
[image: Cover-Image]





From the Reservation to Washington



From the Reservation to Washington

The Rise of Charles Curtis

Debra Goodrich


[image: ]





[image: ]

An imprint of The Globe Pequot Publishing Group, Inc.

64 South Main Street

Essex, CT 06426

www.globepequot.com

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2024 by Debra Goodrich

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Goodrich, Debra, author. 
Title: From the reservation to Washington : the rise of Charles Curtis /
   Debra Goodrich. 
Other titles: Rise of Charles Curtis 
Description: Essex, Connecticut : TwoDot, [2024] | Includes bibliographical
   references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2024019719 (print) | LCCN 2024019720 (ebook) | ISBN
   9781493075355 (cloth) | ISBN 9781493075362 (epub) 
Subjects: LCSH: Curtis, Charles, 1860-1936. | Curtis, Charles,
   1860-1936—Family. | United States. Congress. Senate—Biography. |
   United States. Congress. House—Biography. | Vice-presidents—United
   States—Biography. | United States—Politics and government—1929-1933.
   | United States—Politics and government—1919-1933. | Kansas
   Indians—Biography. | Washington, D.C.—Biography. | Topeka
   (Kan.)—Biography.
Classification: LCC E748.C982 G66 2024  (print) | LCC E748.C982  (ebook) |
   DDC 973.91/5092—dc23/eng/20240509
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024019719
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024019720

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.












For my grandchildren—Laurel, Devyn, Rylan, Eternity, and Ma’Kiah—who are “exceptionally attractive and brilliant,” possessed of huge hearts, and each of whom makes the world a more interesting and wonderful place.



For the grandmothers who love their grandchildren above everything.




For the People of the South Wind.









Contents

Acknowledgments	ix

Prologue	1

Chapter 1: Roots and Branches 1791–1842	11

Chapter 2: Gold-Seekers, Dreamers, and 
Ferryboat Men 1855–1863	21

Chapter 3: Copperheads, Bushwhackers, and Jayhawkers 1863–1866	33

Chapter 4: A Bowl of Corn, 
a Piece of Ground 1866–1868	45

Chapter 5: A Boy Adrift 1868–1873	65

Chapter 6: The French Apple Peddler 1873–1879	81

Chapter 7: The Indian Rider 1880–1888	95

Chapter 8: Hello, Dolly! 1888–1892	111

Chapter 9: An Indian in the House 1892–1905	123

Chapter 10: A Marble Battleground 1906–1915	141

Chapter 11: Weddings, War, and Want 1915–1928	155

Chapter 12: Second Place 1928	175

Chapter 13: A Good Loser 1932–1936	193

Legacy	213

Appendix	219

Notes	223

Bibliography	235










Acknowledgments

This is the most difficult part of this book to write—not because there is so little to acknowledge, but because there is so much. There are people who say nice things and encourage you, and then there are people who put themselves on the line to make your work a reality. I am blessed with those people.

First, I would like to say that I believe the most important quality a biographer or historian can have is humility. My former professor Dr. Glenda Riley said, “We can never know the actual past, we can only know the virtual past.” At dinner one evening I told her this was such a profound insight and a wonderful reminder lest we think we know everything. She responded, “We don’t even know the actual present! How can we know the actual past?”

That is so true. As thorough as we are, there will always be missing pieces. It is my hope with this book to introduce you to Charles Curtis and inspire others to continue researching his life and legacy. My friend Chris Pascale is writing a biography that I eagerly anticipate. I look forward to the historians and scholars who will continue to build the body of knowledge and understanding of Charles Curtis’s role in American history.

When I moved to Topeka, Sarah McNeive was my first connection to the history of Kansas and the Historic Topeka Cemetery. Through that association came so many relationships and opportunities, and eventually to my serving as the president of the Shawnee County Historical Society. I was so privileged to work alongside devoted historians such as Douglass Wallace, Bill Wagnon, Ralph Skoog, June Windscheffel, Chris Meinhardt, Doug Wright, Christine Steinkuhler, Jeanne Mithen, and so many others in the Shawnee County Historical Society. Frank and Sabra Shirrell have done so much to preserve the Territorial history of Kansas and have been so generous to me.

