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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The ins piration for this paper is a collection of 

Indian baskets housed in the Easter n California Museum in 

I ndependence, Califor nia. The Eastern California Museum is 

a small county museum which is fortunat e enough to have in 

its possession a very fine regional collection of Califor

nia Indian b a sketry. The heart of the museum's holdings is 

the Black Collection: several hundred pieces collected by 

Rose Black and her family during the years 1880- 1940. In 

this time period, the Black family operated a general store 

where local Paiute and Shoshone Indians traded baskets for 

food, clothing, and other basic subsistence needs. 

While the artistic and aesthetic qualities of the 

basketry created by the Owens Valley Paiute and the Pana

mint Shoshone have gained substantial notice and recogni~ 

tion (as has the rapidly escalat ing financial value of 

tpese baskets t o the private collectors), little has been 

written about the actual lives of these Indians during the 

time period this art was created. At the museum, we are 

charged with the responsibility to interpret this callee-
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tion to the public in a manner which portrays the collec

tion's significance not only as isolated art objects, but 

as reflections of a people and a culture during a time of 

significant change. To have an effective interpretive 

exhibit, we need to understand the people behind the bas-

kets and the environment in which they lived. The baskets 

should be presented as artifacts created in a cultural 

context by a people making creative adaptations to changing 

environmental and economic circumstances; and as the prod

uct of a sys tem of economic interchange between the Owens 

Valley Indians and the dominant white community. 

Although information about the lives of the Owens 

Valley Indians during this immediate post-contact time is 

lacking, Julian Steward laid the groundwork for the under

standing of the Owens Valley Indians in the time period 

immediately prior to white (or non- native) contact--the 

ethnographic present--with the publication of Ethnography 

of the Owens Valley Paiute (1933) and Basin-Plateau Aborig

inal Sociopolitical Groups (1938). As an ethnographer, 

Steward interviewed Indian informants during the 1920s and 

1930s to collect information on how the informants' parents 

and grandparents lived prior to white contact. As was the 

standard practice of the time, he attempted to create a 

picture of a pure culture, and had very little interest in 

collecting information about the informants themselves, or 
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on the post-contact lives of their ancestors. He shared 

the view of Kroeber who wrote that "What happened to the 

California Indians in the years following 1849- -their dis

r uptions, losses, sufferings, and adjustment-- falls into 

the purview of the historian rather than the anthropologist 

wh ose prime c oncern is the purely aboriginal, the uncontam

inatedly native. 11 1 

Yet it is an understand ing of these early post-contact 

times that is necessary in order for t h e museum to be able 

to ade quately interpret i t s collections relating to the 

Owens Valley I ndians. We need t o e·xamine the creative 

adaptive str a t egies employed by the Owens Valle y Indians as 

they adjusted to the stresses on their environment caused 

by the influx of white far mers, miners , and ranchers to the 

Owe ns Valley. 

The dominant forces acting upon the Indians• environ

ment during this time included these settlers along with 

local governme nt and civil authority, and agencies of the 

federal government- -primarily the military a nd the Indian 

Department. 

In addit ion to examining these forces acting upon the 

Indians, we need to examine the r esponse of the Indians to 

these forces. Also, there are some specific historical 

questions for which I hope to find answers. For i nstance, 

what happened to the 1,000 Owens Valley Indians that were 
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forcibly removed from the valley in 1863? What role did 

the federal government play in Indian affairs in the Owens 

Valley during the time period 1860-1880? Why did the mili

tary forces continue to occupy Camp Independence until 

1877, twelve years after the last Indian-white conflicts in 

the valley? And, what role did local civil authorities 

play in Indian issues? 

Because none of these questions can be answered ade

quately i n isolation, I will prese nt a general chronologi

cal picture of Indian-white relations in the Owens Valley 

in the ye ars 1860-1880: wit hin this general picture will 

be the answers to our specific questions regarding Indian

white conflict and accommodation. 
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NOTES 

1. Alfred Kroeber, "The Nature of Land-Holding Groups in 
Aboriginal California: Three studies i n culture History," 
in Robert Heizer, ed., Aboriginal California: Three Studies 
in Culture Hi story (Berkeley: University of Califor nia 
Archaeologica l Research Facility, 1961), p. 120; quoted in 
Williams. Simmons, "Culture Theory in Contemporary 
Ethnoh istory" Ethnohistory 35, no. 1 (Winter 1988), pp. 3-
4. 
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CHAPTER II 

OWENS VALLEY: 

THE PLACE AND THE FIRST PEOPLE 

The Owens Valley is located within I nyo County in 

eastern California. I nyo County is bounded on the west by 

the towering Sierra Nevada, and on the e ast by the Nevada 

border. Inyo County is primarily a desert , and f orms the 

western edg e of the phys iographic Great Basin. 

At an elevation of 4,000 ft., the Owens Valley lies 

direct ly in the rain sha dow of the 14,qoo ft. summit of the 

Sierra Nevada. Al t hough annual preci pitation in the valley 

aver ages only 4 t o 6 inches, t he much more a b undant snow

fall in the Sierra Nevada s upplies water for a series of 

streams which originate i n the mountains and fl ow to the 

Owens River along the v alley floor. Before the c onstruc

tion early this century of the Los Angeles Aqued uct which 

diverts the wat ers of the river to the Los Ange l es basin, 

the Owens Riv er meandered down the valley and e mptied into 

saline Owens Lake. 
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Within Inyo County's boundaries are found two groups 

of Indians: the Owens Valley Paiute and the Western Sho

shone. Although Fremont, Walker, and other explorers 

passed through this region and had incidental contact with 

the Indians, this area of California remai ned largely un

touched by most of the main events that shaped California's 

early history. The mission system did not extend its reach 

inland far enough to reach Inyo County, and the gold rush 

of 1849 centered on the western side of the Sierra Nevada: 

it did not i nc lude Inyo County. Not until the early 1860s 

did prospectors enter the mountains to the south and east 

of Owens Valley--the Coso and Inyo ranges--to search for 

gold and silver. Th e prospectors stayed, and were followed 

by cattlemen, farmers and merchants. Encounters and then 

conflicts with the Indians of the region soon followed. 

The Indians encountered by the encroaching whites in 

the Owens Valley were the Owens Valley Paiute. Although 

the valley has been occupied since at least 3500 B.C.(and 

possibly for as long as 10,000 years), it has been propo sed 

by Robert L. Bettinger that the roots of the subsistence 

and social patterns of the Owens Valley Paiute originate d 

in the area during the p eriod of 600 to 1300 A.O. as a 

result of population growth and the consequent intensifica

tion of resource exploitation. Bettinger postulates that 

Owens Valley might even be the source of the Numic expan-
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sion--a migration of Numic speaking peoples into the Great 

Basin from the southwest that occurred about 1000 A.D. 1 

Several aspects of the pre-contact Owens Valley Paiute 

lifestyle differentiated this group from other Great Basin 

peoples. These include a more c omplex social organization, 

the independent development of an agricultural system based 

on the irrigation of native p l ants, and the development of 

more permanent centralized vi l lages than are found in other 

areas of t he Great Basin. 

Vi llage sites in the Owens Valley were distributed 

primarily along the courses of streams flowing from the 

Sierra Nevada in the west to the Owens River. Although the 

size of villages varied, they are described as "semiperma

nent base camps of some durability, named for topographic 

features." 2 Julian Steward characterized each village or 

closely allied group of villages as a "band." This group 

shared in the cooperative communal activities of hunting, 

festivals, and the ownership of seed and pine nut gathering 

territories. The expression of the band organization, 

accord ing to Steward, was "the common name, chieftainship, 

and ownership of territory. 113 

One of the c ommunal labors u ndertaken by the Owens 

Valley Paiute which required extensive continuing coopera

tion over long periods of time was the development of irri

gation systems. The construction of irrigation ditches--
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which reached lengths of several miles--by the Paiute at 

sites from Round Valley in the north to Independence Creek 

in the south required a labor-intensive cooperative effort 

and an organizational level beyond that required by the 

pursuance of any other traditional subsistence activity. 4 

This irrigation process increased the yield of two native 

plants identified by Lawton as Dichelostemma pulchella 

(wild-hyacinth) called nut-grass in the historic litera

ture; and Cyperus esculentus L. (yellow nut-grass) referred 

to in the historic literature as taboose--a name applied to 

Taboose Creek in the Owens Valley. Each spring an initial 

communal effort was made to divert the water from the 

stream into the main ditch by the construction of a dam. A 

head irrigator--elected by the people--was then responsible 

for distributing water throughout the i ,rrigated plots. 5 

Although Owens Valley Paiute were more sedentary than 

other Great Basin peoples, the seasonal round of seed, 

r oot, and nut gathering (Steward lists over 40 plant foods 

utilized) lasted from spring until fall and required some 

travel. Seeds (Rice Grass was one of the most important) 

were harvested from spring to mid-summer when the families 

returned to the villages. Late summer saw the ripening of 

roots harvested mostly from the swampy lowlands and irri

gated fields. Root harvesting required little travel, and 

was accomplished from the village sites. 6 
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In the fall, families traveled to the pinyon harvest

ing sites in the White-Inyo mountains. In years of abun

dant crops, a winter camp was made among the pinyon groves. 

In years of reduced pine nut harvests, or when the crop 

failed, the Paiute returned to the valley floor for the 

winter and ut ilized stored food sources. The acorn, a 

highly favored food not found to any extent in eastern 

California, was acquired by trade over the Sierra Nevada. 7 

Hunting augmented gathere d foods, but provided as 

little as 15% of the food resource. Small game taken by 

individual hunters included v a rious rodents and the cotton

tail rabbit. Hunting was also an important social and 

communal activity as demonstrated by organized rabbit 

drives, antelope drives, and bighorn sheep hunts. Deer 

could be hunted individually or c ommunally. Even though 

hunting only provided a limited portion of the food re

source, status as an accomplished hunter was important 

among the Owens Valley Paiute. 8 

The interaction of the Owens Valley Indians with the 

Great Basin environment can be characterized as very flexi 

ble. Rainfall varied greatl y f rom y e ar to year with a 

consequent result of unpredictable- -sometimes undepend

able--plant production and animal populations. People 

therefore relied on a great variety of food resources in a 

flexible harvest pattern that assured at least one food 
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available within the local resource area. This character

istic of flexible accommodation to a changing resource base 

carried over to the Indian relationship with non-Indians 

invading their territory. Adaptation to change was based 

on choices made at a family or individual level, rather 

than at an or ganized group level. This led to what could 

be called self-directed culture change; or selective cul

tural adaptation. 9 

William Wihr has identified cultural traits among the 

Northern Paiute that have allowed t hem to maintain their 

"traditional beliefs in independe nce, egalitarianism and 

practicality" throughout the decades of Indian and non

Indian interaction in the Pyramid Lake area. 10 These same 

values could be applied to the Owens Valley Paiute, and 

help explain the ways in which they selectively adapted to 

the intrusion of non-Indians, and adopted and integrated 

certain components of non-Indian culture while ignoring 

other components. 

Michael Hittman has applied the concept of "cultural 

creativity" to illustrate how individual Northern Paiute 

responded to non-Indian settlement of the Smith and Mason 

Valley vicinity (north of the Owe ns Valley in western Neva

da). The Indians accepted and pursued some aspects of the 

non-Indian culture (i.e. clothing, horses and wagons, wage 

labor, and firearms), while retaining traditional food 
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gathering patterns. They became, e f fectively, bi-cultural. 

With the general neglect of the federal government and the 

consequent lack of strong pressure towards directed accul

turation (such as forced confinement to reservations) the 

Owens Valley I ndians were allowed to apply traditional 

culture traits to selectively adapt to and incorporate 

portions of the non- Indi an cultur e into their lives. They 

therefore resisted accult uration, and r etained significant 

elements of their own culture. 11 

The Invasion of Non-Indians 

Information regar ding the Indians residing in the 

Owens Valley and surrounding areas at the time of white 

contact is derived primarily from three sources. The first 

source is observations made by non-Indians in the latter 

half of the• 1850s through t he 1870s. These observers re

corded information on the native population numbers and 

village locations, subsistence patterns, and material cul

ture. Many of these observations a re contained in Califor

nia newspapers of the period in letters from correspondents 

located in the Owens Valley--usually miners espousing the 

r eal and i magined riches to be found in the mountains sur

rounding the Owens Valley. The observations. contain con

siderable ethno-centric bias, but if viewed with this bias 

in mind the observations can be valuable. The second 
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source of information is that found in government documents 

such as the Annual Report of the Commissioner of Indian 

Affairs along with reports and letters written by the mili

tary officers stationed at Camp Independence. The third 

important source of information about the Owens Valley 

Indians is a body of data collected during the 1920s and 

1930s which includes Julian Steward's important ethnogra

phic material and interviews collected a s part of the gov

ernment funded SERA project in 1934 and 1935. 12 

Two areas of caution should be noted when viewing both 

the ethnographic data and the various early observations 

recorded by whites regarding Owens Valley Indians. The 

first area of concern is the status of Steward's consul

tants in the 1930s. Many of them were recalling events and 

traditional practices experienced during their early child

hood years. The memories of these events are filtered 

through a lens colored by 70 years of Indian-white interac

tion which may have significantly affected their recall and 

also the ability to interpret that which they recall. Al

though white settlement did not begin in the Owens Valley 

until the 1860s, significant disruption to traditional 

lifeways and area populations occurred for at least two 

decades prior to this; probably none of Steward's infor-

14 



mants experienced a life style unaffected by white pres

sures . 13 

One of the first impacts felt in eastern California 

caused by non-Indian pressure has been described by Thomas 

Layton. Layton has identified a "major North- South highway 

passing along the east face of the Cascade and Sierra Neva

da Ranges. This highway was heavily traversed by emergent 

bands of predatory bands of horsemen." By 1870, the use of 

this highway by predatory bands of Indians had caused major 

changes to the "semisedentary occupation of lush and acces

sible Surprise Valley by pedestrian Paiutes. " 14 Although 

the Owens Valley Paiute were not affected by the travel on 

this route to the extent that the Surprise Valley Paiute 

(to the north) were, it is reasonable to assume that both 

the introduction of the horse and the passage of horse 

raiders and traders along the North-South trading highway 

through the Owens Valley had some impact on the Owens Val

ley Paiute. 

Also to be noted is the adoption of the horse by the 

Owens Valley Paiute- -primarily as a food source- -following 

the diffusion of horses to this region from the west at the 

time of the missionization of the Califor nia coast. Horses 

were provided to the Owens Valley Paiute by the Panamint 

Shoshone to the south. They stole the horses from the 
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Tubatulabal to the west who had acquired the horses from 

the Chumash on the California coast. 15 

Horses also were present in large numbers as a compo

nent of the first group of whites to pass through the Owens 

Valley. In the late winter of 1834, Joseph R. Walker led a 

party "consisting of 52 men, 365 horses, 47 beef cattle and 

30 dogs" 16 which left the San Joaquin Valley in central 

California, travelled with two Indian guides east up the 

Kern River and over Walker's Pass, turned north and passed 

through Owens Valley. Although no contact with Indians is 

recorded by either Zenas Leonard or George Nidever (who 

chronicled the Walker expedition), the potential for Indi

an-white contact certainly existed. This same party had 

killed 25 to 39 Indians in the Humboldt Sink of Nevada the 

previous autumn (1833) on their way west; after passing 

through Owens Valley on their late winter return trip, the 

party again engaged an even larger group of Indians in 

armed conflict in the Humboldt Sink. 17 

Some historians of the region have suggested that 

Jedediah Smith had visited the Owens Valley previous to 

Walker in Smith's 1827 travels through t he Great Basin and 

over the Sierra Nevada--the first white known to have 

crossed that mountain range. It is now generally agreed 

that Smith's travels did not take him through this part of 

eastern California. 18 
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Although the record is not entirely clear, it is pres

ently believed that the first white to pass through the 

Owens Valley was probably Peter Skene Ogde n in 1829-1830. 

Ogden was a British trapper working for the Hudson's Bay 

Company. The scant references to Ogden's travels contain 

no mention of contact with Indians along this route. 19 

Joseph Walker pass ed through the Owens Valley again in 

1843 as a hired guide to the Joseph Chiles party. Walker 

followed his 1834 route, this time with wagons and heavy 

equipment. The party abandoned some of the wagons and 

equipment (including sawmill machinery) in the vicinity of 

Owens Lake. Although most accounts of the Walker-Chiles 

journey have no mention of Indian contact, Chalfant--in his 

recounting of the event--reported a minor conflict with the 

Indians where Milton Little was wounded by an arrow at 

night. 20 

Walker passed through the Owens Valley one more time 

with a portion of Fremont's 1845 expedition in December of 

that year. The party consisted of about 50 men who camped 

for several days at Owens Lake before continuing south and 

crossing Walker's Pass. 21 Edward Kern, a member of this 

party, recorded some observations on Owe ns Lake, and re

ferred to the "numerous, badly disposed, hidden Indians." 

Although no conflict is recorded, Kern wrote that the Indi

ans "created a good deal of apprehension."22 
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More emigrant groups probably travelled through the 

Owens Valley over the next few years, but there is no r e

cord of their journeys. It is not until the winter of 

1849-1850 and the famous Death Valley crossing of the Jay

hawkers that we find the next accounting of Indian-Whit e 

interaction. The "Martin" party passed t hrough Death Val

ley and headed west to Owens Lake where "hostile I ndians 

were found at the lake and some ski rmi shing resulted, with

out harm to anyone." Another component of the Death Valley 

emigrants, the "Bennett- Manly train" h ad three oxen hit by 

arrows during an attack on their camp unde r the cove r of 

darkness. 23 

During 1855 and 1856, A. w. Von Schmidt--with a party 

of 7 men- -surveyed the area from Mono Lake to Owens Lake 

for the state Surveyor of Public Lands . Although the sur

vey party spent many mont hs i n the area, Von Schmidt's 

field notes refer to only one conflict with Indians. He 

reported that he "laid off" a day to fight Indians.~ 

By the late 1850s, the e astern Sierra was becoming 

more heavily travelled as gold discoveries were made in the 

areas of Mono Basin and Dogt own (to the north of the Owens 

Valley). In 1857 Charles Uhl and John Kispert passed 

through the Owens Valley from north t o s outh; but recorded 

no contac t with Indians. In 1858, J. H. Johnson traveled 

over the Sierra Nevada on the Kearsarge trail to the Owens 

18 



Valley, killed 2 Indians, and headed north to the Mono 

mines. He claimed he wanted to see the valley so often 

described by Indians in Tulare (at this time the Owens 

Valley was a part of Tulare County; Johnson is referring to 

that portion of the county to the west of the crest of the 

Sierra Nevada). Several other parties--mostly prospec

tors--passed through the valley also i n 1858, but none 

stayed. 25 

In 1859, the government began to take an increasing 

interest in Owe ns Valley Indians. A military expedition in 

search of stolen horses entered t he valley from the south 

under the leadership of Captain J. w. Davidson with Jose 

Chico as interpreter. Captain Davidson found no horses but 

developed a very favorable opi nion of the area's Indians-

even suggesting that a reservation be set aside for their 

usage. - Indian Agent Frederick Dodge is also r eported to 

have visited the Owens Valley in 1859, possibly to explore 

Davidson's suggestion of the location of a reservation. 26 

When Captain Davidson visited Lak e Beall (located 35 

miles south of Owens Lake, now called Little Lake), he was 

on his way to Owens Lake to c hastise the Indians located 

there whic h he had "ascertained conc lusively" were guilty 

of committing depredations in the vicinity of Mission San 

Fernando.v At Lake Beall, the remains of horses were 

found within the remains of rancherias. The remains looked 
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several years old, and no Indians were to be found. Cap

tain Davidson continued his journey north to Owens Lake, 

and noted that "there were no s igns of horses, either 

trails or bones." However, they continued their search 

because the Owens Lak e Indians "have long ... labored 

under the a ccusation of being the robbers of the south 

count ies of this state. 1128 

When Dav idson d id make c ontact with I ndians in the 

Owens Lake region, they claimed to have no horses, but 

admitted that " s ome years a go there were four men among 

them, taught by bad Indians of a nother t ribe, who had sto

len horse s, but t hat two o f them had died and two had been 

killed by t heir own people." Captain Davidson became con

vinced that "these Indians are not only not Horsethieves, 

but that their true charac ter is that o f interesting, 

peaceful, industrious people. 1129 

The categorization of the Owens Valley Indians as 

horsethieves had taken place as e arly as 1853 when it was 

claimed that Owens River Indians ent ered the "Valley of 

Angels" (Los Ange l e s) over Soledad a nd Cahuenga Passes to 

raid horses from Don Beni to's Ranch. This was d e scri bed by 

Major Horace Bell as the last horse raid mad e in Los Angel

es.m Robert Cleland also reported on horse raiding by 

Owens Valley Indians. He wrote that 
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Ranches north of Los Angeles were preyed upon by 
Indians from the San Joaqui n a nd Owens Valleys, espe
cially by members of a small tribe, c onsisting of only 
forty or fifty warriors, which inhabited t he rugged 
mountains between the hea dwaters of the Kern River and 
Owens Lake.' The tribe was a pparently divi ded into two 
ba nds, each headed by a capable leader; and with every 
n e w moon one or t he other of the compan ies raided the 
horse herds of the ranchos near the coast. 31 

Two types of pre- settlement contact between the Owens 

Valley Indians and whites have been delineat ed. The first 

was t he intrusion into the Owens Valley regio n by white 

explore rs and the members of t heir expeditions. The ex

plorers we re followed by the surve yors who began to parcel 

out the Owens Valley f o r t he settlers that were soon to 

follow- -a threat t hat coul d not have been u nknown to the 

Indians. The second type of contact was the horse raiding 

expeditions to the California coa stal areas made by the 

Owens Valley Indians- -or pos sibly their Panamint Shoshone 

(Coso) neighbors directly to the south. The horse remains 
' 

found at Little Lake by Captain Davidson were found in 

territory utilized primarily by the Panamint Shoshone. 

A t hird type of c ontact--not as direct as the first 

two- -bet ween the Owens Valley Indians and the world outside 

the region can be inferre d fr om the ethnographic and his

toric record. Because o f their trading relationship s and 

intermarriages with Monache, Yokuts, Miwok, a nd Tubatulabal 

Indians located over the crest of the Sierr a Nevada to the 

west- -and the same type of interac tions with their Northern 
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Paiute neighbors to the north--the Owens Valley Indians 

could not have been unaware of the massive disruption of 

lif.e and culture experienced by their close neighbors 

caused by the invasion of the non-Indians. Information 

would have been communicated quickly as travel across the 

Sierra Nevada was frequent. Fishing in the trout-laden 

streams of the western Sierra was an inter-tribal privi

lege. Owens Valley women harvested acorns on the west side 

of the Sierra. For the purposes of this paper, I will term 

these adjacent geographic areas of active interaction with 

other Indians by the Owens Valley Indians the "Owens Valley 

Influe nce Area. 1132 

The Owens Valley Indians p robably had knowledge of the 

mission system along the California coast. A group of 

Chumash, fleeing from the repercussions of the 1824 revolt 

at Mission La Purisima, entered the Owens Valley Influence 

Area and established a village in the vicinity of Walker 

Pass. This village was chronicled by Zenas Leonard about 

ten years later as he travelled through the pass with Jo

seph Walker. 33 

The Owens Valley Indians would also have been well 

aware of the devastating impact the California Gold Rush 

had on their Yokut and Miwok neighbors. Many of these 

Indians worked for miners or even mined for themselves 

during this time. Although early in the gold · rush Indians 
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comprised more than half of the miners in the gold fields, 

by the latter part of the rush a war of extermination had 

been launched against the Indians ending their work in the 

mines (and many of their lives).~ 

Another method in which Indian-white contact was ini

tiated by the Owens Valley Indians was through their trav

els over the Sierra Neva da to the we st. on these trips, 

the Owens Valley Indians e ngaged in wa ge labor, and sought 

food to help the tribe survive drought conditions in the 

Owens Valley. Among their Northern Paiute neighbors, trav

el over the Sierra Nevada to work for white farmers as wage 

laborers began as e arly as 1847, when Captain Truckee and 

his b r other Pancho led a number of Pyramid Lake Paiute over 

the mountains. Sarah Winnemucca also reported that a group 

of twelve Paiute travelled with Fremont to California, 

staying until after the war with Mexico." 

