








Chapter 7

Severing Ties
The Big QUESTION
How did the arrival 
of settlers and the 
U.S. government’s 
actions affect 
Native Americans 
living west of the 
Mississippi River?

Native Americans were well adapted to the cycles and patterns of nature. 
Whether they lived in a small fishing village or a large, sprawling farming 
society, they learned to survive in harmony with their surroundings. They 
used wood from trees, but they did not cut down all the trees. They used 
every part of the buffalo, but they did not kill all the buffalo. They made 
jewelry using stone or shell beads and sometimes copper, but they did not 
destroy the mountains and rivers to get all these materials. They gathered 
nuts and berries, but not too many, and they always left enough new seeds  
to sprout for future generations. 

The basic rules and patterns of nature never really change. The cycles 
remain the same. And yet, change is in everything. Change comes with every 
season, just as it comes in various stages of our lives. These are the changes 
we understand and know to expect. But sometimes there are other types 
of changes. Nobody can predict exactly what the future will bring. Native 
Americans understood this fact long before they encountered Europeans. 
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Through their myths and spiritual ceremonies, Native Americans gave 
thanks and praise to nature’s helping spirits—the plants, animals, waters, and 
sunshine. But they also asked the spirits for safety and mercy. They asked to 
be spared from famine, drought, and war. Most years, the people were happy, 
well-fed, and at peace with their neighbors. But they knew there would also 
be lean years when the buffalo herds were too thin, or too little rain fell on 
the corn and bean crops. They knew there would be wars and conflicts with 
other tribes as well.

Some tribes controlled better land with more food and resources 
than other tribes. Some tribes grew to be large and dominant, while others 
simply survived from season to season. Some tribes faced more trials and 
tribulations than others. Sometimes, one tribe would force another tribe off 
its land, so, for example, an Eastern Woodland tribe might have to adapt 
to life on the plains, or a Plateau tribe might have to learn to survive in the 
desert. Sometimes the victors of war would take the losers captive, or adopt 
them into their tribe. Other times, mighty tribes fell and weaker ones rose up. 

And so everything changed, and yet in many ways everything stayed 
the same. In spite of all of life’s challenges, Native Americans upheld their 
way of life for thousands of years. Wherever they were, they strived to live in 
harmony with their surroundings. They lived according to the same patterns 
and cycles as everything else in nature. When the acorns ripened and fell, 
then it was time to gather and eat acorns. When the buffalo moved, it was 
time to move the village. And when the spring rains fell, it was time to plant 
new seeds. Year after year and generation after generation, according to these 
cycles, Native American tribes created their own history. 
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Europeans who migrated to the Americas did not share the same 
traditions and beliefs as Native Americans. Aside from their culture, religion, 
and technology, Europeans had different beliefs regarding land ownership 
and individual rights and liberties. To understand just how very different  
they were, it is important to reflect on what life was like in Europe. 

In the late 1400s, Europe was just emerging from the feudal system of the 
Middle Ages. Most people were still tied to farming the land, the bulk of which 
was owned by rich, influential members of the nobility. There was no “free” 
land to explore and settle on. There was little social mobility. For three hundred 
years after Columbus’s first journey, the exploration and colonization of the 
“New World” brought incredible new wealth to European nations. However, a 
large part of that wealth went straight to the same royals and aristocrats who 
already owned all the land and resources in the “Old World.” 
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Then came the founding of the United States in 1776. This new nation 
put in place systems of laws designed to protect the right to “life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness.” Now, the New World offered new hope and 
opportunity for even the most lowly members of European society. The New 
World offered land, ready to be farmed, to all, including those who would 
never have had such an opportunity in their own countries.

However, it wasn’t quite that simple. By the late 1700s, land in the East 
had been claimed, and there was stiff competition for jobs.  Therefore, many 
new immigrants looked beyond the East to the frontier—the untamed 
wilderness—for opportunities. 
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The Nation Doubles in Size
In 1803, President Jefferson completed the Louisiana Purchase, which 

doubled the new nation’s territory. This huge area of land was mostly 
unmapped and unknown wilderness to Europeans settling in the United 
States. In 1804, Lewis and Clark began their famous journey to explore the 
land west of the Mississippi River. Their explorations helped spark interest in 
this land. By 1850, people realized that all the land—the American West as 
it came to be known—was not only vast but also full of resources. It did not 
take long for this news to travel to Europe. For those escaping the troubles of 
the Old World, the American West seemed like a haven. There, anyone could 
live free and prosper if they were willing to work. Also, as it turned out, they 
needed to be willing to fight or “manage” the Native Americans who had 
been living there for thousands of years. 

Throughout the second half of the 1800s, 
immigrants, largely from Europe, flowed into the 
United States. Many became “pioneers,” risking 
everything for a chance to settle and build new lives. 
Generally, pioneers were not there to live in harmony 
with nature or abide by Native American customs 
and laws. They were there to tame the land and gain 
wealth from it. 
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Some of the resources were obvious: endless forests, fine 
soil and ranch land, massive buffalo herds, and sometimes 

even gold nuggets just sitting there on the ground 
waiting to be picked up. But some of the most 

valuable resources were buried underground, 
such as coal, iron, oil, copper, and other 

minerals. These resources did not shine 
like gold or silver, but over time they 

proved even more valuable. They 
provided the raw materials for 

America’s growing cities and 
industries. For the people 

of the United States, the 
American West was a great 
treasure trove of land 
and resources. However, 
Native Americans had 
already made this land 
their home.
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Captain Meriwether Lewis (1774–1809) and William 
Clark (1770–1838) on their transcontinental expedition



To the pioneers and the U.S. 
government, who wanted to settle on this 
land, the presence of Native Americans 
was a problem. The U.S. government 
decided that one way to control and 
confront Native Americans was to 
encourage immigrants and other people in 
crowded eastern cities to move west. This 
gave rise to one of the most important 
acts of legislation in U.S. history: the 
Homestead Act of 1862. With the passage 
of the Homestead Act, vast tracts of land 
throughout the West were made available 
to new settlers. Anyone age 21 or older 
could apply for a homestead of usually 
160 acres. In exchange for the land, 
homesteaders had to live on it for at least 
five years and improve it by creating a 
profitable farm or ranch. The Homestead 
Act triggered a land rush throughout 
the American West, as thousands of new 
settlers staked their claims and worked to 
build new lives. 
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This painting, At the Sand Creek Massacre by Howling 
Wolf (1874–1875), is part of an important art tradition 
developed by Plains Indians in the 1800s.



Of course, many of these homesteads were on Native American 
homelands. Many tribes felt they had no choice but to defend their way of life. 
Problems usually started with small disagreements, but they soon spiraled 
out of control. The brutal Sand Creek Massacre of 1864 is an example of this. 
In that case, U.S. soldiers in the Colorado territory attacked a peaceful village 
and killed over 100 Cheyenne, mostly women, children, and elderly men. The 
tribe’s warriors were out hunting at the time, but when they returned and saw 
what the soldiers had done, they swore revenge. The surviving Cheyenne 
and other tribes attacked settlers throughout the area, kidnapping and killing 
entire families. Thus began a bloody cycle of revenge.

Wars between Native Americans and settlers from the United States  
broke out in every region of the West, from the Great Plains to California. These 
wars were bloody and costly. In an effort to end the fighting and solve the “Indian 
Problem” once and for all, the U.S. government greatly expanded the reservation 
system. This meant forcing Native Americans onto areas of land set aside for 
them. This had begun years earlier with the Indian Appropriations Act of 1851. 
Then, Congress set aside money to create reservations throughout what is now 
Oklahoma (where the Cherokee were forced to move during the Trail of Tears). 
Most tribes refused to move onto reservations at first, so the U.S. Army tried to 
force them. The fighting only increased and the wars became bloodier. 
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After years of war, some tribes managed to make peace treaties with the 
U.S. government. Instead of moving to distant reservations, individual tribes 
were allowed to carve out little land reservations in their ancestral homelands. 
This was the case with some of the stronger, larger tribes. They still lost much 
of their freedom and land, but each tribe was treated as an independent nation 
within the United States. 

Unfortunately, none of these peace treaties lasted long. Settlers continued 
to encroach on Native American land anyway. Furthermore, the reservation 
lands were usually unsuited to supporting the tribes. Due to little rain and poor 
soil, Native Americans often left the reservations to hunt and gather foods. The 
main problem, as far as the settlers and the U.S. government were concerned, 
was that some tribes still had powerful, popular leaders. Even on reservations, 
Native Americans maintained power and influence because they continued to 
work together as tribes. The U.S. government felt that the tension and fighting 
would continue as long as Native American tribes were treated as independent 
nations within a nation.

With the Indian Appropriations Act of 1871, the United States 
officially stopped treating each tribe as a separate nation. After 1871, by 
law, all individual Native Americans were considered “wards of the federal 
government.” The U.S. government no longer wished to deal with tribes as 
a whole. Instead, they wanted to deal with individuals, in the hopes that the 
tribal structure would finally collapse once and for all. Native Americans were 
no longer independent, but they were not U.S. citizens, either. In the eyes of 
the law, they became dependents with few freedoms and rights to do anything 
unless the government agreed. 