The Civil War Roundtable of Eastern Kansas and the Kansas City Civil War Roundtable likewise provided such wonderful experiences and resources, and I am so grateful to everyone involved with those groups, especially Dan Smith, Deb Buckner, Bob Aufdemberge, Jeff Dunaway, and Randy Thies.

I have so many dear friends with whom I worked or volunteered at Fort Leavenworth, but a handful are still a huge part of my life not only as friends but as valuable resources: Steve and Marianne Tennant, Dave and Teresa Chuber, Ed Kennedy, and Chris Gabel.

I am honored to serve as the publicity chair and chair of the 200th Anniversary for the Santa Fe Trail Association. This group has been such a tremendous resource that I cannot begin to thank them enough, but Joanne VanCoevern and her husband, Greg, deserve special recognition. The Santa Fe Trail figured prominently in Curtis’s life and the era in which he was born.

Among the people that I constantly turn to for information is Mark Brooks, the site administrator at the Kaw Mission State Historic Site and Last Chance Store, Museums on the Santa Fe Trail, Council Grove, Kansas. He is a treasure, as are Ken and Shirley McClintock, who are so generous with their knowledge and time.

My colleagues in the Order of the Indian Wars have been valuable resources and friends, especially Mike Koury, Jerry Greene, John Monnett, Danny Martinez, and Tod and Bernadette Noble.

Ken Bellmard has shared personal stories and insights into his Kaw ancestry, current issues, and vision for the future. I am most grateful for his friendship.

James Pepper Henry, as vice chair of the Kaw Nation and executive director of the First Americans Museum in Oklahoma City, is an incredible resource. His insight and perspective are invaluable, and his friendship is priceless.

A special thank-you to Lisa Keyes at the Kansas State Historical Society and Kathy Lafferty with the Kenneth Spencer Research Library at the University of Kansas, outstanding public servants!

Crystal Douglas, formerly the museum director at the Kanza Museum, Kaw City, Oklahoma, was a tremendous resource and friend. Her passing left a void that is impossible to fill.

There are a handful of friends that are “on call” for quick answers and expertise: Tim Rues, Bryce Benedict, Mike Baughn, Michael Grauer, Holly Zane, Ramon Powers, Mike Sheriff, Dave Bennett, Matt Matthews, Greg Higginbotham, Terry Beck, Dee Cordry, and Andy Obermueller. Likewise, I have some “encouragers” that are dear to me: Grainger Hines, “brother” R. W. Hampton, Wyatt McCrea, and Phil Roosevelt.

My dear friend Donita Sparks has shown such belief in me and support for my endeavors (including showing up at my door with soup and pie from the Methodist Church) that I cannot thank her enough.

Dena Anson finds treasures—whether nuggets of research or the odd diary at an estate sale—and her keen eye is a gift, as is her friendship.

Heather Silver Newell is simply one of the most incredible, resourceful women I have ever known and is helpful in hundreds of ways. I am in your debt.

Dr. Michelle Martin has been my “partner in historical crimes” for many years now and no matter what I need—friendship or footnotes—she is there night or day to offer her expertise and support. As a resource, she has no equal.

My colleagues in Western Writers of America encourage, critique, brainstorm, and offer the most excellent advice—Johnny D. Boggs, especially you.

Serving as the Garvey Texas Foundation Historian in Residence at the Fort Wallace Museum is a joy and an honor. Thanks to the Garvey Family for making this possible as well as the staff and my friends who keep this wonderful museum going. Our Guardians of Fort Wallace is such an amazing, hard-working, dedicated group and I am so proud to be able to research, to create programming and exhibits, and to connect the dots between Fort Wallace and the American West. Thanks to Lynn Kirkham, Dr. Jake Bauer, J. D. Perry, Christal Bohrer, Debra Fischer, Darrius Bussen, Larry Eberle, Pam Whitson, Nancy Arendt, and Cecil and Jayne Pearce.

Over the years our circle has grown to include so many others who support the museum, and me, as friends and professionals: Dennis “Deb’s Encyclopedia” Clark, for whom our Distinguished Lecture Series is named; Marla Matkin, educator and performer who constantly inspires me with her interpretations of the past; Michael Martin Murphey, songwriter, singer, historian, and missionary for the history of the American West; and Frank Goodrich, my “brother” who is always there for me and my crazy projects, and his wife, Judy.

