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THE SAND CREEK MASSACRE: A GENOCIDE WITH BOTH AN IDEOLOGICAL AND PERSONAL MOTIVE
Abstract
This research paper argues that the Sand Creek Massacre, which was committed by U.S. forces under the leadership of Col. John Chivington against a group of Cheyenne and Arapaho Natives in 1864, was genocide.  The two primary factors that led to genocide were first, a worldview on the part of the settlers that excluded the victims; and second, a military commander, Chivington, who was willing to do the settlers’ bidding in order to advance politically. The government of the territory of Colorado, through its proclamations and other public pronouncements, played a part in feeding animosity towards Natives and even incited to commit genocide. U.S. government soldiers carried out the massacre but the Government did not advocate the annihilation of the Natives.  However, weaknesses in coherency in the chain of command, primarily caused by sheer geographical distance and the lack of modern communications technology, created the context in which genocide was allowed to happen.  The chief source used to arrive at these conclusions is the 1865 Report of the Joint Committee on the Conduct of War.  Other sources include editorials from both The New York Times and The Rocky Mountain News, which have a contrast in opinion that highlights a feeling of isolation and defensiveness among western settlers and disposed them towards radical actions.
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1. Introduction

Europeans and North American Natives: A Brief Disclaimer
The various encounters between Native Americans and Europeans since the Age of Discovery are much too vast and diverse to be treated as a coherent historical phenomenon. The reasons for this are numerous: the heterogeneity of the parties involved (on both sides), differences in geo-economical circumstances and the centuries-long timeframe in question prevent the issue from falling within the scope of generalizing statements.  Rather, each specific meeting between European and Native polity must be examined independently.  From this line of reasoning the issue of genocide is no exception: it would be futile to ask the question of whether the establishment of contact between Europe and the Americas produced genocide, since a multiplicity of factors (of which some are mentioned above) prevents broad treatment.  Instead, the researcher must inspect each encounter on a case-by-case basis.  For example, instead of asking whether the United States government pursued a policy of genocide toward North American Natives, we may ask whether it committed genocide against groups of Cheyenne and Arapaho Natives at Sand Creek.
Scope of the Study
The Sand Creek Massacre, committed on 29 November 1864 by U.S. forces under the leadership of Colonel John M. Chivington against an assembly of Cheyenne and Arapaho Natives, Black Kettle’s band, is an extreme example of the result of American of expansionist policies in the 19th century.  Due to a particular combination of factors, this massacre marks itself as a genocide.  These factors include on the one hand elements skewing cohesion of authority, such as rudimentary communications technology and the distracting effect of the Civil War; and on the other hand the exceptionally virulent ideology of white settlers, their government, and the political ambitions of John M. Chivington.  What makes the Sand Creek Massacre different from other contemporary massacres and also a genocide is the one-sidedness of the attack, the fact the victims were for the most part non-combatants, and the both ideological and personal slants surrounding the whole affair.  
2. One Ideology, Two Motives
The Defensive Impulse
The state of relations between white settlers in the Colorado Territory and the Native inhabitants was quite unsurprisingly tense in the years leading up to the Massacre.  In an editorial from a local newspaper written in response to news that there was to be a congressional investigation of what happened at Sand Creek, the author draws up a long list of settler grievances that can be interpreted as possible motives leading up to the massacre.  In a cynical tone, he asks whether the surrendering “friendly Indians” were the same as those that confessed to murdering a certain Hungate family, “whose scalped and mutilated remains were seen by all citizens”.
  (It must be mentioned, however, that the author of a New York Times editorial claims that these depredations were subsequently proven to have been “instigated by white men”).
  The author continues, in a sensationalist and polemical tone, listing wares and supplies stolen, little children slain, and “scalps of white women […] with braids and fringes of their hair”.
  This gut-wrenching rhetoric, typical in its use of polarizing themes of “savages” versus “white women”, shows evidence of self-conscious use of ideological rationalization to justify acts that would certainly be morally reprehensible under normal circumstances.  The editorialist, whose writing can be deemed representative of the settler population, writes in a defensive tone that paints the alleged reality of white life in Colorado as one based on survival against perceivably antagonistic forces.  These forces include, apart from the Natives, those bureaucrats “down east” and the Colorado “high officials” on their payroll.
  Regardless of this author’s interpretation of what really happened at Sand Creek, his editorial is indicative of the white settler population’s sense of moral and ideological isolation that made it prone to committing genocide.
It seems that the media was quite representative of the mood and will of the people of Colorado Territory. In the 1865 Report of the Joint Committee on the Conduct of War, Captain S.M. Robbins testifies that he is of the opinion that Chivington “might have been forced into this by the sentiment of the people”.
  This opinion was also shared by A.C. Hunt, the U.S. Marshall for the district of Colorado: when asked what was Chivington’s policy, he answers “to exterminate the Indians”; adding “and that seemed to be quite a popular notion too”.
   In this view, the role of the people in the genocide cannot be ignored, because as we shall see, the granting of their wishes seems to have been a central part in his motives.  
Chivington’s Agenda

