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Working Out Their Own Salvation:
The Allotment of Land in Severalty and
the Turtle Mountain Chippewa Band,
1870-1920

GREGORY S. CAMP

The years between 1870 and 1920 were formative for North Da-
kota’s Turtle Mountain band of Chippewa Indians. During this
era of Indian policy reform, this northern Plains tribe experienced
a familiar pattern of land loss, poverty, and despair. The man-
ner in which the allotment of land in severalty was implemented,
however, was unusual. Instead of taking allotments on the reser-
vation, the Turtle Mountain band was forced to take them on the
public domain. Moreover, the public domain allotments were
often far from the reservation. This resulted in a de facto removal
of a considerable portion of the tribe to areas as distant as Mon-
tana and South Dakota. The impact of that policy, including the
“Ten Cent Treaty,”’! on the Turtle Mountain band is the focus
of this study. Because so much of the Turtle Mountain Chippewa
identity was and is tied to the region, it is appropriate that we
begin there.

The Turtle Mountains lie in north-central North Dakota along
the Manitoba border. They stand like an island of forest and lakes
in the midst of a vast prairie ocean. More properly called hills,
they occupy approximately eight townships in what today are
Rolette and Bottineau counties, North Dakota, as well as several
hundred square miles of southern Manitoba. Many lakes dot
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these wooded hills, giving the area an appearance not unlike the
Chippewa’s original Minnesota home. Over two hundred lakes
are identified on contemporary maps, with many more small
sloughs scattered throughout the area. For people and animals
alike, these hills were a land of plenty for centuries, containing
a varied stock of nuts and berries. Before and after the arrival of
whites in the eighteenth century, buffalo and deer could be
found in and around the mountains in great numbers; so, too,
with a great many different types of fowl. The Indians in the area,
at first Sioux, but later Crees, Assiniboines, and Chippewas,
visited and hunted in the Turtle Mountain country.? Understand-
ably, this land soon became a place of conflict. To whites, who
arrived later as explorers, trappers, and traders, it was a verita-
ble oasis on the prairie.

White contact with the Turtle Mountain band in the first half
of the nineteenth century was for the most part limited to the fur
trade. Beginning with Northwest Company traders such as Alex-
ander Henry, Jr. and, later, American Fur Company trader Nor-
man Kittson, the Pembina Chippewas actively participated in the
fur trade. As was often the case in the fur business, trade in the
Red River valley of North Dakota and along the 49th parallel was
subject to the vicissitudes of an unpredictable market. For exam-
ple, Henry’s trade in the valley lasted less than a decade, between
1801 and 1808, and then moved north to the Assiniboine-Red
River confluence. Likewise, Norman Kittson’s trade peaked in
the 1840s, only to meet a similar fate. The fur trade, however, did
not have the most lasting impact on the band; the United States
government held that distinction.?

By 1870, after two decades of contact with the United States
government, the Turtle Mountain people’s claims were finally
given at least partial tribal recognition when they were assigned
to the Devils Lake agency. A farmer-in-charge was sent to the
region, but had little luck in convincing the Indians and mixed-
bloods of the sagacity of agricultural subsistence.

Beginning in 1871, agents making their annual reports wrote
of the Chippewas’ ten-million-acre claim.* This claim, located in
what today is north-central North Dakota, had been in dispute
for some time, in part because of the Turtle Mountain band’s
scant numbers. James McLaughlin, then Devils Lake agency su-
perintendent, bemoaned the fact that the Chippewas and métis
did not have their own reservation, especially since these Indians
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and mixed-bloods frequently stopped in to visit the Sioux. These
visits disrupted McLaughlin’s own efforts to encourage the Devils
Lake Sioux to forsake the ““old ways’’ and adopt white culture.
Gift-giving, storytelling, and tales of the hunt were common at
these gatherings, all of which did little to endear the Chippewas
and métis to the Devils Lake agent.>

Despite McLaughlin’s anger over the Chippewa visits to the
Devils Lake agency, the Indian agent was not blind to the needs
of these Indians, nor ignorant of their ten-million-acre claim. In
December 1879, a group of mixed-blood members of the band
met with the agent to solicit his help in securing a reservation for
the tribe. McLaughlin reacted favorably to the request and indi-
cated his support to the petitioning committee. The request no
doubt struck the agent as ironic. The Sioux had resisted the reser-
vation system, and here he was faced with Indians who actually
wanted a defined reserve .