Dear friends Dr. Andy and Carol Neumann Waskie have been more than generous with their time, home, and vast knowledge of history. I cannot thank them enough for sharing their home and adventures with me.

Ken Spurgeon and I have worked on so many projects that I can barely recall a time before that collaboration began. Always, he is a gentleman and a scholar, and I am so very proud to call him my friend and professional partner.

My sister, Denise Coalson, has been there for me more times than I can count (she got the math genes), and the value of her counsel and support cannot be overstated. She and Jayne Humphrey Pearce and Carol Neumann Waskie were my first readers and critics and devoted many hours to this manuscript. I am in their debt—literally, as my sister the bookkeeper constantly reminds me.

To Karen Knox, I am grateful to be your mother and to share in your triumphs and challenges; to my daughter Noel Coalson, I am in awe of your heart and spirit; to Becca Miller, the reason I came to Kansas—each of you has changed my life in rich and amazing ways. I love all of you and each of you.

Heartfelt thanks to Debra Murphy, my editor at TwoDot, for her infinite patience and professionalism, and to Sarah Parke, who first saw potential with this topic. Thanks also to Justin Rossi for his efforts in promoting this work. Special thanks to Cindy Johnson for lending her photography expertise.

Kitty Hamilton (Franks) deserves special recognition for taking Charles Curtis’s unpublished manuscript and making it available to the public. Thank you, Kitty, for allowing me to use that work as a reference.









Prologue

I first became acquainted with Charley Curtis in Historic Topeka Cemetery, his final resting place. Sarah McNeive, the unofficial historian, was guiding me around the stones—some plain, some ornate, each holding a story.

There was Hib Case, whose stone said “Pioneer Lawyer,” and Samuel Crawford, who was a governor and a general, with his plain, flat marble stone. There was his son-in-law, Arthur Capper, governor, US senator, also with the plain, flat marker. There was the Gage Memorial, a Union soldier atop a base several feet high, but it wasn’t a memorial to Gage; it was a memorial to his comrades, men with whom he served during the Civil War. There was Judge John Guthrie, for whom Guthrie, Oklahoma, is named. Crane, Vail, Holliday, Farnsworth, Ross—a publishing company, the hospital, the Santa Fe Railroad, an author, another US senator—some names were familiar, having streets and businesses named for them. And some were new, like Charles Curtis.

“He was vice president under Herbert Hoover, a US senator, a congressman, Shawnee County Attorney,” Sarah said. “A Kaw Indian.” To be honest, I hadn’t heard of them either. Having just moved to Kansas, I had a lot to learn.

The Kaw (the Kanza, or Kansa, or Kanzai), the tribe from whom the river takes its name (and the state takes its name from the river), no longer live in Kansas as a tribe. They were removed to present-day Oklahoma in 1873. Charles Curtis almost went with them; if he had, well, this would be a different story.

[image: ]
Vice President Charles Curtis in his office. His ornate chair, carved with his name and office, is one of the items he took with him when he retired. There is evidence of his Native heritage all around him—in gifts from tribal representatives and keepsakes.
Courtesy Library of Congress

Sarah continued, “Young Charley was a jockey, and there was a racetrack on what is now the cemetery grounds. The jockeys stayed in the upstairs of the carriage house.” The stone outbuilding still stood.

His presence was everywhere. His stately home still stood just a block from the Kansas Statehouse. It was a private museum purchased and preserved by Don and Nova Cottrell. I visited often, running my hand over the ornate wood of the handrail that Charles Curtis and his family had touched many times, gazing out the windows at the view of the capitol dome they would have enjoyed (minus the sculpture of the Kaw warrior, Ad Astra, that is perched there now). Kansas has since named a state office building for Curtis and erected a bronze sculpture on Kansas Avenue where other luminaries are enshrined. (I was invited to speak at the dedication of that monument.) Yet, most Kansans know nothing of his life, and for America, he is the answer to a trivia question.

There is so much more to his story.

Charley (he encouraged the familiar) was likeable. It was a trait that served him well as a politician. He remembered names, spouse’s and children’s names. (His half sister, Dolly, helped compile the famous black books he used as a reference.) He championed Prohibition and was reported to have been a teetotaler, but did not believe the law was just. He was a formidable poker player, maybe even a cheat if we are to believe Alice Roosevelt Longworth. In some of those heated games, he was prone to swear.

