


The Nez Perce War of1877 

Treaties came first, the war, with only a part of the Nez Perce Tribe, came much later. 
It was the U.S. who wanted the treaties, because they wanted the land. The land they had no real 

claim to. Land they had neither purchased nor conquered by subduing the native peoples. White men 
from the U.S. had moved in, and while the area was designated as U.S. Territory, the U.S. had made 
no deal with the people who had been living there ror untold centuries. 

The Nimiipu the Nez Perce, the largest group of native people in the northwest, recognized that 
as a Soverign Nation; they had the power to deal. 

They gave to the U.S. certain areas orland. and certain privileges. But they retained certain 
privileges on the land given. The U.S. did not conquer the Nez Perce Nation. 

The treaties, or rather broken treaties and all the trouble they generated were the direct cause of 
not only the war of 1877, and a division of the Nimiipu, but hard feelings between them and their 
white neighbors even now. Powerful, greedy men wanted what the Nez Perce had reserved for 
themselves at the ftrst treaty in 1855, and the government listened. Later, gold was discovered near 
Pierce, Idaho, close to where the Nez Perce saw their ftrst white men, Lewis & Clark, in 1805. Now 
the rabble as well as the powerful demanded Nez Perce land. 

Joseph and his people had already submitted to General Howard's demand that they give up their 
lands and come to the reservation in Idaho, in spite of the fact that they had signed no new treaty, 
though other Nez Perce had signed for them. Joseph had protested, saying that others could not take 
away their right to make their own deals. All these people (Joseph's band was not the only one 
ordered to give up their land) became known as the Non-Treaty Nez Perce. Joseph's band had left 
the Wallowas, crossed flood swollen rivers, and arrived on the Camas Prairie near Cottonwood, 
Idaho, and the women were digging camas when two young men, astride a frisky horse, accidently 
rode over a pile of camas bulbs and destroyed them. The angry husband told the young man piloting 
the horse that if he were so brave, why didn't he go kill the white man who had murdered his father. 
The young man accepted the challenge, and with two cousins rode off to do exactly that. The man 
was not at home, so they rode on, and killed every white man they could ftnd who had killed or 
abused Nez Perces. Joseph was away, down on the Salmon River, butchering beef. 

All the Nez Perce were held responsible for the actions of the young men. Thus began this war. 
The Nez Perce moved down to the bottom of White Bird Creek, where the young men had killed the 
local store owner and burned the store. They decided to send a peace party with a white flag to 
intercept the Army before soldiers could fire into their camp. 

The Army came. Early in the morning of June 17th, they ftred on the peace party with the white 
flag. Thus began a war that followed the Nez Perce across Idaho, into western Montana, back down 
into Jdaho, up to Montana, across Yellowstone Park in Wyoming, back into central Montana, and 
nortI« to the Bear's Paw Mountains, where they camped on Snake Creek, 1300 miles from home, and 
fought the last battle before Joseph surrendered. And he was the only chief left alive to do so besides 
Chief White Bird, who elected to leave on foot with his tiny band of people rather than surrender. 
White Bird made it to Chief Sitting Bull's village in Canada, as did several of Joseph's people, 
including his young daughter, known as Sarah. 

Joseph and those with him were promised that they would be returned to Idaho, but they were 
sent to a swamp at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas where half of them contracted malaria. Many adults 
and children died. Not one new born survived in exile. They were forced to live in fIlth. Their 
condition was so bad that Joseph said, "The Great Spirit Chief who rules above seemed to be looking 
some other way and did not see what was being done to my people." 
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Dedication: 

To Joseph and Sarah, his daughter. 

To the great Sioux, Chief Sitting Bull, who was far more compassionate and humane than he has ever been 
represented as being, who has been credited with atrocities and black deeds he never committed, and without 
whose aid many Nez Perce who escaped to Canada would have perished. 

To Yellow Wolf, who survived until August, 1935, personally documented the events of the Nez Perce War of 
1877, and gave us greater insight into customs and philosophy, then told the story ofthis war (and much ofearly 
Nez Perce legend and vemal history) to L.v. McWhorter, a white man. 

To L.v. McWhorter, that white man, who preserved and published that history and that story so the world would 
know who the Nez Perce were and what happened to them 

Sacred things are just that, sacred, even though they are part ofcustom and culture. Out ofrespect for sacred 
things we did not include any illustrations of sacred places or sacred rituals. In this book in the drawing "Mar­
riage" neither the'priest nor the drummers are represented 

Beliefs that are touched upon in the Nimiipu Color Books are part ofNez Perce culture and are not being pr0­

moted in a religious way. 
********************** 

In the early 1970's Allen Slickpoo gave Nez Perce names to a series of 20 museum size oil paintings that told the 
story of the Nez Perce War of 1877 from the Native American viewpoint. These were the paintings that were to 
become The Nez Perce BicentennialExhibit. At that time there was no standardized spelling of the Nez Perce 
language, spelling was phonetic. The titles which Mr. Slickpoo gave these paintings went on each painting along 
with my title and signature, in oil, with a small brush. It is much too late to change any ofthat. 

