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REL[EF FOR THE CREE INDIANS, JVIO~TANA TERRITORY. 

LETTER 
FROM 

THE SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR, 
TRANSMITTING, 

With inclosures, a letter from the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, recom­
mending legislation for the relief of Cree Indians, Montana Territory. 

J .UNE 2, 1~88.-Referred to the Committee on Indian Affairs and ordered to be printed. 

DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR, 
Washington, May 31, 1888. 

SIR: I am in receipt of a Communication from the Commissioner of 
Indian Affairs, dated April 18, 1888, calling my attention to the con­
dition of the Cree Indians now near Fort Assinniboine, Mont. In this 
communication he requests that he be authorized to instruct the agent 
that these Indians be allowed to come to the agency at Fort Belknap, 
Mont., and to cultivate such land as they may require to support them­
selves, and that the agent render them such assistance as he will be able 
to give without injury to the welfare of his own Indians. 

I question my authority to comply with this request Ln the absence of 
-congressional action, and I now submit the information in relation to 
the condition of these Indians in the possession of this Department, in 
order that Congress may, by legislation, give such authority as it may 
consider proper in regard to the matter. 

In October, 1885, this Department received official information that 
a band of British Cree Indians then stated as numbering about one 
hundred and thirty-seven souls, had crossed the intern~tional boundary 
line and were located near the Fort Belknap Agency, Montana. They 
bad in their possession property the character of which clearly indicated 
that they had been engaged in the then recent outbreak in the · Br~tish 
possessions known as the "Riel rebellion." 

This information was laid before the Department .of State with the 
suggestion that some arrangements be made with the Dominion au­
thorities for the return of these Indians to their homes in the British 
territory. The Secretary of State replied that unless there should be · 
n specific demand from the Dominion authorities the Indians can not be 
returned by the United States to Canada, nor can the United States 
authorities, civil or military, properly connive at their being kidnapped 
and sent over the line. 
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On April 26, 1886, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs called the at­
tention of the Department to the destitute condition of these Indians, 
and requested decision whether the $50,000 a.ppropriated by act of 
March 3, 1885 (23 Stats., 379), for relieving distress among Indians 
not having treaty funds, etc., is applicable for the purchase of supplies 
for them. The Department in reply directed that the facts in the case 
be reported and a clause prepared to be submitted to Congress asking 
for a ~pecial appropriation for the purpose. The report and estimate 
for $5,000 was sent to the Secretary of the Treasury May 3, 1886, for 
presentation to Congress. Copies were subsequently, on July 2, 1886, 
sent by this Department to the Senate and House Committees on In­
dian Affairs, but no appropriation was made. January 24, 18H7, War 
Department reported a deplorable condition of a portion of these Crees 
then camped on South Fork of the Sun River, Montana, and urged re­
lief for them, whereupon the Commissioner of Indian Affairs recom­
mended that $1,000 be taken from the "distress fund" of $50,000 a hove 
referred to. This was submitted by the Department to the President 
requesting his authority to so use the amount stated from that fund, 
and was approved by him February 11, 1887. The War Department 
was then requested to furnish the Indians with such supplies as were 
necessary to relieve distress among them, and re-imbursement was made 
out of the $1,000. 

On December 2, 1887, the President was requested, on recommen­
dation of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, to authorize a further 
expenditur~ of $3,000 from the '' distress fund" above referred to for 
relief of these Indians, approved December 3, 1887. The relief was 
affordeu by the War Department and re-imbursement made as in pre­
vious case. 

There bas been re-imbursed to the War Department to this date, for 
supplies furnished those Indians under the authorities above granted, 
the sum of $3,37 4.25. 

The commanding officer at Fort Assinniboine, Mont., in report here­
with, of February 4, 1888, urges that some aisposition be made of these 
Indians now encamped near that post, numbering 160 souls; says that 
they have been fed under the direction of the military during winter 
months; that they earn their living by working and hunting during 
the summer months; that they are workers, eager to have land as­
signed to them for cultivation, and have some knowledge of soil tillage; 
and says the agent at Fort Belknap bas signified his willingness to re­
ceive and assist these Indians. 

General Ruger, commanding the Department of Dakota, in forward­
ing the report above referred to, says that the Indians should either be 
compelled to go north of the boundary line or be assigned to the care, 
if temporarily only, of some agency. 

The Commissioner of Indian Affairs, in report of April18, 1888, while 
recognizing that the refugees are not native Indians and have no rights 
on any of our Indian reservations, thinks that humanity demands that 
they be given a chance to earn their bread, which be says is all they 
ask. He recommends, as before stated, that be be authorized to direct 
the Fort Belknap agent to allow them to come to that agency and cul­
tivate as much land as may be required to support themselves, alld to 
render them such assistance as be may be able to give without injury 
to the welfare of the Indians belonging to that agency. Thinks it may 
be proper that they be informed that they will acquire no rights in or 
to the soil by reason of the privilege extended to them. 

