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The Northern Pacific Railroad and “the Indian question”  1

A compilation of  primary sources from the perspective of  white government and 
railroad officials, explicitly promoting the role of  railroad in assisting the U.S. Military 
to make war against the Native American tribes in the western plains and thus to 
provide “a permanent settlement of  our Indian difficulties” (Ulysses S. Grant). 

The Proposed Route and Native Lands and Treaties 

An 1866 report on water navigation noted the relation of  the proposed 
route for the Northern Pacific and the “great number of  Indians” who 
lived there: 

“This route to the Pacific was shown to possess advantages over other 
routes in its capability of  sustaining a larger population, and 
contributing more largely to the support of  a railway, as evidenced by 
the greater quantity of  game found within its limits, and its being the 
abode of  the greatest number of  Indians to be found between the 
Mississippi and the Pacific, consisting of  the Sioux, the Crows, the 
Mandans, the Blackfeet and the Flatheads, all except the Mandans, 
being large and powerful tribes.”  2

Another 1866 report on the Northern Pacific “Resources and Merits” 
estimated that nearly one-third of  the total Native population in America 
resided in the belt of  land to be occupied by the Northern Pacific.  3

In order for the railroad to be built, some treaties would need to be 
nullified. On June 27, 1864, the bill granting the charter for the railroad 
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was passed, including “with numerous minor amendments, and one 
which was important, binding the Government to extinguish the titles of  
Indian tribes to lands embraced within the area of  the grant.”  4

Here’s what the charter said: 

“The United States shall extinguish as rapidly as may be consistent 
with public policy and the welfare of  the said Indians, the Indian 
titles to all lands falling under the operations of  this Act, and 
acquired in the donation to the [road) named in this bill.”  5

An 1867 engineer’s report emphasized the same thing: 

“The Indian title to the lands thus granted is to be extinguished by 
the government as early as possible.”  6

Eugene Smalley explained the situation in his history of  the Northern 
Pacific: 

“When the building of  the Northern Pacific began, the greater part 
of  the country through which its line was projected between the Red 
River of  the North and the Columbia River, was occupied as a 
hunting ground by warlike tribes of  savages that acknowledged the 
authority of  the Government only in an intermittent sort of  way, 
when forced to do so by defeat and hunger. War was their trade and 
diversion, and they were not slow to take advantage of  slight pretexts 
for breaking off  peaceable relations with the whites. They were 
intelligent enough to know that the building of  a railroad across the 
plains, where they roamed at will, meant the destruction of  the 
buffalo, on which they depended mainly for food, the influx of  white 
settlers, and their own confinement to small [431] areas of  territory. 
This knowledge added to their natural combativeness a feeling of  
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barbarous patriotism, which urged them to a stubborn resistance to 
the invasion of  a region which they regarded as their own by 
birthright. Particularly was this the case with the numerous 
aggregation of  bands and tribes called by the general name of  the 
Sioux, that roamed over Dakota and a large part of  eastern 
Montana. The Sioux were good fighters, well armed, possessed of  
some military skill, and able to put into the field a force of  warriors 
larger than the Government in its hard struggle with them ever 
matched man for man with its troops.”  7

The Railroad and the U.S. Military 

The engineer report suggested that the U.S. Government use would help 
pay for the road: 

“These tribes, by reason of  the rapid settlement of  the country, the 
disappearance of  the game, and the rude treatment they will be too 
likely to receive, will become more or less hostile, demanding the 
maintenance of  a more than ordinary military force, by which the 
government will become, during the first years of  the operation of  
the road, a large contributor to its revenue.”  8

Early in 1866, General Rufus Ingalls agreed: 

“The Government, by the immediate construction of  this road, 
would be benefited by the great reduction in the cost of  sending 
troops to that country and in the supplies that would necessarily be 
required; as also in the saving of  time, which is of  the utmost 
importance in all military operation… Nothing would so much 
conduce the settlement of  the difficulties with the several Indian 
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tribes, as the facilities offered by railroads for a speedy 
communication through this country.”  9