An important aspect of Indian-white relations through

out this time period was the action of the government- - both 

direct and indirect. Prior to the outbreak of hostilities 

between the Indians and the whites in the Owens Valley in 

1862, the government had proposed a series of treaties and 

reservations that affedted the OWens Valley Indians. Indi

rectly, the Owens Valley India ns were affected by treaties 

made and battles fought outs i de of the Owens Valley but 

within the Owens Valley Influence Area during the 1850s. 
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Treaties and reservation proposals t hat specifically in

cluded the Owens Valley or the Owens Valley Indians had a 

much more direct effect on the Indians. 
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CHAPTER I I I 

THE GOVERNMENT AND OWENS VALLEY INDIAN AFFAIRS 

BEFORE 1863 

Over the years, Owens Valley Indians had become accus

tomed to the tendency of the Indian Department {and the 

federal government in general) to break promises regarding 

treaties and reservations. This interaction stretched back 

to the early 1850s, for although the Owens Valley Indians 

were not s pecifically included in the eighteen unratified 

treaties negotiated with California Indians in 1851 and 

1852, they could not have been unaware of how these events 

affected their neighboring I ndians to the west (over the 

Sierra Nevada). The promises made by the government of 

reservations and provisions went unfilled, and California 

Indians were left with no protection from the whites. 1 

Following the failed treaty negotiations, several armed 

conflicts ensued on the weste rn side of the Sierra Neva da. 

One of these conflicts led to the cre ation of the Mariposa 

Battalion in 1851 and the d i scovery (by whites) of Yosemite 

Valley. 2 
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Some of the Indians involved in these conflicts on the 

west side of the Sierra Nevada fled the battles and crossed 

over to the east side of the mountains. Indian Agent War

ren Wasson was convinced that some of the Indians involved 
' in the 1862 and 1863 Owens Valley conflicts were 

••• California Digger Indians. Many of t hem are the 
refugees from Tulare Valley, who in 1852 and 1853 
massacred the white inhabitants and depopulated the 
Four Creek Country [near Visalia]. At great expense 
to the Gover nme nt t hey were driven over to this side 
of the Sierr a Nevada f r om Tular e Va l ley. 3 

One of the first suggestions regarding t he possibility 

of locating a res ervation east of the S i erra is in an 1853 

letter to Edward F. Beale, Superintendent of Indian Affairs 

for the s tate of California. The let ter is a response from 

Lt. Williamson, Lt. Parke, and Lt. Sto neman of the United 

States Top. Engineers to Beale's question regarding thei r 

opinion of establishing such a r e servation. The Engineers' 

response indicates that 

If there existed an absolute necessity for remov
ing them e a st of the Sierra Nevada, it might, under 
these circumstances, be considered practicable; but, 
as far as our personal observation g oes, we should say 
that they could subsist upon the agric ultural produc
tions of the soil, but with extr eme d i ffic ulty ..• 
and besides, if a military post is to be established 
upon the reservation, it would require a very great 
outlay of money and labor to establis h and supply a 
post on the east ern slope of the Sierr a Nevada. 

The suggestion of a reservation e ast of the Sierra 

also appears in 1855 in a letter f r om California Superin

tendent of Indian Affairs Thomas Henley to Commissioner of 
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Indian Affairs G. W. Manypenny. Henley suggest that a 

reservation 

might be established east of the Sierra Nevada some
where in the vicinity of Walker's Pass should a suit
able location be found there for the purpose of pre
paring for an ultimate withdrawal of the Indians with
in the limits of the state as the progressive settle
ment of the country should demand. 

In May of 1856, California Gover nor J. Neely Johnson 

received a petition from citizens in the southern San Joa

quin Valley requesting authorization to allow them to orga

nize a militia "to protect them from further outrages of 

the Indians ."6 The citizens claimed that the Indians liv

ing on the western side of the Sierra Nevada in the drain

ages of the Kings and Kern Rivers (opposite the Owens Val

ley) and in the vicinity of t he town of Visalia, had been 

committing depredations. Governor Johnson contacted Gener

al Wool--Commander of the Department of California--to re

quest additional United States military forces be sent to 

that vicinity. General Wool claimed that he had no addi

tional forces, as they were all occupied in Indian Wars in 

Oregon and Washington t erritories and in northern Califor

nia. Governor Johnson then ordered General Edward F. Beale 

(former Superintendent of Indian Affairs for California) to 

take a volunteer company organize d under the state militia 

law and trave l to the vicinity of the r eported troubles. 7 

31 



When Beale arrived at Visalia, he first met with local 

citizens and then organized a meeting with the Indians. 

One hundred seventy Indians attended representing a dozen 

tribes including the "Monoes" f rom the mountains to the 

east. Beale offered his cou ncil to the Indians explaining 

to them (as he later reported to Governor Johnson) 

••• that the object of my visit was to make peace-
that it was idle for t hem t o attempt to cope with the 
whites that unless they wou ld unconditionally promise 
to go where I deemed it bes t for them to live, I had 
come prepared to inflict summary and severe chastise
ment upon them. 8 

Beale then ordered t he Indians of the Kings River 

drainage to report to the "reservation on that River," with 

the Indians south of t hat river reporting to the Yocole 

Valley where they would be fed by the government until 

Colonel Henley, Superintendent of Indian Affairs, arrived 

and "would make some permanent provision for their future 

subsistence. " 9 

Beale reported to Governor Johnson that he had "con-

eluded a Treaty of Peace with the. tribes." He prom-

ised the Ind ~ans that they would be "fed and protected by 

the Indian Agents until the arrival of the Superintendent 

of Indian Affairs of this state."w 

Later , Governor J ohnson was to offer his opinion tha t 

Brigadier General Beale's mission was very successful, and 

that 
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He employed no military force, but instead formed 
treaties of peace with the disaffected tribes, which 
completely restored amicable relations, and thus far 
they have been preserved. Too much credit cannot be 
awarded Ge n. Beale •.. 11 

The Indian Department objected to being held responsi

ble for t r eaties that it had no par t in executing. William 

Campbell, agent of the Kings River Indian Farm, feared that 

Beale had obligated the De p a rtment to a debt that could be 

as much as $10,000 (Beale was a uthorize d to spend $500), 

and that "Beal[e) would take pleasur e in running the De

partment i n to heavy Expenses. 1112 

Superintendent Henley wrote to Governor Johnson to 

discuss his own concern s about Beale ' s treatie s. Henley 

claimed that 

.•• if Beal[e) has any ambition in the world it is, 
that the Indian Affairs in that p ortion of the State 
under my administration shall be a failure .•• 

Now, no one knows better than Mr. B. how embar
rassing it is to the Supt. of Indian Affairs in this 
State to have promises made to the Indian which cannot 
with certainty be complied with. 13 

Henley also wrote to Beale requ e sting wr i tten copies of the 

treat i es and information regarding p r omises made by Be ale 

to the India ns. Henley informed Be ale tha t Bea le's author

ity to make treaties had not been grant ed by t h e Indian 

Depar tment, and that it wa s impossible for the Indian De

partment to act on such treaties without more informa

tion.14 
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Following the council meetings with the Indians and 

the creation of the treaties, General Beale returned to San 

Francisco, resigned from the militia (although he retained 

the tit l e of General), and in August was elected as Sheriff 

of San Francisco County. He left the implementation of the 

Indian treaties to the Indian Department. 15 

Lewis, the Sub-Indian Agent for the Fresno Fa rm, re

ported to Superintendent Henley that following the execu

tion o f t h e treaty a nd the accompanying order to the I ndi

ans to move to the government farms, 

..• the Indians are in g r eat confusion for the want 
of knowing what to do, or what is to be done with 
them. They understood they have made a Treaty with 
Li eut. E. F. Beale ... as yet few of them have come 
in, and in this state of confusion ••. there will 
soon be difficult y between t he whites and the Indi
ans • 16 

Lewis also commented on the difficulty of the Indians 

in knowing what to do when they are counciled "by Mr. Jen

nings, Lieut. Beal[e], the war party, the peace party, Mr. 

Campbell and others," with each advocating their own view 

on Indian policy. 17 

Neither the Indian Department not the State of Cali

fornia ever fulfill e d any of the commitment s made by Beale 

in the 1856 Tulare Treatie s. The treaties did not dir ectly 

specify the Owens Valley Indians but did include the "Mo

noes," and other Indians in the mountains to the east-

probably referring to the Monache or North Fork Mono with 
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whom the Owens Valley Indians frequently traded and inter

married. All of these peoples would have been within the 

Owens Valley Influence Area, and the Owens Valley Indians 

would have been well aware of the treaties, the promises 

made by the government in the treaties, and the failure of 

the Indian Department and the government (once again} to 

fulfill their treaty obligations. 

In .the year following Beale's treaty (1857) Owen s 

Valley Indians did cross the Sierr a Nevada to the west 

. looking for food and gover nment assistance. Special Indian 

Agent Thomas Maltby reported to Superintendent Henley that 

he had received a report of a threatened attack on the 

whites along the Kern River by "the Mono Indians and other 

tribes occupying the country east of the Sierra Nevadas." 

The tribes were reported to have horses and cattle stolen 

from Los Angeles, and friendly Indians were looking to 

Maltby for protection as the hostile tribes threatened to 

"kill all the whites together with all the Indians who 

refused to cooperate with them or who carried a pass from 

the white man. " 18 

The threatened troubles never materialized to the 

extent feared. Maltby attempted to persuade the Indians 

involved to travel with military escort (for protection 

from the angry whites} to the Tejon Reservation where they 

would be cared for by the Indian Department as it was not 
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possible for Maltby to provide for them. The Indians re

sponded to Maltby's request by stating that they would 

rather die then go to Tejon, and Maltby let the matter 

drop. 

Maltby reported to Superintendent Henley on the condi

tions of these Indians and indi cated t hat because of an 

exceptionally dry winter in 1856-57 and also because of 

increasing whi te pressure, the Indians in the Kern River 

vicinity were in a starving condition. Maltby also r eport

ed on the condition of the Owens River Indians, stating 

that 

There being no agent appointed by the Govt. to 
look after t h e interests of the Indians occupying the 
country in t h e vicinity of the Owens River I deem it 
my duty to offer a few remarks touching their condi
tion. 

During the past s ummer about 500 of them came 
into Kern River to procur e clover & flag root arriving 
here in a starving condition. They informed me that 
40 of their number had died for want of food on the 
way here and nine died from the same cause after they 
arrived. It was out of my powe r to procure food for 
them but I furnished them with hooks and lines and 
gave employment to 40 of them by which they were en
abled to procure the means of subsistence. I found 
them very willing to work and anxious to be taught. 19 

Although neither the Kings Riv er nor the Fresno farms 

were official reservations--both were located on private 

land and operated by contr actors-- Beale had designated 

these agencies as recipients of the Indians of the area. 

By 1859, J. Ross Browne (while investigating the operations 

of the Indian Department in California) repor ted that most 
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of the Indians had left these agencies, and that the Indi

ans still at these agencies were starving. He also report

ed that the main function of the Agents was to operate the 

f arms for personal profit. 20 

Browne voice d his op inion to A. B. Greenwood, Commis

sioner of Indian Affairs , that"· •. I am clearly of the 

opinion that these Indians [ f rom Fresno and Kings River 

farms] s hould be mov ed over to the Owens Lake Valley which 

offers an open field for a f a ir t r ial of t he reservation 

sys tem. 1121 McDuffie, Superint e ndent of Indi an Affairs for 

Califor nia, also made the recommendation to Greenwood that 

the Owens Valley reservation be established. He considered 

that 

••. the c ountry in the vicinity of Owens River is 
well adapte d for an Indian Re servation. Should it be 
reserved by the Government for Indian pur poses, as I 
am informed it is contemplate d, its location indicates 
it to be a suitable place for the Fresno, Kings River, 
& Tule River Indians. There they would be removed 
from influences that are now rapidly d e stroying them 
and the inhabitants of the country they now live in 
would be relieved from a source of great complaint by 
their removal there. 22 

By 1858, traffic to and from the eastern Sierra had 

increased. The main southern e ntrance to the Owens Valley 

vicinity was through Walker Basin and over Walker Pass (100 

miles south of the Owens Valley). Although J. Ross Browne 

considered the Indian Farm system a disaster, Charles 

Weeks, a resident of the Walker Ba sin, recognized the po-
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tential personal economic gain of an Indian Farm and at

tempted to persuade Col. Henley to establish a farm at that 

location. He reported to Henley that 

Several of the chiefs of the Indians in this 
vic i nity requested me to write to you and ask the 
reason why you do not raise wheat for them as you do 
for the Indians at For t Tejon. They say that Capt. 
Maltby of Keysville on Kern Ri ver promised to raise 
some for them but never did do it. They would like to 
have a little pla ce u nto t hemselve s somewhere in the 
vicinit y of Walker's Bas i n .•.• We could r a i se a 
sure crop every year for them.n 

Weeks als o reporte d t hat t he Indians f r om Owens Lake 

had visited the Walker Basin the p revi ous s ummer and were 

more industriou s than those living in the Basin. Weeks 

offered h i s opin ion to Co lone l Henley that the Owens Valley 

Indians 

... c ould be made very contented with a little 
help from you by taking said place ( the p r oposed Indi
an farm] and furnishing them with s ome oxen and plows, 
seeds and one or two industrious white men who know 
s omething about the management of I ndians and farming. 
Hoping that you will do something for t hese Indians, I 
am with respect. ~ 

Neit her an I ndian far m or an Indian Ag ency of any type was 

established in the Walker Basin. However, 250 miles to the 

nort h along the Walker River, a simila r r equest for t he 

establ i shment of an Indian Agency was to r eceive a differ

ent response. 

Much of the traffic to the n ort h c rossed the Sierra 

Nevada near the mining dev elopme nts a t Dogtown. The Dog

town strikes kept as many as 100 men working the diggings 
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along Walker River north of Mono Lake (100 miles north of 

the Owens Valley) from 1857 to 1859. In the spring of 1859 

Mono Gulch--located just south of the earlier strikes at 

Dogtown--caused an even bigger excitement than Dogtown. 

Increased mining in the area led to increased Indian -

White contact, and the first petition for the establishment 

of an Indian Agency along the Wa l ker River was received by 

Superintendent of Indian Affair s Henley in October of 

1858.~ 

A cover letter accompanying the petition--signed by 

Leroy Vining for whom the town of Lee Vining was later 

named--presented the case of the citizens: 

I am solicited by the citizens residing in the 
vicinity to represent to you the [possibility] of 
e stablishing an Indian agency in this place. We are 
at least 100 miles distance from any other settlement 
and separated from them by the Sierra Nevada moun
tains. The Mono Indians who inhabit this section are 
very numerous and appear dis pleased at the appearance 
of the wh ites among them. Slight misunderstandings 
already exist and as there are not exceeding 80 whites 
in the settlement we would be wholly unable to defend 
ourselves in the case of an outbreak which is to be 
hoped will be avoided. The early est ablishment of an 
agency here is much required for the better security 
of peace with the Indians of this portion of the 
state."u 

Vining and the other signers of the petition estimated the 

Indian population of the Mono Diggings vicinity to be sev

eral thousand. 

Henley forwarded the petition on to Commissioner of 

Indian Affairs James w. Denver and agreed that there was a 
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definite need for an agency along the Walker River, but 

that he doubted that this area was even in Cali f ornia. In 

Henley's opinion, this region fell within the boundaries of 

Utah Territory.v 

Commissioner Denver acted on Henley's suggestion that 

the Indians in the vicinity of the Mono Diggings were not 

the responsibility of the California Superintendency, and 

in 1859 land was set aside for t he Walker River Reservation 

for the Northern Paiute Indians under the jurisdiction of 

the Ut ah Superintendency. When Nevada Territory was estab

lished in 1861, a new Superintendency was established in 

the Carson Valley of Nevada with Territorial Governor James 

Nye as Superintendent of Indian Affairs and Warren Wasson 

as Indian Agent.u 

In 1859, under the guidance of Indian Agent Frederick 

Dodge, land had been aside for reservations for both Walker 

Lake and Pyramid Lake Paiute Indians in Nev~da (Owens Val

ley Indians' northern neighbors). Promises were made (and 

partially fulfilled) to provide food and clothing to these 

Indians. 29 That same year, lands were withdrawn from set

tlement in the Owens Valley for the creation of an Indian 

Reservation. These lands (as previously stated) were never 

formally declared a reservation, and in 1873 became the 

subject of a conflict over ownership between the state of 

California and the federal government.~ 
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Although the Nevada reservation system proved to be 

not a great deal more successful than the California sys

tem, the Nevada Indian Agents had a far better understand

ing of the problems facing the Indians of the Great Basin-

including those facing the Indians of the Owens Valley. In 

1862 Superintendent Nye reported an estimated 7,000 Indians 

in western Nevada and eastern California, and requested 

farming implements, tools, horses, cattle and schools for 

t h e Indians. Nye stated that 

••• the tribes for which they (the farming imple
ments and livestock] were intended number some seven 
thousand souls. These inhabit that part of the coun
try which is fast becoming settled by the whites. 

The wild game is being ki l led by the whites. The 
trees from which the Indians gathered nuts are being 
cut down, and the grass from which they gathered seeds 
for winter is being taken from them; hence you may see 
the duty of the government to act in their behalf at 
once 31 

Following the outbreak of the Owens River Wars in 1862, Nye 

once again pointed out to Commissioner Dole the needs of 

the Indians. Nye claimed that he could make peace with all 

Indians in the territory if only the government would pro

vide much needed food. 32 

The Nevada Indian Agents' concern for the Indians 

under their jurisdiction extended beyond mere duty. Agent 

Lockhart was interested enough in the food gathering activ

ities of the Walker Reservation Paiute that in 1864 he 

collected samples of plants used by the Indians- -including 
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taboose, bunch grass, and pine nuts - -and forwarded these 

plant foods to the Sec retary of the Interior. 33 

Indian Agent John Burche was a lso aware of the delete

rious e f fects of mining and ranching on the Indians' food 

resources. In 1864 he reported to Governor Nye that 

The pine nut t rees are rapidly being cut down and 
use d for build i ng purposes or fuel. The bunch grass, 
the seed of which formerly supplied the Indians with 
one of their chief articles of food, and which abounds 
••. n ow fails to yie ld even the most scanty h a rvest 
owing to its being eaten o f f as fast as it sprouts by 
the vast amount of stock which has been brought to the 
cou ntry by the set t l e r s a nd d r ove rs ••• thus you 
will see that the means of subs i stence for the Indi
ans ..• for t he past year and for the whole futur e 
have been greatly impaired if not completely des
troyed.34 

By 1861, there was sti l l d i scussion of making the 

Owens Valley a reservation and removing the Indians on the 

west side of t he Sierra Nevada e ast over the mountains to 

the valley. A corres pondent to the Visalia Delta observed 

that 

.•• the Superintendents •.. say that t he Indians 
must be moved to the other side of the mountains, and 
to which movement the Indians strongly object; those 
who know the char acter of t hes e tribes, say their love 
of their birthplace is very s t rong b esides they are 
already hostile with the Indians on the e aster n side 
of the Sierra Nevada." 

The correspondent concluded his statements by offeri ng his 

hope "that the present Superintendent will take time e nough 

to learn something of these tribes, and what kind of man

agement they require. 1136 
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With the entrance of prospectors, ranchers, and fa r m

ers into the Owens Valley region in the early 1860s, it 

should have been obvious that the Owens Valley was no lon

ger suitable for a reser vation for Indians from the west 

side of the mountains. However, attempts to make a region

al reservation in the valley c ontinued. 

A bill int roduced to Congres s by Senator Latham in 

June of 1862 advocated the abo lit i on of a l l existing Indian 

r eserves in southern Califor n ia, a nd t he removal of all 

I ndians in sout hern California t o the Owens Valley. 37 Indi

an Age nt Wentworth of the Southern District of California 

repor ted to Commiss i oner of Indian Affairs William P. Dole 

that Latham's proposition 

••• is s ubject to numerous objections .... In my 
department there are at l e ast s ixtee n thousa nd Indi
ans, and Owens River valley, c u l t ivated in the most 
skilful manner, with a ll the mod e rn improvements, by 
intelligent white labor, would not support that popu
lation. How, then, would it be possible for the nu
merous tribes, strangers to each other, and c ompara
tively ignorant of the first principles of agric ultur
al pursuits, to sustain themselves on such a reserva
tion?~ 

Wentworth continued his c omments on the suitability of the 

Owens Valley for Indian purposes, stating t hat 

The narrow valley of Owen 's river is on ly, at this 
time, sufficient for the support of t he very small 
number of Ind ians (fifteen hundred by census) who at 
present occupy and inhabit it, a nd t he cause of the 
war n ow waged there is the desper ation of the Indians 
because of the fact that emigration to the mines in 
that v i cinity has destroyed the grass seeds upon which 
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they in great measure, had been accustomed to sub
sist.D 

However, by June of 1862 neit her Latham's nor Went

worth's opinions as to the suitabilit y of the Owens Valley 

for an Indian reservation mattered. Earlier that spring, 

a r med conflict had erupted between the Owens Valley Indians 

and the non-Indian intruders to the region. 
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CHAPTER IV 

TREATIES, WAR, AND REMOVAL 

From 1862 to 1865, a series of armed conflicts in the 

Owens Valley and surrounding a r ea caused the death of an 

estimated two hundred Indians and thirty whites. Encroach

ing settlers arrived in the valley with thousands of cattle 

which destroyed the abundant grasslands that Owens Valley 

Indians had developed, irrigated, and harvested as an im

po~tant food source for hundreds of years. Indians started 

eating cattle, and battles erupted. Settlers petitioned 

the Governor of California and the military authorities for 

help, and Lieutenant Colonel Georges. Evans with t roops of 

California Volunteers entered the valley in the spring of 

1862, establishing Camp Independence on July 4th 1862. By 

the fall of 1862, a treaty of peace had been made. Howev

er, the failure of the government to live up to the commit

ments made in this treaty led to further conflicts in the 

spring of 1863. In July of 1863, nearly 1000 Owens Valley 

Indians were forcibly removed from the valley, and Camp 

Independence was abandoned with the assumption that the 
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removal of the Indians from the valley had solved the Indi

an problem. 1 

Colonel Evans and his troops were not the first mili

tary troops to enter the Owens Valley. Captain Davidson, 

in his 1859 expedition to the area, observed the Owens 

Valley I ndians and recommended a course of action for the 

Indians and the a r ea. Davidson h a d bee n order ed to »exa m

ine the c ountry well with refe rence t o its fitness for the 

purposes of an Indian Reservat ion. 112 Da vidson found 

the Owens Valley Indians to be "a pecu liarly interesting 

race of Indians, deserving the watchful care and protection 

of our government." He c onsidered the Owens Valley well 

suited for a reservation not only for the Owens Valley 

Indians, but that "their country is large e nough, & fruit

ful enough, not only for them, but for all t he Indians of 

the Southern part of Californi a." 3 

The Owens Valley Indians , Captain Davidson, and the 

first settlers to the valley understood that a reservation 

for the Ind ians had already been established. A correspon

dent from the Owens Valley to t he Daily Alta California, on 

discussing the causes of Indian- whit e conflict in 1863, 

report ed that "the whites .•. have u s ed the reservation 

only after gaining consent of Captain George, their 

chief. 114 However, even though the Secretary of the Interi-
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or exempted some lands in the Owens Valley from settlement, · 

a reservation was not formally established. 

