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“More Conscience Than Force”: U.S. 
Indian Inspector William Vandever, 
Grant’s Peace Policy, and Protestant 
Whiteness1

By Douglas Firth Anderson, Northwestern College

William Vandever (1817-1893) served as a U.S. Indian inspector from 1873 until early 1878. 
A lawyer by profession, Vandever had been a Republican congressman from Iowa and a Civil 
War officer. (Later, he would return to Congress, representing California.). While serving with 
the Indian Office, he became a critic of  the militarization of  federal Indian policy, so much 
so as to be reprimanded and not reappointed. His experience enables a reconsideration of  
President U.S. Grant’s peace policy in at least two areas. First, as one of  a new group of  Office 
of  Indian Affairs officials, Vandever provides a view of  federal Indian policy from the middle 
level of  the federal bureaucracy during the 1870s. His case especially illustrates his bureau’s 
attempts to centralize civilian management of  Indian reservations. Second, Vandever’s policy 
criticisms, though they assumed white American “civilization” as normative, more immediately 
arose from his religious perspective. Although he lost his post, Vandever serves to highlight 
the privileged role of  white Protestantism during Grant’s peace policy. He exemplified a set 
of  racialized religious sensibilities that were important at the time and that could be termed 
Protestant whiteness.

Introduction: “Law and civilization go together”

“If  our government is based on Christian principles, it should display more 
conscience than force in dealing with the Indians.” So William Vandever 
(1817-1893) declared to J. Elliot Condict early in 1877. By then, Vandever 
was in his fourth year as one of  a handful of  U.S. Indian inspectors. Invited 
by his correspondent to comment on the “Indian question,” he wrote with 
measured passion: “It is a shame, for a great nation, to disregard the principles 
of  equity, in dealing with a perishing race of  barbarians, whome it disposesed 
of  long cherished homes. To doom to extermination a people, that dared 
defend their land from invasion, would be a crime.”2

His experience the previous year with the Plains Sioux (Lakota) fueled his 
indignation. In 1876, as the military tried to subjugate Lakotas living far from 

1I am especially grateful to Joan Terpstra Anderson; Michael D. Gibson and the Center 
for Dubuque Area History, Loras College; JGAPE’s anonymous manuscript readers; James 
Rohrer; Joel L. Samuels and the Charles C. Myers Library, University of  Dubuque; and the 
Vocare Project (Lilly Grant), Northwestern College. Without these people and organizations, 
this article would either not have been written or have been much the poorer.

2This quotation and those in the next four paragraphs are from William Vandever to J. Elliot 
Condict, Jan. 4, 1877, folder 2, box 7, William Vandever Papers, Special Collections, Charles 
C. Myers Library, University of  Dubuque (hereafter, Vandever Papers). All quotations from 
Vandever follow his spelling, punctuation, grammar, and use of  proper names.
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their assigned agencies, Vandever spent weeks at the agencies meeting with 
Red Cloud, Spotted Tail, and other Sioux leaders. “The events of  the past 
season,” Vandever observed to Condict, “ought to satisfy every impartial 
mind, that the Indian problem cannot be solved through the intervention of  
the Army.”

To Inspector Vandever, the core of  the problem was the federal government’s 
failure to act as a Christian “civilization” toward the “barbarous” American 
Indians:

Law and civilization go together; Indians on or off  their 
reservations, must be brought under the restraints of  law. 
They need civil law, not military or martial law, to civilize 
them. . . . . Unfortunately for the Indian and for the whites, 
the Government has never offered the Indian any thing 
in lieu of  his barbarous customs; any improvement that 
has been wrought among the Indians in this particular is 
owing to the labors of  Christian Missionaries and not to the 
influence of  the government.

Vandever was a devout Presbyterian, and his religious beliefs were central to 
his reflections.3 The “North American Indian,” although “wild” and “savage,” 
deserved humane treatment for religious reasons: “He is a man, he has a soul; 
Christ died for him.” In other words, “civilizing” Indians entailed both racial 
and religious assumptions.

A full picture of  Vandever’s religious life is elusive. He wrote no journal 
or memoir, and he did not leave an extensive list of  publications. Yet there is 
enough evidence to provide some parameters for his Christian commitments. 
His Dutch forebears—particularly his father’s side, the VanDerWeers—were, 
in his words, “staunch reformers” (i.e., Dutch Calvinists).4 Throughout his 
adult life, he affiliated with the Presbyterian Church: A Presbyterian minister 
presided at his wedding; he was a member and an officer of  the First 
Presbyterian Church in Dubuque; he was a board member of  the German 
(Presbyterian) Theological School of  the Northwest, Dubuque; his funeral 
service was a Presbyterian one.5

3Vandever’s correspondent, J. Elliot Condict, was also a devout Presbyterian; a year prior to 
Vandever’s reply, he had published “Our Indians and the Duty of  the Presbyterian Church to 
Them,” Presbyterian Quarterly and Princeton Review 5 (Jan. 1876): 76–93.

4Photocopy of  Vandever to B. A. Stephens, Dec. 28, 1886, folder of  documents by Vande-
ver from other collections, unnumbered box, Vandever Papers. Captain Myron VanDerWeer 
came to New Netherlands in 1635.

5Civil War Pension Record, 1893. photocopy of  National Archives and Record Admin-
istration [NARA] record, in William Vandever biographical file, Ventura County Historical 
Collection, Ventura County Museum of  History and Art, Ventura, CA; [Committee on His-
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Moreover, as his correspondence with Condict indicates, Vandever’s 
Protestantism was more than a formality. His moral outlook, which colored 
his political and social convictions (including his support of  prohibition), 
tory,] A History of  One Hundred Years, 1850–1950: Westminster Presbyterian Church, Dubuque, Iowa 
(Dubuque, IA, 1950?), 11, 14; Presbyterian Church in the United States of  America, Minutes of  
the General Assembly of  the Presbyterian Church in the United States of  America, 1884, New Series, vol. 
8 (Philadelphia, 1884), 172; John E. Baur, “William Vandever: Ventura’s First Congressman,” 
Ventura County Historical Society Quarterly 20 (Fall 1974): 23.

General and Congressman William Vandever, c. 1863. From Benjamin F. Gue, History of  Iowa 
from the Earliest Times to the Beginning of  the Twentieth Century (New York, 1903), 2:f179.
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grew out of  his religious convictions.6 A commitment to Protestant missions 
is explicit in his comments to Condict. There is also a hint that he relished 
his personal ties to a contemporary revival hymn. An overly glowing 1887 
newspaper account of  his career noted that it was Vandever who, while 
serving as a Union officer, signaled the message from General William T. 
Sherman in the Atlanta campaign of  1864 “which has since passed into 
history and song, ‘Sherman says hold on; I am coming.’”7 The refrain in P. 
P. Bliss’s gospel hymn, “Hold the Fort.”—“‘Hold the fort, for I am coming,’ 
Jesus signals still”—was based on the wartime signal. Bliss’s hymn was widely 
disseminated through the urban-revival campaigns of  Dwight L. Moody.8

Vandever’s religious perspective was not, of  course, unique. Rather, it 
typified what I have elsewhere called Anglo-American Protestantism.9 This 
religious tradition was dominated by white, British-derived denominations 
such as the Methodists, Presbyterians, Baptists, Congregationalists, and 
Episcopalians. While split by the Civil War, this tradition began to re-coalesce 
in the war’s aftermath. Denominations had their differences—some quite 
deep—and southern white Protestantism remained a distinct subculture, 
while nonwhite Protestants were segregated. Nonetheless, there was a 
“canopy” of  common sensibilities that predominated among all but the 
most sectarian or unassimilated white Protestants. They found expression 
in things such as Sunday schools, hymnody, home and foreign missions, 
women’s groups, Christian Endeavor, and revivals.10 Important elements 
of  this Protestant whiteness included the theological and moral authority 
of  the Bible, the personal and Christocentric focus of  salvation and piety, 
the activist character of  a Christian life, and the millennial goal of  history. 
Protestantism so defined was accustomed to identifying itself  (and being 
identified by others) as the normative American religious tradition. Indeed, 

6“Good Words from Gen. Wm. Vandever, One of  Iowa’s Best Men: Prohibition Legally 
and Morally Considered,” printed broadsheet, folio, n.d., flat folder 2, Vandever Papers.

7Washington National Tribune, Dec. 15, 1887; U.S. War Department, The War of  the Rebellion: 
A Compilation of  the Official Records of  the Union and Confederate Armies, ser. 1, vol. 39, pt. III 
(Washington, DC, 1892), 78.

8Sandra S. Sizer, Gospel Hymns and Social Religion: The Rhetoric of  Nineteenth-Century Revivalism 
(Philadelphia, 1978), 40–41, 188n15.

9Douglas Firth Anderson, “‘A True Revival of  Religion’: Protestants and the San Francisco 
Graft Prosecutions, 1906–1909,” Religion and American Culture 4 (Winter 1994): 25–26, and 
Anderson, “‘We Have Here a Different Civilization’: Protestant Identity in the San Francisco 
Bay Area, 1906–1909,” Western Historical Quarterly 23 (May 1992): 200–01.