Except for the title "Nimiipu" (Nee-mee-poo); most of the Nez Perce words in this book are spelled the old way. 
It has been only just recently that there has been a standardized spelling of Nez Perce words, adopted from a 
dictionary written by a Japanese linguist. Nimiipu is actually spelled ''Nimiipuu'', but so many Nez Perce, 
including Horace Axtel, have published works with ''Nimiipu'' with just one ''0'' that I decided to do the same at 
this point in time. 

I would like to thank Horace Axtell for his input, "Scottie" WIlfred Scott, and Mrs. Scott, Ann McCormack, 
and others from the Nez Perce Cultural Committee for their help and suggestions. These people reviewed this 
book for it's cultural and historic content, and to insure that there was nothing here that is offensive to the Nez 
Perce. 

I would also like to thank Keith Thurlkill, U.S. Forest Service, Missouli, Montana and Sandi McFarland, U.S. 
Forest Service, Orofino, Idaho for their suggestions. 

A special thanks to Paul Wapato for his efforts in 2002 to help us get the Nimiipu coloring books into print. Mr. 
Wapato is President ofNPNHTF, Nez Perce National Historical Trail Foundation. 

And last, but certainly not least, a special thanks to Its-ee'-ya-ya ye'-yow'-its' and his mate. 

Jo Proferes. 



6 
After the War of1877 

Chief Joseph's daughter, Sarah, along with several others, escaped to Canada the first day of the 
attack by Miles cavalry, Sept. 30, 1877. Either the evening of the day Joseph surrendered, Oct. 5, 
1877, or the night before, Chief White Bird and over twenty people walked away and made their way 
to Chief Sitting Bull's village in Canada, where they were greeted by the one's who had fled the first 
day of the battle. 

Four hundred eighteen Nez Perce left Snake Creek on October 7, with the wounded on travois. 
Six days later they arrived at the Missouri River, where the wounded and the sick were put on 
steamboats. 

The others headed overland toward Ft. Keogh, 200 miles southeast of Snake Creek. They arrived 
there on October 23, relieved to have reached their destination. They were to stay here for the 
winter, then be returned to Idaho. Only this was not to be. General Sheridan overrode Howard's 
promise to the Nez Perce and shipped them to Ft. Leavenworth in November, where they spent the 
winter in a swamp. All the babies born that winter died, as did twenty-one adults. 

In July, 1878, the U.S. Army turned the Nez Perce prisoners over to the BIA, who moved them to 
the Quapaw Reservation in Oklahoma, by train, where they spent another year. They called it 
Eeikish Pah, The Hot Place. They were still plagued by the malaria they had contracted in the Ft. 
Leavenworth swamp. Again, all newborns died, and older children and adults continued to perish. 
"The Great Spirit Chief who rules above seemed to be looking some other way and did not see what 
was being done to my people," said Joseph. 

Joseph, with Yellow Bull and Ad Chapman (as interpreter), went to Washington D.C. in the 
spring of 1879 to plead for their return to Idaho. Congress did not grant them their wish. Instead of 
Idaho, they were moved to the Ponca Reservation near what is now Tonkawa Oklahoma. 1880 was 
better for the little group of Nez Perce at Shikaskia Creek on the Ponca Reserve. They were given 
100 head of cattle (to start a herd), pigs, and other livestock, and their gardens did well, but there was 
frustration. During the next three years they had four different Indian agents, and their neighbors 
moved in on their land, and stole their cattle. 

Then things began to change. Three Christian Nez Perce came from Idaho to preach and teach, 
and open a school. Joseph's visit to Congress began to payoff. National organizations began to 
support the Nez Perce cause, paving the way to return them to the northwest. In 1881 General (he 
had been promoted) Miles appealed to the President of the United States to return the Nez Perce to 
the northwest. Finally, in 1882, Congress approved a transfer of part of the group to Idaho: two old 
men, widows and orphans. Twenty nine, in all. They returned in May, 1883. In 1884, Joseph and 
two hundred eighty two Nez Perce remained on the Ponca Reserve. In July Congress passed a bill 
to remove them to the northwest. 

It was in May, 1885 when Joseph and those remaining, who wanted to return to the northwest, 
were loaded onto a train at Arkansas City and shipped to Wallula, Washington. From here, most of 
them went home, or to stay with relatives. 

Joseph and a few faithful followers went to Nespelem, Washington. He wasn't wanted by the 
Christian Nez Perce at Lapwai, in Idaho, and the white people who occupied his land in the 
Wallowas in northeastern Oregon refused to let him return there. 

Joseph had lost both his wives, and all his children, except the daughter known as Sarah Moses, 
who was married to a Christian Nez Perce and never permitted to see him. She died young, of 
consumption, having lost all the children born to her, and is buried at Spalding, Idaho. Hers was a 
tragic, unhappy life. Joseph married two more women, one with children. He didn't father any more 
of his own, and when told by an Indian Agent that having more than one wife was illegal, he is 
reported to have told the agent, "You tell my wives, you tell them which one goes." He kept both. 
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54 The shrinking Nez Perce Reservation 

The first U.S. treaty with the Nez Perce in 1855 "set up" the reservation, the two which 
followed were for the most part just a method of shrinking the Nez Perce lands, and even today, the 
rights of the people. For almost everything promised by the U.S. the Nimiipu have had to sue. 