Of course, one act of Congress did not change a structure that had been 
in place for thousands of years. While some Native Americans decided the 
only way to survive was to lay down their guns and learn to live according to 
the laws of the United States, many others refused to give up. To them, life 
on the reservations was no life at all, and they would rather die fighting than 
watch their families starve. But eventually the U.S. government did succeed in 
breaking the tribes. Although the Appropriations Act of 1871 did not bring an 
end to the wars, it did mark the beginning of a particularly tragic chapter in the 
story of Native American resistance. 
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Lakota encampment

Broken Promises
Years later, a great Lakota chief named Red Cloud 

said this: “They made us many promises, more than 
I can remember, but they never kept but one: they 
promised to take our land, and they took it.” This quote 
neatly summarizes what happened to Native Americans 
when the United States expanded across the West. 
Tribes had a connection to the land that non-Native 
Americans could not understand. Without land, it was 
extremely difficult for tribes to maintain their culture 
and identity.
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Chapter 8

Your Name  
is Luther

The Big QUESTION
How did events 
in Luther’s life 
affect his view of 
assimilation?

Richard Henry Pratt is not a famous name, but his story does provide 
an important window into Native American history. Through Pratt’s story, 
we learn that there were people in the United States who did not want to see 
Native Americans killed off or trapped on poor reservations. Some wanted 
to help Native Americans assimilate and become part of a rapidly changing 
nation. In the end, Pratt’s efforts did not help in the way he had hoped. This is 
his story.

Pratt was not a Native 
American. He was born to a 
family of British descent in 
New York State. In 1850, at age 
10, his family moved west to 
Indiana, which was a frontier 
state at the time. Needing 
money, Pratt’s father followed 
the Gold Rush to California. 
He got lucky and struck gold! 
Unfortunately, he died before 
he could bring that gold home. 

As a result, at age 13, 
Pratt was fatherless and 

penniless. As the oldest child, he had no choice but to leave school and 
work in order to help provide for the family. He grew up understanding the 
importance of hard work, as well as the value of knowing a trade or skill 
that would provide an income. Later, during the Civil War, he volunteered 

Colonel Richard Henry Pratt on horseback
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for the Indiana Volunteer Cavalry and fought for the Union. He was a good 
soldier—smart, brave, and hardworking. Pratt liked army life, and he stayed 
with the cavalry after the war was over. He was assigned to the Tenth Cavalry 
Regiment, or the “Buffalo Soldiers” as they were known. Their job was to 
make sure the Lakota and other plains tribes stayed on their reservations. 

This was easier said than done. The land on most reservations was  
very poor, so people could not farm there. The U.S. government promised  
to provide money, food, fuel, and other supplies to the reservations, but  
there was never enough for everyone. Many people preferred to die fighting 
than starve on the reservations. As a result, the Tenth Cavalry was involved  
in several of many “Indian Wars” between the United States and the  
Great Plains tribes. 

Although Pratt was employed to control and even fight Native 
Americans, he also saw firsthand how horrible living conditions were on the 
reservations. He understood why people would rather fight than surrender. 
Pratt sympathized with Native Americans, and he thought there must be a 
better alternative to war and starvation. 

In the army, Pratt had contact with Native American prisoners of war. 
The army was not sure what to do with these prisoners because they knew 
that if they released them, they would probably have to fight them again. 
Pratt tried to figure out how to enable the prisoners to return to a life of peace 
rather than remain in prison or die in battle. He believed Native Americans 
needed to be taught how to live according to the laws and customs of the 
United States. He taught them to speak English, and then he taught them to 
read and write. What Pratt realized is that Native Americans were just like 
him. They wanted to be able to take care of their families, their homes, and 
their land. They wanted food, shelter, and safety. They cared for their children 
and wanted the best for them. Pratt believed that, in order to have those 
things, it would be best if Native Americans learned to read and write English 
and were more familiar with U.S. ways and customs.

Pratt had a favorite saying: “Kill the Indian to save the man.” This did 
not mean that he literally wanted to kill Native Americans. He actually 
wanted to save their lives, but in order to do that he believed it was necessary 
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to strip away everything that made them Native Americans. His goal was 
“assimilation through education.” As he saw it, Native American culture was 
the main problem, and the solution to the problem was to replace that culture 
with something new. To do that, he believed Native Americans needed to 
change their language, their religious beliefs, all of their habits and customs, 
and even their clothing and hairstyles. Today, it is no surprise that many 
people blame Pratt for trying to destroy what was left of Native American 
culture. In many ways, that is exactly what he wanted to do. 

Pratt gathered support for his idea, and eventually he convinced Congress 
to give him some money to open an experimental school. The U.S. Army agreed 
to let him use an old barracks in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. Pratt converted the 
buildings there into the Carlisle Indian Industrial School. At this school, Native 
Americans would learn to speak, read, and write in English. They would also 
learn about U.S. history and customs, such as Thanksgiving and the Fourth of 

July. They would no longer be allowed to dress 
like Native Americans and were instead made 
to wear uniforms. They would not be allowed to 
sing, dance, or tell their old stories, either. They 
would be taught to cast aside their ancient ways 
and learn a new way to live in America.

To find students for his new school, Pratt 
went back to the same reservation lands where 
he once fought as a soldier, in South Dakota 
and Nebraska. He talked to some of the tribal 
leaders. He told them he had an idea to help 
their children find a bright, happy future. 
This brings us to the story of another colorful, 
fascinating character in American history: 
Luther Standing Bear. 

Luther’s Story
When Luther was born, he was named Plenty Kill, because his parents 

thought he had the heart of a hunter and warrior. He was born in the Black 
Hills of South Dakota in 1868. Back then, many Lakota and other Sioux 
tribes were still at war with the U.S. Army. Plenty Kill lived on a reservation, 

Native American children reading 
at the Carlisle School
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but he was raised according to the old, traditional ways. He learned to hunt 
buffalo and ride a horse. He also learned to fight. Plenty Kill’s father was a 
great warrior. He called the U.S. soldiers “Long Knives,” because of the swords 
carried by cavalry officers like Richard Henry Pratt. 

When Plenty Kill was a boy, his father made a bow and arrows for him. 
The bow and all the arrows were painted red as a sign that his father had been 
wounded in battle. Plenty Kill grew up expecting that he, too, would someday 
fight and possibly die in battle against the Long Knives. However, his father 
did not really want his son to become a warrior. Like many other Lakota, he 
was tired of fighting. Instead, he wanted something different for his son. 

Then, one day, Richard Henry Pratt came to talk to them about 
the Carlisle School. Pratt took Plenty Kill’s father and other tribal elders 
to visit the new school. On the trip, they also went to New York City 
and Washington, D.C. They met the president of the United States, the 
“Grandfather of the Long Knives.” When Plenty Kill’s father returned from 
his trip, he said this: 

“My son, since I have seen all those cities, and the way the Long Knife 
people are doing, I begin to realize that our lands and our [animals] 
are all gone. There is nothing but the Long Knives everywhere I went, 

Native American children studying anatomy at the Carlisle School
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and they keep coming like flies. So we will have to learn their ways, 
in order that we may be able to live with them. You will have to learn 
all you can, and I will see that your brothers and sisters follow in 
the path that you are making for them. Someday I want to hear you 
speak like these Long Knife people, and work like them.”

So, Plenty Kill went to Carlisle, Pennsylvania, along with 146 other 
Native American children, mostly from Great Plains tribes. There, he 
chose his new first name—Luther—at random from a list of names on the 
chalkboard. He could not yet read, but the teacher ordered him to choose a 
name anyway, and Luther was the one he chose. 

Life at the Carlisle School was totally different than anything Plenty Kill, 
now Luther, had ever known, and it certainly was not much fun. The teachers 
forced all the boys to cut their hair, which is something Lakota men never 
did. The boys were very angry about it and did not understand, but they had 

no choice. Discipline at the school was 
strict and punishments were severe. If the 
boys refused, they were punished, and 
then they had to get a haircut anyway.  

After their haircuts, the children 
received new clothing. They had never worn 
such tight, scratchy garments and they were 
very uncomfortable. Aside from the sadness 
of separation from their families, the worst 
part was that they were not allowed to speak 
their own language. The children were 

only allowed to speak English, which was impossible at first since none of them 
knew that language. Luther was a very fast learner, though, and he grew to enjoy 
reading and writing. 

Luther was a star student at Carlisle and became a recruiter for the 
school, meaning that he encouraged other Native Americans to send their 
children there. The people at the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs liked what 
they saw at the Carlisle School. They built about 25 more “Indian boarding 
schools” around the country, all modeled after the Carlisle School and 

Native American children digging for 
potatoes
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funded by the government. They also 
encouraged church missions and other 
organizations to create similar schools 
on reservations.

