cessions of land below fair market 

value. The court-like proceedings allowed for the long-awaited adjudication of federal 

malfeasance; however, the ICC format barred the return of land, did not include interest on 

monies owed, and generally resulted in small per capita payments for gross abuses.73 Prior to the 

ICC, the Court of Claims provided the principal forum where tribes could take up claims against 

the United States. In prior decades, the Ottawas had sporadically pursued bringing cases in the 
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Court of Claims but to no effect.74 In 1949, Guy Jennison, Bronson Edwards, and Gene Jennison 

as representatives of the tribal council contracted with attorney Allan Hull of Cleveland, Ohio to 

litigate Ottawa claims before the ICC. For Guy Jennison, the ICC provided an opportunity to 

finally prosecute “injustices perpetrated upon our forefathers”75 and air “just claims against the 

United States in litigation dating back many, many years between our ancestors and the United 

States.”76 The bulk of Ottawa claims were adjudicated in Dockets 303, 304, and 305, with the 

Ottawas also a party to other dockets for smaller interests. 

 The decisions of the ICC were slow in coming, and it would take years before individual 

Ottawas or tribal government received payment. Docket 303, which concerned the 1862 and 

1867 treaties and the Ottawa University fraud, was finalized first. Decided in 1962, the Ottawas 

appealed the judgment amount, and in 1965, an amended decision more the doubled the initial 

amount proposed.77 Award payments did not proceed automatically, and Ottawa tribal members 

wrote letters and petitioned their elected officials to authorize funds for the Ottawa judgment.78 

Decisions also had to be made regarding how to distribute the funds. In 1965, the Ottawas held a 

tribal meeting to determine the recommendations they would make on the payment process and 
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tribal roll to use for the distribution of the claim money.79 The general council determined to 

request legislation for per capita payment based on the termination roll and that “any share of 

any member not claimed within two years…shall revert to the general fund of the Ottawa Indian 

Tribe of Oklahoma and to be used for purposes set forth in the Articles of Incorporation, filed 

July 14, 1959.”80 In declaring that the Ottawa tribal organization, not merely Ottawa individuals, 

deserved recompense for past treaty violations, the Ottawas asserted their endurance as political 

community. Legislation authorizing payment of the Ottawa judgement, including the tribal 

request for tribal government to receive any residual funds, became law in 1967.81 Each tribal 

member listed on the termination roll, or their heirs if deceased, was entitled to $632, and they 

had until September 1969 to file their application for funds.82 After that time, unclaimed shares 

reverted to the tribal organization. Although Dockets 304 and 305, both involving land sessions 

in Ohio, would not be decided until 1973, they also included the tribal organization in the 

payment distribution.83  

 Just as this cash infusion provided hitherto unavailable resources, a new leader, with a 

different set of skills and priorities, took the helm of tribal government. Clarence King passed 

away in January 1972, and in a special election in May of that year, Lewis Barlow was elected 

 
79 Most tribes with scattered memberships advocated for a per capita payment. For the disbursement process, see 

Michael Lieder, and Jake Page, Wild Justice: The People of Geronimo Vs. the United States (New York: Random 

House, 1997), 257-262. 

80 Resolution of Ottawa Tribal Business Committee, May 27, 1967 [enclosure], in U.S Congress, House, 

Subcommittee on Indian Affairs, Hearing on H. R. 2532 Disposition of Funds Appropriated to Pay a Judgment in 

Favor of the Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma in Docket Numbered 303 of the Indian Claims Commission, 90 th Congress, 

1st session, June 5, 1967.   

81 Public Law 90-63. 

82 “Indians Dividing $398,671,” The Daily Oklahoman (Oklahoma City, Oklahoma), October 20, 1967. 

83 Velma Nieberding, “Moccasin Telegraph,” Miami News-Record, February 16, 1975. 



303 

 

chief.84 Barlow would serve as chief from 1972 to 1990. Born in 1905, Barlow grew up with his 

five siblings on his mother’s allotment near the Ottawa township, only a short distance from the 

home of Clarence King. Barlow attended the Ottawa township’s one-room public school before 

going on to graduate from the School of the Mines, later renamed Northeastern Oklahoma A&M 

College. A grandson of Joseph Badger King (Ko-tah-wun), the first Ottawa chief after removal 

to Indian Territory, Barlow grew up attending early picnics or powwows at King’s Springs,85 but 

like his grandfather, Barlow was more interested in advancing the interests of the present 

generation than centering tribal life on the “legends and traditions of the Ottawas.”86  

Although committed to preserving tribal culture, Barlow refused to confine the Ottawas 

to engagement with “old Indian traditions,” 87 and he endeavored to use tribal culture to advance 

the social, economic, and educational needs of tribal members. Barlow joined the tribal council 

in 1966, and during his tenure as a councilman, he took an active role in the organizational 

aspects of tribal government that would be a hallmark of his administration.88 Honing his 

aptitude for management, Barlow held leadership roles on the board of directors of the Miami 

Evening Lions Club, the Ottawa County Historical Society, and the Ottawa County Civil 

Defense League, and he was the Chairman of the Deacons at the First Christian Church of 

Miami. As a tribal councilman, Barlow energetically advocated that unclaimed shares from the 

ICC payment revert to the tribal organization, and when legislation authorizing payment of 
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Ottawa claims stalled, Barlow took the lead in soliciting the Oklahoma congressional delegation 

to expedite the process.89 This early experience pushing for federal legislation proved a useful 

training ground for his later efforts as chief. While both Barlow and King served the needs of the 

tribal community, King used his political leadership to advance a cultural renewal, while Barlow 

mobilized history and culture to advance Ottawa political objectives.90 This diversity worked to 

the advantage of the Ottawas. 

 At the 1972 tribal council meeting at which Lewis Barlow won election as chief, Bronson 

Edwards reported that for the first time in his long tenure as Secretary-Treasurer, the Ottawas 

controlled significant funds. From empty coffers, the Ottawas now had a total net worth of 

$13,275.65. This money had been invested in two $5,000 federal home consolidated bonds, 

accruing at an interest rate of 8%, and one $2,000 Southern Telephone Bond accruing at an 

8.125% interest rate—for a total expected interest collected per year at $996. For any immediate 

expenditures required, a checking account held $1,154.40. Finally, a cemetery trust fund account 

held $650, and an additional bank account held $471.25 for cemetery maintenance and upkeep.91 

While cemetery maintenance had always been kept up via donations, the remainder of the funds 

came from unclaimed shares from Docket 303. For individual tribal members, the judgement 

gave them funds to pursue individual objectives—some paid bills, purchased a used car, or 
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bought a set of encyclopedias.92 For tribal government, the influx opened new avenues to express 

collective priorities.  

 Tribal leaders used their new resources in pursuit of shared objectives. Federal 

policymakers permitted tribal retention of the unclaimed shares with, in the words of 

Congressman Wayne N. Aspinall, “the understanding if any money is left from the distribution, 

it can go to the tribal council’s treasury and there be used for the purpose to prosecute additional 

claims.”93 In short, policymakers envisioned the funds as a means to finish the work of 

termination by extinguishing the last financial interests holding the Ottawas together. Free to do 

as they chose within the confines of their charter, tribal leaders chose not to invest the funds in 

ICC claims. The funds might also have been allocated to tribal leaders for years of unpaid 

service working on claims legislation. By necessity, tribal leadership had always been a 

voluntary service, and directors of other post-termination corporate enterprises certainly used 

tribal resources for their personal benefit.94 In a tradition that continues today, Ottawa leaders 

opted that leadership positions remain uncompensated.  

 Rather than finance activities to close out tribal affairs, Ottawa leadership invested in 

tangible symbols of ongoing nationhood. Tribal leaders first directed resources toward the 

development of the powwow and the tribal cemetery. Even here, tribal leaders spent judiciously. 

Aiming to create a sustainable organization, Lewis Barlow restricted tribal expenditures to the 

interest on bonds, never reducing the principal invested. Of these funds, tribal government 
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allocated a small amount to sustain the powwow and a small amount for the upkeep of the 

cemetery, roughly $350 annually for each in the mid-1970s.95 Ottawa leaders preserved the 

remainder, slowly amassing larger sums.96 By 1975, sufficient funds had accumulated to develop 

the place that most defined what it meant to be an Oklahoma Ottawa—the Ottawa Indian 

Cemetery.  

 The Ottawa Indian Cemetery was the most treasured, universally utilized, and culturally 

affirmative setting in which Ottawas gathered in the twentieth century. None of the other public 

or pan-tribal spaces appropriated by the Ottawas remained theirs alone. In each of the others, the 

Ottawas had to contend with outsiders and competing interests. At the cemetery, tribal rules and 

priorities reigned. Although the immediate relatives of anyone already interred in the cemetery 

were also permitted burial, cemetery rules restricted most burials to duly recognized tribal 

members and their spouses, and all Ottawas had the right to free burial at the site.97 While other 

historic rites had subsided, many Ottawas retained traditional burial customs, often augmenting 

them with Christian and secular attributes.98 Since the early twentieth century, the five-acre 

cemetery plot had also provided the only land base for the Ottawas, and even prior to 

termination, maintenance of the cemetery gave tribal government a raison d'etre at times it had 

few other concerns to manage.99 
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 Far from merely a static reminder of the past, the Ottawa Indian Cemetery was a 

generative place from which the Ottawas built their future. As funds accumulated, Barlow 

undertook efforts to develop and expand the cemetery site. In 1975, a shelter building, redwood 

benches, and a new chain-link fence were installed, and a new blacktop road replaced the dirt 

roads that surrounded the site. In negotiations with leadership of the adjacent Baptist church, 

Barlow traded them title to a small portion of the cemetery grounds that the church had 

encroached upon in return for additional acres of land that would make space for 700 graves. By 

1976, Lewis Barlow reported with pride that the cemetery now approached eight acres, up from 

five. Ultimately, tribal government used monies received from the ICC to purchase twenty-acres 

adjacent to the cemetery in 1981, and in 1986, the site was dedicated as “Adawe Park,” the new 

powwow grounds of the Ottawa Tribe.100  

 For more than a century, the tribal land base had only diminished, yet under termination, 

it grew, reflecting the growing authority wielded by the Ottawas. While expanding slowly, this 

reversal challenged the intent to expropriate Native land that undergird termination policy. Such 

a remote and unprofitable parcel as a cemetery, acquired by the procurement of proper title under 

the U.S. legal system, did little to rankle the undergirding structures of settler colonial society; 

however, for the Ottawas, the land provided a venue to celebrate their separate and a priori 

sovereignty.101 In 1975, tribal leaders endowed the new shelter house with a handsome plaque 

listing the twelve Ottawa chiefs buried at the cemetery since 1870. For the Ottawas, this plaque, 

crafted with space for future names, memorialized the longevity and endurance of Ottawa 

nationhood, with the cemetery touted as a site with “more heads of sovereign nations, heads of 
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state, buried there than at any other spot in the world.”102 Naturally, although only serving as 

chief during termination, Clarence King was included on the plaque. 

 

Beyond the Federal-Tribal Relationship 

 Although a scattered and numerically small group, engulfed by the expanding United 

States, the Oklahoma Ottawas still claimed their ancient prestige. As Guy Jennison noted, “the 

last descendants of Pontiac are many members of a tribe now incorporated and known as The 

Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma. Their activities since prior to the forming of the United States shows 

that Pontiac and his tribe resisted encroachment of the White man upon their lands and that they 

are as much, if not more, responsible for the laws and policies dealing with U.S. Indian affairs 

than any other tribe.”103 In arbitration before the ICC, the Ottawas drew on the strength of past 

leaders and the agreements they forged, and with the compensation for past treaties, they 

accomplished contemporary objectives. Historic strength empowered the current generation, and 

tribal leaders appealed to history to forge opportunities outside of those tendered by the federal 

government.  

 While appearing to have no income-generating assets, the Ottawas had a captivating 

history they could tell—and sell—to fund tribal initiatives. In 1975, the tribal council determined 

to produce a book on tribal history for the Indian Tribal Series of Phoenix, Arizona. Series editor 

John Griffin first conceived of the book series in 1970 as a fundraising effort for the Havasupai 

Indians. Between 1971 and 1976, forty books, each focused on a different tribal community, 
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were published, and tribes received fifty percent of the net profits. Aimed at collectors, each 

book was autographed by a tribal chief, limited to 15,000 copies, individually numbered, and 

came with a correspondingly numbered silver medallion manufactured by the Franklin Mint. To 

compose the books, tribal communities worked with academic authors, and tribal councils 

controlled final editing.104 The Ottawas partnered with University of South Dakota history 

professors Joseph H. Cash and Gerald W. Wolf, who had authored other volumes in the series. 

Tribal members embraced the book project and looked forward to a history “written from an 

Indian point of view so that future generations could get a more accurate picture of our past.”105 

In support of the book, many tribal members contributed research materials or participated in 

oral history interviews with Joseph H. Cash in June 1976. Published later in 1976, The Ottawa 

People sold out shortly after printing, and the Ottawa Tribe received over $6,000 from book 

sales.106 

 The book project also spurred the creation of a new symbol of Ottawa nationhood. 

Designed by the tribes themselves, the silver medallions included with the books reflected the 

distinctive culture and character of the respective tribal communities. For the reverse side, most 

tribes chose images that evoked traditional life—a wikiup by a lake, bow hunting, grinding corn 

with a stone, spear fishing, or hunting buffalo on horseback. For those who had one, tribes 

generally included their tribal seal on the obverse. Although starting around 1973 tribal 

letterhead included a profile image of an Indian in a feathered headband with the tagline “Chief 

Pontiac,” the Ottawas had never had a tribal seal. Lewis Barlow and Robert Alexander, Ottawa 

 
104 Cheryl Crooks, “Started on Gamble, Indian Tribal Series Beats Odds and Wins Success,” Arizona Republic 

(Phoenix, Arizona), August 4, 1974. 

