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William Windom, the Sioux,
and Indian Affairs
ROBERT S. SALISBURY

Although his name elicits little recognition from contemporary
readers, William Windom emerged as one of the prominent politicians on the national scene during the last third of the nineteenth
century. After serving ten years in the federal House of Representatives from 1859 to 1869, Windom then served as United
States senator from 1870 to 1883, representing the state of Minnesota. In addition, he was twice chosen to fill the post of treasury secretary —in 1881 and 1889 —spending a total of two and
one-half years in that important cabinet position. In 1880, his
name was placed in nomination for the presidency at the Republican party's national convention.' By virtue of both the important
congressional committee positions he held and his own innate
sympathies for the downtrodden and oppressed groups of American society, Windom became one of the outstanding congressional friends of the American Indian during his tenure in the nation's
capital —with one exception. Windom harbored a lifelong enmity
toward the Sioux. In a very real sense, he was influential enough
to affect total Indian history positively while at the same time affecting Sioux Indian history negatively.
As chairman of the House Indian Affairs Committee from
December 1863 to March 1869 and as a member of the Senate Ap1. Charles E. Flandrau, "William Windom," in Encyclopedia of Biography of
Minnesota (Chicago: Century Publishing Co., 1900), pp. 209-14. For a detailed discussion of Windom's political career, see Robert S. Salisbury. "William Windora,
the Republican Party, and the Gilded Age" (Ph.D. diss.. University of Minnesota,
1982), and Salisbury, "Presidential Politics, 1880: William Windom and the GOP,"
Minnesota History 49 (Fall 1985): 292-303.
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propriations Committee from March 1871 to March 1879 (where
he was often placed in charge of shepherding the annual Indian
Appropriation Bill through a frequently indifferent or hostile
Senate), Windom had a prestigious platform from which to speak
out on Indian-white relations. From this vantage point, Windom
viewed American Indians with considerable empathy, and few of
his congressional contemporaries surpassed his zeal on behalf of
such measures as retention of the Indian Bureau within the Interior Department and support for the reformist Board of Indian
Commissioners. The Sioux, however, were the one tribe whom he
thought incapable of civilized behavior. This antipathy toward
the Sioux most likely stemmed from the congressman's personal
familiarity with many of the victims of the 1862 Sioux Uprising in
Minnesota. At that time, Windom represented the state's southern congressional district where the violence occurred. Remarkably, his hostility toward the Sioux did not permanently extend
to other Indian tribes, most of whom, he believed, were capable of
attaining the white man's civilization.^
In August 1862, a delay in the distribution of government annuities sparked a rebellion by the Santee Sioux, who were facing
starvation on their reservation along the Minnesota River. Between four and eight hundred white settlers, left vulnerable by
the Civil War's demand for soldiers, were killed, and other whites
fled, leaving southwestern Minnesota nearly deserted by the
time order was restored early that fall.^ By assuming a strident
and vindictive posture against the Sioux in the aftermath of the
1862 conflict, Windom faithfully mirrored the genuine rage of his
constituents. In an October 1862 public letter, he advocated that
all Indians, regardless of their tribe or whether they had even
participated in the violence, be compelled to leave Minnesota,
never to return. Windom defined his position on the subject with
these words: "REMOVAL OR EXTERMINATION."* A drumhead military tribunal sentenced 303 of the captured Sioux to
death by hanging for their part in the conñict. President Abra-

2. One Windom biographer says, "While generally fair in his attitude towards
Indians, he always considered the Sioux beyond the pale" (Dictionary of American
Biography, s.v. "Windom, William," by Lester B. Shippee).
3. An extended analysis of the 1862 Sioux Uprising and its underlying causes
can be found in William Watts Folwell, A History of Minnesota, 4 vols. (St. Paul:
Minnesota Historical Society, 1924). 2:109-241.
4. Windom to tbe editor, Mankato Independent (Minn.), 25 Oct. 1862 (emphasis
in original).
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ham Lincoln then took the disposition of the condemned Indians
into his own hands. On 5 December 1862, Windom joined Congressman Cyrus Aldrich and Senator Morton Wilkinson in
dispatching a blistering letter to Lincoln. The three Minnesota
politicians vigorously protested any extenuation of the military
court's sentence. As justification for the execution of all the condemned Indians, the three detailed a number of sickening atrocities and outrages allegedly committed by the Sioux. Ridiculing
the petition of Pennsylvania Quakers for a presidential pardon,
the letter urged Lincoln to carry out the executions or "the outraged people of Minnesota will dispose of these wretches without
law."^
The president's commutation of all but thirty-eight of the death
sentences did not deter Windom from continuing his belligerent
stance toward the Minnesota Indians. On 16 December 1862, Windom introduced a bill into the House that would compel the removal of the Winnebago tribe from the state — despite the fact
that the Winnebago had not participated in the Sioux war.^ A few
5. Wilkinson, Aldrich, and Windom to Abraham Lincoln. 3 Dec. 1862, printed in
Si. Paul Pioneer, 13 Dec. 1862.
6. U.S.. Congress, House, Congressional Globe, 37th Cong.. 3d sess.. 1862, pp. 3.
104.
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days later, he urged the passage of a relief bill to compensate the
white victims of the violence. Windom advocated that these relief
payments be taken from the Sioux trust funds since, by their
fiendish actions, the Sioux had "forfeited all claims" to the funds.
In pleading for passage of the relief bill, Windom concluded that
if he spoke "warmly," it was because he felt "deeply on this subject. Nearly all of these outrages were committed in my district.
Many of the sufferers are my friends and acquaintances. I have
been among them and heard their sorrowful stories.""