The Chippewa reservation was soon established, but the band
was shocked when their larger claim was opened to settlement
prior to any formal agreement. On 4 October 1882, the General
Land Office opened the Turtle Mountain Chippewas’ ten-million-
acre claim to white settlement. “’Opened at Last!’’ read the front
page of the Grand Forks Daily Herald on news of the action.” The
government told the horrified Chippewas that they would not
be uprooted provided they could show that ““improvements’’
had been made on their land. It was tantamount to an eviction
notice: Most of the Chippewa people were not engaged in farm-
ing and were unable to meet the government’s qualifications for
protection. If not for President Chester Arthur’s executive order
of 21 December 1882 creating the Turtle Mountain Reservation,
the prognosis for the band would have been grim indeed.? In the
meantime, land surveys were conducted.

The presidential proclamation was a short-term solution, how-
ever, because in March 1883, Congress appropriated funds to re-
move the band to the White Earth Reservation in Minnesota.
Still, the Turtle Mountain Chippewas successfully resisted all re-
moval efforts during the 1880s. In 1883, special agent Cyrus Beede
was sent to the reservation to report on conditions there and then
to make recommendations. At the time, the reservation was
twenty townships in size. Beede reported that tribal population
had been grossly overstated, and subsequently a much smaller
land base would suffice. Unfortunately, Beede presumed that the
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NORTH DAKOTA

Figure 2. Turtle Mountain Reservation, 1882
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mixed-bloods in the area were Canadian in origin, despite their
protestations to the contrary. The president responded by reduc-
ing the reservation from twenty townships to two. The loss of
farm and grazing land caused untold suffering for the band dur-
ing the rest of the 1880s. Agents blamed the poverty on the In-
dians’ refusal to work as farmers or to remove from the area,
rather than on the government’s reduction of the reservation.®

It was readily apparent then that the Turtle Mountain band's
problems did not evaporate with the creation of a reservation.
Throughout the remainder of the 1880s and into the 1890s, the
Turtle Mountain people faced starvation, confrontations with
their increasingly numerous white neighbors, and a ponderous
Washington bureaucracy. The band continued to hope that the
United States would enlarge the reservation to its 1882 dimen-
sions and pay a fair price for their ten-million-acre claim. It was
for that reason that the band continually rebuffed removal as an
alternative, or unspecific prior treaties with the Red Lake and
Pembina Chippewa bands (1863 and 1864). While the United
States government had not forgotten its promises to the Turtle
Mountain people, it was faced with the unpleasant reality that
the reservation was unmanageable, if for no other reason than
distance. Indeed, Devils Lake agent John Cramsie had com-
plained as early as 1886 that the Turtle Mountain subagency
needed a resident agent of its own.!® The administration of the
Devils Lake agency was enough for one person; the added bur-
den was more than he could handle. The Commissioner of In-
dian Affairs, however, had another solution in mind.

In August 1890, the House Committee on Indian Affairs sent
a three-man commission to the Northwest with a twofold chal-
lenge before it: settle the ten-million-acre claim compensation is-
sue, and obtain the permission of the White Earth Chippewa to
bring the Turtle Mountain band to that Minnesota reservation.!
Government officials reasoned that since some members of the
White Earth Reservation were Pembina Chippewas, removal to
that reservation would be acceptable to their North Dakota rela-
tives. What the Washington bureaucrats failed to recognize was
the fact that the Turtle Mountains had long since become home
to the band. In place of this proposal, the band made some sug-
gestions of its own.

Little Shell became a leading spokesman for the Turtle Moun-
tain tribal faction bent on resisting government plans to move the
band east. The Turtle Mountain chieftain suggested that, instead
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of removing the band to Minnesota, the government expand the
reservation to 1882 dimensions; or, if that was not possible, that
a suitable tract of land be provided along the Milk River in Mon-
tana.!? Little Shell and other band members had relatives in this
part of Montana and believed the land was suited to the tribe’s
needs. Nonetheless, the majority of Turtle Mountain Chippewa
were opposed to this option, and Little Shell subsequently with-
drew the offer. Both offers were unacceptable to the government,
however, forcing the commission to return to Washington with-
out the hoped-for agreement. Because of this failure, Congress
decided to take another approach.®®

Congress created a second commission in the summer of 1892.
The purpose of the second commission was much the same as
the first, with perhaps less emphasis on removal. Senator Porter
J. McCumber of North Dakota was made chairman of the three-
man delegation; he and the other members departed for the
northern Plains that fall. On the reservation, rumors of removal
were again in the air. Government agents at the Devils Lake
agency were naturally interested in the outcome of the negotia-
tions, and were to play a pivotal role in the tone and direction
the talks were to take.

