


12 - anatomy of a massacre

Mass killings in America reveal pattern

By Sadie Dowhan, Marin Ubersox,
Hazel Hayes, Lily Roback
Digital Content Editor, Assistant In-Depth

The Sand Creek Massacre is not uncom-
mon history—it’s emblematic of the Unit-
ed States functioning as it was structurally
designed to. When the Founding Fathers
wrote the Constitution, they neglected
people of color, leading to centuries of
oppression, bigotry and persecution. The
country’s continuous struggle for political
and social egalitarianism results in racial
violence often going unnoticed. There
have been 121 massacres against Indig-
enous people in the United States since
1830. For Northwestern Professor of Law
and member of the NU John Evans Study
Committee Andrew Koppelman, the act of
naming this violence will help mend the
unjust foundation upon which this country
was built.

“I think that it’s important for us to
understand the past, because it explains
why the world we are in is what it is,” says
Koppelman.

A key component of understanding
the past begins with thorough dissection.
Although no two massacres are identical,
oftentimes history overlaps in an algorith-
mic manner, and identifying the elements
that comprise such atrocities can help to
recognize the deeper issues at hand.

The Foundation

A massacre begins with conflict be-
tween two groups, oftentimes over a
struggle for land, power or money, and an
attempt to mend such conflict frequently
produces treaties.

“Treaties, in many ways, were valuable
and useful for Indians as well as white
people because they established borders
[and] rules. Treaties, being ratified by the
Senate and signed by the President of the
United States should have some weight:
with also heavy discussion,” shares Fred-
erick Hoxie, a professor of history and
American Indian studies at the University
of Illinois Urbana-Champaign.

Although treaties serve to be a tool
for peace, they frequently evolve into the
antithesis of eased tensions. Treaties are
rooted in compromise, which almost al-
ways leaves dissatisfaction within an in-
dividual or party. Time after time, broken
treaties have established rising tensions in
a region and diminish trust. In the case of
Sand Creek, the Cheyenne and Arapaho

tribes were angry that their leaders had
agreed to a land treaty with the settlers.
The settlers then broke this treaty, and
General John Chivington’s troops ignored
the white flag the tribes were told to raise
to signify peace. At a surface level, trea-
ties appear to be an ultimate resolution,
but as history has shown, they rarely have
that effect.

Long before the events at Sand Creek,
treaties had revealed their tendency to
initiate conflict. King Philip’s War, also
known as the First Indian War, took place
from 1675 to 1676 and is recognized as
one of the last efforts the Wampanoag
people made to keep their land from white
colonists in New England.

Despite a negotiated peace treaty by
Wampanoag chief Metacom, who later be-
came known as King Philip, the English
colonist’s attempts to encroach Native
lands continued. Philip led an attack on
an English settlement resulting in sever-
al Wampanoag people to be hanged. The
war was incited against Philip’s confeder-
acy by forming colonies, named the New
England Confederation. The battle ended
with the death of King Philip, who was
killed by a member of the Wampanoag
tribe, John Alderman. Philip’s head was
placed on a spike for two decades at Plym-
outh colony. King Philip’s War is deemed
the bloodiest war per capita in the United
States and forced the Wampanoag tribe
and countless other Native Americans to
be sold into slavery or indentured servi-
tude. This war inevitably set the scene for
many future events and led to the progres-
sion of Native American slavery.

In an article written by Lindred D.
Fisher, a history professor at Brown Uni-
versity, “between 1492 and 1880, 2 to 5.5
million Native Americans were enslaved
in the Americas.” Slavery for Natives ex-
isted as early as 1636, but the finality of
King Philip’s War opened the door for en-
slavement in large numbers and the dehu-
manization of Native lives.

But history has shown that the moving
elements that bring massacres into execu-
tion extend far beyond just conflict and
treaties. At the foundation, these two piec-
es provide a climate for bigotry to emerge
and have influence. Conflict establishes
an increased state of tension, and bigotry
feeds off of the vulnerability.

Racial Violence

In early American history, perpetra-

tors of Indigenous violence wanted their
land, and they were able to justify their
violence by establishing a rhetoric that de-
humanized Indigenous people. The atroci-
ties committed against Indigenous people
happened because the perpetrators didn’t
view them as humans.

“Part of the mindset of the troops was
devaluing the lives of Native Americans,”
Koppelman explains. “[It] seems pretty
clear that quite a lot of what was done [at
Sand Creek] would not have been done to
white people, that they would have been
unwilling to engage in this level of killing
of white victims.”

Violence on the basis of race has re-
peatedly happened throughout American
history, because racism is embedded into
the fabric of the United States. From the
first injustice against Native Americans
to the modern day, these factors of a mas-
sacre have sparked suffering throughout
history that continue to affect Indigenous
groups. Massacres are not defined by the
murderous rampages of a single instance,
but the massacre of culture and freedom
that Native Americans had cultivated for
centuries prior.

Native Americans were not the only
group impacted by this bigoted dehuman-
ization. Just a few weeks after the Sand
Creek massacre, the blood of hundreds of
African-Americans were on the hands of
members of Sherman’s Army, commanded
by General William Sherman, who served
for the Union Army in the Civil War. Sher-
man ordered his soldiers to refuse to as-
sist families escaping from slavery across
Ebenezer Creek, leaving them to drown.

This massacre further proves that when
it comes to power, positions of authority
are more inclined to condone cruelty by
neglecting to acknowledge humanity in
groups that differ from them. Sherman
didn’t consider the lives of the people
he killed to be worthy, because they ob-
structed the potential for wealth within
the broader economic system that enslave-
ment founded and sustained. As history
has shown, humanity within the suprem-
acist’s eyes is conditional, only granted to
those with the power to supply it.

Attacks on the basis of race did not
stop. Eighteen months following Sand
Creek, 46 African Americans were mur-
dered, along with plenty more injured in
the acts of burning schools and churches
in an event known as the Memphis Mas-
sacre. This three-day act of racial violence
was fueled from anger around the aboli-

tion of slavery and animosity over the
liberated status recently given to African
Americans.

Although Native Americans and Af-
rican Americans had varying experiences
in American history, the violence that oc-
curred against these communities were not
always separate.

The attack at the Apalachicola River
was a direct form of mistreatment based
on race to the groups of Native Americans
and African Americans residing there.
A report from the National Park Service
explains, “Located in northwest Florida’s
Franklin County, approximately 15 miles
from the mouth of the Apalachicola River,
British Fort is a symbol of the strong rela-
tionship between runaway slaves and the
Seminole Indians.”

The Seminole tribe provided shelter
and safety to African slaves who had run
away from the states just north of Florida,
and the formerly enslaved people would
assist the Seminoles with farm work and
other chores within the village.

White men in power at the time had
already established a fear factor within
white Americans regarding different ra-
cial groups, but adding to this threat was
the potential for oppressed groups to gain
power by working in alliance. Massacres
begin when the perpetrator feels at a loss
for control. Conflict establishes motiva-
tion, bigotry fuels influence and threats
initiate action. Seminole people and Afri-
can Americans pairing up was a threat to
the authority of white people, and there-
fore, they resorted to violence.

In July of 1816, General Major Andrew
Jackson commanded his troops to attack
the Native people and African Americans
at the Apalachicola River, and as a result,
his soldiers killed about 300 people.

These events are certainly not abnor-
mal when compared to what happened in
1864 in Colorado. Throughout the 1800s,
there were waves of massacres against
minority groups that all revolved around
a central theme: a white man’s craving
for power. Above all, other tensions and
components, every massacre has a leader,
and every leader craves power in some
facet. In the case of Sand Creek, the mili-
tia was ordered to attack by Colonel John
Chivington. Chivington was an ordained
minister before he became a major in the
First Colorado Infantry. He’d had success
previously in Civil War battles and felt
that he had a reputation to uphold. He also
wanted to ascend the ranks in his military



division, and in order to do so, he needed
to pull off something that he considered to
be great. His hunger for power led to his
violent attack.

But leaders rarely work alone, and a
drive for power is never enough.

The Leader

When these horrific massacres of In-
digenous people occurred, their leaders
represented something bigger than them-
selves: hatred, racism and bigotry. A lead-
er that serves as a symbol for a larger
group of people is vital to the making of
a massacre, because it allows for room to
manipulate the public, and it is one of the
reasons that John Evans’ legacy persisted
for decades.

Massacres have varying consequences
for these blood-thirsty leaders, but gener-
ally speaking, few consequences are given
to white colonists. In contrast, the after-
math for the victims is gruesome; the loss

In fact, for many years after the massa-
cre, there was a sign posted at Sand Creek
labeled “Sand Creek Battleground.” This
misrepresentation of the massacre pre-
vented it from getting properly recog-
nized. This meant that white people in
power were able to retain their positions
and ignore their past faults, at the expense
of generations of Indigenous people.
Northwestern is a prime example of this.
The university didn’t publish anything
formally acknowledging its founder’s his-
tory until May of 2014. Until then, John
Evans’ name was on scholarships, build-
ings and plenty of other university-related
establishments.

Predictably, idolizing the perpetrators
behind massacres was far from unique
in the case of Sand Creek. In the Dakota
Massacre of 1862, Henry H. Sibley led the
killing, and he was demonized in the press
for not being fast enough to attack. The
portrayal of massacre leaders throughout
the history of the United States as heroes

“I think that it’s important for us to understand the past, be-
cause it explains why the world we are in is what it is.”

- Northwestern Law Professor Andrew Koppelman

of land, the infliction of disease and vis-
ceral greed slaughtered countless Native
Americans, but retellings of these stories
often implicate the damage was not that
impactful. Scholars have argued that the
failure of the American education system
to mandate correct and culturally sensitive
education on Indigenous history and mas-
sacres is preventing generations of Indig-
enous people from getting the recognition
they deserve. The history of Native Amer-
ican slavery in this country and the devas-
tating loss to Native American culture has
been overlooked for centuries.

“In general, the Native American histo-
ry has been missing from the curriculum,
and it is important that there be more,”
Carl Smith, Northwestern Professor of
English, American Studies, and History
says.

The lack of education on Indigenous
massacres and history has perpetuated

executing an morally good task that aligns
with patriotic ideals greatly contributed to
the lack of recognition of the horrors that
occurred. However, this pattern of behav-
ior has grown outdated over time.

