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Introduction

Searching for Joseph


History is but a tapestry of stories, imperfectly woven.






ON NOVEMBER 20, 1903, a tired, stoop-shouldered man with chestnut brown skin stood on the sidelines of a football game at the University of Washington in Seattle. He understood little of what was going on, but he followed the action with keen interest, enjoying the efforts of the young men and nodding approvingly whenever the ball carrier emerged unscathed from the pile of bodies after a tackle. His presence at the game so fascinated the other spectators that they seemed almost as interested in him as they did in the game itself.

This man, so seemingly engrossed in a game about which he understood little, was a sixty-three-year-old Nez Perce Indian named Hin-mah-too-yah-lat-kekht, or Thunder Rising in the Mountains. But to the American public he was known as Chief Joseph, the Red Napoleon, the man who was reputed to have masterminded one of the most cunning military retreats in American history and to have outfoxed and outmaneuvered the best that the American army had to offer. He was Americas greatest living Indian celebrity.

Joseph had come to Seattle at the request of Sam Hill, son-in-law of the railroad magnate James J. Hill, to give a speech in the Seattle Theater. It was but one speech of many he had given around the country over the previous decade in an effort to gain the return of his small band of Nez Perce to their homeland in the high Wallowa Valley in the mountains of eastern Oregon.

As at all his speeches, Josephs Seattle appearance was a great civic eventa chance to see the man Buffalo Bill Cody called the greatest Indian America ever produced and whom photographer Edward Curtis praised as one of the greatest men who ever lived. The auditorium was packed and the press and local dignitaries were in full attendance.

Most had heard of his previous speeches, in which he had recounted how his people had been forced to leave their land as part of a treaty his band had never signed; of the great exodus they had undertaken across the mountains of Idaho and Montana in search of freedom; of the sad exile they had endured in Kansas and Oklahoma; and of their continued exile on land not their own in the northeastern part of Washington on the Canadian border.

They had heard of his eloquent pleas for just treatment by the government, asking only that his people be treated as free men and womenfree to travel, free to trade, free to talk and act and worship in accordance with their own conscience; his almost prayerful petition that the spirit of brotherhood might wash away the bloodstains that soaked the earth, that all people might live as one, smiled upon by the Creator, common children of a common land, living together beneath a common sky.

They sat in rapt anticipation, waiting for the legendary Indian leader to emerge and galvanize them with his rhetoric.

But the person who took the stage seemed anything but a noble orator. He was a worn and weary man, bent and bowlegged, dressed in full headdress and traditional chieftain regalia. He seemed more tragic than noble, more anachronistic than imposing.

Taking a drink from a glass of water and leaning heavily against a table, he began to speak, his words translated instantly by the interpreter who accompanied him. I have a kind feeling in my heart for all of you, he said. I am getting old and for some years past have made several efforts to be returned to my old home in Wallowa Valley, but without success.

The government at Washington has always given me many flattering promises, he continued, but up to the present time has utterly failed to fulfill any of its promises. He told of how he was not surprised because his life had been filled with broken promises, and of his dream to be buried by the side of his father and children.

I hope you will all help me to return to the home of my childhood where my relatives and family are resting, he concluded. Please assist me. I am thankful for your kind attention. That is all. Then he sat down.

The audience was respectful, even touched. But they were also stunned. This was not the speaker they had been led to expect, the man who had been favorably compared to the great orators of the Roman senate. The local paper even mocked his presentation, recreating his Indian language as Um-mum-mum-halo-tum-tum-um-mum and describing his appearance as looking like a turkey cock on dress parade. They characterized his speech as grunts and implied that any meaning in the words had likely been invented by the translator.

The chief accepted all this with equanimity. He was used to both the adulation and vilification of the white public and government. But none of that was important to him. All he cared about was the fragile hope that he and his people someday would be allowed to return to their beloved Wallowa, the land that the Creator had given them and the earth that held their ancestors bones.

He remained several more days in Seattle, signing autographs, posing for photographs, and visiting the University of Washington. Then he quietly returned to his home on the Colville Reservation, 350 miles from the city where he had just spoken and 200 miles from the Wallowa, where he hoped to spend his final days.

He lived on for less than a year, passing away quietly on September 21, 1904.

The agency doctor, who attended him in his illness, declared simply that the chief had succumbed to a grief which ended in death.

He was never allowed to return to his homeland.



Josephs story, and the story of the Nez Perce, has become part of the standard lore of the American Indian. Its outline has been presented to students by caring teachers and professors for years: Joseph, the Nez Perce chief, led 800 men, women, and children on a 1500-mile retreat after having been illegally forced from their homeland in Oregon by a U.S. government that was hungry for land and unwilling to meet its treaty obligations.

In the course of this journey they outmaneuvered five U.S. armies, assisted white travelers they met along the way, and managed to elude the best and brightest that the U.S. military had to offer. Finally, only forty miles from the Canadian border and freedom, the tired Nez Perce, slowed by their wounded and weary, were surrounded by the U.S. forces. They could have escaped by leaving the women and children and injured and elderly behind, but this Joseph was unwilling to do. Wrapping his blanket around his shoulders against the frigid winds of an approaching high plains Montana winter, he walked across the snow-swept battlefield and handed his rifle to the commanding officers of the U.S. military, speaking that now-famous sentence: From where the sun now stands, I shall fight no more forever.

A fine story, full of pathos and nobility and all the poignancy of the American Indian struggle. A fine story, but false. Or, to be more accurate, only half true.

The real story, the true story, is every bit as poignant and every bit as dramatic. But it is obscured by the myth because the myth is so powerful and so perfectly suited to our American need to find nobility rather than tragedy in our past. It is also a myth of our own devise, and therein lies a story.