10The canopy metaphor is from Martin E. Marty, Modern American Religion, vol. 1, The Irony 
of  It All, 1893–1919 (Chicago, 1986), ch. 9. On Anglo-American Protestantism, see Nathan 
O. Hatch, The Democratization of  American Christianity (New Haven, 1989); Robert T. Handy, A 
Christian America: Protestant Hopes and Historical Realities, 2nd ed. (New York, 1984); Henry F. 
May, “The Religion of  the Republic” in May, Ideas, Faiths, and Feelings: Essays on American Intel-
lectual History and Religious History, 1952–1982 (New York, 1983), 163–86.
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white Protestants such as Vandever aspired to be the moral custodians of  
a nation-state that was assumed to be, in his words, “based on Christian 
principles.”11 Ideologues of  Protestant whiteness in the Gilded Age such 
as Josiah Strong made it clear through their use of  “race,” “civilization,” 
“Christian,” and related terms that full citizenship in the American republic 
was dependent upon internalizing white, male Protestant norms.12

Before the Civil War, such sensibilities flourished in various reforms.13 In 
the Gilded Age, Protestant whiteness resurged in what historian Heather Cox 
Richardson has termed “an era defined by the question of  citizenship.”14 That 
is, should Indians as well as African Americans, women, immigrants, and ex-
Confederates be fully included in American society? And if  so, under what, 
if  any, conditions? National reconstruction, in Richardson’s view, entailed 
addressing the question of  citizenship in light of  a conquered West as well 
as South.15

While Richardson has expanded the Reconstruction era geographically to 
include the West, Edward J. Blum has deepened the era religiously. In Reforging 
the White Republic, Blum analyzes the importance of  white Protestantism. 
Northern white Protestant leaders and institutions “were essential to the 
reforging of  the white republic” during the Gilded Age. Celebrity clergyman 
Henry Ward Beecher, urban evangelist Dwight L. Moody, and Woman’s 
Christian Temperance Union leader Frances Willard, among others, “helped 
re-create and re-sanctify,” according to Blum, “the ethnic nationalism that 
had been in place before the war, in which racial categories defined national 
citizenship.”16

Richardson and Blum together provide a fresh interpretive context for 
considering the historical significance of  U.S. Indian inspector William 
Vandever. Vandever held his federal post during the 1870s, during a 
development in U.S.-Indian relations known as Grant’s peace policy. It 
was a time when the line between church and state, seldom solid in U.S.-

11May, “The Religion of  the Republic,” and D. H. Meyer, The Instructed Conscience: The Shaping 
of  the American National Ethic (Philadelphia, 1972), provide background on white Protestant-
ism’s moralism and practical idealism. For the concept of  moral custodianship, see Grant 
Wacker, “Uneasy in Zion: Evangelicals in Postmodern Society” in Evangelicalism and Modern 
America, ed. George Marsden (Grand Rapids, MI, 1984), 22–24.

12Josiah Strong, Our Country: Its Possible Future and Its Present Crisis (New York, 1885).
13See, for example, Robert H. Abzug, Cosmos Crumbling: American Reform and the Religious 

Imagination (New York, 1994); and Hatch, The Democratization of  American Christianity.
14Heather Cox Richardson, “Reconstruction and the American West: An Interview,” con-

ducted by Randall J. Stephens, Historically Speaking 9 (Sept.–Oct. 2007): 26.
15See Heather Cox Richardson, West from Appomattox: The Reconstruction of  America after the 

Civil War (New Haven, 2007). 
16Edward J. Blum, Reforging the White Republic: Race, Religion, and American Nationalism, 1865–

1898 (Baton Rouge, LA, 2005), 5–7.
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Indian affairs, was especially permeable.17 Taking office in 1873, Vandever 
conscientiously fulfilled his duties while touring the West and gaining a sense 
of  federal Indian policy “on the ground.” He was typical for his time and 
class in his Protestant whiteness. Yet as the United States sought to shrink 
the Great Sioux Reserve and purchase the Black Hills in 1876–77, he became 
an internal critic of  federal policy. Vandever was reprimanded in 1877 and 
not reappointed in 1878. The loss of  his post coincided with the partial 
dismantling of  the peace policy.

A close examination of  Inspector Vandever can be fruitful in at least 
two ways: First, he is a heretofore overlooked player in the development 
of  U.S.-Indian relations during the Gilded Age.18 He affords an especially 

17Robert H. Keller, Jr., American Protestantism and United States Indian Policy, 1869–82 (Lincoln, 
NE, 1983).

18Baur provides a brief  summary of  Vandever’s life in “William Vandever,” 11–25. There 
has been no critical study of  Vandever and Indian policy to date. See James C. Olson, Red 
Cloud and the Sioux Problem (Lincoln, NE, 1965), 220; Paul Stuart, The Indian Office: Growth and 
Development of  an American Institution, 1865–1900 (Ann Arbor, MI, 1979), 93, 106, 108–09; 

William Vandever (center) with fellow officers of  the 9th Iowa Infantry, F.J. Herron (left) and 
W.H. Coyl (right). From Johnson Brigham, Iowa: Its History and Its Foremost Citizens (Chicago, 
1918), 1:373.
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interesting window into the Office of  Indian Affairs (OIA)—a major federal 
institution—during a transitional time for the bureau.19 Some critical attention 
has been given to the nineteenth-century OIA itself  and to commissioners 
and some agents of  the period, but there has been little work done on mid-
level officials.20

Second, Vandever’s case provides an opportunity to reconsider aspects of  
Grant’s peace policy. The peace policy that emerged during the administration 
of  President Ulysses S. Grant ended treaty making with Native tribes, made 
establishing reservations a federal priority, and created the position of  Indian 
inspector, all while privileging white Protestants as administrators and as 
moral custodians of  the popular postwar project of  “civilizing” American 
Indians. The policy was confusing at the time; definitions of  it since, while 
having much in common, have varied in important ways.21 It was less a 
coherent presidential initiative than an accidental convergence of  executive 
and legislative measures arising from and tied together by a civilizing ideology.

 
Keller, Protestantism and United States Indian Policy, 178; Norman J. Bender, “New Hope for the 
Indians”: The Grant Peace Policy and the Navajos in the 1870s (Albuquerque, NM, 1989), 101, 171; 
Edwin R. Sweeney, Cochise: Chiricahua Apache Chief (Norman, OK, 1991), 386–87, 391. 

19The Bureau of  Indian Affairs did not become the official name until 1947. The Gilded 
Age names—the Indian Office and OIA—will be used in this essay. See Francis Paul Prucha, 
The Great Father: The United States Government and the American Indians (Lincoln, NE, 1984), app. 
D, 1227–29.

20See, for example, Robert L. Whitner, “Grant’s Indian Peace Policy on the Yakima Reserva-
tion, 1870–82” in The Western American Indian: Case Studies in Tribal History, ed. Richard N. Ellis 
(Lincoln, NE, 1972), 50–60; Lawrence R. Murphy, Frontier Crusader—William F. M. Arny (Tuc-
son, AZ, 1972); William E. Unrau, “The Civilian as Indian Agent: Villain or Victim?” Western 
Historical Quarterly 3 (Oct. 1972): 405–20; John Bret Harte, “The Strange Case of  Joseph C. 
Tiffany: Indian Agent in Disgrace,” Journal of  Arizona History 16 (Winter 1975): 383–404; 
Robert M. Kvasnicka and Herman J. Viola, eds., The Commissioners of  Indian Affairs, 1824–1977 
(Lincoln, NE, 1979); Stuart, The Indian Office; Prucha, The Great Father; Bender, “New Hope for 
the Indians”; Henry E. Stamm, IV, “The Peace Policy Experiment at Wind River: The James 
Irwin Years, 1870–1877,” Montana: The Magazine of  Western History 41 (Summer 1991): 56–69; 
John Dibbern, “The Reputations of  Indian Agents: A Reappraisal of  John P. Clum and Jo-
seph C. Tiffany,” Journal of  the Southwest 39 (Summer 1997): 201–38; Douglas Firth Anderson, 
“Protestantism, Progress, and Prosperity: John P. Clum and ‘Civilizing’ the U.S. Southwest, 
1871–1886,” Western Historical Quarterly 33 (Autumn 2002): 315–35.

21Keller, Protestantism and Indian Policy, 17, comments, “What it did, who did it, and what it 
meant confused everyone”; also 250n1–2. Besides Keller’s book, other important consider-
ations of  Grant’s peace policy include Robert Winston Mardock, The Reformers and the Ameri-
can Indian (Columbia, MO, 1971); Henry G. Waltmann, “Circumstantial Reformer: President 
Grant and the Indian Problem,” Arizona and the West 13 (Winter 1971): 323–42; Prucha, The 
Great Father, 479–606; Richard R. Levine, “Indian Fighters and Indian Reformers: Grant’s 
Indian Peace Policy and the Conservative Consensus,” Civil War History 31.4 (1985): 329–52; 
and David Sim, “The Peace Policy of  Ulysses S. Grant,” American Nineteenth Century History 9 
(Sept. 2008): 241–68.
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Among the policy’s many ironies, perhaps most notable was the contrast 
between its name and the actual experience of  the 1870s and 1880s. American 
subjugation of  indigenous peoples during the Gilded Age was similar to that 
of  other nations.22 Americans in general assumed, though, that the United 
States was exceptional. The United States was not like other empires. It was 
to be, in Thomas Jefferson’s phrase, an “empire for liberty,” or, in historian 
Gray H. Whaley’s words, “an empire republic” in which “colonists would 
be citizens not subjects” and in which Indians would be assimilated or 
civilized.23 During Grant’s peace policy, many white Protestants hoped to 
make new citizens out of  Native Americans. This would happen through 
applying racialized assumptions about religion, education, the individual, 
private property, and law. Recalling Vandever’s words to J. Elliot Condict in 
early 1877, the project of  Protestant whiteness was to civilize the barbarous 
Indian.