Unfortunately, few Native 
American children were as successful 
as Luther and other members of 
the first class at the Carlisle School. 
Most boarding schools were run like 
military bases, and children were often 
treated very badly. In some schools, 

children were treated more like enslaved workers than students. They lived 
in poor conditions and diseases were widespread. If they tried to run away, 
they were captured and forced to do physical work as punishment. Pratt 
himself complained that the schools were hurting rather than helping Native 
Americans. Eventually, he complained so much that he was fired from the 
Carlisle School. He continued to promote “assimilation through education,” 
but he was never very successful, and the schools never improved much. 
Many were closed by the late 1920s. 

Luther went on to live a full and fascinating life. Despite efforts by 
Pratt and the teachers at the Carlisle School, Luther never forgot his native 
language and customs. He never cut his hair again, either, and he did not 
think any other Native Americans should have to. Luther spent the rest of his 
life working to preserve Lakota heritage. He wrote books and gave speeches, 
and he even became a movie actor. He tried to make sure Hollywood film 
directors portrayed Native Americans in a fair, honest way, instead of always 
presenting them as villains or savages. 

Luther believed in the importance of education, and he was always 
grateful to Pratt for the chance to attend his school. However, Luther did 
not agree that Native Americans should abandon their culture. He thought 
Lakota children should learn about Lakota history and that they should be 
proud of their culture and beliefs. Today, Luther Standing Bear would be 
happy to see that present-day Native Americans are proud of their heritage 
and have not abandoned their culture.  

Native American children learning to read 
and write at the Carlisle School



Chapter 9

Battle of the  
Little Bighorn

The Big QUESTION
Why was the Battle 
of the Little Bighorn 
important in the 
shared history 
of the European 
settlers and Native 
Americans? 

In previous chapters you read about conflict between Native Americans 
and settlers moving west. This is the story of the Battle of the Little Bighorn. 
It is an event that stands out in the history of this conflict. 

Lieutenant Charles Varnum was awake long before reveille that morning. 
In fact, he had not slept at all the night before, and he was not alone, for there 
was going to be a battle that day, and everyone knew it. He watched the sunrise 
and light fog drifting across the wide prairies of southern Montana. This was a 
pleasant place to be in the summertime, even if you had to wear a heavy wool 
uniform like Varnum and his fellow cavalrymen. 

The troops were camped in a little river valley. The day before, Varnum 
had noticed silvery rainbow trout in the nearby creek, and perhaps the 
thought had crossed his mind that it would be nice to spend the day fishing 
beside that little creek. However, Varnum knew very well that this day would 
hold no time for leisure or relaxation. They were at war, and the enemy was 
near. In fact, according to his scouts, the enemy was just on the other side of 
that river. 

The war became known as the Black Hills War, because much of the 
fighting was in or around the Black Hills of South Dakota. Later, it was also 
referred to as the Great Sioux War of 1876. Lieutenant Varnum was in the 
Seventh Cavalry Regiment, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel George 
Armstrong Custer. This was only one of many “Indian Wars” and other 
bloody conflicts between Native Americans and U.S. forces. 
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As Chief of Scouts, Lieutenant Varnum gathered intelligence, or 
important information, about the enemy’s location and strength. Varnum 
had a tough, ragtag group of men under his command. The scouts included 
warriors from the Arikara and Crow tribes. Their people once fought the 
U.S. soldiers, too, but they had surrendered and moved onto the reservations. 
Their tracking skills and knowledge of other tribes was very useful. 

The day before, June 25, Varnum sent his scouts to explore the banks 
of the Little Bighorn River. They reported finding a very large Lakota Sioux 
village. They said there were many warriors in the village, but they did not 
know how many exactly. They only knew that it was a very big village with 
hundreds of tepees. As was his duty, Varnum reported this information to 
Custer, his commander. 

75Little Bighorn River, Montana
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Custer wanted to see the village, so Varnum and his scouts took him to 
the top of the tallest nearby hill. From there, they could see smoke from the 
campfires, and they could see a few tepees and some horses, but not much 
else. Custer said he wanted to attack the village, but the Arikara and Crow 
scouts protested, saying they had never seen such a large village. Nonetheless, 
Custer saw this as an opportunity to deal a major blow to the enemy and 
maybe even end the war, so he ordered his men to prepare for an attack.

Years earlier, during the Civil War, 
Custer had gained a reputation for being 
fearless and aggressive. However, he also 
had a reputation for being reckless, taking 
big risks with the lives of his soldiers. Ten 
years later, Custer was still the same type of 
soldier. Like everyone else in the Seventh 
Cavalry, Varnum had great respect for 
Custer and was proud to serve under his 
command. Still, Varnum could not help 
feeling that maybe, this time, Custer was 
being too reckless. 

Custer could not see the whole village 
from the top of that hill because it extended 
several miles along the river valley. He only 
saw the very edge of the village. Beyond that, 
there were at least 10,000 Lakota Sioux camped along the river, including 
as many as 2,000 warriors. And the Lakota were not alone. Their allies, the 
Arapahoe and Cheyenne, were there, as well. In the past, the tribes had often 
gathered in this valley of the Little Bighorn River because it was good hunting 
ground and there was plenty of water nearby. In 1876, with war raging all 
around, they were all  gathered in this place. Amongst the thousands gathered 
together were a famous Lakota holy man named Sitting Bull, along with a 
great warrior-chief named Crazy Horse.

Many members of the Lakota had tried to live on the reservations. They 
had signed treaties with the federal government. The treaties said it was their 
land and nobody else’s. But settlers moved in anyway, and the reservations 

General George A. Custer, 1876
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kept getting smaller and smaller. At last, 
the Lakota left the reservations. They 
packed up their tepees and traveled 
across the plains into Wyoming and 
Montana to hunt buffalo and live free. 
Of course, the U.S. government wanted 
them to go back to the reservations. 
They told the Lakota to return by 
midnight on January 31, 1876, or there 
would be war. The Lakota did not return 
to the reservations, and the Black Hills 
War started the next day. 

Sitting Bull was a famous spiritual 
leader, known among all the Lakota and 
their allies. He told his people to have 

courage in their war against the Wasichu. That is what the Lakota called the 
soldiers and settlers: Wasichu. The true meaning of this word is not certain, 
though some have concluded that it means “person who takes the fat,” or 
someone who is greedy. Anxious and uncertain of their future, the tribes 
gathered in this valley in the early summer of 1876, because Sitting Bull was 
going to perform a Sun Dance. The Sun Dance was an ancient, sacred ritual. 
During the Sun Dance, Sitting Bull prayed for a vision of the future. He asked 
the spirits what would happen to his people. 
Sitting Bull predicted that the Lakota would 
win a great victory in battle.

Sitting Bull was not the only important 
leader in the great village on the Little 
Bighorn that day. Crazy Horse was there, as 
well. In some ways, Crazy Horse was a little 
like Custer, bold and reckless. In battle, he 
rode straight at the enemy, but no arrow or 
bullet ever found him. All the warriors were 
happy to follow Crazy Horse wherever he 
went, because he always found victory. 

Sitting Bull was a Lakota holy man.

Chief Crazy Horse



After talking with Varnum and his scouts, Custer ordered his troops to 
prepare to attack the village. Custer planned a surprise attack, but he soon 
realized this was impossible. After all, the Lakota had scouts, too, and it is not 

easy to hide a cavalry regiment for very long out on the plains. 

The regiment had 11 companies, each with around 
50 or 60 men. Custer divided the regiment into 

three brigades, or groups of companies. He sent 
three companies with Captain Benteen and 

another three companies with Major Reno. 
Custer kept the largest force of five 

companies, totaling 210 men, under 
his direct command. At first, 

Lieutenant Varnum was a little 
disappointed when he 

learned that he was 
going with Reno’s force. 

Varnum wanted to 
ride with Custer and 

the main force.  
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Prior to the Battle of the Little Bighorn, one of Custer’s 
assignments had been to map this area to locate a suitable site 
for a future military post. During the expedition, geologists 
discovered gold. This discovery caused an invasion of miners 
and others to the Black Hills in violation of the treaty of 1868.
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Custer did take several of Varnum’s scouts because he needed them to guide 
him to the village. The Arikara and Crow had long been enemies of the 
Lakota, since the days before any Europeans knew about America. Therefore, 
Varnum’s scouts were willing to go and fight with Custer. However, as he was 
riding out with Reno’s troops, Varnum saw his scouts preparing for battle. 
They were singing their death songs, which meant they did not expect to 
survive the day. 

Custer took his brigade to the north along the right bank of the Little 
Bighorn River, looking for a good place to cross and attack the village. Reno 
crossed over to the left bank, and his troops moved north on that side of the 
river. Soon, scouts were reporting that the Lakota knew the soldiers were 
coming and they were not running away. Custer sent a messenger to Reno 
and ordered him to attack the village and force the Lakota to come out and 
fight. Custer, meanwhile, was a mile or so upriver, and he planned to attack at 
the same time, creating chaos and confusion in the village. 

Reno’s brigade dismounted from their horses and approached a few 
tepees on the edge of the village. They moved forward in a line, cautiously, 
with the troops up front and the officers, including Lieutenant Varnum, to 
the rear. As they approached the village, Varnum saw children running away. 
Several women mounted horses and they were the first ones to ride out and 
shoot at the soldiers. Then the warriors arrived. At first, there were only a few. 
They hid in the tall grass and fired their guns from a distance. 

