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Abraham Lincoln as Great Father: 
A Look at Federal Indian Policy, 
1861–1865

Thomas A. Britten

In light of Lincoln’s exceptional leadership during the nation’s four-year Civil War 
ordeal, it is unsurprising that Americans today generally regard Abraham Lincoln 

as the most effective and influential president in United States history. Indeed, at a 
recent International Lincoln Center conference, one speaker suggested that pollsters 
revise their annual rankings of “best presidents” and simply name Lincoln a “national 
god” so that other chief executives have a chance at the top spot.1 Yet some of Lincoln’s 
contemporaries criticized him as a tyrant who routinely subverted civil liberties and 
as bloodthirsty for demanding that his generals pursue an aggressive strategy to kill 
Confederates and destroy their armies. Public opinion underwent a transformation 
of sorts following his assassination in April, 1865: Lincoln was thereafter widely 
depicted as a martyr, the nation’s savior, and a compassionate and fair-minded leader.2 
As the savior of the Union and symbol of the sturdy pioneer and American democracy, 
Lincoln continues to be the subject of innumerable biographies, novels, poems, essays, 
movies, and works of art.

Although scholars too have left few stones unturned regarding Lincoln’s life and 
legacy, the Indian policy of the “Great Emancipator” has been handled sparingly. 
Newly freed African Americans looked to the president as “Father Abraham,” but the 
nation’s 340,000 Native Americans called him simply the “Great Father,” using the 
paternalistic appellation kings and presidents employed to reinforce their governments’ 
often-precarious hegemony over “primitive” Native peoples. For the first three centuries 
of European and Native coexistence, dignitaries representing European states, and 
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subsequently the new United States, all negotiated hundreds of treaties with sovereign 
Indian nations, many of which agreements promised money, goods, and services in 
exchange for enormous cessions of land. Consequently, policymakers’ significant objec-
tives included fulfilling the government’s treaty (or trust) responsibilities while at the 
same time they devised new ways to expand their control over Indian lands. As this 
article will explore, what was the direction and nature of Indian policy during Lincoln’s 
administration? How faithful was Lincoln in fulfilling the nation’s trust responsibilities 
to Native Americans given the Civil War’s incredible demands on his time and energy? 
In short, what kind of “father” was he?

Some scholars believe that two often-told stories about Lincoln’s pre-presidential 
years hold clues to understanding his attitudes with respect to American Indians. 
The first involved the murder in May 1786 of his grandfather, also named Abraham. 
According to Lincoln family legend, the elder Abraham Lincoln was putting in a crop 
of corn with his sons, Josiah, Mordecai, and Thomas (the future president’s father), 
when they came under attack by a small war party of Indians, possibly Shawnees. In 
the initial volley, the forty-two-year-old Abraham fell and Mordecai shot and killed 
one of the assailants. Their father’s death led to the family’s subsequent poverty and 
Mordecai became a fierce Indian hater for the rest of his life. In an 1854 letter to his 
relative Jesse Lincoln, Lincoln wrote that the story of his grandfather’s death and his 
uncle Mordecai’s lifelong hatred of Native Americans in response was “the legend more 

Figure 1. Abraham Lincoln, 
The Martyr President—
Assassinated April 14th 1865. 
Currier & Ives lithograph 
portrait, 1865. Image from the 
Library of Congress.
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strongly than all others imprinted upon my mind and memory.” Just how that memory 
influenced Lincoln’s subsequent Indian policies, however, is impossible to determine 
with any degree of certainty. While it may have given him “a personal and family 
reason for bitterness toward Indians,” it is equally plausible that the family narrative of 
Mordecai’s pluck and courage in driving off the attackers left a largely positive image in 
Lincoln family history of an otherwise tragic event.3

The second tale features Lincoln and a Native American and allegedly took place 
in 1832 toward the end of the Black Hawk War, when Lincoln was a captain in the 
Illinois militia. Lincoln did not experience any combat (save battles with mosquitos), 
but years after the conflict a story surfaced that Lincoln had saved the life of an elderly 
Indian man who had wandered into camp seeking refuge. Most of Lincoln’s men viewed 
Native Americans as savages and barbarians and had volunteered in hopes of fighting 
and killing Indians. For them, the unexpected appearance of the elderly Native, whom 
the story refers to as a “warrior,” was a stroke of luck that provided them a final chance 
to spill Indian blood as the war was ending. Before they could act, Lincoln intervened: 
stepping between his men and the old man, the tall thin captain declared, “Men, this 
cannot be done. He must not be shot and killed by us.” Furthermore, he said, if they 
thought he was a coward for stopping them, they were welcome to test that theory.4

The Black Hawk War anecdote is an impressive story of personal courage in 
the face of daunting peer pressure that, if true, reveals elements of Lincoln’s moral 
character—his commitment to justice, for instance, and his rejection of malice toward 
Native Americans. To adherents of the mythologized Lincoln, the Black Hawk War 
anecdote would have provided a useful counterweight to the story of the killing of 
Lincoln’s grandfather and their subsequent poverty: while Lincoln had every reason 
to harbor negative attitudes about Native Americans, this story evidences that his 
legendary sense of justice and magnanimity were clearly present nearly three decades 
before the start of his presidency. Therefore, if the Lincoln administration’s Indian 
policies proved detrimental to Native interests, it could not be because of latent anti-
Indian attitudes on the part of Lincoln as Great Father.