 The civilizing project in the West, however, encountered intractable 
contradictions in the 1870s that would bedevil Inspector Vandever and other 
white Protestants. Not only was the United States ready to wage war amid 
a policy of  peace, it was also prone to break its treaties and arbitrarily alter 
its commitments. A more fundamental contradiction was Native American 
resistance to subjugation and assimilation. Vandever illustrates that Protestant 
whiteness was integral in the development of  the peace policy. But he also 
illustrates the unworkable assumptions behind Protestant whiteness and the 
peace policy.

Vandever and “the guiding hand of Providence”

Vandever came to his OIA post without prior experience in Indian 
affairs. Born March 31, 1817 in Baltimore, he was raised in Philadelphia. His 
religious background has already been noted. Politically, Vandever was Whig-
Republican. In 1851, he parlayed his experience as a surveyor and his political 
connections to gain a post as clerk in the U.S. Surveyor General’s Office in 

22James O. Gump, The Dust Rose Like Smoke: The Subjugation of  the Zulu and the Sioux (Lincoln, 
Neb, 1994), and Gump, “Civil Wars in South Dakota and South Africa: The Role of  the ‘Third 
Force,’” Western Historical Quarterly 34 (Winter 2003): 427–44.

23See Jeffrey Ostler, The Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism from Lewis and Clark to Wounded Knee 
(New York, 2004), 14–15, on Jefferson and American expansion; Gray H. Whaley, “Oregon, 
Illahee, and the Empire Republic: A Case Study of  American Colonialism, 1843–1858,” Western 
Historical Quarterly 36 (Summer 2005): 158. On the history of  “civilizing” North American 
Indians, see esp. Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., The White Man’s Indian: Images of  the American Indian 
from Columbus to the Present (New York, 1978); Frederick E. Hoxie, A Final Promise: The Campaign 
to Assimilate the Indians, 1880–1920 (1984; New York, 1989); C. L. Higham, Noble, Wretched, and 
Redeemable: Protestant Missionaries to the Indians in Canada and the United States, 1820–1900 (Albu-
querque, NM, 2000).
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Dubuque, Iowa.24 Two years later, he began practicing law.25 In 1858, he was 
elected to the U.S. House of  Representatives as a Republican, and he was 
reelected in 1860. His expertise in land and law resonated with his work as a 
member of  the House Committee on Public Lands. Congressman Vandever 
was not an abolitionist, but he was clearly antislavery. He was also inclined to 
insist upon both the law and morality.26

The Civil War overshadowed his second term. Commissioned as colonel 
of  the Ninth Iowa Infantry in 1861, Vandever left military service in 1865 as 
a brevetted major general. 27 In 1862 at the Battle of  Pea Ridge and in 1865 
at the Battles of  Averasboro and Bentonville, he was a brigade commander. 
More controversial, though, was his dual office holding. The U.S. Constitution 
prohibits members of  Congress from holding another federal office at the 
same time. Although he was not the only House member also serving as a 
Union army officer, a formal case contesting his 1860 reelection gave him 
some notoriety.28 Vandever’s refusal to resign his seat in Congress almost 
certainly did not endear him to many voters or to his state’s party leaders. 
His replacement in Congress in 1863 was William B. Allison, later a powerful 
Gilded Age senator.29

Any ill feelings over General Vandever’s clinging to his House seat had 
diminished by 1865. He was the featured speaker when Dubuque honored 
Ulysses S. Grant’s return home to nearby Galena, Illinois. The late war, 
Vandever declared, although begun by “bad men” who desired “to strengthen 
and extend a system of  oppression,” had ended with a Union victory. This 
meant that “freedom is decreed to every human being under the shelter” of  
the United States—“the best government that has ever blessed mankind.” 
“Democratic institutions” and “the republican form of  government” had 
contributed their strength to Grant’s victorious course, Vandever noted, 
but the commanding general had also had “the prayers of  the good and the 
guiding hand of  Providence” on his side.30

With the war over, Vandever sought to reestablish his law practice in 
Dubuque. It did not flourish, however. His eventual interest in the post of  

24Dubuque Daily Times, July 25, 1893; Washington National Tribune, Dec. 15, 1887; Weekly 
Dubuque Tribune, June 1, 1853.

25Weekly Dubuque Tribune, May 11, 1853, advertisement.
26Congressional Globe, 36th Cong., 1st sess. (Apr. 27, 1860), app., 269–70.
27On Vandever’s Civil War service, see Nathaniel B. Baker, Report of  Adjutant General to Gov-

ernor of  the State of  Iowa, vol. 1 (Des Moines, IA, 1867), 89; and Ezra J. Warner, Generals in Blue: 
Lives of  the Union Commanders (Baton Rouge, LA, 1992), 523–24.

28For Vandever’s case, see Congressional Globe, 37th Cong., 2nd sess. (May 8, 1862), 2021–23, 
and 37th Cong., 3rd sess. (Jan. 20–21, Feb. 5, 14, 1863), 403–07, 427–34, 742–43, 963–71. 

29In the prewar and war years, Vandever and Allison were rivals as much as allies. See Leland 
Sage, William Boyd Allison: A Study in Practical Politics (Iowa City, 1956), 42–60.

30Dubuque Daily Times, Aug. 24, 1865.
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Indian inspector seemed tied to his search for a steady income—not only to 
support his family, but also to pay off  his debts.31 Vandever’s politics and his 
previous federal offices made him a leading candidate for an inspectorship. 
So did his religious convictions. Christianity was not a new player in Indian 
affairs. Ever since 1492, it had been formally central to the civilizing project.32 
With the Grant administration, however, white Protestantism received 
unprecedented privilege in federal Indian policy.

Grant’s Peace Policy

Ulysses S. Grant’s election in 1868 meant that the leading military hero of  
the North would become the chief  executive. During and immediately after 
the Civil War, the army conducted numerous campaigns to subjugate various 
Native groups in the trans-Mississippi West. Yet by the time that Grant took 
up the presidency, many white Americans were beginning to question not just 
the military’s competence in Indian affairs, but whether it should have any 
role at all.33 When Grant delivered his inaugural address in 1869, he signaled 
that Indian policy would be an important focus of  his administration: “The 
proper treatment of  the original occupants of  this land—the Indians[—is] 
one deserving of  careful study. I will favor any course toward them which 
tends to their civilization and ultimate citizenship.”34

Prior to the new administration, two congressional commissions expressed 
and fed rising white Protestant (and general humanitarian) interest in federal 
Indian policy. In 1867, the Doolittle Committee issued an extensive report 
on Indian affairs. Senator James R. Doolittle, a devout Baptist, helped to 
set the report’s tone of  indignation and urgency. Among other things, the 
report charged widespread fraud and corruption in Indian affairs, and 
it recommended a reservation system by which tribes could be isolated 
and eventually civilized. Congress then established the U.S. Indian Peace 
Commission, headed by the then commissioner of  Indian affairs (CIA), 
Nathaniel G. Taylor, a Methodist minister and former congressman. In 1868, 

31According to Vandever, an 1867 mining swindle had left him indebted; see Vandever to T. 
W. Burdick, Dec. 5, 1877, folder Dec. 1877, box 7, Vandever Papers. He also complained of  
expenses and of  his failure to get ahead financially; see Vandever to William B. Allison, Nov. 
27, 1873, folder 3, vol. 2, and Jan. 24, 1878, folder 2, vol. 12, William Boyd Allison Papers, State 
Historical Society of  Iowa Library and Archives, Des Moines.

32For overviews, see for example Roger L. Nichols, Indians in the United States and Canada: A 
Comparative History (Lincoln, NE, 1998); Henry Warner Bowden, American Indians and Christian 
Missions: Studies in Cultural Conflict (Chicago, 1981); and Francis Paul Prucha, The Indians in 
American Society: From the Revolutionary War to the Present (Berkeley, 1985).

33For a critical synthesis of  the military conflict between whites and Indians, see Robert M. 
Utley, The Indian Frontier of  the American West, 1846–1890 (Albuquerque, NM, 1984).

34Ulysses S. Grant, “First Inaugural Address,” Mar. 4, 1869, Avalon Project, Yale Law School, 
http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/presiden/inaug/grant1.htm (accessed July 11, 2007).
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the Peace Commission stressed that white Protestant civilization should be 
the norm for U.S.-Indian relations. While “civilization must not be arrested 
in its progress by a handful of  savages,” the commission also claimed that 
by civilized standards, the United States had been “uniformly unjust” toward 
the Indians; hence, it was imperative to begin a “hitherto untried policy 
. . . of  endeavoring to conquer by kindness.” By the end of  the year, the 
commissioners had negotiated treaties with various tribes. Perhaps most 
notable was that which established the Great Sioux Reserve, encompassing a 
vast area west of  the Missouri River that included the Black Hills.35

White Americans generally agreed that the progress of  American civilization 
would not—and should not—be halted. Mining rushes, transcontinental 
rail lines, and homesteads were prerogatives of  citizens in “the pursuit of  
happiness,” even if  they did disrupt American Indian life. Mark Twain, who 
helped name the Gilded Age, exemplified a popular double-mindedness about 
Indians. In Roughing It, he admitted that he had been “an Indian worshiper,” 
a “disciple of  [James Fenimore] Cooper.” His romantic conceptions, though, 
collapsed when he encountered Goshutes in the Great Basin. Disillusionment 
led to ambivalence: “[W]herever one finds an Indian tribe he has only found 
Goshoots [sic] more or less modified by circumstances and surroundings—
but Goshoots, after all. They deserve pity, poor creatures; and they can have 
mine—at this distance. Nearer by, they never get anybody’s.”36 For Twain and 
his era’s public, pity as well as neglect (or worse) for Native Americans drew 
upon assumptions of  white privilege.