In 1862, only three years afte r the promise of a res

ervation and government protection, the military returned 

to the Owens Valley with a different purpose, and under 

conflicting orders. Lieutenant Colonel George Evans of the 

California Volunteers with two hundred men entered the 

Owens Va l ley from the south with orders to "chastise se

verely" the Indians, while Lieutenant Herman Noble with 50 

men accompanied by Indian Agent Warren Wasson entered the 

Owens Valley f rom the north with orders from the Military 

Department of the Pacific to make peace with the Indians. 5 

Noble's orders from Captain Rowe (commanding Fort 

Churchill in Nevada Territory) stated that 

... you will be governed by circumstances in a great 
measure, but upon all occasions it is desirable that 
you should consult the Indian Agent, Mr. w. Wasson, 
who accompanies the expedition for the purpose of 
restraining the Indians from hostilities. Upon no 
consideration will you allow tour men to engage the 
Indians without his sanction. 

Unfortunately for the Owens Valley Indians, Colonel Evans, 

as ranking officer, took command of the expedition (which 

also included a local militia of 40 or 50 citizens), and 

Wasson reported that "we made known to them our business 

and instructions, but found little or no encouragement to 

make peace with the Indians, their desire being only to 

exterminate them." After viewing the results of Evans' 
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decisions, Agent Wasson returned to Fort Churchill having 

found "it out of my power to do any good in the neighbor

hood under the circumstances. 7 

Shortly after the establishment of Camp Independence 

on July 4, 1862, Colonel Evans was made aware of abuses by 

local citizens and soldiers of Indian wome n. He promptly 

issued General Order No. 6, dated July 15: 

The undersigned having learned with regret that 
some person or persons in this valley have so far 
forgotten themselves and their self-re spect as Ameri
can citizens and enlightened men as to a ttempt to take 
advantage of their pre sent p ower over the Indians of 
this valley by c atching hold of the Indian women while 
they were engaged in gathering seeds for their subsis
tence, with a determination to satisfy their vicious 
lusts by having carnal connection with such women even 
by force; therefore it becomes my unpleasant but im
perative duty to publish the following order: 

I. Hereafter any man, men, or set of men, wheth
er soldiers or citizens, found guilty of molesting or 
in any manner interfering with the Indian women of 
this valley shall be arrested and punished according 
to law. 8 

Colonel Evans' aggressive campaign led to t he subjuga

tion and removal to Fort Tejon in 1863 of an estimated one 

third {almost one thousand) of the Owens Valley Indians. 

His tactics included starvation of the Indians, destruction 

of the Indians' stored food resources, and preventing the 

Indians from reaching water sources. The abuse of Indian 

women by his troops (as well as by local citi-zens), became 

a problem once again in the spring of 1863 - -as starving 

Indians surrendered and gathered at Camp Independence--and 

51 



Captain Moses McLaughlin was compelled to issue another 

directive (General Order Number 9) stating that 

On account of the disgraceful and brutal conduct 
of parties resident of this valley and in order to 
shield the soldiers of this command from imputations 
which would bring the blush of shame to their cheeks, 
the following order is published •.• all persons 
belonging to this command are hereby strictly prohib
ited from visiting the Indians encamped near this 
place between the hours of Retreat and Reveille. 9 

Even with the aggressive natu re of Colonel Evans' (and 

later Captain McLaughlin's) approa ch to Indian policy in 

the Owens Valley, boundaries of proper behavior had to be 

set--usually after the fact. Orders had to be issued to 

protect the Indians from both enlisted men and civilians. 

McLaughlin issued an order in May of 1863 that all "hostil

ities against the Indians of this Valley are hereby sus

pended" and that Indian messengers bearing white flags will 

be "allowed to pass and repass unmolested from and to the 

different Military Camps in this Valley. 1110 

. 
Several Indians, travelling under the white flag, were 

killed by civilians resulting in the arrest of Frank Whet

son by McLaughlin's men. Captain Roper reported in a let

ter to the Esmeralda Star that 

Two Indian messengers that were sent from this 
post to the White Mountain district to gather in those 
Indians were fired upon by some chivalrous miners, 
although the messengers were unarmed and bore a white 
flag .•.• Then, again, a Tehachape Indian .•. was 
returning [to Camp Independence] with a number of his 
people--men, women, and children--when they were fired 
upon in the most cowardly manner by three whites while 
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they were sitting in their camp only fifteen (15) 
miles from the post; two men and one little girl were 
killed, and all were scalped ... (the) party of 
Indians also bore a white flag, travelled openly in 
the road in the daylight, and that their purpose was 
well known to every one. 11 

Whetson was imprisoned at Camp Independence and moved 

with other prisoners to Fort Tejon when Camp Independence 

was abandoned in 1863. The outcome of his case is not 

known. 

The war in the Owens Val l ey started in the spring of 

1862 and led to several treaties between the Owens Valley 

Indians and--at different times--the military, the white 

settlers, and the Indian Agents. 

In J anuary 31, 1862, a treaty was signed by Indians 

Chief George, Chief Dick, and Little Captain Jim; and by 

eleven whites including Samuel A. Bishop, A. Van Fleet, and 

E. P. Robinson. In this treaty i t was specified that "the 

Indians are not to be molested in their daily avocations by 

which they gain an honest living," and that the Indians 

"are not to molest the property of the whites, nor to drive 

off or kill cattle that are running in the valley." Both 

parties to the treaty were to "live i n pea ce and strive to 

promote amicably t he general interests of both whites and 

Indians. " 12 

It was claimed by one Owens Valley resident that lit

tle more than two weeks passed befor e Indian depredations 
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of cattle began again. In addition to the d e predations, a 

gathering of 700 to 800 Indians took place near Bishop's 

ranch, and the Indians demanded beef from the whites to 

feed the gathering's participants. Although t he whi t es 

supplied the beef, they were of the opinion that the demand 

was contrary to the provisions of the treaty. A correspon

dent to the Sacramento Daily Union reported that the Indi

ans "were treated kindly and humanely by the whites, both 

from policy a nd humanity. They have brought the trouble 

up on themselves, a nd may they have meted to them their 

desserts." 13 

The armed conflicts between whites and Indians esca

lated, and military forces were sent to the Owens Valley. 

The arrival of military forces led to more treaty agree

ments. Lt. Colonel George S. Evans of the Second Cavalry 

California Volunteers reported to Major Drum in July of 

1862 that Captain Rowe a nd Indian Agent Wa sson (from Neva

da) had met with the Owen's River I ndians, and had made a 

treaty with them. Following this, Lt. Colonel Evans also 

met with the Indians and reported tha t t hey were ready to 

quit fighting but that he did not ha ve any authority to 

make a tre aty. He requested specific instructions be for

warded to him as to how to proceed in the matter. 14 
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Major Drum responded to Evans' request on July 19th, 

1862, and authorized Evans to enter into a treaty with the 

Indians providing that 

[if] you are fully satisfied that the Indians recently 
engaged in hostilities in that quarter are repentant 
and really desire to live in peaceful relations with 
the whites, you are authorized to make a treaty with 
t h em securing prote ction to the settlers. The Indians 
must restore all property they have s t olen from t he 
whites; hostages to the number o f four or five, con
sisting of sub-ch i efs or influent ial members of the 
tribe, with t heir families, to be sent to Fort Chur
chill, must be give n as a guar ant ee of g ood fai t h. 15 

On August 18, 1862, Major John M. O'Neill of the Sec-

ond Cavalry, California Volunt eers--commanding the Owens 

River Expedition- -reported to Major Drum t hat he had formed 

a trea ty of peace with the Owens Valley Ind ians, a nd that 

the Indians had turned in a number of weapons previously 

taken from the whites. Five Indian hosta ges and their 

families had tur ned themselves in, i ncluding Te-ni- ma-ha 

and Captain Geor ge who O'Neill described as " t wo of their 

great chiefs."16 Major Drum's offic e indic ated that 

O'Neill's treaty had been a pproved by the Military Depart

ment of the Pacific. 

While the mil i tary wa s creating its treaty with the 

Owens Valley Indians, Indian Agent Wasson (from Nevada) was 

called t o San Francisco in July of 1862 to meet with Gover

nor Stanford .of California, Governor Nye of Nevada Territo

ry, and Indian Agent Wentworth to discuss t h e Owens Valley 
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Indian difficulties. Wasson was sent to the Owens Valley 

to arrange a meeting between the Indians and Indian Agent 

Wentworth. The date agreed upon for the meeting was Sep

tember 20, 1862.n Wentworth sent a letter for Wasson to 

dist ribute among the Owens Valley Indians that told them 

I am instructed by the Great Father at Washington to 
go to your country and talk with you. I shall be 
there on the 20th of Se ptember. In the meantime you 
must remain quiet and not allow your Indians to have 
any difficulty with your white neighbors. Your Great 
Father has a good heart for all India ns who are obedi
ent and do not fight. The Gr eat Father r egrets that 
the Indians have killed t heir white neighbors. This 
must not occur again. I shall take with me some food, 
clothing, and blankets for the chief s. You have lands 
there, a nd shall be protected in your rights, but 
never go to war. When you have trouble with the 
whites, come to me or the agent who will be stationed 
there, and he will settle it for you."~ 

Wasson distributed Wentworth's message through inter

preters, and over 100 Owens Valley Indians were assembled 

for the September 20th meeting. Agent Wentworth, however, 

did not arrive at the scheduled time. When he had still not 

arrived by September 30th, Lt. Colonel Evans ordered beef 

to be distributed to the assembled Indians, and reported to 

Major Drum that 

•.. there is a great danger of another outbreak 
amongst these Indians a r ising f r om what they seem to 
think duplicity and treachery on the part of the 
whi tes. They say they have complied with their part 
of the treaty, have given up their arms and f a milies 
as hostages, and the whites are "mucho big lie: no 
give them nothing. " 19 
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Evans wanted it made clear that if trouble with the Indians 

arose, it would be caused by the Indian Department's ac

tions, and would not be the fault of the military. 

Agent Wentworth finally arrived in October. He dis

tributed rations and blankets to the Indians and promised 

them seeds, agricultural implements and other supplies. 

Another "treaty of peace" was made. Wentworth then r eport

ed to Commissioner of Indian Aff airs Dole that "although 

the General Land Office has withheld from sale a reserva

tion for these Indians, much of the best portion of it has 

been settled by whites and the Indians driven off."20 

Following the meeting with the Indians and the distri

bution of goods, Wentworth laid off a new reservation con

taini ng about six townships with a north boundary of Big 

Pine Creek, a south boundary of Geor ge's Creek, and with 

the Sierra Nevada and Inyo mountain ranges as the west and 

east boundaries. He estimated that this reservation would 

be suitable for the 2,000 Indians in the area, and that the 

land was not attra ctive to settlers a n d barely fit for 

grazing. To establish this res ervation, Wentworth request

ed that the Indian Department seek $30,000 from Congress. 

This money 

.•• judiciously expended in the purchase of seed, 
stock, cattle, mules, wagons, ploughs, &c., would 
place those wretched people beyond the necessity of 
stealing for a livelihood, and would relieve the gov
ernment from any further expense for their support, as 
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well as dispense with the necessity of maintaining an 
expensive military post in a country where everything 
has t o be hauled a distance of 300 miles over a sandy 
road . • . 21 

In his report to Commissioner Dole, Wentworth also repeated 

his earlier objection to the proposal to relocate all the 

southern California Indians to the Owens Valley. He con

sidered the potent ial expense of removal to be too high, 

and the climate of the valley too cold, and that the valley 

would not be abl e to contain the Indian s from southern 

California--they wou l d l e ave and hea d for their homelands. 

Unfortunately, Commissioner o f Indian Affairs Dole did 

not agr ee with Wentworth's proposal for a new reservation. 

Dole did consider it urgent that Congr ess allocate funds 

for a reservation in southern California, but it was his 

opinion that a more suita ble location than the Owens Valley 

could be found: one t hat could provide for the needs of 

all the Indians in the southern California district.n 

Hostilities again b r oke out in the Owens Valley in the 

spring of 1863, and Wentworth made an urgent plea to Dole 

for appropriations to enact his reservation plan and stop 

the war. His plea for funds unanswered, Wentworth soon 

received a letter from Ass i stant Adjutant General R. C. 

Drum, Department of the Pacific, informing Wentworth of a 

report from Captain Ropes, c ommanding Camp Independence, 

that claimed 
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••. the Indians justify their recent outbreak on the 
grounds that the Government has not observed and kept 
the promises made t o them in the treaty of last sum
mer. Th e general thinks the present disturbance .•. 
would be more easily quelled if you were to visit that 
part of the Stat e and reassure the chiefs as to the 
policy and determination of the Government.n 

In correspondence to Dole, Wentworth lashed out at the 

inability of Congress to act on his request for an appro

priation of $30,000 for the creation of the Owens Valley 

Reservation: 

Had Congress promptly made that appropriation, no 
Indian war would have been waged, and the country 
would have saved more than t wo hundred and fifty thou
s and dollar s to its treasury, the lives of many of its 
valuable c itizens, and many of the poor, ignorant, 
misguided Indians, to whom the government have prom
i s ed protection, would to-day, ins tead of being d e ad, 
be living and tilling the s oil of their nativ e valley, 
a nd, through their own willing hands, obtaining an 
honest and well-ea rned livelihood.~ 

With the discovery of rich mineral resources in the 

vicinity of the Owens Valley and the consequent influx of 

large numbers o f miners, farme rs, and other settlers, Went

worth real i zed t hat it was no l onger p ractical to establish 

an Owens Valley Indian Re servat i on. He agreed with General 

Wright that the Indians needed to be removed from the Owen s 

Valley, and he conse nted that the Indian Depar tment would 

r eceive the Indians at the Tejon Reservation f ollowing 

their removal f rom the valley by military forces. 25 
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The Removal 

The forced removal of nearly one thousand Owens Valley 

Indians to Fort Tejon and the San Sebastian Reservation has 

been only briefly mentioned in the existing published works 

on Owens Valley history. Chalfant reports that Captain 

McLaughlin with 92 soldiers left Camp Independence on July 

11, 1863 arriving at Fort Tejon on July 22 with 859 Indians 

to be delivered to Indian Agent Wentworth. Many Indians 

were reported to have escaped along the way, and "when the 

settlers learned that stragglers were returning from their 

unusual journey they made a virtue of necessity and sent an 

invitation to the exiles to return and live in peace."~ 

Cragen gives a similar accounting of the removal of the 

Owens Valley Indians to Fort Tejon, and reports that by 

fall, 1863, "many of the Indians who had made the long trek 

with Captain McLaughlin began to return and were seen 

through the Valley."27 Cragen also claims that Camp Leon

ard, the military outpost on the south fork of the Kern 

River, had little effect in "keeping the Owens Valley Indi

ans at San Sebastian Reservation, as the Indians in return

ing did not go near Camp Leonard, and by this time (Septem

ber 1863], most of the able- bodied had returned to the 

Owens River Valley. 1128 When commenting on Captain 

Schmidt's report in January, 1864, that the 380 starving 

Indians located 300 yards from Fort Tejon were the remnants 
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of the relocated Owens River Indians, Cragen claims- -even 

though Schmidt lists the group as consisting of 120 men, 

170 women, and 90 c hildren--that "these Indians were mostly 

old men and women, a nd children whose fathers and mothers 

had long s i nce left them and gone back to the Owens River 

Valley. 1129 

McGrath gives a thor ough accounting of the arme d con

flict s of the early 1860s, yet res tricts his c omments on 

the r emoval to noting that the Indians t hat were removed 

r epresented about one-third of all Indians in the r egion. 

He makes no further mention of the approx i mately 850 Indi

ans that were delivered t o Fort Tejon.~ 

Liljeblad and Fowler also briefly mention the removal, 

and stat e t hat "the reser vation and fort were ill- equipped 

to hold the people, and within t hree years, most were back 

in the valley."" Missing in all of these accounts is doc

umentation of the actual fate of t hose I ndians removed from 

the Owens Valley. A further look at the details of the 

removal and return of the Owens Valley Indians may present 

some i ndication of adaptive strategies created and utilized 

during t his time period. 

The forced r emoval of the Owens Valley Indians from 

the valley in July of 1863 was precipitated by the renewal 

of armed conflicts between the Indians and whites earlier 

that spring. Captain George, held as hostage for the good 
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behavior of the tribe throughout the winter at Camp Inde

pendence, escaped from the fort in March and led his people 

again into battle. There were several causes given for the 

resurgence of troubles at this time. Foremost among these 

causes--according to complaints from the Indians--was set

tlers locating farms in the valley in an area laid out by 

the Gover nment as a reserve for the Indians. Another cause 

was illustrated by Captain McLaughlin's contention that 

Mr. Wentworth, Indian Agent for this district has been 
most undoubtedly the cause of the p r esent difficul
ties, and from representations made to me he has been 
shamefully negligent of his duties •.. Mr. Wentworth 
promised everything, gave nothing, and the results 
have been the destruction of life and property of 
settlers in the valley, besides an immense outlay to 
the government. 32 

Residents of the Owens Valley did not necessarily 

agree with Captain McLaughlin's views. A correspondent to 

the Daily Alta California--who signed his letter "Alert"--

expressed his opinion that there was "no earthly reason •• 

. for this outbreak on their [the Indians) part." In his 

view, the Indians had been treated well, were being fed by 

the United States, and their women were "protected by 

stringent military orders."n 

Captain Ropes filed a report with Colonel R. C. Drum 

{Assistant Adjutant General, Department of the Pacific), in 

which he offered his opinions regarding the causes of the 

March 1863 uprising of the Owens Valley Indians. Colonel 
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Drum then wrote to Superintendent of Indian Affairs Went

worth expressing his opinion that "the Indians justify 

their recent outbreak on the grounds that the Government 

has not observed and kept the promises made to them in the 

treaty of last summer." Drum then stated that the uprising 

could easily be subdued, if Wentworth would visit the re

gion and "reassure the chiefs as to the policy and determi

nation of the Government."M 

Captain McLaughlin arr ived in the Owens Valley in 

April 1863. While in route to the valley from Camp Bab

bitt, he ordered his troops to massacre 35 Indians on the 

Kern River. McLaughlin, believing these Indians to be 

renegades from the Owens Valley, offered his opinion that 

"this extreme punishment, though I regret it, was neces

sary, and I feel certain that a few such examples will soon 

crush the Indians and finish t he war in this and adjacent 

valleys."" 

Upon his arrival in the Owens Valley, McLaughlin took 

command of all of the forces in the area. He adopted some 

new battle techniques which concentrated on the destruction 

of any items that could be used by the Indians, and the 

posting of troops at known springs and water sources to 

prevent the Indians from reaching water. Captain McLaugh

lin's troops chased the Indians over the Inyo mountains 

east towards Death Valley and forced the Indians to camp 
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many miles from available water. While some of his troops 

prevented the Indians from returning to the valley, other 

troops destroyed huts, baskets, food stores and any other 

items left behind by the I ndians that could be of any po

tential use to them. In this campaign, the soldiers de

stroyed 300 bushels of nuts and seeds at Bishop Creek. The 

adoption of these new battle techniques by McLaughlin's 

troops soon led to starvation among the Indians.~ 

Following several months of conflict and starvation, 

Captain George was persu aded to come back to Camp Indepen

dence to negotiate. He recounted that many of his people-

mostly women and children--who had been chased over the 

mountains to Death Valley had died from lack of water. 

After this meeting with Captain George, McLaughlin issued 

orders that "hostilities against the Indians of this valley 

are hereby suspended ••• Indians will be allowed to pass 

and repass unmolested. " 37 McLaughlin promised food and 

clothing to Captain George's people, and on May 23, 1863, 

Captain George returned with 300 of his people. George's 

surrender was soon followed by the surrender of Indians 

f rom the Argus and Coso mountains to the s outh and east. 

This raised the number of Indians coming into camp to 500. 

By July 10, the number of Indians that had surrendered was 

over 1, o o O . 38 
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In a report dated May 26, 1863, McLaughlin informed 

Colonel Drum about the number of Ind i ans collected at Camp 

Independence, and recommended t hat the I ndians be moved out 

of the Owens Valley to the reserva tion at Nome Lackee (in 

northern California) "where they would be prevented from 

future outbr eaks. 1139 On June 5, Colonel Drum at the De

p a rtment of the Pacific headqu a r ters referred the matter to 

Indian Agent Wentwor th and reques ted t hat the Indian Agent 

find a place for these Indians. McLaughlin and his troops 

were directed to assist in t he actual r elocati on. 

The order to remove t he I ndians was i ssued on June 11, 

1863, at the San Francisco headquarters of the De p a rtment 

of the Pacific. Colonel Drum agreed with Captain McLaugh

lin that the Indians should be relocated, but he determined 

that their destination should be Fort Tejon rather than the 

Nome Lackee Reservation.~ 

On t he evening of July 10, 1863, Captain McLaughlin 

assembled and cou nted 998 I n dians on the parade ground at 

Camp Indepe~dence. He ordered the c hiefs to the center of 

the ground, and had interpreter J ose Chico a nnounce the 

r e moval orders. Previous to the a nnouncement, McLaughlin 

had positioned his troops around the per imeter of the pa

rade grounds. The Indians were surrounded and they submit

ted to McLaughlin's orders without resistance. On the 

morning of July 11, Captains Noble, McLaughlin, and Ropes 
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began the journey to the Tejon Reservation with "about 

1,000 men, women, and children" and 25 wagons with teams of 

6 mules each. 41 

At the time of the initial surrender of the Indians in 

May, orders had been g iven to provid e the Indians with 

rations of barley and beef. Supplies on h and were insuffi

cient to d o this, and 40,000 pou nds of barle y were pur

chased in Ke yesville to be sent t o Camp Independence for 

this purpose. These stores had not arrived prior to the 

departure of troops and Indians on July 11.G 

With the conse quent shorta ge of food, the i n tense July 

heat, the l i mited availability of wagons for transport of 

the I ndians, and the unwillingne ss of the Indians to be 

removed, Captain McLaughlin reported to headquart ers that 

"the s ufferings upon the route were intense. 1143 

An observer to the departure of the Indians from the 

Owens Valley wrote that 

I have the great and good n ews to tell you, that yes
terday morning the India ns ..• were removed from our 
beautiful valley. You s hould have seen the motley 
group on their winding way. Some of the squaws were 
fortunate enough to get a ride in the wagons, with the 
children and other "valua bles," c onsisting of baskets, 
old clothing, etc .... The men and the r emaining 
women trudged on afoot and looked, generally, pretty 
serious .... It appears that Capt. McLaughlin had 
assembled all the Indians, men, women, and children, 
on the south side of the stable, and surrounded them 
with his men, "armed and equipped as the law directs," 
and then and there informed them that he had orders to 
take every one of them to the Tejon Reservation; ..• 
but he had also received his orders that in case they 
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refused to go, that every one thus refusing would be 
killed. 44 

The Visalia Delta of July 30, 1863, announced the ar

rival of over 800 Indians from Owen's River at Fort Tejon. 