I first encountered the story of Chief Joseph fifteen years ago when I was working on the Red Lake Indian Reservation in the woods of northern Minnesota. I had been hired to lead a group of students in collecting the memories of the tribal elders.

My students were good, caring people who wanted to do right by their parents and grandparents. But they had no context from which to work. Many were poor readers and few knew anything about their own tribal history, much less the history of other tribes in America. In order to understand what their grandparents and great-grandparents had experienced, they needed to learn something about the lives of the native peoples who have lived on this land.

I knew I could not give them standard textbooks, nor did I want to. Instead, I wanted them to learn from the voices of native peoples without the intervening interpretive lens of non-native authors or a non-Indian teacher. So I decided to put together a small book containing the words of Indian leaders and thinkers. I was confident that, with careful research and proper framing, I could create something that would educate the students and prepare them for the undertaking before them.

I set about my task with cautious determination. I read through old documents and parsed arcane anthologies. I looked at old treaties and old diaries. I found voices, common and obscure, and collected them together into a document that seemed to represent the best of Indian expressions about what it meant to be a native person on this American continent.

The students were fascinated, but I were transfixed. In these native voices, I discovered a clarity and dignity that far surpassed anything I had ever encountered. It was as if I were hearing the most measured, well thought, and heartfelt oratory of which a human being is capable. It brought to mind the comment of the famous western sculptor, Frederick Remington: There is a dignity about the social intercourse of old Indians which reminds me of a stroll through a winter forest.

And the oratory that touched me most deeply was the story told by Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce in a long, heartrending speech given to an assemblage of dignitaries in Washington, D.C., in 1878.

In his words I caught a glimpse of the true tragic dimensions of the Native American experience since the arrival of the European on these shores and of a quality of heart and dignity of spirit that we, as a nation, are poorer for having lost. Here was a man who embodied all that I believed about compassionate leadership, the kind of person I could gladly hold up as a model of worthy manhood to my students or my son.

Over the next fifteen years I continued to work on Indian issues. I published several books, continued to work among Indian people, speak on Indian subjects, and learn. It was more than an interest; it was almost a calling. In my corner of northern Minnesota, where nature dominates culture and the presence of the first people is strong, I grew, day by day, to believe that it is in the native people of this continent that some fundamental truth is vested. And all of this served only to deepen my respect and admiration for the man whose words I had transcribed for my students those fifteen years before.

So when the opportunity arose to do a book on Chief Joseph, I was excited. But I was also apprehensive. My time among native people had shown me that there is little they hold in greater disdain than non-natives dabbling in Indian issues for fun and profit. I did not wish to be the next person in this unsavory tradition. Still, I believed that Joseph was a man whose life and character should be better known and whose story was importanteven centralto an understanding of who we as a nation are and who we might yet be. I wanted that story to be toldhonestly, accessibly, and with compassionate sympathy. So I accepted the challenge.

The task was daunting. I could not claim to see through a native persons eyes, but neither did I wish to write a bloodless, analytical history. I wanted the story to have a heartbeat, and I wanted it to be written in such a way that native people who read it would say, Yes, this wasichu, this Soyapo, this jamokaman, understood. This white man has done a good job.

So I armed myself with every book I could find, every monograph that could be extracted from every library I could access, every newspaper account I could dredge up from every publishers morgue, and every personal testimony, both native and white, that existed in every archive, and interred myself beneath the material, hoping to read my way to the surface with some kind of understanding.

But, try as I might, something was wrong. Though the story was becoming clear, it was not coming to life. I was missing something essential. I needed to find a way to bring the reader closer to the heartbeat of the man and his experience. I needed to go to Nez Perce country, meet the people, feel the pulse and lifeblood that lay beneath all my research.

And so it was that I found myself several thousand miles from my home, wandering through some of the most beautiful, intimidating, and awe-inspiring country I had ever confronted, in search of a man I did not know how to find. My hope was to hear the story of Joseph from the Nez Perce themselves and to feel the presence of the earth they held so dear. For I knew that no Indian can be understood apart from the land of his or her birth and that to understand Joseph I needed to understand the heart and spirit of the land from which he had come.

This land the Nez Perce called their ownthe land where Joseph was born and raisedis known as the Columbia Plateau. Now, as when the Nez Perce first encountered Lewis and Clark, this great broad continental shoulder between the Cascades and the first outcroppings of the mountains that will become the Rockies is almost unknown to the general population.

It is fly-over country, a blank spot on the map, a transition zone meant to be shot through or over or across by the fastest, most expeditious means possible. A few names might strike a momentary shiver into the hearts of people familiar with the West: Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness, Hells Canyon, River of No Return, even northern Idaho itself. But to anyone other than smoke jumpers and the smattering of residents who call the isolated cities and towns home, this essentially roadless wilderness area is a dark and woolly terra incognita where small-engine planes disappear in small poofs against inaccessible mountainsides, and forest fires sweep across expanses as vast as the state of Rhode Island.

Wandering through this landscape, I did not find those characterizations to be far wrong. It was a land of hillsides so vertical that a person must climb them on all fours, of the deepest gorge on the North American continent, where a person standing on the top looks down more than a mile to a tiny silver ribbon of water that, in fact, is a cataract roiling over boulders the size of houses. It was a land of sudden precipices, of high mountain meadows and cobalt blue lakes, of bald, dun-brown hills that roll like rumpled carpet until they disappear into a hazy, purple horizon.