I like him.

I was impressed by his loyalty to his family, his work ethic, his ambition, and his championing women’s rights. Not only did he introduce the Equal Rights Amendment in the Senate, but he also practiced those equal rights by bringing Dolly to Washington to serve as his secretary when he was elected to Congress (only the second congressman to employ a woman). He had trusted Dolly with his campaign, calling upon her when she was young to join seasoned campaigners—men—on stage to represent him. Not many ambitious politicians at the time would have done the same.

Charley defended minorities in court and drafted an anti-lynching law. He fought for Native Americans to be recognized as American citizens with full voting rights. He had witnessed their rights being trampled his entire life. This is the most controversial aspect of his legacy. In the process of granting citizenship, tribal governments were dissolved. Charley valued American citizenship over tribal identity, there is no doubt. He believed, in light of his experiences, that this was the only way forward.

The author Elizabeth Gilbert wrote in Eat, Pray, Love, “There are only two questions that human beings have ever fought over, all through history. How much do you love me? And, Who’s in charge? Everything else is somehow manageable. But these two questions of love and control undo us all, trip us up and cause war, grief, and suffering.”1

Charley was born into a chaotic world, a world at war, a world where the person who loved him most, his mother, died and left him with only memories, a world where the entity in charge—of his life, of the government—constantly changed. His Native culture had been negotiating with the government for generations, but to what end? He had witnessed even the most powerful tribes conquered by rules, laws—federal law. It may have been the US Army’s implementing policy or enforcing the rules, but the laws themselves came from the hallowed halls of Congress.

Ultimately, the federal government was in charge. In the years before he was born, in the violence of Bleeding Kansas, in the creation of the state, in the Civil War, in the Plains Indian Wars and Reconstruction—in every aspect of life as it related to him, the US government was present, as arbiter and benefactor. The lesson was clear: real power was in the hands of the federal government, so to have any real control, he must be a part of that government. And to be a part of that government, people must love him.

Or at least like him.

His smile won friends. His “gentle, ingratiating voice” put people at ease. His straightforward manner engendered trust. He was ambitious, and he shaped his mongrel background to suit his aspirations.

Perhaps Charley’s greatest asset throughout his career was his younger half sister, Dolly, and the story of his achievements is equally her story. Dolly had a take-charge personality and the same boundless energy and positive attitude as her older brother. Her belief in him was absolute. Personally and professionally, he would rely on her until his dying day.

“He is the hero of one of the most romantic life histories in the epochal West,” wrote reporter Joe Nickell, who was covering the Republican National Convention meeting in Kansas City in 1928. “Horatio Alger, writer of inspirational stories for boys—of how poor boys become rich and powerful—never in his wildest flights of fiction wrote anything as interesting and romantic as the true story of Charley Curtis’s life.”2

That much is true, but rarely, if ever, would the details of that inspirational life be reported fully or accurately. Much was made of Charley descending from both pilgrim and Indian, “uniquely American.”

He was, indeed, “uniquely American.” He and Hoover were the first men born west of the Mississippi River to assume the vice presidency and presidency. So many firsts. But the number one spot, the presidency, eluded him. His friend Will Rogers said the only reason the Republicans didn’t nominate him in the top spot was because he was an Indian.

Just how much Indian was a matter of much discussion. “Half,” “quarter,” “one-eighth,” but finally, just “Injun.”

The “blood quantum” was used to discriminate against African American and Native American people, with one-sixteenth blood being the usual cutoff where one was no longer considered white. Charley was technically one-eighth Native, but half French-Kaw, which I believe is an important distinction. The French had intermarried for generations in his family and had become somewhat separate from the full-blood Kaws, but these were mostly internal issues. For the majority of Americans, a drop of Indian blood made you an Indian. It is remarkable that Charley was counted as white in census records, because other people with his racial status would not have been. Had the census taker marked him as Indian, he would not have been allowed to vote in most of the elections in which he was a candidate.

Yet, he would always be an Indian no matter what box the census taker checked or which world he decided to live in. Growing up around Topeka, he was “Injun Charley.” When he raced horses, he was that “Indian boy.” When he was in the US Senate, he was “the Indian.”

The Indian was half of his identity. The other half he inherited from Captain Jack Curtis.