“Today, when [a massacre] happen
in the United States, it is generally per-
petrated by some individual or a pair of
mass shooters, so it is done by marginal
characters who don’t represent anybody
but themselves. This is progress ... it is
progress that these people do not present
themselves and are not authorized, to rep-
resent us all,” Koppelman says.

Modern-day massacres, which often
take the form of mass shootings, are most
often carried out by individuals with bias-
es or other mental illnesses contributing
to their actions. They are never portrayed
in mass media as valiant heroes, but the
coverage they receive surrounding their
actions still allows for their beliefs to ob-

“In general, the Native American history has been missing
from the curriculum, and it is important that there be more.”

- Northwestern Law Professor Andrew Koppelman

the legacy of racists and murderers. John
Evans allowed the atrocities committed
at Sand Creek to occur under his watch,
yet after the massacre, he was revered.
For years after it occurred, the Sand Creek
Massacre was labeled a “battle” and com-
pletely overlooked, and today, Northwest-
ern still honors his legacy by maintaining
the John Evans Alumni Center. In Sand
Creek’s case, the aftermath of the massa-
cre was one of dishonesty and masking.

Despite the Sand Creek Massacre’s
high casualty toll, it was cast in the shad-
ow of the Civil War. While many Colora-
do locals were privy to what happened at
Sand Creek, the rest of the world was pre-
occupied. In fact, for a few years after the
massacre, the Civil War was used to cover
up the true nature of the killings.

“It was listed as a Civil War battle, and
when the troops came back to Denver...
they talked about all their bravery,” Smith
explains.

tain a platform, which gets to the root of a
massacre: the lasting effect.

The Aftermath

When analyzing a massacre of this
scale, it is critical to look at not just what
happened back in the 19th century, but
how its impacts have affected the mod-
ern generations of Cheyenne and Arapaho
people. In every massacre, the lives lost
signify a greater loss to an entire commu-
nity of people. To this day, descendants of
those alive at the time of the massacre are
trying to heal from the social, emotion-
al and spiritual damage that Sand Creek
caused.

“If you’re Cheyenne or you’re Arap-
aho, you need to go to [Sand Creek] and
you need to do some healing, because I
feel like people don’t realize that we carry
this tragedy within us,” Vanessa Braided
Hair, a Northern Cheyenne Sand Creek

Massacre descendant, explains in a PBS
documentary about the massacre.

Sand Creek is now marked as the site
of a historic massacre, where Cheyenne
and Arapaho descendents often go to ex-
perience healing. This loss sustained when
this massacre happened is still being felt.
What happens in almost every massacre
is the creation of generational trauma,
and that fact must always be kept in mind
when dissecting these horrific events.

It’s important to consider the socio-
logical aspects of massacres as well as
the physical and psychological ones. This
mixture of factors can show not only what
sparks a massacre, but why massacres
truly occur and how deeply they affect
those victimized. The acts that have hap-
pened in the past are things that can not
be forgotten. The combination of escalat-
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ed conflicts, racism, a hunger for power
and a lack of accountability leave us with
these tragic events scattered all too often
throughout history. The massacres that oc-
curred throughout the history of the Unit-
ed States and the effects that they had, and
continue to have, on society are abundant.
These effects must be acknowledged so
that the true nature of America’s unhero-
ic and unjust past isn’t hidden, and those
who’ve felt the greatest impact of these
massacres have the opportunity to heal.

Art by Siobhan Monahan
Infographic by Mack Jones

Massacres in the U.S.

18641868 ////////// [/,

April 12,1864 - Fort Pillow Massacre

Confederate troops murdered over 500
Union soldiers at the Battle of Fort Pillow
in Tennessee. Most of the Union soldiers
were Black, and all had surrendered.

Nov. 29, 1864 - Sand Creek Massacre

The Colorado Third Volunteer Regiment
massacred over 200 people from the
Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes. Over half
of those killed were women and
children.

Dec. 9, 1864 - Ebenezer Creek Massacre

On the march to Savannah, anywhere
from hundreds or thousands of African
American families who had just escaped
slavery were left to drown in Ebenezer
Creek.

From May 1-3, civilians and police killed

May 1, 1866 - Memphis Massacre

46 African Americans while burning their
homes, schools and churches in
Memphis, Tennesse.

July 30,1866 - New Orleans Massacre

White residents attacked Black marchers
gathered outside the Louisiana
Constitutional Convention. 44 African
Americans died as a result.

Sept. 19, 1868 - Camilla Massacre

d When Black republicans marched from
i Albany to Camilla to attend a political

>

Sept. 28,1868 - Opelousas Massacre

. WA,

rally, White people opened fire and
killed about a dozen.

In another Reconstruction-driven
massacre, White mobs killed over 150
people, most of them African Americans.

Oct. 25,1868 - St. Bernard Parish

Massacre

A group of white men gathered to

suppress recently emancipated voters
by slaughtering 35-100 African
Americans, who were dragged from their
homes and murdered. Not a single
perpetrator of the violence was

questioned, let alone charged.
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Governmental action in recent years

By Sophia Sherman, Lydah Coates,
Charlotte Geyskens, Leah Johnson
Opinion Editor, Staff Writers

Content warning: The following article
contains graphic, disturbing descriptions of
the aftermath of the Sand Creek Massacre.

After 149 years of oppression and ignorance
from the government, Colorado Senator Ben
Nighthorse Campbell, the first Native Ameri-
can to ever serve in Congress, stood before the
U.S. Senate on March 2, 1998 to introduce a
bill that would the site of the Sand Creek Mas-
sacre.

The bill aimed to kindle the memorialization
of'the site at Sand Creek, protecting the area for
the purpose of honoring the many Cheyenne
and Arapaho people who were victims of the
massacre. Campbell, who is American Chey-
enne, was one of Colorado’s representatives of
its Third Congressional district prior to become
one of the state’s two senators, made the first
governmental move toward preserving the his-
torical site on that day in March.

Introducing the importance of the Sand
Creek Massacre sight, Campbell highlighted
the importance of preserving the land as a pro-
tected place.

“This bill authorizes the government to pre-
serve such a significant piece of history that |
believe is needed to remind us not just of the
horrible deeds that took place in this country,
but to the Native Americans and to honor their
memory.”

Campbell then described the atrocious
events of the Sand Creek Massacre. Starting
with the unsuspecting demeanor of the familiar
peace chief, Black Kettle, he depicted the vul-
nerable state of the tribes going about their day.
With the impending wave of soldiers taking
over, Campbell touched on the large difference
in scale between soldiers killed from the Col-
orado militia and the large number of Native
Americans brutally murdered. He explained
the grotesque forms of torture used on many
people and the inhumane actions of such sol-
diers after the massacre eventually subsided.

“When the skirmish ended, the Colorado
volunteers then scalped and sexually mutilated
many of the bodies of these people and proud-
ly displayed their trophies to jeering crowds
on the streets of Denver while desecrating the

Cheyenne heritage,” explained Campbell.

By examining the relentless torture and
cultural denigration, Campbell made clear the
justice and healing that has yet to become pres-
ent for many descendants of the Cheyenne and
Araphaho tribes. He recounted the lack of rep-
arations or attempts at remembering the trage-
dies that took place at Sand Creek over the last
149 years.

Campbell encouraged the preservation of the
site by pointing out the unique opportunity of
the government. With the site being sold, there
is no better moment to do whatever the govern-
ment can to obtain the land.

“This action,” he said, “will provide re-
membrance to the event and allow present and
future generations of Americans to learn from
our history—including much more glory and
grace.”

Sand Creek National Historic Site

In October 1865, the Southern Cheyenne
and Arapaho tribes signed the Treaty of Little
Arkansas, which offered the tribes reparations
for the Sand Creek Massacre in addition to ac-
cess to the lands south of the Arkansas River.
Less than two years later, however, the origi-
nal treaty was essentially scrapped, and the
Medicine Lodge Treaty reduced the allocated
reservation lands by 90 percent. The promised
reparations were never paid or even kept track
of by the U.S. government, despite more than a
hundred attempts to account for them over the
last century.

Efforts to establish a Sand Creek National
Historic Site began with the passage of Public
Law 105-243, which mandated that the Nation-
al Park Service determine the exact location of
the massacre. Using historical documentation,
oral history, aerial photography and archeolo-
gy, a team of researchers pieced together an-
swers and found the exact locations where the
events of the massacre took place. The bill was
sponsored by Campbell.

On Nov. 7, 2000, President Bill Clinton
signed Public Law 106-465, which created the
Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site.
The site was dedicated and formally opened
on April 27, 2007. It consists of 3,025 acres, of
which about 1,560 acres are owned by the Na-
tional Park Service and 1,465 acres are owned
by the park service in connection with the

Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes. The site, located

in southeast Colorado, includes a bookstore, a
visitor picnic area and Monument Hill, upon
which one can overlook Sand Creek.

“Throughout all of that process, the Chey-
enne and Arapaho Tribes were very much in-
volved. Every time they would study at the
site, there were tribal representatives here,”
Teri Jobe, a park guide at the site, notes. “There
were a lot of meetings between National Park
Service Representatives, the tribal representa-
tives and also local people from some of the
towns nearby like Eve and Lamar.”

Today, through the work of the site, people
from all walks of life are educated on the atroc-
ities that occurred at Sand Creek.

“It’s not a conflict that a lot of people know
about, and so it’s helpful for people who are
even just driving by on the road, they some-
times see the sign and will go, ‘Oh, National
Park. Let’s go.” We get people that way,” Jobe
says. “Some people have prior knowledge.
There has been a movement in Colorado to put
this into schools. Some people have studied,
and some people have come back many times
over the years because they feel a connection to
this place. We do not let people go into the site
itself where the camp was and where the mas-
sacre actually took place, because that is con-
sidered sacred ground to the tribe today. People
can see that site from what we call a monument
hill, looking down into the valley and the same
Big Sandy Creek, and you can see that area re-
ally well from monument hill.”

Another significant change made by the
bill was the name of the site itself. Previous-
ly, the site had been marked by a red granite
headstone, referring to Sand Creek as a ‘battle-
ground.” This often skewed public perception
in favor of John Chivington and the white mi-
litia he led.

“For about a hundred years, the people living
in the territory, and later the state of Colorado,
felt that what John Chivington had done, while
not great, was justified,” Jobe says, “[because]
it helped the state become what it was.”