Everywhere I went I was overwhelmed with the presence of the forces that had created this landscape. The dry river courses with cataracts larger than Niagara, now only echoes of the water that once roared over their surface. Mountains shoved up on impossible angles, a tectonic wreckage stretching for miles and covered now with endless expanses of dark green forest. Dried lava flows. Deep, impassable river gorges that cut like knife wounds into the flesh of the land. Rolling, grass-covered beds of long-forgotten seas.

I drove through these misted valleys, high mountain meadows, and dizzying gorges with something approaching awe. I could not help but feel a hint of what the white soldiers of the 1860s and 70sfresh recruits from somewhere back east or foreign-born young boys trying to make their way in the new countrymust have felt in the presence of this landscape. It was a sensation bordering on terrora terror of scale, of vastness, of indifference; of knowing that you could be swallowed up in this land and disappear without a trace.

These were spaces of such greatness and emptiness that a wrong turn and an hour of walking could get you so lost and so far from rescue that your loudest cries for help could go unheard, your signal fires and gunshots to draw attention washed into silence by the rustling of the trees and the great, empty howlings of the wind. There was no doubt in my mind that the bones of many soldiers and trappers and miners lie unburied on these forbidding hillsides and will remain there undiscovered forever. And the thought that settlers dragged their wives into this country and told them to set up households in rude shacks and rough-hewn cabins made me shudder with a kind of shapeless dread.

Yet this was the land the Nez Perce called home. It was the place where they developed the most dominant culture in the native Northwest, ranging out from their home villages on the Plateau as far as the Pacific Ocean to the west and the pipestone quarries of Minnesota to the east. It was on their trails that Lewis and Clark fumbled their way across the mountains from buffalo country, in their canoes and with their guarantee of safe passage that the Corps of Discovery made its way down the Columbia toward the great western sea.

These were the people who felt such confidence in their life and ways that they opened their hearts and minds to anything brought in from the outside. They were the people who figured out how to make the strongest and most accurate bows of any native people; who learned how to geld horses using sharpened rocks, and could do so with such precision that Lewis and Clark said their facility at the task exceeded that of white men with their finely honed knives. They were the people who would make a cradle board with a hundred thousand beads on it, who would swim across the ice-laden Salmon River every day all winter to keep their bodies strong.

They were the tribe whose men often stood well over six feet while the American soldiers of the same era were averaging five feet six or five feet seven inches in height, whose women owned the lodges and food sources of the people and were empowered to sell them for their own profit, while white women of the time were told to subjugate themselves to the will of their husbands and submit to them in all things under the control of God and man.

I was in a land of giants, and, like every white interloper since the time of Lewis and Clark and the fur traders, I had to either grow to meet the experience or shrivel to my quivering, domestic scale, turn tail, and run. In spite of strong inclinations to the contrary, I decided to grow into the task. I would traverse this landscape, meet the people, take the chances at rejection and downright hostility, speak the truth, show my heart, and see what emerged.

I am no stranger to the reality of contemporary reservations. My time among native people in northern Minnesota and the Dakotas has disabused me of any naive romantic notions. I did not expect to find bronzed men towering over me on horseback or women running onto battlefields to attack advancing warriors with hatchets. But I did expect to find men and women who shared some of the basic characteristics of their ancestors. And I was not mistaken.

From my first contact, I sensed that these people were different from the other native people I have known. They did not seem wounded by the dominant American culture so much as masters of it. It was not that they had become the proverbial applesred on the outside and white on the inside. Rather, they had figured out what American culture offered and had accepted it with a kind of contemptuous indifference as if, though it had emerged victorious, it was an adversary not quite worthy enough to merit the expenditure of any emotional or spiritual energy. To put it a different way, they seemed bigger than the cultural battle they had lost.

I dont want to put too fine a point on this. The primary reservation town of Spalding, just outside of Lewiston, Idaho, was the usual tragic assemblage of decaying houses with abandoned cars propped up on concrete blocks. It was unemployed men hanging around a gritty, cinder-block supermarket, too many government vehicles and workers driving on too-dirty streets, kids wandering around in oversized jackets, too many of them smoking, too many of them too young to be doing so.

But there was something else going onsomething I couldnt put my finger onand I confronted it every time I stopped in a store or on a corner or to pick up a hitchhiker. It had to do with a willingness to meet me eye to eye, a who are you? that had an honest openness to the possibility that I might be a good man, notwithstanding my whiteness, and that my skin color and auslander status would not necessarily be held against me.

Conversations did not get shut down with one-word answers. A request for directions did not get shunted aside with a muffled I dont know followed by a hurried exit. The people met me as I had hoped to be met: with a cautious skepticism and a willingness to listen. In some strange fashion, I felt like I was beginning to get a grasp on the character of the people from whom Joseph had sprung.

But none of my growing confidence and understanding prepared me for the response I would get when I mentioned the man himself. Eyes darkened. Body language changed. People glanced around as if worried that they were being observed. Some of this was clearly discomfort with the prospect of another white man come in search of the legendary Joseph. But there was something deeper here, something more personal. Joseph touched a chord in these people that resonated far below my understanding, and it was not some bright, sunlit, major-key harmonic.

All through the reservation I confronted thisin the Nez Perce interpretive center at Lapwai, in the reservation headquarters town of Spalding, in the small village of Kamiah, where the strange mound of land called the Heart of the Monster marks the spot where Coyote is said to have created the Nez Perce from drops of a monsters blood. Everywhere I went, the openness and friendliness became a hooded reticence when I mentioned the name of Joseph.

Confused and troubled, I left the reservation and headed north toward the town of Nespelem on the Colville Reservation, two hundred miles to the northwest near the Canadian border in Washington. It was there on the Colville Reservation that Chief Joseph and a small remnant of the tribe had been forced to settle after their return from exile in Oklahoma and there that Joseph himself is buried. I thought that perhaps I could get some answers in this isolated, rolling country where Josephs direct ancestors still live today.