Windom's next major clash with the Sioux occurred a full
decade later in April 1872 when he rose on the Senate floor to
support an amendment to the Indian Appropriation Bill. The
amendment proposed to extinguish a large portion of the land
title of the Sisseton and Wahpeton bands of Sioux Indians within
Dakota Territory. Lying on Minnesota's western boundary, this
tract of land covered some two hundred miles north and south by
approximately one hundred miles east and west. Denying the Indians' right of original occupancy in the land, Windom demanded
this territory be thrown open to white settlement. Although he
did not avow it in public debate, in private correspondence Windom gave the real reason behind his fervent advocacy of this
attempt to divest the Sioux of the land: the Indian territory in
question stood athwart the projected route of the Northern
Pacific Railroad through northern Dakota.«
In February 1876, Windom offered an amendment that excluded the Black Hills region of Dakota and Wyoming territories
from a law that sought to prohibit any pilfering from Indian reservations, impose fines and jail terms for any trespassers on Indian territory, and extend the jurisdiction of federal courts to include all crimes committed on the nation's Indian reservations,
whether by whites or American Indians. According to the 1868
7. Ibid., p. 180. Minnesota whites, including Windoin, did not distinguish between hostile and peaceful Indians. The uprising had engendered an indiscriminate
frenzy of hatred and revenge among the state's non-Indian inhabitants. In the
words of one historian, "Minnesotans wanted to be rid of the Winnebagos because
they wanted Winnebago land and simply because they were Indians" (David A.
Nichols, Lincoln and the Indians: Civil War Policy and Politics [Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 19781, P- 121).
8. Congressional Globe, 42d Cong., 2d sess., 1872. pp. 2093, 2095-96; John L.
Harnsberger, "Jay Cooke and Minnesota: The Formative Years of the Northern
Pacific Railroad, 1868-1873" (Ph.D. diss.. University of Minnesota. 1956), pp. 88-89;
Windom to ?, 20 Sept. 1871, Box 3.A.5.7B, and Windom to Thomas H. Canfield, 3. 6,
10 Apr. 1872, Box 3.F.6.9B, all in Northern Pacific Railway Archives, MinnesoU
Historical Society, St. Paul, Minn.
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Fort Laramie Treaty, the Black Hills area formed a part of the
Great Sioux Reservation and was thus off-limits to white settlement. In August 1874, however, the news that gold had been discovered in the Black Hills electrified the nation. What happened
next was predictable: hundreds of miners eluded the military
patrols and streamed into the region from all parts of the country. After the Sioux refused a government offer to buy the Black
Hills outright for six million dollars and negotiations collapsed in
September 1875, Washington removed its cavalry force from the
area. Without formally revoking the orders against trespassing,
this military withdrawal gave an implicit green light to continued
entry into the reservation,'
It was against this background that Windom presented his
amendment in 1876, asserting that on several specified occasions
the Sioux had deliberately violated the Fort Laramie Treaty.
Because the treaty was in the nature of a contract that imposed
reciprocal obligations on the signatories and since the Sioux had
not kept their part of the agreement (e.g., had harassed wagon
trains and taken the warpath against the whites), Windom
argued that neither in law nor conscience could the government
be required to observe it strictly. He claimed that the main impact of the law under consideration would be to retard settlement
on the frontier. The nation's gold supply was not so plentiful that
such a potentially rich mining region as the Black Hills could long
be barred to exploration. Nor did Windom think it possible or expedient to evict those miners already on the reservation.^°
Windom's mercenary rationale provoked a spirited response
from a number of senators. Massachusetts Republican George
Boutwell cited the causes of the 1862 Minnesota Sioux War as an
illustration of the white man's perfidy and injustice and of the Indian's forbearance and patient endurance. Windom angrily retorted that the principal cause of the 1862 violence was not the
delay in congressional annuities, but rather, the "incarnate devil
in their [the Indians'] own nature." Addressing Boutweli, Windom
expressed a wish that the Sioux could be "imported down in the
boot in Massachusetts, to remain there a few years, that he might
know them better than he does now." In a widely quoted remark.

9. U.S., Congress, Senate, Congressional Record, 44th Cong., Ist sess., 1876, 4,
pt. 2:1224-25; Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 2d ed. (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. 1968), pp. 88 89, 125-33.
10. Congressional Record, 44th Cong-, 1st sesa., 1876, 4. pt. 2:1224-27, 1229.
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the Minnesotan caustically informed Boutwell: "Those of us here
who are well acquainted with the mild, with the gentle, and with
the humane individuals to whom he refers with such encomiums,
know that if there are liars or vagabonds on the face of this green
earth who can compete with the Indians they have not yet been
discovered.""
Windom's final remarks on the Black Hills controversy occurred some four months later, on 3 June 1876, during debate on a
proposal to send a commission to negotiate with the Sioux for cession of the Black Hills region. Still in a truculent mood regarding
his old nemesis, Windom decried the folly of sending a treaty
commission to negotiate for the disputed territory, and he maintained that only a military thrashing could effectively bring
about peace with the Sioux. Windom also observed, unapologetically, that "numerous gushing philanthropists all over the country" had criticized him for his strictures on the Indians during the
February Senate debate.^^
Windom's hostile attitude toward the Sioux should not be allowed to obscure the numerous occasions during his congressional tenure when he stood up for Indian rights on the floor of the
House and Senate. By and large, Windom's relationship with the
Sioux was an aberration and atypical of his general stance on Indian policy throughout the years. Windom's actions on Indian
questions other than those relating to the Sioux demonstrate his
usual humanitarian attitude toward Indian affairs.