Reno’s soldiers and the Lakota shot back and forth for about 20 minutes. 
One of Reno’s men was wounded during this time, but that was all. However, 
Lieutenant Varnum was a trained and experienced scout, which means 
he had good eyes and a good sense of what was happening around him. 
He realized that the Lakota warriors were gathering behind a nearby hill. 
Varnum sent a scout to see, and sure enough, he reported that there were at 
least 500 warriors there. Before Varnum could warn Reno, the warriors rode 
their horses around from behind the hill. 

The ground shook and the air filled with their war cries as warriors 
swarmed toward Reno’s brigade. Bullets and arrows whizzed all around, and 
then the soldiers began to fall. Panic and fear spread through Reno’s brigade 
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as they realized they were outnumbered. Reno also panicked. He ordered his 
men to mount their horses, but then he ordered them to dismount, and then 
to mount again. At last, he simply ordered everyone to retreat, and they all 
ran or rode away as fast as they could. They reached the top of a hill, but the 
Lakota were everywhere. That might have been the end of Reno and all his 
men, except Captain Bennett’s brigade happened to appear at just the right 
moment. Today, that hill is called Reno’s Hill. Reno and Bennett stayed on 
that hill the rest of that day, all night, and into the next day. All the while, they 
expected Custer and his men to ride to the rescue at any moment. 

Custer never made it across the Little Bighorn River. He tried, but before 
he and his men were halfway across, all the rest of the warriors from that 
huge village came out to meet them. The only survivors of that fight, the only 
ones who lived to tell the story of “Custer’s Last Stand,” were Native American 
warriors. Custer and every one of his men died that day. 

As to what exactly happened to Custer, there are different stories. Most 
seem to agree on a few details, though. The Lakota attacked Custer and his 
men as they crossed the river. Many of his men died there in the water. The 
rest probably broke into smaller groups of 20 or 30 men. Most of the fighting 
was over within a few minutes. Custer and some of his men probably made 

Opening of the Battle of the Little Bighorn by Amos Bad Heart Bull (1869–1913)



it to the top of a small hill. There they may have formed a circle and fought a 
little while longer before being totally overrun. 

After Custer was dead, all the warriors went back and attacked Reno 
and Benteen and their men. They fought all the rest of the day and into the 
night. The fighting began again the next morning, but the Lakota learned 
that more army soldiers were coming. Soon after, the Lakota broke camp and 
scattered across the plains once again, and the war continued. Sitting Bull’s 
prediction was correct. Crazy Horse and the Lakota warriors did win a great 
victory that day. It was their last great victory. Less than a year later, in May of 
1877, after many more battles, Crazy Horse and the last of his warriors finally 
surrendered to the Wasichu. 

As for Lieutenant Varnum, he remained in the cavalry for many years and 
continued to fight the few remaining Lakota and other people who dared to resist. 
In 1890, he won the nation’s highest military award, the Medal of Honor, for his 
actions fighting the Sioux one last time near a place called Wounded Knee.
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Retreat of Major Reno’s Command by Amos Bad Heart Bull (1869–1913)
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Chapter 10

The Taking  
of the Land

The Big QUESTION
How did the Dawes 
Act change Native 
Americans’ land 
rights?

By the late 1880s, nearly all 
Native Americans had been forced 
onto reservations or assimilated 
into U.S. society. Forcing people 
onto reservations did not bring 
peace. Even on the reservations, 
far away from their ancestral lands, 
stripped of their culture and forced 
to learn a new way of life, some 
Native Americans would not give 
up the fight. 

Eventually, Congress passed the 
Dawes Act (officially the General 
Allotment Act of 1887). The Dawes 
Act was the final act that forced 
an end to the conflict between the 
United States and Native American 
tribes. This act “did away with” 

reservations altogether, based on the belief that the only path to survival for 
Native Americans was for them to assimilate and own land as individual 
family farmers. It did not simply take more land or carve up existing 
reservations, the Dawes Act actually aimed to destroy the heart of Native 
American cultural identity, the one thing no other treaty or act of Congress 
had done.   

Henry Laurens Dawes (1816–1903)
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Under the Dawes Act, reservations were broken up and Native American 
families who lived on those former reservations received 160 acres of land, 
the same amount granted to settlers, or homesteaders, by the Homestead 
Act. This act forced Native Americans to work and survive as individuals 
and not as part of a tribe. However, most of the acreage that was allocated 
was on existing reservation land that was usually unsuitable for growing 
crops. While most homesteaders had a good chance of making a living off 
their 160 acres, most Native Americans had no such luck on their dry, dusty 
allotments. Any land not claimed by Native Americans was made available 
for sale to non-Native American settlers. Those who could not earn a living 
from their allotment had to sell their land to non-Native American settlers for 
needed cash. The former reservation homelands were chopped up into many 
little pieces and hunting and fishing territory was lost. Many people left the 
former reservation land and never returned. Those who remained struggled 
to survive. Worst of all, rather than a sense of belonging to the land, they 
felt a sense of isolation and sadness. The people were scattered and all that 
remained—it seemed—were stories and memories. 

To understand why the Dawes Act was so damaging to Native American 
tribes, you must understand what lay at the heart of Native American cultural 
identity. Many factors contribute to cultural identity. Language, clothing, 
food, and religious practices are all important, but they are really only pieces 
of the puzzle. These things only provide clues to a person’s culture. The 
true core of a person’s cultural identity cannot necessarily be seen, heard, or 
tasted. Cultural identity is something people feel and know deep down inside, 
regardless of what they wear or do and regardless of where they live. 

When Native American children went off to the boarding schools 
(such as the Carlisle Indian Industrial School), they changed their clothing 
and language. They traded in their homemade animal-skin clothes for wool 
suits and dresses. They learned to speak English. They learned about a new 
religion, and they learned how to work in factories and on farms. They did 
everything their teachers told them to do—everything that was supposed to 
erase their cultural identity. But it did not work. In the end, they were still 
Native Americans. 



Why? What was it about the cultural identity of Native Americans that 
could not be easily erased or forgotten? The answer to this question is both 
simple and complicated: land. It is simple because it is easy to see why the 
land was so important to Native Americans. But it is complicated because, 
according to Native American traditions, there is more to land than dirt and 
rock. There is more to it than plants, animals, and all the resources necessary 
for survival. Land is not simply a place where a tribe lives. Land is part of the 
tribe itself. Land is the thing that makes the tribe whole.  
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Anyone can learn to hunt, but how many people know how to make a 
perfect bow and arrows using only materials available on the grassy prairies? 
How many people can look at the forest floor and immediately know what 
kinds of animals have walked through the area in the past few days, how big 
they were, and in which direction they were headed? How many can predict 
the weather by watching birds or observing the moon? How many people do 
you know who can find enough food in the desert to feed an entire extended 
family of 50 or more people? To not only survive but also to raise a family 
and live comfortably in the forest, plains, or desert requires great skill and 
knowledge, more than a single person could teach himself or herself. Living 
such a lifestyle brings people into direct and intimate contact with nature, 
with the land itself, as well as with the sky and waters and with other people 
with whom they must work and share in order to live. 
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This was very different from the way people of European descent 
lived at the time, and it is very different from the way Americans and 
Europeans live today. Rather than conquering or taming the land, Native 
Americans blended into the land. They built sturdy, cozy houses. They 
moved across the land, following age-old trails. They had excellent tools, 
but not machinery or factories. They possessed incredible amounts of 
knowledge—knowledge not necessarily found in a library.  

For people living today, survival in the forest or other wilderness
would require all our energy and time. How much spare time 
would you have for fun and games if you found yourself in the wild, 
with nothing but your hands and brain to provide food, clothing, 
housing, and fuel? Most likely, you would spend all day looking for 
food and still go to bed hungry, and probably cold, too. Not so for 
Native Americans. Native Americans lived comfortably and usually 
had plenty to eat. They had time for things other than hunting and 
gathering. They made music and danced and told long, engaging 
stories. They had celebrations and feasts, and they played games. They 
were skilled artisans, crafting boats, fine pottery, basketry, jewelry, 
dolls, headdresses, baby cradles, and all sorts of beautiful objects using 
whatever was available on the land. This was true long ago, and it is 
still true today. 

From this closeness and intimacy with nature, Native Americans 
developed their truest sense of cultural identity. Their knowledge of 
the land was the source not only of food and shelter but also of their 
stories and beliefs. The spirits they worshipped lived on the same 
land as everything else. Furthermore, wherever they went, Native 
Americans walked in the footsteps of their ancestors, whose very flesh 
and blood was also part of the land. For Native Americans, everything 
was connected to the land. As long as a tribe was together on the land, 
they were able to cling to their cultural identity. Without land, there 
could be no tribe.

And so, after decades of wars, treaties, and acts of Congress, the 
U.S. government finally understood that any land Native Americans 
were permitted to own as a tribe allowed them to maintain their 
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The Dawes Act
The most important part of the Dawes Act involved the 

division, or allotment, of land to individual owners. As long 
as the Dawes Act was in effect, no tribe was allowed to claim 
ownership of any land. Instead, the land was divided into 
individual lots and given to individual owners. 