Perhaps because of Lincoln mythologizing and related emphasis on the presi-
dent’s adept management of the Union war effort, scholarly interest in the Lincoln 
administration’s Indian policies lay dormant for a century after the president’s death. 
During the late 1960s and 1970s, however, the rise of the modern Indian rights 
movement sparked renewed interest in American Indian histories and cultures, which 
in turn fostered the emergence of Native American studies programs at colleges and 
universities across the country. During this time historians Harry Kelsey, Edmund 
Danziger, Jr., and David A. Nichols provided the initial, most frequently cited studies 
of Lincoln-era Indian policies.5 Two articles written by Kelsey in 1971 and 1974 
depict the president and Commissioner of Indian Affairs William Parsons Dole as 
inexperienced with Indian-related issues, but nonetheless well-intentioned and atten-
tive to what they perceived as the government’s moral obligation to care for them. 
According to Kelsey, the Lincoln administration strove to reform the Indian Bureau’s 
many abuses and inefficiencies, but powerful western land interests and their allies 
in Congress stymied their efforts. While by no means perfect, “any summary of the 
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accomplishments of Lincoln’s Indian policy,” Kelsey maintains, “would have to conclude 
that Indian gains exceeded Indian losses.”6

Danziger’s fine book Indians and Bureaucrats: Administering the Reservation Policy 
during the Civil War (1974) ignores Lincoln altogether. “President Lincoln exerted 
minimal influence on Indian affairs during his presidency,” Danziger maintains, and 
“deferred questions of Indian policy and administration to appropriate congressional 
committees or to the Office of Indian Affairs.” Danziger focuses his attention on the 
administrative problems facing superintendencies and agencies in the West, particularly 
those dealing with the Cheyenne and Dakota Sioux.7 Nichols’s Lincoln and the Indians: 
Civil War Policy and Politics (1978) makes a much sharper critique of Lincoln’s role as 
Great Father. Lincoln was a traditional assimilationist, a proponent of concentrating 
Indians on reservations, an advocate of Indian removal, albeit voluntary, an abuser 
of the patronage system, and an inept manager of the government’s response to the 
Confederacy’s recruitment of Native American auxiliaries in Indian Territory. Nichols 
argues that had Lincoln exercised decisive leadership, the subsequent humanitarian 
crisis that unfolded among Cherokee and Creek refugees in Kansas might have been 
avoided, or at least ameliorated. Like Kelsey and Danziger, Nichols acknowledges that 
Lincoln and Commissioner Dole knew little about Indian affairs and had few personal 
interactions with Native Americans prior to taking office. Federal Indian policy was 
never Lincoln’s first concern, Nichols asserts, but rather a “nagging problem,” periodi-
cally breaking into his consciousness and demanding men and supplies as well as his 
time and energy.8

After summarizing many salient points these historians made some forty years 
ago, this article will expand the discussion in some respects and offer new perspectives 
in overlooked areas. The Lincoln administration is certainly responsible for the Indian 
policies advanced during the Civil War years, but it is unclear just how much time and 
energy Lincoln himself invested in his role as Great Father. In addition to uncertainty 
about his direct engagement in Indian policy matters, Lincoln was a most complex 
individual whose personal beliefs about race relations and his specific attitudes about 
Native Americans and their position in mid-nineteenth-century America remain 
shrouded in conflicting scholarly opinion.9 The primary sources consulted include 
Lincoln’s annual messages to Congress, the online collection of Lincoln’s papers at 
the Library of Congress, the Annual Reports of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs 
from 1861 to 1865, and the William P. Dole papers at the Huntington Library. 
They provide only glimpses into Lincoln’s contributions, however, and even less about 
Lincoln’s personal attitudes regarding Native Americans.

In the context of Lincoln-era Indian policies, what, if anything, was novel or 
different under Lincoln? Kelsey’s argument that “Indian gains exceeded Indian losses” 
during Lincoln’s tenure as Great Father, in particular, requires evaluation in this larger 
context.10 Lincoln was, of course, responsible for the policies advanced under his 
administration even if, as Danziger concludes, he exerted “minimal influence on Indian 
affairs during his presidency.”11 Indeed, because Lincoln’s policies were, for the most 
part, consistent with those of his predecessors and shared many of the same goals, 
federal Indian policies under Lincoln were often reactionary, poorly envisioned, and 
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contradictory, suggesting a lack of seriousness, inadequate planning, and/or ignorance 
of Native American histories and cultures. While some Lincoln-era Indian policies 
were certainly well intentioned, they did irreparable damage to Native American soci-
eties and severely diminished the Indian land base.

The major thrust of federal Indian policy during the first half of the nineteenth 
century was directed toward assimilating the First Americans and converting them to 
a non-migratory, agrarian lifestyle. If, as Thomas Jefferson hoped, Native peoples could 
be convinced to abandon the hunt and to take up the plow, their land requirements 
would diminish and they would presumably be open to selling what they did not need. 
When Native peoples balked at the prospect of abandoning their traditional home-
lands, cultures, and subsistence activities, removal became the government’s solution to 
its increasingly dysfunctional and exploitive relationship with Native peoples, or what 
policymakers increasingly referred to as the “Indian Problem.” Ignoring Supreme Court 
decisions in the 1830s that upheld at least a degree of Indian sovereignty and land 
rights, the US government ordered the military to oversee the horrific process that 
displaced tens of thousands of Indians living east of the Mississippi to allegedly vacant 
lands west of the river. Federal officials apparently believed that Native Americans 
residing in the vaguely defined “Indian Country” west of the Mississippi River would 
have a respite from subsequent removals, but this was not the case. A new era of 
aggressive settlement and colonization was ushered in with newly acquired lands in the 
Southwest, followed closely by the discovery of gold in California and the decision to 
organize the Kansas and Nebraska Territories.