Steps Towards Healing

Every November since 1999, about 200
Cheyenne and Arapaho Sand Creek descen-
dants have gathered at the Sand Creek Massa-
cre Historic Site to run a 173-mile relay. As they

make their way to the Colorado State Capitol,
participants follow the route that soldiers took
when returning to Denver after the massacre,
reflecting on the atrocities that happened to their
ancestors more than a century ago, even taking
a moment to pause for Captain Silas S. Soule at
the intersection of Arapaho and 15th Street in
Denver, who told the truth about the military’s
motivations during a military court hearing and
was subsequently murdered. When they arrive
at the building, tribal members engage in trib-
utes and prayers to honor their historical roots.
This event is called the Spiritual Healing run,
and up until the surge of COVID-19, had been
an integral part of the Sand Creek Massacre
Historic Site’s programming.

“Before COVID, it was usually a very
large event. We could have up to 200 people
or more who would come to [the run]. There
would be prayers offered by some of the elders
of the Cheyenne and Arapaho, and it would be
followed by a relay run from the site of Sand
Creek to Denver,” Jobe reflects. “Now, I've
never followed that whole route, and I don’t
think it was quite the complete route, but it
was large chunks of it. Then a couple days af-
terward, when the group got to Denver, there
would be a further ceremony at the steps of the
Capitol building. With the onset of COVID,
that has changed a bit for health and safety rea-
sons. Many of the tribes only send a few people
to do prayers and ceremonies here at the site
just to protect their communities.”

In 2014, then-governor John Hickenlooper
took the healing run as an opportunity to finally
apologize for the harm he and preceding gov-
ernment officials have inflicted on the native
tribes.

“Today, we gather here to formally acknowl-
edge what happened: the massacre at Sand
Creek. We should not be afraid to criticize and
condemn that which is inexcusable, so I am
here to offer something that has been too long
in coming, and on behalf of the State of Colo-
rado, I want to apologize,” Hickenlooper said
on that day in 2014. “On behalf of the good,
peaceful, loving people of Colorado, I want to
say we are sorry for the atrocity that our gov-
ernment and its agents visited upon your ances-
tors.”

Before issuing the apology, Hickenlooper
collaborated with former governors to ensure
that the speech was coming from an accurate,



genuine place.

“That was from the state of Colorado. It
wasn’t the federal government that did that,
and he spoke on behalf of himself and all prior
Colorado governors,” Jobe elaborates. “He’d
actually spoken with the previous governors
who were still living at the time just to make
sure that all the governors that he could speak
to were on board with that apology.”

While the apology made strides in terms
of government accountability for the massacre,
most feel it is merely the first step in making
amends for the generational trauma and pain
that descendants have endured for a century
and a half.

Gale Ridgley, member of the Northern Arap-
aho tribe, reflects on the long-standing need for
the government to do more.

“As an Arapaho person, an educator and
former principal, I do believe that politics and
power are stories of education,” Ridgley says.
“I believe that when I go to Colorado or other
places in America, it’s clear that there are still
so many people who do not know anything
about Sand Creek or other massacres that hap-
pen around the country. There is so much that
needs to be done to heal.”

The Lawsuit

149 years.

After 149 years of generational trauma, loss
and poverty, of broken promises and decep-
tion, descendants of the Sand Creek Massacre
sought to gain reparations for the United States’
betrayal. In 1865, federal representatives
joined Arapaho and Cheyenne tribal members
to develop the Treaty of Little Arkansas, which
renounced the massacre and promised com-
pensation for family members of the victims.
However, 149 years later in 2013, the Sand
Creek Massacre Descendants Trust—backed
by more than 15,000 identified descendants—
filed a class action lawsuit under the belief that
little of the money actually made it into the
hands of their ancestors.

“First of all, there was a congressional ap-
propriation [following the massacre], so Con-
gress appropriated monies to pay for part of the
damages,” explains Dave Askman, the trust’s
lawyer and adopted father of two possible
descendants of the massacre. “Those monies
never made it to the Indigenous people; some
of it actually went back into the U.S. Treasury.
That may have been because they couldn’t find
tribal representatives who wanted to take the
money, or they couldn’t find the individuals,
or they just didn’t know how to do it. I don’t
know what the motives would have been of an
agent of a Bureau of Indian Affairs in the 1870,
but we know that the monies did not make it to
the individuals who are identified in the trea-
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ties. We also found that some monies were paid
to tribes. That seems on its face to be partial
fulfillment of the obligations in this treaty, but
paying the money to the tribes is like paying
it to the government—you’re not giving it to
the individuals who have agreed to get it, and
no tribes are identified to receive monies in the
treaty. There are individuals identified in the
treaty.”

Before the lawsuit even began, the trust ran
into a few challenges. Back when the search
for reparations started brewing in 2012, Eric
Gorski, then a reporter for the Denver Post,
published an in-depth look into the case. At the
time, there were four different groups all seek-
ing justice, with arguments developing over
who would qualify for the compensation.

“I think the number of different groups is a
very tangible sign of the divisions within that
community and frankly, so many communi-
ties,” Gorski notes. “In this case, it involves
very profound disagreements—disagreements
about which tribes were wronged and about
when to stop counting the number of folks
who would be eligible for reparations. That’s
tough.”

In terms of its legal argument, the team had
to find justification to sue. All the way back to
the United States’ founding, a doctrine known
as sovereign immunity was established, man-
dating that the government could not be sued
without its consent or an express waiver. While
no explicit language designated an express
waiver in either the Treaty of Little Arkansas or
the Appropriations Act that allocated its funds,
much of the legislation within the Appropria-
tions Act inferred a statute of limitations—a
time limit on how long a person can sue some-
one for a particular cause. Thus, the trust’s legal
team argued that the presence of these statutes
implies consent to sue.

Ultimately, the trust’s case was not enough
to convince the Colorado court. Their opinion
stated that the government had not established
an explicit trustee relationship with the tribes,
nor was there unequivocal consent to sue in ei-
ther of the cited documents. Later, in an appeal
to Colorado’s Tenth Circuit Court, the lawsuit’s
dismissal was upheld.

“The United States unfortunately argued suc-
cessfully that the treaty did not create what they
call a trust relationship between the persons
identified in the Treaty and the United States.
Now, I just think that that’s a gross miscarriage
of justice. I think it’s absolutely wrong, and I
think that the United States, when it makes a
promise in a treaty, especially [with] tribes it’s
in control of, [has to] fulfill those promises.
Anyway, a district court decided if there was
no enforceable agreement, no enforceable trust
created, then the United States didn’t have to
account for those monies,” Askman elaborates.

For Askman, the loss was hardly a surprise.
“When you’re a lawyer like I am, who prac-
tices Indian law, you get used to cases where
you’re absolutely right on the facts, and you’re
absolutely right on the equities involved in the
case,” Askman says. “You’re on the right side
of issues that somehow courts in the United
States seem to always rule against, and they
sometimes bend over backwards in order to
rule against tribes. What it meant was we had
to go back to the drawing board and figure out a
different way to try to make our clients whole.”
The interests of the U.S. government in a
case like this can’t be pinpointed, but it can be
assumed that its lawyers will always protect the
interests of the country.

“I can’t really speak to their motives, be-
cause [ don’t know exactly what they are. There
are a lot of lawsuits out there where tribes are
making claims about violations of the United
States’ trust’s responsibility to them, and I'm
guessing they don’t want bad law on the books
that might be precedent in another case. I think
that, anytime you’re talking about the amounts
of money that might be involved in a case like
this, or if you’re talking about the amount of
effort it would take to do and accounting for
150 years of mismanagement or non-payment
of funds, that’s something they obviously don’t
want to do,” Askman notes. “We fully expected
the United States to put up a defense, and I hon-
estly believe that, sometimes, lawyers, who are
charged with defending the United States, their
first reaction is not, ‘Is this right or wrong?’ but
‘How do we defend this case?” instead of trying
to figure out whether or not what they’re doing
is correct.”

The battle for reparations isn’t over yet. After
the legal team was struck down by yet another
loss when the U.S. Supreme Court refused to
hear their case in 2016, the plaintiffs sought out
other methods to receive justice.

“There are other options available to us.
I can’t really talk in detail about all of those
because we’re working on them right now, but
there are other branches of government. It’s not
just the judicial system. If you can convince the
legislature that the United States ought to keep
its promises, especially to Native peoples, then
maybe legislation could solve our problem.
That’s certainly possible,” Askman elaborates.
“There’s a possibility that an international court
may hear this issue at some point. The United
Nations is already aware of this case, and they
sent an official to take a history from my clients,
and they actually came up with the opinion that
this was a wanton abuse of human rights in one
where the United States really needed to make
reparations.”

For the descendants of the massacre, the
people that felt a duty to find justice for their
slaughtered ancestors, winning the lawsuit

Government Response to the Sand
Creek Massacre

November 2000

Bill Clinton creates historical

site

Bill Clinton signs Public Law
106-465, which creates the Sand
Creek Massacre National Historic

Site

March 1998

Ben Nighthorse Campbell
presents bill to Congress

Senator Ben Nighthorse
Campbell of Colorado
introduces a bill to Congress
that aims to turn Sand Creek
into a memorial

April 2007

The site opens

The site is dedicated and formally
opened. It consists of 3,025 acres,
of which 1,465 acres are owned by

the park service in connection
with the Cheyenne and Arapaho
tribes.

November 2014

Governor Hickenlooper
apologizes

On behalf of the Colorado
government, Governor John
Hickenlooper apologizes to
members of the Cheyenne and
Arapaho nations for the Sand
Creek Massacre.

would mean more than just money—it would
mean finally living in peace.

“They’re not people who have dollar signs in
their eyes. They’re not looking to get rich. They
are quite the opposite, actually. They are people
who are much more concerned with the United
States fulfilling its obligations to the tribes and
trying to close a chapter in their life which these
people feel every day,” Askman says. “It’s hard
to imagine, from my perspective, being so af-
fected by events that happened to my ancestors
150 years ago, but that is absolutely the case
here. It would bring closure. I know that my
clients, the trust itself, would be very interested
in setting up educational facilities, tribal lands
or lands for persons who are affected.

“It’s now been 149 years, and they’re still
looking for justice.”

Continual Strides

On Oct. 5, 2022, Michael Bennet, a Col-
orado senator and American attorney, joined
Hickenlooper and multiple leaders from the
Northern Arapaho and Cheyenne tribes in re-
membering the tragic events of 1864 at the
Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site.
Along with live music and multiple speakers
from the members of the Cheyenne and Arap-
aho tribes, Bennet and Hickenlooper proud-
ly announced the additional funds and 3,500
extra acres of land to the site. With them was
Secretary of the Interior Deb Haaland, the first
Native American to serve as a member of a
presidential cabinet.