105 Barlow and Dawes, The Ottawa Indian Tribe of Oklahoma, 68. 

106 Barlow and Dawes, The Ottawa Indian Tribe of Oklahoma, 68. 



310 

 

Business Manager, designed the Ottawa medallion. For the obverse of the medallion, Barlow and 

Alexander opted for an image of Chief Pontiac modeled on the iconic portrait completed by Jerry 

Farnsworth in 1936 for the Pontiac Motor Company and commonly replicated in advertisements 

and cigar stores Indians. Flouting, as always, the intentions of termination, they emblazoned the 

phrase “Sovereign Nation of the Ottawa” above the image Pontiac.  

 For the reverse side of the medallion, Barlow and Alexander cobbled together images 

laden with symbolism, and in seeking to visually represent the Ottawas, they developed a new 

national symbol that was swiftly adopted as the tribal seal. A war club signified virility as a 

typical weapon woodland Indians used in hand-to-hand combat. An Otter denoted how most 

Oklahoma Ottawas were of the Negig (otter) doodem. A canoe symbolized their long history of 

mobility as traders and the origins of their tribal name from “Adawe” or “to trade” in 

Anishinaabemowin.107 Water represented life and an important sacrament in traditional religious 

practices. Finally, at center, an evergreen tree symbolized the Tree of Life and permanency.108 

The top perimeter featured the words “United We Stand, Divided We Fall.” Undoubtedly, that 

motto evoked biblical and American connotations that resonated with tribal members; however, 

coupled with the symbol-laden images, it also drew attention to longstanding Anishinaabe 

political traditions that centered on consensus. The seal quickly became prominent on tribal 

publications and the centerpiece of a tribal flag also created in 1975.109 
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Figure 6.2- Seal of the Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma.110 

 

Restoring Treaty Commitments 

 To federal officials, termination legislation had eliminated the Ottawa Tribe and with it 

any treaty obligations. In contrast, Ottawas never viewed termination in these existential terms 

and maintained the enduring validity of treaties. In the decades after termination, Ottawas 

successfully worked through tribal government and outside of their relationship with the federal 

government to secure the restoration of some treaty commitments. Tribal leaders accomplished 

this by reviving and repairing relationships. Perhaps no relationship had been more fraught than 

that between the Ottawa Tribe and Ottawa University. Established in 1865 in Ottawa, Kansas, 

Ottawa University was ostensibly founded for the benefit of tribal members. Through the 1862 

Treaty, the Ottawas donated 20,000 acres as an endowment for the institution under the express 

provision that “the children of the Ottawas and their descendants, no matter where they may 
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emigrate, shall have the right to enter said school and enjoy all the privileges thereof.”111 Even in 

the subsequent 1867 Treaty in which the Ottawas agreed to remove south to Indian Territory, 

tribal leaders safeguarded their rights to the institution. That treaty included provisions that 

Ottawa youth, “be entitled to be received at said institution, and to be subsisted, clothed, 

educated, and attended in sickness…and to receive such advantages as the means of the 

institution will permit; these rights and privileges to continue so long as any children of the tribe 

shall present themselves for their exercise.”112 Despite treaty promises, as noted in Chapter 2, 

Ottawas never derived any benefit from their endowment and held they had never been 

adequately compensated for their losses. The ICC agreed. In Docket 303, the commissioners 

ruled, “the relinquishment of the Ottawa rights under those treaties could scarcely be called fair 

and just to the Ottawa Indians who alone were the beneficiaries of the trust created by the 1862 

treaty.”113 Despite the ruling, at first nothing changed. 

 By the time the ICC ruling was issued in 1962, Ottawa University had developed into a 

thriving Baptist college for whites that mythologized its original association with the Ottawa 

Tribe. The institution maintained no ongoing affiliation with the Ottawa Tribe. Nevertheless, 

university publications presented the institution as molded by the Christian piety of Jotham 

Meeker and Tauy Jones and still dedicated to its original mission. In this telling, tribal relations 
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with the institution ended only because “the government moved the Indians to Oklahoma.”114 

Longtime History Department Chair B. Smith Haywood noted in his 1957 university history, 

“Ottawa University is considerably more unchanged than it is changed…the ultimate emphasis 

upon religious development changes only in form, and not in substance.”115 There exists reason 

to doubt the religious devotion of some founders of Ottawa University, but much had indeed not 

changed—the school still failed to fulfill its chartered mandate to serve the Ottawas. 

 Starting in the early twentieth century, Ottawa University officials increasingly 

appropriated their historic connection to the Ottawas to create an “authentic” institutional 

identity. The university elided the ongoing existence of the Ottawas by relegating them to a 

prefatory adjunct to the establishment of the university.116 At the same time, seizing on cultural 

notions of Indian youthful virtue, official university histories depicted a past “interspersed with 

romance and daring.”117 Tauy Jones, ousted from membership in the Ottawa Tribe due to his 

complicity in the university fraud, became “the hero of traditional stories and songs of the 

university,” 118 with a new student newspaper started in 1928 entitled “Tauy Talk.” The 

university crest, designed in 1935, included an arrowhead to signify “Indians who aided in its 

founding.”119 Athletic teams adopted the name the Braves in 1924, and a stereotypical Indian 
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caricature called Giego, a name with no meaning in Anishinaabemowin,120 emerged on the scene 

in 1932 and quickly became popular in university publications.121 Students and university 

officials regularly created new Indian-inspired traditions, and in 1959, the Ottawa University 

Alumni Association initiated an annual passing of a tomahawk and peace pipe from the outgoing 

to the incoming president.122 Co-opting Ottawa identity while erasing ongoing tribal existence, 

Ottawa University officials promulgated an origin story validating the existence and 

distinctiveness of Ottawa University—a miniaturized example of commonplace techniques of 

settler colonial elimination.123 School officials ignored the real Ottawas, whose dispossession 

established the institution.  
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Figure 6.3- First page of the Ottawa University yearbook, The Ivy Leaf, 1902.124 In an archetypal 

depiction of settler colonial erasure and replacement of Natives, the white student inherits his 

educational opportunities from an Ottawa man, depicted in traditional garb as a static remnant of 

the past. Thus, Native disappearance justly facilitates “civilization,” and whites represent the 

rightful inheritors of Native claims. The violence of Native dispossession and white complicity 

in that violence is obfuscated by depicting the Native man as a placid and willful participant.  

 

 Taking advantage of broader societal shifts, Ottawa leaders established a new relationship 

with Ottawa University in 1974. As a result of Native activism in the late 1960s, schools across 

the United States faced increasing pressure to eliminate racist mascots, sport chants, and team 
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names and address cultural appropriation.125 Even in conservative, rural Kansas, Ottawa 

University was not immune, and student activism led university officials to ban the caricature 

Giego from university publications in 1972.126 In the context of this criticism, Ottawa University 

officials saw establishing a relationship with the Ottawa Tribe as a means to give the imprimatur 

of legitimacy to university narratives. Ottawa University President Peter Armacost described the 

new association as “an attempt to link us back to our institutional heritage,” and Vice President 

for University Advancement Jack Patty called it a means to “reinforce the historic commitment 

of this institution to the Ottawa Indians.”127 As both officials plainly suggest, their motivations 

had little to do with complying with the sovereign treaty claims of the Ottawas. Instead, they 

aimed to perpetuate an image of Ottawa University as “founded in 1865 as a mission of the 

Church” and whose “underlying purpose when it was founded is its same purpose today.”128 

While never equating the new relationship with justice, tribal leaders leveraged the changing 

outlook of university officials for their own ends.   

 Tribal leaders established a new relationship with Ottawa University to further the 

educational opportunities of Ottawa youth. In the summer of 1974, Chief Lewis Barlow and 

Ottawa Business Manager Robert Alexander visited Ottawa University to obtain information 

regarding a scholarship for a tribal member interested in attending.129 They brought with them 
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copies of the treaties of 1862 and 1867.130 Negotiations resulted in the development of a 

scholarship program offering full tuition and free student housing, with plans for four Ottawas to 

attend Ottawa University in 1975.131 In 1978, Dennis Scott (Ke-ma-pe-nas-se) became the first 

tribal member to graduate from the institution established over a century earlier to serve the 

Ottawas. Scott received his diploma with a black and gold coup feather attached to his tassel, 

combining an Indian symbol of accomplishment with the school colors of his new alma mater.132  

 While only a handful of Ottawas enrolled at Ottawa University in the 1970s, tribal 

leaders fashioned an enduring and fruitful relationship that continues today.133 For those tribal 

members who attended, the opportunity altered the trajectory of their lives. As Robert Alexander 

noted of the first Ottawas to matriculate, “If it hadn’t been for this treaty being brought to light, I 

don’t think these four students would have been able to go to college.”134 Seeking more than 

merely scholarships, Ottawa leaders worked to cultivate mutual respect. In 1974, Lewis Barlow, 

a grandson of founding trustee Joseph Badger King, became an honorary member of the Board 

of Trustees of Ottawa University,135 and in 1977, he participated in commencement exercises 

and received an honorary degree.136 With a seat at the table, tribal leaders spoke out against 

undesirable changes to the scholarship program and rejected attempts to introduce a blood 
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quantum requirement for the scholarship. Rather than seeing the scholarship as contingent on 

essentialized notions of blood or culture, Ottawa leaders maintained that the scholarship should 

be viewed as a “treaty obligation” and “an agreement to honor the Ottawa Indian young 

people…and their ancestors.”137 While not eligible for BIA educational grants or federal Indian 

schools under termination, Ottawa leaders drew on prior treaties to forge their own opportunities.  

 

Tribal Alliances and Colonial Ambivalence  

  Drawing on long-established relationships, Ottawa leaders also forged alliances with 

other Native nations to achieve common political objectives. The eight tribes headquartered in 

Ottawa County shared a long history of close connection. For many of the tribes, including the 

Wyandotte, Seneca-Cayuga, Eastern Shawnee, Miami, and Peoria, diplomatic relations with the 

Ottawas dated back beyond the arrival of European colonists. Since the 1870s, all eight groups, 

most removed from other areas, had resided in the far northeastern corner of what became 

Oklahoma. With small tribal populations, intermarriage among the tribes became common, and 

tribal customs and languages blended, homogenizing certain cultural practices and expressions of 

Indian identity.138 Always jointly housed under the Quapaw Agency, the tribes regularly united 

in their political concerns and worked cooperatively to sustain their respective tribal identities 

and sovereignty.139 In the 1930s and in the 1950s, tribal leaders established local intertribal 

organizations to augment their political standing as they worked to influence policymakers and 
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BIA officials; however, failing to shape the trajectory of federal policies, these groups slowly 

ceased operation a few years after they were established.  

 In the 1960s, tribal leaders united to form what would prove to be an enduring 

association—the Inter-Tribal Council of Northeastern Oklahoma (ITC). Chartered in May 1967, 

the ITC had a broad mandate: “to secure to ourselves and our descendants the rights and benefits 

to which we are entitled under the laws of the United States of America, and the State of 

Oklahoma; to enlighten the public toward a better understanding of the Indian Race, to preserve 

Indian cultural values, to enhance and promote general educational opportunity among members 

of the aforementioned Tribes, to seek an equitable adjustment of Tribal affairs, to secure and 

preserve rights under Indian treaties with the United States, and otherwise, to promote the 

common welfare of the American Indians.”140 The organization was governed by a board made 

up of three representatives from each of the eight tribes, and Lewis Barlow, Morgan Burgin, and 

Clarence King (later replaced by Guy Jennison Jr.) served as the first Ottawa representatives. 

With no revenue stream, ITC leaders funded their own travel and expenses and “passed the hat” 

to pay for refreshments at meetings.141 In one early fundraising effort, Ottawa Secretary-

Treasurer and noted artist Bronson Edwards donated two paintings for a raffle.142  

 As with other Native groups in the 1960s, the political activists of ITC achieved 

community empowerment by leveraging federal programs for their own ends.143 The ITC 
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initially mirrored its predecessors in operating principally as an advocacy group. The 

organization first took aim at the lack of health services available to area Indians, a complaint of 

tribal leaders since at least the 1920s. Unlike prior efforts, however, the ITC found quick 

success. ITC leadership launched their public relations campaign to secure greater medical 

services in May 1967, and in August 1967, the Public Health Service introduced a bi-weekly 

health clinic at the Seneca Indian School in Ottawa County.144 Although as a terminated tribe the 

Ottawas were ineligible for such BIA services, Clarence King and leaders of the other terminated 

tribes of Ottawa County joined in the petition that prompted the opening of the clinic.145  

 Through the ITC, the Ottawas took advantage of new federal programs centered on 

community participation, and they thereby gained access to federal funding while outside of BIA 

supervision. The shadow of termination still loomed in the 1960s, but relentless Native resistance 

to the policy and the slow ascendency of the ideal of multiculturalism stalled termination efforts. 

Indian policy gradually retreated from rapid assimilation and toward providing resources to 

tribes for community development.146 This transformation in Indian policy mirrored shifts in 

other federal programs. The Johnson administration devised federal programs to alleviate 

poverty that called for community participation. These programs provided tribal communities the 

opportunity to obtain federal revenue through sources other than the BIA, most notably the 
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Office of Economic Opportunity.147 Tribal communities took advantage of inclusive community-

centered initiatives and the proliferation of “Indian desks” across federal agencies to craft 

proposals and administer their own programs.148 Significantly, federal agencies outside of the 

BIA did not bar terminated tribes from participation in their programing.  