Major John Waugh, agent of the Devils Lake agency, and Er-
nest W. Brenner, farmer-in-charge of the Turtle Mountain sub-
agency, were important middlemen between the Commissioner
of Indian Affairs and the Turtle Mountain band. Under the influ-
ence of Brenner, a Turtle Mountain ‘“Council of Thirty-Two’’ was
created. This council was composed of sixteen full-bloods and six-
teen mixed-bloods known to have been born in the United States,
and was set against the existing tribal council under Little Shell.
Brenner and Waugh pressed the Council of Thirty-Two to drop
large numbers of mixed-bloods from the tribal rolls for reasons
of place of birth. The farmer-in-charge had long believed that the
majority of the mixed-bloods in the Turtle Mountain region were
Canadian in origin, and therefore ineligible for government aid.
While this was no doubt a problem, the listing of suspected
““non-native”’ mixed-bloods resulted in hundreds of tribal mem-
bers being unfairly dropped from the rolls.

The difficulty of separating the Canadian and American mixed-
bloods was not unique to government and tribal officials in the
1890s. In his 1885 report, United States government Indian Di-
vision inspector J. C. Clements addressed the problem as follows:
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.. all of these [mixed-blood] Indians claim to belong
to the Turtle Mountain and Pembina band of the Chip-
pewa tribe of Indians. . . . They are all more or less re-
lated by consanguinity and in intermarriage and in my
judgement should be considered American half-breeds.
. .. Should it be the pleasure of the Department to
draw a line of distinction between those born on the
Canadian or Manitoba side, considerable time and
trouble would necessarily be given to this matter. . . .1

Moreover, in the 1880s the Bureau of Indian Affairs had in fact
already declared many of the recently dropped mixed-bloods to
be members of the tribe.®

Ernest Brenner and John Waugh met the second government
commission, also known as the McCumber Commission, in Sep-
tember 1892. The Council of Thirty-Two was immediately intro-
duced to the visiting Washington officials as the representatives
of the Turtle Mountain band. A short time later, Little Shell and
the original tribal council arrived in Belcourt with attorney John
Bottineau, Father John Malo, and Rolette County judge and future
governor of North Dakota John Burke. The Little Shell group was
all but ignored, however, as Senator McCumber made it abun-
dantly clear that he intended to deal with the Council of Thirty-
Two. After this rebuff, Little Shell and his followers left John
Bottineau to watch the proceedings and report back to them.¢

The document that eventually was drawn up, known as the
Agreement of 1892, bore the signatures of the Council of Thirty-
Two and their supporters. The agreement allowed for $1 million
compensation for the ten-million-acre Turtle Mountain claim.
Critics of the agreement quickly dubbed it the ““Ten Cent
Treaty,”’ because the amount paid out came to approximately one
dime per acre. This stood in contrast to payments of up to $2.50
per acre made to other tribes on the northern Plains. Moreover,
the long-standing Chippewa demand for an expanded reserva-
tion was ignored. Although Congress was not entirely receptive
to the agreement either, the delay in ratification did little to help
the Turtle Mountain people.?”

For the next twelve years, elements of the Turtle Mountain
band fought against congressional ratification of the McCumber
agreement. During this period the tribe suffered under the heavy
hand of poverty and uncertainty. In 1899, concerned white
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citizens of Rolette County, North Dakota recognized the serious-
ness of the situation and petitioned Senator H. C. Hansborough
to work for the benefit of the tribe. Among the points the Rolette
County businessmen raised with the North Dakota senator was
the small compensation offered the band in the 1892 agreement.
They also asked that John Burke and John Bottineau be allowed
to consult Little Shell. Both men had been barred from visiting
the reservation since the 1892 McCumber Commission visit. By
the turn of the century, however, both men had changed their
position with regard to the agreement in question.®

Both John Bottineau and John Burke continued to push for the
reinstatement of the mixed-bloods dropped from the rolls, as well
as for fair compensation for the ten-million-acre claim. Sometime
after the turn of the century, however, the two men dropped
their insistence that the reservation be expanded to 1882 dimen-
sions. A number of events helped to force this change in attitude.