Grant’s peace policy was in part “a state of  mind.”37 That is, enough of  
the American public was persuaded that, in the words of  the president, “the 
proper treatment of  the original occupants of  this land” demanded civilizing 
Indians for “ultimate citizenship.” Yet the policy was also a set of  executive 
and legislative changes. While the changes were made for reasons other 
than religious, they were fully supported by white Protestant leaders. This in 
itself  was not surprising, since white Protestantism still permeated popular 
sensibilities at the time. What was remarkable was how Protestant whiteness 
was privileged not only in the policy’s assumptions and goals but also in its 
implementation.

The peace policy’s administrative and legal changes developed in four 
parts, all fully in place by early in Grant’s second term. First was the invitation 
by the federal government to Christian individuals and denominations—
largely Protestant—to become fuller participants in the administration of  
Indian policy. Even though President Grant was not particularly religious, 

35See Prucha, The Great Father, 485–96; quotations 491–92.
36Mark Twain, Roughing It, vol. 2 of  The Works of  Mark Twain, ed. Franklin Rodgers and Paul 

Baender (Berkeley, 1972), 146.
37Prucha, The Great Father, 481.



 178    Journal of  the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era / April 2010

one advisor—George Hay Stuart—was, and at the time white Protestants 
expressed the most concern about Indian policy. In 1869, Congress created 
the Board of  Indian Commissioners (BIC). The BIC was to be to the Indian 
Office what the U.S. Christian Commission had been to the Union Army: 
an independent faith-based body for enlisting support and providing moral 
oversight. Religious qualifications were not specified for BIC members in the 
enabling legislation, yet only white Protestants were appointed.38 Then, in 1872 
each Indian reservation was assigned to a particular Christian denomination. 
This administrative decision developed from overtures to Grant about 
Indian policy by members of  the Society of  Friends (Quakers). Early in his 
administration, Grant had appointed his wartime aide Ely S. Parker, a Seneca, 
to be CIA and then replaced all Indian agents with either Quakers or army 
officers. In response to congressional prohibition of  the appointment of  army 
officers to civilian posts, Grant opened up agency posts to denominations 
other than the Friends. The move from favoring the army to favoring religious 
groups was reactive, but it served the administration’s purpose of  reform 
of  the Indian Office by depoliticizing agency appointments.39 By 1872, the 
BIC had parceled out the reservations. Although Catholics and Unitarians 
were included, orthodox white Protestant denominations predominated in 
the apportionment.40 Each group was expected to nominate federal Indian 
agents and other personnel, especially teachers and physicians.41

The second part of  the peace policy was a renewed emphasis on creating, 
clarifying, and stabilizing reservations. Reservations were not, of  course, new. 
Nonetheless, a prewar ideal of  forming a single, permanent Indian Territory 
still had some support. The new BIC viewed reservations as essential. Only 
with clearly delimited tribal land could the process begin for teaching Indians 
“the advantage of  individual ownership of  property,” as the 1869 BIC report 
put it. In other words, it was assumed that establishing reservations would 
be the first stage in detribalizing Indians in order to recreate them as “white” 
citizens.42

The third element was ending treaty making. In 1871, Congress forbade new 
U.S.-Indian treaties while upholding all treaties previously ratified. All future 
agreements, since they would not be treaties, would involve the approval of  
the entire Congress, not just the Senate. But the cessation of  treaties also 

38Prucha, The Great Father, 503.
39Sim, “The Peace Policy,” 257.
40The initial list of  denominations was created in 1870 by Vincent Colyer, secretary of  the 

BIC. In 1872, the white Protestant denominations were the northern Baptists, Congregation-
alists, Dutch Reformed, Episcopal, Evangelical Lutheran, Friends (Hicksite and Orthodox), 
northern Methodists, and northern Presbyterians. See Keller, Protestantism and Indian Policy, 
32–36, 218–22.

41Prucha, The Great Father, 519.
42Ibid., 562.
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satisfied the BIC and other reformers. In their view, it would help the Indians 
to realize that they were not sovereign nations on a par with the United States 
but were instead “wards” of  “the Great Father” in Washington.43

The fourth and final element was creating a new cadre of  OIA officials: 
inspectors. Before inspectors, there were superintendents. Often combined 
with the office of  territorial governors, Indian superintendents were legally 
responsible for negotiating with tribes in their jurisdiction, for dispensing 
annuities, and for overseeing any agents under their authority. Historian Paul 
Stuart has noted that while superintendents were the most significant federal 
field officials for Indian affairs for the entire period from independence to Civil 
War, their importance was undercut as reservations—and agents—became 
more numerous. Agents reported to superintendents, but superintendents 
were not engaged in the mundane details of  the growing reservation system. 
Nor were they closely connected to the Indian Office in Washington.44

In 1873, Congress authorized the president to appoint as many as five 
inspectors, subject to the confirmation of  the Senate. Inspectors would 
receive an annual salary of  $3,000 plus travel expenses. The inspectors, who 
reported to the CIA, were to travel to assigned agencies and superintendencies 
and report on financial accounts, contracts, and procedures; the numbers, 
conditions, and “advancement” of  agency Indians; reservation boundaries 
and land use; agents and personnel; schools; and anything else of  relevance 
to the OIA. Each inspector was empowered to examine agency books 
and property, to examine (under oath, if  necessary) agency personnel and 
Indians, to suspend and to temporarily appoint agency personnel, and 
to call upon federal attorneys to enforce legal proceedings. The same act 
establishing inspectorships provided for phasing out superintendencies.45 In 
effect, the inspectors were to enable greater efficiency, integrity, formality, 
and centralization in the OIA. Regionally based superintendents were 
replaced by mobile inspectors. Inspectors were not administrators. Rather, 
they were bureaucratic conduits—of  Washington policies to the field and 
of  information from the field to Washington. Inspections were intended to 
become routine, reaching every agency annually. William Vandever was one 
of  the initial five inspectors appointed in 1873.46

43The legal status of  Indian nations as “wards” and “domestic, dependent” nations under 
U.S. federal sovereignty was established by Chief  Justice John Marshall and the U.S. Supreme 
Court in Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, 1831.

44Stuart, The Indian Office, 73–80.
45Quotation is from U.S. Indian Bureau, A Compilation from the Revised Statutes of  the United 

States, 2nd ed. (Washington, 1876), 16. The summation of  duties is from a two-page docu-
ment, folder 6, box 3, Vandever Papers.

46The number of  inspectors was decreased to three in 1875, then increased back to five in 
1880; see Stuart, The Indian Office, 77.
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Inspection: “Some sort of civil government ought to be 

established….”

Vandever took up his duties as an inspector when the partnership of  
churches with the OIA was in full stride. The new inspector embodied the 
civilizing sensibilities of  his era’s dominant Protestantism. He also embodied 
legal sensibilities born of  his law practice and time in Congress. He seemed, 
in sum, an ideal person for implementing the peace policy. Yet Vandever had 
had no experience with either Native Americans or the OIA. (At least the new 
CIA to whom he reported—Edward P. Smith—did have such experience.47)

Inspector Vandever began in the Southwest. The Apaches were the focus of  
greatest white concern there, and Apache reservations were the most in flux. 
Indigenous agricultural peoples of  the region, such as the various Pueblos 
(including Hopis and Zunis) and the O’odhams (Pimas and Papagos), were 
already settled and understood by whites to be further along the path to 
civilization than were Apaches. The Navajos had recently been through the 
agony of  military defeat and forced relocation, and they were attempting to 
acclimate to reservation life. 

Between early August and early November 1873, Vandever formally 
reported on eleven agencies in Arizona and New Mexico.48 Judging from his 
correspondence on Arizona Territory agencies, Vandever’s reports provided 
the details specified by federal statute. He looked at agency accounts and 
property, interviewed agency personnel, and provided Indian population 
numbers and ration counts. He also offered suggestions and evaluations: 
He proposed, for example, that the Hopis needed a well-defined reservation 
to prevent trespass from Americans and Navajos and that the agent at 
Camp Apache should be authorized to purchase blankets since winter was 
approaching. He observed that few if  any funds had reached most agencies 
and that Apaches did not know what to do with the flour that was issued to 
them. They needed bake-ovens if  they were to make bread.49 He also evaluated 
the moral behavior of  agency personnel and Indians: The employees at the 
Papago Agency were “men of  good habits,” but the Pimas and Maricopas were 
in contact with “bad white men,” so that “demoralization and debauchery are 
fearfully on the increase” among them.50

47On Smith, see Richard C. Crawford, “Edward Parmalee Smith (1873–75)” in Kvasnicka 
and Viola, Commissioners of  Indian Affairs, 141–47.

48U.S. Office of  Indian Affairs, Registers of  Letters Received, 1824–1880, rolls 95–108, micro-
form M18, NARA, Rocky Mountain Region, Denver. Supplemented by the Vandever Papers, 
these records provide the outline of  Vandever’s inspection tours between 1873 and 1878.

49Vandever to CIA, Sept. 25; Oct. 1; Oct. 5; Oct. 13; Nov. 4; Nov. 5, 1873, in U.S. Office of  
Indian Affairs, Reports of  the Field Jurisdictions, 1873–1900, roll 1, microform M1070, Arizona 
Superintendency, NARA, Denver.

50Vandever to CIA, Nov. 3; Nov. 4, 1873, in OIA, Reports of  the Field Jurisdictions, roll 1.
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Such moralism came easily to Vandever. Even so, there is little reason to 
question his less-than-sanguine picture of  the Southwest’s reservation system. 
Despite church partnership, the reservations were chronically underfunded, 
bureaucratically hampered, indifferently managed, and inconsistently staffed. 
He recognized that things such as vague reservation boundaries, shoddy or 
inappropriate supplies, and inadequate salaries in arrears could undermine 
the peace policy.