The ITC developed and directed programs as a sponsoring agency for newly available 

federal grants and secured federal funding to carry out a diverse array of initiatives.149 Most grant 

programs the ITC took advantage of emerged during the Nixon administration. In 1970, Nixon 

called for new approach toward tribes that promised greater Indian control over tribal affairs 

alongside continued federal support and resources.150 The ITC took full advantage. By 1973, the 

ITC facilitated a raft of programs and employed a family planning representative, a community 

development specialist, a hearing evaluation specialist, two art educators, three school 

counselors, seven personnel for an Indian alcoholism and rehabilitation program, and nine 

community health representatives.151 All fully financed by grants, these personnel performed 

vital functions. Community health representatives, for example, responded directly to 

community health needs by making home visits, taking emergency calls, and transporting 
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patients to hospitals and clinics,152 and grant-funded school counselors visited area schools and 

dedicated their efforts exclusively to the needs of Indian children.153 By 1976, the ITC employed 

over fifty people and operated eighteen programs for a total budget of over a million dollars. Not 

reliant on the BIA, the ITC received funds through the Interior Department, Commerce 

Department, Labor Department, Department of Transportation, the Department of Health, 

Education, and Welfare, one private foundation, and the American Revolution Bicentennial 

Administration.154 

 Despite their terminated status, the Ottawas could participate in most programs of the 

ITC. From its founding in 1967 through the mid-1970s, Ottawa leaders held two of the six 

officer positions in the ITC—Lewis Barlow as Executive Secretary and Morgan Burgin as 

Chaplin. The BIA criticized the ITC for including terminated tribes in the organization, and as a 

result, a separate council of recognized tribes, called the Five Tribes Council, had to be 

organized to secure BIA programs.155 BIA initiatives, however, remained only a small part of 

ITC programming. Of the eighteen grants operated by the ITC in 1976 only two, both BIA 

grants, barred terminated tribes from participation— an Indian Arts and Crafts grant funding arts 

education and an Indian Action Teams training grant.156 Even here, Ottawas assisted in their 
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facilitation, with Lewis Barlow on the ITC committee coordinating the Indian Arts and Crafts 

grant.157  

 Even when seemingly relevant, the federal government often ignored terminated status. 

In 1969, the Claremore Indian Hospital established a new advisory board of directors and 

granted all ITC member tribes representation, irrespective of recognition status.158 The members 

of this board also served as representatives on the larger area board of the Indian Health Service 

that covered all Oklahoma and Kansas. Thus, the Ottawas participated in the governance of 

Indian hospitals that refused to offer them healthcare as Indians. From 1972 to 1973, Ottawa 

tribal member Morgan Burgin served as president of the area board of the Indian Health Service 

and a delegate to the national board of the Indian Health Service.159  

 Through the ITC, Ottawa political leadership forged relationships and brokered 

agreements with other area civic organizations to pursue interconnected interests. The ITC 

worked in concert with the Community Action Program (CAP) at Pitcher, and the ITC elected 

members to the Pitcher CAP board of directors.160 Ottawa tribal councilman Guy Jennison Jr. 

helped found the Pitcher CAP, which facilitated local Head Start, family planning, and nutrition 

programs, and as chairman of the organization in the 1970s, he worked to secure greater Indian 

representation in local programs.161 The ITC also partnered with the local junior college, 
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Northeastern Oklahoma A&M College (NEO), to support a Title III program funding the 

creation of developmental courses targeted to increase college access for minority students. As 

Indians were the largest minority in the area, ITC support added weight to the NEO grant 

proposal, and while targeting Indian students, the proposal simultaneously served the interests of 

the broader community as the new courses would ultimately enroll Indians and non-Indians 

alike.162  

 For the Ottawas, aligning themselves with other area Indian nations helped proclaim their 

identity as a tribal nation. Recognized by other tribes and a host of departments of the federal 

government providing grants through the ITC, the Ottawas demonstrated termination had not 

eliminated Ottawa nationhood. The other Native nations of Ottawa County, half of whom also 

underwent termination or partial termination, recognized the limits of federal codifications, and 

the ITC provided yet another venue for the Ottawas to pursue self-determination under 

termination.   

 

Conclusion  

 By 1976, tribal leaders reflected with satisfaction on what the Ottawas had achieved in 

the two decades since the passage of termination legislation. Lewis Barlow proudly noted, 

“We’ve made our own way, boy I’ll tell you, we are not asking for any relief or anything, and I 

think we are financially better off than any one of the eight tribes [of Ottawa County].” Tribal 

council member Guy Jennison Jr. saw Ottawa success under termination as a harbinger of the 

future, “we are forerunning the way to show how it’s supposed to go because the tribes that are 

 
162 Velma Nieberding, “Indians Consider College Program,” Miami Daily News Record, October 24, 1971; Velma 

Nieberding, “Indians Support College Program,” Miami Daily News Record, November 14, 1971. 



325 

 

under the BIA are not making the advances that the tribes that have been terminated are.”163 As 

their assessments suggest, the Ottawas thrived not merely despite termination, but in part, 

because of the autonomy from colonial administration it generated, and they accomplished more 

than many of their local, federally recognized counterparts. Ottawa success in leveraging the 

authorities and autonomy of U.S. citizenship does nothing to validate the bankrupt policy of 

tribal termination. Instead, it underscores how Native people have harnessed flexible political 

traditions to evade colonial administration and circumvent the eliminatory aims of federal 

policies. 

  As Ottawa success demonstrates, the world of federal policy was only one of the worlds 

in which the Ottawas operated, a potentially fruitful venue to acquire resources to accomplish 

tribal aims, but not their only source of identity or power. Historians note federal Indian policy 

has operated around the poles of assimilation or separatism, elimination or colonial 

administration.164 While some have argued that Indian people have “consistently favored a 

measured separatism,”165 this view assumes tribal existence cannot long endure outside of 

federal codifications and protections. Achieving a long-desired ambition of escaping paternalistic 

federal control, the Ottawas refused the elimination implied by that decision and made their own 

way into the future. They did so by drawing on the political and social formations, practices, and 

patterns of movement that had long enabled the Ottawas to traverse American society. Ottawa 
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endurance under termination demonstrates the tenuousness and contingency of federal 

assertions,166 “colonialism’s ongoing existence and simultaneous failure”167
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CHAPTER 7 

“TO BE RECOGNIZED”: RECKONING WITH REINSTATEMENT 

 In 1976, four years into an Ottawa campaign to undo termination and secure restoration 

as a federally recognized tribe, Second Chief Charles Dawes (Nanokeesis) made a plea on behalf 

of the Ottawas in testimony before Task Force 10 of the American Indian Policy Review 

Commission (AIPRC). Dawes invoked the language of tribal sovereignty in outlining his 

advocacy for restoration. 

I petition you in order to right a grave, modern, 20th Century injustice, an injustice that 

this time cannot be blamed on “our forefathers,” that you seek and support reinstatement 

of not only the Ottawas, but also the Peorias, Modocs, and Wyandottes of Oklahoma. 

And I further petition you to formulate the necessary policies that would forever bar the 

United States Government from terminating that trust relationship… 

 

The United States fought and defeated us, then they occupied our territory, and indeed 

still do, however, they no longer recognize us as sovereign nations. Are we less deserving 

of such recognition in the twentieth century than we were in the nineteenth century? Are 

we less deserving of such recognition than the so called emerging “Third World” 

nations? I think not.  

 

Remember how we recognized and rebuilt Germany after World War I? And Japan, 

Germany, and Italy after World War II? And Korea? And do you know that Senator 

Kennedy is proposing recognition of the Viet Cong, which recognition will make them 

eligible for all kinds of aid from the United States government. Why not accord the same 

recognition to the Indian tribes right here in the United States who are at least 

contributing members of the dominant society?1 

 

Dawes likened the situation of Native Americans to the anti-colonial struggles of other 

Indigenous peoples around the globe. Drawing on his own experiences and the de-colonial strain 

 
1 Testimony of Charles Dawes before the American Indian Policy Review, Task Force 10, May 2, 1976, Subseries 

2.1, folder 138, Helen Maynor Scheirbeck Papers, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, North 

Carolina. (hereafter cited as WL, UNC). 
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of Native political thought that gained prominence in the 1960s,2 Dawes demanded not only 

restoration of the trust relationship but also recognition of the Ottawas as a sovereign nation. In 

Dawes’ rendering, reinstatement on these terms would “restore validity to the scores of treaties 

that were purposely worded to be effective ‘so long as the grass grows and the river flows.’”3 

 In sharp contrast to Dawes’ position, other tribal leaders identified reinstatement as a 

federally recognized tribe with returning to an antiquated system of colonial control. When asked 

about restoration by historian Joseph Cash in 1976, tribal council member Guy Jennison Jr. 

responded defiantly and evoked the hatred of federal paternalism that motivated his father’s 

advocacy for termination.  

Personally, I’d like to see the BIA [Bureau of Indian Affairs] go, and maybe, we'd just be 

like American citizens. We could set up our own agency, like the CAP [Community 

Action Program] agency, to be funded through. We could get federal funding and have 

our own CAP, you see, to do community development...my belief is in the next few years 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs will be down the drain...because the tribes that are under the 

BIA are not making the advances that the tribes that have been terminated are.4 

 

For Jennison, restoration signified subjugation and jeopardized civil equality. Jennison refused to 

validate the supposed incompatibility of self-determination with termination, or that tribal 

survival depended on federal codifications and powers emanating from the BIA. As the Ottawas 

had demonstrated since becoming terminated, creatively lodging tribal nationhood in other 

dimensions of American society had advantages.  

 
2 Daniel M. Cobb, Sarah Barger, and Lily Skopp, “‘A Sickness which has Grown to Epidemic Proportions’: 

American Indian Anti-and Decolonial thought During the Long 1960s,” Comparative American Studies An 

International Journal, 17:2 (2020): 199-223. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Guy Jennison Jr. interview by Joseph Cash, June 4, 1976, Interview 1018, American Indian Research Project, Oral 

History Center, University of South Dakota, Vermillion, South Dakota (hereafter cited as AIRP, USD). 
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The new federal policy of tribal self-determination of the early 1970s provided the 

backdrop for these intra-tribal debates, and self-determination policy functioned as a form of 

U.S. citizenship for Native people adapted to an era of multiculturalism. Tribal self-

determination policy purported to affirm a priori tribal sovereignty and delegated greater 

authority to tribal governments to manage tribal resources and federal funds allocated for Indian 

people. As American society embraced multiculturalism, policymakers backtracked from the 

goal of elimination via assimilation. Instead of seeking elimination, legislators advanced policies 

that endeavored to regulate and circumscribe the scope of tribal authority. As with the extension 

of U.S. citizenship to Native people, these policies facilitated colonial domination by extending 

tangible inducements and advanced a progressive narrative of racial reconciliation that masked 

ongoing colonialism.5 By tying tangible benefits to federal recognition, self-determination policy 

incentivized tribes to acknowledge themselves as under federal authority, on federal terms, and 

accept the federal government as the arbiter of Native identity and sovereignty.6  

 
5 For federal purposes, recognition functions much like citizenship did in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, 

and it seductively, rather than merely coercively, compels Native internalization of federal codifications. This 

assessment draws from a robust scholarship that critiques recognition and tribal self-determination policies. For 

example, see, Stephen E. Cornell, The Return of the Native: American Indian Political Resurgence (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1988), 202-213; Joanne Barker, Native Acts: Law, Recognition, and Cultural Authenticity 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 1-26; Chris Andersen, "Métis": Race, Recognition, and the Struggle for 

Indigenous Peoplehood (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2015), 20-21; Mark Rifkin, “Indigenizing Agamben: Rethinking 

Sovereignty in Light of the ‘Peculiar’ Status of Native Peoples,” Cultural Critique 73 (Fall 2009), 96-99; Glen 

Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2014), 17-33; Alfred and Corntassel, “Being Indigenous,” 597-614; Brian Klopotek, Recognition 

Odysseys Indigeneity, Race, and Federal Tribal Recognition Policy in Three Louisiana Indian Communities 

(Durham; London: Duke University Press, 2011), 5-16; Renée Ann Cramer, Cash, Color, and Colonialism: The 

Politics of Tribal Acknowledgment (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008), 3-9; Jean Dennison, “The Logic 

of Recognition: Debating Osage Nation Citizenship in the Twenty-First Century,” American Indian Quarterly 38, 

no. 1 (2014): 1-35. 

6 Taiaiake Alfred, and Jeff Corntassel, “Being Indigenous: Resurgences against Contemporary 

Colonialism,” Government and Opposition 40, no. 4 (2005), 603. 
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Approaching these policies as they had other engagements with U.S. citizenship, Ottawa 

activism belies triumphalist or subjugated narratives of restoration.7 This chapter argues Ottawas 

harnessed recognition to support their own social and political objectives while refusing the 

implications of restoration policy that tribal self-determination was contingent on federally-

delineated powers and codifications. Ottawa leaders rejected restoration or the lack thereof as 

inherently antithetical to nor synonymous with tribal self-determination. This chapter outlines 

how Ottawas debated the merits of a rights-equality framework vs. a nationalist-decolonization 

framework for staking their political claims. In these debates, they grappled with a shifting 

landscape of tangible policy changes, the growing societal value of federal affirmation of their 

status as Indians, and enduring liabilities of enmeshment in a regime of colonial administration.8 

Ottawas reached divergent conclusions on the efficacy and implications of restoration. By 

examining Ottawa debates on restoration, this chapter demonstrates restoration and tribal self-

determination policy as a complex site of Native activism and refusals.9 

Ottawas triumphed in the ensuing campaign for restoration, but they did so by 

overcoming barriers federal officials erected to reinforce progressive narratives of federal 

recognition as an aspirational status reflecting the virtues of American liberal values. Although 

they considered appeals to the court, Ottawas chose to secure restoration through the political 

 
7 Some observers have framed these tangible policy changes in largely triumphant terms to argue tribal self-

determination policy and the restoration of terminated tribes, “signaled that American Indian tribes had revived and 

would take their rightful seats as sovereign governments in modern America.” Charles F. Wilkinson, Blood 

Struggle: The Rise of Modern Indian Nations (New York: Norton, 2006), x. 