Nespelem is far different from Spalding. Spalding is a Nez Perce town. But Nespelem is the center for twelve tribes that were shoehorned together by the U.S. government in the 1800s in an effort to amalgamate the native peoples and reduce their landholdings to as small an area as possible. The Nez Perce are just one of these twelve, and they reside here in an uneasy peace with the eleven other tribes, many miles from their aboriginal homeland.

Over the years they have made this their home, and they are proud of it. But it hurts and angers them that all the notorietyand all the attendant benefitresulting from their famous chief seems to accrue to the Lapwai branch of the tribe, despite the fact that the Colville people are his true heirs and inheritors and that it is near Nespelem that Joseph lived out his later years and is buried. But if they feel slighted, they also feel protective. They are even more skeptical about Joseph seekers than their Nez Perce brothers and sisters two hundred miles to the south.

After a few stops at gas stations and a few cautious inquiries, I was directed to some of the people in charge of the Nez Perce legacy in Nespelem. These encounters proved to be even more disconcerting than the encounters at Lapwai. In short order I was measured, parsed, and dismissed with ominously coded messages about seeking contact with people without tribal approval. I left chastened and sobered and wondering about the wisdom of my entire enterprise.

There was only one stop left. It was the town of Joseph, Oregon, two hundred miles south of Colville and a hundred miles from Lapwai across the jaw-dropping grandeur of the Snake River gorge. Far outside the borders of any contemporary reservation, the town stands on the aboriginal land where Josephs band once lived and where the chief himself was raised. It is situated in the stunning, high mountain Wallowa valley, surrounded by tall, snow-covered peaks and graced in its center by a blue jewel of an alpine lake. It is easy to see why Joseph said, I love that land more than all the rest of the world. Anyone who grew up here would feel the same.

Unlike Spalding, with its cinder-block grocery store and worn-down reservation housing, or Nespelem, with its few small gas stations and reservation stores, Joseph is a western, single-main-street tourist town filled with gift shops and massive post-and-beam bed-and-breakfasts and a plethora of boutique bronze casting foundries and their attendant galleries.

Large, representational bronze sculptures line the streetshigh-quality, high-dollar, Charles M. Russell kinds of works, all depicting cowboy and Indian themes. The town is awash in romanticized Americana, all focused on frontier themes, all directly or indirectly related to Chief Joseph or his time. The Chieftain Visitors Guide. The Chief Joseph Days Rodeo. Cowboy bronzes, Indian jewelry. Its the town that Joseph built, right in the middle of the beautiful, isolated, Switzerlandlike ancestral homeland of Josephs band. Here Joseph is not a historical figure but a cultural commodity, a brand name, a hood ornament on the vehicle of American tourist enterprise.

But what struck me most was that the name Nez Perce, with its clumsy anglicized French origins, was nowhere to be seen. While the man who signified the tribe in the public imagination was memorialized on almost every sign and storefront, the tribe itself was almost nonexistent.

Slowly, I began to understand the Nez Perce ambivalence toward Joseph and their reticence toward me when I asked about him. The man was a conundrum that they could not easily resolve. White culture had elevated him to heroic, even iconic, statusafter all, why was I there if not to continue the cultural canonization of Joseph?while effectively expunging the Nez Perce people themselves from the national historical consciousness. This sort of hero worship fit perfectly with the American penchant for glorifying the individual, but it stood in direct opposition to the fundamental native belief that the group is more important than any individual member. Yet it was only through Joseph that the Nez Perce retained any cultural status or visibility. Without him, they would slip into the same cultural invisibility as the Potawatomi or the Lemhi or the Gros Ventres.

But I knew that this was only half the story. Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse are elevated by the Lakota people and, to a large extent, give the Lakota their identity within the larger context of American culture; Tecumseh is held in proud regard by the Shawnee; Geronimo is highly praised and revered among the Apache. Each of these tribes holds a similar cultural bias against celebrating the individual over the group, yet these men are proudly held up by their respective peoples and seen as a source of pride. Why would the Nez Perce feel any different about Joseph?

It took breakfast with a Nez Perce man in a small roadside caf on the outskirts of Lewiston, Idaho, to lead me toward an answer. There, over Denver omelets and cups of coffee, he began talking about the astonishing, tragic journey that his people had undertaken in 1877the very same journey that had initially fired my fascination with Joseph back when I had been compiling the book of native voices for my students on the Red Lake Reservation.

What people dont realize, he said, is that in the flightthe only thing that any white person knows or cares about usJoseph was a bit player. He just took charge at the end because the other chiefs were gone. He didnt even want to go. But you look at the history books, its all Josephs journey, Josephs retreat. Many of our people even see him as a coward and a traitor for surrendering. But without him no one pays any attention to us.

He gestured vaguely in the direction of the Bitterroot Mountains, which begin their ragged ascent just a few miles to the east of the restaurant where we were sitting. Right now the National Park Service is up there widening the traditional trail our people used to travel to buffalo countrythe same one we used to escape from the soldiers. But theyre not doing it to commemorate us, theyre doing it to commemorate Lewis and Clark.

He put his fork down and looked out the window in the direction of the mountains. We made that trail. Wed been traveling across it for centuries. Lewis and Clark just used it. If that trail hadnt been there, they would never have made it across. There wouldnt have been any Lewis and Clark to celebrate. But no one cares about that. Were just a footnote, a curio, like weve always been. If it wasnt for Joseph we wouldnt even be on the historical radar. Wed just be roadkill on the Lewis and Clark superhighway.