The Northern Pacific Board of  Directors highlighted the use of  the 
railroad to the military in an 1867 report: 

“In a military view it is still more important. Situated upon an 
extended and unprotected frontier, contiguous to a country now 
under the dominion of  one of  the most powerful and warlike nations 
of  the world; traversing a territory occupied or overrun by numerous 
tribes of  Indians, often hostile, never entirely trustworthy, it will be 
invaluable in times of  danger, for the rapid transmission of  troops 
and munitions of  war.”  10

Ulysses S. Grant was appointed interim Secretary of  War from August 
12, 1867 to January 14, 1868. In his 1867 report, he noted the great cost 
of  maintaining troops between the Missouri river and the Pacific coast, 
and the need for railroads to allay this:  

“During the last summer and summer before I caused inspections to 
be made of  the various routes of  travel and supply through the 
territory between the Missouri river and the Pacific coast. The cost 
of  maintaining troops in that section was so enormous that I desired, 
if  possible, to reduce it. This I have been enabled to do, to some 
extent, from the information obtained by these inspections ; but for 
the present the military establishment between the lines designated 
must be maintained at a great cost per man. The completion of  the 
railroads to the Pacific will materially reduce this cost, as well as the 
number of  men to be kept there. The completion of  these roads will 
also go far toward a permanent settlement of  our Indian difficulties. 
There is good reason to hope that negotiations now going on with 
the hostile tribes of  Indians will result, if  not in a permanent peace, 
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at least in a suspension of  hostilities until the railroads are pushed 
through that portion of  the Indian territory where they are giving the 
most trouble.”  11

The Northern Pacific Railroad: Statement of  its Resources and Merits, noted the 
“EFFECT OF THE CONSTRUCTION OF THIS ROAD”: 

“To construct this road will change the whole order of  things at the 
West. It will, in an inconceivably short space of  time, convert these 
vast plains, now laying waste and unproductive, into fruitful fields ; it 
will supplant the herds of  buffalo, elk, and deer, with countless flocks 
and herds of  domestic animals; it will occupy the streams of  water 
now running waste with manufactories and mechanics’ shops, giving 
comfort and remunerative employment to thousands on thousands of  
intelligent citizens; it will extract from the mountains untold millions 
of  the precious metals ; it will raise and utilize vast amounts of  coal 
that now lie buried and useless in the mines; it will convert the iron 
and copper ores now reposing in the earth into implements for the 
use of  man, or commodities for commerce; it will change the forests 
into thousands of  new forms for the use, comfort, and profit of  our 
people ; it will fill the channels of  commerce with merchandise, and 
give additional employment and increased wealth to the busy throng 
that now crowd our commercial centres ; it will induce an increased 
emigration of  the industrial classes from the Old World, and furnish 
them cheap and comfortable homes ; IT WILL TERMINATE INDIAN 
WARS, and supplant the savage Indian, who now roams over these 
fertile plains and rich mountains, by an intelligent, industrious, 
civilized population ; and, finally, it will add, almost beyond the 
power of  computation, to the wealth and taxable property of  the 
country, {11} and with the development of  other portions of  the 
West, by other and similar lines of  railroad, furnish the means for the 
PAYMENT OF THE NATIONAL DEBT, which now hangs like an incubus 
upon our people.”  12
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An 1868 committee report to the New York Chamber of  Commerce 
emphasized the benefit to the military: 