In the decade preceding the Civil War, to clear the way for white settlers federal 
officials negotiated dozens of treaties with tribes residing on the Central Plains and 
the Southwest, some of them only recently removed from the east. Writing in 1856, 
Commissioner of Indian Affairs George W. Manypenny separated the treaties into 
three classes: those of peace and friendship, those that acquired Indian lands and 
then divided those lands among individual tribal members as a means of weakening 
tribal cohesiveness and organization, and those that colonized tribal communities on 
reservations. In general, antebellum treaties provided for permanent reservations with 
clearly defined boundaries together with agricultural implements and supplies, which 
were intended to encourage the Indians to adopt farming, manual labor, and the goal 
of self-sufficiency.12

The Lincoln administration’s Indian policies were largely in keeping with these 
precedents. Like Jefferson, Lincoln believed that embracing agriculture was the key 
to Indian self-sufficiency and upward mobility. At a meeting with Plains Native 
dignitaries in March 1863, Lincoln instructed his aides to bring in a globe and had 
Professor Joseph Henry from the Smithsonian give them a lecture on world geography. 
White men controlled large portions of the globe and vastly outnumbered their red 
brethren, Lincoln argued, because they cultivated the earth and depended upon its 
products rather than wild game for their subsistence. A second reason why whites 
outnumbered Indians, Lincoln continued, was that whites were less prone to violence. 
Although engulfed in a horrific civil war, Lincoln admitted, the white race was not “so 
much disposed to fight and kill one another as our red brethren.” Before departing 



AmericAn indiAn culture And reseArch JournAl 40:3 (2016) 108 à à à

the meeting, Lincoln offered some final advice: “I can see no way in which your race 
is to become as numerous and prosperous as the white race except by living as they 
do, by cultivation of the earth.”13 Such a prescription, however, was at odds with the 
burgeoning industrial economy of the United States; Lincoln may have reasoned that 
transforming Native Americans into farmers would be far easier than converting them 
into urban-dwelling factory workers.

The Lincoln administration was likewise a proponent of a critical step in detribal-
ization and assimilation: allotment, the policy whereby reservation lands were divided 
among Native residents who would henceforth become individual property holders. 
Efforts to break up tribal landholdings had roots stretching back to the colonial era, 
but the first significant occurrence was after the War of 1812, when Andrew Jackson 
negotiated a treaty with the Creeks that included individual allotments. During the 
1820s to the 1830s, several treaties included allotment provisions, with some assigning 
individual land for Indians who agreed to remove beyond the Mississippi River and 
others for Indians who chose to remain in the east. During the 1840s to the 1850s, 
government interest in allotment intensified as politicians, missionaries, and reformers 
came to believe that the so-called “allotment of land in severalty” was the only way to 
“civilize” and “save” the First Americans. Western land speculators and their friends in 
Congress, meanwhile, supported allotment since it promised them access to “surplus” 
reservation lands that remained after the allotment process was complete.14

The Lincoln administration’s espousal of allotment, therefore, was hardly original 
or unexpected. Any policy designed to civilize Indians and “induce them to adopt the 
customs of civilization,” Commissioner Dole argued in his annual report in 1863, 
“must of necessity embrace . . . the ideas of self-reliance and individual effort and, as 
an encouragement of those ideas, the acquisition and ownership of property in sever-
alty.”15 Between 1861 and 1865, Dole and his associates negotiated treaties containing 
allotment provisions with the Potawatomi, the Cheyenne and Arapaho, the Kickapoo, 
the Klamath, the Chippewa, and the Omaha. The allotment process was not always 
mandatory, however, nor was it imposed blanket fashion on an entire tribe without 
regard to the disposition of the prospective allottees.16 Instead, Dole suggested, the 
government should promote allotment as a special mark of favor and approbation by 
the Great Father and as a reward for an individual’s good conduct, industriousness, 
and willingness to abandon tribal customs and engage in “the more rational pursuits 
of civilization.”17 In some cases, those allottees that the federal government deemed 
“sufficiently intelligent and prudent to control their affairs and interests” might receive 
full title to their lands.18 This policy was grounded in Dole’s belief that the example of 
Native Americans who sought individual land ownership would convince Native oppo-
nents of the policy to recognize their error and request allotments for themselves.19

Yet property ownership and farming could become transformative for Native 
Americans only if they applied the requisite labor to make their lands productive. To 
ensure that upcoming generations of Indian children would be ready to do this, the 
Lincoln administration promoted the establishment of manual labor schools, prefer-
ably off-reservation, as the “main hope for permanent good to the Indians.” Establishing 
day schools on the reservations had proven problematic. According to Dole, attendance 
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at these schools was irregular and Indian parents exerted little influence to encourage 
their children to “appreciate the dignity and real independence of labor.” In a June 9, 
1862 letter to Indian Service employee Elijah White, Dole discussed the administra-
tion’s desire for Indians to become farmers and to be educated, matters he described 
as “very absorbing.” The best schools for Indian children, according to Dole, were the 
labor schools and “the more labor the better” since book learning was “useless to an 
Indian if he has not the habits of industry with it.” The ideal school, in Dole’s opinion, 
would be “a farm with a farmer whose heart is in it to teach the boys to work only 
mixing enough books with it for a change and to make it of interest caring very little 
except that they should be taught to be self-sustaining.”20