The inspector was also paternalistic. On at least one occasion during his first 
tour, he transmitted an Indian viewpoint to the CIA. During his inspection of  
the Chiricahua Agency, Vandever met with Cochise. Although ailing, Cochise 
was still the preeminent leader among Chiricahua. Vandever reported that 
Cochise was quite satisfied with the reservation—not surprising, since it 
encompassed some of  the Chiricahua’s traditional land-base. Yet Cochise 
also made it clear that he was on the reservation on his own terms. Cochise, 
wrote the inspector, “says it is useless to try and learn his people to farm, 
they don’t want to raise corn, they want to live in the mountains and hunt. 
He says that when his people have plenty of  corn they make plenty of  tiswyu 
[tiswin, a fermented beverage] and get drunk.”51 Although Vandever quickly 
dismissed Cochise’s concern, he recognized that even with irrigation, farming 
in the Southwest was difficult.

In 1874, Inspector Vandever toured the Pacific Northwest. Widespread 
armed resistance by Native peoples in the region to American impositions 
had been put down in the 1850s. Reservations quickly followed. In addition 
to his routine assignments, Vandever was engaged by the BIC to join two of  
its representatives and General O. O. Howard in a special visit to the Puget 
Sound tribes.

Reservations were receiving fresh attention in the peace policy. They were 
not to be ends in themselves. The goal was the eradication of  Indian cultures 
so that Native Americans could become white Americans.52 On reservations, 
schools and churches were central instruments toward the goal, as was 
the conversion of  reservation tribal lands into private property allotted to 
Indian families. Vandever and his three colleagues were asked to recommend 
whether or not to consolidate various bands of  Puget Sound Indians onto 
the Skokomish reservation and to then allot land of  the old reservations. He 
dutifully reported to the CIA on what he heard and saw, while fully endorsing 
consolidation and allotment.53

Vandever’s record suggests that as he started his third year of  inspection 
in 1875, he was a model official of  the peace policy: He wholeheartedly 

51Vandever to CIA, Oct. 18, 1873, in OIA, Reports of  the Field Jurisdictions, roll 1.
52George E. Tinker, Missionary Conquest: The Gospel and Native American Cultural Genocide (Min-

neapolis, 1993).
53Stuart, The Indian Office, 108–09.
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supported the civilizing project; he reliably followed the Indian Office’s 
directives; and he diligently conveyed information and advice from the field. 
That year, however, the inspector would range across more than one region. 
He began and ended with visits to California. In between, he inspected 
agencies along the Missouri River.

In California, Vandever’s major work concerned clarifying or establishing 
reservations. Because of  gold, California had received an enormous influx of  
Americans before 1850. California Indians—divided by multiple languages 
and cultures, and further divided between those who had accommodated 
and those who had resisted Spanish-mission and Mexican-rancho life—
found survival itself  difficult in the face of  the massive American inrush. 
In the 1870s, there were only three reservations in California. Vandever 
spent a couple of  weeks in the spring of  1875 at the Round Valley Agency, 
which included the Yuki and other tribes. Although the reservation lands 
were clearly established, only some of  them were in use by resident Indians. 
Whites had encroached on the reservation, and Congress had not followed 
through with money to reimburse claimants for improved land. The inspector 
made a forceful plea to the CIA to press for the promised money. “With the 
additional land that will be acquired by the extinguishment of  the settlers’ 
claims,” argued Vandever, “not only the Indians here now can be maintained, 
but many more from all the surrounding country can be subsisted and 
civilized.”54

Inspector Vandever also involved himself  in one Round Valley issue in 
which Protestant whiteness was unusually conspicuous. The agency had 
been assigned to the northern Methodists, and under Agent James Burchard 
(1872–77), overt proselytizing accompanied civilization efforts.55 The Catholic 
Church had petitioned Commissioner E. P. Smith for permission to erect a 
church and a priest’s home on the reservation. Moreover, a priest had lodged 
complaints about his treatment by Agent Burchard. Vandever weighed in: 
“Dissensions and strife would necessarily result,” he wrote, if  a Catholic 
mission were established on the reservation. He claimed that “the indians 
themselves do not desire it,” and to allow the Catholics in would undercut the 
Methodists’ laudable work in “training and instructing the indians in moral 
and religious duties.” As for the priest, he was an “enthusiast” and a “lunatic.” 
Without openly attacking Catholicism, Vandever implied that a Catholic 
mission would undercut rather than complement the Protestant civilizing 
project on the reservation.56

54U.S. Commissioner of  Indian Affairs, Annual Report for the Year 1875 (Washington, 1875), 82.
55Todd Benson, “The Consequences of  Reservation Life: Native Californians on the Round 

Valley Reservation, 1871–1884,” Pacific Historical Review 60 (May 1991): 225–27, 235–36.
56Vandever to CIA, June 4, 1875, in OIA, Reports of  the Field Jurisdictions, roll 3, California 

Superintendency.
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When the inspector returned to California in the last months of  1875, it was 
on behalf  of  the Mission Indians. Mission Indians were detribalized bands 
who had been left without reservations or allotments when the Mexican 
government secularized the Franciscan missions. Vandever, working with 
a special agent, considered reserving available public lands for the Indians, 
but he rejected this option as inadequate. Instead, in his report published in 
early 1876, he described several possible tracts of  private land for lease or 
purchase, recommending one in particular. His view of  the Mission Indians 
foreshadowed that of  reformist author Helen Hunt Jackson almost a decade 
later. Vandever wrote:

There is no body of  Indians within the limits of  the United 
States that have received so little aid from the Government 
as the Mission Indians of  California. There is no body of  
Indians that has occasioned so little trouble. No Indians 
anywhere have endured wrong and outrage with more 
patience than these Indians; there is nowhere to be found 
a body of  Indians that have been more useful than these in 
developing the country, for their labor has been freely used 
by the settlers at a small cost, and their removal would be a 
detriment to the community on that coast. Finally, a body 
of  Indians is nowhere to be found for whom a moderate 
expenditure would accomplish more good.57

Vandever’s recommendation was rejected, yet his argument is interesting. 
The Mission Indians were especially worthy of  a secure land base because 
their wage labor had been so “useful” in “developing the country.” This 
makes clear at least two aspects of  Protestant whiteness: First, worthiness 
was a condition that Indians could enhance. Second, the cultivation of  
industriousness and acquisitiveness enhanced worthiness and thus moved 
Indians along the path to whiteness.

In the summer of  1875, Vandever inspected the agencies in the Northern 
Plains along the Missouri River. He stopped at the Ponca, Yankton, Crow 
Creek, Cheyenne River, and Standing Rock Agencies, submitting reports on 
each. But hints of  larger developments came during his time at Crow Creek. 
Crow Creek was an agency for Dakota Sioux on the east bank of  the Missouri 
River. Across the Missouri was the Great Sioux Reservation. In 1874, gold 
had been discovered in the Black Hills. A mining rush was thus inundating 
land still reserved to the Lakota Sioux by treaty, angering many Lakotas.

Amid this growing crisis, a federal commission was sent to seek the lease 
57William Vandever, Report of  William Vandever, United States Indian Inspector (Washington, 

1876), 5, 6.
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or sale of  the Black Hills. William B. Allison, Vandever’s political patron and 
a member of  the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs, was the commission’s 
head.58 Vandever was directed to join the group, so long as he still inspected 
the Missouri River agencies. He declined to join the commission—he felt 
that his inspections had priority—but he sent some observations to Allison. 
Vandever minimized the Black Hills issue for the Lakota: “I infer that they 
intend to demand big things in the council, but I think they will finally agree 
to what is reasonable.” The decisive issue for the inspector was advancing the 
civilizing program. He was convinced that “some sort of  civil government 
ought to be established on the indian reservations,” because civilized law 
would “abrogate their barbarous laws and customs.” Vandever assumed 
republican legal forms as norms. “I would,” he wrote, “even allow the Sioux 
to send one or two delegates to Congress and would not care if  they sent 
blanket indians [i.e., traditionalists] to represent them. They would thus learn 
our ways and soon come to feel that their interests were regarded.”59

Vandever was gaining confidence in offering his views on Indian affairs. 
The developing crisis over the Black Hills, though, was beginning to unravel 
the peace policy. In 1876–77, peace would be overshadowed by war, and 
Vandever would criticize this turn.

A Peace Policy Unraveling: “The military should be restrained”

The Allison Sioux Commission ended in failure; no agreement was reached 
with the Lakota about leasing or selling the Black Hills. In addition, by the 
middle of  December 1875, while Vandever was working in California, other 
developments made warfare over the Black Hills more likely. First, President 
Grant, after a secret meeting with army and OIA officials, decided that the 
military would not enforce the prohibition against mining in the Black Hills. 
Lakota would be given an ultimatum to settle at one of  their agencies by the end 
of  January 1876 or be considered “hostiles.” Second, Commissioner Edward 
P. Smith, weary of  the pressures of  administering the peace policy while also 
fending off  charges of  corruption, resigned. Edward Smith’s replacement 
was John Q. Smith, a former Republican congressman recommended by 
General William T. Sherman’s brother, Senator John Sherman of  Ohio. 
These and other developments paralleled persistent pressure on Congress 
and the administration to transfer the OIA from the Interior Department to 
the War Department. All in all, it seemed that the peace policy was becoming 

58On the Sioux Commission of  1875, see Sage, William Boyd Allison, 139–40; and Robert W. 
Larson, Red Cloud: Warrior-Statesman of  the Lakota Sioux (Norman, OK, 1997), 188–95.