For more than a decade, Windom's leadership role against the
proposed transfer of the Indian Bureau from the Department of
the Interior to the War Department gained him the plaudits of Indian rights advocates throughout the nation. The issue first arose
during the Thirty-ninth Congress where the transfer debate
reached its climax on 31 January 1867. Responding to charges
that civilian control of the Indian Bureau was inefficient, corrupt,
and wasteful, Windom claimed that transfer to the War Department would increase present expenses of the Indian Bureau "tenfold." As proof of this assertion, Windom noted the high cost of
Indian wars, alluding to a letter from Secretary of War Edwin M.
Stanton who placed the cost for Indian military expeditions in

11. Ibid., p. 1262.
12. Ibid., pt. 4:3538. For additional examples of Windom's aversion toward the
Sioux, see Congressional Globe, 38th Cong.. 1st sess., 1864, pp. 2341-43. and 39th
Cong., 2d sess., 1867, pp. 1688-89.
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1864 and 1865 at over $30 million. By way of contrast, he cited a
letter from the commissioner of Indian affairs, stating that appropriations for the entire Indian service in 1866 were $2,468,050.
Windom sarcastically observed: "So much for the question of
economy. These are specimens of what the War Department can
do. Over thirty million dollars expended in two years, a n d . . . I
venture to say it has cost the Government on the average over
two million dollars for every Indian killed by the War Department."^^
At this time, Windom was pushing hard for House approval of a
Senate-passed bill dividing the nation into five geographical districts, each to be served by an inspection board for Indian affairs.
Each board was to have three members: an individual {presumably a politician) appointed by the president, an army officer detailed by the secretary of war, and a third individual appointed by
the president from among those persons recommended by religious denominations or societies. These inspectors would make
annual visitations to the various Indian agencies within their
area. They would have the authority to examine accounts, hear
complaints, summon witnesses, try violators of laws that affected
Indians (by this provision the inspectors were to have the power
of circuit court commissioners), remove delinquent agents (subject to presidential approval), and recommend improvements in
the management of Indian policy. Windom maintained that these
inspection boards would check abuses within the Indian service
and eliminate the argument for military control then being advocated.^*
As additional arguments against military control, Windom
noted the high incidence of prostitution and venereal disease
among the Navajo living near New Mexico military garrisons; the
participation of nearly all military personnel at Fort Laramie in a
"drunken frolic"; and the 1864 "massacre in cold blood" of several
hundred "friendly, quiet, and peaceable Indians" by Col. John M.
Chivington's soldiers at Sand Creek, Colorado. AU were examples
of what could happen where "there is no Indian a g e n t . . . to interfere with the operations of the military in any way." Windom
maintained that he would vote for transfer if anything could be
found in the conduct of civilian authority "half as bad" as the evils
cited above.'^ Notwithstanding the logic of Windom's arguments,
13. Congressional Globe, 39th Cong-, 2d sess., 1867, pp. 896-97.
14. Ibid., pp. 843-44.
15. Ibid., pp. 897-98.
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the House voted in favor of transfer by the narrow margin of 76
to 73. After the measure's passage, Windom caustically moved
that its title be changed to read, "A bill to massacre the Indians
and deplete the Treasury." Not amused, the Speaker ruled Windom's motion out of order."'
After the Senate shelved the transfer proposal in February
1867, its advocates waited until 8 December 1868, when Ohio congressman (and future president) James Garfield, chairman of the
House Committee on Military Affairs, introduced a bill to place
the Indian Bureau in the War Department beginning 1 January
1869. Confronted with this renewed assault, Windom reiterated
his principal arguments against transfer." On the question of
economy, he contended, "I believe if there is any Department of
this Government in which we find the great maelstrom of the
Treasury, where money is sunk by millions and never accounted
for, it is the War Department." In Windom's mind, transfer
meant total war against the Indians, while retention of the Indian
Bureau under civilian control in the Interior Department ensured
continuation of peaceful relations between Indians and whites.
He ridiculed the proponents' assertion that army officers were
more virtuous than their civilian counterparts: "Are we any more
likely to get honest men with shoulder-straps than honest men
without them?"'^ Such arguments were to no avail, however, as
the House passed the transfer measure by the crushing margin of
116 to 33. On 10 December, the Senate voted to refer the measure
to its graveyard, the hostile Indian Affairs Committee, rather
than the protransfer Committee on Military Affairs.^'
16. Ibid., p. 899. Good summaries of the pro and con positions regarding transfer
of the Indian Bureau from the Interior to the War Department can be found in Marvin H. Garfield, "The Indian Question in Congress and in Kansas," Kansas Historical Quarterly 2 (Feb. 1933): 29-44; Donald J. D'Elia, "The Argument over Civilian or
Military Indian Control, 1865-1880." Historian 24 (Feb. 1962): 207-25: and Henry G.
Waltmann, "The Interior Department, War Department and Indian Policy,
1865-1887" (Ph.D. diss.. University of Nebraska, 1962). pp. 113-20.
17. Congressional Globe, 40th Cong., 3d sess., 1868. pp. 17-21. One historian credits Windom with a "valiant fight" against Garfield's measure, and another scholar
singles him out as "the leading opponent" of the transfer bill (Garfield. "The Indian
Question," p. 33; Waltmann, "Interior Department. War Department," p. 179).
18. Congressional Globe. 40th Cong.. 3d sess., 1868, pp. 18-19. For other Windom
remarks on the transfer controversy during his House years, see Congressional
Globe. 39th Cong., 2d sess., 1867, pp. 879-80. 1028. 40th Cong.. 2d sess.. 1868. p.
2615. and 40th Cong.. 3d sess., 1869, pp. 879-83.
19. Loring Benson Priest, Uncle Sam's Stepchildren: The Reformation of United
States Indian Policy, 1865-1887 (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press,
1942), p. 18.