Besides the destruction of their cultural identity, Native 
Americans also lost even more land as a result of the Dawes 
Act. Many simply sold their land to anyone who was willing 
to buy it. Others lost their allotments because they went into 
debt after borrowing money to try to make ends meet. Some 
allotments were never given to Native Americans at all but 
simply handed over to homesteaders. 

cultural identity. This is where the Dawes Act finally succeeded where 
other acts and treaties had failed. It destroyed the sense of connection 
between the tribes and the land. In the process, it almost defeated the 
tribes themselves. 

Before the Dawes Act of 1887, there were nearly 150 million acres 
of land in Native American hands. By 1934, when the Dawes Act was 
finally overturned, Native Americans owned only 48 million acres. In 
other words, as a whole, Native Americans had lost over two-thirds of 
their land. Fortunately, though, with the overturning of the Dawes Act 
and the Indian New Deal of 1934, Native American tribes were allowed 
to own land once again. Furthermore, they were allowed to exist as 
separate nations within the United States. Today, the total land owned 
by Native American tribes has risen slightly, to about 55 million acres. 
That is only about 2 percent of the total land in the United States, but it 
was enough for Native American tribes to revive and renew the core of 
their cultural identities—the connection to the land on which the tribe 
depends. That revival continues to this day, nearly 100 years later. 
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Hopi Petition
In March of 1894, the Hopi people in the Arizona Territory sent a 

petition to “the Washington Chiefs” in response to the Dawes Act of 1887. 
They had observed U.S. Agents marking their land and were worried about 
the effect the Dawes Act would have on their way of life. Thomas Keam, 
owner of a trading post, transcribed the Hopi petition. 

“During the last two years strangers have looked over our land 
with spy-glasses and made marks upon it, and we know but little 
of what this means. As we believe you have no wish to disturb our 
possessions, we want to tell you something about this Hopi land.

None of us were asked that it should be measured into separate lots 
and given to individuals for this would cause confusion.”

The Hopi’s land was arid and a difficult place to grow crops and, over 
hundreds of years, they had learned to adapt to the environment. 

“…our fields are numerous but small, and several belonging to the 
same family may be close together, or they may be miles apart, 
because arable localities are not continuous.”

They shared farmland among families and moved their farms when 
winds blew the fertile sands across the land.

“The American is our elder brother and in everything he can teach 
us, except in the method of growing corn in the waterless sandy 
valleys, and in that we are sure we can teach him.”

They did not want to lose their cooperative way of life or the freedom to 
move their farms as needed.

“We most earnestly desire to have one continuous boundary ring 
enclosing all the Hopi lands, and that it shall be large enough to 
afford sustenance for our increasing flocks and herds.”

The Bureau of Indian Affairs never sent a response to the petition.
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The U.S. government continued to carve up Hopi land. However, several years later, they gave up due to 
continued resistance and confusion about land rights.
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Chapter 11

The Ghost Dance
The Big QUESTION
Why did the U.S. 
government fear 
the Lakota’s cultural 
connection to the 
past, and how did 
this affect the way 
they dealt with the 
Lakota people?

Wounded Knee Creek is a narrow, minor trickle on the great Pine  
Ridge Reservation in South Dakota. If not for the events of December 29, 
1890, this creek would not be known beyond the Black Hills. Because of  
that day, however, that little creek is remembered as the site of the Wounded 
Knee Massacre.

Why was there a massacre at Wounded Knee 
Creek? There is no good answer or reason, other 
than the fact that the creek was near the home of 
Red Cloud, a Lakota chief and the most important 
resident of the Pine Ridge reservation. Red Cloud 
and his warriors fought against the United States 
for many years. He even had his own war named 
after him: Red Cloud’s War (1866–68). He did not 
win Red Cloud’s War, but he did not lose, either. 
In the end, he signed a peace treaty and agreed to 
live on the reservation. After his war, Red Cloud 
always tried to keep peace with the United States. 
He did not join Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse in the Great Sioux War. He was 
not there at the Battle of the Little Bighorn when Custer and all his soldiers 
were killed. Even so, Red Cloud was always respected as a great warrior. He 
never went to battle again, but he continued to fight for his people’s rights. 

Red Cloud was both a warrior and a peacemaker. Of course, he would 
have preferred to live free on the plains with his horses, hunting buffalo and 
carrying on the ancient traditions. He understood why so many other Sioux 
did not want to assimilate. He understood why they were angry and why they 

Chief Red Cloud
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would rather fight, even though they knew they could not 
win. Still, he tried to convince others that peace was better 
than war, and survival was better than dying. Like his good 
friend Luther Standing Bear, Red Cloud believed the Lakota 
and other Native Americans needed to accept that they were 
part of the United States rather than continue fighting it.

Red Cloud was almost 70 years old when the Dawes 
Act of 1887 was passed. Like all the other acts and treaties, 
the Dawes Act took land from the tribes, but it took more 
than that. In reality, the Dawes Act was an effort to destroy 
the tribes themselves. Most of Red Cloud’s old friends 
were long gone by then, but there was a new generation of 
Lakota growing up on Pine Ridge and other reservations, 
and he was worried for their future. 

Red Cloud’s people struggled to survive on the poor, isolated reservation 
lands. They were supposed to give up their ancient customs and raise crops 
on their allotments, but this was all much easier said than done. The Bureau 
of Indian Affairs (or BIA, an agency of the federal government) sent them 
some supplies and teachers to help start their farms. Unfortunately, the 
reservation lands were too hot and dry for farming, and the Lakota could 
not grow enough food. The BIA agents decided the crops failed because the 
Lakota were too lazy. Instead of giving them more money and food to help 
them survive, the BIA gave them less with the hopes that this would motivate 
them to work harder. But, you cannot grow crops in poor soil with no rain, 
no matter how hard you work. 

As Red Cloud and other leaders were trying to figure out how to guide their 
people into the future, a new form of hope was slowly taking shape. It started in 
Nevada, on the reservation of the Northern Paiute people, a Great Basin tribe. 
One day, during a solar eclipse, a spiritual leader, or shaman, named Wovoka had 
a vision. In his vision, he saw his ancestors living happily according to the ancient 
ways. Wovoka claimed that the Creator spoke to him and gave him a message for 
his people. The message was that they should love and care for one another and 
learn to live in peace with everyone. If they did this, according to Wovoka’s vision, 
then the people would be reunited with their ancestors. 

Standing Bear, 
Chief of the Sioux



In his vision, Wovoka also saw a special dance, called the Ghost Dance. 
He was supposed to teach this dance to his people, and this would help 
them reconnect with their ancestors. Wovoka showed his people how to do 
the Ghost Dance, and they showed other tribes. For people who had lost so 
much, the Ghost Dance offered new hope. Word of Wovoka’s vision spread 
beyond the Great Basin and across the Great Plains. According to some 
rumors, the Ghost Dance would return the world to the way it was before 
Europeans ever set foot on the land. 

Some Lakota spiritual leaders traveled from their reservations in South 
Dakota to Nevada. They met with Wovoka and learned more about his vision 
and the Ghost Dance. Perhaps these leaders believed that the Ghost Dance 
would magically return life to the way it was before the “white men” arrived. 
More likely, they simply saw the Ghost Dance as a way to revive their people’s 
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confidence and spirits. If nothing else, the Ghost Dance provided a connection 
to the past, to better days. The Lakota leaders returned to the reservations in 
South Dakota and taught the rest of the Lakota about the dance. 

However, the U.S. government did not want the Lakota to reconnect with 
their past. They wanted them to work as farmers on the reservations and live 
according to U.S. laws. On one reservation, called Standing Rock, the Ghost 
Dance was especially popular. The BIA agents there were nervous that the 
Ghost Dance was a sign that the Lakota were planning to start a new war. The 
BIA agents called for help from the Seventh Cavalry, Custer’s old regiment, and 
they moved in to try to put a stop to the Ghost Dance once and for all. This 
created great tension on the reservation, and rumors spread that the Seventh 
Cavalry was planning to kill everyone involved with the Ghost Dance. 
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Many Lakota people were afraid, and they left 
Standing Rock reservation. They fled to another nearby 
reservation and joined with Chief Spotted Elk and about 
100 of his warriors. The BIA agents already considered 
Spotted Elk to be a troublemaker, and he figured they 
would come for him next. Spotted Elk knew there was 
only one safe place to go: Pine Ridge, home of Chief 
Red Cloud, the peacemaker. If anyone could help calm 
tensions and bring peace, it was Red Cloud. 

About 350 men, women, and children set off 
with Spotted Elk toward Pine Ridge. They carried 

white flags as they walked, to show that they wanted to make peace. It was 
a long journey, and Spotted Elk was an old man. Along the way, he got sick 
with pneumonia. On December 28, 1890, the Seventh Cavalry intercepted 
Spotted Elk and his people before they reached Pine Ridge. Sick and 
exhausted, Spotted Elk surrendered peacefully. It was freezing cold outside, 
like any winter day in South Dakota, and snow was starting to fall. The 
soldiers escorted Spotted Elk and his people to a campsite on the banks of 
Wounded Knee Creek while they figured out what to do next.