Col. Chivington’s reasons for animosity towards the Plains Natives were certainly based on the same ideology as the settlers; however his primary motive appears to have been quite independent of his opinion of the victim group.  In the various testimonies contained in the aforementioned Congressional Report, there are, on more than one occasion, allusions to Chivington’s political ambitions.  For example, when U.S. Marshall Hunt is asked for his opinion on Chivington’s possible motive for the massacre, he proposes “I think it was hope of promotion. He had read of Kit Carson, General Harney, and others, who had become noted for their Indian fighting”.
  Indeed, in the report’s conclusion, Chairman B.F. Wade surmises:
It is thought by some that desire for political preferment prompted him to this cowardly act; that he supposed that by pandering to the inflamed passions of an excited population he could recommend himself to their regard and consideration.

For Chivington, an encampment of non-belligerent and unsuspecting natives represented an ideal political opportunity.     
A Heroic Battle?

Another editorial from the same source, written before the one mentioned above but just after the event had taken place, describes the Sand Creek Massacre in terms that are shockingly at odds with the usual historical interpretation of it.
  The first sign of this is in the title “The Battle of Sand Creek”.  Needless to say, calling the event a battle instead of a massacre has profound implications on what allegedly happened: the use of this term implies that it was a military engagement in which the traditional rules of warfare were respected at least up to a certain degree, and especially that it was a two-way conflict.  From this interpretation flows the gist of the editorial.  Here the “battle” is considered to be “Among the brilliant feats of arms in Indian warfare”.
  A stylized account is given of heroic feats in which army forces, guided by the “Polar star”, engaged an enemy camp “utterly surprised” but not “unprepared” for battle.
  Here again can be seen a self-conscious attempt to portray the massacre as a valiant and necessary campaign designed to safeguard white settlers’ rights against Native depravities.  Throughout the literature, Natives are constantly depicted as belligerent though inferior: according to this account, when they were finally forced out of their battle formations they “scattered and fought each for himself in genuine Indian fashion”.
  There are particular themes that can be isolated from this article: first, an effort to portray the massacre as a two-sided battle; second, an attempt to demonstrate Native incorrigibility and inferiority, thereby justifying white supremacy; and finally, the portrayal of the white combatants in a heroic light.

Boasting that Betrays Genocide

Despite the narrative editorial’s falsifying agenda, there are to be found in it elements that undermine the innocence of the campaign.  For example, it is declared that of an initial estimated strength of nine hundred, apart from those who fled “there were neither wounded nor prisoners”.
  The author does not bother to muse on how this could have happened, but there is no need to since it is clear enough that the army forces spared no one.  The piece goes on gloating about which prominent tribesmen were killed, indeed declaring that “Not a single prominent man of the tribe remains, and the tribe itself is almost annihilated”.
  Of special relevance to revealing the author’s motives, the only living beings that are listed as taken by the attackers are government horses and mules that were allegedly previously stolen.  Another point where the article betrays its initial assertion that the operation was not one-sided is when it declares “Whether viewed as a march or as a battle, the exploit has few, if any, parallels”.
  Indeed, deeming it a march would definitely put it closer in line with the subsequent attribution of massacre.  Furthermore, since the author insists that the affair was a battle, it seems strange that he would close his piece guessing that “the utter surprise of a large Indian village is unprecedented”: if the site of the engagement was not a field but a village, and if surprise was the desired effect, then perhaps “battle” is not the most appropriate term to describe the event.  
3. Planning the Genocide
Evidence of Planning