The newspaper reported that "a few squaws from the Coso 

Indians escaped or strayed from the band and were lost" 

during the long march. 45 

The Reservation Fiasco 

The Owens Valley Indians arr iving at Fort Tejon to be 

placed in the care of the Indian Department were introduced 

to an Indian reservation system in chaos. The reservation 

system in California was begun by Superintendent Edward F. 

Beale in 1853. Beale had been appointed by Congress as 

California ' s first Superintendent of Indian Affairs in 

1852. He was then directed by Commissioner of Indian Af

fairs Luke Lea to examine the accounts of Indian Agents o. 

M. Wozencraft, Redick McKee, and George W. Barbour follow

ing their t reaty negotiations, and to d e velop a plan for 

the future of California's Indians. One of Beale's first 

actions in office was to dismiss Agents McKee and Wozen

croft who had not visited any Indians in the state in six 

months and were accused of financial misdealings in the 

purchases of cattle to be used to feed the Indians. 
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McKee, Wozencroft, and Barbour were the three Cali

fornia Indian Agents appointed by Congress in 1852. Presi

dent Filmore the n appointed the three to be treaty commis

sioners and in 1851-52 they arranged 18 treaties which 

proposed setting aside certain areas totalling 11,700 

square miles of California as reservations. These treaties 

were not ratified by the Unit ed States Senate, and the 

reservations were never a c tually created.~ 

Beale proposed a system of Indian reservations modeled 

after the earlier California mission system with an Indian 

Agent taking the place of the priest. These reservations 

would be built in conjunction with military posts where 

agents would instruct the Indians in farming and other 

useful subjects. Indian labor would be used to produce the 

food necessary to feed themselves, and also to feed the 

military forces. I n March of 1853, Congress, upon the 

recommendation of William K. Sebastian, Chairman of the 

Senate Committee on Indian Affairs, appr oved Beale's plan 

for the creation of 5 military reservations out of public 

domain land in California, Utah, or New Mexico. 47 

On September 12, 1853, Beale convened a council meet

ing at Tejon Pass with over 1,000 Indians in attendance. 

Benjamin D. Wilson, newly appointed Indian Agent, addressed 

the Indians in Spanish. Beale informed thes e Indians of 

his proposed 50,000 acre reservation, and promised to pro-
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vide them with agricultural imple ments and livestock if 

they would come to the r eservation. At the e nd of the two 

day c ouncil, the Indians agreed t o the r eservation propos

al.« 

Be ale's r e servation (and a dministration) soon encoun

tered p r oblems. Even t hough he was s uccessful in p e rsuad

ing I ndian s from as far a way as Gra s s Valley (sever al hun

dred miles to t h e north) to come to the reservation, costs 

soared b e yond what newly appointed Commissioner of Indian 

Af fairs George P. Manypenny considered appropriate. Also, 

Beale was informed by Ignacio del Valle of Los Angeles that 

the reser vation was not on public domain land, but that the 

new reservation had be en located on lands contained within 

a Spanish Land Grant owned in part by del Valle. 49 

Commissioner Manypenny informed Beale that tho only 

a l lowable costs of the reservation were the costs of remov

al and subsistence of the Indians. Be ale, by this time, 

had alre ady expended thous ands of dollars on agricultural 

imple ments, mules, horses, cattle, and freighting costs. 

Over a square mile of t he reservation had b een plowed and 

planted, and on any given day Indian boys had 30 t o 40 

plows i n the field. An irrigati on ditch 9 mi l es long had 

been excavated by Indian labor. Beale hoped the harvest 

from this undertaking would be worth a s much as $437,500. 

In December of 1853, Beale gave a feast to celebrate the 
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reservation project. This feast was attended by Indians 

from the east side of the Sierra Nevada, and the attendees 

probably included Owens Valley Indians.so 

By the spring of 1854, Beale's reservation experiment 

was in real trouble. His p r oposed annual budget had soared 

to $617,350. Almost all of his attention was directed to 

the Tejon Reservation, and the rest of the Indians in Cali

fornia were virtually ignored. In an effort to gain polit

ical support, he had the reservation named after Senator 

William K. Sebastian, Chairman of the Senate Committee of 

Indian Affairs. Beale's efforts wer e to no avail, and on 

May 31 he was dismissed as Indian Superintendent and re

placed by Colonel Thomas J. Henley. Henley pledged to 

continue Beale's reservation experiment. Henley's adminis

tration was eventually judged more corrupt than his prede

cessors, and Henley was removed from office in 1859 follow

ing charges of fraud and malfeasance from an investigation 

by Special Treasury Agent J. Ross Browne.s1 

Following Henley's dismissal, James McDuffie was ap

pointed Superintendent of Indian Affairs for California. 

By then, the reservation experiment had fallen apart. In 

1856, Thomas Vineyard, the resident agent assigned to the 

Tejon Reservation, reported 693 Indians on the reserva

tion.ll By 1857, 200 Indians had been moved to Tejon from 

Tule River, bringing the total on the reservation to . about 
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1,000. Agent Vineyard also reported that a third year of 

drought was making agricultural pursuits difficult, and 

that the unsettled tit le to the land made it impractical to 

install improvements. 53 

In 1858, the crops again failed at Tejon, and Vineyard 

r eported that "the continuous drought in this region 

is lessening every year the nat ura l resources of the Indi

ans." Age nt Vineyard clai med that 650 Indians were on the 

reservation, and 800 more I ndians were on adjacent lands 

with i n t he i nfluence of the reserva t i on. A delegation of 

Indians from the vicinity of Owens Lake visite d the reser

vation that year and "ask ed ass istanc e to put in crops next 

s eason, and also someone to ins truct them in agriculture." 

Vineyard gifted this delegation with "presents of clothing 

and useful implements," and promised to i nform t he great 

chief of their request. Vine yard also reported that the 

Indians of the Owens Lake region- -he estimated their num

bers at fifteen hundred- -we re expected to experience great 

suffering and famine due to continued d r ought and conse

quent dearth of native plant foods.~ 

Congress cut fundin g for California's reservations to 

$50,000 in 1858. The reservations were reported to be in 

dilapidated condition. Commissioner of Indian Affairs 

Charles E. Mix was of the opinion that the reservation 

system cost too much money, had limited results, and did 
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too much for the Indian. The recommendation that Beale's 

reservation system be abandoned was ma de by A. B. Green

wood, Mix's successor as Commissioner. Greenwood then made 

a new proposal for California's Indians that would divide 

the state into two districts with superintend ing agents--a 

system that made no improvements on Beale's reservation 

program." 

In 1859, Vineyard reported the Tejon Reservation popu

lation to number 600, with the surrounding lands cont aining 

an addit i onal 900 Indians. Vineyard had begun to issue 

individual allotments to families, and comme nted tha t the 

"Indians are well satisfied with this plan, knowing that 

t hey are working for t h emselves, and secured in the enjoy

ment of the fruits of their labor." Considerable concern 

was evident in Vineyard's comments regarding the fluctuat

ing boundaries of the reservation--first 50,000 acres, then 

reduced by Congress to 10,000, and then expanded to 

25,000- -and the land title claims in which two courts had 

issued decisions in favor of the claimants who considered 

the reserve as their private property.~ 

With the continued deterioration of the reservation 

system, the Secretary of the Interior in his report of 1859 

reported that 

The management of our Indian affairs in Califor
nia has been embarrassed with a g r eat variety of dif
ficulties. Neither the government of the United 
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States nor the State of California recognizes in the 
Indians any right of exclusive occupancy to any spe
cific lands. Reservations have been provided by law; 
a large number of Indians has •. . been collected 
upon them, and large sums of money have been expended 
to establish them, with the hope that the Indians 
w9uld soon support themselves by their own labor, and 
gradually become civilized. But t hese expectations 
have not been realized. Through the mismanagement and 
neglect of our employees, the i nterference of our 
citi zens, a nd the apparent impossibility of inducing 
these Indians to labor thereon, the reservation syst em 
of California has proved a failu re. 

The Secretary then endorsed Greenwood's proposal that the 

superintendency, agencies, and sub- agenc i es in California 

be abolished, and that the state be divided int o two dis

tinct districts each with a singl e agent.~ 

Even though his Indi an reservation experiment had 

failed, Beale managed to p r osper personally. In 1855, he 

acquired the 49,000 acre Rancho La Liebre located ten miles 

south of the Tejon Reservation for $1,500. Beale made this 

purchase with his share of the profits from a 25% interest 

in John c. Fremont's cattle herd that was sold to the gov

ernment for the outlandish _sum of $183,825 to feed the 

Indians following the 1851-52 treaty negotiations (because 

Beale was Superintendent of Indian Affairs, he trie d to 

keep his interest in the cattle secret). Later, following 

appointment as Surveyor Ge neral for the state of California 

in 1861, Beale spent $1,0 2 8 of the government's money to 

survey Rancho La Liebre and confirm his title. He also 

used government funds for the surveys of Rancho Castaic--
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owned by his partner Samuel A. Bishop--and El Tejon, site 

of the Tejon Reservation and the military installation at 

Fort Tejon, in which Beale had a share of ownership with 

Juan Temple. Even though people had considered Tejon to be 

Beale's ranch for some time, the title issue cleared in 

late 1862 and in early 1863 Beale again exerted his influ

ence on Indian affairs by refusing a request to allow the 

Owens River Indians to be relocated to the San Sebastian 

Reservation--the site of which was now located on his pri

vate property. 58 

Meanwhile, by 1861, John P.H. Wentworth had been 

appointed Indian Sub-Agent for the Southern District of 

California. He proposed that the small bands of Indians 

scattered throughout the region be gathered onto the reser

vations at Tule River and Tejon--both located on privately 

owned land. He could not estimate the number of Indians at 

Tejon at that time, and reported that no farming had taken 

place that year. The Indians were "dependent upon their 

own efforts for subsistence, which is gained in a few in

stances by the cultivat ion of small patches of ground on 

their own account." Agent Wentworth also expressed his 

opinion that Indians in the interior regions of California 

who hadn't been subjected to the reservation system were 

not his responsibility; therefore, he could only operate in 

an advisory capacity in that region. Wentworth did pro-

74 



pose, however, to tour the Owens River country and locate a 

reservation on public lands so that the government could 

get out of the business of renting reservations.B 

In his report for 1862, Agent Wentworth noted that 

crops had once again be e n planted on the Tejon Reservation 

(he would later claim that they were again des troyed by 

drought). Indians were returning, a nd the population had 

increased to 1,370. We nt worth acknowle dged t hat the land 

was claimed by private parties under a Spanish land grant, 

and expressed t he opinion t hat the Unit ed States had a 

better claim to title. He requested the assistance of the 

United States District Attorney in examining the title. 

White settlers .had begun t o graze on the reservation caus

ing much trouble for the Indians. Wentworth also reported 

t hat he was an his way to the Owens River Valley to inves

tigate the Indian troubles.w 

By the time of Wentworth's September 1, 1863, report 

to Commissioner of Indian Affairs William P. Dole, one of 

the private parties claiming title to the land on which the 

Tejon Reservation was located under a Spanish Land Grant 

had been i dentified as Edward F. Beale, the for mer Superin

tendent of Indian Affairs for California and the present 

Surveyor General for Califor nia. Beale was furious that 

Wentworth had plac ed the Owens River Indians on his private 
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property, claiming that he had shown Wentworth his patent 

to the land only two months previously. 61 

Beale wrote to Wentworth complaining that: 

l have just heard, with great surprise, that eight 
hundred Indians of the most hostile Owen's River tribe 
have been removed, under your direction, to my ranch 
of "El Tejon" •.. My informant also states that my 
orchard and vineyard have already been destroyed by 
the cattle fur nished these savages, and not a vestige 
of a garden remains.fil 

Agent Went wor th responded to Beale, a cknowledged 

Beale's patent to the land, and continued his attempt to 

retain u se of the Tejon Reservation by asking Beale if he 

would consider renting or even selling part of the estate 

for use by the Indi ans. Beale responded that he needed all 

of his land for his present and future cattle bus i ness, but 

would rent 12,000 acres for $1 per acre per year only as a 

great favor granted with reluctance. However, under no 

circumstances would he "rent to the hostile and vicious 

Indians whom you have lately removed there •.• These 

savages . may at any time break out again in open muti-

ny." Beale then demanded that the Owens River Indians be 

removed immediately from his property before the lives of 

employees and neighbors were endangered. 63 

The Daily Alta California supported Beale's position. 

It reported that Lieutenant Daley, in charge of the Indi

ans, had ordered the ranch staff to remove their livestock 

and had turned the Government mules and horses loose in 
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Beale's orchards and vineyards. In the Alta's opinion, 

"The Rancho is owned by Surveyor-General Beale, under a 

U.S. Patent, and the Indian Reservation, which once covered 

part qf the Rancho, has been abolished by Congress." Lt. 

Daley, the newspaper went on to say, should be court-mar

tialed if he a cted in this manner.M 

Wentworth heeded Beale's demands. On Se ptember 30, 

the Owens River Indians were moved from the Tejon Reserva

tion (San Sebastian) to Fort Tejon, a distance of 25 miles. 

Fort Tejon wa s under the command of Captain Moses McLaugh

lin who had been the officer in command during the removal 

of the Owens Valley Indians from Camp Independence to Fort 

Tejon. McLaughlin had then been instructed to re-garrison 

Fort Tejon. By this time, Wentworth had acknowledged in a 

letter to Commissioner of Indian Affairs William P. Dole 

that the Indians were suffering from lack of food, and had 

requested that funds to feed t h e Indians be forwarded imme

diately. McLaughlin reported to the Department of the 

Pacific headquarters that no commissary stores had been 

issued to the Indians since their July delivery to the 

Indian Department, and that the Indians were received at 

Fort Tejon on the 3rd of October and were camped near the 

Post.M 

Even with the removal of a portion of the Owens Valley 

Indians to the Tejon Reservation and the abandonment of his 
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reservation plans for the valley, Wentworth was unable to 

get an appropriation to care for the Indians. The Indians 

arrived at Tejon in July of 1863; by Sept ember, Wentworth 

issued a plea to Commissioner Dole to "please forward my 

funds immediately. Owens river India ns, Tejon, are suffer

ing for food." 66 

Remembering the Removal 

Susie Westerville, a Paiute from the Ind ependence 

area, recalled her experiences as a child during the 1863 

removal in an interview conducted when she was 85 years 

old: 

•.. the Indians were gather ed and the big drive was 
on. They were driven to Tej o n and to Tule (Reserva
tions]. They had many covered wagons (and] the chil
dren were given rides in the wagons. She remembered 
going eleven days. They were t reated right, given 
plenty to eat. They s t ayed one year. During the 
summer there in Tejon the soldiers r aised gardens and 
farmed there. Many of the Indi ans died through ... 
epidemics. 67 

Susie remembered that when the attempt wa s made to 

move the Indians from the Tejon area to Tule River Reserva

tion, the I ndians "ran away" and returned to t he Owens Val

ley. On their return journey, the Indians passed over the 

mountains eating pine nuts and what ever other food was 

available, a nd travelled car efully to avoid being sighted 

be any whites. 
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Ben Tibbets, a Paiute born in t he vic inity of Big Pine 

also recalled the forced march to Fort Tejon. His family 

had attended a meeting in Big Pin e to list en to what the 

white s oldiers had to offer. Initially, the Indians feared 

a trap was being set for them and were therefore reluctant 

to respond to the invitation. But, the messenger from the 

s .oldiers convinced the I ndia ns that "the int e ntion of the 

white friend was to make peace and to be fr i ends forever 

and to live as one body and to have feast toge ther." The 

I ndians gather ed togeth er at the appointed place and time 

and heard (through interpreter Chico) a speech where they 

were told that 

Our whi t e fathe r and friend said to us to forget 
the war and t r ouble. We a re going to be friends. We 
are not going to kill one another any more ••. They 
have a pla n ... to come down to Fort Inde pendence 
just as s oon as you can and go to work for our white 
friend. 68 

Following the speech, the Indians wer e g i ven food to take 

home to their families. 

Tibbets recalled that over the next days the Indians 

voluntarily collec ted at Fort Independe nce and were kept 

there for several weeks during which they worked for the 

whites. Ea rly one morning, Chi co announced to t he massed 

Indians tha t they were to be driven to Fort Tejon. Tibbets 

recalled that this was "the most sad news to the Indians." 

Ben remembered the night march south through the Owens 
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Valley and over Walker Pass, a nd the eventual arrival at 

Fort Tejon. He noted that the escape of several families 

during the journey was not noticed by the soldiers. 

After remaining at Fort Tejon for about three months, 

Tibbets and his f amily decided it was time to return t o the 

Owen s Valley. They esc aped from Tejon, travelled mostly at 

night, and collect ed pine nuts and caught trout for food 

along the way. When t hey reach ed the vicinity of Owens 

Valley , they crosse d the valley at n ight, climbed the Inyo 

Mountain s to the east, and winter ed among the pinon pines 

at the crest of the mountains. 

The next spring [1864], they retur ned to the Owens 

Valley floor, r e sumed the collect ion and harvesting of 

traditional native foods, and began to work for the whites. 

Ti bbets recalled that those Indians remaining at Fort Tejon 

we re struck by an epidemic after his family departed. Many 

died, and in his recollection only a h andful lived to re

turn home to the Owens Valley. 

Mary Rooker was the daughter of Captain George, an 

important leader o f the Owen s Valley I ndian s during the 

Indian wars. She recalled t hat many Indians e scaped during 

the trip to Tejon, and many more left while at Tejon. 

Mary's family stayed at Tejon for one year, and then went 

to the Tule River Reservation. They stayed at Tule River 

for almost 10 years; during this time, many of the other 
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Indians at Tule River died from disease. Mary and her 

family then returned to the Owens Valley and went to work 

for the John Shepherd family on their ranch near George's 

Creek. Jose Chico, who had worked for the military during 

the time of the Indian removal, a l so retur ned to the Owens 

Valley at the same time as Mary and her family.@ 

Not all of the Indians in the valley made the trip to 

Tejon; it was estimated by Agent We ntworth that only one 

t hir d of the Indians i n the valley were relocated. Mary 

Harry r ecalled that her people liv ed in Fish Lake Valley 

a nd chose not to surrender to the troops at Fort Indepen

dence even though Chief Joe Bowers-- acting as messenger and 

interpreter for the soldiers- -told the Indians that they 

would be given farming equipment, live stock, food, cloth

ing, and shelter if they obeyed the command to a ssemble at 

Fort Independence. Her tribe decided to wait until more 

information was forthcoming about the invitation. Later, 

they heard that the Indians who had assembled at Fort Inde

pendence had been driven south to (as she recalled) San 

Fernando Valley: 

Wagons and horses were provided for these poor 
people, but they outnumbered the horses and wagons so 
many of them had to walk. Th ese white men had no pity 
for these poor men, women a n d children. ·Whenever they 
became exhausted and weak a nd couldn't walk much fur
ther, they, the white soldiers, whipped them which 
very often killed some, throwing the dead corpse to 
the side of the road ... Many (were) killed and 
others were fortunate enough to be in good health to 
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make an escape. Many of the young girls were assault
ed and afterwards murdered.w 

Mary was elderly when she told this story and stated 

that this was how her grandparents told the story to her. 

Although some factual information is inaccurate in this 

version--the Indians were r emoved to Fort Tejon, not the 

San Fernando Valley--and Mary did not make the journey her

self, t here is validity to the emotions contained in this 

account as t hey reflect the respons e to the sufferings 

encountered during t h e jou rney, and the emotional remnants 

of the exper ience 70 years l a ter. 

Also containi ng strong emotion s a re the recollections 

of an anonymous Indian woman who tells of escaping along 

the r emoval route. Although somewhat lengthy, the story 

needs to be told in her own words: 

Then came a day of big excitement. The white men 
were at last going to give us food and clothing. As 
it is all in the game there are always one or two 
hired to go out and tell the other Indians throughout 
the valley the good news. So there were two chosen by 
the white man to round the tribes to a certain gather
ing place .•.. Many Indians traveled for days to get 
their share of promised food and clothing. 

At last our little family of three started south 
to which is now Fort Independence •..• We were round 
together in the evening every one h ead of family were 
given a small amount of flour and some clothing. At 
t he same time an order was given for us to be moved 
e arly next morning for a new fort, which was to be our 
final destination. People cried and did not want to 
go, children and babies cried of hunger from the long 
trip. The next day sure enough we were well on our 
way to our new promised home somewhere we did not 
know. Some went on bravely some were too feeble and 
weak and fell. I saw them lay down to rest or sit 
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down to rest for want of water or food. I saw the 
white men with long knives stick the knives into their 
sides, I know by now the promised land was but a prom
ise of the earthly grave. Our flesh was to be picked 
up by the hungry birds and coyotes of the wilds .... 
My poor grandmot her sat down for just a second, was 
thirsty she wanted water. Just then one of the men 
with swords saw grandmother sit down to rest. He was 
upon her in a second and stabbed her through the heart 
dea d . • . 

I kne w mother and I would try to cheat death and 
the men i n the United Sta tes Uni f orms. We travelled 
for days. ~ . At last nature played its part and 
opened a way for us, we crawled c lose together in the 
brush taking care that the t wo soldiers who were look
ing for us would not find us. I saw them coming near, 
just 50 feet away. I felt chills run through me, 
death was to cla im us •.. the s o ldiers turned away, 
took anot her route, a n d we knew we were safe. 71 

This anonymous author ' s story is quite powerful; yet it 

needs to be noted that none of the military records regard

ing the forced removal in 1863 rec ord a ny deaths along the 

route: either accidental or caused by violence. 

The Owens Valley Indians respond ed to the forced re

moval to Fort Tejon and the San Sebastian Reservation in a 

manner that reflected their traditional independent ap

proach to challenges. Alone or in family groups, they 

reacted in a variety o f ways. Some ignored the summons to 

Camp Independence and were therefore not include d among 

those Indians removed. Some Indians escaped along the 

r oute of the forced ma rch and returned to the Owens Valley. 

Some left after arrival at Fort Tejon, while others made 

the move from Tejon to Tule River and spent a number of 

years there before returning to the valley. However, it 
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appears that a large percentage of the Indians who survived 

the forced march and epidemics that hit Tejon and Tule 

River Reservations eventually made their way back to their 

Owens Valley homeland. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE TROOPS AND THE INDIANS RETURN TO THE VALLEY 

By September of 1863, e ven though a lmost one thousand 

Owens Valley Ind ians had been forcibly removed from the 

valley, reports wer e already being ma de of new conflicts 

with the Indians. But orders h a d been issued to abandon 

Camp Independence in July following the removal of the 

I ndians, and the assumption had been made that the Indian 

problem had been solved. The government was reluctant to 

re- staff the post unless it was absolutely necessary. 

The removal of Indians from the Owens Valley had not 

taken care of the problem of Indian- whit e conflict in the 

valley--possibly because the number removed was estimated 

by Indian Agent Wentworth to be only one third of the total 

number in the valley. In December, a correspondent to the 

San Fra ncisco Daily Alta California from San Carlos (four 

miles east of Camp Independe nce in the Owens Valley} re

ported on the armed conflicts that had started again in 

September in the northern part of the valley. The corre-
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spondent reported that the September uprising was largely 

unsuccessful for the Indi ans: 

The Indians are now quiet. They did not succeed 
in getting another treaty and prese nts by force, and 
are much disappointed. We do not expect more trouble, 
although most of those who were taken away have re
turned. So many settlers are c oming in that the red 
skins will have to be peaceable, or will be driven out of the valley altogether. 