When someone is described as colorful, he may be interesting but probably not someone who would make a great father. Captain Jack was often absent, often drunk, often broke, and often married, and Charley was often asked about his father’s escapades. But Jack Curtis was also bold—absolutely fearless. His life was punctuated by failures, but he never quit. He was the very symbol of nineteenth-century America, with his spirit of adventure and independence. Captain Jack was, by nature, a gambler, a risk taker, and while Charley guarded against the excesses that scarred his father’s life, he must have also gleaned much that was good.

Charley’s rise to success was as remarkable as that of Cherokee/Democrat/Oklahoman Will Rogers. Will never attempted to disguise his Cherokee ancestry and often commented on Charley’s Native blood. Will eclipsed Charley in fame, but not by a lot at the time. They were the two most famous Indians in America: Will had achieved success in entertainment (though he was an astute businessman who parlayed his success into wealth and influence); Charley had come within a breath of the presidency.

Three times Charley appeared on the cover of Time. On December 20, 1926, he made the cover as Republican leader of the Senate. The second time he appeared on the cover was during the Republican National Convention on June 18, 1928, and the last time was while he was vice president on December 5, 1932.

The administration of Herbert Hoover has been inextricably linked to the Great Depression. Would Charley have led differently? There is no way to know, but just as Hoover’s reputation has been somewhat rehabilitated over the past decade, so too should Charley’s. He was a remarkable man, and understanding the world that created him and the legacy he left is a worthy pursuit. He deserves to be remembered, and we deserve to know who he was.

If Charley’s legacy is “complicated,” as the modern media has described it, it is because his life was complicated, his background was complicated. It is incredibly relevant today as people of mixed race navigate the world. Check the box “Black” and people ask, “Just how Black are you?” Check the box “Native” and people ask for tribal enrollment forms. People with mixed-race identity tried to “pass” as white in the past, and now people with no such ancestry are anxious to be the minority—“Wannabes” or “Pretendians.”

In an interview with journalist/politician Richard B. Morrow in 1928, Charley was asked, “What will become of the Indian?” “They will vanish by and by into the white race,” Charley answered. At the time, the outcome appeared inevitable.

The Kaw Nation has not ceased to exist. According to the tribal headquarters in Kaw City, Oklahoma, there are more than 3,800 enrolled members of the tribe today. But there are no full-bloods; the last person recognized as being full-blood, WWII veteran William Mehojah, passed away in 2000. The tribe has purchased some of its original homeland near Council Grove and holds ceremonies there each year in Allegawaho Park, named for the man who was chief when the Kaw were removed.

In 2023, the Sacred Red Rock, In’zhúje’waxóbe, was returned to the Kaw Nation from the city of Lawrence, Kansas. The twenty-eight-ton Siouxan quartzite boulder, which for centuries had rested in the confluence of the Kansas River and Shunganunga Creek in northeastern Kansas, had been moved to a city park in Lawrence in 1929 and a bronze plaque honoring the sacrifices of those early Kansas pioneers was bolted to it. When the boulder was moved from that location, the plaque was given to the Watkins Museum in Lawrence. A new home was designed for the sacred stone in Allegawaho Park, where it will once again occupy a place of reverence for the Kaw people.

The state of Kansas has tried to welcome the Kaw Nation back to its homeland. On June 13, 1998, Council Grove unveiled The Guardian of the Grove, an eight-foot-high bronze sculpture of a Kaw warrior, a “tribute to a Native American people who have refused to fade away into extinction.” Situated on the path by the Neosho River, it is a counterpoint to the sculpture across the street, the Madonna of the Trail, representing the pioneer mother, babes in tow. There are twelve such statues spanning the country that were erected by the National Society of the Daughters of the Revolution in 1928–1929.
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The final resting place of Charles and Annie Baird Curtis in Historic Topeka Cemetery. Charley’s younger sister Elizabeth Curtis Layton Colvin and her husband are resting in the plot immediately to the left of the Curtis plot. She was his only full sibling.
Courtesy Dr. Michelle Martin

The Kaw Mission State Historic Site in Council Grove interprets the story of the Kaws, and former site director Ron Parks and current director Mark Brooks have worked and continue to work with the tribe on projects that will benefit the community and the tribe.