59Vandever to Allison, Aug. 31, 1875, folder 2, vol. 6, Allison Papers.
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militarized.60

By the time Vandever’s recommendation on the Mission Indians was 
issued in March 1876, military action against off-reservation Lakota Sioux 
and their allies had begun. On March 17, U.S. troops operating under General 
George Crook attacked a camp of  Northern Cheyenne and Oglala Sioux on 
the Powder River. Although the attack was bungled, before the troops were 
forced to withdraw they burned the Indians’ encampment.61 By mid-1876, 
Vandever’s fourth year as inspector, Lakota were seething over Crook’s recent 
operations. In May 1876, after inspections of  the Red Cloud (Oglala) and 
Spotted Tail (Brulé) agencies, Vandever filed a report that covered typical 
issues such as white encroachment on agency lands, the inspection and 
proportion of  supplies, the quality of  the beef, the Episcopal mission school, 
and Indian and military traders. At least three things made his report out of  
the ordinary, though. First, he stated unequivocally, “It is a good country for 
cattle, but not for farming.” This echoed similar comments he had made the 
previous year at the Cheyenne River Agency (Lakota). If  reservations were to 
be places for remaking Indians into whites, he was recognizing that farming 
was often impracticable.62

The second extraordinary aspect of  Vandever’s report was his defense of  
the reservation Lakotas. “The Indians at both these Agencies,” he claimed, 
“are peaceable and well disposed.” General Crook came to the Red Cloud 
Agency while Vandever was present and asked for Lakota scouts to aid him 
in war. Red Cloud refused to help, and Vandever wanted to make it clear 
that, despite charges otherwise, he had not “influenced” the Indians: “They 
had a mind of  their own which they expressed to General Crook without 
influence from agent Hastings or myself.” The government, he then charged, 
was reaping what it had sown in injustice: “We are now experiencing the 
bitter fruits of  war with a barbarous race, who are only seeking to defend 
from invasion the country we had guaranteed to them by solemn treaty.” 
Vandever was not arguing for Lakota Sioux self-determination. But he could 
not remain quiet about some of  the injustice toward the Lakota. The rule of  
law was, for him, the civilized and Christian norm for U.S.-Indian relations. 
The militarization of  the peace policy in effect subverted the goal of  civilizing 

60On the White House secret meeting, see Larson, Red Cloud, 196–98. On John Q. Smith, 
see Edward E. Hill, “John Q. Smith (1875–77)” in Kvasnicka and Viola, Commissioners of  Indian 
Affairs, 149–53. Military control of  Indian affairs—known as “the transfer issue”—was a 
heated policy topic in U.S. politics from 1867 into 1879; see Prucha, The Great Father, 549–60, 
and Keller, Protestantism and Indian Policy, 191–93.

61Larson, Red Cloud, 199–200; Charles M. Robinson III, General Crook and the Western Frontier 
(Norman, OK, 2001), 169–72.

62William Vandever, Report on Affairs at Red Cloud and Spotted Tail Agencies (Washington, 1876), 
4; Vandever to CIA, Sept. 8, 1875, OIA, Reports of  the Field Jurisdictions, roll 3, Cheyenne [River] 
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and Christianizing the Indians. Vandever recommended a new commission 
to negotiate for the Black Hills, and he also urged that “the military should be 
restrained from further aggressive movements at this time.”63

The third extraordinary aspect of  Vandever’s report was its affirmation of  
American Indian perspectives. The inspector met with Red Cloud, Spotted 
Tail, and other Lakota leaders. In contrast to previous councils, this time he 
did not minimize Native American voices. Vandever and a translator met 
with Red Cloud individually on May 10 and then in council on May 11. The 
Oglala leader disassociated himself  from Crazy Horse and other “hostiles,” 
and he emphasized his commitment to peace, not war. Lakotas were waiting 
to hear from “the Great Father” about the Black Hills, about which, he noted, 
nothing had been agreed. The Oglalas at the agency did not need soldiers. 
They could take care of  themselves. Further, they did not want to be moved 
to anywhere else: “This is our country and we do not want to go away.” On 
May 13, Vandever met with Spotted Tail at the Brulé agency (Red Cloud 
was also present). Spotted Tail emphasized to Vandever the injustice of  the 
current state of  affairs:

This is the Indian’s country and the Great Father’s soldiers 
come here and make trouble. . . . The question is not settled 
about the Black Hills, but the soldiers come and go to killing 
before the question is settled. . . . The white man made the 
trouble first. I tell the bad Indians that come here to go 
away and not to steal horses nor go near the agency and 
make trouble, but they have got no ears; they are just like the 
white men who go to the hills. . . .

You talk about God—and about the Great Father. God 
made the earth and the clouds and everything on the earth, 
and gave us a country and land to live upon, and told us 
to stay on the land he gave us and not go off  of  it, and so 
we do. God said also to the white man and to each nation, 
you must stay on the land I give you. You don’t listen to 
God, but you jump over and steal our land and drive off  
the game.

Vandever’s replies to Red Cloud and Spotted Tail stressed the need for the 
Lakotas to give up hunting and to farm or raise cattle. He also suggested that 
“after awhile the Indians could send some of  their own people to sit in the 
great council at Washington, to speak for them.” But the force of  the Lakota 
leaders’ arguments would clearly shape Vandever’s darkening view of  federal 
Indian policy.64

63Vandever, Report on Affairs at Red Cloud, 1, 6, 7.
64Vandever, Report on Affairs at Red Cloud, 8, 9, 10–11, 12.
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Vandever reported in person to Washington in early June. He was promptly 
sent back to the two agencies. Meanwhile, the U.S. Army attempted to corner 
the Lakota, Cheyenne, and Arapaho bands following Sitting Bull and Crazy 
Horse. General Crook’s column was turned back at the Battle of  the Rosebud 
on June 17, 1876; Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer and five 
troops of  the Seventh Cavalry were killed at the Battle of  Little Bighorn on 
June 25.

On June 30, Inspector Vandever held a council with Red Cloud, Spotted 
Tail, Swift Bear, and other leaders at Red Cloud Agency. Based on instructions 
from Washington, Vandever told the assembled Lakotas that they “were 
foolish to go to war about the Black Hills.” For one thing, “they did not 
use the Black Hills and did not know how to get the gold.” For another 
thing, the same treaty that guaranteed them the Black Hills had also said the 
government would provide them beef  and flour for no more than four years; 
it was now some eight years later, and the government was not obligated to 
feed them. They should, therefore, “give up the Black Hills on condition that 
the government would give them beef, flour, cattle, farming implements and 
such other things as would help them to live” in another place more suitable 
for farming.65

Spotted Tail, according to Vandever, “harangued the Indians,” counseling 
them to be ready to do what the Great Father asked. As for the inspector, 
while he dutifully conveyed the instructions given to him by the CIA, in his 
report he did not back down from his previous criticism. He stressed that 
supplies should be sent to the Indians immediately. This was not only for 
pragmatic reasons—“to secure their good conduct” and save the expense 
of  fighting them instead of  feeding them—but also for morality’s sake: “To 
confine them to the reservation to starve, or to kill them if  they attempt to 
leave, would be inhuman.” For the inspector, there was no doubt as to where 
blame lay for the crisis:

In regard to the peaceable disposition of  these Indians, there 
need be no apprehension whatever, if  they are treated with 
common decency by the government. The present troubles 
have been occasioned by a palpable violation on the part 
of  white men of  the provisions of  the treaty of  1868, and 
a failure of  the government to protect from encroachment 
the territory guaranteed to the sole use of  the Indians by 
solemn treaty stipulation. The Indians, except the hostile 
bands in the north, seem to be willing to settle all difficulties 
by negotiation. The military expedition sent into their 

65William Vandever, Report Relating to Disposition of  Indians at Red Cloud and Spotted Tail Agencies 
(Washington, 1876), 7, 8.
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country last winter has stirred them up to active hostilities. 
The experiment is likely to cost more, ten times over, than 
it would have cost to secure the territory in question by a 
timely offer of  compensation.

He vociferously denied claims about agency Indians participating in 
hostilities. Vandever closed his report with a rhetorical gauntlet thrown down 
before the new commissioner, J. Q. Smith: “They have listened to my words 
with great attention; they seem to regard me as a friend, and have promised 
to follow my advice, but if  the Department fails to recognize my suggestions, 
and cannot afford the relief  that is needed, I do not want to show my face 
among these Indians again.”66

As the summer of  1876 wore on, Vandever remained outraged. The OIA 
was not, from his perspective, responding quickly enough nor consistently 
enough to give the peace policy stability. The army’s response to the treaty 
violations regarding the Black Hills struck him as not only shortsighted but 
morally wrong. Instead of  fostering among the Plains Sioux sensibilities of  
private property, law, citizenship, and religion—that is, Protestant whiteness—
the peace policy “on the ground” was, in Vandever’s view, being turned on 
its head.

