THE INDIAN TERRITORY IN 1878

by Colonel William Penn Adair

Ladies and Gentlemen:

      As a general rule the white people, especially those not well informed and at a remote distance from us, are apt to class all Indians alike; and with the Indian they generally associate the tomahawk and scalping knife with a ruthless disposition—
But these prejudices are wrong, and the sooner the delusion is dispelled the better it will be for both races… 

     The Indians are not all alike in all respects, any more than the people of Europe, Asia and Africa are the same in every particular. When the Indians within the present territorial limits of the United States were first discovered over three centuries ago, they were variously estimated in population from one to three million—embracing hundreds of different tribes and Nations, and speaking as many different languages. 

     The historian of De Soto, the Spanish adventurer, that passed through the Muskogees, Cherokees, Choctaws and Chickasaws, in 1541, states that he found these Indians tillers of the soil, living in towns and villages and cultivating large fields of corn, beans, etc., and having regular forms of government, and that the Muskogees had a walled city where the city of Mobile now stands, such as was found among the civilized Indians of South America, Central America and Mexico. 

     History tells us that at an early day the Spaniards engaged in the slave trade on this continent and in so doing kidnapped hundreds and thousands of the Indians from the Atlantic and Gulf Coast to work their mines in the West India Islands. 

     In 1830, in order to alleviate as far as possible the wrongs of our Indian Nations, and to secure to them a "permanent home" where such aggressions as had been perpetrated upon them by states east of the Mississippi River could not be repeated, the Congress of the United States passed an Act setting apart the present Indian country, which we now own and occupy. 

     Furthermore, this country was a wild wilderness at the time our Nations occupied it and our people had to improve new homes and open farms with the loss of nearly all the personal property (or its value) realized by their former labors. In 1839 another written constitution, republican in form like that of the United States, was adopted by the people of the Cherokee Nation and their National Council soon afterwards enacted a code of written laws for the protection of person and property. 

      But the War of the Rebellion cast still another cloud of darkness over our general prosperity and progress in civilization…During the four years of the war the contending armies plundered our country and what one army did not take the other did so that the general effect of the war, the Cherokees, Creeks, and Seminoles lost all their property of every description and had their houses destroyed or so wrecked as to render them of little value. 

      But providence seems to have smiled upon the efforts of our people so that in three years after the war they began to be self sustaining by their own labor and to-day the people of all the Indian Nations and Tribes of this country are in a state of prosperity that challenges competition from the neighboring states and territories. 

     Concerning religion, I would state that no people on earth are more religious than the Indians of this country. All are great believers in the "Great Hereafter" and the supreme being, as also in future rewards and punishments; not less than fifteen thousand of the Indians in this Territory have embraced the Christian faith. There are hundreds of Native ministers among us, and the sacred scriptures are translated from the English into the Indian languages, so that the great masses of our people are a Bible reading people. In the course of a few years, all of our Indians will have repudiated their ancient traditional notions of religion in favor of the Christian faith.