Suddenly, the whole picture began to fall into place. In the great shadow of the national orgy of self-congratulation over the journey of Lewis and Clark, the Nez Perce people had undertaken another journey, one far more difficult, far more taxing, far more tragic, and every bit as much a part of the American experience as that of the two celebrated explorers. But their journey was almost unknown, almost ignored. The only reason it was kept alive at all was because of a man who, until the last moments, had been a bit player.

Far from being the Red Napoleon or a towering figure of central leadership, Joseph had been a simple camp chief who had achieved his legendary status as much for being the last man standing as for anything he did during the journey. And he had done nothing to debunk the myth that built up around him in the subsequent years. Yet it was by letting that myth be built that he had kept the Nez Perce people alive in the national historical consciousness.

Small wonder, then, that the Nez Perce held conflicting views about the man. And small wonder that they looked with a jaundiced eye on writers like me who wanted to tell his story. We kept the flickering light of their cultural presence alive, but we did it by perpetuating a myth that distorted their history while ignoring a story that was every bit as worthy of being told.

At that moment, I knew what my literary task would be. I would try to unravel that myth, to put the story of Joseph in its proper perspective, to tell the story the way that it needed to be told.

This book is the result of a four-year effort to accomplish that task. It is also the endpoint of a profound personal journey. In those four years I traveled and retraveled the route of the great Nez Perce exodus, being awed by the distances, intimidated by the mountain passes and impassable terrain, astonished at the rock slides the men, women, and children navigated as they were chased first by one army, then another, in their desperate run for freedom.

I spent days and nights on the bleak Bears Paw surrender site, wandering the hillocks and creek beds, shivering with cold on the edge of the shelter pits that the women dug with frying pans to protect their families from soldiers bullets and the snow-driven high-plains Montana winds. I journeyed across the emptiness of the Dakotas, where the wounded and defeated captives were marched on their way to exile in the distant Indian Territory of Oklahoma. I walked the river bottoms of Kansas and the cruel flatlands of Oklahoma, where the pitiful survivors were detained and resettled like prisoners in our great, free, American land. By the end, there was not a foot of this journey that I had not traveled or at least shadowed.

In the course of that time I became intimate, as only a solitary traveler can, with the people who made that journey. White Bird, the seventy-year-old chief who would not trust white promises and continued the flight into Canada while Joseph surrendered; Sees Koo Mee, who in his youth had lost both feet and a hand to frostbite but still made the journey and fought by rolling and dragging himself into position; Noise of Running Feet, Josephs twelve-year-old daughter, who was sent off alone across the snowy Montana plains in a desperate run to escape capture; Chief Looking Glass, the complex man of compassion and arrogance whose motives for leading the people slowly in the face of danger were never completely clear; and, of course, Joseph himself, the quiet leader and man of peace who allowed himself to be elevated to a cultural icon after the surrender in order to keep the nations attention focused on the tragic plight of his beleaguered people.

As much as I could, through research and sympathy, I lived their life, knowing well that what I experienced was only a pallid and distant reflection of the searing emotional truth that was theirs and theirs alone. But I gave myself to the journey with all that was in my heart and mind.

And what I found was something far greater than I had ever imagined. I found a humbling, ennobling, tragic story that is almost unmatched in the annals of the American experience. I found a story of grandparents, too weary or wounded to continue the flight, who were given blankets and pitiful portions of food, then left behind by tearful family members to die on the side of the trail. I found a story of a young mother forced to kill her baby in order to stop the incessant crying, which would give away the fleeing peoples location to the pursuing soldiers. I found a story of Nez Perce women giving water to terrified young American soldiers who lay wounded on the battlefield. And, yes, I found the story of Joseph, a man whose true greatness for more than a hundred years has been obscured by myth and shrouded in legend.

It is my hope that in this book I can give you, the reader, some feel for the sweep and scope of this little-known American story. It is a truly American saga, as much a part of who we are as any pioneer journey or grand exploration. To understand it is to understand better who we are as a people and at what cost we have made ourselves the nation that we have become today. We owe it to ourselves, and to those we have mythologized and silenced, to make sure that this story is heard.
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Part One

A Time of Hope
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1

We Thought They Might Be Descended from Dogs




THE NEZ PERCE first encountered the European world, and the Europeans first encountered theirs, in a wide, pine-rimmed meadow in the foothills of the Bitterroot Mountains on a sunlit day in the autumn of 1805. There, in a flower-covered field called the Weippe Prairie, in the state we now call Idaho, three young Nez Perce boys were lazily playing with sticks and bows while their mothers and grandmothers dug camas roots on the far side of the clearing. It was the autumn gathering time, and the roots they dug would be dried and pulverized and made into meal for bread. A good harvest meant a good winter, and this year the harvest was good.

Smoke rose from fires near the buffalo-skin teepees, which were set in the same places they had been set for as long as anyone could remember. Each family had its own spot, each band its own area. The gathering had the gentle grace of a yearly ritual, when the different bands of the tribe came together from their distant homelands to share in the harvest, to meet family and friends, and to offer the firstfruits of the camas gathering in thanks to the earth for the bounty she had given.

Only women and children and elders were in the camp. The younger men had gone off across the rugged hills toward the south to confront the Shoshone, who had killed three Nez Perce peace emissaries the season before. It would be some time before they would return, and by that time the harvest would be finished and the bands would be ready to return to their respective wintering grounds in the lower valleys, where the snow seldom reached and the waters seldom froze. The sun was warm, the digging was good, and the day had an air of quietude and peace.