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Windom's leadership of the antitransfer forces continued unabated after his promotion to the Senate. On two occasions, he
was instrumental in shelving the proposal. On 21 April 1876, the
Democratic-controlled House, with only a handful of party defections, approved a measure transferring the Indian Bureau from
the Interior to the War Department. Exactly two months later,
however, the Republican Senate defeated the House bill on a
close vote, due in no small part to Windom's tireless efforts on
behalf of civilian control.^"
On 28 May 1878, the House, by a vote of 130 to 115, again approved an amendment providing for military control over the Indian Bureau effective 1 January 1879. During the first week in
June, the debate on this measure was joined in the Senate. Windom emphasized that civilian contractors and agents were currently bonded, thus providing some degree of security against
theft and corruption.^' A similar safeguard would not be required
if some "young and inexperienced lieutenant" were appointed as
an Indian agent, "He is to give no bonds," Windom pointed out.
"Nobody supervises his conduct. Nobody inspects his contracts."
The young officer "may be honest, but his lack of experience and
his ignorance of the world would enable the 'rings' to steal to
their hearts' content." Windom stressed that several of the most
infamous Indian contractors in Washington now favored military
administration as a way of evading new and more stringent Indian Bureau regulations recently initiated by the scrupulously honest interior secretary, Carl Schurz. "They want a change of
venue," Windom claimed. "There has been an effort to enforce
honesty and fair dealing in the execution of Indian contracts, and
'the Indian ring' do not endorse that policy."^^
Finally, Windom feared that military officials would "turn back
the hand on the dial-plate of civilization and return to the old war
system," thus negating years of effort expended in Christianizing
and civilizing Indians. To illustrate the progress made along
these lines during the last decade, Windom cited figures showing
the number of Indians who now wore civilian clothes, the number
of Indians living in houses, the number of Indians attending
school, the number of Indian church members, the amount of vari20. Ibid.. p. 19. For Windom's successful struggle against the 1876 transfer measure, see Congressional Record, 44th Cong., 1st sess., 1876, 4, pt. 4:3899-906,
3914-15. 3924, 3945, 3953, 3964-65. pt. 5:4323-24. 4751-52, pt. 6:5463.
21. Waltmann, "Interior Department, War Department," p. 310.
22. Congressional Record, 45th Cong., 2d sess., 1878, 7, pt. 5:4196.
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ous crops raised, and the number of domesticated animals owned
by the Indians. Military control, Windom implied, would jeopardize all these recent gains and bring back the discredited system of
costly Indian wars.^^
A majority of senators eventually opted for a joint congressional investigating committee to decide the entire transfer issue.
The Democratic House agreed to this Senate proposal. Predictably, the joint committee published a divided report in January
1879. The four Democrats favored transfer, while the four Republicans were equally adamant in support of continued civilian control. With this failure to reach a decision, the last serious attempt
to secure transfer of the Indian Bureau dissipated. Once again,
Windom had played a key role in blocking those pushing for militarization of Indian affairs.^*
Throughout his congressional career, Windom was an indefatigable advocate of fulfilling and implementing treaty obligations
and a staunch defender of funding appropriations for the various
tribes against the objections of congressional economizers. On
more than one occasion, Windom stressed that the implementation of agreements and treaty commitments in good faith was the
only means of avoiding costly and sanguinary Indian wars. In his
opinion, timely and judicious appropriations did prevent armed
conflict. Put crudely, Windom's policy regarding funds for the Indian service could be reduced to the pragmatic admonition: "Feed
them or fight them."^^
Windom's first explicit enunciation of this policy occurred during House debate over the 1867 Indian Appropriation Bill. Berating the House for its "spasm of economy" in voting substantial
cuts in the measure, Windom noted that, since they had received
them in the past, the Indians had come to expect these annuities
23. Ibid., pp. 4196-97.
24. Waltmann, "Interior Department, War Department," pp. 310, 318-19. In addition to Waltmann, various other scholars have acknowledged Windom's predominance in the 1878 transfer debate. D'Elia, "Civilian or Military Indian Control," p.
222, states, "Senator Windom, an inveterate opponent of transfer, was most vocal
in his defense of the peace policy." A recent study of the Rutherford B. Hayes presidency (1877-1881) maintains that Windom, Secretary Schurz, and Indian Commissioner Ezra Hayt "led the forces opposing" transfer (Kenneth E. Davison. The
Presidency of Rutherford B. Hayes, Contributions in American Studies, no. 3
[Westport. Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1972], p. 185).
Greenwood Press, 1972], p. 185).
25. Windom himself refers to his policy in this manner. See Congressional Globe,
42d Cong., 1st sess., 1871, p. 139.
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at certain times of the year. "They will come there [to the agencies] destitute and they will go away dissatisfied, believing that
the Government has violated its obligation." Under such circumstances, the only remedy the Indians knew was war if this "monstrous and reckless proposition" of withholding appropriations
prevailed in the House. By this spurious policy of economy. Congress was exposing the lives of frontier settlers to hostile action
on the part of desperate Indians. Should the members of the
House persist in "indiscriminately" striking out these funds, Windom predicted they would "in less than two years from to-day appropriate $100 for every dollar [they] save to-day by this sort of
economy, for there will be war all over the Indian Country."^"
One year later, Windom asserted that nine-tenths of all Indian
wars had originated in Congress "by reason of not complying
with our agreements with the Indian tribes." He summarized his
general attitude in these words: "Let us keep faith with these
Indians and they will keep faith with us. If we do not, we will
expend from ten to twenty millions in putting down Indian wars
when a few hundred thousands would carry out our treaty stipulations."'''