In 1862, when a portion of the Sioux tribe fled to Canada aftJr the 
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Indian masRacre in Jv.{innesota, the Canadian government assigned them 
to a reservation within her territory, and while since then she has en­
deavored to persuade them to return to the United States, they still 
continue to occupy, with the consent of that government, the reserva­
tion set apart for them. I allude to this to show the action of that gov-

• ernment in dealing with Indians from the United States who had fled 
to her territory under circumstances similar to those which induced the 
Cree Indians to flee to tbe United States. 

This banJ of Cree Indians doubtless are to remain, unless forcibly 
driven across the border, and even if so driven, will probably return. 

I am impressed that some Congressional action should be had with­
out delay to enable this Department to deal with this problem. It is 
therefore respectfully suggested that authority be granted to place them 
on lands of some of our own Indians who are willing to receive them, if 
such can be found, and if not, to set apart a small reservati.on for their 
temporary benefit, and that the sum of $5,000 be appropriated to be 
used as far as necessary to relieve any destitution which may existamoug 
them during the next fiscal year . 

.For the information of Ccngress I send herewith a letter from Col. 
E. S. Otis, Twentieth Infantry, indorsed by Brig. Gen. Thomas H.H.uger; 
also two letters from the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, dated respect­
ively November 1, 1887, and April18, 1888, all relating to this subject. 

I have tlle honor to be, very respectfully, 
WM. F. VIL.A.S, 

Secretary. 
'l'he SPEAKER OF THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES. 

DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR, 
OFFIC!i} OF INDIAN AFFAIRS, 

lVashington, April 18, 1888. 
SIR : I have the honor to return herewith the report of Col. E. S. 

Otis, commanding the post of Fort Ass'inniboine, Mont. (bearing in­
dorsemP-nts of the department (Dakota) and division (Missouri) com­
manders), which was received here by your reference March 1, 1888, re­
ganling the British Cree refugees who flea to this country after the 
Reil r ·bellion, and who it appears are now encamped near Fort Assiu. 
niboine. · 

The history of this little band of refugees is so well known to the 
Department as to need no recital. 

Oolonel Otis thinks that they ought to be placed at some agency and 
assisted. lie speaks in praise of them ; says they are worker~, and 
eager to have land assigned to them; that they have some knowledge 
of tillage, and would under favorable conditions raise enough to meet 
their wants; that they would set a good example to other Indians and 
be a positive benefit to them, and furthermore, that the agent at Fort 
Belknap bas signified to him his willingness to receive and assist them 
at his agency. 

I . am aware that these refugees are not native Indians of the United 
States, nor have they any rights on any of our Indian reservations, but 
as a simple act of humanity I think they should be given a chance to 
earn their bread when that is really all that they ask. They have been 
wandering about from place to place now for nearly three years home­
less and hopeless, and but for the little as:5istance they have received 
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from tl}e military (for which re·imbursement has been made by this De­
partment) they would certainly have starv<-'d to death long ago. 

Bad as they may have been at home, they haYe committed no offense 
since they have been on our soil, and it is known that some of them have 
starved to death when tlwy could easily have supplied their wants from 
the cattle ranges of north.ern Montana. No complaint has ever been 
made against tb.em; but, on the contrary, their conduct has called forth 
the warmest expressions of praise and sympathy from the white people 
of the Territory. 

It is not likely that. they will ever go back to the British possessions, 
and instead of long-er treating them as felons and outcasts to be driven · 
away on sight, I think the dignity of the Government requires that 
they be given a place somewhere, where they can raise food enough to 
keep them from starvation at least. 

The fact that the agent at Fort Belknap Agency has expressed his 
willingness to receive and care for them at his agency would seem to 
indicate that his own Indians would make no objections to having them 
in 1 heir miust, and I .therefore have the honor to recommend that this 
office be authorized to direct him to allow the refugees (numbering, as 
it appears,'one hundred and sixty souls) to come to his agency, and cul­
tivate as much land as they may require to support themselves, and to 
render them such assistance as he may be able to give without injury to 
the welfare of his own Indians. 

If the Department thinks proper, the refugees can be given to under­
stand that they will acquire no rights in the soil by reason of the priv­
ileges extended to them; and they should be told that they will not be 
fed in idleness, but must earn their own living with what little assist­
ance the agent may be able to give them. 

Very respectfully, your obedient servant, 

The SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR. 

J. D. 0. ATKINS, 
Oommissione'r. 

FOR'l' ASSINNIBOINE, 1\fONT., 
February 4, 1888. 

SrR: I ha"\"e the honor to inYite the attention of the proper authori­
ties to the importance and necessity of making some disposition of the 
band of Cree Indians encamped near this post, having in view their 
permanent establishment in some designated locality if they are to be 
permitted to remain /on this side of tlle international boundary line. 
The baud numbers one hundred and sixty souls. 