8 For a discussion of these discourses in Indian Country in the 1960s, see Kevin Bruyneel, The Third Space of 

Sovereignty: The Postcolonial Politics of US Indigenous Relations (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 

2007), 123-130. 

9 In this regard, this study builds on work that assesses ongoing refusals of recognition on federal terms. See, for 

example, Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life Across the Borders of Settler States (Duke University 

Press, 2014), 20-24. 
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branches of government, where they could mobilize their web of interconnections to support 

their cause. Congressional leaders demanded the Ottawas launch a robust public relations 

campaign for restoration and entirely funded that effort. The need to elicit this support had 

precious little to do with hostility to the proposition of Ottawa restoration. Instead, it reflected 

the function the campaign played for Oklahoma politicians. These politicians strove to use 

Ottawa advocacy for recognition to validate the value of federal codifications and delineations of 

tribal self-determination. As with all prior federal policies the Ottawas embraced, Ottawas 

manipulated federal aspirations for their own ends and to secure a new and more generative set 

of conditions in their struggle for power with the federal government.  

 

The Landscape of Restoration  

  In the late 1960s, a pan-tribal group of young, college-educated Indians engaged in 

activism that drew inspiration from decolonization abroad and the civil rights movement.10 As 

with anti-colonial struggles around the globe, these activists adopted the language of sovereignty 

and self-determination to articulate their objectives.11 Eliminating the specter of termination 

stood at the forefront of their initial aims. In his 1969 bestseller Custer Died for Your Sins: An 

Indian Manifesto, Vine Deloria Jr. dubbed termination “the single most important problem of the 

American Indian people at the present time.”12 Deloria Jr. cogently characterized termination as 

“a weapon against the Indian people in a modern war of conquest,”13 and he detailed the 

economic hardships wrought by the policy among the Klamath and Menominee tribes. By the 

 
10 Wilkinson, Blood Struggle, 89-112. 

11 Cobb, Barger, and Skopp, “‘A Sickness which has Grown to Epidemic Proportions,’” 199-223 

12 Vine Deloria  Jr., Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto, (Norman: Univ. of Oklahoma Press, 1988), 75. 

13 Ibid., 76 
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late 1960s, termination became increasingly maligned as a disastrous policy that had failed to 

improve the lives of Native people or reduce federal spending. In mainstream imaginaries, 

reinstatement appeared the logical remedy. 

 In the early 1970s, policymakers advocated for a new policy of “tribal self-

determination.” In his famous special message on Indian affairs in 1970, President Richard 

Nixon articulated the goal: “that Indians can become independent of Federal control without 

being cut off from Federal concern and Federal support.”14 No longer espousing rapid Native 

assimilation, the federal government now purported to recognize inherent, if still limited, tribal 

sovereignty. This new self-determination policy formed amid a growing embrace of 

multiculturalism that saw diversity as a positive, generative attribute.15 It also reflected an 

increased tolerance for overlapping affiliations as embodied in the Supreme Court’s 1967 

affirmation that Americans could hold citizenship in more than one country. This ruling 

overturned longstanding prohibitions on dual citizenship in the United States that considered the 

status condemnable and irredeemably contradictory.16 

 As part of the new self-determination policy, policymakers renounced termination and 

promoted the reinstatement of terminated tribes. President Richard Nixon formally disavowed 

termination policy in 1970. That same year, Menominee tribal members Ada Deer and James 

 
14 Richard Nixon, “Special Message to the Congress on Indian Affairs,” July 8, 1970, online by Gerhard Peters and 

John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/special-message-

the-congress-indian-affairs  

15 On multiculturalism see, for example, Gary Gerstle, American Crucible: Race and Nation in the Twentieth 

Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 347-357; Bruce J. Schulman, The Seventies: The Great Shift 

in American Culture Society and Politics (New York: Free Press, 2001), 53-77. 

16 For the history of dual citizenship in the United States, see, for example, Peter J. Spiro, At Home in Two 

Countries: The Past and Future of Dual Citizenship (New York: New York University Press, 2016); David A. 

Martin, “The United States and Dual Nationality: Past and Future,” In Defense of the Alien 24 (2001): 14–2. The 

Supreme Court case noted is Afroyim v. Rusk (387 U.S. 253 (1967)). 

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/special-message-the-congress-indian-affairs
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/special-message-the-congress-indian-affairs
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White organized the group “Determination of Rights and Unity for Menominee Stockholders” or 

DRUMS. They launched a robust public relations and lobbying campaign and sought to overturn 

Menominee termination, already the most well-publicized example of the failure of termination 

policy. President Richard Nixon signed the Menominee Restoration Act in December 1973, and 

in the early 1970s, other administratively terminated or previously unrecognized tribes also 

secured federal status.17   

In the 1970s, the incentives tied to federal recognition also mounted. Federal healthcare 

services for Indians in northeast Oklahoma increased and conspicuously differentiated tribal 

members from terminated and unterminated tribes. In 1975, Congress appropriated more than 

$450,000 to develop a new health facility in Miami for area tribes.18 To be staffed by twenty-four 

people, including a full-time physician, the clinic represented the realization of local advocacy 

for expanded health services for Indians since the 1920s. Operated by the Seneca-Cayuga Tribe 

in partnership with the Indian Health Service, the long-awaited facility formally opened in 

1978.19 To the typical Ottawa tribal member, who did not fully understand, let alone endorse, 

termination, their exclusion from health services seemed unjust. As Chief Lewis Barlow (Ani-

me-kee) noted in expressing one reason compelling Ottawa restoration, “We've made our own 

way and we've done all right. But our people saw what these other tribes were getting. They 

asked why they weren’t eligible.”20 In a letter to Speaker of the United States House of 

Representatives Carl Albert, Wyn Brumley Linthicum (Natno), a granddaughter of Chief Guy 

 
17 Klopotek, Recognition, 24-25. 

18 “Letter to 8 Tribal Leaders Explains Miami Clinic Plans,” Miami News-Record, July 21, 1975; “Risenhoover 

Praises Law,” The Daily Oklahoman, May 16, 1978; Velma Nieberding, “Moccasin Telegraph,” Miami News-

Record, October 17, 1976. 

19 Velma Nieberding, "Indian Clinic Hailed as Major Area Gain," Miami News-Record, April 30, 1978. 

20 “Northeast Oklahoma Tribes Benefits Favored,” Sapulpa Daily Herald, April 12, 1978. 
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Jennison (Che-she-beeg), singled out the lack of health services in articulating her desire for 

Ottawa restoration: “It would help my family so much to be able to use the Claremore Indian 

Hospital. We have spent a lot of money in the past years on hospital and doctor bills that could 

have been avoided if we were able to use the hospital.”21 

 Expanded health services were not the only tangible incentive toward reinstatement, and 

termination increasingly stymied and complicated Ottawa participation in the Inter-Tribal 

Council of Northeastern Oklahoma (ITC). Although from its founding the ITC made no 

distinction as to terminated or unterminated status, some federal agencies and grants did, and this 

created administrative and accounting difficulties. The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) criticized 

the ITC for including terminated tribes in the organization. To secure BIA grants, the Five Tribes 

Council, composed solely of the recognized tribes, had to be organized.22 As ITC leaders James 

Allen and Jake Whitecrow noted, “We have a situation of fellow Tribal leaders having to excuse 

other Tribal leaders from Board meetings and gatherings even though they know these 

terminated Tribes believe wholeheartedly in the advancement and betterment of the American 

Indian.”23 While historically federal status played little role in how area Indians viewed each 

other, termination created distinctions and marked how tribes and individuals interfaced with 

government agencies.  

 The most pressing federal inducement toward reinstatement involved ITC plans for the 

development of an industrial park. In 1968, the ITC adopted a resolution requesting that the 

federal government donate to the organization 114 acres of then unoccupied federal land that had 

 
21 Wyn Brumley Linthicum to Carl Albert, January 26, 1976, Carl Albert Papers, box DP 140, folder 46, CACRSC. 

22 Velma Nieberding, The History of Ottawa County (Miami, Oklahoma: Walsworth Publishing Company, 1983), 

238. 

23 James Allen and Jake Whitecrow to Dewey Bartlett, May 4, 1977, Dewey Bartlett Papers, box 36, folder 2, 

CACRSC. 
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formerly been part of the Seneca Indian School farming and dairy operations. The ITC intended 

to develop the land for industrial purposes to create employment opportunities for area Indians.24 

In 1968 and 1971, bills authorizing the bequest failed to get out of congressional committee.25 

Reinitiating the effort in 1973, the ITC requested the land be held in trust, rather than conveyed 

in fee, to allow the organization to attract industries more competitively; however, termination 

created difficulties. BIA officials objected to holding land for the ITC as “the United States has 

no special relationship with terminated Indians, who are no different from any other private 

citizen, and therefore is not in a position to donate Federal land to a group composed of such 

Indians.”26 

 Revised to address BIA concerns, the law conveying the 114 acres of land to the ITC 

imposed a deadline for Ottawa reinstatement.27 The endowment stipulated the federal 

government would hold the land in trust for the eight tribes of the ITC, but the terminated tribes 

would not have any right or interest in the land until they secured reinstatement. To avoid an 

indefinite cloud over ownership, the four area tribes for which termination legislation had been 

passed, the Ottawa, Wyandotte, Peoria, and Modoc Tribes, forfeited any right or interest in the 

land if they did not have their termination legislation overturned within five years of the passage 

 
24 Muscogee Area Office Director to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, October 3, 1968, Dewey Bartlett Papers, box 

34, folder 4, CACRSC. 

25 Robert Whitebird to Dewey Bartlett, April 5, 1973, Dewey Bartlett Papers, box 34, folder 4, CACRSC. 

26 Commissioner of Indian Affairs to Henry M. Jackson, May 13, 1974, White House Records Office: Legislation 

Case Files, box 19, folder “1/2/75 S2888 Trust Land Inter‑Tribal Council Miami Oklahoma,” Gerald R. Ford 

Presidential Library, Ann Arbor, Michigan. 

27 Public Law 93-588 
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of the legislation.28 Thus, if the Ottawas did not overturn termination by January 2, 1980, they 

relinquished their interest in the 114-acre site.29  

 

Debating Restoration   

 At their May 1973 general council meeting, the Ottawas formally adopted a resolution 

requesting restoration and listed the issues prompting them to seek the change. These included 

how termination had never been subject to tribal plebiscite and that “Indian citizens of other 

tribes within this locale have been enjoying the advantages of health services, educational 

opportunities, and business loans and guarantees.”30 From the loss of specific federal services to 

notions of equity, the resolution summarized a host of tangible and intangible rationales 

motivating the Ottawas. Echoing the grievances of other terminated communities, the Ottawa 

pursuit of restoration at first appears a predictable response to the injustice of termination and 

federal incentives tied to reinstatement; however, the Ottawa decision to seek restoration was far 

from inexorable.  

Intra-tribal debates over restoration reflected longstanding Ottawa intellectual traditions, 

and Ottawa leaders differed on the meanings and consequences of restoration. The rhetoric of 

self-determination policy characterized reinstatement as federal acknowledgement of inherent 

tribal sovereignty. Some Ottawa leaders pursued recognition in the belief it implied federal 

respect for tribal nationhood. Disillusioned by over a century of federal paternalism, other 

Ottawas greeted notions that federal supervision engendered self-determination with suspicion 

 
28 Robert Whitebird to Dewey Bartlett, June 10, 1974, White House Records Office: Legislation Case Files, box 19, 

folder “1/2/75 S2888 Trust Land Inter‑Tribal Council Miami Oklahoma,” Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library, Ann 

Arbor, Michigan. 

29 Dewey Bartlett to Legislative Counsel, October 6, 1975, Dewey Bartlett Papers, box 42, folder 18, CACRSC. 

30 Resolution, May 26, 1973, Carl Albert Papers, box LG 224, folder 26-27, CACRSC. 
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and skepticism. For these Ottawas, restoration threatened Ottawa self-determination by 

entangling Ottawas within a regime of colonial administration. Instead, these Ottawas looked 

toward the autonomy from federal authority attached to U.S. citizenship. Ottawas similarly 

differed on the practical consequences of recognition. For some, recognition signaled access to 

new programs and resources to achieve tribal aims. To others, these programs merely fostered 

dependency. Ultimately, tribal leaders differed in their evaluation of the advantages and 

liabilities of recognition. The consensus position embraced restoration but on the narrow grounds 

of the affirmative value of federal recognition for broader societal acknowledgement of the 

Ottawas as Indians. 

 Ottawa debates about restoration are embedded in speeches before federal officials and 

commissions and a remarkable series of interviews conducted during the tribal campaign to 

overturn termination. In May 1976, Charles Dawes and Ottawa Business Manager Robert 

Alexander spoke before a hearing of Task Force 10 of the American Indian Policy Review 

Commission (AIPRC) held at Seneca Indian School in Ottawa County. One month later, Lewis 

Barlow, Charles Dawes, Gene Jennison, and Guy Jennison Jr., all current or former tribal council 

members, participated in interviews Joseph Cash completed for the Indian Tribal Series book, 

The Ottawa People. As it would undermine their object, tribal leaders seldom articulated their 

ambivalence at the prospect of reinstatement in letters or speeches geared toward federal 

officials. Instead, in those venues, they performed the role expected of them in their 

renegotiation of tribal political status. In their private conversations with Cash, tribal anxieties 

surfaced. For their more trenchant critiques, some tribal leaders even requested that the views 

they expressed in certain portions of their interviews not be included in Cash’s book; however, 

the extant recordings retain these sections and provide unvarnished insight into how tribal 
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leaders viewed restoration three years into the campaign and two years before the passage of 

legislation restoring the Ottawas.  