While Commissioner Dole pondered the transformative nature of farm work and 
education on Indian children, critics of the government’s management of Indian affairs 
demanded a very different, but equally difficult, transformation to occur. Nineteenth-
century critics of government inefficiency, waste, and corruption were quick to point 
an accusing finger at the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA)—an Interior Department 
agency notorious for its gross mismanagement of reservations and the thievery of its 
employees. Lincoln’s election and the promise of a new Republican administration gave 
reform activists cause for hope, especially if the American people united in a “vigorous 
and earnest effort to secure the appointment of good and true men” who would be 
“thorough reformers.”21 Such hope proved illusory. Like every administration since 
that of Andrew Jackson, President Lincoln viewed public offices as a fund to reward 
friends, relatives, and the most-deserving party workers, and the patronage or “spoils” 
system flourished during the Lincoln presidency.22 Equally troubling to reformers who 
sought qualified and dedicated individuals to serve in the BIA was that wartime pres-
sures prevented Lincoln from investing the time necessary to ascertain whether the 
persons appointed were those best fitted for the job through talent and experience.

Upon taking office, Lincoln quickly discovered that the BIA was a bountiful source 
of patronage, and he spent considerable time parceling out the spoils. Adhering to the 
custom of allowing frontier Congressional delegations to determine the nominees for 
positions in their state, he sent instructions to Secretary of the Interior Caleb Smith 
requesting that he forward blank appointments for all BIA positions to the Republican 
congressional delegations in Wisconsin and Minnesota. Consequently, Lincoln’s 
appointees in the trans-Mississippi West included an assortment of “misguided leaders, 
political hacks, or downright crooks.”23 Awarding Indian bureau jobs to loyal partisans 
may have been politically convenient, but ignorance of Indian cultures and traditions, 
combined with the willingness of at least some appointees to supplement their meager 
fifteen hundred dollar annual salaries by fleecing the people they were supposed to 
protect compounded the dysfunctional relationship that existed between the govern-
ment and its Native “wards.”

During Lincoln’s time in office, the endemic corruption continued. Politicians, 
reservation agents, and traders, the so-called Indian Ring, continued to exploit tribes 
that received cash annuities from the federal government, while officials in the nation’s 
capital purchased poor quality supplies, charged the Indians for premium quality, and 
then pocketed the difference. Corruption—if not serious conflicts of interest—reached 
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into the executive branch as well. Commissioner Dole, Secretary of the Interior John 
P. Usher, and President Lincoln’s personal secretary John G. Nicolay all speculated in
Indian lands in Kansas.24 An 1864 editorial likened the BIA to a “huge machine for
enriching a lot of partisan officials who desire to make the most of their four years’
lease of power.”25 By the end of Lincoln’s first term, criticisms leveled against his
administration’s mismanagement of Indian affairs intensified.

In addition to the customary reports of graft and corruption, in November 1864 
came alarming news of the Third Volunteer Regiment’s massacre of more than 150 
Cheyenne and Arapaho Indians encamped at Sand Creek in southeastern Colorado. 
The massacre brought the ineffectiveness of federal Indian policy into the public view 
and intensified demands for reform. In response, Congress passed a joint resolution 
on March 3, 1865 to conduct an inquiry into the condition of the tribes. Chaired by 
Senator James R. Doolittle of Wisconsin, the joint special committee’s report detailed 
the amounts and varieties of Indian Service corruption and recommended reforms 
such as the creation of boards of inspection to serve as watchdogs on the activities of 
reservation agents and superintendents.26

Both President Lincoln and Commissioner Dole were of course aware of the 
government’s troubled relationship with Native peoples, the pressing need to reform 
the Indian Service, and the powerful interests arrayed against meaningful change. 
For example, on November 20, 1862, Lincoln received a memorial signed by eighteen 
Episcopal bishops requesting that he appoint a special commission to devise “a more 
perfect system for the Administration of Indian Affairs” that would “redress wrongs” 
and “preserve the honor of the government.”27 Consumed by the task of overseeing 
the Union war effort, the most the president could do was to acknowledge the need 
for change and promise to do something once the conflict had ended.28 On December 
1, Lincoln sent his second annual message to Congress, which included a somewhat 
ambiguous call for a “remodeling” of the nation’s entire Indian system.29

Commissioner Dole provided the specifics. First, he endorsed the concentration 
of Indians on reservations and the allotment of their lands, policies that he believed 
constituted “the best method yet devised for their reclamation and advancement in 
civilization.” Second, Dole proposed a policy that, when enacted nearly a century later, 
carried the dreaded appellation “termination”: the cessation of the federal government’s 
trust responsibilities to Native Americans. Dole believed that many tribal communities 
were ready for this severance of “the peculiar relations existing between them and the 
federal government [and when] their relations to the general government should be 
identical with those of the citizens of the various States.”30 In Article III of the 1862 
Treaty with the Kickapoos, for example, Indian allottees deemed competent to receive 
title to their lands would “cease to be members of said tribe, and shall become citizens 
of the United States” and their lands “subject to levy, taxation, and sale, in like manner 
with the property of other citizens.”31