“Indian wars, always so expensive to the Government, and for which 
it has incurred such large liabilities within the past year, it may be 
confidently stated, would substantially cease with three rail-roads 
across the continent. Infantry, on foot, have very little consideration 
with the Indian. Cavalry find it difficult to subsist and make rapid 
progress for any length of  time in pursuit of  him ; but with a rail-
road that can transport soldiers and supplies twenty or thirty miles an 
hour, he will not often or seriously contend. And the settlements 
which rail-roads bring, soon leave the Indian in so great a minority 
that the expense of  maintaining Government troops along their line 
becomes unnecessary. 
	 The hardy and generally worthy pioneers who precede the larger 
subsequent immigration, and whose enterprise lead them to the 
borders of  the Indian country, are too often, indeed generally, 
attended by a class of  reckless spirits bound to subsist by their wits, 
out of  the poor Indian ; always taking advantage of  him and doing 
him wrong, and often provoking him to resistance, that war may 
come, out of  which they hope for larger gains by plundering the 
Government. Until railroads shall be constructed to these remote and 
sparsely settled regions, these difficulties and Indian wars will be sure 
to continue, and it will take but a few years for them to involve an 
expense on the part of  the Government greater than all the subsidies 
ever granted or asked for in aid of  rail-roads to the Pacific.”  13

The New York Committee went on: 

“Can the Government afford to have the territory between the 45th 
and 49th parallels remain as it has done for centuries, occupied only 
by the Indian and buffalo? Will the people consent to have it shut out 
from settlement and remain a waste, for want of  means of  
communication and facilities to reach it, when it can be made so 
accessible, and furnish happy homes for millions now struggling in 
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the old world for a mere subsistence, and thus be productive of  so 
much happiness to the human race?”  14

And further: 

“The effect of  the construction of  this road will be… to terminate 
our Indian wars, and supplant the savage with a civilized and 
Christian population ; to increase our taxable property almost 
beyond computation or estimation, and thereby contribute directly 
and largely to the payment of  the national debt, and the relief  of  our 
people.”  15

The “Hon. William Windom,” was a member of  the U.S. House of  
Representatives from Minnesota's 1st district. In 1869, he delivered a 
lengthy speech on the Northern Pacific Railroad which included 
extended exposition on the military connection: 

“But while thus conceding the merits of  other roads, I insist that, in 
regard to its length, its gradients, climate, its water communications 
and facilities for construction and operation, its agricultural and 
mineral resources, its relations to foreign and domestic commerce , its 
probable influence in promoting immigration, its effect upon 
the“Indian question,” and upon the general development and 
prosperity of  the country, the Northern road has merits and 
advantages which demand the prompt and efficient recognition of  
the Government.”  16

Windom asked: 