 

Sovereign Claims or the Autonomy of U.S. Citizenship?  

 No Ottawa leader more ardently championed Ottawa restoration than Charles Dawes, and 

his advocacy for restoration embraced the language and rhetoric of the tribal sovereignty 

movement. Born in 1923, Dawes was raised on a ranch on the allotted Quapaw reservation. He 

attended the Quapaw powwow annually in childhood and grew up understanding more of the 

Quapaw language than the Ottawa language. As a youth, Dawes helped on the ranch by tending 

to the horses and assisting his father at the blacksmith shop. When airplanes, still a novelty in the 

area, flew overhead, Dawes would chase them until they were out of sight. After Pearl Harbor, 

Dawes segued this interest into service in the Air Force, and as a veteran of the Pacific Theatre in 

World War II, he survived a crash landing on Guadalcanal. After the war, Dawes became noted 

as a rodeo bull rider, college graduate, successful business executive, and freemason. Dawes also 

became a well-regarded powwow organizer, singer, and dancer as an adult.31  

 As with Clarence King (Ocquanoxcey), Dawes first became involved in tribal 

government with the advent of termination. At the contentious 1958 tribal meeting, Dawes tried 

to ameliorate the consequences of termination. He requested that Muscogee Area Director Paul 

Fickinger endorse an amendment that allottees retain property tax exemption for life. With 

termination legislation already passed, Fickinger refused and declared of termination, “it is law.” 

 
31 “In Memory of Chief Charles Dawes,” Adawe News 9, no. 3 (June 2001), 1; Charles Dawes, interview by Rita T 

Kohn and William Lynwood Montell, December 12, 1995, in Always a People: Oral Histories of Contemporary 

Woodland Indians (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008), 76-83. 
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In an uncharacteristically laconic retort, Dawes countered, “laws have been repealed before.”32 

Ultimately, Dawes' reply would prove a prescient commentary on the malleability of federal 

codifications, and he would help bring about the reversal of termination legislation he foretold. 

In 1962, Dawes won election as Second Chief and served in that capacity from 1962-1990, at 

which point he ascended to the position of chief. Following the death of Clarence King in 1972, 

Dawes became the principal ceremonial and spiritual leader of the Ottawas, a role that included 

bestowing Indian names and conducting funeral rites. Dawes’ varied background as a business, 

tribal, and ceremonial leader gave him ample experience speaking before large audiences, and he 

eloquently petitioned for Ottawa restoration in the 1970s.33 

 In his efforts toward reinstatement, Dawes enlisted the ready-made corpus of arguments 

centered on tribal sovereignty increasingly employed by tribal leaders across the United States. 

He marshaled these in his testimony before Task Force 10 of the AIPRC. In Dawes’ rendering, 

restoration implied federal recognition of tribal sovereignty.  

Some would ask the question, ‘why do Indian tribes want to be recognized as sovereign 

nations?’ I could be facetious and say we want such recognition in order to qualify for the 

biggest plum of all–foreign aid. But, I won’t say that. We want recognition for two 

reasons – one, it will restore validity to the scores of treaties that were purposely worded 

to be effective ‘so long as the grass grows and the river flows.’ Two, it will lend dignity 

to whatever programs the Federal Government funds for Indian people. In our dealings 

 
32 Ottawa General Council Meeting Minutes, May 3, 1958, Series 29, Ottawa General Council folder, Historic 

Oklahoma Collection, Oklahoma Historical Society, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. 

33 Dawes also published selectively. See, Charles Dawes, “Tribal Leaders see danger in use of blood 

quantum as eligibility standard,” The User Calumet (February/March 1986), 7-8. 
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with the government today we are too often cast in a bowed head, eyes downcast, hand 

extended posture.34  

To Dawes, termination was a “bad philosophy”35 that denied ongoing sovereignty and unjustly 

abrogated treaty agreements made in good faith by Native people. Mindful of the shifts in federal 

rhetoric, Dawes held restoration not only reestablished federal obligations but reoriented them as 

tendered out of respect for tribal sovereignty, not notions of Native poverty or incapacity. Dawes 

conceded the United States did not yet truly recognize tribes as “sovereign nations in the world 

community;” however, he held there was finally “a general recognition now that this trust 

relationship is more than making Indians wards of the government.”36 To Dawes, federal 

recognition of Ottawa sovereignty offered dignity and expanded opportunities.  

 Where Dawes observed meaningful change, tribal councilman Guy Jennison Jr. saw only 

stasis, and in opposing restoration, Jennison invoked the strain of tribal thought that equated 

recognition with entanglement in overbearing federal control. Instead, he looked toward 

alternative venues for tribal subsistence within the United States that Ottawas might exercise as 

U.S. citizens. When asked about restoration in 1976, Jennison belittled the notion, “let’s face it, 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs is an antique. It was established in 1870, over one hundred years 

ago, and they’re still following the same guidelines.”37 Portending the imminent elimination of 

the BIA, Jennison noted, “in the next few years…even these large reservations in the west will 

be run on their own governing body. They’re the only ones that's holding it [the BIA] in there, is 

 
34 Testimony of Charles Dawes before the American Indian Policy Review, Task Force 10, May 2, 1976, Subseries 

2.1, folder 138, Helen Maynor Scheirbeck Papers, WL, UNC. 

35 Charles Dawes interview by Joseph Cash, June 5, 1976, Interview 1019, AIRP, USD. 

36 Charles Dawes interview by Joseph Cash, June 5, 1976, Interview 1019, AIRP, USD. 

37 Guy Jennison Jr., interview by Joseph Cash, June 4, 1976, Interview 1018, AIRP, USD. 
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they got that vast amount of land, but they could set up a governing body that could lease and run 

that land as well as they [the BIA] could now.”38 While articulating a separate and ongoing 

existence for tribes, Jennison eschewed employing the rhetoric of separate sovereignty to pursue 

self-determination. Instead, Jennison looked to the autonomy of citizenship and saw centralized 

power as antithetical to liberty. A chairman of the Community Action Program (CAP) agency in 

Pitcher, Jennison look toward CAP’s goal of “maximum feasible participation” as a tool for self-

determination that circumvented BIA administration. While his views were enhanced by Ottawa 

traditions of working outside colonial administration, Jennison was not alone among Oklahoma 

Indians in seeing the potential of CAP as a tool for tribal self-determination.39 

 To Jennison, the Ottawas could achieve their objectives outside of colonial administration 

by harnessing their rights as U.S. citizens. Surprised by Jennison’s opposition to restoration, 

historian Joseph Cash questioned Jennison about the range of advantages accorded to recognized 

tribes. For each, Jennison provided an alternate means to accomplish the same end.  

Cash: What about healthcare, wouldn’t it be useful to have those BIA, those Public 

Health Hospitals?  

 

Jennison: Yes, it would, but now, there is other avenues under OEO [Office of 

Economic Opportunity] of healthcare…you have to go through the state for healthcare 

and if you put the pressure on them, you can get the healthcare. The welfare department 

in this state has plenty of money through the federal and local taxation that the elderly 

should be taken care of…  

 

Cash: What about the college scholarship programs that you could get? 

 

Jennison: We have that one, you know, up at Ottawa, Kansas...we had very few Ottawas 

in my lifetime take advantage of the Indian, the BIA schools. They work. I went to public 

schools, and I would not want to go to that BIA school. After going through the public 

 
38 Guy Jennison Jr., interview by Joseph Cash, June 4, 1976, Interview 1018, AIRP, USD. 

39 Daniel M Cobb has persuasively examined how some Oklahoma Indians harnessed the opportunities of CAP. See 

Daniel M. Cobb, “‘Us Indians Understand the Basics’: Oklahoma Indians and the Politics of Community Action, 

1964-1970,” Western Historical Quarterly XXXIII, no. 1 (spring 2002): 41-66; Daniel M. Cobb, “Philosophy of an 

Indian War: Indian Community Action in the Johnson Administration’s War on Indian Poverty, 1964-1968,” 

American Indian Culture and Research Journal 22, no. 2 (1998): 71-103. 
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schools and for all the acquaintances and contacts I made on Main Street, now, I can walk 

up and talk to them, where if I went to an Indian School, I could not. I would not know 

them.40  

 

As individuals and as a tribal organization, in Jennison’s estimation, relationships with 

organizations other than the BIA offered greater opportunities. On the tribal council since 1972, 

Jennison helped to establish Ottawa success under termination, and he glowingly compared it to 

Ottawa experiences with federal supervision. Federal administration had historically done 

precious little for the Ottawas. Jennison concluded, as his father had before him, liabilities 

outweighed benefits.  

 Embodied in the divergent perspectives of Dawes and Jennison lay a tension between a 

rights-equality framework and a nationalist-decolonization framework for staking Ottawa 

political claims. Dawes called for a revamped government-to-government relationship and 

invoked a resurgent nationalism to assert tribal power. In his narrative, Dawes foregrounds how 

the “government has certain obligations to the Indian people” stemming from the nation-to-

nation relationship. Drawing on history, Dawes related “we were treated as sovereign nations, 

and they [the United States] made treaties with us....although we couldn't enforce them the way 

international law treaties are normally enforced by fighting them, it doesn't relieve them of their 

obligation.”41 Deploying the language of sovereignty, Dawes insisted the Ottawas retained the 

“inherent power of any sovereign government except as those powers may have been qualified or 

limited by treaties.”42 In contrast, Jennison championed the powers Ottawas exercised outside of 

federal supervision as U.S. citizens. As his father had done, Jennison disavowed the 

 
40 Guy Jennison Jr., interview by Joseph Cash, June 4, 1976, Interview 1018, AIRP, USD. 

41 Charles Dawes interview by Joseph Cash, June 5, 1976, Interview 1019, AIRP, USD. 

42 Lewis Barlow and Charles Dawes, The Ottawa Indian Tribe of Oklahoma: Past, Present, Future (Miami, 

Oklahoma: Ottawa Indian Tribe of Oklahoma, 1981), 91.  
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constitutionally-provided place of tribes in American federalism, but he did not advocate for 

tribal elimination. Instead, Jennison refused to allow federal administration to serve as the arbiter 

of Ottawa self-determination. Reflecting on tribal success that followed termination, Jennison 

forcefully proclaimed, “we are forerunning the way to show how it’s supposed to go.”43  

 

Recognition: Self-Determination or Dependency? 

 In a rushed forty-five-minute Senate hearing on the restoration of federal recognition in 

1977, Chief Barlow encapsulated his views on restoration in the concluding remark of his short 

testimony, “We are not asking for a handout. We just want to be recognized as Indians.”44 

Rebuffing characterizations of restoration as a “handout,” Barlow sought to combat notions that 

the Ottawas either required federal services or desired services rendered on the premise of Indian 

poverty or incapacity.45 In this way, he pointed to the colonial dimensions of recognition 

abhorred by Jennison. At the same time, in denoting a desire “to be recognized as Indians,” 

Barlow expressed the value he placed on federal recognition of tribal nationhood more fully 

explicated by Dawes. Recognizing the benefits and drawbacks of restoration, Barlow embodied a 

consensus position that rejected characterizations of restoration as either benign or essential to 

the Ottawas.  

 
43 Guy Jennison Jr., interview by Joseph Cash, June 4, 1976, Interview 1018, AIRP, USD. 

44 Testimony of Lewis Barlow, September 27, 1977, in U.S. Congress, Senate, Select Committee on Indian Affairs, 

Federal Recognition of Certain Indian Tribes, 95th Cong., 1st sess. (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 

Office, 1977), 15 
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and federal interference that rested on premises of Native incapacity. For the continuation of this perspective on the 

justification for services for Indian people in the self-determination era, Philip S. Deloria, “The Era of Indian Self-
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 Lewis Barlow differed with those who thought federal recognition unequivocally 

advanced tribal self-determination. An exchange between Lewis Barlow and former tribal 

council member Gene Jennison, a cousin of Guy Jennison Jr., showcased Barlow’s concerns 

about reinstatement. Joseph Cash captured the discussion during his interview with Gene in 

1976. As the Ottawas actively campaigned for restoration, Barlow and Jennison requested that 

their comments not feature in the book, but the audiotapes preserved this portion of the 

interview.   

Barlow: I think we are better off being terminated than we would be if we weren’t 

terminated. We’ve been able to take care of ourselves. We don’t stand on the corner 

waiting for somebody for a handout, but still the Tribe’s desire is to get back in, see. 

We’ve made our own way, boy I’ll tell you, we are not asking for any relief or anything, 

and I think we are financially better off than any one of the eight tribes [of Ottawa 

County]… 

 

Jennison: Here is what I feel about this. The United States government or anybody does 

not exactly owe us as individuals anything, but they owe a little old tribe that they have 

goofed from one end of the eastern seaboard, Canada, Ohio, Indiana, Kansas, down to 

here. They tried to do away with us like vermin as far as I am concerned, but we 

survived.  

 

Barlow: We’ve been able to pay our own hospital bills, we’ve been able to educate our 

own kids too, cause we’ve done it. Some of these other people, they want a ride. See, 

they are waiting to be fed, waiting to be doctored. All I think, just give me back and say, 

'you’re an Indian.' That’s all I want them to tell me. I don’t want any free hospital, I don’t 

want any of that other free stuff, myself. If our kids start in doing that way, if they start 

growing up as a little guy, them feeding him, when he is little like that, he is going to 

grow right up looking for it. 