The treaty of 1863 (and 1868) was different from all other treaties. The story told was that the 
Christian Nez Perce leaders allegedly signed for the non-Christians and the government was 
satisfied. 

Actually the government just accepted the document without all of the signatures. The Nimiipu 
of today feel that the government should have just left those who didn't sign out of the reservation. 
But the government wasn't about to do that, white men wanted the land where these people lived. 

It wasn't just the land the white man wanted. Gold had been discovered. The bands living 
outside of the newly formed boundaries were told to move onto the reservation and the reservation 
was made smaller to accomodate the demand of the whites who wanted the gold on Nez Perce land. 

Article 2 of the 1855 Treaty specifically forbid any white man to reside on Nez Perce land unless 
he was employed by the Indian Department or was invited by the tribe. But when gold was discov­
ered the whites swarmed in. Nez Perce women were raped and abused, their men murdered, and 
those who committed these crimes went unpunished. Troops were brought in, but not for the 
protection of the Nimiipu: Instead, a revised treaty was demanded. Many refused to sign. 

Those who refused to sign this treaty thereby became known as "Non-Treaty Nez Perce". They 
called this the "Steal Treaty" or the "Thief Treaty". This unfortunate incident, regardless of what 
might actually have transpired, caused hard feelings and was the beginning of the end of the Nez 
Perce as a great nation. Old Joseph, the father of Chief Joseph, had embraced Christianity many 
years before, having been baptized by Henry Spalding and given the name of Joseph, as he is known 
today. After the "Steal Treaty" he was reported to have tom his copy of the treaty papers to shreds 
and then destroyed his New Testament. 

The traditional way of Nez Perce government had always been to hold council where everything 
was done by agreement. Those who refused to agree on any matter had always been free to exercise 
their agency to act for themselves, and had not been condemned for it. No man, nor group had ever 
been forced to go along with the majority. Each had had the right to act for himself. If something 
seems not quite right about the signing of this 1863 treaty, perhaps there is more to the story. 

The descendants of those who signed this treaty suggest that coercion may have been employed 
by government agents. Not all of them may have signed willingly. 

When Chief Joseph maintained that he had not signed any treaty, nor sold the land that his father 
had left him, he told the truth. By all accounts, both friend and enemy, his character was impeccable. 

Then there was the DAWES ACT of 1887. This act divided the reservation into, and assigned 
lots. It basically destroyed Nez Perce tribal government, it was a compulsory turning away from 
traditional ways and culture to white values. It also allowed the leasing of Indian land to whites. 

Finally, there was the 1893 AGREEMENT. This was the instrument which opened the reserva­
tion to white homesteaders. After all, the tribe was small, it would never be able to use all that land, 
according to the greedy white men who executed this shameful land grab. Now there were 86,454 
acres left. 

****************************** 
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FRY BREAD
 

Indian fry bread is not a traditional Indian recipe, it was a modified adaptation. The way Nez Perce 
ladies make it is delicious. They also make some of the finest pie crusts you'll ever eat, and make out 
of this world, double crusted huckleberry pies. Most Nez Perce women are fantastic cooks, probably 
because they respect food, the Creator, and Mother Earth, from which it comes. 

The following recipe is one I acquired from my grand daughter, Angela. It came from her 
kotsah, her maternal grandmother, Julie Moses. Every cook makes changes, either in the ingredients or 
the method of preparation. This recipe came to me as a list of ingredients. I made it two ways. Choose 
the one that appeals to you. Remember that when these ladies first began making fry bread they had no 
bread boards nor rolling pins. 

Preheat deep pan or electric skillet to 3750 

2 cups flour 
1 T. baking powder 
2 tsp. salt 
2 T. sugar 
Blend in mixing bowl, make well. 
Add 1 1/3 cups milk to well, all at once, stir in flour, little at a time until like thick gravy. 
Now bring in rest of flour quickly, as for biscuits, blend and tum onto floured board. Sprinkle with 
flour and knead. 

Add at least 1 inch of oil to skillet, grease hands with solid shortening and "pinch" off 1 1/2" 
balls of dough, flatten in the hand to 3/8 to 1/2 inch thick disks by "patting", gently lift and lower one 
side into hot oil, do not drop. Fry about 1 1/2 minutes each side, tum with slotted turner, when brown, 
lift, let drain a few seconds, place on paper towel lined platter. Check first piece for doneness. 

If you prefer, do it the modem way: After you have kneaded the dough, sprinkle with flour and 
roll to 3/8 or 1/2 inch thick, adding flour to prevent pin from sticking. Now dip biscuit cutter into 
shallow bowl of flour and cut with twisting motion. Transfer to hot oil with slotted turner. Cook as 
above. Check first piece for doneness, if doughy in center they need to cook a little longer. 
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