In 1900, Little Shell died. He had been the undeniable leader
of tribal opposition to the McCumber agreement. With his pass-
ing, the Turtle Mountain people lost their most effective spokes-
man. Along with the worsening poverty, Little Shell’s death
weakened organized opposition to the ratification of the Agree-
ment of 1892. Moreover, by 1904, reservation lifestyles had
changed considerably from what they had been only twelve years
before. The majority of the full-bloods no longer lived on the
reservation, but instead congregated around towns like Dun-
seith. Increased numbers of white settlers also put a great deal
of stress on the mixed-bloods. The lack of hope for a blanket
mixed-blood reinstatement prompted some métis to cross the
border into Canada. There, under Canadian government provi-
sions, limited numbers of mixed-bloods could apply for land
scrip. Thus, by 1904, conditions were such that the remaining
mixed-bloods and full-bloods still on or near the reservation were
ready to accept the agreement.?

In 1904, twelve years after the McCumber Commission negoti-
ated the agreement, Senate Bill 196 and House Bill 12,689 passed
their respective legislative bodies. After receiving the signature
of the president, the Act of 1904 ratified the 1892 document with
only minor modifications. Once again, no expansion of the reser-
vation was allowed, nor were the mixed-bloods who had been
dropped from the tribal rolls reinstated. Also, the $1 million com-
pensation was not increased. With the enactment of the Act of
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1904, a new era dawned for the Turtle Mountain band. It meant
the implementation of the allotment of land in severalty, and
eventually the issuance of patents-in-fee simple.20

Although the allotment of land to members of the Turtle Moun-
tain band was not under the same provisions set forth in the
Dawes Act, the result was nevertheless the same.?! Under the
Dawes Act, individual allotments were to be given from existing
reservation land, with leftover tracts to be open to white settle-
ment. The Turtle Mountain Reservation was so small, however,
that just over three hundred 160-acre allotments could be made.
The rest of the population were forced to take their allotments
on the public domain. The result was a scattering of the band—a
successful removal, as it were. Ironically, it was tribal opposition
to government removal policies in the 1890s that ultimately
resulted in the negotiations producing the 1904 agreement.

Unfortunately, the fee patent process turned into a wholesale
loss of land for the Turtle Mountain band. Like so many other
Indians subject to allotment policy, they were not ready to take
on the responsibilities of citizenship and its myriad demands.
The loss of land revealed this shortly after the ratification of the
1904 agreement. Taken with other Indian legislation, notably the
Burke Act, the Act of 1904 was to have dire consequences for the
Turtle Mountain people.

When the Burke Act passed Congress in 1906, it joined other
Indian reformist legislation already on the books. Along with the
Dawes and Curtis acts, Charles Burke’s bill was aimed at *“civ-
ilizing’" American Indians through the allotment of land. Where
the Burke Act differed was in its more liberal provision allowing
the Commissioner of Indian Affairs the power to shorten the
twenty-five year trust patent period. If the commissioner deemed
a given Indian competent, the trust patent could be ended and
a fee patent issued. Once this had occurred, the Indians left the
protection of the United States government, in effect becoming
citizens. For the Turtle Mountain band, this process was espe-
cially devastating.?

Using a special allotting agent and the rolls set down in 1892,
the Belcourt office set about the task of assigning individual al-
lotments. As noted above, the Turtle Mountain reservation was
so small that only a fraction of the needed allotments could be
made on the reservation proper. The majority of the allotments
thus were made on the public domain, some of them as distant
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as Montana and South Dakota. A substantial number of Turtle
Mountain people were assigned land in western North Dakota,
while others took allotments at Graham Island, near Devils Lake.
The Minot Land Office, for instance, recorded that 390 Turtle
Mountain Indian allotments had been taken across northwestern
North Dakota, including the Trenton-Williston area. In Montana,
the Great Falls Land Office noted 142 Turtle Mountain allottees,
while the Lewiston Land Office recorded seven. By 1906, these
areas were only the first to receive Chippewa emigrants from
their home in north-central North Dakota.?