 

Jennison: I think if I had had just a little help my folks could have sent me to college, but 

if I ever had the desire strong enough, I could have made it. I know that, but I do think 

that part is coming, that’s reasonable. I’d like to keep it as a Tribe and be reinstated 

[Barlow: As an Indian] because there is some needy elements. It’s not all well. There is 

people that needs to go to the Indian hospital. [Barlow: But not many] The cost of health 

insurance. There is a lot of people that is not eligible that is not up to 65 or 62. 

 

Barlow: But, overall, they is on social security, and they is able to take care of 

themselves, and the young ones now they are pretty well taken care of.46   

 

 
46 Gene Jennison, with Lewis Barlow, interview by Joseph Cash, June 3, 1976, Interview 1022, AIRP, USD. 
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As the exchange suggests, both saw the value of recognition, but their perspectives diverged on 

the implications of federal services for Indian people. In his private discussion with Gene 

Jennison and Joseph Cash, Barlow disclosed a marked ambivalence at the programs and 

privileges tied to federal acknowledgement.  

 Barlow perceived federal services as a path toward dependency that jeopardized Ottawa 

self-determination. In praising their sponsorship for tribal restoration, policymakers related how 

the Ottawas “lost eligibility for a considerable number of beneficial programs” and maintained 

Ottawas were “understandably eager to again be federally recognized so they may work toward 

self-determination.”47 In contrast, Barlow feared that restoration might inculcate Ottawa reliance 

on federal programs and delegated authorities. Interrupting Gene to contradict his statements, 

Barlow challenged the suggestion the Ottawas required federal assistance to achieve tribal 

priorities. The Menominees secured restoration in part by stressing the disastrous consequences 

of the termination of federal services and trust protections.48 Barlow resisted the suggestion 

Ottawa desires for restoration derived from an existential need for federal support. Instead, he 

denigrated gifts of colonial administration presumed to be positive as impositions.  

  In his public testimony, Barlow refused to validate the federal government’s assertion 

that tribal identity and self-determination were contingent of federal recognition. Barlow rejected 

the assertions of policymakers that Ottawas “felt a distinct loss of identity, both as individuals 

and as a tribal community, as a result of the loss of federal recognition.”49 In a letter to Congress, 

he noted “after August 3, 1959, the date our termination act became effective, our tribal members 

 
47 Dewey F. Bartlett, “News Release,” February 17, 1976, Dewey Bartlett Papers, box 48, folder 4, CACRSC. 

48 Stephen J. Herzberg, “The Menominee Indians: Termination to Restoration,” American Indian Law Review 6, no. 

1 (1978): 143-86.  

49 Dewey F. Bartlett, “News Release,” February 17, 1976, Dewey Bartlett Papers, box 48, folder 4, CACRSC. 
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and tribal leaders have continued to identify very strongly with our tribe and our tribal heritage. 

We have continued to conduct tribal council meetings and maintain strong ties despite a lack of 

Federal recognition and despite not receiving the benefits and services from the Federal 

government as a federally recognized tribe.”50 Barlow realized policymakers expected tribal 

leaders to laud the status to which the Ottawas aspired, but he carefully couched his appeals. 

While declining to portray tribal identity or self-determination as contingent on federal 

acknowledgement, Barlow highlighted other areas where federal and tribal perspectives 

coalesced. He disclaimed the lack of a tribal plebiscite on termination, expressed the desire of the 

Ottawas to participate in the 114-acre tract recently donated to the ITC, and noted Ottawas had 

been barred from participating in some federal programs.51 When mentioning Ottawa exclusion 

from federal programs, however, Barlow generally deemphasized Ottawa need and highlighted 

how the inequitable allocation of services undermined societal appraisals of tribal nationhood.52 

  

The Affirmative Value of Recognition  

 The services the federal government offered Indian people proved a less seductive 

enticement toward restoration than how their denial suggested the Ottawas were no longer 

Indians. As a surprised Joseph Cash remarked in one of his interviews, “I am really fascinated by 

your attitude toward reinstatement, the fact that I haven’t run across anybody that really wants 

the government’s bucks, they just want the recognition more than anything 

 
50 Lewis Barlow to the Select Committee on Indian Affairs [undated], in U.S. Congress, Senate, Select Committee 

on Indian Affairs, Federal Recognition of Certain Indian Tribes, 95th Cong., 1st sess., September 27, 1977 

(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1977), 90. 

51 Ibid., 87-93. 

52 Ibid., 90-91. 
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else…psychologically just to say, by god, they recognized us.”53 In seeking termination in the 

1950s, tribal leaders had never intended to shed their Ottawa identity, nor had they endeavored 

toward the complete assimilation federal officials had so long desired in the decades that 

followed. Nevertheless, termination carried the implication that the Ottawas had been eliminated. 

As Robert Alexander complained, “there has been discrimination in some parts of our area. 

Sometimes even our own Indian brothers are told that we are not even Indian because you are 

not recognized.”54 The lack of federal recognition called into question Ottawa legitimacy.55 

While contemplating the tradeoffs involved in the decision, tribal leaders accepted reinstatement 

in colonial administration as the price of federal affirmation. 

 The increasing importance of federal recognition for the Ottawas mirrored national 

developments. As American society embraced multicultural diversity, Americans of various 

backgrounds began articulating claims to rights and privileges based in cultural, racial, and 

gender identities.56 To combat racialization, leaders of the tribal sovereignty movement 

differentiated their claims from those of other groups by underscoring the political standing of 

tribes. As a result, tribal relations with the federal government grew in significance as a marker 

of distinction. The growing benefits accorded Indian people based on political standing added 

weight to federal acknowledgement. In 1974, the Supreme Court in Morton v. Mancari defended 

 
53 Gene Jennison, with Lewis Barlow, interview by Joseph Cash, June 3, 1976, Interview 1022, AIRP, USD. 

54 Testimony of Robert Alexander, July 14, 1977, in U.S. Congress, House, Subcommittee on Indian Affairs and 

Public Lands, Relating to Certain Tribes in Oklahoma and Oregon. 95th Cong., 1st sess. (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1977), 22. 
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the preferential hiring of Indians by holding the preference derived from the separate political 

status of Indians, not their racial identity. These developments drove a deeper wedge between 

federally recognized tribes and those who lacked that distinction. By the mid-1970s, a 

contentious recognition politics reached a fever pitch across Indian country.57 Leaders of some 

recognized tribes increasingly policed federal programs and grants to limit the participation of 

unrecognized communities. They argued the extension of federal services to unrecognized 

groups contributed to the racialization of Indian identity and threatened to undermine tribal 

sovereignty.58  

The growing emphasis placed on a political relationship with the federal government 

contributed to the reification of federal recognition as determinative of “authentic” Indian 

identity. In their efforts to protect tribal political claims, hardline tribal sovereignty advocates 

even had the temerity to insist on the enforcement of termination legislation.59 Unrecognized 

tribes presumed to have some black ancestry faced the brunt of increasing antagonism and 

hostility from some federally recognized tribes.60 Ottawas often possessed a strikingly low blood 

quantum, but as Ottawas almost invariably intermarried with whites or other Indians, they rarely 

faced racially-charged challenges to their authenticity. Nevertheless, the Ottawas were subject to 
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the same federal and tribal challenges to their authenticity as other unrecognized groups and 

encountered increasing hostility and discrimination based on recognition status.61 

As Native identity became an increasingly coveted status, Ottawas sought federal 

recognition as an imprimatur of their legitimacy. Scholars have cogently pointed to a sharp 

increase in individuals self-identifying as Native American in the 1970s.62 Lewis Barlow echoed 

this judgement and noted “everybody is trying to get on, to be an Indian, now, around here. 

People that never thought about it before are trying to get on the rolls. It didn't used to be that 

way.”63 This trend in self-identification reflected a growing societal awareness of Native culture. 

Remarking on this, Gene Jennison noted, “the whole culture through the United States is people 

are wearing Indian jewelry and ecology is Indian. Advertisements on television with the Indian 

crying and like streams polluted, and the people are more conscious.”64 Although others newly 

self-identified as Native, Gene Jennison pointedly differentiated the Ottawas by noting, “we was 

proud of our Indian blood a long time before television came along, or we wouldn't have worked 

as hard as we did.”65 As claims to Indian identity increased, federal recognition became a 

significant marker of authenticity. 

 Ottawas foremost sought recognition as a useful affirmation of their Indian identity. 

Bringing Joseph Cash’s book, The Ottawa People, to hearings on recognition in 1977, Robert 

Alexander rebutted the notion the Ottawas no longer existed: “Why is there so much interest in 
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American Indians that do not exist? Because, gentlemen, they do exist.”66 The Ottawas deserved, 

in Alexander’s words, to take their “rightful and proper place as American Indians—recognized 

by the U.S. Government…Not terminated, not concluded, not told they do not exist—American 

Indians recognized as such and proud to be Americans.”67 Divided over the efficacy and 

implications of reinstatement, Ottawa leaders reconciled divergent conclusions on grounds that 

full societal recognition as Indians required restoration. Identity represents the product of internal 

and external ascription.68 Always a heterogeneous group, societal definitions and federal 

recognition had seldom informed how Ottawas defined themselves. While refusing to view 

federal codifications as authoritative, Ottawas pursued federal recognition as the lack of a federal 

designation threatened Ottawa opportunities and perceptions of their legitimacy.   

 

The Compulsory Campaign 

 After concluding to reverse termination, Ottawas inaugurated a political campaign to 

achieve that objective. Far from reluctant to yield the political authority to which the Ottawas 

aspired, federal officials actively encouraged Ottawa reinstatement. Federal policies and 

incentives created the conditions prompting the Ottawas to seek restoration, federal dictates 

structured Ottawa restoration efforts, and federal agencies entirely funded the Ottawa campaign. 

To policymakers, the Ottawa campaign was the objective. Oklahoma politicians who 

championed Ottawa restoration bent Ottawa activism to their own ends. They used the Ottawas 
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to position themselves as earnest supporters of Indian people and espouse the value of federal 

codifications and delineations of tribal self-determination.69 To achieve their aims, Ottawas 

complied with federal expectations by harnessing their network of relationships to elicit broad 

public support and numerous letters of endorsement. Thus, Ottawa desires for the opportunities 

afforded by restoration intersected with the aim of policymakers to delimit the scope of tribal 

authority, and both Ottawas and federal officials seized the potential to achieve their own goals. 

Ottawas began restoration efforts in 1972. By this time, the Menominee had already 

initiated their campaign for restoration. The initial Ottawa attempt to work through the BIA 

faltered. Ottawas first requested restoration at a March 1972 meeting between eastern Oklahoma 

tribes and Commissioner of Indian Affairs Louis R. Bruce held at Tahlequah. Charles Dawes, 

then acting-chief following the death of Clarence King, and Rev. Morgan Burgin attended as 

tribal representatives, and the Ottawas, Peorias, and Modocs each requested restoration. Tribal 

leaders from sixteen Oklahoma tribes, including all the principal chiefs of the Five Civilized 

Tribes, approved a resolution supporting the undertaking.70 While Commissioner Bruce 

promised to help the tribes draft legislation,71 the meeting left T.J. Perry, BIA Superintendent of 

the Miami Agency Office, doubtful that the BIA would champion Ottawa efforts. Perry 

characterized Bruce’s response to the terminated tribes as “we are working on two or three small 
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tribes in California, and we’ll just add your names to the list.”72 While the California tribes also 

struggled to secure restoration through the BIA and resorted to the courts,73 the Ottawas 

benefitted from their location in a conservative state with a large Indian population and secured 

support in the political branches of government. 

 Dewey Bartlett, a United States Senator for Oklahoma and member of the Republican 

Party, became the principal congressional advocate for Ottawa restoration, and he supported 

Ottawa aspirations as a welcome counterpoint to overtly subversive AIM (American Indian 

Movement) protests and political demonstrations. Even before entering national politics, Bartlett 

displayed a marked hostility toward activist groups. Responding to a climate he described as one 

of “riots and campus disturbances,”74 in 1968 Bartlett, then Governor of Oklahoma, established 

an investigative agency that aimed to, in his words, thwart “the rioter, the bomber, the dynamiter 

who preys on the innocent citizen.”75 In 1970, the American Civil Liberties Union sued 

Governor Bartlett for investigating individuals and organizations opposing the Vietnam War and 

thereby casting a pale over lawful political protest. Even as his investigative agency became a 

contentious election issue, Bartlett continued to avow the necessity of its probes.76 Elected to the 

United States Senate in 1972, Bartlett carved out a role as an important voice in Native American 
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Affairs. In 1977, he secured a post as ranking minority member on the newly-established Senate 

Select Committee on Indian Affairs.  

For Bartlett, the Ottawas represented an opportunity to champion multicultural diversity 

while denouncing militant Indian activism. Unlike Red Power activists, Ottawa tribal leaders 

worked decidedly within existing structures to achieve their aims. As Charles Dawes related 

regarding the Ottawa campaign for restoration, “we did not rise up in anger—we did not hang a 

little sign on our shoulder and march in protest—if we had we would probably landed in 

jail…we became a confederation of ‘joiners.’ We joined the National Congress of American 

Indians and the Inter-Tribal Council and we sought out membership on various boards and in 

various organizations.”77 Mirroring a national trend, the militancy of AIM activism rendered 

moderate groups more appealing,78 and eager to curry favor with his Oklahoma Indian 

constituents while maintaining his commitment to stifling left-wing activism, Bartlett regarded 

Ottawa reinstatement as a pragmatic cause to sponsor.  