“It is our solemn responsibility at the De-
partment of the Interior, as caretakers of Amer-
ica’s national treasures, to tell the story of our
nation,” said Haaland at the event. “The events
that took place here forever changed the course
of the Northern Cheyenne, Northern Arapaho
and Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes.”

Bennet and Hickenlooper hoped that by
adding land to the site, there will be more ac-
cess to the public. Creating more publicity will
increase the acknowledgement and education
of what happened during the Sand Creek Mas-
sacre.

“This is a long overdue step to respect and
preserve land sacred to the Northern Cheyenne,
Northern Arapaho, Cheyenne and Arapaho
Tribes,” said Bennet. “We will never forget
the hundreds of lives that were brutally taken
here—men, women and children murdered in
an unprovoked attack,” Haaland said. “Stories
like the Sand Creek Massacre are not easy to
tell but it is my duty—our duty—to ensure that
they are told. This story is part of America’s
story.”

Art by Ahania Soni
Infographic by Sam Froum

October 2022

Additional land is added to
the site

Hickenlooper, leaders from the
Northern Arapaho and Cheyenne
tribes, and Colorado senator
Michael Bennet announce added
funds and an additional 3,500
acres to the historical site.
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Two different reports, two different tones
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Content warning: The following article in-
cludes quotes which contain profanity.

In May 2014, Northwestern University re-
leased the “Report of the John Evans Study
Committee,” a comprehensive, 114-page docu-
ment detailing John Evans’ involvement in the
Sand Creek Massacre. The central question ex-
plored: was Evans’ financial support for North-
western attributable to his practices towards
Native Americans as territorial governor? The
committee consisted of nine social science pro-
fessors, four from Northwestern and four from
outside the university. Nearly a decade after the
report’s release, however, Northwestern is facing
criticism for the ethical reasons behind the com-
mittee’s formation.

“Northwestern had absolutely no interest in
this story until students forced them to [have it]
essentially a decade ago. I still think there are
lots of Northwestern supporters who dismiss
[his culpability] as political b.s. [because] we’re
judging 19th century people with 21st century
standards, and so they reject this as a serious
event,” says Frederick E. Hoxie, Swanlund Pro-
fessor of American Indian Studies at UIUC and
member of the John Evans Committee.

Like Hoxie mentions, the report was birthed
from student activists denouncing Evans’ pres-
ence on campus. Most prominent in this push
was the Native American and Indigenous Stu-
dent Alliance (NAISA), an affinity-based stu-
dent group working to increase visibility and
awareness of Native American and Indigenous
cultures at Northwestern and beyond.

“Efforts to reconcile and create relationships
with the Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes wouldn’t
have been possible if it weren’t for NAISA,”
says Isabella Twocrow, a co-chair for the orga-
nization. “If it weren’t for NAISA students, the
John Evans report wouldn’t have been created.”

Broken into six chapters, the report exam-
ines Evans’ financial and political legacy as he
attempted to gain social capital in Colorado. In
a breakdown of each chapter’s contents, page
10 of the report reads, “[Chapter 1 is an] intro-
duction. Chapter Two presents an overview of
Evans’s life and his relationship with North-
western University. Chapter Three describes the
historical context of the massacre, including the
settlement of Colorado, the history of U.S. land
acquisition from Native Americans, the respons-
es of the Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes to the ar-
rival of American settlers and soldiers, and the
effects of the Civil War on Colorado Territory.
Chapter Four traces the course of events during
Evans’s governorship that led to the Sand Creek
Massacre. Chapter Five discusses the aftermath

of the massacre, focusing on the public outcry,
Evans’s defense of his actions, and his resigna-
tion. Chapter Six states the committee’s conclu-
sions regarding John Evans and the Sand Creek
Massacre.”

One of the key conclusions established in the
report is Evans’ direct involvement in the Sand
Creek Massacre. While not completely absolv-
ing him of responsibility, the report ultimately
found that Evans did not plan nor predict the
massacre.

“No known evidence indicates that John
Evans helped plan the Sand Creek Massacre or
had any knowledge of it in advance. The extant
evidence suggests that he did not consider the
Indians at Sand Creek to be a threat and that he
would have opposed the attack that took place,”
the report reads.

The committee concluded that Evans had no
intention of enacting violence despite testimony
from the 1865 federal military hearing regard-
ing the Sand Creek Massacre in which General
James Connor shared that Evans had told him to
“pursuel,] kill[,] and destroy”” any Natives who
posed a threat to western expansion, the com-
mittee concluded that Evans had no intention of
enacting violence.

“Evans never favored killing Indians for its
own sake or regardless of age or gender. He was

[

open up Colorado’s vast, untouched land was a
source of tension between himself and the Chey-
ene and Arapaho.

“Evans implicitly criticized the Treaty of Fort
Laramie for allowing the Cheyennes and Arapa-
hos to think they could wander as they wished.
It struck him as ‘ridiculous’ to assume ‘that a
country a thousand miles long and five hundred
miles wide, one of the most fertile in the world,
should belong to a few bands of roving Indians,
nomadic tribes . . . as their own property.” The
progress of the nation demanded that the terri-
tory be put to more productive use,” the report
says on page 87.

Peter Hayes, Professor of History at North-
western and member of the John Evans Commit-
tee, believes Evans’ sentiments about expansion
were characteristic of the times. Evans was in
office during the era of Manifest Destiny, an ide-
ology that the Oxford Dictionary defines as “the
19th-century doctrine or belief that the expansion
of the US throughout the American continents
was both justified and inevitable.” Influenced by
a national culture of exploration and conquering,
Hayes believes Evans acted in accordance with
most other white Americans.

“I wouldn’t say that he had contempt for
Native Americans, but I would say that he felt
something that was very characteristic of 19th

“This call for research into John Evans’ role in what happened at the

Sand Creek Massacre has been long overdue. When we see this John
Evans report, I think it’s lazy. It’s a way for Northwestern to say, ‘We got
this report out, we did this work and we don’t have to do anything else.’

It’s a lazy piece of writing that ignores and tries to minimize the role that
John Evans had in the Sand Creek Massacre.”

- Isabella Twocrow, senior at Northwestern and co-chair of NAISA

in fundamental disagreement with Chivington in
this regard,” page 86 reads.

According to the committee, on page 86,
Evans’ threatening statement “should be read
in the context of his statements about the larger
purpose of waging war.” Meaning, Evans’ bold
request was not a formal, immediate invitation
for the Third Regiment to attack Sand Creek, but
that violence would inevitably occur if Natives
did not adhere to their reservations and allow
white farmers to expand west.

“Evans was asking for a greater military pres-
ence in Colorado and promoting the punishment
of unfriendly Indians, [but] he [also] took other,
more peaceable steps as superintendent of Indi-
an affairs that in his view would benefit Native
people. He continued to prepare reservations for
habitation and what he believed would be eco-
nomic viability,” page 86 reads.

Affirmed by the committee, Evans’ desire to

century settlers, and that was that they felt that
Natives were not making productive use of the
land; therefore, he wasn’t going to condemn the
massacre because that had been part of this pro-
cess. He definitely felt [like] he was making a
great improvement to the continent,” says Hayes.
When describing the political climate in Col-
orado, the report expresses sympathy towards
Evans as he attempted to navigate a tumultuous,
divided environment.

“Complicating everything was the context in
which Evans had to operate. As noted, support
from Washington [D.C.] was unpredictable and
inadequate. At home, he faced an anxious and
fearful population that considered itself forgotten
by the federal government, physically isolated,
and constantly at mortal risk. Every raid or ru-
mor of one conjured up what had happened in
Minnesota in 1862 [during the Sioux Revolt].
When they heard the Indian delegation was com-

ing to Denver, citizens swung between calls to
kill the Native leaders and hopes that something
positive might come of a meeting. Above all,
Evans faced the virtually impossible task of rec-
onciling his competing obligations as governor
and superintendent of Indian affairs,” the report
describes on page 90.

Hoxie adds to this conversation, noting how
Evans felt politically incentivized to act in the
interests of white Coloradans to avoid criticism.
By appeasing this audience, Evans felt that he
would retain his leadership position and gain
footing before running for a senator once Colo-
rado had become a state.

“John Evans had absolutely no experience in
dealing with Indigenous people or any particu-
lar interest. [He] saw his job as either a secure
government job or as a stepping stone to high-
er office or as an opportunity for prestige,” he
explains. “In a place like Colorado, which was
experiencing a huge influx of population [...]
there would be very little chance of maintaining
or controlling that volatile community; there was
no incentive for leaders to be strong leaders, and
there’s no incentive to go against the crowd.”

On the financial aspect of the report’s investi-
gation, Evans was found completely innocent. In
the years following Sand Creek, Evans’ political
reputation severely waned. Known for his par-
ticipation in the atrocity, Evans lost his territorial
governor position and chance at Colorado state-
hood—Iarge sources of income.

“Whether or not his policies as governor were
responsible for the Sand Creek Massacre, he did
not profit from it. It cost him his highly advan-
tageous position as territorial governor, and it
contributed to his failure to win admission to the
Union for Colorado and a seat in the U.S. Senate
for himself. Had the massacre never happened,
he probably would have become senator and
been positioned to make even more money than
he did in the years ahead,” the report reads on 92.

Evans still remained an active donor of North-
western University, however. In fact, he was the
university’s most generous benefactor when it
initially opened. He gave Northwestern pro-
fessional endowments worth $100,000, at least
3 million in today’s money. Evans was by no
means poor after Sand Creek—he still thrived
while Cheynne and Arapaho grappled.

While the report touches briefly on Evans’
disregard of Native peoples’ lifeways as he advo-
cated for the construction of industrial infrastruc-
ture in designated Cheyenne and Arapaho terri-
tory, it lacks accountability. By broadening the
scope and comparing Northwestern to “many
other institutions,” the report expresses a sense
of denial and understates Evans’ significant role
in colonization. Kadin Mills, a member of NAI-
SA and direct descendent of the Keweenaw Bay
Indian Community, shares his thoughts about the
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reports downplay of Evans’ actions.

“I think in one word, [the report is] bullshit.
I mean, in a very technical use of the term, [it’s]
bullshit—not just linguistically. It is bullshit. The
purpose of the Northwestern John Evans report,
to me, is to negate a lot of the work that Native
students and Native community members have
done. I think it’s very intentional, and that’s why
I call it bullshit, because it’s very intentional in its
negation of indigeneity.”