“IS IT NECESSARY AT THIS TIME? 
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It is, for several reasons. 
	 1.-- The road is a "military necessity.” All our efforts thus far, to 
secure permanent peace with the Indian tribes, have proved 
disastrous and costly failures. The treaty system has been tried until 
its palpable absurdities are apparent. Treaties have been so often 
violated by both parties, that the Indian, at least, has come to regard 
them as binding only so long as necessity or self-interest compels 
obedience. Without stopping now to ask which party is most at fault, 
I will content myself  with the assertion of  the fact so often 
demonstrated within the last twenty years, that lasting peace cannot 
be obtained by the treaty system.  
	 Can it be secured by war? Not with the facilities we now have for 
conducting such wars. It is often said that the Indians should be 
turned over to the War Department, and annihilated if  they will not 
cease their outrages. It is not difficult to turn them over, by law, to the 
military authorities, but for the military authorities to get possession 
of  their property is quite another matter. Catching the hare is in [22] 
order before eating him. And as to the proposition to “annihilate 
them” often so glibly uttered, it will, when tried, be far more likely to 
annihilate the treasury than the Indians. I hold in my hand a report 
from the Secretary of  War, dated December 30, 1866, which states 
that the at tempt to suppress Indian hostilities in 1864 and 1865 cost 
$30,530,942.93. An estimate, made at the time, of  the number of  
Indians killed by those expeditions, showed about one dead Indian 
for every $2,000,000 expended. At that rate of  expenditure, the " 
annihilation " of  two thousand Indians will cost as much as the 
suppression of  the rebellion.  
	 The Indian war expenses of  1864 and 1865 certainly did not 
exceed, if  they equalled, the average expenses for that purpose 
during the last six years. For several months in1866, the cost, (as 
stated by General Grant,) was about one million dollars per week. 
The total expenditure, therefore, for Indian wars, during the last six 
years, will doubtless largely exceed $100,000,000.  
	 For all this vast expenditure, what has been done toward securing 
a permanent peace? Absolutely nothing. The savages are far more 
turbulent and troublesome than they were six years ago. Our 
dispatches from the Plains are still burdened with accounts of  all sorts 
of  plundering, mail-robbing, scalping, and murdering. For every 
Indian killed, a dozen soldiers have been sacrificed. The experiences 
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of  the last six years, therefore, are not such as to justify a very strong 
confidence in the "annihilation," or even in the thorough 
chastisement of  the savage, by our present mode of  warfare. I believe 
in punishing him when he does wrong, and I am entirely satisfied 
that in no other way can we have peace. He regards no compact that 
he does not fear to break. He knows no law but the law of  force. He 
respects no authority but that in which he sees the power to enforce 
obedience.  
	 It is no fault of  the army, or of  the Generals in command, that 
we have so utterly failed. The army is a portion of  the same that won 
imperishable glory on the bloody fields of  the South. The 
commanders are among those most renowned [23] for tact, dash, 
and energy. The names of  Sherman, Sheridan, and Hancock ,are a 
sufficient guarantee that nothing within the range of  possibilities has 
been left undone. Why, then, have we so signally failed? The answer 
is found in the inherent difficulty of  the situation, viz : the impossibility 
of  “getting at” the foe. Infantry are worse than useless. Cavalry scour the 
plains for a few hundred miles from headquarters, but do not find the 
enemy. A million and a half  square miles of  unsettled prairie and 
mountain fastnesses offer him a sure and safe retreat. A score of  these 
wild horsemen of  the Plains, accustomed to subsist by the chase, and 
mounted on their fleet ponies, with no baggage but a gun and 
blanket, with no tents to pitch and no base of  supplies to guard, can 
bid defiance to whole regiments of  cavalry. The Indian system of  
warfare is to divide into small predatory bands, strike a blow at some 
defenseless frontier settlement, plunder and murder some emigrant 
train, or rob the United States mail, and before our troops are aware 
of  their outrages, they are hundreds of  miles away in the interior, or 
at some other remote quarter, committing new depredations. It is this 
immunity from danger, this certain and ever open door of  escape 
from punishment, that makes the Indian so troublesome; and it is the 
impossibility of  finding him, that makes all our military expeditions 
such utter failures.  
	 So long as he has behind him this vast unoccupied territory, into 
which he can flee and be safe, the Government will be powerless to 
enforce his obedience, and will continue to squander untold millions 
in fruitless efforts to conquer a peace. What, then, is the remedy? 
There is but one—the construction of  railroads across the continent, 
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whereby troops can be speedily moved, and self-protecting 
settlements be made.  
	 All of  our generals who have commanded in the Indian country, 
and whose opinions are most valuable on this subject, agree that this 
is the true solution of  the “Indian question.” 
	  
In his report as Secretary of  War ad interim, General GRANT says:  

“During the last summer and summer before, I caused inspection 
to be made of  the various routes of  travel and supply through the 
territory between the Missouri river and the Pacific coast ; the 
cost of  maintaining troops in that section was so enormous that  
I desired, if  possible, to reduce it. This I have been enabled to do, 
to some extent, from the information obtained from these 
inspectors ; but, for the present, the military establishment 
between the lines designated must be maintained at a great cost 
per man. The completion of  the railroad to the Pacific will 
materially reduce this cost, as well as the number of  men to be 
kept there. The completion of  those roads will also go far towards a 
permanent settlement of  our Indian affairs.  

On the 4th of  March, 1868, Lieutenant General SHERMAN, writing 
in regard to the Kansas Pacific road, says:  

“This road is a military necessity, and will very much stimulate the 
settlement of  that region of  our public domain.” 