With the increased Chippewa exodus from north-central North
Dakota between 1904 and 1910, white settlement in the Turtle
Mountain region continued unabated. The farmland around the
Turtle Mountains had been advertised as among the best on the
northern Plains, and eager newcomers meant to take advantage
of the available land. Tragically, had the reservation been kept
at its original 1882 size, or been increased as requested during
negotiations, the need for public domain allotments would have
been minimal. Thus, while the Turtle Mountain people began to
feel the impact of allotment, the Belcourt agency itself underwent
considerable change.

Ever since 1882, when the Turtle Mountain band had been
placed under the jurisdiction of the Devils Lake agency, there had
been calls for the establishment of a full reservation. People as
diverse in their perception of the Chippewa problem as John
Waugh and John Bottineau found at least one area of agreement
in this issue. When an independent reservation was created on
1 July 1910, it was generally hailed as a giant step forward for the
band in their ‘“march toward civilization.”’ The first director of
the new reservation had to be enthusiastic and willing to carry
through government policy. Washington’s choice for superinten-
dent certainly fit the bill.

Stephen Janus was the first full-time superintendent of the Tur-
tle Mountain Indian Reservation. He brought with him a sincere
desire to see the allotment of land in severalty policy through,
and believed it to be the ultimate solution to the poverty evident
on the reservation. The 1910 census revealed a population of 229
full-bloods and 2,546 mixed-bloods; of that number only 569
mixed-bloods had received allotments. Janus meant to remedy
this situation as soon as possible.?

Despite the accelerating allotment issuance up to 1911, the
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majority of the Turtle Mountain Indians had not received trust
patents for their land. The delay particularly irked Janus, because
he wanted his charges to either occupy the land themselves or
lease it to interested white farmers or ranchers. The superinten-
dent was also aware of the difficulties the great distances would
present to himself and his Indian wards. Turtle Mountain Indians
in Montana or western North Dakota would have trouble secur-
ing Janus’s aid in the event they ran into claims trouble with lo-
cal whites. Janus complained to his superiors about this problem
in 1911. He also decried the lack of proper record keeping: ‘‘There
should be a permanent and accurate record which would enable
anyone here to look up the status of the lands in any particular
case at any time.”’? To better his own administration of the al-
lotment of land, the superintendent made trips to Montana to
gather information on the lands in question, and to see for him-
self the progress of the relocated Turtle Mountain Indians.?
Despite the distance difficulties, Janus continued to be a firm be-
liever in the ability of land allotment to lead the band into the
white world.

It was perhaps because of his rosy perception of the allotment
of land in severalty that Janus did not voice concerns that after
the reservation land was divided up, band members were being
scattered across the public domain. To government planners,
such a breakdown would limit tribalism and force the Indians to
depend upon their own initiative to make it in the white world.
“For their own sake and the sake of their numerous progeny,
these Indians, insofar as it is possible, should settle on their ex-
tensive allotments in the west,”” wrote Janus. “The future of the
Turtle Mountain Indians is in their non-reservation allotments on
the public domain.”’? Indeed, some government officials counted
the reservation’s size a blessing: Because the allotments were
scattered over so wide an area, any remaining tribalism would
be hard put to survive.?® The withdrawal of the annuities system,
coupled with the promised prosperity of agriculture, would force
the assimilation of the Turtle Mountain Indians. Janus himself
concluded that within a relatively short period of time, the Tur-
tle Mountain people would develop into ‘‘thoroughly prosper-
ous, civilized independent people, and become thoroughly good
citizens of the United States.”’?*

During his nearly five years as the superintendent of the Tur-
tle Mountain Reservation, Stephen Janus wrote to his superiors
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in Washington and consistently boasted about the abilities of the
Chippewa farmers. Between 1912 and 1914, words like able-bodied
and expert dot his descriptions of the band and their agricultural
achievements. From Janus’s glowing reports, the impression is
given that a veritable textbook case of assimilation had occurred.
Stories of bountiful crops, expanding herds of cattle, and happy
people provide the reader with an idyllic—and mythical—view
of life on the reservation. Those who were not enjoying the pros-
perity, according to Janus, were those unwilling to make a go of
it on their allotments. To the superintendent, the answer lay in
trust patents, followed by fee patents.30