These profoundly significant declarations ignored a fundamental legal question: 
if treaties were the law of the land, how could the government terminate its treaty 
obligations to sovereign Indian nations? Also needing clarification were practical 
considerations that were equally troubling. What evidence was there that tribes could 
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cope socially and economically if the federal government stopped fulfilling its obliga-
tions to them? Were states prepared to accept, protect, and care for Native Americans 
as full citizens? Dole likely never considered the potentially devastating consequences 
of termination, and it is possible that the commissioner was merely voicing a long-
term goal rather than introducing a policy. Unfortunately, when Congress did enact 
termination legislation in the late 1940s to the 1960s, the consequences were indeed 
devastating for the many tribes that lacked the minimum essential resources necessary 
for them to flourish independently of the trust relationship—some two generations 
after William Dole had declared their readiness.

As Commissioner Dole looked forward to the time when all tribes would be 
ready for termination, his concentration policies continued, but with a new twist. 
As his 1862 report characterizes the overall situation, white settlements surrounded 
many reservations and subjected their Indian neighbors to “wrongs, insults, and petty 
annoyances . . . exceedingly onerous and hard to be borne.” Instead of providing Native 
Americans with an example of a moral and advanced civilization, whiskey peddlers, 
gamblers, and the “worst classes” of white people were leading them into a life of 
idleness, beggary, and depravity. Since Indians were believed to be especially prone 
to adopting the vices of civilization rather than its virtues and advantages, they were, 
according to Dole, becoming “vagrant[s] of the worst species, and a most intolerable 
nuisance to the settlements.” The solution was obvious, at least to Dole. In his annual 
reports of 1863 and 1864, he declared that the most “efficient remedy for these evils” 
was concentrating the various tribes on three to five large reservations set far apart 
from white settlements. Doing so, he insisted, would be more economical, simple in its 
operation, and of “inestimable value” to the Indians.32

Similarly, President Lincoln was a longtime proponent of freed slaves being 
deported to colonies in Africa, the Caribbean, or Latin America because he was 
convinced that whites and African Americans could not coexist peacefully in the 
United States.33 According to historian Kenneth O’Reilly, Lincoln hoped that African 
American colonization outside of the United States might “spare future generations 
racial agony” and “promote racial harmony by removing the source of irritation.”34 
The administration’s Indian policies reflected similar concerns. “The white and the red 
man cannot occupy territory in common,” Commissioner Dole declared in November 
1864, “and it follows that a policy . . . must provide for each race a separate abiding 
space.”35 Since Indians were “native” Americans and therefore inappropriate candidates 
for deportation, concentrating them on remote reservations in the nation’s interior, in 
Lincoln’s mind, could serve the same end.

The racial assumptions used to justify the segregation and internal or external colo-
nization of both African Americans and Native Americans were also similar. Generally 
speaking, the argument that close association between the races would invariably lead 
to conflict depended upon the belief that blacks and Indians were physically, morally, 
and intellectually inferior to whites.36 Given the demographic, technological, and racial 
superiority of the white majority, this racist logic held that the most likely result of 
close association would be the extermination or expulsion of the perceived weaker 
races, although optimists held out the possibility that a small number of Indians might 
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be assimilated. The “humanitarian” solution to this dilemma, consequently, was to keep 
the races apart—pending a lessening of racial tensions or substantial advancements in 
African American and Native American intellect, morality, and culture.37

Scholars continue to debate to what extent racism or political expediency moti-
vated Lincoln’s support for colonization. However, few have connected Lincoln’s 
support for concentrating Native Americans on reservations to his advocacy of African 
American colonization, although the two movements performed similar functions. 
As David Nichols observes, concentration and colonization provided a means of 
getting rid of two bothersome problems without actually solving them. Although 
Lincoln never explicitly acknowledged that his administration’s advocacy of geographi-
cally segregating both African Americans and Native Americans from white society 
amounted to a consistent policy, nonetheless the arguments in favor of geographical 
separation—to serve the needs of white expansion, protect the minority group, resolve 
the problem, and prevent racial friction—reveal his deep pessimism in regard to white 
attitudes about race.38

Growing acceptance of African American military service and recognition of the 
potential postwar economic impact of their labor, however, may have contributed to 
an evolution of Lincoln’s attitudes regarding colonization. By the end of 1862, he had 
determined that emancipation, even in the face of white prejudice, was necessary to 
save the union. Unfortunately for Native Americans, a similar evolution did not occur 
in Lincoln’s Indian policies. Because Native peoples could be dismissed as demographi-
cally insignificant and peripheral to the war effort, and also because they represented 
an obstacle to westward expansion while espousing claims of sovereignty seemingly 
at odds with the ongoing effort to maintain the union, Native Americans would have 
to await a century before cultural pluralism and self-determination could bring about 
substantial changes in Indian affairs.39