The correspondent also reported--errone ously- -that Captain 

George had been killed while trying to escape from Fort 

Tejon. 1 

A petition was sent in Nove mber of 1863 to Ge neral 

Wright, commanding the Military Department of the Pacific, 

requesting that troops be returned to Camp Independence. 

The petition included signatures from the Sheriff of Mono 

County along with prominent citizens from throughout the 

Owens Valley region. Ge neral Wright responded by stating 

that he was too busy worrying about traitors to the Union 

t o deal with Indians, and he did not have the extra manpow

er to send troops at this time. He suggested that the 

locals form their own state militia company. 2 

Captain Moses McLaughlin was ordered to leave Fort 

Tejon and tra vel to the Owens Valley in November of 1863. 

On his a rrival in December he rep orted that "the valley is 

fast filling up with settlers and miners, and no fear i s 

entertained of Indians as far up as Bishop Creek 
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There the people are very uneasy, and fear to travel to and 

from Aurora . . . 113 

Another petition was written by residents of the east

ern Sierra in September of 1864. This petition originated 

in Bend City (near present day Independence) and requested 

that General McDowel l, commanding the De partment of the 

Pacific, assign one company of cavalry to the valley be

cause "the conduct of our I ndian s h as been such as to f orce 

conviction upon the minds of your petitioners that the 

Owen's River Indi ans, assisted by the Pah-Utes, intend a 

war upon us during the coming winter."4 

General Wright was not persuaded by the petitioners, 

and offered his opinion to McDowell that "I do not believe 

it either necessary or expedient to send troops (to the 

Owens Valley] at this time. I believe t hat light, moveable 

columns, traversing through remote, sparse settlements 

exposed to Indian depredations ••• are preferable to 

permanentfstations and much less expensive to the Govern

ment. " 5 

Austin Wiley, Superintendent of Indian Affairs for 

California, was requested in October of 1864 to investigate 

Indian matters in the Owens Valley as several petitions and 

applications for military aid to that region had been made. 

Wiley, obviously unfamiliar with the Owens Valley region, 

responded that he had not had the opportunity to visit the 
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valley, but that "in an isolated district like the Owens 

River Valley, where there are any number of Indians, imagi

nary dangers are often magnified into real, and thus the 

Indians themselves become excited and likely to become 

troublesome. 116 Even though Wiley thought that the Indian 

troubles were imaginary, he did suggest that he considered 

it reasonable to e stablish a military post there with a 

c ompany of cavalry. 

In November of 1864, another petition was sent to 

General McDowell signed by 40 residents of the Owens Val

ley. The petition was accompan ied by a letter f rom George 

s. Evans, now the Adjutant Gener al of the State of Califor

nia. Evans attested to the high character of those signing 

the petition, and commented on his own experience command

ing troops in the region two years previously. Once again, 

the request for troops was made along with a reference to 

the "helpless women a nd children among us."7 

Following even another petition--this one signed by J. 

B. Crockett and other prominent residents of San Francisco 

who had mining interests in the Owens Valley--General 

Wright finally recommended that a company of infantry be 

sent down to the Owens Valley from Fort Churchill in Nevada 

for the winter. 8 Lieutenant R. Daley travelled to the 

Owens Valley as escort to Special Indian Agent Hoffman in 

November of 1864, and reported that Indian food supplies 
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were low, the whites were mistreating the Indians, and 

unless troops were pos ted to that vicinity, an Indian out

break was unavoidable. On December 7, 1864, R. c. Drum 

ordered a troop of Nevada infantry to the Owens Valley to 

re-occupy Camp I ndependence. 9 

Even though orders t o re- occ upy the camp had been 

issued, another petit ion from 86 citizens of Tulare County 

( i ncluding at tha t time the Owens Valley) reque sting mili

t ary assistance was recei ved. This petition requested 

troops be sent to the Owens Va lley to he l p protect the 

60,000 cattle that h a d been drive n to that vicinity to 

e scape t h e drought on the western side of the Sierra Nevada 

mountains. 10 

As the population of non- I ndians in the eastern Sierra 

increased, abus es of the I ndians by the whites were again 

feared, and the troops sent to the Owens Valley soon re

ceived specific orders to "see that the whites do not take 

it upon themselves to inaugurate hostilities wi t h the Indi

ans, and protect inoffensive Indians." 11 Also in December 

of 1864, several Indians from the Walker River Re servation 

in Nevada were summoned to the Owens Valley to meet with 

the chiefs ther e. R. A. Washington, a young Pa iute who had 

spent three years in Lancaster, Pa., wrote to Major McDerm

itt at Fort Chur chill and reported that the Owens Valley 

Indians wanted peace with the settlers and with all the 
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whites who might pass through their country. Washington 

reported that the Walker River Indians had been summoned to 

the Owens River country because 

The Indians told us "all we are lacking is an inter
preter," because none of them can speak the English 
language well enough to interpret what the chief wish 
to communicate to the settlers about his Indians, and 
to tell them what their wishes are, so the settlers 
could see that they were for general compromise •... 
If there were an (Indian] agent and good interpreter 
there they would have no fus ses and no misunderstand
ing at all •.•. There ought to be a treaty made with 
the Indians , and Indian Agent stationed there to get 
the natives to compromise, and instruct them to civi
lization and qui t their barbarous actions and the way 
of their ancestor s. 12 

Peti tions from the eastern Sierra regarding Indian 

troubles continued to be received by Major General McDowell 

even though troops had already been dispatched to re-occupy 

Camp Independence. In January of 1865, the Mayor of Auro

ra, the Judge of Esmeralda County, and the Wells Fargo 

Agent of Aurora requested help in dealing with the Indians 

in the Montgomery and Esmeralda mining districts to the 

north of the Owens Valley. Once again, orders had to be 

issued to the troops "to be circumspect in their dealings 

with Indians at all disposed to be friendly, and not to 

permit their indiscriminate slaughter." 13 

As the spring of 1865 arrived, battles again erupted 

throughout the Owens Valley, eastern California, and west

ern Nevada. In March, troops out of Fort Churchill fought 

Indians at Pyramid Lake and Walker Lake, Nevada, and troops 
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from Camp Independence engaged Indians in battle along the 

shores of Owens Lake. Troops also fought Indians in Para

dise Valley and Dun Glen in the Humbo.ldt district of north

ern Nevada . 14 

The conflicts in Nevada escalated to the point that 

the Commander of Fort Churchill r e que sted t wo additional 

companies of cavalry; by c omparison, the c onflicts in the 

Owens Valley were minor and lar gely ceased following the 

spring of 1865. In t he following years, it remained gener

ally quiet in the Owens Val l ey, and in 1870 it was reported 

that "of l a te years [the Indians] have committed no depre

dations and travel to Los Angeles is entirely uninterrupt
ed. 111s 

The Return of the Indians 

Although some of the Indians had returned to the Owens 

Valley, Captain Schmidt reported that when he assumed com

mand of Fort Tejon in January, 1864, he found 380 Indians-

the remnants of those removed from the Owens Valley--camped 

300 yards from the f ort. Schmidt described the Indians as 

"almost in a s t ate of starvation; as they a re under no 

one's charge, and no one to care for them, they must look 

out for themselves." These Indians, as well as 200 more 

from the Tejon Reservation itself, requested that they be 

moved to the Tule River Reservation where they would be 
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allowed to once again put in crops. The agent at the Tejon 

Reservation, Mr. Godey, would not provide plows and mules 

to allow a crop to be put in as he claimed he had not re

ceived any s upplies from Indian Agent Wentworth. 16 

That April, the Indians were still in t he Tejon re

gion. A letter in the Visalia Delta claimed that although 

the Indians had been fed while und er the care of the mili

tary, since they had been turned ove r to the Indian Depart

ment they had had little to eat except the seeds, acorns, 

nuts, and game that the Indians could provide for them

selves. The children were no l onger allowed to enter the 

fort to gather food scraps left by the soldiers after 

meals; a sentry was posted to impose the order to keep the 

childre n away. The Indians had also suffered through the 

winter without adequate clothing. The author of this let

ter, Jose Chico (the letter was addressed to General 

Wright, Commander of the Department of the Pacific), of

fered his opinion that 

You and our Great Fa ther at Washington do not 
know how bad we fare, or you would give us food or let 
us go back to our own lands where we can get plenty of 
fish and game. I do not th i nk we get the provisions 
and clothing intended for us by our Great Father; the 
agents keep it from us a nd sell it to make themselves 
rich, while we and our children are very poor and 
hungry and naked. 

Chico reported that only 257 Indians were left near Fort 

Tejon and that he expected they would soon leave. 17 
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Public attention was called to the conditions of the 

Indians (and the troops) at Fort Tejon, and in May the 

Visalia Delta called for a Board of Inquiry to determine 

whose fault it was that the troops were on half rations and 

that the Indi ans, completely s tarved out, were leaving and 

returning to the Owens Valley. Following this editorial 

sta tement, Lieutena nt Hill from Fort Tejon paid a visit to 

the Delt a's office demanding to know who was writing let

ter s to the paper a bout the conditions at Tejon. The paper 

refused to divulge its sources . 18 

The next week, t he Delta printed a letter signed 

"Practical" containing some very serious allegations re

garding the Indian Department. "Practical" claimed that 

the I ndians had not been provided food since their arrival 

the previous July; and t h at a g ood acorn crop kept them fed 

until January when Captain Schmidt caused a stir and de

manded that the agent feed the Indians. Damaged rice, 

b e ans, and rotten hams were distributed to the Indians, but 

good stores had been sent from the east. These supplies-

including rice, beans, calico, blankets and knives- - were 

being kept by the agent and sold. "Pr actical" claimed to 

have documentation of these charges, a nd offered the opin

ion that "these are harsh charges to make against Govern

ment officials, but a man who would steal the blankets from 

a naked Indian's back deserves not only to be turned out of 
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office but out of the country." As a final comment on the 

seriousness of the situation, "Practical" reported that 

"you can see at any time during the day dozens of Indian 

women in almost a state of nudity, eating clover in the 

pasture with Government mules . • . 1119 

An additional letter to the Delta in June claimed 

s ubstantiation of all the claims made by "Practical." This 

letter, signed "Veritas," commented that such dealings were 

nothing new; that all agent s dating back to Beale in 1852 

have practiced such swindles. The letter also questioned 

how Beale, a poor soldier, had come t o own over 250,000 

acres of land along with many thousand head of livestock-

some still (according to "Veritas") carrying the government 

brand. 20 

On May 26, 1864, Austin Wiley was appointed Superin

tendent of Indian Affairs for the State of California fol

lowing an act of Congress which once again reorganized the 

Indian Department in California. By this act, all previous 

offices were discontinued, one superintendent was appoint

ed, and four reservations were allowed. Soon after taking 

office, Wiley removed all India ns from the abandoned Tejon 

Reservation {200 in number) along with all government prop

erty to the Tule River Reservation. Wiley wrote that "the 

Indians of Tejon were reported to me as being in a very bad 

condition and suffering for food." Wiley also reported 
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that "pretty much all the Owen's River Indians, which were 

removed to the Tejon reservation two years since have left 

and returned to their old haunts." As of September 1, 

1864, 350 Owens River Indians were reported to be at Tule 

River Reservation.n 

The Indian Agents, and the Search For a Reservation 

The United States government inte racted with the Owens 

Valley Indians primarily through two agencies during the 

time period 1862-1877: the Indian Department, and the War 

Department. As in much of the west, the Indian Department 

failed to respond adequately to the needs of the Owens 

Valley Indians caused by the encroachment of the white 

settlers on Indian lands. No Indian Agents were assigned 

directly to the area, and visits by the Indian Agents who 

had some jurisdiction over {or responsibility for) the 

Owens Valley Indians were infrequent--at times years went 

by without a visit. During this time period, the Owens 

Valley Indians became accust omed to broken promises and 

unfulfilled obligations on t he part of the Indian Depart

ment. Treaties were made by Indian Agents (and by local 

citizens), but never officially ratified by the United 

States government or adhered to by its agents. Reserva

tions were laid out and given t o the Indians, but they were 

never officially approved by the government and the bound-
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aries were soon ignored, forgotten by the whites, and aban

doned. 

While the military--particularly local commanders at 

Camp Independence--expressed some concer n for the welfare 

of the Owens Va lley Indians a nd on occas ion issued food and 

clothing to the I ndians, the Indian Agents largely ignored 

the Owens Valley Indians aft er t he 1863 Removal to Fort 

Tejon. Although the mi l itary r e cords indica te that Indian 

Agent Hoffman visit ed the valley in 1864, the only mention 

of Owens Va l ley Ind ians in that year's Annual Report to the 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs is of t h e Owens River Indi

ans that were located at t h e Tule River Reserve.n 

With the recognition that the Owens Valley would not 

be suitable for the formation of a new reservation, both 

the military and the Indian Department b e gan to look else

where. In December of 1863, Brigadier General G. Wright 

commanding the Department of the Pacif i c ordered troops to 

Catalina Island off the south ern coast of California to 

establish a post and began t he process o f turning the Is

land into an Indian res ervation.n 

Those people inhabiting the island were ordered to 

vacate by February 1, 1864. Ge neral Wr ight claimed mili

tary possession of t he whole island, and following some 

conflict with miners attempting to remain, a request was 

made to the Interior Department to make the Island into an 

102 



Indian reservation. While a waiting a response from the 

Interior Department, the military began to make improve

ments including the development of springs and wells, and 

the construction of pipelines.~ 

The Interior Department took no acti on on the reques t 

to est ablish the reservation, and the military's interest 

in the propos ed Catalina Isla nd Reservation for the India ns 

of sou the rn Ca li f ornia s oon wa ned. 

The Indian Department continued to ignore the Owens 

Va lley region. In his 1865 r eport , the Superintendent of 

Indian Affairs only i ncludes mention of the Owen s Valley 

Indians i n regard to t hose Ind ians still in place at the 

Tule River Reserve along with an indirect inclusion in an 

estimate made of the number of California Indi ans living 

off reservations (30,000). 

In the 1866 Annual Report, no mention is made by the 

Agent of services render ed to the Owens Va lley Indians, or 

of a visit to the region. The Agent does estimate the 

Indian population of "Owen's River and Caso (Caso] Indians 

(at] 1,500 •.. their removal to a reservation at an early 

day i s desirable."n 

Interestingly, even though little mention is made (in 

the 1866 Annual Report) of the Owens Valley Indians, it is 

repor ted t hat "on the 3d of December, 1862, Agent Wentworth 

reported that he had laid off a reservation at Owen's riv-
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er." It is later claimed in the report that "Owen's River 

and Fresno reservations have long since been abandoned, and 

the claim of the government to the same as Indian reserva

tions is relinquished."u 

Another event of 1866--which appeared to have been 

initiated without any input from the Indian Department--was 

an effort by the military to again gather up the Owens 

Valley Indians and forcibly remove them from the valley to 

the Tule River Reser vation. Captain Noble, who undertook 

this mission under orders issued from the Military Depart

ment of California in January, 1866, failed to accomplish 

the removal because a local citizen named Goodale 

... told the Indians that the soldiers were after 
them(,] that Tule River was no good place[,] that they 
had better go to the hills a nd he Goodale would give 
them plenty of ammunition to fight .• • v 

Superintendent Whiting, i n 1868, makes no specific 

reference to the Indians of Owens Valley in his annual 

report. Some Owens River Indians are aga in listed as re

siding at Tule River Reservation. Whiting does make the 

observation that "the Indians of California are becoming 

more and more anxious for a permanent h ome. 1128 

I n 1869, B. c. Whiting is replaced as Superintendent 

of Indian Affairs for California by Bvt . Major General J. 

B. McIntosh. Charles Maltby, Agent at Tule River Reserva

tion, was replaced by Lieut. John H. Purcell. Maltby, in 
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his final report, noted that a measles epidemic during the 

previous t welve months had kil l ed fifty-seven--more than 

one fourth of the population- -of the . "Manache" or Owens 

River Indians resident at the Tule River Reservation. 

Small-pox then appeared in the vicinity, but the Indian s on 

the reservation were all vaccinat ed and no deaths occurred. 

Eighty of the "Manache" left the r eservation to return to 

the Owens River. Later that same year, Lieut. Purcell 

reported that all the remaining " Manach e" had left the 

reservation to return to Owens River. 29 

Following the return from the Tule River Reservation 

of the Owe ns Valley Indians, a request was made by Lieut. 

Purcel l for assistance in capturing these Indians and re

turning them over the mountains to the Tule River Reserva

tion. In August of 18 69 Colonel J.P. Sherbourne, Asst. 

Adjutant General of t h e Military Depart ment of California, 

requested that Captain Egbert (commanding Camp Indepen

dence) investigate the matter. Egbert investigated, and 

reported back 

. that these Indians are probably in this valley, but t hat owing -to the unwillingness of the tribe to answer any questions on the subject, it will be very difficult to distinguish them f rom those who have been here a long time .... all the Indians in this Valley are now quiet and useful doing most of the Farm work & receiving wages therefor. . the citizens in the Valley are anxious that all the Indians now here, 
shall remain. 30 
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Upon receiving the report of Egbert's investigation, 

General McIntosh, Superintendent of Indian Af f airs for 

California, "deemed it advisable to let the case rest." 

McIntosh also reported on a census of Indians east of the 

Sierra conduct ed by Captain Egbert {at McIntosh's request). 

The census concl uded that " from Mono Lake south to Walker's 

Pass, and including that east of Ca mp Independence, ther e 

is supp osed to be a t otal of about 4, 100 Indians. " 31 

Following a year long t enure, Lt. Purcell was replaced 

at Tule River Reservation by J no. w. Miller. Wi th the 

return of the agency to civilian hands, c oncern over the 

Owens Valley Indians d isappears and no me ntion of them is 

made in the Agent's r eport for the year 1 871. Maltby re

turns to the reservation in 1871 to replace John Miller as 

Ag ent; he also makes no r eferences t o the Owens Valley 

Indi ans in his annual report. 32 

In 1871, another attempt was made by Owens Valley 

Indian J oe Bowers to initiate a treaty with the whites. 

Bowers travelled to San Franc isco with some of the Owens 

Valley settlers. Although t h e but t of several practical 

jokes o n the part of his white friends, Bowers undertook 

the jour ney wi th the serious purpose "to sign a treaty of 

alliance with the Governor, to whom he was bringing a pres

ent of some chunks of gold he had f ound. " 33 The results of 

Bowers' visit with the Governor are not known. 
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In 1872, the Inyo Independent reported on yet one more 

reservation attempt. B. c. Whiting, Superintendent of 

Indian Affairs for California, visited the Owens Valley and 

proposed establishing a reservation over the Inyo Mountains 

to the east of the valley. This reservation was "to be 

used as a home and place of instruction in agriculture and 

other civilized callings" for the Indians. The Indians 

would be requ ired to report "semi - occasionally," but would 

not restrict their movements in the area off the reserva

tion as long as they behaved. Whiting's reser vation pro

posal seemed to get nowhere, possibly because another res

ervation proposal for the Owens Valley Indians was also 

being considered that year.~ 

In 1872, the Indian Department suggested establishing 

a new reservation to house the Owens Valley Indians in the 

Tule River region. It would rep lace the reservation in 

that vicinity that was already in use, but was located on 

private land: 

There are also about 4,000 Owen's River and Man
ache Indians east of the Sierras, whom the settlers 
would gladly see removed to a reservation, and brought 
under the care of an agent. The Department has under 
consideration the propriety of establishing a new 
reservation, upon which shall be concentrated these 
and numerous other Indians, in which even t the Tule 
River agency could be advantageously be discontin
ued." 

Among the reasons for considering this was the desire by 

the Indian Department to discontinue paying rent to a pri-
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vate citizen for the land where the Tule River Reservation 

was located. 

B. C. Whiting, once again appointed as Superintendent 

of Indian Affairs for California, offered his opinion that 

if a new reservation was established on South Tule River, 

it would be able to accommodate up to five thousand Indi

ans, who could "be readily collected • . . without using 

any compulsory measures." Whiting thought that "Indians 

will go che erfully to a reservation permanently established 

for their use and benefit ..• "¼ 

In 1873, a Special Commission cons isting of J. W. 

Powell and C. W. Ingalls r eported to the Commissioner of 

Indian Affairs on the results of their investigation of the 

Indians of the Great Basin in Idaho, Nevada, Northern Ari

zona, Utah, and Southeastern California. The Commission 

was to consult with the Indians "concerning the propriety 

of their removal to reservations." The Commis sion had 

little to say about the Indi ans of the Owens Valley region, 

reporting that "your Commissioners have but little more 

knowledge than is already before the (Indian] Depart-

ment. " 37 

As to collecting the Indians on reservations, the 

Commissioners proposed to 

collect all the Pai-Utes of Southern Nevada, South
eastern California, Northwestern Arizona and Southern 
Utah, together with the Chem-a-hue-vis of Southeastern 
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California, on the Mo-a-pa reservation, in Southern 
Nevada. 38 

Another opinion offered by the Commissioners regarded 

the continuing presence of soldiers a mong the various Indi

an groups. The Commissioners felt that the troops were 

generally not requi r ed to keep the Indians under control, 

or to protect the Indians from t he whites, and that the 

troops should in most cases be r e moved. In the ir inter

v i e ws wit h the Indians t hey l ear ne d that 

•.. they (the I ndians) r e ga rd t he presence of a 
soldier as a s tanding menace, a nd to them the very 
name of soldier is synonymous with all that is offen
sive and evil. To the soldie r they attribu te their 
socia l demorali zation and the unmentionable diseases 
with which they are infe sted. 39 

The attempt to establ i sh a new rese rvation at Tule 

River that was large enough to i nclude the Owens Valley 

Indians (and would therefore require the ir r emoval to that 

lqcation) was not taken kindly by either Owens Valley Indi

ans or the Owens Valley farmers. In March of 1873 the Inyo 

Independent reported that President Grant had set aside the 

new reservation for Indians including the Owens River 

tribes, and p lanned on gat hering up "a few hundred of our 

Owens River Indians" to be "driven over the mountains to 

this narrow-contracted reservation." 

offered the opinion that 

The I ndependent 

To keep these Indians on that reservation it will have 
to be well stocka ded all around and then guarded by a 
full regi ment of well armed soldiers. To attempt to 
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force them there is simply to attempt an unmitigated 
swindle upon the Government, an outrage upon the Indi
ans and scarcely less upon the whites among whom they live.~ 

The Independent also poi nted to San Francisco speculators 

and "thieving" Indian Agents who would profit from govern

ment contracts related to t he e s tabli s hment and operation 

of the new reservation as the a r chi t ects behind the propos

al. 

Meanwh i le, a contingent of the Owe ns Valley I ndians, 

havi ng heard rumors of the proposed r e ser vation and their 

c onsequent removal f rom the v alley, offered a protest to 

Captain Egbe rt at Ca mp I ndependence. Egbert reported to 

his s uperiors in San Francisco that t he Indians "are ready 

and willing to fight if such a r e moval is contemplated." 

Egbert assured the I ndians that "they shall r e ceiv e the 

protection of the U. s. i n their rights and p r operty in the 

valley."~ 

The Inde pendent reported on the Ind i an response to the 

proposed removal, stating that 

Many s ay t hat they will not go; that they will 
fight first; which they will, and small b l ame to them 
either if they should .••. 