Through this golden autumn peace the three boys heard the snorts of horses and saw a glint of movement in the woods on a nearby hillside. Soon a figure emerged, then another and another, all on horseback, all unlike any the boys had ever seen. They had arms like men, legs like men. But their faces were covered with fur, like dogs. One of the figures had hair the color of sunset. Another was black and had hair like a buffalo. He looked like a warrior painted for night battle, except that the blackness was not paint but skin itself.

The boys tried to run, but the creature with the sunset hair caught up with them. He made gestures of peace with his hands and gave them lengths of red ribbon. He motioned for them to return to camp and bring back the leaders of the people.

The boys arrived at the lodges breathless and terrified. They pointed to the field and told of the pale beasts with the hairy faces and held up the ribbons they had been given. In the Nez Perce fashion, the youngest boy was asked to deliver the worst news about these beasts they had encountered. He huddled with the other boys for a moment, then turned and spoke solemnly. They all had eyes like dead fish, he said.

The strangers were led back to camp, where everyone gathered around them. They seemed by all accounts to be men, though not of any tribe that had ever been seen before. Their language was not recognizable and their condition was barely above that of animals. They were filthy and squalid and gave off a repulsive odor. With their hairy faces, there was some thought that they might be descended from dogs.

The sunset hair acted as the leader. He seemed friendly and offered gifts. Most important, he and the others with him carried guns with long barrels, a mysterious weapon of which the Nez Perce had only recently learned. Earlier that year, a band of hunters who had gone across the mountains to the buffalo country had traded for six of these strange weapons and brought them back to the Nez Perce villages. They spoke in awe of what these guns could doabout the terrific noise they made and how a ball placed in the long barrel could kill an animal from a distance far greater than that reached by an arrow.

The Nez Perce had long been known as the makers of the finest bows and arrows of any tribe, having learned to steam the horn of the mountain ram until it softened, then to shape it into a bow and strengthen it with rawhide attached with the boiled blood of the sturgeon or the grease from the skin of the salmon. Once hardened, these bows were powerful enough to launch an arrow completely through the body of a deer. All the tribes with whom the Nez Perce traded were hungry to obtain them.

But these long-barreled guns were even more powerfulperhaps not as efficient for warfare, but well able to pierce the leather shields of enemies and quite capable of stopping attackers and terrifying horses at a great distance. That these beings had these guns spoke of great power and influence, whether in fact they were men or beasts.

The dog-men were led down the hill to the camp of Twisted Hair, a chief who had been too old to go off on the raiding party against the Shoshone. Though frightened, he greeted the strangers with hospitality, feeding them a meal of camas roots and salmon. They seemed both appreciative and friendly.

While the strangers ate and slept, the situation was discussed in council. There was some thought to kill them, because stories had long been told about strange, pale-skinned men coming from the east who would bring sickness and ruin. But one old woman called Watkueis, or She Who Had Returned from a Far Country, spoke to spare their lives. Years ago she had been captured by Blackfeet while in buffalo country and had been passed from tribe to tribe until she had escaped and been taken in by some of these pale-skinned people who were living north of the Hidatsa country many weeks journey to the east. They had treated her kindly and let her stay with them. She called them Soyapo, or Crowned Ones, because of the strange hats they wore on their heads. If these beings were Soyapo like those people among whom she had stayed, they deserved not only to keep their lives but also to be honored as guests. The Nez Perce accepted the counsel of this old woman and decided to welcome these strangers.

Soon more of these dog-men emerged onto the prairiealmost forty of them, also bedraggled and foul smelling. They all had strange and appalling habits, like the willingness to eat puppies. But they possessed objects of great power, like the guns, and objects of great beauty, like cloth and beads and flags of many colors. They also carried mysterious objects the Nez Perce had never seen, like glass that could gather the sunlight to make fires. They were on a journey in search of the great bitter-tasting water in the direction of the sunset and had been trapped in the mountains, almost starving, until the first group had worked its way out into the Weippe and found the three boys playing.

They were very appreciative of the kindness shown them and lavished many gifts upon the Nez Perce. They called themselves the Corps of Discovery. Their leader was a man named Captain Lewis, and the sunset-haired man was known as Captain Clark.



The Nez Perce soon grew fond of these dog-men. They were friendly and generous, and possessed many miraculous objects. For their part, the dog-men found the Nez Perce to be among the fairest and most honorable of the native people that they had encountered in their long journey from the East. Clark wrote that the Nez Perce showed greater acts of hospitality than we have witnessed from any nation or tribe since we have passed the rocky Mountains.

The Nez Perce accompanied the dog-men down from the Weippe to the river that they knew led to the great bitter-tasting water. They took them to their canoe-making spot where trees grew straight out from the banks of the river before curving upward toward the sun. They helped the men of the Corps fell these trees and showed them how use the natural curve of the trunk to create canoes with the grace needed to navigate the fast rivers they would soon be traveling.

Then they drew a map on a white antelope skin and sent the men on their way down the rivers toward the great bitter-tasting water. Twisted Hair and another chief named Tehoharsky accompanied them as far as the great falls where all the different tribes came to trade, to make sure that they would be treated well by the tribes farther down the rivers.

The kindness and honesty of the Nez Perce people so impressed Lewis and Clark that they left their horses and saddles with them, accepting the chiefs words that when they returned after the winter snows their goods would be safe and their horses would be strong and well nourished. In exchange, the explorers gave the chiefs two more of the long-barrel guns and a hundred of the round balls that the guns used as ammunition.

When the Corps of Discovery returned in the spring, they found that the Nez Perce had kept their word. Only several horses had been ridden, and the chiefs showed great anger at the fact that this had been done. An American flag that Captain Lewis had given as a gift could be seen flying over the lodge of one of the chiefs, and the people greeted the returning travelers warmly. They even brought out two canisters of gunpowder that they had rescued after their dogs had dug them up from the place where the Corps had buried them the previous fall.