 The Ottawa campaign for restoration allowed Bartlett to enhance his reputation as an 

earnest advocate for Indian people. As a senator, Bartlett regularly denigrated AIM leaders, 

calling them, among other things, individuals whose “only claim to renown are criminal records 

ranging from assault to armed robbery.”79 In contrast, he lauded his own work with tribes as 

Governor of Oklahoma where “tribal government, business and local leaders all worked together 
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to restore to the Indian his proper share of the action and the responsibility which goes with that 

share.”80 A supporter of Indian sovereignty, if contained within government-established 

parameters, Bartlett became an outspoken advocate for reinstatement and touted his efforts on 

behalf of the Ottawas as an example of his commitment to his Indian constituents.81 In a speech 

at the National Congress of American Indians convention in Tulsa in November 1973, Bartlett 

gave a full-throated endorsement of Menominee restoration, and he added that “the state of 

Oklahoma has three tribes which were terminated back then, and I believe their wishes of 

reinstatement as a federally recognized tribe should be respected and accommodated also.”82  

 Federal officials directed and funded Ottawa reinstatement activities. Starting in fall 

1973, tribal leaders from the terminated tribes of Ottawa County closely coordinated their efforts 

with Senator Bartlett’s staff to “determine the direction required to initiate reinstatement.”83 

Assured Bartlett would eventually introduce legislation, tribal leaders adhered to congressional 

directives on how to proceed.84 In January 1974, members of the ITC met with the director of the 

Office of Native American Programs (ONAP) about funds newly available to Oklahoma tribes 

for the development of “community programming designed to enhance self-determination.”85 

Shortly thereafter, in March of 1974, the ITC submitted a multifaceted proposal requesting 

$648,000 that included funds for the terminated tribes of Ottawa County to pursue 
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reinstatement.86 Successful in obtaining the grant, in August 1974 the leaders of the terminated 

Modoc, Peoria, and Ottawa tribes hired Robert Alexander, a Creek Indian and local alcohol 

rehabilitation counselor, to serve as their Business Manager and spearhead the restoration 

effort.87 Using the same pool of ONAP funds, in 1975 the terminated tribes retained John 

Ghostbear as attorney to assist in drafting model legislation.88 Although the economic condition 

of Ottawa tribal government had improved by the 1970s, tribal leaders expended no tribal funds 

for salaries or travel and derived funding for the restoration campaign entirely from ONAP.89 

Thus, while one unit of the federal government required the Ottawas to initiate a public relations 

campaign another furnished the means to accomplish the task. 

Ottawas harnessed their network of relationships to elicit the wide-ranging support 

demanded by federal officials. As Robert Alexander related, “during my visits to the 

congressman’s office in Washington, D.C., I was instructed to get as many letters of support 

from the Oklahoma leaders, both Indians and non-Indian, as possible.”90 Alexander himself 

questioned the necessity of this process before the AIPRC: “Why must we have to ask the non-

Indian for his support; why must we request letters of support from all the Oklahoma 

Congressional leaders; why must we go to the other tribes and ask for their support. It wasn’t the 

non-Indian who terminated us. Nor was it the past leaders on the State level. Nor was it the 
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Indian people. It was the United States Congress and the BIA!”91 Despite these misgivings, tribal 

leaders adhered to federal expectations and secured numerous endorsements of their effort.92 As 

Charles Dawes summarized, “we went to the mayor of Miami, the Governor of Oklahoma, other 

Inter-Tribal Councils, County Officers, Civic Leaders, Indian Organizations, and the Indian 

Policy Review Commission and Congressional Leaders from Oklahoma, Arkansas, South 

Dakota, and everywhere else we had a contact.”93  

 A series of federal hearings created a platform for the Ottawas to advocate for restoration. 

The AIPRC provided the first large public venue where the Ottawas affirmed their desire for 

restoration. Established by Congress in 1975, the AIPRC’s mission included assessing existing 

government practices and developing recommendations for implementing the new federal goal 

of tribal self-determination.94 Jake Whitecrow, the Executive Director of the ITC and a former 

Chairman of the Quapaw Tribe, served as one of the representatives for federally recognized 

tribes on the AIPRC. As one of the eleven task forces of the AIPRC, each focusing on a different 

study area, Task Force 10 assessed the issues faced by terminated and non-federally recognized 

Indian tribes. The terminated tribes of Ottawa County received special consideration. Task Force 

10 held only fifteen hearings to address issues faced by over one-hundred terminated or 

unrecognized tribes across the United States. One of those hearings was held at Seneca Indian 

School in Ottawa County, Oklahoma, specifically to address the issues of the four, local 

 
91 Testimony of Robert Alexander before the American Indian Policy Review, Task Force 10, May 2, 1976, 

Subseries 2.1, folder 138, Helen Maynor Scheirbeck Papers, WL, UNC. 

92 Lewis Barlow, interview by Joseph Cash, June 3, 1976, Interview 1022, AIRP, USD; Robert Alexander, interview 

by Colt Coffin, September 1, 2007, SOC: 30152 Indigenous People in the Contemporary World Collection, 

Gangwish Library, Ottawa University, Ottawa, Kansas. 

93 Charles Dawes, “Now the Death Song Can Stop,” May 21, 1978, Biographical Files, Dawes folder, OTO-HAL. 

94 Public Law 93–580. 
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terminated tribes.95 Robert Alexander and Charles Dawes, both close friends of Jake Whitecrow, 

spoke on behalf of Ottawa restoration at the gathering. The final report of Task Force 10, 

released later in 1976, espoused the efficacy of reinstatement. It called for the formulation of a 

national restoration policy and “for Congress to correct its mistake as quickly and decisively as 

the mistake was made during the 1950's.”96 

 Congressional hearings on Ottawa restoration sparked neither debate nor opposition. A 

House hearing in July 1977 paired the terminated tribes of Ottawa County with Oregon tribes 

who had been terminated. Instructed by Senator Bartlett’s staff that they should “present a very 

thorough and detailed testimony on the legislation,”97 Ottawa leaders submitted extensive 

documentation on tribal history and their desire for restoration; however, the hearing featured 

only brief testimony by Alexander and Ghostbear and documents submitted for the record by 

tribal leaders.98 Although Chief Barlow and Jack Robinson, an Ottawa tribal council member and 

Mayor of Miami, Oklahoma, appeared as witnesses at the Senate hearings held in September 

1977, only a few sentences from each of them sufficed to assuage any congressional doubts 

about restoration.99 Introduced by Senator Bartlett as S.661, the bill restoring all four of the 

terminated tribes of Ottawa County passed the Senate in November 1977, passed the House of 

Representatives with administrative amendments by a vote of 368-33 in April 1977, and after 

 
95 American Indian Policy Review Commission, Task Force Ten, Report on Terminated and Nonfederally 

Recognized Indians: Final Report to the American Policy Review Commission/Task Force Ten (Washington: U.S. 

Government Printing Office, 1976) 1720-1722. 

96 American Indian Policy Review Commission, Report on Terminated and Nonfederally Recognized Indians, 1649. 

97 “Memorandum,” August 6, 1976, Dewey Bartlett Papers, box 42, folder 18, CACRSC. 

98 U.S. Congress, House, Subcommittee on Indian Affairs and Public Lands, Relating to Certain Tribes in Oklahoma 

and Oregon. 95th Cong., 1st sess., July 14, 1977 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1977), 18-27.  

99 Testimony of Lewis Barlow and Jack Robinson, September 27, 1977, in U.S. Congress, Senate, Select Committee 

on Indian Affairs, Federal Recognition of Certain Indian Tribes, 95th Cong., 1st sess. (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1977), 15. 
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approval of the amendments by the Senate, was signed into law by President Jimmy Carter on 

May 15, 1978.100  

 For federal officials, Ottawa restoration reinforced progressive narratives of federal 

recognition as an aspirational status reflecting the virtues of American liberal values. 

The most prominent aspect of Ottawa restoration was not the hostility and opposition tribal 

leaders had to surmount but the conspicuous lack thereof. Across agencies, the federal 

government acted well-disposed toward Ottawa efforts. At the 1977 Senate hearing, Forrest 

Gerard, Assistant Secretary for Indian Affairs, characterized Ottawa reinstatement as “merely an 

extension of the more positive policy of trying to bring these tribes back in under the umbrella of 

Federal recognition.”101 To policymakers, restoration signified a progressive shift in federal-

tribal relations, and Ottawa advocacy symbolically validated and legitimated this form of 

colonial rule.  

 While serving as a useful symbol for politicians, Ottawa restoration also came at a 

conveniently small cost for the federal government. The estimated annual cost to provide 

services to all four terminated tribes amounted to a paltry $100,000. As Gerard noted at the 1977 

hearing, “prorated all the way across the Bureau's budget, I think the impact would be rather 

insignificant.”102 Similarly, in terms of sovereign authority, the federal government surrendered 

little. In a press release, Senator Bartlett boasted about the limited scope of reinstatement, noting 

“they are not asking that any tribal or individual lands be taken from the tax roll and placed 

 
100 Public Law 95-281; “Tribes to be Funded,” Clovis News Journal, April 13, 1978. In total, the effort to secure this 

shift in status took six years; the campaigns for the Treaty of 1862, allotment in 1892, and arguably, termination in 

the 1950s had all taken longer to finalize. 

101 Testimony of Forrest Gerard, September 27, 1977, in U.S. Congress, Senate, Select Committee on Indian Affairs, 

Federal Recognition of Certain Indian Tribes, 95th Cong., 1st sess. (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 

Office, 1977), 12. 

102 Ibid. 
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under trust,” and this was restoration “only for purposes of establishing eligibility for federal, 

state, and local programs for Indians.”103 Ottawa restoration occurred years prior to the advent of 

large-scale tribal gaming, and hunting, fishing, and water rights that generated opposition toward 

other restoration efforts did not apply to Ottawa treaties.104 Thus, Ottawa restoration seemingly 

posed few liabilities for policymakers. 

 While portrayed by federal officials as an acknowledgement of Ottawa sovereignty, in 

reality, the politics of Ottawa reinstatement aimed to make manifest the value of subsistence 

within federal confines. With the federal government simultaneously espousing and threatened 

by the concept of tribal self-determination, Native endorsement of federal codifications and 

delineations of the scope of Native sovereignty had value. As with Ottawa efforts to secure U.S. 

citizenship, federal assertions of authority were buttressed by the Ottawa pursuit of recognition. 

Pursuing restoration with ambivalence, Ottawas recognized the federal government’s self-

serving commitment to tribal self-determination, and as in their engagements with U.S. 

citizenship, Ottawas refused to be subsumed within federal imaginaries. 

 

Conclusion  

 On May 21, 1978, the four terminated tribes of Ottawa County joined together at the 

Quapaw Tribal Longhouse to celebrate restoration, and representatives from all the area tribes 

joined in. Those receiving special recognition included Robert Alexander, the chiefs of the newly 

reinstated tribes, and Hazel Elbert, an aide to Senator Dewey Bartlett. Although cooks had 

prepared for six hundred guests to partake in the shared feast, seven hundred and fifty people 

 
103 Dewey F. Bartlett, “News Release,” February 17, 1976, Dewey Bartlett Papers, box 48, folder 4, CACRSC. 

104 Charles F. Wilkinson, The People Are Dancing Again: The History of the Siletz Tribe of Western Oregon 

(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2010), 315-317. 
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ultimately attended, and the event included dancing, praying, and a keynote address by Charles 

Dawes.105 Juxtaposing the capriciousness and malleability of federal policies and commitments 

in the face of enduring tribal nationhood, Dawes closed his speech noting, “With the help of the 

younger generations who are here and those yet to come—we promise that when the sun comes 

up tomorrow in Oklahoma there will always be Wyandottes, Peorias, Modocs, and Ottawas here 

to greet it (to borrow a phrase) ‘for as long as the grass grows and the river flows.’”106   

 In 1978, the Ottawas rejoined the ranks of federally recognized tribes. It was a triumph of 

Ottawa political acumen and organizational abilities, but it did not define the Ottawas. In 1982, 

four years after restoration, when the Reagan administration slashed the federal budget for Indian 

Affairs, Chief Lewis Barlow faced the reductions with a calm born from experience. Leaders of 

other tribes feared the ramifications.107 Barlow confidently declared, the cutback “will affect us a 

lot, but they won’t hurt us a lot…we were reinstated in 1978, but we got along pretty good 

without the government.”108 Reinstatement notwithstanding, Chief Barlow and the Ottawas 

refused the limitations of federal codifications. Instead, like their ancestors, they maintained their 

own understanding of their community and continued to navigate settler colonialism within and 

through multiple dimensions of American society. 

 
105 Nieberding, The History of Ottawa County, 239; Velma Nieberding, “Four Tribes Celebrate Restoration at 

Beaver Springs,” Miami News-Record, May 22, 1978. 

106 Charles Dawes, “Now the Death Song Can Stop,” May 21, 1978, Biographical Files, Dawes folder, OTO-HAL. 

107 Castile, Taking Charge, 52-56. 

108 Susan Campbell, “To Indians Program Cuts Mean More Broken Treaties,” Joplin Globe, May 2, 1982. 
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CONCLUSION 

Following the enactment of tribal termination in 1959, employees at the Claremore Indian 

Hospital in Oklahoma tacked a hand-written sign on the wall of the admissions office that said 

“Ottawas, Peorias, and Modocs not admitted.”1 As those signs went up, signs barring black 

people from schools, businesses, and public accommodations started coming down across the 

United States. These contrasting events expose the enduring contradictions and entanglements 

between expanding democracy and dispossession embedded in the American national project. 