Twocrow agrees, ultimately finding that the
report is performative.

“This call for research into John Evans’ role
in what happened at the Sand Creek Massacre
has been long overdue. When we see this John
Evans report, I think it’s lazy. It’s a way for
Northwestern to say, ‘We got this report out, we
did this work and we don’t have to do anything
else.” It’s a lazy piece of writing that ignores and
tries to minimize the role that John Evans had in
the Sand Creek Massacre and the harm to Chey-
enne and Arapaho people, so that Northwestern
wouldn’t have to do any more work beyond that,
and it’s frustrating,” says Twocrow.

Representationally, the report falls short. Of
the nine contributors of the report, zero had a
relationship to the Indigenous community at
Northwestern. As a result, the coverage of Ev-
ans’ moral and ethical wrongdoings can appear
minimized and impersonal. Mills speaks to the
importance of having Native historians on the
NU report in order to report authentically about
the impact of Sand Creek.

“I'm looking at a list of the names and the
committee, and nobody on this list is a part of
the Indigenous community at Northwestern. I
don’t know what their involvement is, because
there are people on this committee who are at the
University of Oklahoma, Yale, Arkansas, mostly
Northwestern professors and scholars, but none
of them have any ties to the Native community
at Northwestern,” Mills explains. “That’s a very,
very serious problem because it tries to take away
the stake that Indigenous peoples have in [this]
research, considering Native peoples are very di-
rectly affected by everything that happened. To
say that Native people don’t have a stake in [this]
and producing research on that is active and on-
going erasure of Indigenous peoples.”

The University of Denver Report

Less than a year after Northwestern University
released a report concerning the role of John Ev-
ans in the Sand Creek Massacre, the University
of Denver released one of its own.

The 97-page document, published in Novem-
ber of 2014, discusses John Evans, his history
in relation to the Sand Creek Massacre and the
founding of the University of Denver. The goal
of the report was to appropriately understand
John Evans’ connection to the death of over 200
Cheyenne and Arapaho people in 1864 and to
evaluate his place in the history of the universi-
tyEspecially considering that the 150th anniver-
sary of both the University of Denver and the
Sand Creek Massacre itself were coming up, it
was important that the committee prepared for
the coming commemorations.

The DU John Evans Study Committee, which
was formed about two years prior to the report’s
publication, consists of six main authors ranging
from members of the university’s own staff to
state historians. It also utilized the input of sev-
eral other consultants including Native students
at the University of Denver and members of the
Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes.

“[The committee] was supported in its en-
deavors by the [university],” DU professor and
committee member Richard Clemmer-Smith
says, commenting on the formation of the com-
mittee, “but the report is an independent investi-
gation with a focus by scholars who came to it
from different angles.”

The committee was split into three distinct
subcommittees all with the purpose of under-
standing different challenges related to Evans,
the massacre and the university’s founding. The
subcommittees are as follows: “one to conduct
research and report on Evans’s role in the massa-
cre; another to organize events and exhibits relat-
ed to our institutional history, in preparation for
the commemorations; and a third to review how
other universities have engaged in similar efforts
and consider how to productively address trou-
bling historical events as part of an educational
process within our community.”

“We spent two years meeting on a regular

basis,” explains Tink Tinker, a member of the
Denver report committee.“Taking little bits of
evidence here and there, working through it and
trying to sort it out.”

The result of their two-year-long history delve
is an 18-chapter summary of Evans and Sand
Creek with the first subcommittee’s findings—
which looked into Evans’ role in the massa-
cre—taking up the main body of the report and a
conclusion that Evans’ “pattern of neglect of his
treaty-negotiating duties, his leadership failures
and his reckless decision making in 1864 com-
bine to clearly demonstrate a significant level of
culpability for the Sand Creek Massacre.”

“One challenge was Evans himself,” says
Clemmer-Smith about conducting the research
on Evans. “He’s an enigma. Here he was—this
staunch abolitionist, and why was he so obtuse,
or even anti-Native American, while at the same
time promoting the rights [of] slaves?”

These are the questions the committee set out
to answer in 2014.

Evans’ time spent as territorial governor of
Colorado was crucial to the lead-up to the mas-
sacre, and according to the committee, what he
did during that time was enough to give him
significant culpability for the massacre at Sand
Creek in 1864.

“Evans used his position of territorial leader-
ship to accelerate war, rather than to apply every
effort to promote peace,” concludes the report on
page 90. “His June 27 Proclamation ends with
a threat of war, and his August 11 Proclamation
not only announces war but endorses a vigilante
campaign of aggression against all Native people
in the territory not designated (by some mysteri-
ous, unnamed criteria) as ‘friendly.””

“He basically gave carte blanche to vigilan-
tes to go after Indians,” says Clemmer-Smith in
simpler terms.

Beyond his two violence-inciting proclama-
tions, the commiittee also concluded in the rport
that Evans’ other actions as governor were “‘cen-
tral to creating the conditions in which the mas-
sacre was possible and even likely.”

With these conclusions in mind, another sec-
tion of the committee delved deeper into the
report from the John Evans Study Committee
at Northwestern University and discussed their
findings comparatively. The Denver committee
had a few disagreements—starting with the fact
that the Northwestern University report did not
place any blame on Evans for the Sand Creek
Massacre at all.

“We were coming at it from very different an-
gles,” says Clemmer-Smith. “Yet we all agreed
that [Northwestern’s] interpretation of the situa-
tion needed a bit of correction.”

They discuss these corrections in the con-
cluding pages of the report—the chapter titled
“Reassessing Culpability: Departures from the
Northwestern Report”™—in which they cite mul-
tiple quotations from the Northwestern report
that they believe needed amending. For instance,
on page 92 of the Denver report they state that
“we strongly disagree with this conclusion from
the Northwestern report: “The extant evidence
suggests that he did not consider the Indians at
Sand Creek to be a threat and that he would have
opposed the attack that took place.””

In the eyes of Northwestern professor and
Northwestern committee member Peter Hayes
though, “The Denver report left many of [the
Northwestern committee] feeling pretty an-
noyed, because the conclusions of the two re-
ports [in terms of] evidence about the factual
record are almost identical,” he explains.

Clemmer-Smith agrees with Hayes.

“I don’t think [the two reports’] findings were
all that different,” Clemmer-Smith says. But he
also stresses that, “when it really came down to
it, [Northwestern’s committee] was reluctant to
pin any culpability on Evans, and that was not
exactly accurate.”

After the report’s publication, the Universi-
ty of Denver Committee issued a list of recom-
mendations following the report’s findings. The
committee worked alongside DU student repre-
sentatives and Sand Creek Massacre descendant
representatives to create a list of recommended
actions for the university that range from estab-
lishing a Native American Center on campus to
updating official DU histories to include the find-
ings of the report.

“We worked closely with a committee
from the Cheyenne and Arapaho,” says Clem-
mer-Smith. “Their successors have continued
to pursue the question of John Evans’ place in

Colorado history.”

Much like the main body of the report, the
recommendations document adapts a tone of
healing and remembrance.

“This is truly a new horizon,” the committee
states in the recommendations document. “DU
should be a change leader illuminating a new
path forward: a path of unity, collaboration and
healing for all communities.”

So far, the University of Denver has adapted
to make many of these recommendations, in-
cluding establishing lasting connections with the
Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes.

“[The university is] open to being respon-
sive to Cheyenne and Arapaho concerns,” says
Clemmer-Smith. “There is this ongoing rela-
tionship between the Cheyenne Arapaho and the
University of Denver.”

In the spirit of healing, the next focus is re-
naming titles attributed to John Evans. The Uni-
versity of Denver began this process with the
renaming of the Evans Professorship and is con-
tinuing to make changes today.

Not only did the report result in significant
changes for the University of Denver, but it also
inspired the state of Colorado to take action
against the memorialization of Evans as well. In
July of 2021, the Colorado Geographic Naming
Advisory Board voted unanimously to recom-
mend renaming Mount Evans and replacing it
with a name of Native designation. The process
is ongoing but it is likely that Mount Evans will
have its new name before the end of 2023. Lo-
cated in Clear Creek County, Colo., Mount Ev-
ans is home to North America’s highest paved
road and a name change would be seen as a huge
step in the right direction.

“I think it’s gradual,” says Clemmer-Smith
on the changes happening at the university and
in Colorado. “Things have not been rushed into;
there’s still the question of renaming mountains
or [other places]. To what extent do you do that
and erase history? Those questions are ongoing,
but I'm gratified to see some of these outcomes.”

While the changes may be slow-moving, they
continue to move in the right direction; the Den-
ver report serves as a reminder that though peo-
ple in the present day can’t change history, they
can always reflect upon it and take action toward
connection and healing.

“It takes courage to face both the illuminat-
ed and the more shadowed aspects of history,”
states the committee on page 2, “but here we
are invited to walk toward a fuller understand-
ing, with humility. This report is an invitation to
consider how Sand Creek and other tragedies
impact not only the tribes and tribal descendants
affected by acts of genocide but all of us in the
here and now. It is time for us to begin to mend
the broken relationships we have with ourselves,
each other, and the land.”

Comparing Both Reports

When one engages with the Northwestern and
Denver reports, one thing stands out: tone. From
word choice to syntax, the reports’ connotations
about John Evans’ involvement in the Sand
Creck Massacre read differently. These tonal dif-
ferences not only impact the reader’s interpreta-
tion of the text but also express the divergent val-
ues that each committee brought to their reports.
“The only thing [that was different about the
Denver report] is the tone [because] it was writ-
ten by a committee that composed itself. It was
basically a group of people who were already
agitated about John Evans before they put the
committee together. [As a result,] they adopted a
very judgmental tone,” says Peter Hayes.

Like Hayes mentions, the Northwestern
committee was formed through an appointment
process, while the Denver report was written by
a group of volunteer historians. As a result, the
research and writing procedure for Northwestern
was objectively less biased.

“None of [the Northwestern Committee]
had preconceived notions about John Evans.
All of us came to the subject with very differ-
ent backgrounds and levels of knowledge about
what had happened at Sand Creek. We came at it
much more coolly. And our report is more coolly
phrased than the Denver report. But that’s a re-
sult of the composition of the committee [even
though] the substantial findings of the two re-
ports are very, very close,” Hayes concludes.