Because the winter had been long, the passes across the mountains were not yet open. After it became apparent that their horses hooves would break through the snow if they tried to navigate the passes too soon, the Corps decided to stay among the Nez Perce until the snows had melted and the trails had cleared.

The Nez Perce made room for the travelers in their camp. Their winter dwellings were long, skin-covered shelters made by leaning two poles against each other, teepee fashion, and connecting these with ridge poles that ran in a line across the top. Some of these lodges could reach a hundred and fifty feet in length, and inside many families would have individual spaces, each with a small fire for warmth and cooking, with the smoke rising up and going out an opening along the ridge pole at the top.

Perhaps because of this, perhaps for some other reason, the Nez Perce were widely afflicted with a soreness and swelling of the eyes. Captain Clark, wishing to alleviate their suffering, began ministering to them with eye washes, which cured the affliction in a way that the Nez Perce considered miraculous. He also was able to cure their stomach ailments with a purgative that he had received from a doctor who had given him some rudimentary medical training before the Corps had departed from the East. It was volatile and brutal, but it emptied a man or woman in short order and gave a relief greater than the discomfort caused by the treatment itself.

Soon Captain Clark was besieged by Nez Perce seeking relief from various ailments. He often found himself staying up late into the night treating the sick and injured who lined up outside his tent. In one instance, he was able to cure a chief who had been unable to move his arms and legs for years. Prescribing sweat baths and plying him with laudanum, cream of tartar, and sulfur, he somehow made the man able to walk. This act of magical power, combined with the miraculous objects his men possessed, like the bar that could draw metal to it and the long tube that made far things seem near, made the strangers seem more powerful to the Nez Perce than any people they had ever met.

When the passes finally cleared and the Corps was able to go on its way, the Nez Perce clasped hands with the men, saying that for all times the Nez Perce people and the Soyapo people would be friends.

It was a promise that in the keeping and in the breaking would shape the lives of the Nez Perce forever.



The Nez Perce had always been a supremely confident and open-minded people. They lived in a lordly isolation on the high shoulder of land that ran north and south along the western base of the Bitterroot Mountains, the first craggy outcroppings that foreshadow the coming of the Rockies. To their west lay the people of the coast, to their south, the people of the desert, and to their east, over the mountains, the people of the plains. The Nez Perce were familiar with them all and ranged freely in all directions, trading their highly prized bows and arrows and beautifully crafted clothing and domestic goods for objects of value that the other peoples had to offer.

The Nez Perce were not a warlike people. Their land provided all they needed, and their interest in casual tribal warfare was almost nonexistent. As with all peoples, they had neighbors with whom they were on better terms and neighbors for whom they had no good feelings. But their land was big, their lives were good, and the Creator had blessed them with a place on the earth that provided them with all the material wealth they needed. Their only consistent clashes were with the Shoshone and Paiute to the south, who often encroached upon Nez Perce hunting and gathering lands. But even these clashes were sporadic and episodic and seldom engaged in except to redress grievances or as means by which young men could achieve personal honor or increase their status as warriors. Beyond these encounters, the Nez Perce were content to let all people live in peace where the Creator had placed them, and they expected others to do the same.

The tribe itself, which numbered about 4000, was spread out over a vast country that stretched over thousands of square miles. They lived in small, isolated bands separated from one another by the difficult terrain of the Plateau country. Some of the bands, like the Wallowas, lived in high mountain valleys surrounded by snow-covered peaks. Others lived far below along curving, twisting rivers. Travel between villages could be arduous, many-day journeys along switchback trails and across rushing, dangerous rivers. A traveler not familiar with the pathways could become hopelessly lost on a forested mountainside or end up standing at the rim of a canyon so dizzyingly deep that people or animals moving along its bottom would seem to be no more than tiny specks.

The difficulties of travel and the unique nature of the landscape in which each band lived kept the people separate except for the several times each year when they gathered at the sites where the bounty of the earth provided sustenance in which they could all share. Salmon runs, kouse and camas prairies, and places where game was plentiful became their common sacred sites and meeting places because it was in such places that the Creator had placed the richest gifts of life. Otherwise, they stayed to themselves, moving back and forth from high country to the river bottoms as necessary to follow the game or avoid the cruelties of a harsh seasonal climate.

Some bands even made forays over the mountains into the buffalo country, following animal trails that had, over the centuries, become well known and established routes of human transit. But even when they joined together for common causes such as buffalo hunts, each band was its own master with its own leadership, and each was free to make its own choices in matters affecting the welfare of its own people.

This same fierce independence was bred into their personal character. No one would presume to tell another how to believe or live, and none could speak for another unless appointed to do so. Women were free to leave their husbands if they so desired and were able to own their own property and have their own wealth. Children were taught the traditional skills attendant upon the responsibilities of their sex, but each child was encouraged to go out at a young age to fast and pray in order to find a personal guardian spirit, or wayakin, which would provide them with powers and abilities that were theirs alone. This wayakin could then be called upon for assistance throughout the persons life, so long as the wayakin was treated with honor and respect. The only great collective responsibility was to use whatever skills or talents a person developed for the good of the tribe in situations of need.

As a people, the Nez Perce were clean, fastidious, upright, and moral. They were impeccable in their personal behavior and generous to those who came among them, but uncompromising in their conviction that their place on the earth had been given to them by the Creator. Yet they were also extremely adaptable and open to the ways of others. They took great pride in the way they had received the horse from the Shoshone and had quickly learned how to breed their stock into the best of any horses owned by any people. From the plains Indians across the mountains they had learned of the use of the teepee and the rich gift of the buffalo. From the tribes to the west they had taken much of their personal decoration and adornment. It was their belief that the Creator had given each people special skills and gifts, and it was their right and privilege to acquire the skills and gifts possessed by others and adapt them to their own needs.