The inconsistency and uneven implementation of federal Indian policy in United 
States history are the predictable byproducts of the government’s disinterest in, inat-
tention to, and ignorance of Native Americans. When federal officials did act, they 
were reacting to events they did not fully understand and often without considering 
the long-term consequences. During the antebellum period, Lincoln’s predecessors had 
advanced the treaty system, education, agriculture, assimilation, removal (at first volun-
tary and then mandatory), and the reservation system as “solutions” or “new directions” 
that would correct the dysfunctional relationship between Natives and non-Natives. 
Lincoln’s Indian policy was no different. On the one hand, Lincoln sought the assimi-
lation of Native Americans and an end to the special relationship (or the “peculiar 
relation,” as Dole termed it) that existed between tribes and the federal government. 
On the other hand, Lincoln viewed treaty-making as the best way (or perhaps a neces-
sary expedient) to ensure that the federal government would acknowledge and protect 
Indian lands and rights. Even though treaty-making acknowledged the sovereignty 
of Indian nations by definition, the Lincoln administration pursued assimilation and 
treaty-making simultaneously, seemingly unaware of the contradiction. In fact, the 
Lincoln administration sought to expand the treaty system while at the same time 
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predicting that Indians would come under state jurisdiction and that their rights 
would “become identical with those of the citizens of the various States.”40

During his time in office, Lincoln supported expanding the treaty system to tribes 
residing in the Southwest that had come under United States jurisdiction after the 
war with Mexico a decade earlier. Critics of this policy argued that Spain and Mexico 
had allegedly failed to recognize Indian land titles in the region and this automati-
cally relieved the United States from doing so.41 Lincoln and Dole disagreed; from 
their perspective, Indians had a moral if not a legal right to land since the govern-
ment’s long-standing policy was to concentrate Native peoples on reservations where 
they could be transformed into farmers. The most sensible policy, therefore, was to 
negotiate treaties and use the proceeds from the sale of ceded lands to assist them 
while they made this difficult transition. Any delay in adopting some “efficient policy,” 
Commissioner Dole warned, threatened national security—either from “dangerous 
combinations” of indigenous tribes (Dole’s 1862 annual report specifically mentions 
an unlikely Apache-Sioux alliance) and/or from an expanded alliance between Indians 
and the Confederate States of America. In a significant departure from precedent, 
the Lincoln administration further argued that the federal government was obliged to 
assist even non-treaty Indians, who as the nation’s wards were entitled to protection 
and guardianship.42

A second example of inconsistent policy-making in the Lincoln administration was 
the decision to pursue concentration. Ostensibly, this would protect Native Americans 
from being corrupted by the vices so prevalent among certain frontier populations 
(such as whiskey peddlers, gamblers, swindlers, and prostitutes), while simultaneously 
promoting legislation designed to expedite white settlement and expansion across the 
West. True to his Whig principles, Lincoln supported the construction of transcon-
tinental railroads as a means of connecting California to the east and of opening the 
prairies and plains to settlers. Settlement would, in turn, promote the exploitation of 
western mineral wealth to finance the government.43

In pursuit of such goals, on May 20, 1862 Lincoln signed the Homestead Act and 
the Pacific Railway Act two weeks later. By the end of the Civil War the Homestead 
Act brought an estimated 15,000 homesteaders to the West. The Pacific Railway Act 
authorized the construction of transcontinental railroads to transport countless more 
settlers to exploit the West’s bountiful resources. The precise amount of territory tribes 
lost in the wake of these policies is difficult to measure, but likely was in the millions 
of acres. Keeping reservations sufficiently “isolated” from white settlement, meanwhile, 
became all but impossible.44 Just three years after Lincoln signed the Homestead Act, 
Commissioner of Indian Affairs Dennis N. Cooley reported, “the large emigration to 
western Territories, caused by the development of the great mineral wealth of those 
regions, is fast circumscribing the range of the Indians and driving them from their 
ancient hunting grounds.”45 In 1867, Acting Commissioner Charles E. Mix painted an 
even bleaker picture. The Native American population, he warned, was diminishing 
year after year. Only a short time ago they numbered a half million or more but today 
“barely 300,000 remain. Poverty, disease, wars, and other causes are fast sweeping 
them from among the living, and soon, as a race, they must become extinct.”46
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Another Lincoln-era Indian policy initiative linked treaty-making with removal. In 
hopes of saving “even the remnant of these decaying tribes,” in May 1862 Senator James 
R. Doolittle declared, “We must gather them somewhere on large reservations.” A close
friend and supporter of President Lincoln, Doolittle chaired the Senate’s Committee
on Indian Affairs and was also a vocal proponent of colonizing African Americans
outside the country. However, in removing Native Americans the “somewhere” he
had in mind was Indian Territory. At the start of the Civil War, Confederate agents
successfully recruited (or cajoled) members of the so-called “Five Civilized Tribes” to
form auxiliary units to fight for the Confederacy. Their perceived “disloyalty” to the
Union provided policymakers with an opening. In March 1863, Congress authorized
the president to rescind treaties with any tribes “in an actual state of hostility to the
government of the United States.”47

With the treaty obligations out of the way, the federal government could expro-
priate their lands and then open new reservations for tribes residing east of the Rocky 
Mountains. On September 12, 1862, Cherokee Chief John Ross met with the presi-
dent to explain that his people had had no choice but to ally with the Confederacy since 
the federal government had failed to protect the Cherokees when the war commenced. 
Lincoln promised a careful investigation of Ross’s charges, but if he did, he never 
announced the results. Instead, the president dispatched William Dole to Kansas to 
negotiate new removal treaties. The tribes (Sacs and Foxes, Creeks, Osages, Shawnees) 
appeared interested, Dole reported during the summer of 1863, and awaited the end 
of the Civil War and restoration of peace in the Indian Territory before proceeding.48