Windom's commitment to funding the Indian Bureau and fulfilling treaty obligations did not flag when he moved to the upper
chamber. Fittingly, his initial remarks as a United States senator
in 1870 concerned the Indian policy of the Ulysses S. Grant administration. Noting that for several years in the House he had
"struggled for the adoption of the policy to feed rather than fight
Indians," Windom highly commended the administration for implementing just such a program. Pronouncing himself "very un-

26. Congressional Globe. 39th Cong., 2d sess., 1867, p, 1343.
27. Ibid., 40th Cong.. 2d sess., 1868, p. 2615. For additional examples of Windom's
support for Indian appropriations and treaty obligations (both remarks and votes)
during his House career, see Congressional Globe, 38th Cong., 1st sess., 1864, pp.
2341-43, 3516. 39th Cong., 1st sess., 1865-1866, pp. 103,3357-58, 39th Cong., 2d sess..
1867, pp. 843-44, 1028, 1688-89. 40th Cong,, 1st sess., 1867, pp. 369-71, 658, 756-57.
40th Cong,, 2d sess., 1868, pp. 2616-21, 2682-83, and 40th Cong., 3d sess., 1869, pp.
682-83, 837, 879-83, 926-28, 947-49. 952, 955, 1338-39, 1704-5. Discussing the 1860s,
one historian notes that Windom, Senators James Doolittle and John Henderson,
and Congressman George Julian "were becoming the more prominent congressional spokesmen for those humanitarians who were interested in Indian rights....
[Windom] was convinced that the Sioux were incapable of civilization. However, he
did believe that other tribes could be civilized, and he supported the peace approach as the best solution" (Robert Winston Mardock, The Reformers and the
American Indian [Columbia: University of Missouri Press. 1971], p. 21).
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willing now to return to the old method of fighting by failing to
keep our agreements with the Indians," Windom urged his colleagues to support the Indian appropriation measure currently
under debate. "I know this appropriation seems large, but it is
very small... compared with the demand that will come next
year if we refuse to keep faith with these Indians."*^
28. Ctmgressional Globe, 42d Cong., Ist sess., 1871, p. 139.
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On another occasion, Windom conceded that talk of slashing, or
even eliminating, the annual Indian service budget had a "very
pleasant sound" in the "cool deliberations of this body." However,
when analyzed in the cold light of reality, the inevitable result of
such a penny-pinching policy would be an even costlier Indian
war. Windom advocated, instead, that the government "honestly
feed those that we agreed to feed and keep them upon the reservations rather than take the risk of fighting them and killing
them at the cost of a million a head."^^
Appropriately, given his generally humanitarian stance
toward Indian affairs, Windom singled out the Quakers and their
pacific policy toward American Indians as the best role model for
the federal government to emulate in this area. By the Quaker
peace policy, Windom meant insistence on negotiations, rather
than force, to resolve frontier disputes and adherence to treaty
commitments and other agreements concluded in good faith. In
1868, after chastising his House colleagues for their greater willingness to fund Indian wars than to vote much lesser amounts to
implement treaty stipulations and thus keep the peace, Windom
pointedly admonished them, "The Quaker policy and no other is
the true one."^" During consideration of the 1868 Indian Appropriation Bill, Windom argued most forcefully on behalf of a claim due
the Choctaw and Chickasaw tribes. "Is it possible," he asked,
" t h a t . . . we, a Christian people, will deliberately violate our own
solemn agreements? We talk long and eloquently against repudiation; shall we repudiate the claims of these people because they
are weak and cannot make war on us? Such a proposition is the
most disgraceful cowardice."^' On yet another occasion, in seek29. CongressioTial Record, 43d Cong., 2d sess.. 1875, 3. pt. 2:1474. For other examples of Windom's support of Indian appropriations and treaty obligations (both
remarks and votes) during his Senate career, see Congressional Globe, 42d Cong.,
2d sess., 1872, pp. 2265-66; U.S., Congress, Senate, Journal, 42d Cong.. 2d sess., 1-10
Apr. 1872. pp. 474, 479-82. 486. 501-3. 508. 514-15, 529-32, 7 June 1872. pp. 990-91;
Congressional Globe, 42d Cong.. 3d sess.. 1873. pp. 344-47. 369, 429, 433; Congressional Record, 43d Cong., 1st sess., 1874, 2, pt. 5:4417-28, 4453-64, pt. 6:5256-57, 43d
Cong., 2d sess.. 1875. 3, pt. 2:1383-85. 1473, 1477, 1487. 1491, 1524 38. 1571-73, pt.
3:2142. 2144-45; Senate Journal, 43d Cong., 2d sess.. 20-22 Feb. 1875, pp. 298-99,
304-5, 314-17; Congressional Record, 44th Cong., 1st sess., 1876, 4. pt. 4:3899-3906,
3914-15. 3924, 3945, 3953. 3964-65, pt. 5:4323-24, 4751-52, pt. 6:5463; Senate Journal,
44th Cong., 1st sess.. 20-21 June 1876, pp. 599-600. 610-12, 46th Cong.. 2d sess.. 29
Apr. 1880. pp. 493-94; Congressional Record, 46th Cong., 3d sess., 1881, 11, pt.
1:821; and Senate Journal, 46th Cong.. 3d sess.. 26 Jan. 1881, p. 165,31 Jan. 1881. p.
183, 3 Mar. 1881. pp. 373-76, 47th Cong.. 1st sess., 31 Mar. 1882, pp. 511-12.
30. Congressional Globe, 40th Cong.. 3d sess., 1869, p. 683.
31. Ibid., p. 837.
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ing to account for the relative success enjoyed by Quakers and
Roman Catholics in their missionary endeavors among the Indians, Windom observed that both groups "when they make a bargain with the Indians keep it, and this Government does not.""