We earne stly advise the I ndian Department to just 
let these Indians alone a nd avoid a far wors e and mor e 
expensive war t han that with the Modocs. 42 

Charles Maltby, the Indian Agent at Tule River Reser

vation held a very favorable view of the new reservation. 

He a pproved particularly of the distance of the ne w reser-
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vation from "those disr eputable person who take every occa

sion clandestinely to furnish the Indians wit h whiskey." 

In Maltby's opinion t he new reservation offered "arable 

lands sufficient for agricul tural purposes" and was "well 

wat ered, (an) abundance f or milling and irrigati on; well 

ada pted for grazing, and stock and sheep raising, with t he 

best pin e ry i n the southern p ortion of t he state • 11 43 

None of the Owens Val ley I ndians were removed to the 

new r ese r v a tion, a nd the I ndian De partme nt had trouble 

relocating any I ndians to the n e w 64,000 acre site. In 

1874, nine houses had been built on the new reservation, 

bu t because of a change of I ndian Agents (the reservat i on 

was now under the supervision of the Methodist Episcopal 

Church), the lack of funds, and the fact that only two 

hundred acre s of land on the n e w reservation were suitable 

f o r agricult ure, only seve n I ndian families had made the 

move f r om the old (rented) Tule River Reservation to the 

new (government owned) Tule River Re servation. Several 

hundred Ind ians remained on the old reservation.« 

By 1875 Indian Agent Vosburgh of t he Tule River Reser

vation r e ported that the new land set aside by the 1873 

Executive Order had been rejected by every offic i al who had 

inspec ted the r e servation over the p revious twenty months, 

and no further funds had been expended to either make im-
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provements on the reservation or for the relocation of 

Indians there.tj 

In 1876, it was reported that there was still seven 

Indian families on the new reservation, even though an 

additional Exe cutive Order in October of 1873 had added a 

tract of land (about 48,000 acres) that almost doubled the 

r e s ervation's si ze. c. G. Belknap, now the Indian Agent 

for Tule River, commented t hat of the 1,200 Indians as

signed to this reservation ( i ncluding the Monache from 

Owens River) only 330 were under his care--most of these 

remained on the old rented r eservation. I n Belknap's opin

ion, once the government purchased the improvements owned 

by whites already in existence on the newest portion of the 

n ew reservation (houses, a barn, orchards, water ditches, 

a nd vineyards), the r eservation "will make an excellent 

home for all the Indians in the southern part of the 

State."% 

Finally, in 1877, the move to the new reservation was 

made--but only by s ome of the Indians in the immediate 

vicinity of the reservation; none of the Owens Val ley Indi

a n s made the move. Rather t han buy the white-owned im

provements on the reservation, the government adjusted the 

reservation's boundaries to exclude thes e lands. This 

effectively removed most of the arable land from the re

serve, and the Agent predicted no increase in the number of 
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Indians residing on the site would occur in the coming 

months. He also reported that "three- fourths of a small 

band of 65 Kaweahs living off the reservation had perished 

from disease, and that "nearly the same mortality has pre

vailed among the Monache Indians on Owens River. 1147 

Throughout this time period, the Indian Department had 

largely ignored the Owens Valley Indians and their needs. 

Even the 1873 reservation c r eation at Tule River- -along 

with the proposed r emoval o f the Owens Va lley Indians t o 

that place--was made without taking into consideration the 

needs of the Indians or the desires of the local whites 

living in the Owens Valley. By 187 3 , t he whites and Indi

ans of the Owens Valley had e ntere d into a relationship of 

mutual exploitation and accommodation based on the exten

sive use of Indian labor. This relationship precluded the 

potential for any further large-scale armed conflict in the 

region, and therefore eliminated the need to remove the 

Indians f rom the valley to reservations outside of the 

region. 
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CHAPTER VI 

INDIAN LABOR AND CREATIVE ADAPTATION 

The use of California Indians for labor--both forced 

and voluntary--was a long-standing California tradition 

before the settlement of the Owens Va l ley region. Forced 

Indian labor began with the mission system, and Anglo-Amer

icans continued the Hispanic California system of peonage 

and labor exploitation. The disruptive effect on Indian 

cultures of forced labor practices--at times slavery--was 

wide-spread and intense. The integration of Indians into 

the labor force in California also represented a different 

approach to Indians than the usual practice in the American 

west of removal or extermination. 1 

At the time of early Owens Valley settlement by non

Indians, there existed state legislation t hat supported the 

institutionalized system of forced Indian labor. A law 

entitled "An Act for the Government and Protection of Indi

ans" was passed in California in April, 1850. This law 

allowed an Indian to be declared a vagrant, arrested, and 

sold within 24 hours to the highest bidder for a term of 4 
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months. The 1850 law also established an Indian appren

ticeship system where Indian children, with the approval of 

their families or responsible parties, could be issued by 

judges to white people until the children reached the age 

of majority-- eighteen years f o r males and fifteen years for 

females. 2 

In 1860, t h e state legislature amended the 1850 law to 

allow that children could be obtained from third parties 

other than their families. The law was also expanded to 

per mit the indenture of adults and to increase the term of 

indenture until the age of twenty-five or thirty years. 

This new amendme nt led to the regular abduction and sale of 

California Indian children "as apprentices"-- particularly 

in northern California. Captain Thomas E. Ketcham, com

manding Fort Baker in northern California, reported to his 

superior officers in April, 1862, that 

I have also been informed that t here are quite a num
ber of citizens who intend, as soon as the snow goes 
off, to make a business of killing the bucks wherever 
they can find them and selling the women and children 
into slavery .... [They will take] their captives 
into Long Valley, there selling t hem to certain par
ties at $37 . 50 per head, who will put them in a cov
ered wagon, take them down to the settlements. and 
there dispose of them at a very handsome profit. One 
person is said to have made $15,000 last season in the 
business. 3 

The repeal of this law in 1863 coincided with the early 

development of an Indian wage labor system in the Owens 

Valley. 4 
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In this chapter, I will present a chronological ac

counting o f the development of the Owens Valley Indian wage 

labor system. By viewing the system as a dynamic process 

developing over time, we will see that as the system devel

oped, each of the t hree main participants- -the Indians, the 

military, and the white s e ttlers-- made accommodations and 

changes that aided in the sys tem's creation. 

The use of Indian Labor in I nyo County during the 

per iod 1860 to 1880 was wi de- spread and diverse. Indians 

worked in e very sit uation where extensive manual labor was 

required. As in traditional nativ e cult ure and the white 

culture around them, the type of labor activity was often 

dependent on gender. However, the Owens Valley Indians 

entered the labor system even prior to white settlement of 

the valley. Thomas Maltby, on the Kern River, reported 

that during the summer of 1857 

... about 500 of them (Owens Valley Indians) came 
into Kern River to procure clover & flag r oot arriving 
here in a starving condition. They informed me that 
40 of their number had died for want of food on the 
way here and nine died from the same cause after they 
arrived. It was out of my power to procure food for 
them but I furnished them with hooks and lines and 
gave employment to 40 of them by which they were en
abled to procure t he means of subsistence. I found 
them willing to work & anxious to be taught. 5 

One of the earliest uses of Indians for wage labor in 

the Owens Valley itself followed a pattern seen over much 

of the American west. Wherever the military and Indians 
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met in battle or in negotiations for peace, Indian laborers 

were required as interpreters, scouts, and guides. As the 

military entered the Owens Valley, one Indian who figured 

prominently in this role was Jose Chico. 6 

Jose Chico was not living in the Owens Valley at the 

time he was persuaded into service for the military; he was 

living 100 miles to the southwest in the Kern River Valley. 

Chico first was hir ed by Captain Davidson in 1859, and 

later by Colonel Evans in 1863. During both periods of 

e mployment, Jose was promised $50 per month for his servic

es. Co lonel Evans also granted Chico provisions for his 

family and himself. In an April 1864 letter sent to Gener

al Wright (commanding the Military Department of the Pacif

ic) and signed Jose Pacheco, Jose claimed to have not want

ed to go with Evans and Captain McLaughlin to Owens River 

because he had just planted and watered his garden and he 

did not want his farm left "without anyone to take care of 

it. n7 

Chico was initially given $135 cash by Evans to help 

provide for his family while he was gone. He then spent 

the next thirteen months working for the military in the 

Owens Valley and at Tejon (following the forced relocation 

of the Owens River Indians to that location). Jose com

plained in the letter that although Capt. Davidson had paid 

him promptly in 1859, his present employers were not quite 
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as dependable and he had not received food or cash for his 

work in the past three months. His family was hungry, and 

$220 worth of his crops of wheat , potatoes, corn, squashes 

and melons had been destroyed because he had no one to care 

for them while he was gone. 8 

Although Jose wa s displeased with his employment ar

rangement, Captain Mc Laughlin considered his services sig

n ificant: "Jose Chico, the interpreter, has rendered most 

important services, as through him alone I have been able 

to communicate with the (Owens Valley] Indians. 119 Colonel 

Evans also considered Chico's services valuable. He de

scribed Jose as an Owen's River Indian cultivating a farm 

on the Kern River, who spoke little English but could c om

municate well in Spanish. On e of the first duties assigned 

Chico by Co lonel Evans took place along the Kern River 

while they were in route to the Owens Valley. In the early 

morning hours of April 19, 1863, Chico was given the unfor

tunate order to designate which Indians among the group 

surrounded by Evans troops were friendly, and which might 

have been hostile participant s in the Owens Valley wars. 

Those Indians not identified by Chico and the local citi

zens as friend ly, "were either shot or sabered. Their only 

chance for life being fleetness, but none escaped, though 

many of them fought well with knives, stones, and clubs." 10 
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Jose travelled to Fort Tejon with the Owens Valley 

Indians during the July 1863 forced removal, and there he 

continued to work for the military. Among Jose's responsi

bilities at the Tejon Reservation was the charge to per

suade the Indian s to stay there, even though the Indian 

Department was issuing no food. Chico wrote that 

Since they have been turned over to the agents here 
they have had very little t o eat except acorns and 
such roots and game as they could procure themselves • 
. • I have tried hard to keep t he I ndians her e, and 
told them they would be shot away, but they are dis
contented and nearly every one o f them leave without 
my knowi ng it. 1111 

Jose Chico also worked for whites outside of his role 

as military interpreter. Shortly before his hiring by 

Colonel Evans in April, 1863, the Visalia Delta reported 

that "even Jose Chico, heretofore the fast friend of the 

whites, is said to be on the war path." The next week, the 

newspaper retracted that statement, stating that "Jose left 

Keyesville last Saturday, as guide to a party of citizens, 

who were going to try to i ntercept the Indians who drove 

off a lot of cattle from Roberts' ranch. " 12 

In May of 1863, Captain McLaughlin expre ssed his con

cern for Chico's future welfare beca use of the type of 

service he had provided to the military. Chico had ex

plained to McLaughlin that because he had pointed out the 

Indians in Kern River who had participa ted in the Owens 

River Wars, he was no longer safe. If he tried to return 
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to his farm, he thought that he would be killed. McLaugh

lin expressed his concerns for Chico's future to Colonel 

John Middleton: 

• •. you will perceive that Jose Chico and family are 
worthy objects of chari ty, for t he following reasons: 
First--His life would not be s afe did he return to 
Kern Riv er. Second--Did he return, his fami ly would 
starve during the winter, as it is now too late to sow 
o r plant. Third- -The Government cannot now indemnif y 
h im for his losses, or protect him upon his isolated 
farm. I wou ld, therefore, most e arnestly recommend 
that a suff i cient sum be subscribed to purchase an 
i mproved and partially s t ocked farm, sufficiently 
large for him and his family ... 13 

In 1862, Captain George was described as "the big war 

chief of these [Owens Valley] Indians. " 14 George was one 

of three valley leaders who signed the January 1862 Treaty 

at San Francis Ranch on behalf of the Indians, and was 

described as the leader of the 9 tribes in the valley fol

lowing the death of old Shandau in a skirmish with the 

whites. Captain George was one of five Indian leaders held 

hostage--along with their families--by the military forces 

at Camp Independence (until his escape in March 1863) under 

terms of the July 1862 treaty initiated by Major O'Neill.u 

Captain George was also o ne of t he first Owens Valley 

Indians to enter into a wage labor arr angement under his 

own initiative. Prior to the outbreak of hostilities in 

the valley, the Visalia Delta reported t hat Captain George 

"has commenced running as Expressman between this place and 

Coso. For his service he gets very well paid, and would be 
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better paid if he got a touch of 'Yankee' in his system .. 

. He makes the trip now in about four days, and packages of 

light weight of any description may be safely entrusted to 

him. n16 

The types of wage labor engaged in by Jose Chico and 

Captain George were exceptions to the rule. Not many Owens 

Valley Indians were employed as guides or interpreters; 

very few exhibited the individual business initiative of 

Captain George. As white ranches, fa r ms, and mines became 

established--and in reaction to the decimation of Indian 

food stores by the military, the appropriation of Indian 

irrigation systems by the white farmers, and the forced 

removal of some of the Indians to For t Tejon--a new adap

tive strategy was pursued by t he Owens Valley Indians. A 

system of wage labor for the whites was developed and in

corporated into the yearly round of subsistence activities. 

Because it was evident that dep ending on the whites or 

their government was at best a risky venture, traditional 

food gathering activities continued t o be pursued whenever 

possible. 

The creation of the Owens Valley Indian wage labor 

system did not take place without some problems as all 

three major participating groups--the whites, the Indians, 

and the military--made adjust ments and a ccommodations. For 

example, in 1864 Lieutenant Daley accompanied the Indian 
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Agent to Owens Valley and reported to Colonel Drum that 

"the Indians had not been properly treated by the whites in 

the Owen's River Valley," and that the Indians claimed the 

whites "hire Indian, and not pay him according to agree

ment." Daley interviewed local whites, and learned that 

the settlers had been "sending to the Tule River Reserva

tion for Indians to come and work for them, and when they 

would get them there decline paying them, and after acer

tain length of time drive them from their claims and cabins 

without pay or allowance." The Indians stated they would 

retaliate by driving the whites from the valley, and Daley 

expressed his opinion that troops needed to be sent to the 

Owens Valley to avoid another Indian outbreak. 17 

Although wage labor was most prominent following the 

1863 removal and return of the Owens Valley Indians, the 

roots of the system were established prior to the removal 

and were also present in surrounding geographic areas. In 

1862, following the Nevada Pyramid Lake Wars, a San Fran

cisco newspaper reported that in Virginia City, Nevada, 

Paiutes were "doing the drudgery of the whites, such as 

carrying water and hauling wood. " 18 George Robinson, a 

Paiute from Fort Independence, r ecounted how Indians as

sisted in the making of adobe bricks for the construction 

of houses at Bend City in 1863 by gathering grasses for the 

whites. At the outbreak of armed conflicts in the Owens 
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Valley in early 1863, Henry Hanks, a correspondent to the 

Daily Alta California, expr essed his outrage at the conduct 

of the Indians stating that "the whites have treated them 

well, paid them faithfully for all services and labor done 

by them, and have used the r e servation only after gaining 

consent of Captain George, their chief. 1119 

As survivors of the Tej o n a nd Tule River Reservation 

e xperiences slowly returned to the Owens Valley during the 

years following t he 1863 forced removal, the Indians who 

avoided the removal and stayed behind in the valley learned 

of the difficult times and suffering experienced by those 

Indians who had been removed. Alt hough now occupied by 

whites in increasing numbers, the valley was still the 

Indians' homeland. By working for the whites and also 

continuing to gather native food sources when available, 

the Owens Valley Indians were assur ed a better chance of 

adequate food resources t han the reservation experience had 

offered. This increased c hance of survival provide d moti

vation to the Indians to make a ccommodations to the whites. 

By making their labor invaluable to the whites, the Indians 

were able to avoid--to a large extent- -a repeat of the 

disastrous consequences of starvation and disease suffered 

at the hands of the military and the Indian Department 

during the forced removal of 1863-1864. 
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The number of white settlers in the Owens Valley con

tinued to grow tremendously, and by 1865-1866, the wage 

labor system "was firmly established" both in the Owens 

Valley and the surrounding areas. 20 In 1865, the agent at 

the Walker River Reservation reported that many of the 

Paiutes there had traveled to California and "learned all 

kinds of work." The agent was paying the Indians $1.50 to 

$2.00 per day to c ut hay (unfortunately, the financial 

benefits of the hay crop were to be realized by the agent 

rather than the Indians) • 21 

To the northeas t of Owens Valley, Shoshone Indians 

were reported by Captain Devin of Camp Independence to be 

employed by the settlers and mine rs at a mining camp on 

Lone Mountain (near present day Tonopah, Nevada). Soldiers 

from Camp Independence stationed at an outpost in Fish Lake 

Valley in February 1867, were instructed to h i re a trust

worthy Indian to take care of a flock of sheep provided for 

the soldiers' sustenance.n When t he Fish Lake Valley 

outpost was abandoned in November 1867, the officer com

manding the outpost reported to the commander of Camp Inde

pendence that "everything in the vicinity is quiet, and 

many o f the Indians are employed i n the mines." 23 

The important place of Indians in the region's devel

oping wage-labor economy was a significant factor in the 

failure of an 1866 attempt by the military to once again 
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remove the Indians from the Owens Valley. Captain H. Noble 

of the Second Cavalry, California Volunteers, reported that 

pursuant to orders he had attempted to gather the Indians 

of the valley for removal over the mountains to Tule River 

Reservation. The attempt was thwarted by a settler named 

Goodale who had warned the Indians that Tule River was not 

a good place for them, and that they would be better off in 

the hills. If needed, Goodale promised to provide the 

Indians with the necessary ammunition to fight. 24 

By 1869, Indians leaving the Tule River Reservation 

for the prospect of e mployment in the Owens Valley were 

considered to be "escaping," and Captain Egbert, commanding 

Camp Independence, was ordered to investigate. Egbert 

determined that the escaped Indians probably were indeed in 

the Owens Valley, but that they had blended in so well with 

the Indians already residing in the valley that it would be 

impossible to separate the two groups. Any a t tempt to do 

so would cause all Indians to flee the valley, agitate the 

"wild" Indians to the east, and lead to conflict. Egbert 

also reported that "the Indians in this valley are now 

quiet and useful, doing most of the farm work and receiving 

wages therefor. 1125 

Civilian Indian Agents in California--who had paid 

scant attention to the Owens Valley--were replaced by mili

tary Indian Agents in 1869. Newly appointed Superintendent 
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of Indian Affairs Major General J. B. McIntosh requested 

from Captain Egbert (commanding Camp I ndependence) a thor

ough census of the Indians in the area patrolled by the 

soldiers of Camp Independence. In a report dated January 

30, 1870, Egbert reported that 

.•. all of thes e Owens River Indians are employed by 
the farmers in a gricultural pursu its- -not only during 
the harvest, but throughout the entire year. In fact 
with the propr ietors of land t hey constitute almost 
t he entire working population of t he farms. They make 
fences, clear land, s ow, reap, & a few plough. Th e 
wages of the men are usually 50 cts. (c oin) per day, 
o ften 75 c t s. & a few $1 . 50. The women all work on 
the far ms. They get at Independence & below it 50 
cts. per day-- at Big Pine & above 25 cts .... They 
receive food in addit ion to the wa ges I have cited, 
but clothe themselv es •..• 

They are considered good labor ers, & without 
their assis tance the farm work of the valley (which 
comprises barley, wheat, oats, corn & vegetables to 
supply the mines of Silver Peak, Belmont & Cerro Gordo 
& for home consumption) would cease, as white labor is 
too costly to be employed. 26 

Captain Egbert also r eported there were 100 to 150 Indians 

employed in the vicinity o f the Cerro Gordo mines hauling 

wood and water, but that none of t hese were actually em

ployed in the mines. 

To the northeast of the Owens Valley, "a lot of Indi

ans" in Deep Springs Valley i n 1870 were being used to pro

cess ore at a small mine, according to a correspondent to 

the Inyo Independent, a newly founded Owens Valley newspa

per.v Considering the extent to which Indian labor was 

being utilized locally, the Independent offere d the ironic 
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opinion in an editorial on federal Indian policy and the 

reservation system that "though not given to labor, even an 

Indian can not exist in the apathetic idleness and aimless 

life such as is entailed upon him on these reservations.nu 

The very next issue of the paper reported that the con

struction of a tramroad at the Eclipse mine and mill (to be 

powered by a small locomotive) was being accomplished by a 

large force of laborers, most of whom were Indians.~ 

In February of 1872, the Independent reported that 

"Indians are extensively employed on farms at certain sea

sons, receiving each about 50 cents per day. 1130 By June of 

1872, local farmer Guy Earl was relying almost entirely on 

female Indian labor because of the scarcity of farmhands in 

the area. The Independe nt reported that "mechanics, work

men and laborers of all descriptions are very scarce 

farmers are falling back on the slow and uncertain Piutes 

and Piutesses for help. 1131 

Although local residents considered the Indians "slow 

and uncertain" laborers, Captain A. B. MacGowan, newly 

appointed commander of Camp Independence, offered his ob

servations on the value of the Indians in a report to head

quarters where he stated "the people in the valley could 

not get along without them as they do most all the labor 

required for which services they get paid 50 (cents] to 
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$1.00 per day. They are industrious, but will drink whisky 

when they can get it ... "n 

In March, 1873, the editors of the Independent eventu

ally offered what was in essence a rebuttal to their June, 

1872, low opinion of the Indian potential for productive 

labor. The newspaper reported that Indian "labor is of 

essential i mportance in public economy, and supplies a want 

in that direction t hat no o t her can do as well."" 

No t only were Indians employed in daily wage labor, 

but during the harvest season when the threshing crews were 

all busy, Indian women were being kept busy working in a 

contractual arrangement to thres h grain at a set rate per 

sack.~ 

By 1874, at least one group of Owens Valley Indians 

(at Taboose Ranch) had made an additional a daptation to 

living in a wage labor system, and were augmenting their 

labor earnings by cultivating one-acre plots of corn and 

vegetables for their own use. 

In June of 1874, John Shepherd was employing over 30 

Indian women in his fields, paying them 75 cents a day. 

Shepherd also employed Indian labor to construct a toll 

road to the Darwin and Panamint Mines in 1874 and 1875. 

Captain George--having returned to the Owens Valley after 

staying at first Tejon and then Tule River Reservations for 

almost ten years--led the Indian laborers, and the Inyo 
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Independent reported that "the way the Captain and his men 

slashed sage brush, and made rocks and dirt move, could not 

be surpassed by any equal numbers of white men that ever 

made road for wages. 1135 

In 1875 Indians continued to be employed by whites in 

the mining towns of Cerro Gordo and Belmont, and as many as 

75 Indians were employed at the Pine Mountain mines. 36 

That autumn, available labor for harvest got even more 

scarce as the Indians headed for the mountains to harvest 

pine nuts. The Indians who remained in the valley to work 

raised their wage requirements to $1.50 per day, and were 

paid accordingly. Even the Indians in remote Saline Valley 

(over the Inyo Mountains to the east) were working for 

whites at 50 to 75 cents a day, and it was reported that 

the Amargosa Indians (3 days east) were also working for 

wages. 37 

By October of 1877, Camp Independence had been aban

doned by the military troops. Without the presence of the 

military to mediate Indian-white relations in the valley, 

resentment about the Indians' success grew. A correspon

dent to the Inyo Independent voiced his displeasure and 

resentment with the large number of Indians holding employ

ment as laborers. In his opinion, it was unthinkable that 

the hundreds of unemployed whites traveling through the 

Owens Valley in the past months had been denied employment 
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while "our pet Indians" held all of the jobs. Even when a 

white was employed to fill in for an Indian "on a spree," 

he could not expect to be paid as well as the Indian. 