The final and most-studied episode during Lincoln’s tenure as Great Father was 
a tragic affair that forever marred his legacy among Native Americans: his role in the 
aftermath of the Dakota War of 1862. The president was under considerable pressure 
in the summer of 1862. Lincoln and his wife Mary still mourned the loss of their 
eleven-year-old son Willie earlier that year. The prospects of saving the union appeared 
bleak as well. The army’s Peninsular Campaign had failed to capture Richmond, and 
General John Pope, commander of the Union’s Army of Virginia, was defeated at the 
Second Battle of Bull Run. In the midst of these setbacks, word arrived in Washington 
that the Dakota (or Santee) Sioux were attacking settlements and massacring men, 
women, and children in southern Minnesota. Was this part of some deeply laid plan, 
a Confederate conspiracy to expand the battlefield and force Lincoln to divert troops 
from the east? Was it the opening salvo in a long dreaded pan-Indian alliance seeking 
to take advantage of the government’s preoccupation with the Civil War?

In fact, the origins of the Dakota War lay not with Confederate agents or western 
Indian alliances, but rather in hunger and frustration. When the federal government 
failed to make its promised annuity payments to the Dakotas, the Indians faced 
starvation. Despite making a fortune selling supplies to the Dakotas at inflated prices, 
white traders refused to extend credit. One infamously declared that if the Indians 
were hungry, they should eat grass. The individuals responsible for handling such 
matters and implementing the government’s treaty responsibilities included Clark W. 
Thompson, superintendent of the Indian Bureau’s Northern Department, and the 
agent stationed at the Lower Sioux Agency, Thomas J. Galbraith. Thompson was a 
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bank and railroad speculator who knew virtually nothing about Native Americans, 
but he was a good friend of Minnesota’s Republican Senator Morton Wilkinson. Like 
Superintendent Thompson, Indian Agent Galbraith was a lawyer and Republican 
operative who had little experience working with Indians and owed his appointment 
to the patronage system.49

During the first two weeks in August, tensions mounted as Dakotas demanded 
rations and Galbraith stalled for time. He hoped that once the government’s annuity 
payment arrived the Dakotas’ could pay their debts to traders and a new line of credit 
could be established. In the meantime, both traders and Indians would have to wait. 
In a meeting with Galbraith and military officials, Mdewakanton Dakota leader Little 
Crow (Taoyateduta) asked the agent to assist his people to get food. “When men are 
hungry,” he warned, “they help themselves.” The Dakota War started approximately a 
week later and lasted six weeks. Galbraith’s refusal to issue rations and, subsequently, 
his leadership of a militia to put down the uprising, certainly cast doubt on his fidelity 
to the Indian people he was supposed to be serving, but two congressional investiga-
tions later exonerated Galbraith from allegations that his conduct precipitated the 
uprising.50

General John Pope, whom Lincoln had reassigned following the Second Bull Run 
battle, declared that the conflict was over in early October 1862. Casualty estimates 
vary, but the number of Indian deaths was approximately one hundred fifty and 
that of whites between five hundred and one thousand. In late September, Pope had 
already formed a tribunal or commission of five military officers to try Dakotas alleg-
edly involved in the massacre of civilians. The hearings began on September 28 and 
the same day the commission tried sixteen men. Five weeks later, the commission 
completed its work having conducted 392 trials, including an astounding forty in one 
day. An eyewitness reported that Dakota defendants had no counsel, the commis-
sion apparently trusting that “the innocent would make their innocence appear.” As 
it turned out, few Dakotas were able to accomplish this feat to the commission’s 
satisfaction and on November 7, Pope telegraphed President Lincoln the names of 303 
condemned Dakotas.51

The Great Father was under heavy pressure to authorize the executions. The white 
citizens of Minnesota were clamoring for revenge and the state’s leaders threatened 
mob violence if justice was not meted out to the condemned Dakotas. Commissioner 
Dole, on the other hand, urged caution. While sympathetic to the white victims and 
their families, he urged the president to punish only the Dakota leaders. Imposing 
punishment on all those involved in the uprising, he cautioned, would “beget a bitter 
feeling of revenge” that would “never be extinguished.”52 Bishop Henry Whipple of 
Minnesota urged caution for different reasons: the government had mishandled the 
crisis from the beginning and any rush to judgment would likely ensnare innocent 
Dakotas. “Punishment loses its lesson,” he declared, “when it is the vengeance of a 
mob.”53 Indeed, as Lincoln and his aides reviewed the trial transcripts, they were 
shocked at the appalling lack of evidence and the haste with which the trials were 
carried out. Lincoln concluded that the people of Minnesota desired not justice, 
but vengeance.
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Other considerations may have entered into the president’s calculations: how 
would Europe respond to the execution of more than three hundred Indian prisoners, 
particularly England and France? Might the executions open the door to Confederate 
intrigue, or spur creation of the much-dreaded pan-Indian alliance? Seeking an opinion 
on what should be done with the condemned Sioux, on December 1 Lincoln wrote to 
Judge Advocate General Joseph Holt, asking “Whether if I should conclude to execute 
only a part of them, must I myself designate which [ones], or could I leave the desig-
nation to some officer on the ground?” Holt’s answered that Lincoln would have to 
decide the matter on his own.54