Chief Spotted Elk

Men, women, and children set off for Pine Ridge.
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Even though Spotted Elk was sick and most of the people in his group were 
women and children, the soldiers were still afraid the Lakota might try to cause 
trouble. That night, as the Lakota rested at Wounded Knee Creek, the Seventh 
Cavalry surrounded the camp and set up four Hotchkiss guns on nearby hills. 
Each Hotchkiss gun looked like a little cannon, but it had five revolving barrels, so 
it could fire bullets very rapidly, much like a modern machine gun.

The next morning, December 29, soldiers moved into the camp and 
demanded that the Lakota surrender all their weapons. There were only 
about 100 or so warriors in the group, and they were surrounded by nearly 
500 cavalry. They were not happy, but most Lakota realized that they had no 
choice and handed over their guns. Others had no weapons at all. However, 
a few refused to surrender their weapons. They argued with the soldiers, and 
someone fired a shot. To this day, nobody knows for sure who fired that first 
shot. It might have been an accident. It really does not matter, though, because 
there is no doubt as to what happened next. As soon as that first shot rang out, 
all the soldiers opened fire, not only with their rifles, but also with the powerful 
Hotchkiss guns. Some Lakota warriors tried to fight back, but most were killed 
before they had a chance. The fight was done in a matter of minutes. Really, it 
was not a fight at all; it was a massacre. When it was all over, at least 250 Lakota 
men, women, and children were dead, including Spotted Elk. Some estimates 
run as high as 300, but it is impossible to know for sure. 

The Wounded Knee Massacre is remembered as the final fight of the 
Sioux nation, even though it really was not much of a fight. It symbolizes 
the end of nearly 400 years of armed conflict between Native Americans 
and the powers of Europe and the United States. But you already know this 
was not really the end. In fact, history shows that Wounded Knee was, in 
certain ways, a new beginning. Many years would pass, but gradually Native 
American tribes reclaimed their cultural heritage and their status as America’s 
First Nations. We cannot change the past, but we can seek the truth about 
what really happened. We can show respect for the lands and rights of the 
First Nations. Every American should feel a responsibility to help ensure that 
Native American cultural heritage is protected for future generations. 
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Enrichment

The Navajo Code 
Talkers

The Second World War (1939–45) was the bloodiest and most 
destructive war in human history. Worldwide, the war claimed tens of 
millions of lives and left major cities throughout Europe and Asia in ruins. 
America’s cities were spared, but not its soldiers. Nearly 300,000 Americans 
were killed in battle, and more than twice that many were wounded. Many 
Native American warriors are counted among those dead and wounded 
U.S. soldiers. 

At least 25,000 reservation-born Native Americans served in the U.S. 
armed forces during the Second World War. Hundreds of them served as 
Code Talkers. In many ways, Code Talkers were just like millions of other 
Americans who served their nation during the war. They went into battle and 
faced all the same dangers as any other soldiers. However, a Code Talker’s 
main job was not to fight like most other frontline soldiers. The Code Talker’s 
job was to talk, in his native language, to other Code Talkers. 

For a young Navajo or other Native American, it was not necessarily 
an easy thing to decide to serve and fight for the U.S. armed forces. Some 
Native Americans were against the war and were not eager for their young 
men to go off and fight in it. It is not hard to understand why some felt this 
way. Wounded Knee and other atrocities were still fresh in many memories. 
The elders spoke of how the government soldiers, the “Long Knives,” killed 
women, children, and old men. They saw these terrible events with their 
own eyes. Many were still angry and bitter. So why would a young Navajo 
volunteer to fight for the United States? For many, the answer was actually 
quite simple: because the United States had become their nation.
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As citizens, they were duty-bound to support and defend that nation, 
and so they did. In 1924, all Native Americans officially became citizens of 
the United States. With the rights and privileges of citizenship come certain 
responsibilities and duties. During wartime, the government can draft 
citizens into the military. During the Second World War, all eligible men aged 
18 to 45 could be drafted into the armed forces. As citizens, Native American 
men were eligible for the draft just like other men. 

Many did not wait to be drafted, though. Around the country, millions 
of Americans were eager and proud to volunteer to fight for their country. 
From the reservations, twice as many Native Americans volunteered as were 
drafted. In other words, of those 25,000 Native Americans who fought in the 
war, the majority volunteered, and they were proud to do so. 

Navajo code radio talkers of 1st U.S. Marine Division, World War II, 1944
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Aside from courage, the Navajo Code Talkers’ most important trait was 
also the core of their identity: their language. This was the same language 
they were punished for using at the Indian boarding schools. There, the 
teachers made them learn English so they could survive and prosper in the 
culture and society of the United States. But before they went away to those 
schools, they grew up with Navajo traditions and language. In their hearts 
and minds, they knew the world according to Navajo words, and they never 
forgot them. Who could have guessed that, one day, the United States itself 
would depend on those same Navajo words for its very survival! 

For an army at war, communication is as important as weapons or 
supplies. To fight and win, an army must have weapons, food, and good 
communication. Before radios, soldiers had to stay close to their commanders, 
as they did during the Civil War, when troops marched in line, shoulder-to-
shoulder. They did 
this so they could 
hear their officers’ 
orders. Other 
than shouting, 
the only way for 
frontline soldiers 
without a radio to 
communicate with 
other units was by 
messengers on foot 
or on horseback. 
Armies during 
the Civil War and 
after also had the 
telegraph, which 
was kind of like 
the telephone, but 
it required miles 
of cable and was 
not useful in the  
heat of battle.

Navajo code radio talkers in the jungle during World War II
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The Second World War was different. Radio and telephone 
communication allowed armies to spread out and operate in smaller units. 
As long as they had radios, soldiers could communicate and coordinate with 
each other whether they were a hundred yards or a hundred miles apart. 
Radios were absolutely essential on every battlefield during the Second World 
War, whether on land, at sea, or in the air.

Just as importantly, information transmitted by radio needed to be 
secure, so enemy forces could not intercept it and use the information to 
their advantage. The problem with radios is that the enemy can always 
listen in if they tune to the same radio frequency. Therefore, radio operators 
communicated using complex codes, so the enemy could not understand. 
Unfortunately, that led to the need to create codes that could not be cracked 
by the enemy. 

All armies used radios during the Second World War, and all armies 
developed radio codes. Therefore, all sides were engaged in creating, 
protecting, and cracking secret radio codes. They could not simply say in 
plain language what they were doing and planning, because then the enemy 
would know exactly what they were going to do. In fact, the Allies were able 
to break Axis codes during the Second World War, and the Germans and 
Japanese did not even realize it at first. This enabled the Allies to learn where 
Axis forces planned to send their troops, making it easier for Allied troops 
to foil Axis plans. By contrast, the Germans and Japanese were only able to 
break some Allied codes, but they never broke the Navajo code. Nobody even 
came close. That is because there was something special about the Navajo 
language itself. 

The traditional, ancestral home of the Navajo people is in the Four 
Corners region of the United States, where the borders of Colorado, Utah, 
New Mexico, and Arizona meet. The Navajo language is related to the 
language of the nearby Apache people, as well as to some northwestern 
tribes all the way up in Canada and Alaska. (These languages belong to the 
Athabaskan language family.) Generally, however, Navajo is unlike most other 
languages. In fact, it is considered to be one of the most difficult languages for 
nonnative speakers to learn. 
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Basically, the only way to truly learn Navajo is to grow up hearing it 
every day, so that your understanding of the world is based on the unique 
rhythms and sounds of the language. For those born into that culture, the 
language was and remains central to Navajo identity. The Navajo people 
can always learn to talk to the outside world using English, Spanish, French, 
Mandarin, Japanese, or any other language, but the Navajo language is really 
theirs and theirs alone. 

When the U.S. Marines learned about the unique qualities of the Navajo 
language, they decided to recruit a special, top-secret group of soldiers from 
the reservations. The first Navajo Code Talkers completed basic training 
in June, 1942, months after the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor. Then they 
went to a special school at Fort Elliot, in California, where they learned 
communication skills and, most importantly, they developed and mastered 
their special code. Initially, 29 young men completed training and became the 
first Navajo Code Talkers.  

By early 1943, they were in combat, moving from island to island in the 
Pacific with the other U.S. Marines. Ultimately, Navajo Code Talkers took 
part in the bloodiest and most important battles in the Pacific war, including 
Guadalcanal, Tarawa, and Iwo Jima. By the end of the war, nearly 400 Navajo 
warriors served as Code Talkers. At least 11 were killed in action during the 
war, including one of the original 29, and many more were wounded.  

Combat in the Pacific islands was brutal and savage. The U.S. Marines 
fought over every inch of terrain, from sandy beaches through dense jungles 
and up and down countless hills and mountains. The Code Talkers were 
there on every battlefield, passing vital information up and down the chain of 
command. As long as the Code Talkers were alive and their radios worked, they 
provided the vital communication link the Marines needed in order to win.