Jinks, t he correspondent, recalled that 

Years ago, when the Piutes worked for two bits a 
day, and low diet, or a whole week for an old shirt, 
or an old pair of breeches, Mr. Lo was then a good 
Injun, and quite s erviceable to the pioneer farmers 
who had n o money and little of anything else but elbow 
grease a n d pluck. But of late years two, four nor six 
bits will not satisfy them--nothing less than a dollar 
a day, and our y oung, smart, "like 'm whiskey" bucks 
demand one dollar and a half ••.• The redskins are 
now well fed, well clad, well armed and well supplied 
with whiskey. This treat ment is too good for an Indi
an--beyond his appreciation. Being that they appear 
to have outlived their sphere of usefulness, and that 
white labor can be obtained as cheap, and farmers 
ought now be able to pay white laborers decent wages, 
would it not be advisable to discontinue employing 
Indians, and engage white labor entirely?~ 

The Indian View 

Mary Cornwell, a Bishop Paiute, recounts how as a 

child she and her family traveled from Long Valley to the 

Bishop vicinity one summer to see whites for the first 

time. They saw corn, and stayed and got jobs in harvesting 

the whites' crops. Later, she got a job washing dishes at 

a resta urant in Bishop for fifty cents a day. After her 

husband, a Sioux Indian raised by whites, was killed by 

some Paiute men (newspaper accounts of the murder place 

this event in 1877), Mary never remarried. She raised her 

daughter as a single mother. As the only wage earner in 
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her family, she did not continue to gather native foods on 

a regular basis, but she recalled the gathering techniques 

and one year she did gather grass seeds and make mush from 

them. 39 

Susie Butcher, on the other hand, recalled that during 

her s econd mar riage to Butcher Jake, she was well supported 

by him , and "they both worked and saved together. Many 

things they did together such as pine nutting, seed gat her

ing, a nd other things. 1140 While pine nutting, t he men 

would hunt and trap, at times going high into the mountains 

to hunt for deer. Although Mary Harry's husband worked for 

a ranch in Big Pine, they acquired a wagon and horses, and 

continued to travel to Fish Lake Valley to gather Indian 

foods. 41 

Jack Stewart lived some of the time at Fort Indepen

dence, working for the soldiers in the garden and kitchen. 

Yet he continued to gather p i ne nuts in the mountains, and 

won great respect from his tribe for his personal power as 

a hunter. He crossed the Sierra to trade salt, and trav

eled with a white friend to the San Francisc o area to see 

how the whites lived. He returned to the Owens Valley, and 

in 1932 Julian Steward described how 

Jack has spent the remainder of his life peace
fully working for the white people and living with his 
children in a small, unpretentious shack in one or 
another of the various Indian communities. For many 
years he was a popular dancer at the annual "fandan-
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go," and even made small sums by performing on Fourth 
of July for white people. He sold his dance outfit, 
however, somewhat reluctantly for a museum specimen. 42 

Indian Labor: Discussion 

A review of some of the recent studies of the use of 

Indian labor in Cal i fornia during the post-Hispanic period 

may help place the Owens Valley information in context. 

Albert L. Hurtado, in his study of California Indian sur

vival during the mid 1850s, looks primarily at the decline 

of Indian populations, and builds on Kroeber's view of 

California Indian survival as a function of native cultural 

traits instead of viewing the Indians as merely passive 

victims. Hurtado points out that many California Indians 

added wage labor as a part of their seasonal round of food 

gathering, ther eby relying both on traditional food gather

ing activities and on earned wages while being completely 

dependent on neither source. But, Hurtado offers the opin

ion that agricultural wage-labor by California Indians was 

a factor in their population decline by leading to the 

breakdown of traditional family and tribal structures as 

Indian families became attached to particular white farms 

and ranches. Also, Indian labor was more important to 

California agriculture in general before the gold rush then 

after as mechanization of farming and an increasingly 

available white labor force pushed the Indians off the 
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farms. Hurtado points out that the 1860 federal census 

demonstrates an abundance of white farm labor, and a de

clining Indian population. Together, these factors made 

wage labor a less reliable economic resource for California 

Indians in general than it was for the Owens Valley Indi

ans--even though the adoption of wage labor employment by 

California Indians into their seasonal rounds of subsis

tence was a fairly recent phenomenon. 

Hurtado's analysis also relies on patterns of Indian 

wage labor that differ from that found in eastern Califor

nia. In examining the federal census figures for 1860, 

Hurtado found that over half of the Indians in Los Angeles 

lived in non-Indian families as domestic servants or farm 

labor. Therefore, wage labor pulled Indians out of tradi

tional family structures and put Indians into circumstances 

under which child rearing was not possible; population 

decline was an inevitable result. 43 The pattern differed 

for Owens Valley Indians who--in a pattern similar to that 

which Hurtado describes for Indians in the Monterey vicini

ty--continued to live in Indian households with their fami

lies and consequently maintained a larger degree of social 

control over their own lives.« 

Walton's important analysis of Indian wage labor in 

the Owens Valley portrays the Indians as a colonized people 

who were coerced into a wage labor system by having no 
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alternative other than flight. Yet by continuing to prac

tice traditional subsistence patterns when they could and 

utilizing both systems, the Indians "nevertheless resisted 

economic and cultural domination. 1145 Walton describes how 

the Indians were 

gathered in camps and small plots at the edge of white 
farms, (their] Paiute s ociety was dispossessed of its 
land, independent subsistence, and the social order 
resting on these foundations. 1146 

Yet Walton also suggests that the role of the Indian in the 

area economy was so important t hat "pioneer society was 

built with the labor of whites and Indians working toget her 

in an exploitative yet closely interdependent social rela

tionship. " 47 

There are several pos sible r easons why the Owens Val

ley Indian labor system develope d in a manner d i fferent 

from the system prevalent in the rest of Cal i fornia. The 

relatively late settlement of t he owens Valley meant that 

the legal structure supporting a forced labor system was in 

the process of being dismantled. Also, the primary tribal 

unit followed the general Great Basin pattern and was an 

extended family group or "kin clique" as described by Wihr 

(after Malouf and Fowler). The "kin clique" consisted of 

"several bilateral relatives in addition to various combi

nations of friends or acquaintances. The 'kin clique' had 

by no means the permanence of a family: its composition 
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changed season to season, year to year."~ Because this 

group was flexible and impermanent, it was adaptable to a 

wage labor system that usually aligned from one to several 

Indian families with a single white farm for extended peri

ods of time. 

In other areas of California, the wage labor s y stem 

broke apart Indian communities and dispersed the Indians 

into individual white household s, often as live-in help. 

This pattern of social di s i ntegratio n did not occur to any 

great extent in the Owens Valley. This, too, may have been 

the r e sult of the "kin clique" based social structure of 

the Owens Valley Indians, where t he division of the band 

into individual family units was not as disruptive as it 

would have been in a more highly organized social struc

ture. Also, wage l a borers in the Owens Valley very rarely 

were live-in help; at the end of each work day the laborers 

returned to their own famili e s and households. 

As such, the development of the Indian wage labor 

system in the Owens Valley and the integration of wage 

labor into the exploitation cyc le of the Owens Valley Pai

ute might be viewed as a process of creative adaptation, or 

cultural creativity: a selective adoption of certain ele

ments of white culture (wage labor), with the retention of 

preferred native elements (family structure and homes). 49 
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CHAPTER VII 

THE MILITARY AND THE CITIZENS 1865-1880 

Soon after the Owens Valley Indians were removed from 

t he Owens Valley in July 1863, orders were issued for the 

a bandonment of Camp Ind ependence. However, Indian-white 

violence reignited as early as September, 1863, and the 

citizens of the valley demanded that the troops be re

turned. Troops first returned to the Owens Valley in 1864 

to escort Special Indian Agent Hoffman, and returned again 

to reoccupy Camp Independence in late March of 1865. 1 

Armed conflicts of any consequ ence between the Owens 

Valley Indians and the non-Indians were over by late 1865. 

In characterizing the Owens Valley conflicts, Richard White 

has stated that the conflicts might be better labeled so

cial violence instead of warfare. Even when military 

troops were involved, the fighting might be labeled murder 

rather than war because of the mass execution of Indian 

prisoners (on Kern River in 1863) by the troops. When the 

troops weren't involved in the fighting, the deaths of both 

Indians and non-Indians took place more often as the result 
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of isolated interracial violence rather than organized 

warfare. Whites hunted and killed Indians who had killed 

cattle, and Indians retaliated by killing whites. 2 

With the cessation of significant conflict by late 

1865, it is worth e xamining some of the reasons why mili

tary forces remained in the Owens Valley at Camp Indepen

d e nce until 1877. 

The Mi litar y 1862-1877 

The presence of the United States Army in the Owens 

Valley from 1862 until 1877 had a strong influence both on 

the Owens Valley Indian s and on the formation of the fron

tier culture of the vicinity. When the military entered 

the Owens Valley in 1862 as a result of the armed conflicts 

between Indians and non-Indi ans, the mi l itary interactions 

with the Indians were characterized by punishment and 

abuse, followed by the forced removal of the Indians from 

their homeland in the Owens Valley to Fort Tejon. With the 

end of the Civil War, and the change of the military forces 

from California Volunteers to the regular United States 

Army, the military began to employ Indians, issue (on occa

sion) rations to the Indians to help prevent starvation, 

and often protect Indians from the abusive white settlers. 

The military also campaigned hard against the selling of 
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liquor to Indians--a practice which local authorities tend

ed to ignore. 

Over its fifteen year tenure in the region, the mili

tary had many types of interaction with the local white 

community. The military often acted as an adjunct to ci

vilian law enforcement in the region. They intervened to 

prevent vigilante violence, chased escaped pris oners , and 

attempted to prevent racial violence bet ween mexican miners 

and Indians, mexicans and whites, and between whites and 

Indians. Although troops were on occasion posted to sur

rounding towns and mining camps to prevent Indian-white 

conflict, after 1865 a c t ual armed conflict was minimal. 

But local settlers continued to express strong opinions 

regarding the potential of danger from the Indians in the 

valley and the need to keep Camp Independence staffed with 

military forces. Of course, local suppliers also reaped 

substantial financial benefits from the amount of business 

done locally by the military forces. 

The military played a strong role in the development 

and implementation of Indian policy in the Owens Valley. 

The failure of California to enact an effective Indian 

policy or of its Indian Agents to demonstrate responsibili

ty for the Owens Valley Indians was illustrated by Indian 

Agent We ntworth's observation in 1861 that he was not re

sponsible for the Indians of California's interior. Be-
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cause the Indians in that region had not yet been subjected 

to a reservation system, Wentworth felt that his authority 

only allowed him to act in an advisory capacity regarding 

Indian affairs in that vicinity. Wentworth placed the 

responsibility for these Indians in the hands of the mili

tary. Agent Wentworth did promise his superiors to "visit 

the Owens River country, where it is reported there are 

fine grazing lands, all of wh ich belong to the government. 

Here, with the permission of the department, I propose to 

locate a reservation, and give up entirely the system of 

renting farms." Wentworth was obviously unaware that Owens 

Valley Indians were already under the impression that the 

government had created an Indian reservation in the Owens 

Valley . 3 

The general neglect of Indian affairs in the Owens 

Valley by the Indian Department--along with the military's 

failure to delineate a clear Indian policy on a state or 

national level--left local military c ommanders great leeway 

in their approach to local Indian difficulties. As the 

commanders at Camp Independence changed over time, the 

different officers interpreted commands and instructions 

differently with a con sequent change in Indian-white rela

tions. 4 

For example, following the replacement of the Califor

nia Volunteers with regular federal troops, Captain H. 
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Noble (commanding Camp Independence) in December of 1865 

made a request to issue food to a band of 80 Indians locat

ed fourt een miles above the post because "the Indians are 

destitute in fact they are starvin g having but little chab

oos e [sic) or grass seeds there being no game in the valley 

••. " The pine nut crop h a d also failed that s e ason, and 

in Noble's vie w " humanity dicta tes that they s hould not 

perish whe n so small amount o f food will sust a in l i fe." 

Noble requested permission to i s sue a beef a month to the 

band of I ndians. 5 

In July of 1866, clothing (listed as condemned) was 

issued to Indian J o e Bowers and a party of six friendly 

I ndians. Bowers was issued a horse in September of 1866 

u nder the orders o f Major General McDowell, Comma nder of 

the Department of the Pacific. McDowell had visited with 

Bowers on his tour of the Owens Valley vicinity. By 1867, 

Bowers was listed in official reports as a scout and was 

receiving monthly wage s for his services. 6 

Again in 1871, the issua nce of stores to Indians is 

discussed. Captain Harry Egbert, c ommanding Camp Indepen

dence, reported that almost all s tores issued over the past 

year to Indians had gone to Joe Bowers, and that there were 

no destitute Indians in the i mme diate vicinity. However 

the Indians east of the Inyo Mountains were in a near star

ving condition, and although they had hot yet requested 
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help, Egbert was r e questing permission to issue food to 

them. 7 

Even with this demonstrated concern f or the welfare of 

the Indians, the most often stated reason (until 1873) for 

the continued presence of troops in the valley was deter

r e nce. By the very presence of military troops, war wit h 

the India ns was prevente d. Captain Harry Egbert, c ommand

ing Camp Independence, reported to Major General McIntosh 

in J a nuary, 1870, that alt hough most of t he Owens Valley 

Indians were employed by farmers, the Indians were well 

armed with smooth-bore muskets and were also well mounted. 

Egbe rt offered his opinion that 

I incline to think that i t is the belief at Dept. 
Hd Qrs that Camp Independence is no longer of much 
utility becau se no Indian dist urbances have occurred 
in its ne ighborhood for a long time. I believe from 
my best infor mation that the existence of the post is 
the very cause why there are no disturbanc es & that it 
is the preserver of peac e along a long Indian border 
e xtending from ..• Camp Cady on the south to Camp 
Bidwell on the north--a frontier of 600 miles ... 8 

Egbert continued his report by writing t hat if the troops 

were withdrawn, it would lead to blood shed, and "the Indi

ans would at once retreat over the Inyo mountain & join the 

wild Indians .... Then the valley wou l d lose its laborers 

& the outcry raised would speedily cause a re- establishment 

of a post . . . 11 

In September of 1870, the newly established Indepen

dence newspaper the Inyo Independent--in an editorial about 
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the rumored removal of troops from Camp Independence--of

fered the opinion that the real danger was not that the 

Indians desired war with the whites, but that unprincipled 

whites might cause a war for their own benefit. The best 

way to prevent such a war was to protect the Indians, be

cause 

The Indians of this Valle y do not desire or inte nd 
war, i t is quite c ert ain , because they are at the 
present time almost universally we l l t r eated, and very 
well know they h ave nothing to gain. But • it is 
in the ir power to d o as muc h damage as at any time 
sinc e t he sett l e ment o f the val l ey •.•. The p resence 
of even a s emblanc e of mil i tary f orce e xerts a whole
some moral inf l u e n ce over the rough clas ses of both 
white and red, far beyond the physical power of the 
soldi e r s as a body who c onstitu te the o r gani zation •. 
. we b e lieve t hat this Post should not b e broken up. 9 

Following the destruction of ma ny of the Camp Indepen-

dence bui l dings by a massive ear thquake in March of 1872, 

the Inyo Independent again ventured an opinion regarding 

the proposed removal of Camp Independence: 

Its removal at this crisis cannot be considered 
in any other light than as a mi sfortune, more disas
trous and demoralizing in its e f fects t h an the great 
earthquake. It is the only military or Government 
station in a vast region extending nearly five hundred 
miles in every direction. In this r egion there are 
several thousand of Indians, wild and tame, but all 
bound together by a common tie, liable at any moment 
to break out i nto active hostility ... t hat will 
inevit ably result in a p rolonged and expensive Indian 
war. The moral effect of t his Post upon both races is 
of great importance. 10 

However, in May of 1873, Captain Egbert was o r dered to 

San Diego, and Captain A. B. MacGowan took command of Camp 
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Independence. The change in command brought new rumors 

regarding the imminent closure of Camp Independence. The 

Inyo Independent escalated its verbal attack on the pro

posed removal of the troops: 

With the troops withdrawn, it means a renewal of Indi
an troubles in all their horrors; it means the calling 
in of the a r ms loaned the settlers by the commandant, 
not one in ten of whom have else than shotguns; it 
means the forced a bandonment of half our farms and 
homes, and it f oresha dows t h at the frontiersmen will 
be forced back to the cities t o struggle for existence 
inst ead of being accorded the prote ction which will in 
time enable them t o become a s elf-pr ote cting and pros
per ous community. 11 

It was soon clear that Captain MacGowan, newly in 

command of Camp Independ e nce, had a sharply different opin

ion than his predecess or as to the n eed for a military post 

in the Owens Valley. In August of 1873, only three months 

after his assignment to Camp Inde pendence, MacGowan report

ed to the Asst. Adjutant General in San Francisco regarding 

observations about the Indians of the area that he had made 

during his march to Camp I ndependence. He indicated that 

.•. of one thing I am well assured and thoroughly 
convinced that from Los Angeles to Independence and 
from 40 miles east of my whole line of march to over 
the Sierra Mountains west, there is not an Hostile 
Indian, nor one that the i nhabitants wish interfered 
with. 12 

Captain MacGowa n not only noted the absence of hostile 

Indians in the Owens Valley, he also made note of the char

acter and activities of the peaceable Indians he encoun

tered. In June of 1874, he reported to headquarters that 
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In reference to the Indians, the result of inqui
ry, closely followed up, is that most of the females 
and many of the men are at work on the various ranches 
that dot the valley. At one p l ace (Shepard's) I 
counted over thirty squaws in one field busy at work . 
• • . It is evident that all the dis turbances that 
arise between whites and Indians are caused by the 
whites. That this branch of the Pah- Utes is de sirous 
o f maintaining friendly relations and to imitate the 
i ndustrious habits of the whi tes d oes not imit ate of a 
d oubt. 13 

After o v e r a year at Camp Independe nce, MacGowan held 

an e ven s tronger opinion a s to "how utt erly worthless this 

post is in a s trateg i c al poi nt of vie w, it is worthless as 

a De pot for supplies, and is not needed to protect citizens 

from the Indians (emphasis MacGowan's)." MacGowan had 

heard reports of Indian depredations in Nevada, a nd recom

mended that a post be establis h e d to the east in the vicin

i ty of the con flicts.M 

June of 1875 saw MacGowan again offer h i s opinion that 

"it is a perfect farce to t alk of hostile Indians or even 

to say that the Indians are numerous this side of the boun

dary line between California a nd Nevada. " 15 September of 

1875 brought a similar report from Assistant Surgeon c. B. 

Whit e --assigned to duty at Camp Independence- -who had just 

completed a tour of the Owens Valley vicinity and reported 

that there was "not a hostile I ndia n in the County. " 16 

In May of 1876 MacGowan repeated this opinion stating 

"for years there has not been a hostile Indian within a 
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radius of over one hundred and fifty miles of this post." 0 

Also in May of 1876, MacGowan wrote t hat 

In fact there are no hostile Indians anywhere in 
this or the four adjoining counties of California a nd 
Nevada. All Indians in these counties are employed by 
the whites. The total number of men women and chil
dren (Indians) in Inyo, Mono, and Kern Counties, Cal., 
and Esmeralda and Nye, Nevada, does not exceed 900, 
and not one of them could be hired to kill a white 
man. Troops from this post c ould not reach any point 
where Indians might create trouble in less than two 
weeks march a nd at great exp e nse. 18 

Thr oughout the r e ma i nder o f Captain MacGowan's tenure 

as comma nder of Camp Independ ence, he c ontinued to report 

to headquarters t hat t h e Indians of t he Owens Valley were 

peaceable and were greatly outnumbered by the whites, and 

that there was no need for military troops in that r egion. 

He summed up his views in one of his final reports: 

There a r e only 220 male I nd ians in the county 
from e ighteen years old, up t o an unknown age, and 
t hey are all employed by t he f armers as laborers. 
There are six registered voter s to each of the 220 
male Indians. There is a male population of about 
twenty whites to eac h indian in the county. The indi
ans have no arms, a nd for many years instead of being 
a source of fear to the whites have proven valuable to 
them as servants. There is actually no necessity for 
troops at this post . " 

Finally in July, 1877, the t r oops from Camp Indepen

dence were ordered to abandon the pos t and proceed to Boise 

City, Idaho, to assist in t he c ampaign against the Nez 

Perce. The editors of the Inyo Independent blamed the 

closure of the Post on Ca ptain MacGowan, who 
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has never for the past three years been sparing in his 
efforts to effect an abandonment of Camp Independence, 
though it is not probable that he would have succeeded 
for some years to come had it not been for the Idaho 
trouble ••.. (Mac Gowan's] efforts and reports in 
favor of removal have savored of pique and spite. 20 

Petitions again came to play in attempts to persuade 

the authorities at both the state and federal levels as to 

the proper course of action t o take regarding Indians and 

the military in the Owens Valley region. First, it was 

rumored in June, 1877, that a petition to abandon Camp 

Independence had been generated locally by farmers who 

wanted to gain title to land within the one-mile boundary 

of Camp Independenc e. 21 

Next, following the actual removal of troops from the 

valley, a petition dated August 6, 1877, was sent to Gover-

nor William Irwin of California from the citizens of Bishop 

Creek in the north end of Owens Valley. The petitioners 

claimed that the behavior of the Indians had chan ged sig

nif icantly since t he removal of the troops from the region 

and that the Indians were becoming "turbulent, saucy, and 

will not work." Because they could not arm even twenty

five men with the arms currently in the valley, the peti

tioners requested permission to form a militia company and 

to have the state supply arms and alllillunition for the cornpany.n 

The Governor notified the petitioners that the State 

Militia was full, and that permission had been denied to 
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form a new company in Bishop Creek that would be supplied 

by the state of California with arms and ammunition. The 

Inyo Independent expressed the concerns of the local citi

zens over the Governor's response, and commented on the 

"lamentable scarcity of arms of a ny description in the 

valley." n 

Governor Irwin then wrote to Major General McDowell 

(commanding the Military Division of the Pacific) informing 

h im that the state considered the protection of the Owens 

Valley residents from Indians to be the responsibility of 

the federal government. McDowell answered the Governor and 

i n formed him that 

Should it prove true that the quiet, peaceable and 
unarmed Piutes on Owen's River have all at once become 
warlike and thr eaten the lives and property of the 
citizens there, the post at Independence must again be 
occupied. But after the very emphatic and long con
tinued reports from the Commanding Officer of Camp 
Independence that a garr ison there was not needed to 
afford protection to the settlers in that part of the 
state, but only as market for them, I s hall with re
luctance s e nd back troops to re-establish the post 
while greater danger from Indians threatens communi
ties less a ble to protect themselves.M 

Following the denial of assistance to the citizens of 

the valley by both the state and the federa l governments, a 

new petition from Bishop Creek dated September 8, 1877, was 

sent to Governor I rwin. In the new petition, the citizens 

expressed their concern over the murder of Jerry Cornwell, 

a Crow Indian (or possibly Sioux) who had been raised by 
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whites and owned his own farm in Round Valley. Cornwell 

was murdered by local Owens Valley Indians who suspected 

him of witchcraft. The citizens claimed that this murder 

would lead to more violence, and that they were poorly 

prepared to respond as "there not being on an average more 

than one gun to every 20 men in the valley."25 

The scarcity of arms in the valley--as indicated in 

the Bishop Creek petition--illustrates one of three impor

tant reasons why Owens Valley residents wanted the military 

troops to remain in the valley. Throughout the time period 

of military occupation of the Owens Valley, the military 

provided weapons to local residents. Although primarily 

indicated for protection against Indians, these weapons 

were also used for other purposes. 