Janus’s last report was submitted in 1914. In it he reiterated his
devotion to the allotment of land as the solution to what he de-
scribed as the ‘’Indian Problem.”” ““There is in a large measure
a certain cure, and that is to issue every ablebodied man and
woman of the tribe his patent-in-fee and let him work out his
own salvation.’’3! Janus was convinced that it would do the In-
dians irreparable harm if they were not set free to raise their own
children, manage their own affairs and be considered citizens and
not ‘““Indians.’’32 In the meantime, the push to obtain fee patents
for the Turtle Mountain band went on. Stephen Janus left a for-
midable legacy for his successor.3

Roger C. Craige became the new Turtle Mountain agency su-
perintendent in April 1915. Like his predecessor, Craige was in
favor of the liberal disbursement of fee patents to aid in the Turtle
Mountain people’s march forward. Fortunately, the new superin-
tendent also recognized that the majority of full-bloods were not
yet able to take on the responsibilities of land ownership. The
mixed-bloods, however, were a different story. Craige believed,
as did many officials of the day, that racial considerations were
quite important when discussing the abilities of some groups to
assimilate into white culture.34

Craige was impressed with the mixed-bloods living both on
and off the reservation. In his first Narrative and Statistical Report
to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, he announced that the mixed-
bloods were able to “‘appreciate the meaning of citizenship,’” and
were therefore capable of managing their fee patents compe-
tently. He made further distinctions when he reported that the
people were ““Indian only on account of blood,”” and that few,
if any, maintained what he deemed ‘‘Indian characteristics.’’3

The fact that a good many of the mixed-bloods receiving their
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fee patents quickly lost their land to taxes, mortgages, or outright
sale did not dissuade Craige. He cryptically explained that the
quick land sales were ““due to the fact that these [Indians] are
poor.”’3 Moreover, because of drought conditions in western
North Dakota and eastern Montana beginning in 1914, no one
was interested in moving west. Poverty did not disappear for the
recipients of land sale funds; instead, many of them were forced
into increased dependence on relatives still holding their allot-
ments. In fact, a good many Turtle Mountain people whom
Craige had declared competent to manage their own affairs were
among the first to lose their land. Craige, like other agents of his
day, could understand the government’s overall allotment plan,
but were unable to see the failures in it that were so apparent to
those it was meant to help.

Superintendent Craige’s convoluted reasoning with regard to
the fee patent process can be seen in his handling of a Montana
mixed-blood’s request for a fee patent. Because Craige had not
met the individual, he believed it best not to approve a fee pa-
tent without further knowledge of the person in question. On the
other hand, the superintendent had hardly been in his Belcourt
office a few weeks when he began issuing patents-in-fee to hith-
erto trust patent Indians. Of course, most of the mixed-bloods
had requested a fee patent, but Craige, like Janus before him, was
so set on issuing the documents that he failed to investigate the
ramifications of his approval.’” As it was, some of those mixed-
bloods who had sold their western lands sought to use the pro-
ceeds of the sale to purchase land closer to the Turtle Mountains.
The superintendents, of course, discouraged this practice. Be-
sides, by 1917, only 20 percent of the mixed-bloods succeeded
in finding land near their original homes and families.

Despite the land loss problems already encountered in the
transfer of trust patents into fee patents, Craige continued to sup-
port the liberal disbursal policy. ‘I am of the firm conviction that
no better avenue of education is open to the adult than the as-
sumption of duties and responsibilities of citizenship,”” Craige
wrote. And while the superintendent did express concern that
fee patents might be issued to those not ready, the benefits were
thought to outweigh the disadvantages.3® By 1917, it would prove
a moot argument, because a change in national Indian policy was
about to be announced.

Commissioner of Indian Affairs Cato Sells was only one of
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many Washington officials in favor of the wholesale release of
‘““competent’’ Native Americans from wardship status. In his
1917 report, Sells laid out his ‘‘Declaration of Policy,”” a plan
which would release all Indians of one-half white blood or more
from wardship status. As expected, the fee patent was at the
center of the Declaration of Policy plan: Under its regulations,
all qualified mixed-bloods would automatically be given patents-
in-fee for their land and thus immediately would become citizens.
The policy assumed that a person of one-half white blood or
more was naturally suited to take on the responsibilities of
citizenship. At Turtle Mountain, this point of view was already
evident in the annual reports of both Janus and Craige; the policy
was zealously implemented.3

Instead of creating the promised new age of prosperity for the
Turtle Mountain band, the Declaration of Policy was the begin-
ning of a time of unprecedented land loss. Since land was the
Chippewas’ primary economic asset, the resulting carnage was
especially bitter. Despite the promise of continued poverty in the
wake of Sells’s policy, the wholesale distribution of mixed-blood
fee patents continued during the tenure of Roger Craige. With
the end of Craige’s term in 1919, a more perceptive superinten-
dent began work at the Belcourt agency. By then, however, it
was too late.