Since the explanation of Col. Chivington’s political ambition and the settlers thirst for Native blood cannot be the only motives for genocide, it is not surprising that there is be evidence of other thought processes in the Congressional Report.  One of these is the motive of spreading terror among the Natives in order to avoid having to carry out a costly and uncertain war. 
 In the frontier climate of “depredations” committed by Natives against settlers, authorities were constantly searching to identify guilty parties on which to carry out justice, but this was not always self-evident, as described Major S.J. Anthony’s testimony:
As soon as I got there they were apparently friendly. A Kiowa chief perhaps would say to me that his men were perfectly friendly, and felt all right towards the whites, but the Arapahoes were very bad Indians. Go to the Arapahoe camp, they would perhaps charge everything upon the Camanches, while the Camanches would charge it upon the Cheyennes; yet each band there was professing friendship towards us.
 
It might have been that it seemed much easier to make a deterring example of the would-be massacred group of Natives instead of taking up the frustrating task of finding the particular “enemies”.  As pointed out in the report’s conclusion, the hundreds of bodies were laid out on the plain “as evidences of the fiendish malignity and cruelty of the officers” that had “carefully plotted the massacre”. 
  The perpetrators were sending out a double message: an official one, demonstrating that “depredations” would no longer be tolerated; and a much more personal one from Chivington himself to his potential electorate.


Defining the Group


That the victim group was not an assembly of warriors, but a representative cross-section of Plains Indians society, is perhaps the lynchpin in making the massacre a genocide.  “Black Kettle’s band”, as the group was called, was probably singled out by Chivington because of its place of prominence in Native society: according to D.D. Colley, an “Indian trader”, Black Kettle was “the chief of the whole Cheyenne Nation”.
 The community had been isolated for some time in what amounted to an internment camp for prisoners of war.
  The community was already identified and vulnerable to attack when Chivington’s forces ambushed it and one of its first strategic actions was to “throw a guard around the post to prevent any one leaving it.
  Other than being vulnerable, the reason for this group being selected over another seems to be the leadership of the person of Black Kettle.  The symbolic weight of such a central figure in Plains Indians society must have had a bearing on the decision; perhaps it was assumed that it would have had a demoralizing effect on other groups. 
4. Conflicting Testimonies
An Eyewitness on Both Sides

Certainly some of the best evidence for the events at Sand Creek can be found in the Congressional Hearings of 1865.  A good starting point is the testimony of John S. Smith, who in his functions as a “United States Indian interpreter and special Indian agent” was an eyewitness to the massacre.
  From the very beginning of his testimony, there are statements made that are unsurprisingly at odds with the descriptions of events treated above.  Interestingly, the natives assembled at Sand Creek were present by request of the commanding officer at Fort Lyon for “promised protection”.
  On November 29th, 1864, the day of the massacre, Smith began the day in camp among the Indians.  When the troops under Col. Chivington arrived in sight of the Natives, the latter hoisted the American flag along with a white flag of surrender, “as [they] had been advised to do in case he should meet with any troops out on the Prairies”.
  In order to further ensure that the Indian camp would not be mistakenly considered as belligerent by the U.S. forces, Smith came out alone toward the soldiers but had to abort this because they shot at him.
  