Windom's identification with the denomination of his childhood
and youth (he left the Quaker religion of his parents and joined
the Congregational church in 1848 at age twenty-one) continued
during his Senate tenure. In his very first remarks as a United
States senator, Windom avowed: "So far as the management of
Indians is concerned, I have always been a Quaker; I am so to-day;
and I believe that if we continue the policy Ithe Grant administration's emphasis on peaceful methods rather than military might]
which is adopted, we shall be freed from Indian wars in the
future. Let us not return to the bad policy of the past."" Windom
heaped lavish praise on both the Rutherford B. Hayes and Grant
administrations for their good faith efforts to carry out the Quaker peace policy.**
Windom's strong preference for negotiations, over military
force, as the means of resolving Indian-white disputes is illustrated by his vigorous support of a peace commission in 1867. On
1 March of that year, he introduced an amendment to provide the
necessary expenses for the Sanborn-Sully Peace Commission,
previously authorized by Congress to investigate the causes of
the Fetterman Massacre and to determine the friendly, as opposed to the hostile, tribes on the Great Plains.'^ To Windom, the
choice was clear. Either such a peace commission would be sent to
conciliate the friendly natives, or a general Indian war would
erupt with disastrous results for all concerned. Despite Windom's
closing admonition that it would be "far less expensive to keep
this commission in the field than to keep armies," his amendment
was rejected by the House on a voice vote,^*
Undeterred by the initial rebuff, Windom redoubled his efforts,
which bore fruit on 20 July 1867 when the House authorized the
creation of a peace commission consisting of four civilians and
four military personnel. Windom was originally selected as one of

32. Ibid., p. 882.
33. Ibid., 42d Cong., 1st sess.. 1871, p. 139.
34. For Windom's praise of the Grant and Hayes administrations, see Congressional Globe, 42d Cong., 3d sess., 1873, pp. 344-47, 429, and Congressional Record,
45th Cong., 2d sess., 1878, 7, pt. 5:4196.
35. Mardock, Reformers md the American Indian, p. 24.
36. Congressional Globe, 39th Cong., 2d sess., 1867. pp. 1688-89.
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the four civilian members of the commission. Citing his responsibilities as chairman of the House Committee on Indian Affairs, he
sought to be excused and asked that Samuel F. Tappan, a noted
antislavery and Indian reform advocate, be appointed in his
place. The House concurred with this request. This panel was to
confer and conclude treaties with all hostile tribes between the
Mississippi and the Rockies. During floor debate, Windom urged
immediate passage of the bill because there were "a great many
peaceable bands of Indians who, though they belong to tribes that
are disposed to go to war,... desire to leave those tribes and remain at peace with us." In addition, the bill made clothing and
food available to those Indians who opted for peace; if these provisions were delayed, the Indians would "be compelled to take up
arms against us." A final reason for quick approval of the peace
commission was the mounting expense of seemingly unproductive frontier campaigns. "We are now paying at the rate of
$1,000,000 a week," Windom pointed out, "and if we can save a
single day of the war it will be worth more than the entire bill will
Windom also spoke out and voted against the proposal to abolish the reformist Board of Indian Commissioners. Established by
Congress in 1869, the board consisted of nine unpaid philanthropists whose general function was to oversee the administration of
Indian affairs in conjunction with the Interior Department. In actuality, the board had the power only to inspect and audit Indian
agencies and contracts and recommend policy to the Interior
Department, which retained ultimate authority on all matters relating to Indian affairs. Originally designed as a kind of humanitarian "watchdog" over the entire range of Indian policy, the
board's exact authority was never explicitly defined. As a result,
what authority it did possess in the beginning was steadily
eroded through assaults by Interior Department bureaucrats and
Congressmen jealous of their prerogatives in the field of Indian
policy. Although much of the board's advice went unheeded, it
quickly gained a well-merited reputation as one of the nation's
prominent Indian rights organizations. This reformist reputation
derived partly from the fact that all board members were nominated by the various Protestant religious denominations and one
of their principal charges was to recommend necessary changes
in Indian policy to the government. As such, the board soon
37. Ibid., 40th Cong., 1st sess., 1867, p. 756. See also Mardock, Reformers and the
American Indian, p. 26.
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became the target both of people who were unsympathetic to the
Indians' plight and of congressional economizers who saw the opportunity to eliminate yet another costly and "meddling" government bureau.^^
In April 1880, the House voted to abolish the Board of Indian
Commissioners by a vote of 113 to 65. During Senate debate on
the measure, Windom conceded that the nation's Indian transactions were in need of "careful supervision" in order to prevent
corruption by unscrupulous agents. In arguing for the board's
continuation, Windom noted that Interior Secretary Carl Schurz
considered the commissioners "one of his most valuable safeguards" against fraud in the Indian service. Windom observed
that Indian agents were paid only fifteen hundred dollars a year,
"and we complain that they sometimes steal; and yet when a
question is presented to Congress, will you throw around this
service all possible safeguards to protect it, you answer, 'No; we
will remove those that we have already provided for that purpose.' I am not willing to consent to that."^^ Eleven days after the
House decision to abolish the board, the Senate, by a margin of 43
to 23, voted to retain the embattled reform agency.*"
In his customary role as champion of Indian rights, Windom did
not flinch from condemning United States Army provocations or
atrocities against American Indians. While urging House approval of the 1867 Sanborn-Sully Peace Commission, Windom quoted
the chilling words of Gen. William T. Sherman: " 'We must act
with vindictive earnestness against the Sioux, even to their
extermination, men, women, and children. Nothing less will reach
the root of this case.' " Although admitting that he harbored "as
little affection for the Sioux Indians as any man in this House,"
Windom decried the general's scorched-earth policy as implying
that the American government "should put its heavy hand on the
throats of little Indian babies and crush them." Windom declared
that he favored instead a policy that would prevent Indian-white
conflict, "and not the policy of making an indiscriminate slaugh-

38. For accounts of the board's history, see Priest, Uncle Sam's Stepchildren pp.
42 53; Mardock. Reformers and the American Indian, pp. 57-59, 129-31; William T.