In 2002, a bronze sculpture of a Kaw warrior, in readiness to release an arrow from his bow, was placed on top of the statehouse dome. The twenty-two-foot Ad Astra is aimed at the North Star, symbolic of the state’s motto, Ad Astra per Aspera, “To the Stars through Difficulties.”

Ken Bellmard, governmental affairs liaison for the tribe and a distant relative of Charley’s, said that Charley “was a man of his times, and he did what he believed was best, for himself and for his family, and for his political party.”

In the 1990s, the Historic Topeka Cemetery improved the Curtis gravesite. A flagpole was erected, and the large granite marker was enhanced by the addition of the vice-presidential seal and the words “Shawnee County Attorney, Congressman, U.S. Senator, Senate Majority Leader.” Above those were etched in granite, “Son of the Kanza Nation.” No matter what world he was born into or world he chose, he would always be Kaw. He was born during their “darkest period,” as Chief Allegawaho described it. That dark time of the Kaw, and the dark times of the nation, would shape Charley’s perspective and guide his actions.









Chapter 1


Roots and Branches 1791–1842

No voice can awake the dead; no power undo what is done.

—Thomas Jefferson

It may seem incongruous for a mixed-race boy in the nineteenth century to grow up to be an influential politician, to come within a breath of the presidency. But Charles Curtis’s ancestors had been significant political and military leaders; they had met and made deals with presidents and others of high station in the government and army. The art of negotiation and the qualities of leadership were in his blood—his Indian blood.

In 1791, the November sun had not yet risen on the encampments along the Wabash River, Northwest Territory, but the soldiers had already paraded and had been quickly dismissed because of the cold. Some had kindled fires and were eating a meager breakfast. Their commanding officer was still abed. Suddenly, strange noises came from the woods around them. Horse-bells? Wolves? The noise was indistinct, confusing. Only a few realized it was the “war yell of Indians.” It was likened to a swarm of bees, surrounding them all at once. One man recalled it was like a sudden thunderstorm. Major General Arthur St. Clair had no time to dress; he threw on a cloak and hat and left his tent to behold the all-out destruction before him.1

The dying and mutilated were a macabre tableau, recalled a survivor: “The freshly scalped heads were reeking with smoke, and in the heavy morning frost looked like so many pumpkins through a cornfield in December.”2

The camp had become a killing field. All St. Clair could do was call for a retreat, a desperate scramble for survival. Those who huddled together only made for an easier target as they were picked off like a flock of turkeys.

Author Colin G. Calloway called it The Victory with No Name. It had no name because the burgeoning republic wanted to forget it. It was commonly called “St. Clair’s Defeat,” the “Battle on the Wabash,” or, most dramatically, “The Battle of a Thousand Slain.” The engagement was the result of President George Washington’s sending his friend Major General St. Clair, veteran of battles at Trenton, Princeton, Ticonderoga, Brandywine Creek, and Yorktown, with around 1,400 soldiers to make Ohio safe for white settlement. This meant addressing the “Indian problem” by treaty or military action, usually meaning, of course, forced displacement. Sale of these lands was crucial to Alexander Hamilton’s plan to pay the massive debts incurred during the American Revolution. There had been attacks and skirmishes; St. Clair’s forces were attacked by a thousand warriors—a loose, and rare, coalition of Iroquois, Shawnee, Miami, Kickapoo, the Three Fires of Ojibwa, Ottawa, and Potawatomi.3

When the president heard the news, he remained calm in public, but in private he exploded. His ire, however, was directed more at St. Clair and less toward the enemy combatants. According to his secretary, he paced and fumed, hardly able to contain himself:

It’s all over!—St. Clair’s defeated!—routed: the officers nearly all killed, the men by wholesale; the rout complete; too shocking to think of. . . . Yes, here on this very spot, I took leave of him; I wished him success and honor. “You have your instructions from the Secretary of War,” said I. “I had a strict eye to them, and will add but one word, Beware of a Surprise!” He went off with that, my last warning, thrown into his ears. And yet! To suffer that army to be cut to pieces, hacked, butchered, tomahawked, by a surprise—the very thing I guarded him against—O God! O God! He’s worse than a murderer! How can he answer it to his country! The blood of the slain is upon him—the curse of widows and orphans—the curse of heaven!4


The defeat was a public relations nightmare, and the administration’s PR machine began dissecting the battle, explaining how the US Army, which had just wrested independence from a world superpower, had been beaten—nearly annihilated—by the Indigenous population—savage, unsophisticated, simple people.