While maintaining credibility was important
for both reports, it was especially crucial for the
University of Denver to center the humanity of

Indigenous people both representationally and
contextually. Of the 22 experts that worked on
the DU report, six are members of the Cheyenne
or Arapaho tribes.

“We worked closely with a committee from
Cheyenne and Arapaho,” says Richard Clem-
mer-Smith. “Their successors have continued
to pursue the question of John Evans’ statue in
Colorado history.”

Contrary to the Denver Committee’s choice to
incorporate Indigenous voices in their research
and conversations, the Northwestern Committee
felt that the inclusion of Cheyenne and Arapaho
people would bias the report.

“Peter Hayes and [the Northwestern] com-
mittee refused to include a Cheyenne Arapaho
historian, of which there are many, because in
the provost words, ‘they would not be able to
be objective; they would bias the committee,””
says Heather Menefee, a PhD candidate in Na-
tive American and U.S. history at Northwestern.
“And a year after they released their report, Peter
Hayes and Andrew Koppelman, the lawyer from
the committee, came to a class that I was taking
and explained to [our] class that being descended
from massacre victims makes people angry, and
[as a result], they lose their ability to understand
the truth.”

Moments like this highlight the harm of telling
narratives with Indigenous absence. Without Na-
tive voices, stories cannot accurately articulate
the harm of these atrocities.

“[The report] has just done a lot of harm to the
Cheyenne and Arapaho because of how inflam-
matory and violent the language is. [For exam-
ple] they say things like ‘savages’ without quo-
tation marks—they use full on, violent language.
They [also] take the perspective of people who
committed a massacre and try to contextualize
it. They put Native people entirely in the past,
instead of in the present,” Menefee states.

Northwestern’s language choice is a key
criticism for the reasons Menefee outlines. The
connotations behind words carry meaning and
weight, and in the case of the Northwestern re-
port, many agree that the university failed to use
critical language when describing Evans’ culpa-
bility in the massacre.

“Northwestern University completely failed
to hold its founder accountable. They found ex-
cuses to relieve him of responsibility, and [they]
blamed [John] Chivington entirely. But Chiv-
ington is not entirely to blame. I mean, he is to
blame, but not alone, because people like John
Evans set the table for him politically; [they]
willingly and knowingly created the context,”
says Tink Tinker, a member of the Denver report.

In the aftermath of the report, Northwestern
established several programs to strengthen their
relationship with Native Americans through re-
cruitment efforts, culturally-affirming curricu-
lum, and campus support initiatives. As North-
western integrates these recommendations, their
administration is still navigating how to imple-
ment sustainable progress towards justice. Like
any robust change, anti-racist work needs con-
tinual innovation and commitment.

“[ think that the university has made some
really genuine efforts; I do. But here’s the thing,
they’ve made genuine efforts within what they
thought then about what it meant to do this work.
If we’ve reached the glass ceiling, that’s a prob-
lem. If we’ve built phase one, and we’re moving
to phase two, that’s super exciting,” says Megan
Bang, Professor of the Learning Sciences and
Director of the Center for Native American and
Indigenous Research.

For Bang, Northwestern has undergone im-
portant structural changes to better support its In-
digenous community, but it has a long way to go.

“Do I think Northwestern really needs to take
a hard look about what their expectations are,
and what it really means to have a robust, Native
presence in intellectual work [and in] our repre-
sentation? Yes. Are Native people included in
every course at Northwestern? Are Native peo-
ple even included in courses that take up issues
of inequality at Northwestern? Probably not. I'm
sure that across the university, most people are
still teaching from Indigenous absence. A good
university would have fluency amongst every-
one that was committed to Indigenous people’s
presence in our software. I don’t think we’re
there yet, but I also think Northwestern is not an
outlier in that. We’re coming along and doing al-
right, [but we still] have a long way to go.”

Art by Ahania Soni and Aiyana Jehan
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Shaped by the past, crafting a more just future

By Isaac Suarez Flint, Milo Slevin
Staff Writers

When Kadin Mills and Isabella Twocrow
think about the 2013 Northwestern study that
explored the role of John Evans in the Sand
Creek Massacre, they do not look fondly at the
product. They do not find peace in knowing
that well-educated historians from Northwest-
ern and elsewhere inspected this topic and pro-
duced a 114-page report. Rather, they feel an-
ger, frustration and hurt. They feel let down, not
just by the study, which was published well be-
fore they were at Northwestern, but by the con-
tinued failure of Northwestern administrators to
acknowledge the harmful legacy of Evans.

“[Northwestern] is a very privileged school,
and oftentimes [it] leaves students of color to
themselves. And I say that because I think it
takes a certain amount of privilege to be able to
turn away from history as deep and harmful as
this,” says Twocrow, a senior at Northwestern
and descendant of Oglala Lakota and Citizen of
The Ho-Chunk Nation.

Like any American college town, Evanston
is a reflection of the university it houses, with
Northwestern significantly impacting econom-
ic, social and residential development with-
in the community. While Northwestern and
Evanston share similar values and priorities,
they also share a history of Indigenous erasure,
in part, because of both establishments’ direct
connections to John Evans.

A Cycle of Inequality

Not only was Evans deeply involved in the
founding of Northwestern, he is also the name-
sake and founder of Evanston. Due to this, the
history of Evanston is inherently the history
of Evans, with his influence appearing in the
structure of Evanston streets, government and
schools.

The nine founders of Northwestern Univer-
sity were all Methodists, including Evans, and
many of Evanston’s streets are named after in-
fluential Methodists of the 18th and 19th cen-
tury. Other Evanston street names can almost
always be traced back to a professional or fa-
milial relationship to Evans.

Additionally, the John Evans apartment com-
plex is located on Hinman Avenue, and North-
western’s John Evans Alumni center sits off
of Clark Street Beach, just blocks away from
the Northwestern Center for Native American
and Indigenous Research. Evans’ history stares
back at Evanston communities each day, yet
is seldom recognized by students, visitors and
residents.

While the degree of Evans’ involvement
within the Sand Creek Massacre is widely de-
bated, the missteps taken by the Colorado gov-

ernment in November of 1864 clearly show that
Evans was one of the prominent individuals in-
volved with the initiation of the massacre. For
Gail Ridgley, a member of the Arapho tribe and
descendant of those murdered in Sand Creek,
this is enough to hold Evans responsible for the
attack.

“To me, personally, and to my tribe, [Evans]
was culpable,” says Ridgley.

For current Evanston Mayor Daniel Biss,
the controversy around Evans’ involvement is
more complicated.

“[ think the general point of view that’s help-
ful to take is that most heinous acts done under
the umbrella of government are not the fault
of a single individual but rather the deliberate-
ly generated consequences of a system,” says
Biss.

The correlation between Indigenous erasure,
governmental accountability and economic de-
velopment, however, is not exclusive to Evan-
ston. Heather Menefee, a graduate student at
Northwestern and the first Native American
Studies major at Northwestern, recognizes the
same relationship on a national level.

“We’re living on land that was seized through
violence from Indigenous nations, and that’s so
baked into our federal government, our Con-
stitution, our legal system, the radicalization
of Native people in particular. The only group
who gets mentioned in the Declaration of In-
dependence is the ‘merciless Indian savages,””
says Menefee.

The Western interpretation of the founding
of America often involves such language, dehu-
manizing Indigenous people and their histories.
Enter the Evanston History Center through its
intricate arched doorway, ask to explore the
center’s archives, and a person can find out
pretty much anything they want to know about
John Evans and the founding of Evanston.
However, ask about the Indigenous history of
the land, and there will only be two or three re-
cords of land treaties.

Indigenous history was rarely recorded phys-
ically by non-Native people, but rather through
oral history within tribal communities. What
was recorded was either destroyed, hidden or
manipulated by colonizers, further limiting the
amount of written Indigenous history in Amer-
ica. Because of this, the western history taught
in American curriculums at every educational
level is starkly different from the history told
within Indigenous communities. The American
version of Indigenous history can be seen with-
in the APUSH curriculum taught at ETHS, as
well as various classes offered at Northwestern
and other educational institutions.

Menefee credits the discriminatory teachings
of Indigenous history to the standards of what
is considered to be valid history and knowledge
within American academia.

“I think the discrimination against Native
and Indigenous Studies has to do with colonial
standards about what counts as knowledge,
what counts as research and who counts as an
expert in something,” she says. “It’s also about
who gets to claim that they are able to produce
objective, reliable knowledge about something.

“There’s this way that systematically [North-
western| and other universities—it’s not just
Northwestern, but it’s pretty bad here—they
devalue the expertise of native people,” contin-
ues Menefee.

The oral histories that shape Indigenous
communities and culture are often delegiti-
mized due to the standards described by Mene-
fee. However, to Ridgley and his tribal commu-
nity, these histories are sacred, and essential to
honoring the past.

“We have oral histories. Our histories are
very strong, and they’re real. People believe
[western] history because it’s written with no
input from tribal people, because we’re sub-cit-
izens, right?” says Ridgley. “Western histori-
ans, they believe in written [histories], black
and white. With us it is oral history. And we
have that to guide us.”

Both government and educational institutions
have actively prevented the teachings of Indig-
enous histories, while also aiming to “Ameri-
canize” indigenous people by disconnecting
them from their culture. Residential boarding
schools were the primary tool in achieving
this, as well as the implementation of govern-
ment controlled reservations. For Ridgley, his
family was forced to change their name from
Ridge Bear to Ridgely while living on their res-
ervation. Others were forced to abandon their
cultural practices and traditions to participate
in American ones. Residential schools were in
practice from the 1880s to the late 20th centu-
ry, with over 150,000 Native children separated
from their families to attend these schools.

With generations of Indigenous people being
forced into American education and religious
practices, cultural disconnection is common
within many Native communities.

“Today, there are a lot of Arapaho people
who don’t know their histories, or stories, or
our people. They don’t know the language or
the ceremonies and are just disconnected from
culture,” says Ridgley.

In the past decade, mass burial sites have
been discovered at the locations of many for-
mer residential schools, revealing the thousands
of deaths caused by neglect and abuse faced by
Native children.

Indigenous history is suffocated by traumatic
events, such as the Sand Creek Massacre and
the 20th century residential school murders.
Beyond these events, other acts of violence,
dehumanization and discrimination have led
to severe trauma within native communities.

For the Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes, who are
descendants of the victims of Sand Creek, this
trauma is faced on a daily basis.