Of course, the enemy was always listening, trying to break the Navajo 
code. Japanese spies listened endlessly, day and night, but they could never 
make any sense of what they heard. The thing about Navajo is that individual 
sounds, or phonemes, are difficult to identify, as if certain sounds are hidden 
from nonnative ears. Navajo is a highly descriptive language. Basically, Navajo 
words involve more sounds than words in other languages. When spoken, 
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the individual sounds and syllables flow like a rushing river from the native 
Navajo tongue. If you pick apart a Navajo sentence and compare it to its 
English translation, you usually find that Navajo uses many more individual 
syllables to express what appears in English as a simple phrase or sentence. 
As just one example, the single English word ammunition is beh-eli-doh-be-
cah-ali-tas-ai in Navajo. When spoken, many of those individual sounds are 
hidden from the nonnative ear. When spoken along with many other words, 
it is nearly impossible for a non-Navajo listener to understand where one 
word ends and another begins, much less what any of it means.

Eventually, the Japanese did figure out that the Code Talkers were 
speaking Navajo, but that did not bring them any closer to breaking the code. 
The only way they could possibly hope to break the code was to capture a 
Navajo and force him to translate it for them. However, knowing how to 
speak Navajo was only the first step toward understanding the code.

Navajo code radio talkers receiving and transmitting information
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A Soldier’s Story
One Navajo soldier named Joe Kieyoomia learned that understanding 

Navajo could be dangerous.

Joe was born and raised on a Navajo reservation in New Mexico. He 
decided as a child, long before the war started, that he wanted to be a U.S. 
soldier. When he was old enough, he joined the New Mexico National 
Guard. So he was already in the army when the war broke out. Back then, 
the Pacific nation of the Philippines was owned by the United States, so 
there were U.S. naval and other military bases there. Joe was stationed on a 
base in the Philippines when Pearl Harbor was attacked. Shortly after that, 
Japanese forces invaded and conquered the Philippines. Like thousands of 
other American soldiers early in the war, Joe was forced to surrender, and he 
became a Japanese prisoner of war. 

It is important to understand that the U.S. Armed Forces were racially 
segregated during the Second World War. Almost all the U.S. soldiers the 
Japanese encountered were Caucasian, or white-skinned. Most Japanese 
had never seen a Native American. When the Japanese soldiers first saw Joe, 
they actually thought he was a Japanese soldier. They accused him of being 
a traitor and punished him. Eventually they believed his story that he was 
actually a Native American. 

Once they learned he was Navajo, they realized he might be able to 
break the Navajo code. But Joe had never heard of the Navajo code. He was 
just a regular soldier. Although he was a native Navajo speaker, nobody ever 
told him about the code. The Japanese forced Joe to listen to recordings of the 
Code Talkers. He listened and he told the truth: he understood the Navajo 
words, but he still could not understand the code.  He could not help them—
and they were not pleased!

Because there were no Navajo words for things like artillery and airplanes, 
the Code Talkers assigned other words. A tank was a tortoise. A bomb was an 
egg. A fighter plane was a hummingbird. That all made sense to the trained 
Code Talkers, but to Joe, the coded messages sounded like nonsense. That is 
exactly what it was supposed to sound like to an untrained ear. 
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World War II
Many countries were involved in the Second World War, but they  

all fought for one or the other of two sides: the Axis Powers and the  
Allies. The Axis Powers included primarily Germany, Japan, and Italy.  
The Allies included the United States, Britain, France, the Soviet Union 
(Russia), Australia, and many other smaller countries in Europe and Asia. 

Eventually the Japanese gave up. It was obvious Joe did not understand 
the code. Joe survived the war, but just barely. His captors eventually moved 
him to the Japanese homeland shortly before war’s end. They put him in 
a basement prison in a city called Nagasaki. As it happened, this was the 
second and final city onto which the United States dropped an atomic bomb. 
Japan finally surrendered the next day, and the war was over. Amazingly, Joe 
survived Nagasaki. He returned home to the Navajo Nation and lived to be an 
old man. 

Back home on the reservation, Joe became friends with his fellow Navajo 
war veterans. Many of them served as Code Talkers, and they felt sorry for 
Joe when he told them about his experiences. He told them he never would 
have shared their code with the Japanese, even if he could break it. When 
he asked them how their code worked, though, the Code Talkers would not 
talk about it. They were all sworn to secrecy, and in fact not one of them 
ever said a word until the program was declassified in 1969. Until then, most 
Americans did not even know the Navajo Code Talkers existed, except the 
many Marines who fought alongside them. 

Finally, in 1997—over 50 years after the end of the war—the U.S. 
Congress officially thanked the remaining Navajo veterans for their service 
as Code Talkers. Without them, Congress acknowledged, history might have 
turned out very differently.  
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Enrichment

Ancestors’ Words

Great Granny told all the grandchildren to gather around her 
rocking chair for a story. The children loved to hear stories, and they 
were always polite and eager listeners, but this time they were confused 
when Great Granny spoke. They could not understand a single word 
of her story. Finally the youngest put his hand on her knee and said, 
“Excuse me, Great Granny, but we can’t understand what you are saying.”

Great Granny’s old, sun-worn face crinkled and she said in a stern 
voice, “Listen, child. Of course I know you do not understand, but that is 
only because you have not listened. Now, listen.”

She continued her story, using the same language, which the 
children still did not understand. As they listened, however, they realized 
that they had in fact heard this language before. Although they did not 
understand it, they still recognized it. It was already in their minds, faint 
but familiar, like the memory of a dream. Their hearts warmed just to 
hear the words of the ancestors echoing in Great Granny’s story.

Afterward, she explained the meaning of her story in the language 
the children could understand. She told them it was a story of her own 
creation, about a language only she and a few other people on earth still 
knew how to speak. She explained that once, hundreds of years before, 
that language echoed over the low hills and shallow valleys of the Great 
Plains. But there were fewer speakers every year. Now, some 90 years 
after her birth, Great Granny was one of the last. 
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This is the story she told them: 

Of all the plants Mother Nature made when the earth was young, 
there is one unlike any other. It has roots and branches, just like other 
plants. Like other plants, it has seeds, which fall from the branches and 
sprout into new plants.

This plant—the last one Mother Nature made—is not used for food 
or medicine. It does not give wood for houses or fibers for basket-weaving. 
It is not like any of those other plants. Still, this plant nourishes all the 
people and animals. Families, villages, and entire nations depend on this 
plant. Even the animals must have it. None could exist without it!

This plant can live thousands of years, longer than the oldest sequoia 
or redwood, and yet this plant is not something you see or touch. You hear 
it. You can hear it now. It is language. Language is the last plant Mother 
Nature made. All you children, you are like seeds on the language plant. 
This language I speak to you now, it is the language of your ancestors. It is 
already inside you, ready to grow if you will let it.  

The children enjoyed hearing the story, but the younger ones did 
not really understand it. They grew restless and were eager to go back 
outside to play. However, the oldest one, Dorrie, knew there was an 
important lesson in Great Granny’s story. She stayed by the rocking chair 
for a while to hear more. “Great Granny, I want to learn that language,” 
Dorrie said. “Can you teach me?”

Great Granny said, “Yes, I can teach you, but it will not be as easy 
for you as it was for me. You see, when I was a girl, this language filled 
the air around me, so that I learned without even trying. I am sorry it 
will never be that way again.”

“But the language is still alive, isn’t it, Great Granny?” asked Dorrie.

“Yes, it is alive. But it is like a potted plant now. It can only grow 
and spread so much, and only with great care,” Granny replied.
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Dorrie visited her Great Granny as often as she could. She learned 
to name things in nature: the grasses, wind, trees, rivers, and prairie 
dogs. She learned about medicinal herbs and about the spirit of the 
buffalo. She learned to talk about the weather and the stars. Once, 
when she was older, the whole family gathered for a reunion. Dorrie 
was thrilled to meet the few elderly cousins and aunts and uncles who 
also spoke the old language and have them all in one place! That day, 
the words of the ancestors filled the air, and when she closed her eyes, 
Dorrie imagined she was in a little tepee village on the Great Plains, 
perhaps after a successful hunt, when everyone was happy and hopeful 
and full of laughter. 

After the party, a heavy sadness settled on Dorrie’s heart, because she 
was afraid it was the last time she would ever hear that sound. Rather than 
wallow in sadness and regret, she felt inspired to learn all she could about 
her native language. More importantly, she wanted to preserve it, so future 
generations could hear it as well. To Dorrie, that ancient language was a 
potted plant, and she was the caretaker. Like a plant, the language required 
tender care and upkeep. If she left it alone for too long, it would wither 
and die.

Later, when she went off to college, Dorrie discovered linguistics, the 
scientific study of language. She enrolled in a linguistics class about Native 
American languages. Dorrie learned that linguists have identified about 
56 different Native American language families. (That’s only in North 
America; there are many more in South America.) Like a family tree, each 
language family has branches. Each branch is related, but not identical, to 
the main branch. Dorrie learned that the language Great Granny taught 
her belongs to the Caddoan language family. The Caddoan family has 
five branches, or separate languages: Wichita, Caddo, Kitsai, Arikara, and 
Pawnee. This family dates back at least 3,000 years and is native to areas of 
the central and southern Great Plains region. 