“It was the biggest victory Native Americans ever won and proportionately the biggest military disaster the United States ever suffered,” wrote Calloway.5 Nonetheless, President Washington chose to retaliate with diplomacy, inviting tribal representatives to the nation’s capital, Philadelphia, in the hope of gaining their confidence and creating peace envoys among them. A pattern emerged—battles, treaties, delegations, promises—with each subsequent administration.

Charles Curtis’s great-great-great-grandfather was a participant in this stinging victory, a participant on the winning side.

Osage warrior Iron Hawk, Gra-to-Moh-se, was not yet thirty years old when he went into battle against America, fighting alongside allies of various tribes. In the melee, the warrior attempted to scalp a fallen army officer, but the man’s powdered wig came off in Iron Hawk’s hands and the man escaped. The warrior was impressed with the power of the wig to protect the soldier and kept it, wearing it for ceremonial occasions and taking the name Paw-Hiu-Skah, or Pawhuska, meaning “White Hair,” from this moment.

The Osage Nation split into factions, and Pawhuska was considered the chief of the Thorny-Valley people. Through his association with Pierre Chouteau, a member of the prominent French-Canadian fur-trading family, Pawhuska garnered an invitation to meet President Jefferson in 1804.

On July 12, Jefferson addressed his remarks to “My Children White Hairs, Chiefs & Warriors of the Osage Nation.” “I receive you with great pleasure,” wrote Jefferson. “I thank the Great Spirit who has inspired you with a desire to visit your new friends, & who has conducted you in safety to take us this day by the hand.”6

The fatherly tone continues a few days later with a much more detailed address, again addressing them as “My Children” and explaining how the United States would be taking the place of France and Spain as their “neighbors, friends and fathers.” Further, Jefferson stressed that he and his fellow Americans had been in North America for so long that they had no memory of their own arrival, an attempt to equate white Euro-Americans with Native Americans: “We are all now of one family, born in the same land, & bound to live as brothers; & the strangers from beyond the great water are gone from us.” Then, the president got to the point: trade. With his most ingratiating tone, he wrote:
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Osage Chief Pawhuska is the great-great-great-grandfather of Charles Curtis. The leader was invited to visit President Thomas Jefferson as part of a delegation to negotiate trade. He is believed to be buried near the site of Fort Osage (in western Missouri on the Missouri River), but there is no marked grave site.
Courtesy Fort Osage National Historic Landmark

The great Spirit has given you strength, and has given us strength; not that we might hurt one another, but to do each other all the good in our power. Our dwellings indeed are very far apart; but not too far to carry on commerce & useful intercourse. You have furs and peltries which we want, and we have clothes and other useful things which you want. Let us employ ourselves then in mutually accommodating each other.7


Jefferson explained the importance of exploring the Louisiana Purchase to meet the nations that inhabited the land, land “which embraces all of the water of the Missisipi [sic] and Missouri,” and to find “what number of peltries they could furnish,” to discover what the tribes wanted in return, and to determine where trading posts would be established.8

The Louisiana Purchase nearly doubled the size of the nation, adding 828,000 square miles in the middle of the continent. To discover what


We propose, my children, immediately to establish an Agent to reside with you, who will speak to you our words, and convey yours to us: who will be the guardian of our peace and friendship, convey truths from the one to the other, dissipate all falsehoods which might tend to alienate and divide us, and maintain a good understanding & friendship between us. As the distance is too great for you to come often and tell us your wants, you will tell them to him on the spot, and he will convey them to us in writing, so that we shall be sure that they come from you. Through the intervention of such an Agent we shall hope that our friendship will forever be preserved. No wrong will ever be done you by our nation, and we trust that you will do none to us. . . .


My children. These are my words. Carry them to your nation. Keep them in your memories, and our friendship in your hearts. And may the Great Spirit look down upon us, & cover us with the mantle of his love.10











[image: ]
Julie Gonville Pappan, pictured here with her granddaughter, Belle, was the French-Kaw grandmother of Charles Curtis and the granddaughter of the Kaw chief White Plume. As a child, Charles lived with Julie and Louis Pappan on the Kaw Reservation near Council Grove, Kansas.
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