“Multigenerational trauma affects almost
every aspect of our lives,” says Ridgley. “Its
impacts are reflected in the place in Wyoming
where we currently live. The language and the
food that we eat, the health care, education
and opportunities we have. All of these things
are a reflection and result of the violence and
genocide of the past, with Sand Creek being the
most traumatic event of our past.”

Not only has colonization led to trauma and
horrific events such as Sand Creek; its connec-
tion to capitalism and corporate America are
also prevalent within contemporary society.
The violent forced relocation of Indigenous
people, as well as the lack of access to social
and economic resources, has led to a harsh in-
crease in poverty within Native communities
today.

Almost all tribal land is managed by the
federal government, leaving tribes with little to
no control over economic growth within their
communities. Lack of autonomy within em-
ployment, housing, entrepreneurship and land
usage are key components that lead to these
high rates of poverty.

“But yet, what compounds prejudice and
racism that we deal with in our Indian commu-
nities ... is poverty. When you have poverty,
you can’t afford a comfortable life. You have to
scrape the bottom of your cards to have [access
to] social programs. Healthcare, too. We don’t
have the luxuries of an ideal corporate Ameri-
can lifestyle,” explains Ridgley.

Without access to the economic resources
that a majority of American families have, In-
digenous people are further separated from so-
ciety, exacerbating the erasure and trauma that
they already endure on a daily basis.

From the genocide that took place at Sand
Creek to the honoring of individuals such as
John Evans, Indigenous erasure is deeply root-
ed in American society. This erasure clearly
presents itself as educational censorship, cul-
tural discrimination as well as the notion that
Indigenous people are not present in modern
society.

“The reason [this erasure] is so problemat-
ic is it creates this idea not only with the ‘sav-
age barbarity,” but the concept of past tense,”
says Miigis Curley, a Native American student
and junior at ETHS. “You wouldn’t talk about
so many different people this way... where
you call them the Native Americans, but you
wouldn’t say the Blacks, because that’s messed
up. It puts us in the past tense, and that’s not
true, because I am here. My family is here. I
have so much more family all around me. I
have hundreds and hundreds of cousins. I go
to my reservation in Canada or Navajo Nation,



and I meet new relatives every time I go. We are
everywhere; it’s just that this systematic Indige-
nous erasure makes it seem like we’re extinct.”
As Native students, Curley and their siblings
have grown to expect the erasure present not
only within society, but within their classrooms.
This is a shared experience between Native stu-
dents within the American school system, from
elementary school to college and beyond.

Accountability at Northwestern

Both Mills and Twocrow are members of
the Native American and Indigenous Student
Alliance, which was founded in the 2011-2012
school-year as a space for Native students and
their allies to connect with each other and grow
their presence on campus.

“INAISA] is a space on campus for us to
come together. We reflect, we hang out, we plan
events. And it’s really a community space for us
to be together on campus,” Twocrow says.

NAISA was created following the controver-
sial Northwestern investigation into John Ev-
ans, and students at the time hoped that this new
organization represented a shift away from the
university’s shortcomings in Native American
relations. Northwestern’s failures remained.

Twocrow highlights a specific incident that
occurred in November of 2021 during Native
American Heritage Month. When NAISA
painted Northwestern’s famous rock, which
has been a staple for protesters and artists on
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were afraid [of] what donors would say that
they don’t have their students under control
[or], you know, something’s wrong,” she states.
NAISA members believe that this incident
sheds light on the university’s priority of public-
ity over respect, which, from their perspective,
is the same thinking that produced the disap-
pointing Evans study. Despite their frustration,
students continue to find the silver lining.

“I think [the rock incident and ensuing frustra-
tion] ultimately brought a lot of our community
together,” Twocrow remarks. “And so it’s hor-
rible that this incident happened, but it brought
everyone into our space, and it made everyone
loud and angry at what the university had done.
And we had one of the largest Sand Creek com-
memorations this past year because of it.”

The annual Sand Creek commemoration is a
chance for Northwestern and Evanston commu-
nity members to remember the lives lost in the
Sand Creek Massacre. Cheyenne and Arapaho
tribal elders and members are invited to Evan-
ston to, as Twocrow says, “commemorate the
massacre and heal together.” This past Novem-
ber, the event started at the John Evans Alumni
Center and proceeded through Northwestern’s
campus. It’s a chance for the Native American
community on campus to make themselves vis-
ible—to honor the victims of the massacre and
carry on their legacy.

While Twocrow and the students at the NAI-
SA appreciate the yearly opportunity to remem-
ber Sand Creek, they are disappointed with

“We are everywhere; it’s just that this systemic Indigenous era-
sure makes it seem like we’re extinct.”

- Miigis Curley, Native American student at ETHS

campus for decades, with red handprints that
represented missing and murdered Indigenous
women in North America, it was vandalized.

“Vandals spray painted ‘Ojibwe? No Way
and changed a land acknowledgement, ‘You
are on Anishinaabe land,” to ‘You are on Chi-
na’s land.” They also painted over some of the
group’s messages, including ‘Happy Native
American Heritage Month!” and ‘Bring our
children home,”” The Daily Northwestern re-
ported at the time.

The NAISA members who painted The
Rock simply sought to educate and uplift. They
sought to celebrate a month dedicated to Indig-
enous history and to draw attention to the con-
tinuous oppression of Indigenous people. Hate-
ful Northwestern students—people with whom
those NAISA members may even have shared
an address—couldn’t accept Indigenous stu-
dents’ presence on campus. It exemplifies the
huge gap between what Northwestern presents
itself as: an inclusive institution that welcomes
and cherishes all backgrounds, and what North-
western, and any university, can be: a vessel for
hate speech and culture wars.

Direct blame for this incident can go to no
one except those who committed the crime, but,
in Twocrow’s eyes, others must take blame as
well. Twocrow believes that Northwestern ad-
ministrators are responsible for the inaction in
the aftermath of the rock incident. She says that,
since the rock was painted over in the same
week as another incident occurred on campus,
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school administrators’ continued absence at the
commemoration.

“Throughout all the years that I’ve been here,
a president of Northwestern has yet to come to
one of these commemorations,” Twocrow em-
phasizes. “They don’t see this as their respon-
sibility. They’re [still] trying to get their minds
around what a land acknowledgement is for the
tribes that we already have here, and it’s hard
for them to understand that Indigenous rela-
tionships move beyond just the space that we
occupy, but actually relationships which have
been built over centuries.”

Twocrow’s complaints are shared by North-
western Professor of the Learning Sciences
Megan Bang, of Ojibwe and Italian descent.

“There wasn’t a special issued statement,
which signals a lack of importance. But I also
think it’s partly because [administrators] didn’t
understand how horrific [the massacre] was. I
think that part of what is happening is that peo-
ple know so little that they don’t really under-
stand,” she states.

While Northwestern administrators maintain
shaky relationships with students and struggle to
acknowledge the importance of recognizing In-
digenous history, the university has made signif-
icant strides to uplift its Native American com-
munity. Many of those strides stem, not from the
2013 study, but from the Native American Out-
reach and Inclusion Task Force that was created
shortly after the study was published.

Forrest Bruce, of Ojibwe descent, is a former

“We refuse to be defined by the tragedy and trauma of Sand Creek
and other genocides our people have been subjected to.”

- Gail Ridgley, member of the Northern Arapaho tribe and de-
scendant of Sand Creek

administrators were more concerned with their
image than their students’ well-being.
“[Northwestern was] afraid to publish an-
other announcement about an incident of this
nature on campus the same week, because they

undergraduate student at Northwestern who is
currently studying for a PhD in Learning Sci-
ences. He was one of the 19 people on the task
force, which was made up of university repre-
sentatives, members of the Evanston and Chi-

cago native communities and two Northwest-
ern students.

“[The task force was] put together... to cre-
ate a set of recommendations for Northwestern
to reconcile with its history, and also just gener-

direction for the university.

“I started my undergrad just over 10 years
ago, and there’s just been a world of difference
that I’ve witnessed unfold. The change that has
happened at Northwestern has been pretty in-

“I think it takes a certain amount of privilege to be able to turn
away from history as deep and harmful as this.”

- Isabella Twocrow, Northwestern senior and co-chair of NAISA

ally make a more welcoming and inclusive en-
vironment for indigenous people,” Bruce says.

Menefee, who was the other student on the
task force at the time, believes the goals that
they laid out were critical to guiding the ensu-
ing changes at Northwestern.

“The report that we came out with was a
set of recommendations for the university to
address lots of different areas. And I think that’s
been the more impactful report [than the Evans
one], thankfully,” she states.

Since the task force concluded its research
in 2014, several improvements have been made
on the Northwestern campus. For instance, the
number of Native American students at North-
western has increased in the past decade. In
2014, there were seven indigenous students
across the entire student body. By comparison,
33 students in Northwestern’s class of 2025
alone are Native or Indigenous. This marginal
increase is still a win for Menefee, Bruce and
the NAISA, who have advocated for more In-
digenous representation in the student body.

Another advancement that came out of the
task force is The Center for Native American
and Indigenous Research. The center was creat-
ed as a resource for Native American Students
on campus.

“Now, on campus, there’s a place that is
distinctly Native where Native people can go
and you don’t have to explain yourself or who
you are, because a common experience for a lot
of Native people, especially at predominantly
white institutions, is that no one really under-

credible. I think it still has a long way to go, but
it’s been really a cool experience to see the way
that it has changed in that amount of time,” he
remarks.

These strides, however, don’t mean that ev-
erything is fixed. For NAISA, progress doesn’t
mean that Northwestern should be content with
its advancements. Because even if the universi-
ty did everything right—if it invested in more
Indigenous faculty, admitted more Indigenous
students, attended the Sand Creek commemo-
ration and acknowledged its many shortcomes
in Indigenous student relations—it would still
be bound by its origins. For generations of In-
digenous Northwestern students to come, the
university will forever sit on land taken from
their ancestors. It will forever be bound by the
reality that it was founded by a racist. It will for-
ever benefit from the billions of dollars that are
contributed by alumni who achieved success
because of their whiteness in a society that has
expelled and massacred people of color.

“Dehumanizing indigenous people has been
one of the main ways that a very diverse melt-
ing pot of settlers have built their own identity
here,” Menefee voices. “And [that dehuman-
ization] is the foundation of what makes life
stable and possible for most white people who
have inherited generational wealth.”

Erasure at ETHS

While Indigenous erasure is a core aspect
of private institutions like Northwestern, it is

“If we took Indigenous nationhood and sovereignty and person-
hood seriously, then we would have to deal with the fact that we're

occupying sovereign territory.”