Henry McQuigg relieved Craige as superintendent of the reser-
vation in 1919, and immediately reported that between 90 and
95 percent of the Turtle Mountain mixed-bloods receiving their
fee patents had sold them within a year. Worse yet, the mixed-
bloods usually settled for a price well below fair market value and
shortly thereafter spent the proceeds. Part of the problem was
that most of the mixed-bloods receiving fee patents did not un-
derstand the responsibilities of ownership. Because they had, for
the most part, received ownership of their land without consent
and sometimes without knowledge, the patents became known
as “‘force-fee patents.”” Mortgage foreclosure and tax sales be-
came a tragically common occurrence for the mixed-bloods, and
doomed any beliefs in land as a long-term solution. The loss of
mixed-blood land was not just limited to the Turtle Mountain
area; it was repeated across the public domain.*

With the rapid disappearance of the Turtle Mountain Indian
land in North Dakota and Montana, many of the now landless
mixed-blood Turtle Mountain people returned to the reservation.
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Other mixed-bloods simply sold their land and used the proceeds
to build a home on the land of a relative within the boundaries
of the reservation. Still others refused to leave the reservation at
all, in effect becoming absentee owners. White landowners in
Montana complained of this to McQuigg, stating their belief that
such ownership retarded development of the given area. Mc-
Quigg agreed with this assessment and reported that “‘allottees
were unable to establish themselves on their allotments.’’4! The
full-bloods, too, were included in the issuance of fee patents,
although not according to the Declaration of Policy dictates. They
fared only slightly better than their mixed-blood relatives.

While full-bloods escaped the broad-brushed approach set
forth in Cato Sells’s Declaration of Policy, they too were vic-
timized with land loss on a horrendous scale. By 1920, the Turtle
Mountain agency rolls showed a full-blood population of 166; of
these, 112 already had their land in either restricted fee patent
or full fee patent status.?? While greater care was taken to pro-
tect the full-bloods from some of the ravages that had victimized
their mixed-blood relatives, enough of them had lost their land
and become poverty-stricken to present a real problem to both
reservation and Rolette County officials. It was the Turtle Moun-
tain people, however, who bore the real burden.

The period from 1904 to 1920 was in many ways an uninten-
tional fulfillment of government removal policies of the previous
century. Beginning as early as the 1870s and continuing into the
1880s and 1890s, the United States sought to remove the Turtle
Mountain people from their northern Plains home. The effort be-
gan in earnest after their reservation was reduced to two town-
ships in size, and picked up momentum with the visits of the two
commissions in the early 1890s. The band resisted all pressure
to remove, fearing that such an uprooting would undermine their
efforts to receive compensation for their ten-million-acre claim.
Having failed to convince the Turtle Mountain people to leave
the northern Plains, the government changed its tactics. The fi-
nal outcome, however, was remarkably similar to the removal
plans already offered.

With the passage of the Act of 1904, the legal machinery needed
to begin the allotment of land in severalty was put into motion.
While it scattered the Turtle Mountain mixed-bloods across North
Dakota and Montana, the most devastating and lasting impact
of the policy was the loss of land that followed the issuance of
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the patent-in-fees. Based on the notion that ownership neces-
sarily meant competence, trust patents were converted into fee
patents as quickly as possible during the Janus and Craige ad-
ministrations. Cato Sells’s announcement of the Declaration of
Policy fee patent system in 1917 only accelerated a system that
was already destructive for the Turtle Mountain people.

By 1920, when the Declaration of Policy for the most part had
been carried out, nearly 90 percent of those Indians receiving
such a patent had lost the land. The result was a slow and tragic
Chippewa repatriation to the Turtle Mountains. Instead of intro-
ducing the Turtle Mountain band to the white world of alleged
prosperity and enlightenment, the allotment of land in severalty
—more specifically the fee patent—stripped them of their best
economic asset.®> The end result was an Indian people highly de-
pendent on the government, only a decade before the worst eco-
nomic depression in American history. By 1920, the concerns that
Little Shell and John Bottineau had voiced nearly three decades
earlier had proven prophetic indeed.
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