As it happened, the government did feed the Oglalas and Brulés at their 
agencies, and Vandever did show his face among them again. In September 
1876, he was on hand at Red Cloud Agency when a new commission 
arrived.67 Led by George W. Manypenny, a former CIA, the commission was 
charged with presenting an ultimatum to the Lakota: Relinquish claims to the 
Black Hills or face the stoppage of  food supplies. The commission ignored 
treaty stipulations that required the approval of  three-fourths of  all adult 
Lakota males for any land cessions. Manypenny and Episcopal bishop Henry 
B. Whipple, a commission member, labored to give a Christian civilizing 
tone to the meetings. Meanwhile, the army continued to pursue “hostiles.” 
Reluctantly, Lakota leaders ceded the Black Hills (de facto if  not de jure) to 
the Manypenny Commission.68

The peace policy as a “state of  mind” was being overwhelmed by the 
imperatives of  subjugation. President Grant himself  had signaled that military 
force was the other side of  the peace policy. “All Indians disposed to peace 
will find the new policy a peace-policy. Those who do not accept this policy 

66Vandever, Report Relating to Disposition, 9, 10–11, 12.
67Notations about Vandever, Aug. 18, Sept. 6, Sept. 8, 1876, in OIA, Registers of  Letters Re-

ceived, roll 107.
68On the Manypenny Commission, see Larson, Red Cloud, 205–06, and Prucha, The Great Fa-

ther, 632–33. On Manypenny, see Henry E. Fritz, foreword to Our Indian Wards, by George W. 
Manypenny (1880; New York, 1972), xiii. On Whipple, see Tinker, Missionary Conquest, 95–111.
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will find the new administration ready for a sharp and severe war policy.”69 
While many white Americans were prepared to accept the militarization of  
Indian affairs, Vandever and others found this shift abhorrent. Protestant 
whiteness assumed that Christian civilization would quickly woo Native 
Americans along the path of  full citizenship if  godly representatives of  the 
republic were fully supported in the civilizing project. From this perspective, 
the military could only undercut, not advance, civilization. In 1876, army 
probity was on the defensive with the impeachment and resignation of  
Secretary of  War William W. Belknap over accepting money for army-post 
trader appointments. In this circumstance, calls for transferring the OIA to 
the War Department could seem little more than army self-aggrandizement. 
While the disaster at Little Bighorn in June stoked support for militarization, 
it also enabled humanitarians to question militarization’s costs in lives and 
money.70

Meanwhile, the partnership of  Christianity in Indian policy was ebbing 
along with the Grant administration itself. The BIC had resigned en masse 
in 1874, reflecting members’ frustration with this body’s advisory role. 
The reconstituted BIC was considerably weaker in influence than the old 
commission. In the area of  churches and their assigned agencies, problems 
had arisen. With a few exceptions, the churches in the 1870s were not 
institutionally prepared to partner with the government. Foreign missions 
garnered more sustained support than did work with American Indians. 
Screening, nomination, and oversight of  agency personnel by denominations 
were haphazard at best. From the government’s side, the void left by the 
churches converged with the renewed allure of  patronage. By the end of  
1876, it was as likely that churches were asked to approve nominations 
offered by the OIA as the other way round.71 

As 1877 began, then, contradictions in the peace policy were becoming 
manifest. Moreover, the Rutherford B. Hayes administration would soon 
replace Grant’s. The Black Hills crisis was not yet fully concluded, and 
Inspector Vandever remained troubled.

As noted earlier, Vandever replied to J. Elliot Condict in January 1877 
that a government “based on Christian principles . . . should display more 
conscience than force in dealing with the Indians.” Recalling his presence at 
the Manypenny Commission council at Red Cloud Agency, he acknowledged 
the moral bite of  Indians’ comments about whites’ truth-telling; he also 
noted their sarcastic suggestion that they should be put on wheels so the 
Great Father could more easily move them about. The militarization of  

69Boston Daily Advertiser, Feb. 25, 1869, in Mardock, Reformers and the American Indian, 50.
70Keller, Protestantism and Indian Policy, 191–93.
71Waltmann, “Circumstantial Reformer,” 333–36, 338–40; Keller, Protestantism and Indian 

Policy, 46–71, 92–97, 189–91.
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Indian affairs was not the right direction. Indians “need civil law, not military 
or martial law, to civilize them,” he argued. In explaining himself  to Condict, 
Vandever was not moving beyond his whiteness, but his Protestantism was 
enabling him to embrace Native Americans more than he had ever done 
before:

The Indian is a religious being, he believes in the immortality 
of  the soul; a future state, wherein he is happy or miserable 
according to his deeds in this life. He believes in the 
superintending providence of  one great spirit. He is no idol 
worshiper. His theology is far purer and better than that of  
Greece or Rome in their palmiest days. You can make the 
Indian your fast friend, or you can make him your cruel and 
implacable enemy, but you can never make him your slave.72

Since Christ died for “the Indian,” white Americans should do better by him.
In his stereotyping of  “the Indian” as a noble pagan, Vandever, of  course, 

was not unusual.73 Yet while he could scarcely imagine things from Red 
Cloud’s or Spotted Tail’s perspective, contradictions of  the peace policy 
were leading him into an adversarial relationship with the OIA. Vandever’s 
Protestant whiteness was the ideological grounding for his argument against 
the militarization of  Indian policy. But his opposition also left his loyalty 
to the Indian Office open to question. Considered whole, the peace policy 
was not only about the benevolent assimilation of  Indians, it was also about 
recentralizing the administration of  Indian affairs under the OIA—not least 
through the work of  the inspectors.

The San Carlos Agency: “The constant interference of the military”

In the spring and summer of  1877, Vandever was sent once again to the 
Southwest. During this fifth year of  inspecting, he was away from his Iowa 
home for some seven months. Three of  these months were consumed by 
affairs at the San Carlos Agency in the Arizona Territory. San Carlos, an 
Apache agency, had become an important flashpoint for the peace policy. 
Agent John P. Clum was a nominee of  the Dutch Reformed Church in America 
and, like Vandever, denominationally a Presbyterian. Also like the inspector, 
the agent was committed to civilian rule of  law as fundamental to civilizing 
and Christianizing Indians. For Clum, this entailed creating an effective 
Apache police force. During Clum’s tenure (1874–77), the agency’s Indian 

72Vandever to Condict, Jan. 4, 1877, folder 2, box 7, Vandever Papers.
73See Berkhofer, The White Man’s Indian, and Philip J. Deloria, Playing Indian (New Haven, 

1998).
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population leapt from some 800 to 5,000. It was OIA policy (enthusiastically 
supported by Clum) to concentrate various bands at San Carlos. Clum and 
his police, though, were so busy bringing in various groups that Clum had 
little time to focus on establishing either agriculture or education. Moreover, 
the Reformed Church was unable to provide consistent support in personnel 
or funds. Furthermore, most Native groups were unhappy with the locale 
and uneasy with each other. Agency Indians, though, were united with Clum 
in resisting a military presence. By mid-1877, Clum and General August V. 
Kautz, the department commander, were escalating a feud that embroiled the 
territory’s citizenry. Returning to San Carlos in May from an expedition with 
his Indian police, Clum found that an army officer was waiting for him with 
orders to inspect agency supplies. Incensed, Clum acted on his previously 
submitted resignation and quit the agency for Tucson.74

Inspector Vandever stepped into the San Carlos situation in early May. 
With Clum refusing to wait for a replacement, the inspector had to fill in, 
with help from Clum. Vandever had some criticisms of  the ex-agent. Among 
other things, Vandever claimed that Clum had allowed “discipline and order” 
on the reservation to slip and that he had not been attending to “advancing 
the Indians in habits of  industry and to their moral improvement.”75

The criticisms, however, were minimal compared to Vandever’s hearty 
support of  Clum regarding the army. A stream of  letters came from the 
inspector during May and June 1877. In most of  them, he inveighed against 
the army. To Commissioner J. Q. Smith, his letters became increasingly 
heated. “The greatest obstacle to the success of  the Indian Service in 
Arizona,” Vandever wrote in May, “is the constant interference of  the 
military.” A few days later, he warned, “If  army councils are permitted to 
direct the administration of  Indian affairs in this territory, the Sioux war will 
be supplemented here within six months.” By June, he was not only reminding 
the CIA that an inspector “reports facts, not theories,” but claiming that, “on 
the frontier, the army debauches and demoralize [sic] the Indian” and that 
the commissioner owed it to himself  and his subordinates “to vindicate the 
integrity of  your office, and to exact a decent show of  respect from these 
shoulder strap gentlemen.” To George Manypenny, Vandever observed, 
“Outbreaks are generally commenced by our army and not by the Indians.” 
Vandever also wrote to Senator Allison: “The military powers are enacting 
the same role in Arizona this year, that they adopted on the Sioux Country 
last, and the result will be a war unless a little more legality and forethought 

74In addition to strict civilian control of  San Carlos, Clum also wanted a salary increase, 
since he was recently married; Anderson, “Protestantism, Progress, and Prosperity,” 325–26, 
329. On San Carlos, see John Bret Harte, “The San Carlos Indian Reservation, 1872–1886: An 
Administrative History” (PhD diss., University of  Arizona, 1972).

75Vandever to CIA, May 20, 1877, folder May 1877, box 7, Vandever Papers.
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is exercised by the Indian Office.” Vandever concluded his comments to 
Allison with a direct swipe at the CIA: “Army diplomacy is too much for J. 
Smith, he falls an early victim to it.”76

John Q. Smith would, in fact, soon be replaced. The new secretary of  the 
interior in 1877 was Carl Schurz. By late September, Schurz would appoint 
former BIC member Ezra A. Hayt as the CIA. Also, by then, ex-agent 
Clum’s feud with General Kautz had become a sore point between the War 
Department and the OIA. And Clum had Inspector Vandever’s full support.77 
The Clum-Kautz feud exacerbated the political battle over transferring the 
OIA to the War Department, which was particularly intense in 1877–78. 
Secretary Schurz sided with those who wished to maintain civilian control. 
Yet he also wanted to purify and centralize the OIA. To such ends, he 
appointed an in-house commission; their investigations would lead not only 
to Schurz replacing Smith with Hayt but also to the dismissal of  OIA chief  
clerk S. A. Galpin.