- Heather Menefee, graduate student at Northwestern University

stands what it’s like to be Native,” Bruce says.

That sentiment also has to do with the lack
of Indigenous faculty on campus. In 2013, hir-
ing Native American professors became a main
talking point for student advocates. Menefee
sped that process along by carving out a new
Native American Studies program.

“I took any class I could find related to Na-
tive American history, Native American stud-
ies, in 11 different departments. I think I took
23 classes total for the major,” she states.

Her vision for a new program came to fru-
ition in 2015 with the creation of the Native
American and Indigenous Studies minor. Even
though the process was complex and often
challenging for Menefee, Northwestern ad-
ministrators ensured that she would not be the
last student at Northwestern to explore Native
American Studies.

“Once there had been enough faculty hires,
which started to happen in 2015, they hired
an English professor and then the next year a
history professor, someone in sociology, [and]
those faculty came together and put together
a Native American Studies minor and Native
American Studies program, which is what we
have now,” Menefee says.

Overall, the changes have pleased many folks
who have been dissatisfied with Northwestern’s
relationship to Indigenous people. For students
like Bruce, these actions are a step in the right

also prevalent in the legacy of public schools.
Schools in the northern suburbs of Chicago,
which are dominated by white students, lie on
land that was seized from Indigenous people.
The halls that ETHS students walk in every day
were built for a new generation of colonizers
while Native Americans were forced out.

Rick Cardis, an AP U.S. History (APUSH)
teacher at ETHS, is one of the few instructors
at the school who opts to teach about the Sand
Creek Massacre and John Evans.

“There’s no expectation that [ETHS teach-
ers] do anything with Sand Creek. And for
APUSH, they don’t tell us exactly what topics
to teach,” he explains.

However, Cardis believes that he can play
a role in educating young Evanstonians on
the city’s complex history. He believes that
the namesake of Evanston is not talked about
enough and that the legacy of Sand Creek is rel-
evant for all ETHS students.

“I bet if you asked most people, they wouldn’t
know why the city is named Evanston. And I
don’t know that we need to do anything like
start a campaign to change the name of the city,
but I do think it is important to know who our
heroes are and who the people are that we name
things after.”

Indigenous history at ETHS isn’t limited to
history classes. Adriane Slaton, a Biology and
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AP Environmental Science teacher at ETHS,
covers Evans’ history as well.

“We talk about how the namesake of Evanston
was involved in the atrocity in the space that is
now Colorado. Some years, I have had students
look at what different university reports docu-
ment as to John Evans’ involvement,” she says.

Slaton believes that Indigenous history is fun-
damental in education.

“I think in Environmental Science, and any
subject, it is important to recognize the land we
are on is colonized and stolen land. We cannot
talk about the land we live and work on without
recognizing, acknowledging and learning from
our dark history—a dark history that still impacts
all of us today.”

These individual efforts, however, do not rep-
resent how Indigenous history is taught at ETHS
and in high schools across the country. Textbooks
and teachers often still fail to adequately recog-
nize the legacy of colonization and genocide of
Native Americans. This system of ignorance can
be traced back to the boarding schools that stole
Native American children away from their fam-
ilies and ‘civilized’ them by taking away their
culture and identity.

“88 percent of teachers report that they never
or once a year mentioned Native people,” Bang
states. “It means that [while] it’s not board-
ing schools anymore, intellectually, nothing’s
changed. Native kids still have to learn U.S. base
knowledge in order to get degrees.”

Furthermore, ETHS’ shortcomings have ex-
tended past the curricular issues that so many
schools across the country face. At the 2022
graduation ceremony, Nimkii Curley, an ETHS
senior and a Turtle Clan Ojibwe and Black Sheep
Salt Clan Navajo, was not allowed to graduate
with his peers. Based on reporting by The Daily
Northwestern from the time, Curley had added
an eagle feather and traditional Ojibwe floral
beadwork to his graduation cap. An event coor-
dinator and a security guard pulled Curley out
of the line of ETHS students waiting to receive
their diploma. They told him that he could only
receive his diploma if he wore an unmarked cap.
Curley refused and left that event—that culmina-
tion of four years of hard work and dedication—
without a diploma.

Bang, who is Curley’s mother, explains his
refusal to walk the stage with an unmarked cap.

“[Nimkii] knew that the folks that wouldn’t let
him walk didn’t really understand what it meant.
They didn’t understand that his grandpa had his
hair cut and was not allowed to speak Navajo
[when he was taken to a boarding school].” Bang
continues, “The choice to walk with nothing
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would have increased trauma in our family line.”

This incident represents a failure by ETHS
to recognize its facilitation of decades of gen-
erational trauma in Native American families.
Despite the glaring problems that came to light
last May, Bang credits administrators for their
response to the incident.

“I’ve appreciated ETHS’ response and want
to honor that. And [I want to] have people know
that ETHS is not behind. They’re just the same
about this. But ETHS is built on Indigenous ab-
sence.”

ETHS is currently making an effort to create a
detailed land acknowledgement. Superintendent
Marcus Campbell cites similar ones done by
the Evanston Public Library and District 65, the
Evanston K-8 school district.

“We don’t want to do it to be checking a box,”
Campbell says. “We want to do it because it has
some meaning and to acknowledge and to have
real meaning and power behind the acknowl-
edgement.”

“What the hell do we do all this equity work
and have all of these conversations about if we
can’t apply the knowledge?”

Honoring Indigenous History

It is important to recognize that all of the
significant change created at Northwestern and
within other educational institutions has been
initiated by the students. From Nimkii Curley’s
refusal to walk the stage at graduation to the for-
mation of NAISA, Native students have carried
the heaviest burden when it comes to the painful
process of changemaking.

“A lot of the burden to create change is still
on students because, historically, the students are
the people who’ve had the most power to create
change in universities, [since] without students,
the university does not function,” says Menefee.

As a Native American Northwestern student,
Twocrow is used to being depended on to begin
conversations regarding change.

“So many times, I talk to faculty, and they just
remind us that we’re the future, we’re the ones
creating the world that we’re in. And if it weren’t
for Native American and Indigenous students,
the John Evans report wouldn’t have been cre-
ated.”

With students leading the charge on North-
western’s campus, steps towards acknowledging
the past and initiating new conversations have
been taken. Yet, broadly, looking at the past with
honesty also means reassessing the way edu-
cation, government and the economy function
within American society. It also means address-
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ing the fact that America is a nation built on land
stolen from Native American people. Further-
more, it means honoring the past treaties return-
ing land to its rightful owners.

“If we took Indigenous nationhood and sover-
eignty and personhood seriously,” Menefee says,
“then we would have to deal with the fact that
we’re occupying sovereign territory.”

For Ridgley, governmental action is essential
for his tribe to heal from the trauma faced by him
and his tribal community.

“The United States of America needs to look
at the past with honesty,” says Ridgley. “Not just
that, though, [they must take] the responsibility
to make amends and honor agreements such as
treaties that affect communities of people who
are important and represent the foundation in our
nation’s history. There is so much that needs to
be done. But we have to start somewhere, right?”

Evanston has not dealt with its history of
tense Indigenous relations. The city has, how-
ever, begun to take steps towards accountability
for generations of oppression of Black residents
by developing a reparations program in the form
of housing grants. This program is the first of its
kind in the country, and has the ability to create
much needed change for Evanston’s Black com-
munity. Yet, the program lacks accountability for
the harm that the city has caused to Indigenous
communities.

“The reparations policy here is excellent,”
Menefee states. “But it’s also interesting because
Native people were legally barred from owning
property here for a long time too. So that under-
lying problem is one that [the city] doesn’t seem
ready to address.”

For Ridgley, Evanston taking accountability
begins with the recognition of John Evans and
his involvement with the Sand Creek Massacre.

“For Evanston, [accountability] means com-
ing to terms with the reality of who John Evans
was and what he did and what he was involved
in,” he says. “Ongoing work with state and local
governments can continue to give us a bigger
voice and recognition of our history. Ultimate-
ly, it would mean [coming to terms with] Sand
Creek and honoring agreements their ancestors
made with our ancestors,” Ridgley continues.

As a Northwestern student, Twocrow is con-
stantly surrounded by Evans’ history, with the
obvious representation of his influence being the
John Evans Alumni Center. The controversy of
keeping Evans’ name on campus buildings has
been the center of many debates surrounding In-
digenous activism within the Northwestern com-
munity. However, for Twocrow, the university’s
top priority needs to be informing its students

about its history.

“I think his name should remain on campus
so [that] we can force everyone to have conver-
sations about this,” she says. “I wish that North-
western threw it in your face a little bit more. It’s
definitely not something that’s talked about.”

The lack of conversation surrounding Evans
as well as Indigenous communities is a part of
Evanston’s problematic history and treatment of
Native people. For the conversations that do oc-
cur publicly, such as during forums, Indigenous
voices are rarely prioritized, with white people
taking center stage.

For Menefee, in a country built on genocide
and the land of Native people, centering Indige-
nous voices is a must.

“I think it is very important for people who
are white and who are dedicated to decoloniza-
tion, racial justice, economic justice and making
institutions less violent to not be at the center of
determining the vision for what that looks like
or the most publicly visible for implementing it.”

Healing After Tragedy

Today, Ridgley is an educator, activist, and
spokesperson for the descendants of Sand Creek.
His past, present and future are intertwined, and
his ancestral connections present themselves in
every aspect of his life.

“With Sand Creek, since learning about it in
1993, it changed my life,” he says. “It gave me a
new meaning of who I am, where I came from,
[and] where I have to go.”

While the past of the Cheyenne and Arapaho
tribes have been incredibly traumatic, these his-
tories have shaped who Ridgley is today.

“Sand Creek has been a journey on the his-
torical remembrance, educational awareness and
spiritual healing of our people. That’s the theme
that I carry when I talk all the time,” he says.

If Sand Creek can show us anything, it shows
the tremendous weight that the past holds. We
carry our pasts with us, we carry the pasts of our
ancestors. Ridgley and his tribal community hold
this weight within their culture and connections.

“Although it’s never easy, we have the sto-
ries and memories of our ancestors to guide us.
That’s our motivation and brings forth spiritual
wealth.

“We refuse to be defined by the tragedy and
trauma of Sand Creek and other genocides our
people have been subjected to.”

Art by Isaac Suarez Flint
Infographic by Mack Jones