Hagen, American Indians, rev. ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), pp.
111-12; and Henry E. Fritz, The Movement for I-ndian Assimilation, 1860-1890
(Philadelphia; University of Pennsylvania Press. 1963), pp. 75-84.
39. Congressional Record, 46th Cong., 2d sess., 1880, 10, pt, 4;3106.
40. Senate Journal 46th Cong., 2d sess.. 29 Apr. 1880. p. 493; Priest, Uncle Sam's
Stepchildren, pp. 48-49.
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ter of women and children, thus making us a disgrace to the
whole civilized world."*'
The intensification of Indian hostilities on the frontier during
the spring and summer of 1867 provided another occasion for
Windom to lash out at the military. He attributed "this most unnecessary war" to the 1864 massacre of peaceful Cheyenne at
Sand Creek, Colorado, by Colonel Chivington and his state militia. "There the war commenced, and from that most atrocious act
it has grown to its present proportions." The Indians had been
"further aroused" by General Sherman's order that any Indian
found between the Platte and Missouri rivers without a written
pass from a military officer would be "summarily dealt with."
Windom maintained that, by treaty stipulation, the Indians had
the right to hunt on that same territory, "but your military commander issued a proclamation that if any of them were found
hunting there they should be shot." He called Sherman's order "a
proclamation of war against every Indian on the Plains." On this
occasion, Windom again referred to Sherman's infamous order
calling for the "extermination" of Sioux men, women, and children. "The Indians know," he said, "that the commanding general
of your Army in the West coolly proposes to murder their wives
and little children, and they are in open resistance to that order.
Are they not justifiable in resisting it?""
In remarks uttered on 27 February 1869, only a few days
before he was to retire from the House, Windom summarized his
general attitude regarding Indian policy. The particular issue discussed on that day concerned the question of appropriating funds
to fulfill the stipulations of the 1868 treaties. Asserting that the
white "march of civilization" could not and should not be checked,
he nevertheless urged immediate provision "for the wants of the
Indian." This question could no longer be shunted aside as white
settlement was pressing heavily upon Indian land from both
coasts. Windom claimed the Indians had been systematically
"robbed" of their patrimony: "We have taken from them all they
had. A short time ago they had hunting-grounds in the West, but
now the iron-horse is heard among them and the buffalo is disappearing." To compound matters, the government had violated

41. Congressional Globe, 39tb Cong., 2d sess., 1867, p. 1689.
42. Ibid., 40th Cong., 1st sess., 1867, p. 658. For additional Windom remarks concerning the army's frugality and honesty, see ibid., 40th Cong., 2d sess., 1868, p.
2615, and 40tb Cong., 3d sess.. 1869, pp. 879-83, 926-28, 947-49, 952, 955, 1338-39.
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almost every treaty concluded with the Indians since the republic's birth. On this point, Windom declared there was "not a civilized nation on the face of the earth which would treat the Indians
as we have treated them." He emphasized that the government
had solemnly pledged by treaty to supply the Indians with the
necessities of life, "and if you do not give them [those] they know
of no other means of obtaining redress except by going to war."
To Windom, the policy options were brutally clear, "Either those
Indians must starve or fight or we must feed them." Failure to
implement treaty commitments meant a general Indian war costing thousands of lives and millions of dollars."^
Although consistent in his denunciation of what he considered
to be white aggression and provocations directed against the Indians, Windom was much more ambivalent regarding the future
status of the American Indian in white society. The most complete exposition of his thinking on this matter came in a January
1880 newspaper interview. On this occasion, Windom told the
New-York Tribune that there were only two methods of dealing
with the Indians in the future. They must either be "corralled" in
the Indian Territory; or their tribal organizations must be broken
up, their lands allotted in severaity, and United States citizenship
accorded to them, thus placing the Indians under jurisdiction of
state and territorial laws where they lived. Windom thought this
latter alternative "much the better of the two." He believed that
if the Indians were ever to become "self-sustaining citizens," the
federal government would have to deal with them as individuals,
rather than as tribal units. "They must be made amenable to local
law," he suggested, and be treated "just as white citizens are
treated.""
Although these few remarks would seem to suggest that Windom favored a policy of thoroughgoing assimilation of the Indians
into the mainstream of white society and culture, two Senate
votes in 1880 and 1881 inject a note of uncertainty about his true
position. The first of these dealt with the Ute Bill of 1880. Among
43. Ibid., 40th Cong., Sd sess.. 1869, pp. 1704-5.
44. Quoted in NeuhYork Tribwne, 19 Jan. 1880. This interview represents the
only detailed remarks by Windom concerning the Indians' future status that this
writer was able to locate. For Windom's other fragmentary comments on this issue,
see Congressional Globe, 37th Cong., 3d sess., 1862. p. 143, 39th Cong.. 1st sess.,
1866. pp. 1702-3; William Windom, Report to James Doolittle, n.d., pp. 10-13. James
Rood Doolittle Papers, Minnesota Historical Society, St. Paul, Minn.; and Congressional Record, 44th Cong., 1st sess., 1876, 4, pt. 5:3538. 45th Cong.. 2d sess., 1878, 7,
pt. 5:4196.