It arri vecl llere during the summer of 1885, since which time it has 
been encamped either in this neighborlwod or in the vicinity of Fort 
Sllaw. The vVar Department has been obliged to issue to it subsist­
ence stores to preYent starvation during the winter seasons, but during 
the warmer months it has earnp,d its food for the most part by working 
for Go"\"ernment wood contractors a11d in bunting small game on the 
prairies. Tlle War Department has now is::;ued to it subsistence stores 
amounting to $1,900, of which about one-half, was distributed during the 
winter of 1885-'86, stores of tlle value of $080 at Fort Shaw, and the 
remainder during the present winter at this point. These Indians are 
workers, are eager to hav-e land assigned to them for cultivation, and 
haYe some knowledge of soil tillage. 
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I belieYe that if placed at some agency and properly assisted they 
would in propitious seasons rah;e sufficient produce for their consump­
tion, and would at the same time encourage by example other Indians 
among whom they might be placed to greater exertions in farming. 
The agent at Fort Belknap bas signified to me his willingness to recejve 
and assist these Crees. He has a large amount of land broken up and 
it seems to me that, shoula they be sent there in the early spring, it 
would result in mutual benefit to all the Indian bands there assembled~ 

Very respectfully, your obedient servant, 
E. s. OTIS, 

Colonel Twentieth Infantry, Commanding. 
The AssiS'l'ANT ADJU'rANT-GENERAL, 

DEPARTMENT OF DAKOTA, 
Saint Paul, Minn. 

[First indorsement.] 

HEADQUARTERS DEPARTMENT DAKOTA, 
Saint Paul, Minn., February 13, 1888. 

Respectfully forwarded through the headquarters Division of the 
Missouri. 

I concur in the opinion of the commanding officer Fort Assinniboine 
and that disposition should be made of these Cree Indians, eit.her by 
compelling them to go north of the boundary line, or else assigning 
them to the care, if temporarily only, of some agency. Last fall the 
commanding officer Fort Assinniboine was directed to put north of 
the boundary all Cree Canadian Indians who might baye joined those 
allowed asylum on our territory in 1885; also that none should be per­
mitted hereafter to join them. 

It is believed that all those now in the vicinity of Fort Assinniboine 
were of the original party of refugees. 

In this connection attention is invited to the views as expressed by 
papers heretofore forwarded from these headquarters. 

THOS. H. RUGER, 
Brigadier-General, co1-rtmanding. 

tSecond indorsement.l 

HEADQUARTERS DIVISION OF THE MISSOURI, 
Chicago, February L 7, 1888. 

Respectfully forwarded to the Adjutant-General of the Army. 
P. H. SHERIDAN, 

L·ieutenant- General, commanding 

DEP ARTMEN'l' OF THE INTERIOR, 
OFFICE OF INDIAN AFFAIRS, 

Waskington,November 1, 1887. 
SIR: I have the honor to acknowledge the receipt of your letter of 

October 27, 1887, in reply to office letter of October 24, 1887, submit­
ting a memorandum of information concerning the British Cree refu­
gees now in Montana, in wLich sou were pleased to observe as follows: 

The Cree Indians are not native Indians of the United States, and they have no 
rights on any existing reservation, and are not under the care of any agent of this 
Department. Heretofore subsistence and other supplies have been provided b,v the 
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military authorities to r elieve suffering among them, and re-imbursement made by 
this Department upon accounts presented. 

If the military authorities shall find it necessary to furnish these Indians with food 
and supplies to prevent starvation among them while they continue to remain away 
from their home and wander about within the t erritory of the United States this 
Department will take such action as the facts then reported will warrant, and espe­
cially on the question of re-imbursement of the expense which may be incurred on that 
account. 

'Vhile it is true that these Indians have no rights on this side of the 
international line, and are not under the care of any agent of the Indian 
department, still I regard it as the special province and duty of this of­
fice, not only to notice their presence and be watchful of their qoings 
on this side of the line, but to pay suitable regard to the pitiable stories 
told of their poverty and suffering, especially as they are to some ex­
tent related by blood to our Indians, and hold constant communication 
with them in their wanderings through the country, and I think a gen­
erous public sentiment would sustain any efforts that might be made 
·by this Department tending to relieve their sufferings even though they 
are not natives of our soil; and I think it is fitting that this office should 
take the initiative in providing some way for their very pressing needs, 
or at least in proposing such relief. Therefore, 1 have to respectfully 
suggest that the case of these refugees be called to the attention of the 
War Department, and that the honorable Secretary of War be aqvised 
of the willingness of the Department to re-imburse any proper expendi­
ture that may be incurred by that Department in furaishing food and 
supplies to prevent starvation among them, upon the presentation of 
proper accounts therefor, as expressed in your letter to this office of 
October 27, 1887. 

The fugitive~ number about 200, men, women, and children, and are 
reported to be on Dupuyer Creek, about 75 miles north west from Fort 
Shaw, Mont., and not far from the Blackfeet Agency, though not, I 
believe, on the reservation. 

I inclose a copv of this report. 
Very respectfully, your obedient servant, 

J. D. c. ATKINS, . 
Commissioner. 

The SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR. 
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