General McDowell's response to Governor Irwin's re

quest for military assistance in the valley contains the 

second reason why the troops remained in the valley until 

1877. McDowell states that the gar rison was not needed for 

protection of the citizens of the Owens Valley from Indi

ans, but only to provide a market for the products of loc al 

farmers and ranchers. 

A third important reason for the citi zens to desire 

that the post remain--one not discusse d by McDowell--was 

the important assistance that the military forces provided 

in the enforcement of civilian law. 
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Arming the Citize ns 

The provision of guns and ammunition to the Owens 

Valley settlers by the government began as early as 1862. 

Nevada Territorial Governor Nye furnished arms to citizens 

of Aurora, Nevada, to take with them as they travelled 

south to the Owens Valley in April of 1862. Captain Moses 

McLaughlin furnishe d weapons to the Owens Valley settlers 

during the violence of the spring of 1863--first r equiring 

them to take an oath of allegiance to the Union. Citizens 

from Deep Springs Valley (northeast of Owens Valley) re

q u ested that Major Egbert send arms to allow them to pro

tect themselves from the Indian outbreak they feared immi

nent (notice they requested arms, not troops).u 

In September of 1871, Major Egbert provided arms to 

civilians as well as furnishing some of his own troops to 

form a posse and assist in the search for escaped prisoners 

from the Nevada State Prison. Egbert also used a contin

gent of thirty local Indians to help track and pur sue some 

of the fleeing convicts. Two of the convicts were lynched 

by vigilantes near Bishop Creek.v 

Just a month after using the thirty Indians to help 

the posse, Egbert reported to headquarters that 

••• careful investigation convinced me that the 
Indians of Owens River are better mounted, better 
armed & more ready every way for war than the whites 
who with very few exceptions either have no arms, or 
only shot guns & revolvers.u 
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Egbert than took it upon himself to remedy the situation 

and provide government arms to some of the local residents. 

With the threatened withdrawal of troops from the Owens 

Valley in May of 1873, concern for the loss of these arms 

was evident. The Inyo Independent reported that if the 

arms loaned by Egbert were called in, the settlers would 

only be armed with shotguns. In a letter to headquarters, 

Egbert wrote that 

It is surprising how few firearms other than 
revolvers the people of this section possess. I have 
really felt compelled in some cases to loan arms for 
which I am responsible becaus e families in lonely 
places were entirely without & exposed to danger. 
These arms I am of course about to call in. 29 

With the replacement of Captain Egbert by Captain 

MacGowan as commander of Camp Independence in 1873, a dif

ferent approach to the perceived need of arms for the set

tlers was taken. MacGowan requested permission in July of 

1875 to sell outdated 50 caliber muskets and ammunition to 

the citizens of the valley. His request was a n swered by 

high level military officials in Washington, D.C., who 

directed that "neither Arms, Ammunition, nor any government 

property will be loaned or sold to citizens. 1130 

The final chapter in the government provision of arms 

and ammunition to civilians in the Owens Valley is the 

refusal by the state to the request in 1877 for the forma

tion of a local militia to be furnished with government 
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arms. The Inyo Independent lamented the decision by the 

state that "no other company can be accepted or supplied 

with State arms," and commented that there was a "scarcity 

of arms of any descr i pt i on in the valley. 1131 

Economic Benefits of the Military Presence 

The presence of militar y forces in t he Owens Valley 

r e gion provi ded s ubs t antial e conomic be nefit s to the local 

citizens. Camp Indep endence prov i ded a mar ket for locally 

p r oduced goods as well as a marke t for t he labor of local 

c raftsmen (s uch as the blacksmith). This interaction was 

not without conflict, however. Pr oblems with the mi l itary 

bidding procedures and with the different viewpoints of the 

various post commande rs over t i me were evident throughout 

the p eriod. 

Ma jor General McDowell had offered his view to Gover

nor Irwin in 1877 that a primary rea son for the Owens Val 

ley citizens' desir e for a military post in the vicinity 

was that it provide d t hem with a mar ket for the goods they 

p r oduced. 32 McDowell recognized that this was the cas e in 

much of the military f r ontie r of the wes t, as did Gene ral 

Ord {also a commander of t h e Department of the Pacific). 

Ord offered the opinion in 1869 that 

Almost the only payin g business the white inhabitant s 
have in that Territory [Arizona} is supplying the 
troops •••• If the paymasters and quartermasters o f 
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the army were to stop payment in Arizona, a great 
majority of the white settlers would be compelled to 
quit. Hostilities are therefore kept up with a view 
to pro tecting inhabitants most of whom are supported 
by the hostilities." 

Local citizens were encouraged to bid for the opportu

nity to s upply Camp Independence with as much as 150,000 

pounds barley, 200,000 pounds hay, 600 c or ds wood, and 

30,000 pounds straw a nnually. Bids wer e also solicited for 

the s t aples of b e ef, flour, salt pork, ba c on, h a ms, beans, 

and lard. Amounts paid to locals included $24 per ton for 

h a y, $16 per cord for wood, and 4 to 5 cents per pound for 

grain. 34 

When Captain MacGowan assumed command of t he post in 

1873, it was apparent to him that t he post s upply contracts 

were of significant concern to t he local citizens, and 

constituted the basis for their objections to any discus

sion of removal of troops from the valley. MacGowan re

ported in 1873 tha t "since arriving here I have heard only 

one gentlemen express a d i fferent opinion [that the Indians 

were indeed hostile] ..• and he is too much interested in 

making money out of the Post t o be a reliable informant. 1135 

Just because a contractor was successful in winning a 

supply bid did not guarantee financial success. The Inyo 

Ind ependent reported in 1874 that one of the post contrac

tors was owed $6,000 by the government, and had not re

ceived any payments in over four months. The contractor 

160 



was broke and had recently had a mortgage foreclosure de

cided against him. Yet the government continued to make 

demands for supplies from the contractor. If he did not 

meet these demands, he would forfeit all claims for present 

payments and also money already owed him. The news paper 

offered t he opinion that "it i sn't decent, the way these 

t hings are done by the Government. 1136 

At times the s oldie rs bene f i tte d f r om the f inancial 

exchanges between t he military a nd the civilians in the 

Owens Va lle y. When local blacksmit h Abr aham Parker issued 

a complaint that the Camp Indepe nde n ce blacksmith was also 

doing c ivilian wor k which Parker c o nsidered unfair competi

tion, MacGowan answered the compla i nt by claiming that it 

was just Parker ' s sour g r apes bec ause he no l onger was 

getting $300 to $400 a month f or do i ng blacksmith work for 

the post. 37 

It was also claimed that the beginning of the mining 

rush to the Russ District (directly east of Camp Indepen

dence) was begun by a so l dier who found gold while pros

pecting in his spare time. This l e d to the founding of the 

San Carlos Mining and Exploration Company along with t he 

beginning of the towns of San Carlos and Bend City. It was 

even claimed that many of this enlisting in the California 

Volunteers were doing so to get fr e e passage to the rich 

mining country surrounding the Owens Valley. This claim is 
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believable when it is seen that these troops had a deser

tion rate that rose as high as 32.6 per cent. Even Captain 

Egbert, who left the command of Camp Independence in 1873, 

returned to the Owens Valley and used his local contacts to 

help establish a law office and to file a land claim.• 

Civil Af f airs 

One of the most i mportant roles of the mil itary in the 

Owens Valley was to serve as an adjunct to local law en

for cement in civil matters. Over the years that Camp Inde

pendence was occupi ed, soldiers participated in the follow

ing areas of civil authority res ponsibility: military 

forces intervened in racial matt ers; provided protection to 

those transporting the mail; escorted travelers and bullion 

from the mines; chased escaped c onvicts; protec ted the 

c ounty courthouse, jail, sheriff, and a defense attorney 

from vigilantes; and tried to stop the illegal liquor trade 

with Indian s. 

As early as 1866, soldiers intervened in civil mat

ters. A man named King, a suspect in a particularly grue

some murder of Rogers at the sout h end of Owens Lake (can

niba l ism was also suspected), was taken into protecti ve 

custody by the soldier s in order to prevent a lynching by 

vigilantes. He was eventually executed in Visalia follow

ing his trial.D 
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In 1870, troops were detached to Lone Pine to protect 

the Chinese inhabitants of Cerro Gordo who were being regu

larly vic timized by highway robbers as they traveled back 

and forth from Cerro Gordo to Lone Pine hauling produce and 

merchandise. Captain Egbert did not see any conflict with 

civil authorities in this matter, and reported that 

The highwaymen of this region are numerous & bold 
& have robbed every stage line east of the Sierra 
Nevada. In consultation wit h some of the principal 
citizens & the District Attorney, I sent my fi r st 
Sergeant & Pvt. Krause 12th I nfty. to Lone Pine to 
bring the [Chinese] headman back in safety. There was 
no possibility of any conflict with the Civil Authori
ties & I regarded it simply as a matter of humanity to 
furnish safeguard.~ 

When Captain MacGowan took c ommand of Camp Indepen

dence in 1873, the military participation in civil matters 

increased. MacGowan took a particular interest in the 

liquor trade with Indians, and reported in 1873 that 

I have been after these white men (who sell them 
(the Indians] whiskey) so successfully that two of 
them have been convicted and are serving 100 days 
imprisonment at hard labor in County Jail ..•• The 
Civil Authorities were working up these cases at the 
same time I was and they made the arrests so that the 
Military Authorities appear in the matter. 41 

MacGowan was not only opposed to the liquor traffic with 

Indians, but also opposed to the use of liqu or among his 

own men. In 1874, following a fight between civilians and 

soldiers at a dance in Independence, he issued an order 

forbidding his troops to enter the town except to attend 

weekly meetings of the temperance society. 42 
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In August of 1875, MacGowan again took action to halt 

the sale of liquor to Indians. Jacob Dence (or Dentz), 

proprietor of a saloon at George's Creek, was arrested by 

civil authorities and fined $75 for selling liquor to Indi

ans. Dence t hen locked himself in his saloon with two 

Indian women, and threatened to shoot the first Indian he 

saw. A male relative of the Indian women approached the 

saloon, and was shot by Dence. Captain MacGowan intervened 

and arrested Dence, and gave Dence four days to leave the 

Owens Valley vicinity. Dence, unhappy with MacGowan's 

order, consulted the District Attorney who then made the 

claim that Captain MacGowan had no legal authority to take 

this action. The matter then was passed to the Grand Jury, 

who failed t o t ake any action in the matter. Dence was 

allowed to stay in the area and went unpunished for the 

shooting of the Indian. 43 

Just the previous year (1874), Dence had been acquit

ted in a jury trial of the same charges. Although numerous 

Indian witnesses testified that Dence was providing them 

with whiskey, the jury was unwilling to convict on Indian 

testimony, and Dence went free.~ 

Also in 1874, Captain MacGowan took action to once 

again protect travellers from highwaymen--this time the 

noted bandit Vasquez. Local Independence merchant Nat han 

Rhine reported that MacGowan had written him with a pledge 
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to protect the stage carrying the United States mail. 

MacGowan also requested that Rhine 

•.. inform the Sheriff of my r eadiness to co-operate 
with him, whenever called upon, for the protection of 
this entire section of country, north and south, 
against the attacks o f that desperado band of rob
bers.~ 

In 1875, bandits were again threatening travellers in 

the region. Mexican band i ts were h aunting the road into 

the Cerro Gordo mining camps. Bandits had also killed an 

Indian, and Captain MacGowan took a contingent of soldiers 

to Ce rro Gordo to i nvestigate. An alleged bandit was 

killed, and the whites and mexic ans in both Lone Pine and 

Cerro Gordo grew agitated over the threat of further racial 

conflicts. Captain MacGowan intervened, and helped arrange 

a committee of three Americans (whites) and three Mexicans 

to investigate the problems. MacGowan's committee found 

that the Mexican who had been fatally shot had indeed been 

a notorious bandit, and that the s hooting was justified. 

The Indians in the vicinity of Cerro Gordo--who had also 

suff ered a fatality in the incident--were not included in 

MacGowan's committee. The Indians elected to remain neu

tral in the matter and chose to not help either the whites 

or the mexicans. Local civil authorities took no action i n 

the matter, and without the intervention of MacGowan and 

his troops it is likely more deaths would have occurred.% 
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Probably the most critical incident of military inter

vention into civil affairs also took place in the spring of 

1875. Captain MacGowan reported to headquarters that there 

was great local excitement caused not by hostile Indians, 

but by the rough white element attracted to the area by the 

reports of rich mines. A number of murders and robberies 

had been attributed to this rough element, and local citi

zens had organized vigilante committees to deal with these 

criminals. A threat had been issued from one such commit

tee t hat they would hang the first man arrested for commit

ting any of these crimes. The vigilantes would also hang 

the lawyer who dared to d e fend the criminal. Also threat

ened were the killing of the Sheriff, and the burning of 

the Jail and the Court House. MacGowan reported that 

The Sheriff called upon me one night to protect 
the Court House and Jail, it appears from good author
ity t hat the presence of U. s. Troops alone saved the 
lives of the Sheriff, prisoner, and lawyer defending 
the prisoner, also saved the Cour t House, Jail, and 
lawyers residence •.•. I notif i ed the Sheriff that 
if he considered his prisoners not safe that he could 
bring them to this post. I also notified the parties 
whose lives were threatened that we would protect them 
if they came to the post believing that I have full 
authority to defend all within its limits from lawless 
acts.~ 

The Sheriff accepted MacGowan's offer and moved his 

prisoners and himself to Camp Independence; the lawyer 

hired a personal guard of 25 men to protect his house, his 

office, and himself. Captain MacGowan, unsure how far his 
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authority in civilian matters extended, requested further 

instructions from headquarters as to how to proceed in the 

matter. The Major General commanding the Department of the 

Pacific responded to MacGowan's request on April 16, 1875, 

and directed MacGowan to 

••• act with such portions of your command as may be 
necessary, as a part of the "Posse" of the Sheriff in 
the lawful execution of his duty when duly summoned by 
him, if in your judgement the case is one requiring 
such action; that is, when the ordinary civil posse is 
insufficient.~ 

MacGowan was also informed that the papers regarding his 

situation were being forwarded to Washington headquarters 

f or further instructions. 

When instructions from Washington were received later 

that year, their content completely changed the role of the 

military forces in the Owens Valley. Many of the interven

tions into civil matters that had occurred over the past 

decade were specifically forbidden. The military role in 

Indian affairs was also more cle arly defined. And, arms 

and ammunition could no longer be provided to the citizens. 

MacGowan received an opinion from J. Holt, the Judge Advo

cate General (concurred with by Secretary of War W.W. 

Belknap) which he expressed in Post Orders No. 22 dated 

September 10, 1875: 

1. In all cases of offenses committed or threatened 
against the local authority or laws of State or Terri
tory, the only attitude which the officers or soldiers 
of the U.S. are permitted, in their public character, 
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to assume, (until ordered to act by the President, 
under Section 4, Article IV of the Constitution and 
statutes in accordance therewith) is one of simple 
inac tion or indiffe rence. 

2. Indian territory within a State, is limited to 
Reservations set apart by the President in pursuance 
of law, and military offers have no jurisdiction over 
civilians outside of such territory and the Military 
Reservation. 

The sale of liquor to Indians is a great evil, but, 
beyond the limits of Indian territory, the Army has no 
power to prevent it, and i s not responsible for the 
consequences. 

Army officers must confine t heir official action, 
within the limits of the l a w, l e t the c onsequences be 
what they may. 

3. Subsistence can only be issued to Indians under 
paragraph 1202 Revised U.S. Army Regulations of 1863. 

The War Department has no appropriations applicable 
to the subsistence of Indians, except when held as 
prisoners of war, and i t cannot therefore take the 
responsibility of feeding Indians, nor take any re
sponsibility for any outbreak which may occur by rea
son of their not being fed. 

4. Neither Arms, Ammunition, nor any other govern
me nt property will be either loaned or sold to citi
ze ns. 49 

With the changes in local relations and Indian rela

tions required by these orders, it was becoming evident to 

the Army commanders that it no longer was of much benefit 

to post troops in the Owens Valley. In 1877, the troops 

were ordered out of the valley, and a new period of Indian

white relations was initiated. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION: POST MI LITARY ADAPTATIONS 

With the murder of Indian Jerry Cornwell by local 

Paiutes in 1877, the whit e settlers in the northern part of 

Owens Valley became concerned about the possibility of 

additional violence among t he Indians, and that this vio

lence could escalate into new Indian-white violence. The 

military troops were no longer in the valley, and petitions 

to the gover nor for assistance had failed--as had petitions 

to the military commanders of the Department of the Pacif

ic. The Inyo Independent editorialized that what ·was re

quired was a return to past circumstances: 

The simple moral effect of a single company of sol
diers at this Post, or the organization of a well 
armed and uniformed militia company will put an imme
diate end to all these mutual distrusts between the 
races •.•. There never was a time when these Indians 
would be more formidable as e nemies then at present. 1 

As usual, the Indian Department was exhibiting no in-

terest in the Owens Valley Indians and their needs. The 

newspaper also recommended that the military officers at a 
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re-manned Camp Independence be given broad authority over 

the Indians: 

We believe furthermore that at some point, whether at 
Camp Independence or some other more eastward a perma
nent military station shoul d be established, and that 
the commandant should be vested with supervisory pow
ers over all the Indians of the district, secondary, 
of course to the civil a uthorities in certain particu
lars.2 

The editors' desire that some civil authority over the 

Indians be retained-- enforc ed by the presence of the mili

tary troops--demonstrates their somewhat nostalgic desire 

for the way things used to be b efore the removal of the 

t r o ops. It also illustrates their inability to perceive 

the changes taking place around them. 

The Owens Valley Indians, however, realized that 

change was happening, and that without the presence of 

military troops in the vicinity to mediate between Indians 

and non-Indians, a new accommodation to the whites had to 

be negotiated; a new way to resolve potential conflicts 

needed to be developed. 

In November 1877, leaders of the local Indians from 

Bishop Creek, Deep Spr ings, Big Pine, Fish Springs, and 

Independence gathered in a meeting at Georges Creek. The 

Indians invited local whi t es to the meeting and Georges 

Creek ranchers John Shepherd, J ames Shepherd, and John 

Kispert attended--as well as a representative from the Inyo 

Independent. Speaking for the Indians were Captain Joe 
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Bowers and Captain George. They encouraged the other Indi

an leaders to recognize the folly of "entertaining thoughts 

of hostility to the whites." They sought an agreement 

between all parties as to how any troubles between them 

would be adjudicated. If an Indian killed an Indian, he 

would be dealt with by the Indians. If an Indian harmed or 

killed a white, he would be turned over immediately to the 

whites for j ustice. Also, if a white killed an Indian he 

was to be dealt with by the whites as if the I ndian he 

killed had been white. 

The newspaper reported that 

Captain Joe's proposition, giv en at the outset, was 
cordially endorsed by all present, and now, it only 
remains for us to add, that they all most respectfully 
ask the whites not to get excited or alarmed at the 
act of any individual mischief maker, to act with 
moderation in any event, and all will be well. 3 

Walton points out that this conference between the 

Indians and the whites illustrates a change in the type of 

response the Indians had to white pressure. Before this 

conference, a primary response to white pressure had been 

resistance by t he Indians. With this conference (and af

t erwards), an important change in the Indian response to 

white pressure was the effort at negotiation rather than 

resistance or conflict. The Indians offer to make conces

sions to the whites--they offer to give up the right to 

self-defense--in exchange for the whites' agreement to 
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punish the abuse of Indians by whites in the same manner 

and by the same standards of Indian abu se of whites. 4 

A truce--or an accommodation--was made between the 

Indians and the whites, and the desired return of the mili

tary t r oops to the Owens Valley did not take place, and was 

not nee ded. The proposed organ iza tion of a state militia 

company a l s o did not take plac e, and p roved not to be nec

ess a ry to maintain peac e in the Owen s Valley. 

Over the years of Indi an- white contact in and around 

t he Owe ns Valley, the Indians had r esponded to whites in a 

variety of ways; but in ways t hat r eflected traditional 

cultural values. Traditional belie fs in independence and 

p r acticality permitted the Owens Valley I ndians to respond 

to white pressure with a flex i ble accommodation. Some ele

ments of white cult ure were i ncor porated i n to native cul

ture, yet i mpor tant aspec ts of t r aditional culture were 

retained. 

Following the initial a r med r e s ist a nce to white intr u 

sion to the Owens Valley and t he r esultant forced r e moval 

to Fort Tejon, the Owens Valley Indians incorporated the 

white system of wage-lab or into the ir seasonal round of 

subsistence activities. By doing t his and laboring for t he 

white r a nchers, the whites became so d e p endent on native 

labor that the white s resisted further attempts at removal 

of the Indians from their Owens Valley homeland. Those 
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Indians who survived the 1863 removal and the stay at the 

Tule River and Tejon Reservations eventually returned to 

the valley and were allowed to remain. 

The forced removal of the Owens Valley Indians from 

the valley in 1863 elicited a variety of very independent 

responses from the Indians. Reacting i ndividual ly and in 

family groups, some avoided the removal altogether by not 

surrendering to Camp Independence. Some esca ped along the 

march south, and others e scaped upon a r rival at the Fort 

Tejon Reservation. Finally, some Owens Valley Indians 

stayed in the reservation system for as much as ten years 

before finally returning to the Owens Valley. 

Even with the adoption of white food, clothing, and 

wage-labor into their lives, the Indians retained elements 

of their pre-white culture by choice. The Indian Agent at 

the Tule River Reservation noted in 1875 that the Indians 

under his care, even after a long exposure to "civilized 

life," preferred to 

hold tenaciously to their old primitive character of 
"Diggers." While they are fond of the white man's 
food, they also from choice, when not a necessity, 
eagerly devour all kinds of food which they were ac
customed to use in their entirely wild state. Their 
ancient superstitious customs are likewise maintained 
without abatement. They make much ado over their 
dead, dancing and mourning around them in the wildest 
manner; and after burial, they burn all that remains 
of the possessions of the dec eased .•• They also 

• observe their customary feas t s, their annual continu
ing sometimes two or three weeks. 5 
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While the military troops were in the Owens Valley, 

the Indians used the troops as a buffer between the local 

non-Indians and themselves. With the removal of the troops 

from the valley, the Indians initiated a conference with 

the whites to develop a new method of dealing with con

flicts. Although the agreement resulting from the negotia

tions did not always work out, it should be noted that it 

was an Indian effort and not one by the whites that initi

ated the desired changes. 

This paper began with comments on a collection of 

Indian basketry produced by the Owens Valley Indians. 

Although the baskets represent the most visible physical 

reminders of this period of Indian-white interaction in the 

Owens Valley, they can tell us very little about Indian

white interaction at that time. However, they do represent 

an additional accommodation to whites by the Indians. As 

basket collecting became a popular activity among whites, 

Indians women began to produce baskets in quantity as trade 

items. The baskets were either traded for food and cloth

ing or sold outright. They represent one more creative 

adaptation by the Indians to the whites by incorporating a 

traditional native activity--the creation of baskets--into 

a white economic system. In this manner, the selling and 

trading of baskets became one more segment of the round of 

subsistence activities undertaken by the Indians. 
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