Languages within a family are similar in some ways, but they are 
not the same. If, for example, a Pawnee speaker met a Wichita speaker, 
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they would not be able to understand each other right away, even 
though each speaks a Caddoan language. European languages belong to 
families, as well. Spanish, French, and Italian are Romance languages. 
All Romance languages share similar grammar and vocabulary. By 
contrast, English and German are not Romance languages. They belong 
to a different family altogether. Therefore, a native Spanish speaker 
usually finds it easier to learn French than English. In the same way, 
Wichita is related to Pawnee, but they are not the same language any 
more than Spanish and French are the same. Still, a Wichita speaker 
could learn Pawnee more easily than he or she could learn a language 
from a different family, like Navajo. 

Dorrie also learned that the Caddoan language family is almost 
totally dead, or moribund, as linguists prefer to say. Of the five Caddoan 
languages, one—Kitsai—is already extinct. That means there are no 
more speakers, native or otherwise. Once it is extinct, it is almost 
impossible to revitalize a language, or bring it back to life, even if it 
exists in written form or audio recordings. Once a language is extinct, 
only the linguists really know or care that it ever existed. 

One day, Dorrie told her linguistics professor about her Great 
Granny’s language. She told him about the “potted plant” that she 
was trying to preserve and grow. “That is a fascinating story,” the 
professor told her. “But do you know there are hundreds of other young 
people like you all over the United States carrying similar seeds and 
potted plants?”

Dorrie was not surprised to hear this, actually, because she knew 
there were once hundreds of different languages in the Americas. She 
also knew many of those languages were almost moribund, if not totally 
extinct. The professor told Dorrie to go to the library and do some 
research so she could learn what all the other linguists had already 
learned. After all, linguists have studied the ancient Native American 
languages for a long time. In the library, Dorrie found books about 
Native American linguistics dating back 100 years or more.
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Of the 56 Native American language families, most are very small 
and contain only one or two languages and have a handful of speakers, 
if any. Many are extinct. However, some are alive and well. Navajo, a 
member of the Athabaskan family, has at least 150,000 speakers, more 
than any other. At least nine Native American language families are 
relatively healthy, meaning some of the languages in those families are 
spoken by hundreds if not thousands of people. 

Still, every one of those families has individual languages that are 
extinct or dying. For example, the Athabaskan family includes not only 
Navajo but also Plains Apache, which is extinct. A little over a century 
ago, both Navajo and Apache were common on the plains. What 
happened to Apache? Why did that language die while Navajo lives 
on? Why have so many Native American languages disappeared, and 
how can the rest of them be saved? Dorrie found some answers to these 
questions as she continued her linguistics research. 

It was obvious to her why so many languages like Kitsai and 
Apache were already extinct. The process began when the Europeans 
decided to settle and expand, moving across the land. Expansion went 
hand-in-hand with war and the spread of diseases that devastated 
Native American populations. Finally, the forced resettlement onto 
reservations and the boarding school experience sealed the fate of many 
Native Americans and their culture. Entire tribes vanished, along with 
most aspects of their culture and heritage. Others scattered or gathered 
in small numbers on dusty reservations. Off the reservation, the 
ancient languages did not seem to have much value. With each passing 
generation, fewer and fewer children learned the words or had any use 
for them. 

By the time she graduated college, Dorrie felt more like a gardener 
than a mere caretaker. She knew how to grow and nurture the seed. She 
was excited to learn about many people throughout the United States 
dedicated to preserving Native American languages and culture. 
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Dorrie learned that there are three basic ways to preserve 
a language: writing, recording, and speaking. Prior to European 
contact, Native Americans did not have written languages. All their 
languages—along with their knowledge and traditions—were passed 
from generation to generation by word-of-mouth. Some early European 
explorers and missionaries learned native languages and transcribed 
them into written formats. Since then, linguists have continued 
developing written versions of various languages, including Navajo. 
Written records certainly make it easier to preserve the vocabulary 
and grammar of a language, but that alone is not enough to keep the 
language alive.

During the 1900s, new technologies enabled linguists to record 
Native American voices. Today, many of those recordings are still 
available (in libraries and on the Internet), so people can hear native 
speakers. But a recording is only a sample, more like a little song or echo 
of the past than anything else. By themselves, recordings cannot preserve 
or revitalize a language.

Writings and recordings can help, but the only way to truly keep 
a language alive is to use it. A language is only useful if more than one 
person can speak it, though, so the most important goal is to share 
and teach others. Dorrie graduated from college just in time to join 
a new generation of young language gardeners determined to save 
their ancestral languages. She worked to preserve and grow the four 
remaining Caddoan languages. 

Today, there is only one Wichita speaker. Pawnee has the most 
with about 25 speakers. The other two fall somewhere in between. Most 
of the remaining native speakers are elderly, but not all of them. Some 
younger ones, like Dorrie, are still learning and talking and filling the 
air with the ancestors’ words. Without people like Dorrie and her fellow 
linguists, the Caddoan languages, along with many others, would be 
gone, vanished like the buffalo from the prairie. 
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Glossary
A
ally, n. a supporter; a person or group who helps another person or group 
toward a common goal (allies) 

assimilation, n. the process of becoming part of a society or culture  
(v. assimilate) 

atrocity, n. a horrific, awful, or cruel event (atrocities) 

B
band, n. a group of people, animals, or things that act together to achieve a 
common purpose (bands)

birthright, n. a right someone has because he or she was born into a specific 
group or family, or because it is a right of all people belonging to that group 

C
cavalry, n. a part of an army made up of soldiers on horseback 

chaos, n. complete confusion or disorder 

conflict, n. a war or a battle that is part of a larger war

council, n. a group of people chosen to lead or give advice

custom, n. a tradition or behavior that is common among a group or family; 
a ritual (customs) 

D
distinct, adj. being different in a noticeable way 

draft, v. to require people to join the military, usually during wartime 
(drafted; n. draft)
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E
encroach, v. to gradually take something away from someone else 

experimental, adj. using a new, different, or unproven way of thinking or 
doing something

F
foil, v. to prevent someone from doing something or achieving a goal

forced relocation, n. the act of making people move to a new place against 
their will 

H
harpoon, n. a long spear used to hunt large fish (harpoons) 

heritage, n. the traditions and beliefs that are unique to a specific group and 
handed down from generation to generation

I
identity, n. the characteristics that make a person or group different from 
other people or groups 

immigrant, n. someone who leaves his or her own country to live in another 
country (immigrants) 

immunity, n. the body’s ability to resist or fight off a disease 

indigenous, adj. originating in a certain location or region 

isolation, n. a separation from other things or people
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L
lean, adj. having few resources, such as food, fuel, and money 

loincloth, n. a piece of cloth worn around the hips as clothing by men in 
certain cultures, usually in warm climates 

M
massacre, n. the killing of a large number of people or animals

meek, adj. quiet; gentle  

N
nimble, adj. able to move quickly and gracefully 

nonnative, adj. not originally from a specific place or country

P
petition, n. a written request, signed by many people, asking someone in 
power to do something

property deed, n. an official piece of paper that shows who legally owns a 
piece of property (property deeds) 

property line, n. the boundary, or border, that indicates where one piece of 
property ends and another begins (property lines) 

prosper, v. to become rich and successful; to flourish 

Q
quiver, n. a bag or case used to carry arrows 
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R
recede, v. to move back from; withdraw (receded) 

reckless, adj. careless; acting without considering the consequences 

remnant, n. a leftover piece; a small part of the whole (remnants) 

reservation, n. a separate area of land in the United States set aside for Native 
Americans to live on (reservations)

resistance, n. refusal to accept something; being against something 

reunite, v. to bring back together after a separation (reunited) 

reveille, n. an early morning bugle or drum call signaling soldiers to report to 
duty 

revenge, n. the act of doing something to hurt someone because they did 
something to hurt you 

revive, v. to make someone or something strong, active, alive, or healthy 
again (n. revival) 

S
scout, 1. n. someone who is sent somewhere in advance of others to gather 
information; 2. v. to observe someone or something in order to gather and 
report information about that person or thing

supplement, v. to add or contribute another section or part to make 
something else complete

sustain, v. to keep alive 

sustenance, n. food and drink that gives nourishment and keeps someone or 
something alive

symbolize, v. to represent, or be a symbol of, something (symbolizes) 

sympathize, v. to feel or express concern or support for someone or 
something (sympathized) 
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T
tan, v. to change animal skin into leather using a special process (tanning) 

tension, n. discomfort felt when different people or groups disagree and feel 
anger toward each other; a strain (tensions) 

toll, n. the cost in health or life 

tract, n. an area or strip of land (tracts) 

traitor, n. someone who betrays his or her side or switches loyalties, 
particularly in a war 

transcribe, v. to write down; to make a written record of oral speech 
(transcribed)

transition, n. a change 

V
vibration, n. a continuous, fast, shaking movement (vibrations) 

vision, n. something that you imagine or dream

W
wakan, n. in the Sioux culture, a supernatural power 

ward, n. someone who is under the care or control of the government 
(wards) 
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