After reviewing the evidence, Lincoln divided the individual cases into two groups: 
those who had participated in “massacres” and those who had participated in “battles.” 
On December 6 the president ordered that only those thirty-nine that had apparently 
participated in massacres be executed. Of these, one received a last-minute reprieve. 
At 10:30 am on December 26, 1862, thirty-eight Sioux were simultaneously hanged 
on a large, square scaffold erected on the main street in Mankato. Afterwards, mili-
tary officials loaded the bodies into four army wagons and a burial detail interred 
them near town in a thirty-by-twelve foot grave dug in a sandbar. At least one Sioux, 
Chaska, was apparently included by mistake. Although Chaska had saved the lives of 
white captives during the uprising and Lincoln had not approved his execution, he was 
hanged nevertheless.55

The remaining 260 prisoners served three-year sentences at Camp Kearney near 
Davenport, Iowa. Their families, some 1,658 women, children, and old men, spent 
a freezing, disease-ridden winter at Fort Snelling. In April 1863, military officials 
oversaw their removal to a new reservation at Crow Creek in South Dakota. Congress, 
meanwhile, passed legislation that annulled all treaty obligations to the Dakota and 
required that they forfeit their lands in Minnesota. Seizing the opportunity to gain 
access to additional Indian lands and to further advance the ethnic cleansing of their 
state, Minnesota settlers successfully petitioned Congress to pass new legislation expel-
ling the Winnebagos even though they had not taken part in the uprising.56

How Lincoln countenanced such actions is unclear. The Civil War was reaching 
its tipping point around this time and the president’s attention was likely focused on 
the events taking place in Virginia and Mississippi. Lincoln did nothing to alleviate 
the suffering of the Dakota prisoners incarcerated at Fort Snelling, and he authorized 
army punitive expeditions against Indian groups that had nothing to do with the 
Dakota conflict.57 While he served the cause of justice by greatly reducing the number 
of Indians he permitted to be hanged, Lincoln still sanctioned, as David A. Nichols 
notes, “one of the largest mass executions in American history.”58 For the Dakota 
Sioux, Lincoln’s “humanitarianism” was little more than a macabre joke. To this day, 
the Santee people commemorate the lives of the thirty-eight men executed on the 
orders of the Great Father in 1862.59

Forty years ago, historian Harry Kelsey argued that Lincoln’s “most lasting accom-
plishment” in Indian affairs was to insist that the federal government “accept a moral 
premise for its relations with the Indian tribes.”60 President Lincoln no doubt believed 
that the government had an obligation to do this, but life’s vicissitudes have a way of 



Britten | ABrAhAm LincoLn As GreAt FAther 117

altering one’s priorities. For Lincoln, the tragic events in Minnesota during the autumn 
of 1862 proved how difficult it was (and still is) to live up to such high ideals. His 
Commissioner of Indian Affairs William Dole wrote that the “object of all our efforts 
in behalf of the Indian should be the improvement of his condition . . . to increase his 
intelligence, promote his happiness, and finally effect his civilization.” But even he was 
not convinced that the administration’s policies, or at least their implementation, had 
achieved these goals. In a private letter to a veteran of the Indian Service dated June 9, 
1862, Dole admitted, “the government is wasting its money to a very great extent by 
our current Indian policy and yet I can’t see how to change the law very much—the 
law is so much better than the practice.”61

While rightly acclaimed for his steadfast leadership during the Civil War, Abraham 
Lincoln’s Indian policy reflected how little he knew about Native Americans, the low 
priority he attached to Indian affairs, and the all-consuming attention he focused on 
the Civil War. As we have seen, Lincoln’s assimilationist Indian policy was in keeping 
with historic precedent and tradition. He became a strong advocate of concentrating 
or colonizing tribes on reservations, yet his simultaneous support for the Homestead 
Act and the Pacific Railway Act ensured that reservations would never be safe from 
outside influences and pressures. Neither Lincoln’s endorsement of allotment nor his 
extensive use of Indian Service positions to reward political supporters were positive 
legacies. Although Lincoln’s desire to expand the treaty system may very well have 
been motivated by humanitarian impulses, the government had repeatedly shown that 
Indian treaties, while often convenient, were most certainly not treated as the law of 
the land. Furthermore, his administration’s support for terminating the federal govern-
ment’s special relationship with tribes and treating Native Americans as they would 
citizens of states was inconsistent with the continuation of the treaty system, much 
less its expansion.

In a recent poll in which the presidents were ranked by political scientists, 
Abraham Lincoln placed first.62 The top luminaries also included seven Great Fathers 
who were, from a Native American perspective, disasters: George Washington, 
Andrew Jackson, Theodore Roosevelt, Dwight Eisenhower, Harry Truman, and 
Thomas Jefferson. All were assimilationists, some were treaty breakers, others were 
expansionists and Indian-removal enthusiasts, and three were proponents of termi-
nating the government’s trust relationship to tribes. President Lincoln was all of 
the above. Clearly, to perform poorly as a Great Father does not unduly tarnish a 
president’s legacy. To be fair, Abraham Lincoln was operating within a horrifically 
challenging historical context and it may be disingenuous to cast stones at the man 
who saved the Union. On the other hand, one cannot blame the nation’s Native 
American population for viewing Lincoln through a very different lens: the preser-
vation of the Union allowed the attention of northerners and southerners to shift 
to the West, which meant a more rapid dissolution of Native homelands. Clearly, 
Abraham Lincoln was an atypical president whose courage and sacrifice held the 
Union together during the greatest conflict in American history. As the Great Father 
to the nation’s long-suffering Native Americans, however, Lincoln was disappointingly 
typical of the broader society in which he lived.
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