Shortly after the troops began moving on the Native encampment, Smith was taken into the side of the soldiers, from where he had the vantage point to now report as an eyewitness.  According to his account, this is where the massacre began.  The Natives had “scattered in every direction”, and detachments of the army forces pursued the fleeing groups.  At one point where a group of them were caught up to, consisting of “probably a hundred Indians hemmed in there”, the soldiers fired on them “until they had almost completely destroyed them”.
  According to his description of this particular scene of bloodshed, there were some seventy bodies laying there, “the greater portion of them women and children”.  This particular site of slaughter was the only one Smith had witnessed, but he recalls that once he returned to the camp there were no longer any Natives present and that they “had left their lodges and property; everything they owned”.
  According to his estimates, there were some 500 natives initially in the camp.  What is possibly more striking in his account, even more than the sheer numbers of victims or their helplessness, are the “acts of barbarity” he saw performed.
  Examples of these include “women all cut to pieces […] scalped, their brains knocked out”.  Furthermore, the perpetrators allegedly did this indiscriminately: victims included “children two or three months old; all ages lying there, from suckling infants up to warriors”.  This narrative is a far cry from the descriptions of heroic and necessary acts one may find in the press. 
Chivington’s Version of Events and Worldview
The testimony of John M. Chivington delivered to the Joint Committee on the Conduct of War is invaluable to any research on the Sand Creek Massacre.  Chivington’s recalling of the events must be treated with the knowledge that it is not unbiased, since after all he is speaking in his own defence.  The discrepancies between his version of events and John Smith’s are numerous.  The first of these is his estimate of the numbers and demographic makeup of the Native camp.  Chivington recalled that there were as many as eleven to twelve hundred Natives present, of which the greater part (seven hundred) was men, and warriors at that.
  This is more than twice the estimate of Smith, who in addition recalled that there were more women than men.
  By describing the defensive-oriented layout of the Native encampment, Chivington alludes to a scenario in which the Natives were prepared for and perhaps even anticipating a battle; this and the fact that he omits any mention of the hoisting of the American and white flags also contradicts Smith’s account.
  An even sharper contradiction is found in the estimates of Natives killed.  Chivington guesses the number to be at about five to six hundred, and of that figure, there were “few women or children dead”.
  This does not match up at all with Smith’s descriptions of brutalized women and children.
Chivington’s testimony is at times self-incriminating.  For example, when asked to estimate how many Natives were wounded, he answers that he does not think there were any.  This, according to Chivington, is because his troops did not take any prisoners for the reason that “they could [not] have been made prisoners without endangering the lives of soldiers; Indians usually fight as long as they have the strength to resist”.
  Here the Native is portrayed as a savage beast who will fight until death; much like hunted prey.  This rationalization for executing injured Natives, along with the Massacre in its entirety, is based on a racialist ideology that necessitates the elimination of the victim group.  Such was the rationalization of the attack itself.  In the colonel’s worldview, the perpetrators of crimes against white settlers in the past years must be punished, and given the lack of humanity present in the individual Native, the punishment should be inflicted on the group as a whole.  According to him, there was no way of determining who the individual culprits of the said acts were, since the only witnesses were other Natives.  These Natives could not be trusted as witnesses because of their allegedly inherent traits:

I had no means of ascertaining what were the names of the Indians who had committed these outrages other than the declarations of the Indians themselves; the character of Indians in the western country for truth and veracity, like their respect for the chastity of women who may become prisoners in their hands is not of that order which is calculated to inspire confidence in what they may say.

Therefore, the various crimes committed by Natives on whites had to be avenged, and whether or not the victims of the Sand Creek Massacre were the individual culprits of these crimes was of no avail to Chivington and the army troops concerned.  For the alleged reasons mentioned above, in the mind of Col. Chivington Natives were not guaranteed the same legal rights as whites; their community would represent the individuals and suffer the punishment collectively.  
5. Factors Permitting Genocide
Incitement to Commit Genocide

In August 1864, three months before the massacre at Sand Creek, 

Governor John Evans of the Colorado Territory issued a proclamation asking civilians to assist in the struggle against these “enemies of the country”: 
I, John Evans, governor of Colorado Territory, do issue this my proclamation, authorizing all citizens of Colorado, either individually or in such parties as they may organize, to go in pursuit of all hostile Indians on the plains, scrupulously avoiding those who have responded to my said call to rendezvous at the points indicated; also, to kill and destroy, as enemies of the country, wherever they may be found, all such hostile Indians.
  