Permitting substantive citizenship for blacks challenged the racial hierarchy based in white 

supremacy that had long defined the United States but reinforced progressive narratives of 

American civic nationalism.2 In contrast, policymakers could not reconcile American liberal 

pretentions with ongoing colonialism, and as they had many times prior, they endeavored to 

facilitate tribal elimination under the cloak of democratic ideals and equal rights through the 

extension of U.S. citizenship. As the existence of the United States is still legitimated on 

assertions of liberal values and popular democracy, the ongoing existence of Native nations 

 
1 Charles Dawes, “Now the Death Song Can Stop,” May 21, 1978, Biographical Files, Dawes folder, Ottawa Tribe 

of Oklahoma History Archives Library, Miami, Oklahoma. 

2 Gary Gerstle, American Crucible: Race and Nation in the Twentieth Century (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 2001), 238-270. 
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continues to challenge the moral foundations of the United States,3 and U.S. citizenship remains 

a site of contested meaning.4 

Starting in the 1850s, Ottawas actively pursued substantive citizenship by engaging 

federal policies intending tribal elimination. To the dismay of federal officials, those efforts 

never resulted in the disappearance of the Ottawas. This dissertation research has proceeded from 

the supposition that Ottawa motivations in pursuing substantive U.S. citizenship by engaging 

eliminatory policies went beyond merely the elimination via assimilation coveted by 

policymakers. In the process, it has revealed how Ottawas harnessed U.S. citizenship in their 

struggle for power with the federal government and used U.S. citizenship in conjunction with 

their political and social formations, practices, and patterns of movement to pursue a place for 

their community within the United States. The failure of federal policies to eliminate the Ottawas 

only becomes intelligible by examining Ottawa perspectives and practices.  

First naturalized as U.S. citizens in Kansas via treaties in the 1860s, Ottawas acquired 

formal U.S. citizenship to avoid removal and federal maladministration; however, Ottawas 

refused to relinquish their tribal polity as policymakers intended. With U.S. citizenship premised 

on tribal erasure, federal officials barred Ottawas from substantive citizenship, and Ottawas 

remained subject to Indian Office authority. In the decades that followed, Ottawas looked to 

escape this federal control by obtaining substantive citizenship. To that end, Ottawas repeatedly 

embraced policies intending tribal elimination, including allotment in the late nineteenth century 

 
3 See, for example, Alyosha Goldstein, “Colonialism, Constituent Power, and Popular Sovereignty,” J19: The 

Journal of Nineteenth-Century Americanists 2, no. 1 (2014): 148-153; Adam Dahl, Empire of the People: Settler 

Colonialism and the Foundations of Modern Democratic Thought (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2018), 1-

22; Mark Rifkin, “Indigenizing Agamben: Rethinking Sovereignty in Light of the ‘Peculiar’ Status of Native 

Peoples,” Cultural Critique 73 (Fall 2009), 96-99. 

4 See, for example, Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life Across the Borders of Settler States (Duke 

University Press, 2014), 1-36. 
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and tribal termination in the 1950s. In defiance of federal imaginaries, Ottawas did not disappear. 

Instead, they adapted longstanding attributes of tribal life to ensconce their community within the 

dominant society. 

This dissertation dislodges dominant progressive narratives of U.S. citizenship that 

obfuscate the place of the United States as a colonial project. Legislators crafting the rights and 

definitions of U.S. citizenship did not fathom that Native people would use the status to secure 

autonomy from colonial administration. This dissertation demonstrates the Ottawa pursuit of 

U.S. citizenship reflected not the virtues of American values, but a desire to escape illiberal 

colonial administration imposed by the United States. This study reveals how policymakers used 

U.S. citizenship to rationalize settler colonial expansion and facilitate tribal dispossession and the 

destruction of collective autonomy. In this way, this research displaces narratives that view the 

extension of U.S. citizenship as a harbinger of freedom and equality. 

Drawing on a methodology that centers Ottawa perspectives, this research surfaces 

subversive Native modes of engagement with U.S. citizenship and reinserts Native people as 

historical actors in narratives of U.S. citizenship from which they are so often erased. In the heart 

of the expanding American empire, the Ottawas used the authorities that U.S. citizenship 

conferred to pursue their own goals. After obtaining a point of access to American identity 

through U.S. citizenship, Ottawas then worked within American society to retain their 

community. In assessing Ottawa advocacy for U.S. citizenship, this research has refused to 

privilege fantasies of tribal elimination. Instead, by understanding events within the context of 

Ottawa community dynamics and intellectual traditions, this research underscores the creative 

ways Native people sustained their communities through the very legal regimes intended to 

destroy them. This dissertation intervenes in histories of U.S. citizenship by elevating a tribal 
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campaign for civil rights that differs in both form and intention from the activism of other 

excluded minority populations.  

Ottawa experiences can inform present and future Native activism by pointing to the 

opportunities and limitations of using U.S. citizenship to navigate settler colonialism. As 

Ottawas did, tribal nations can leverage federal policies for their own ends and refashion them to 

support their contemporary social and political objectives; however, for the Ottawas, these tactics 

often failed to produce the desired results. In hindsight, U.S. citizenship often did little to abate 

intrusive colonial administration and generally accelerated dispossession. Enmeshment within 

American society also came at the cost of language and cultural loss. Ultimately, engaging U.S. 

citizenship represents a defensive tactic of survival that does little to dismantle settler colonial 

domination. 

While not posited as a model for emulation, Ottawa experiences encourage a 

reassessment of the liberatory possibilities of U.S. citizenship. This research underscores the 

poisoned roots of U.S. citizenship and the stultifying indignity of domestic dependent nationhood 

as colonial structures. Rather than looking toward the fulfillment of the egalitarian pledges of 

America’s founding through U.S. citizenship, this research questions if the United States should 

at long last depart from inegalitarian founding principles that aim to eradicate or control Native 

nations as inferior sovereigns.5 This study encourages interrogating alternative frameworks to 

U.S. citizenship that build on American guarantees of freedom and fundamental rights but apply 

 
5 As Lisa Ford notes, the ideal of perfect legal, political, and territorial sovereignty developed over time and replaced 

earlier notions of overlapping authorities and plural legal systems. See, Lisa Ford, Settler Sovereignty: Jurisdiction 

and Indigenous People in America and Australia, 1788-1836 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010). 
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them not only to individuals through U.S. citizenship but to Native nations.6 This dissertation 

adds weight to calls for the development of alternative paradigms of plural, overlapping, and 

associative political relationships that challenge entrenched systems of hierarchical state and 

economic power relations.7

 
6 See, for example, discussion on the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples as a useful 

starting framework in Walter R. Echo-Hawk, In the Light of Justice: The Rise of Human Rights in Native America 

and the Un Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Golden, Colorado: Fulcrum, 2013). 

7 See, for example, Glen Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014); Taiaiake Alfred, and Jeff Corntassel, “Being Indigenous: 

Resurgences against Contemporary Colonialism,” Government and Opposition 40 (2005): 597-614; Nick Estes, Our 

History Is the Future: Standing Rock Versus the Dakota Access Pipeline and the Long Tradition of Indigenous 

Resistance (London: Verso, 2019), 247-258. 
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AFTERWORD: PONTIAC’S CHILDREN 

In August 1961, Chief Guy Jennison (Che-she-beeg), Second Chief Clarence King 

(Ocquanoxcey), and Walter King (Wa-sa-gee shick) participated in the dedication of a life size 

bronze bust of Pontiac at the National Hall of Fame for Famous American Indians in Anadarko, 

Oklahoma. Jennison’s granddaughter Wyn (Natno) unveiled the statue at the event,1 and the 

three men delivered short addresses for the occasion. Jennison and Clarence King centered their 

speeches on the genealogical connections between their families and Pontiac, each running 

through a different line.2  

Walter, five years Jennison’s senior and one of the oldest members of the Ottawa Tribe of 

Oklahoma, spoke about the fate of the Ottawa bands from the Maumee River.  

“The Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma are Pontiac’s children so to speak. They are known to 

the different bands of Ottawas as the Otter Clan. Because all their ancestors belonged to 

the Medicine Fraternity whose emblem or totem was the sign of the Otter. For many 

years the Ottawa Tribe was sadly mistreated. We are now on the verge of being 

reimbursed for our past losts [sic]. The tribe still has faith in the United States. We are 

 
1 Wyn Linthicum, personal communication, August 22, 2019. 

2 “Exposition Honors Keeler; Chief Jennison a Speaker,” Miami News-Record, August 14, 1961; Wyn Linthicum, 

personal communication, August 22, 2019; Clarence King, “Pontiac's Descendants,” [enclosure] in Walter King to 

Mr. and Mrs. Rouse, August 28, 1961, Ohio History Center Stacks, PA Box 20 40, Ohio History Connection, 

Columbus, Ohio; “Program for the Dedication of the Memorial Statue of Pontiac,” August 13, 1961, Muriel Wright 

Collection, Box 14, Folder 2, Oklahoma Historical Society, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. 
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proud the United States is a just Government, proud we are American Indians, proud we 

are American Citizens, and proud we are a unit of this great nation.”3  

Like the Nanabozho stories told to him by his great-grandmother Na-Watch when he was a child, 

Walter’s account might appear illogical and beset with contradictions. Certainly, the binaries 

undergirding federal Indian policy of Native ward or full citizen, civil or sovereign rights, and 

nation or termination made no place for his perspective. Recently terminated, the federal 

government no longer recognized the Ottawas as Indians. Nevertheless, Walter articulated layers 

of Ottawa affiliation within and transcendent to settler colonial codifications. One Ottawa 

affiliation was U.S. citizenship, and by the time of his speech, Ottawas had perhaps been 

declared U.S. citizens more times and by a more diverse range of methods than any other group 

of Americans. This one-hundred-year history of Ottawa activism around U.S. citizenship 

reflected much older Ottawa traditions of managing multiple and evolving situational identities. 

 

 

 
3 Walter King, “Pontiac's Children,” [enclosure] in Walter King to Mr. and Mrs. Rouse, August 28, 1961, Ohio 

History Center Stacks, PA Box 20 40, Ohio History Connection, Columbus, Ohio. 
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Figure 8.1- Bust of Pontiac, sculpted by Pietro Montana.4 

 

 In addition to defying federal delineations, Walter’s testament stands in dramatic tension 

with popular images of Pontiac. Walter espouses a faith in the just intentions of a colonial 

government while unveiling a statue of his ancestor who reportedly enjoined his people to “drive 

 
4 “Statue of Pontiac,” Muriel Wright Collection, Box 14, Folder 2, Oklahoma Historical Society, Oklahoma City, 

Oklahoma. 
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from your lands those Redcoat dogs who will do you nothing but harm.”5 In the centuries after 

Pontiac’s War, popular histories augmented historical reality by portraying Pontiac as a 

bloodthirsty mastermind fighting for a futile cause, and settlers reproduced these images of 

savagery to legitimize settler colonial expansion.6  

Among tribal members, Pontiac was always remembered as a complex figure, not defined 

solely as a relentless foe of colonial powers. Ottawas drew from the legacy of Pontiac a different 

set of attributes than those most ascribed to him in popular portrayals and histories. Walter, who 

journeyed extensively on behalf of his people, noted of Pontiac, “there were many good leaders 

that could have led the Indians into battle, but they chose Pontiac because he knew the scope of 

the Indian Empire that was to be fought for…above all he had traveled.”7 Lizzie Wolfe (Nos-

squat-ta) rejected characterizations of Pontiac as an irrational and uncompromising belligerent. 

Instead, she proclaimed him “the great peacemaker”8 and invoked that image in her efforts to 

form more productive relations with colonial governments. Guy Jennison, who described himself 

as a “hybrid or galvanized Indian,”9 stressed how Pontiac’s diverse background as the “son of an 

 
5 “Pontiac’s Speech to an Ottawa, Potawatomi, and Huron Audience, 1763,” in Interpreting a Continent: Voices 

from Colonial America, edited by Kathleen DuVal and John DuVal (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 

2009), 82 

6 The image of Pontiac has been indelibly shaped by Francis Parkman’s 1851 book The Conspiracy of Pontiac. 

According to Parkman, the book “aims to portray the American forest and the American Indian at the period when 

both received their final doom.” See, Francis Parkman, The Conspiracy of Pontiac and the Indian War After the 

Conquest of Canada (London: Macmillan and Company, 1885), x. For more recent assessments of the tropes and 

implications of Parkman’s history, see Gregory Evans Dowd, “Indigenous Self-Vanishing? Relating the North 

American ‘Iroquois Wars’ and the South African Mfecane,” William and Mary Quarterly 79 (July 2022): 393-424; 

Bernard W. Sheehan, “Parkman’s Pontiac,” Indiana Magazine of History 92, no. 1 (1996): 56–66.  

7 Walter King Sr., “Sparks from Ottawa Campfires: Meaning of the Name Pontiac,” Northwest Ohio Quarterly 

XXVI, no. 4 (1954), 293. 

8 Lizzie Lavore to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, December 5, 1910, Biographical Files, Lizzie Lavore folder, 

Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma History Archives Library, Miami, Oklahoma. 

9 Guy Jennison, “Let the Indians Lug the Ball,” Miami News-Record, November 2, 1961. 
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Ottawa chief and an Ojibway mother”10 facilitated his leadership of “a confederacy of Ottawas, 

Ojibways, and Pottowatomies.”11 Perhaps most importantly, kinship links to Pontiac united 

Ottawas. Though not all tribal members claimed lineal descent from Pontiac, the web of kinship 

that defined Ottawa belonging circled around him. For the Ottawas, Pontiac embodied the 

mobility, interconnection with outsiders, strength through heterogeneity, and tightly-knit kinship 

relations that defined tribal life. By these, the Ottawas maintained their community amid 

envelopment by the United States, and ever Pontiac’s children, Ottawas continued to resist 

colonial subjugation and elimination.

 
10 Guy Jennison, quoted in Velma Nieberding, “Moccasin Telegraph,” Miami News-Record, June 18, 1961. 

11 Ibid. 
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