On August 6, Vandever wrote to the CIA, this time about the apparent 
failure of  the army to include the commissioner as a recipient of  their reports 
on supplies. The inspector was adamant about the military’s perceived slight: 
“A more discourteous and unfriendly act, on the part of  an officer of  one 
department toward those connected with another department, can scarcely 
be conceived.” He then, in more measured terms, asked for support from 
Washington: “I beg leave in the most respectful manner to suggest, that the 
business of  this agency cannot be successfully conducted unless the agent 
has the confidence and support of  the Indian Office.” Later in August, ex-
agent Clum, residing in Tucson, published a pamphlet justifying his side of  
his feud with the military and also the OIA. Included in the pamphlet was 
Vandever’s August 6 letter.78

Vandever was inadvertently making things more difficult for Secretary 
Schurz. In early September, the secretary wrote to the CIA about Vandever, 
directing Commissioner Smith to forward a copy of  his letter to the inspector. 
Schurz pointed out that army officers inspecting supplies had already been 
requested to report to the CIA. More important, one department could 
not “dictate” to another. Schurz wrote of  his “unqualified disapprobation 
of  the letter of  Inspector Vandever who has therein committed the same 

76Vandever to CIA, May 20, May 25, June 1, 1877; Vandever to George W. Manypenny, June 
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78Vandever to CIA, Aug. 6, Aug. 15 (denial of  pamphlet), 1877, folder Aug. 1877, box 7, 
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breach of  official courtesy that he charges so directly upon the officer of  the 
army.” The inspector’s lack of  “cool judgment and just discrimination” was 
serious; it was a “glaring violation of  official dignity and courtesy” needed 
for working with “the officers of  a Department whose cooperation is almost 
daily required.”79

Vandever left San Carlos for good by September, and in January 1878 he 
made a visit to Wyoming Territory to sort out a supply problem for the Utes 
of  the White River Agency. Upon his return to Iowa, he learned for certain 
what he had feared: Schurz was not reappointing him to office. Vandever 
launched a steady stream of  letters to Allison. The senator visited with 
Schurz and Commissioner Hayt, but all he could tell Vandever was that they 
were “disinclined to reappoint.” Further intercessions by Allison, first with 
Schurz and then with the president, were fruitless. “I do not think there is 
any tangible objection to your reappointment, except a want of  desire,” he 
told Vandever.80

The now ex-inspector vigorously justified his service: “The Secretary and 
Commissioner must entertain a poor opinion of  my past services, if  they 
deem me unfit for further trust. From the first of  my entering upon the 
duty of  an Inspector my interest in the Indians has increased, and I have 
the inward consciousness of  having labored to the full extent of  my power 
and abilities to shield them from wrong, and to protect the interest of  the 
government. I am as poor to day, if  not poorer than at the commencement 
of  my term of  office.”81 He pressed Allison for further explanation of  his 
termination. Nothing other than “want of  desire” was given, however.

Two reasons are most likely for Vandever’s termination. First, a 
new administration’s prerogative to replace personnel from a previous 
administration was unquestioned. Replacing Vandever was a way to satisfy 
patronage. Second, replacing him was also a way to mollify the War 
Department amid the conflict over “the transfer issue.”

A third reason also seems possible: civil service reform. Schurz was known 
for his commitment to the ideals of  a professional and secular civil service.82 

79Schurz to CIA, Sept. 6, 1877, folder Sept. 1877, box 7, Vandever Papers.
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The peace-policy role of  churches had already been eroded by 1877–78, and 
neither Schurz nor CIA Hayt was inclined to consider churches privileged 
in Indian affairs.83 Further, the office of  inspector was intended to help 
centralize OIA management. Implicit in any institutional centralization is 
loyalty to the chain of  command. Vandever’s outspoken criticism was not 
insubordination, but neither was it proper deference. Ironically, the devout 
white Protestant inspector may have lost his Indian Office post for being too 
outraged amid an unraveling peace policy.

Conclusion: “A conflict of interest”

In early 1878, Vandever found himself  no longer employed by the federal 
government. He began writing up his views on Indians and federal policy, 
but he apparently never completed these essays. In his drafts, he built on 
what he had written to Condict in January 1877. He summarized briefly 
Protestant missions among Native Americans, and he expressed appreciation 
for George Manypenny’s Our Indian Wards (1880) and Helen Hunt Jackson’s 
A Century of  Dishonor (1881).84 But he did not join the “friends of  the Indian” 
movement that gelled in the 1880s.85 Instead, he sought to reestablish his 
Dubuque law practice. He also engaged in mining investments, successfully 
enough so as to be able to retire to Ventura, California, in 1884. Nearing age 
seventy, Vandever was probably looking forward to an untroubled retirement. 
But in 1886, Republicans in southern California needed a congressional 
candidate to stand in for the incumbent, who could not run because of  ill 
health. Vandever ran and barely won. In 1888, he was reelected by a more 
secure margin.86 He declined running for reelection in 1890. The former 
congressman, general, and U.S. Indian inspector died on July 23, 1893, at age 
seventy-six. He was buried in Ventura.

In one of  his unpublished essays, Vandever wrote: 

The antagonism between the white man and the Indian in 
this country results from a conflict of  interest. This conflict 
culminates in war at the point of  contact on the constantly 
advancing frontier of  civilization, where the two races are 
brought into close contact. . . . No matter what may be the 
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intention of  the government, . . . it is next to impossible to 
keep peace between the parties, especially if  there happens 
to be a small fragment of  the U.S. Army some where near 
with officers thirsting for glory, and averse to inaction.87

Because of  his inspectorship, Vandever’s perspective had grown so that he 
recognized tragedy in the “conflict of  interest” between his nation and those 
of  American Indians. He could even recognize something of  each side’s 
“interests” in the conflict, and he was prepared, in the name of  Christianity 
and civilization, to censor the cruelties and duplicities of  his own, more 
powerful side. His critical voice is noteworthy, not because it was original 
or astute, but because it entailed personal cost—the loss of  his office. Yet 
Vandever did not probe deep into the “interests” of  the conflicting sides. 
There is no evidence that he questioned the goals of  the civilizing project 
that the peace policy imperfectly served; he questioned only some of  the 
methods. Despite the radical social possibilities of  the Christian tradition, 
Vandever’s social and cultural sensibilities were firmly rooted “in and of ” the 
mainstream of  the Gilded Age.

In other words, his Protestant whiteness remained unquestioned. Thus 
he was linked by ideology, if  not actual participation, to the “friends of  
the Indian” reformers of  the 1880s and 1890s. During his second stint in 
Congress, Vandever spoke against securing land for Mission Indians. The 
very Indians whom he had deemed worthy in 1876 were unworthy in 1890 
of  “preference over a white man.” Scorning Helen Hunt Jackson’s Ramona 
(“this fancy sketch”), Vandever claimed that “a man who goes there and sees 
the Mission Indians as they are will lose his sympathy for them.” They were 
unworthy because they had “not grown” since 1876 “in thrift or enterprise, 
nor in comfort. Neither have they grown in intelligence, morals, or industry.”88

Whiteness was the norm; it could in principle be achieved by nonwhites, 
but whites were, of  course, privileged in measuring assimilation. Success, it 
was assumed, was up to the individual; lack of  ambition was damning. For 
Vandever, the Mission Indians did not have a record of  enough ambition “to 
acquire the proprietorship of  one single acre.” They were thus unworthy of  
federal intervention “to turn the white man out of  his house and home” in 
the contested lands. As a group, they were “diminishing” and likely to vanish 
in the not-too-distant future. Even providing them land in severalty would 
be pointless, he argued. He noted, however, that “the white people”—his 
California constituents—still valued the wage labor of  Mission Indians, as 
they had in 1876.

87Vandever, untitled and undated draft article, 12.
88Congressional Record, 51st Cong., 2nd sess. (Dec. 10, 1890), 310–11.
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There were multiple ironies, of  course, intertwined in the “conflict of  
interest” at play in Vandever’s white Protestant perspective. Inspector 
Vandever’s pleas on behalf  of  the Mission Indians in 1876 conflicted with 
Congressman Vandever’s arguments against them in 1890. Christian other-
directedness conflicted with self-serving ambition. Protestant aspirations to 
transform other cultures conflicted with daily conformities to the norms of  
white privilege. A peaceful assimilation policy conflicted with the imperatives 
of  subjugating peoples who did not accept assimilation.

By 1882, Grant’s peace policy had been largely abandoned. Under the 
Republican administrations of  Rutherford Hayes, James Garfield, and 
Chester Arthur, the privileged place of  white Protestantism in administering 
U.S.-Indian policy waned. The BIC was but a shadow of  its former self, and 
OIA personnel were appointed apart from consultation with denominations. 
In other ways, though, the peace policy continued without the name. There 
were no more treaties, and reservations (primarily in the West) became central 
in the ongoing civilizing project. The Indian Office continued to expand and 
centralize as a federal bureaucracy. Not least, the white Protestant sensibilities 
undergirding the civilization project continued to exert significant influence 
in the “friends” movement, in the Dawes land-allotment policy enacted in 
1887, and in the institutionalization of  Indian schools during the Gilded Age 
and Progressive Era.

It would be well into the twentieth century before Indian self-determination 
replaced assimilation as a policy ideal. Vandever probably would have found 
this turn hard to understand; Protestant whiteness, after all, did not allow for 
Indians who refused to vanish. Nevertheless, he is a human face in one of  the 
“moral and spiritual muddles” (Patricia Nelson Limerick’s phrasing) that have 
abounded in Indian-white relations. “Conquest wove a web of  consequences 
that does indeed unite the nation,” notes Limerick. The United States was 
and still is “haunted land.”89

89Patricia Nelson Limerick, Something in the Soil: Legacies and Reckonings in the New West (New 
York, 2000), 63, 73.
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