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the major provisions of this measure was the stipulation that as
soon as Congress passed the requisite legislation, each band of
Ute Indians would have its land allotted in severalty; these lands
allotted to individual Indian owners would not be subject to alienation, lease, encumbrance, or taxation for a period of twenty-five
years, Windom was one of sixteen senators who voted against
final passage of the Ute Bill in April 1880. This was the only rollcall vote on allotment to occur during Windom's years in Congress. Since he did not participate in the Senate debate nor subsequently explain his vote, there is no way of knowing what
prompted Windom's opposition to the measure. Windom's vote
against the Ute Bill would seem at variance with his endorsement
of allotting lands in severalty, enunciated only four months
earlier in the January 1880 New-York Tribune interview."
The second vote occurred in January 1881 during consideration
of a general allotment bill introduced by Texas Democrat Richard
Coke. An amendment granting United States citizenship to all Indians who took land in severalty under the provisions of Coke's
severalty bill was defeated by a vote of 12 to 29. Windom was
among the majority voting to kill the motion. Again, this roll-call
vote on the issue of granting American citizenship to Indians was
the only one to occur during Windom's congressional tenure, and
again Windom did not take part in the debate nor issue a
subsequent explanation of his vote. Thus, Windom's votes against
citizenship and allotment — two principal elements of the assimilation scheme —cast doubt on his commitment (as reflected in his
scattered comments) to a policy of breaking up the tribal units
and integrating the Indian into white society. On the question of
the Indian's future (i.e., assimilation and adoption of white culture, or separate development and retention of Indian identity/
lifestyle), Windom left an ambiguous legacy, his rhetoric in seeming conflict with his votes on the Senate floor.*^
Not in dispute is the fact that Windom's general stand on Indian policy throughout his Senate career (1870-1883) was represent45. For accounts of the 1879 Ute War and the subsequent congressional measure
of 1880. see Wilson Rockwell, The Utes: A Forgotten People (Denver, Colo.: Sage
Books, 1956), pp. 111-73. 273-76; Priest, Uncle Sam's Stepchildren, pp. 189-90; and
Mardock, Reformers and the American Indian, pp. 192-97, 214.
46. Senate Journal, 46th Cong., 3d sess., 26 Jan. 1881, p. 165,31 Jan. 1881, p. 183;
Priest, Uncle Sam's Stepchildren, pp. 185-86. Although selfish considerations animated many Americans in their opposition to Indian citizenship, numerous friends
of the Indian also doubted the advisability of granting immediate citizenship. On
this controversy, see Priest, Uncle Sam's Stepchildren, pp. 198-216.
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ative of majority Republican sentiment in Congress during these
years. Key Senate roll-call votes on Indian policy assumed a distinctive partisan coloration. Consequently, a majority of Republican senators opposed transfer of the Indian Bureau from the
Interior to the War Department, thus endorsing the concept of
continued civilian control over Indian affairs; voted against abolition of the reformist Board of Indian Commissioners; supported
the granting of United States citizenship to Indians; and, in
general, voted to retain or increase the amounts stipulated for
such annuities and treaty expenses as Indian education and subsistence. By way of contrast, a majority of Democrats voted for
transfer of the Indian Bureau from civilian to military control;
voted to abolish the Board of Indian Commissioners; opposed the
conferral of United States citizenship upon American Indians;
and, in general, voted against or to reduce the annual Indian service budgets. In all but the citizenship issue, Windom was thus in
accord with his Senate Republican colleagues.*'
Although little remembered today, Windom's yeoman work on
behalf of Indian rights remains one of the more important legacies from his illustrious career. By his vigorous opposition to the
proposed transfer of the Indian Bureau from the Interior to the
War Department; his unwavering support for civilian, as opposed
to military, control over Indian affairs; his forceful denunciation
of army atrocities and provocations against the Indians; his support for the reformist Board of Indian Commissioners; his unceasing advocacy of fulfilling and implementing treaty obligations; his

47. Votes on the Indian service budgets may be found in Congressional Globe,
42d Cong.. 2d sess., 1872, pp. 2092. 2098, 2100, 2193, 2200, 2267, 2326, 42d Cong., 3d
sess., 1873, pp. 377, 439, 2160, 2166, and Congressional Record, 43d Cong., 1st sess.,
1874, 2, pt. 5:4424, 4457, 4460, 43d Cong., 2d sess.. 1875, 3, pt. 2:1489, 1491, 1530,
1533, 1539, 1572-73, 44th Cong-, 1st sess., 1876, 4, pt. 4:3539. 3900, 3905, 3961 62,
3965, 46th Cong., 2d sess.. 1880,10, pt. 3:2258, 2316, 2867, 46th Cong., 3d sess., 1881,
11, pt. 1:821, pt. 3:2388, 2392.47th Cong., 1st sess., 1882,13. pt. 3:2463. On the Board
of Indian Commissioners, see Congressional Record. 46th Cong., 2d sess., 1880, 10,
pt. 3:2829, 2868. For the proposed transfer of the Indian Bureau, see Congressional
Record, 44th Cong., 1st sess., 1876, 4, pt. 4:3964, and 45th Cong., 2d sess., 1878. 7,
pt. 5:4307. For the vote on granting citizenship, see Congressional Record, 46th
Cong., 3d sess., 1881,11, pt. 2:939. In the words of one scholar: "Without exception,
the annual battles over Indian appropriations found the House of Representatives
and the Democrats acting as the special champions of economy. The yearly figure
was kept near the five million mark almost solely through the efforts of Republican
senators from New England and the West" (Priest, Uncle Sam 's Stepchildren, p.
117).
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unremitting defense of appropriations designed for the various
tribes against the objections of congressional economizers; his
assertion that nearly all Indian wars were the result of white aggression and/or provocations; and his insistence upon negotiations, rather than force, to resolve frontier disputes, Windom
justly merits his reputation as one of the most fervent congressional champions of Indian rights during his tenure in the House
and Senate. In the end, even his old enemies, the Sioux, were
beneficiaries of Windom's championship of Indian causes.
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