With the departure of Lewis and Clark and their Corps of Discovery, the Nez Perce quickly returned to their normal ways. But the strange, gift-giving dog-men who had come among them with such miraculous powers had opened them to the possibility that there was another way to live, well favored by the Creator and far different from the ways of any other tribe they had met. In these passing strangers they had seen a people with a power that exceeded even their own. They were determined to get that power for themselves.

Their first opportunity came several years later, with the arrival of the people called the mountain men. Before departing, Lewis and Clark had promised to send other Soyapo to set up places where tribes could meet and trade in peace, both with each other and with the Soyapo. This seemed good to the Nez Perce. They were not inclined toward conflict and took no real pleasure in fighting with other tribes. A place of peaceful trading would provide the opportunity to exchange their various goods without long, exhausting travel and the difficulties of passing through lands of hostile bands. It would also allow them to gain the goods, and maybe the secrets, that had made the Soyapo so powerful.

But when new Soyapo arrived several years later, they were very different from Lewis and Clark and the men of the Corps of Discovery. Lewis and Clark had been respectful and interested and generous with gifts. These new Soyapo men showed no interest in the Nez Perce beyond their women and a desire for the fur of the beaver.

The Nez Perce had no interest in trapping the beaver. Its tail was a great delicacy, but the beaver also had strong spirit power. It did not seem wise to kill them only to gain their skins. Besides, the Nez Perce had always been a riding and hunting and fishing people, accustomed to running down large game on horseback and bringing back food enough for many people to eat. They had no desire to spend their time squatting in cold streams waiting to trap small animals. Such things were for young children playing at the game of the hunt.

Nonetheless, the Nez Perce reached out their hands in friendship to these new Soyapo, as they had promised they would. But when the mountain men discovered that the Nez Perce would not trap beaver, the relationship cooled. Occasionally, a Soyapo trader would show up trying to purchase beaver pelts, and the Nez Perce would offer him a bearskin or the pelt of a rat. This simply angered the mountain men and made them keep a farther distance from this tribe that seemed so arrogantly indifferent to the realities of profitable exchange.

But the Nez Perce desperately wanted the goods these Soyapo had to trade. These men had guns and kettles and arrowheads made of steel, and cloth that could be made into clothes that dried quickly and weighed almost nothing. The neighboring tribes, those willing to trap the beaver, were beginning to gain these things, and with their new guns they were beginning to threaten the power and dominance of the Nez Perce. The Nez Perce needed to find a way to gain the Soyapo guns and goods that were falling into the other tribes hands. And that way had to be something other than trapping the beaver.

What the Nez Perce had to offer were their horses. They had seen the mountain mens horsesa slow and plodding lot, good for carrying loads but not for swift travel and long riding. Long ago, with their skills of gelding and breeding, they had bred speed and stamina into their stock. Their herds were abundant, some of the largest on the continent. Many of the richer Nez Perce had herds numbering in the thousands. They knew that a man without a good horse in their country was doomed to live a small life. If they were patient, they reasoned, the trappers would have to come to them for mounts. Then they could make hard bargains and gain the goods they desired.

Eventually, this attitude created bad feelings. In one instance the Nez Perce refused to assist a huge mountain man named MacKenzie when he came into their country seeking beaver. They offered horses for his goods, but he wanted only pelts. So he made camp nearby and put his own men to work setting traps. Lacking knowledge of the streams and animals, the men spent an entire summer trapping without success. The Nez Perce mocked them, saying that Brother Beaver saw the stinginess of the Soyapo trappers and decided to be stingy with his skin.

By autumn, with winter coming and the streams starting to freeze, MacKenzie and his men were almost out of supplies. They approached the Nez Perce, offering finally to trade goods for horses so they could use them for food. The Nez Perce agreed to trade, but only at exorbitant rates. This so irritated MacKenzie that he decided to leave for the winter rather than meet the Nez Perce demands. He placed his trade goods under a tarp and announced that he would return for them the following spring.

When spring came and he made his way back into Nez Perce country, he found his tarp almost empty. He became enraged and went to the nearest village and began tearing apart every lodge. Among the Nez Perce, a hungry person could always go into anothers lodge in search of food, but it was a grave insult to enter someones lodge without respect. MacKenzie was not only showing no respect, he was ripping up tents and packs with daggers.

When he had finished his ransacking and regained his goods, he announced he was now ready to trade for horses. But the Nez Perce wished nothing more to do with him and turned away. So he began shooting horses, one by one, and leaving a pile of goods equal to the value of the horse next to the severed head of each animal he killed. In this way he procured the horsemeat he needed, then left.

Such situations were common, and many were far worse. One Nez Perce man was bound hand and foot and hanged in front of his people because the trappers were convinced he had been stealing their goods. Many others were shot. And though the Nez Perce developed warm friendships with many of the mountain men, even to the point of letting them live among them and marry Nez Perce women, this did not gain them access to the trade goods they so desperately desired.

Meanwhile, more places were being set up for the trading of goodsthe kinds of places promised by Lewis and Clarkand they were all being built along rivers in the lands of the tribes that were willing to trap the beaver. By refusing to change their lives to meet the demands of the trappers, the Nez Perce were falling far behind the other tribes in their quest to gain Soyapo goods and power. They needed to find another way to bring the Soyapo and their power among their people.

That way came in the form of a small black book that the Soyapo called the Book of Heaven.
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