This type of incitement from the territory’s government means that it bears some of the responsibility in the genocide.  As the Congressional Committee’s conclusion points out, how the citizen is supposed to make the distinction between “hostile” and “friendly” is not clarified.
  In addition, anonymous white corpses were brought to Denver to be displayed in order to further aggravate local animosities towards natives (whether these corpses were the victims of Natives or not is unknown, according to the Report).

U.S. Native Policy and its Role in the Genocide

Though it has been established that western white settler society was ideologically inclined to commit genocide, there is still left to explain how this could have been done in the name of the U.S. government.  Although in this era and before the latter was certainly far from blameless in its treatment of Natives, it rests that its policy did not provide theoretically for such extreme acts as the Sand Creek Massacre.  This becomes evident when investigating its reaction to the affair, in which Col. Chivington is reprimanded for his actions committed in the name of the federal government:
Wearing the uniform of the United States, which should be the emblem of justice and humanity; holding the important position of commander of a military district, and therefore having the honour of the government to that extent in his keeping, he deliberately planned and executed a foul and dastardly massacre which would have disgraced the veriest savage among those who were the victims of his cruelty.

If the massacre was allowed to take place even though it ran against government policy, then there must have been other factors at play that disrupted the cohesion in the chain of command.  The most obvious of these is of course the sheer distance at play between the central government and the Colorado Territory in an age before the advent of rapid communications technology.  In this case, a change in command at Ft. Lyon was partly to blame for the massacre: whereas under the leadership of a certain Major Wynkoop (first name unknown) the Natives at Sand Creek were promised “the protection of our flag”, when the former was replaced by Major Anthony this promise was rescinded and the massacre ensued.
  Although neither Chivington nor anyone else was punished for their role in the genocide, in a new treaty between the U.S. government and the Natives, the former did admit to war guilt and provisions were made for indemnities to widows and orphans.

The Role of the Civil War

Another contextual factor, so often present in cases of genocide, is war.  In this case, it is difficult to ascertain exactly what part the Civil War played in the massacre.  Although it is unclear if Col. Chivington thought that the chaotic circumstances in the east would act to veil his actions, it is obvious from his testimony that he believed the Civil War would have some role to play in justifying his actions.  Chivington claimed that he had been “reliably informed” that a traitorous “half-breed” had told the Natives that since “the Great Father at Washington, having all he could do to fight his children at the south”, they could now regain their country.
  Allegedly, the Cheyenne and Arapaho believed that the Civil War provided them with an ideal opportunity, and Chivington made it his duty to extinguish this hope of regaining lost lands.
6. Conclusion

The Sand Creek Massacre was undoubtedly a genocide.  American troops under the command of Col. Chivington chose to attack and completely decimate a whole community of non-belligerent Cheyenne and Arapaho Natives, indiscriminately of age or sex.  They took advantage of a false belief of political protection on part of the victims to mount a surprise attack that was designed to rid the “Indian problem” by terrorizing and crippling the morale of the group.  Warned by fellow officers that the Natives were not belligerent, Col. Chivington “replied that he had come out to kill Indians”.
  Though this maverick officer’s actions were not necessarily representative of government policy, his ideology was widely shared by his local countrymen; and regardless, situational factors allowed him to carry out these sinister deeds in the uniform of the government.  According to an editorial of the New York Times (and also corroborated by the testimony of J. Smith), Chivington also had a very personal motive in committing genocide on the Plains Natives: he was due to run for congress and was out to secure the very sizeable “exterminationist” vote.
 That there would be political opportunity in conducting such a heinous act is testament to how deeply embedded the genocidal impulse was in the worldview of white settlers in the West.
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