  
Major General SHERIDAN wrote, on the 2d of  May, 1868, 
concerning the same road, as follows:  

"I know that pecuniarily it would be to the advantage of  the 
Government to help this road." * * * “But, in addition, it almost 
substantially ends our Indian troubles by the moral effect which it exercises 
over the Indians, and the facility which it gives to the military in controlling 
them.” * * * “No one, unless he has personally visited this country, 
can well appreciate the great assistance which this railroad gives 
to economy, security, and effectiveness in the administration of  military 
affairs in this department.”  
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Major General HANCOCK, under date ofJune 4, 1868, says:  

“From my personal experience, obtained while I was on the 
Plains, with respect to the transportation of  troops and supplies 
by the railroad in question, (the Union Pacific, E. D.,) as well as 
its great importance in connection with the settlement of  the 
country, I feel that I can speak in strong language as to the 
necessity of  this road being extended as rapidly as practicable to 
Fort Wallace, where I have lately been.”  

Major General SANBORN, a member of  the peace commission, and a 
gentleman of  large experience in Indian affairs, on the 31st of  
October last, wrote: 
  

“Railroads, more than all other things, extend our civilization [25] over men 
and remote regions, and will do more in a single decade to civilize Indians, 
and to compel them to abandon nomadic habits, than could be done in a 
century without them. The members of  the commission, so far as I know, are 
all advocates of  two more lines of  road to the Pacific.” 

Precisely the same reasons, on which these eminent generals base 
their recommendations of  aid to the Kansas Pacific road, as a 
“military necessity,” apply with equal or greater force to the 
Northern Pacific. Between the 44th degree of  north latitude (a line 
about half  way from the central to the northern routes) and our 
northern boundary, there resides over one hundred thousand 
Indians, being one-third of  the entire Indian population of  the West. 
Of  this number, thirty -five thousand are Sioux , confessedly the most 
warlike and dangerous of  all the tribes. Some fifty thousand more 
belong to the Oregon, Washington, Montana, and Idaho tribes, with 
many of  whom we have been in a state of  chronic warfare for years. 
In British America, adjacent to our northern boundary, are thirty-five 
thousand more, who, in the event of  war, readily cross the line and 
join the tribes on this side.  
	 Now, including British America, there is a vast unoccupied 
country north of  the line of  the Union and Central Pacific roads, at 
least a thousand miles in width by twelve hundred miles in length, 
into which, when pursued, the savage can retreat. Twelve hundred 
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thousand miles of  prairie, wilderness, and mountain solitude, for a 
place of  refuge! Surely he can desire no more certain immunity from 
punishment.  
	 So far as these warlike northern tribes are concerned, the 
construction of  only one road across the continent will have the effect 
to irritate, without furnishing the means to control them .  
	 They will sweep down upon the line of  the Union Pacific, 
murder and scalp a train of  passengers, and escape unharmed to 
their northern refuge, where it will still be almost as impossible to“get 
at” them as it is now. The cheapest, and, in fact, the only way, to 
protect the road now [26] nearly finished, will be to construct two 
more. Complete the Central, Northern, and Southern roads, and 
three lines of  settlements, not more than from four hundred to six 
hundred miles apart, will span the continent. Towns and cities, 
capable of  self-protection, will spring up at convenient distances; 
troops can be speedily transported and cheaply subsisted. War may 
then be made effective, if  war shall be necessary. But the fact that it 
can be effective will be apparent to the Indian, and will soon teach 
him that in obedience is his only safety. He will then peaceably 
submit to the only law he recognizes—the law of  force—and our 
Indian wars will be “substantially ended.”  17

An 1869 Senate Committee on the Northern Pacific noted their “military 
necessity” and their solution to the “Indian question”: 

“TWO MORE ROADS A MILITARY NECESSITY. 

We have shown that two additional lines of  railway to the Pacific are 
necessary to the internal and external commerce of  the country. We 
believe that they are necessary to the government as a part of  its 
military system . They are necessary to move troops and supplies at 
the minimum cost and greatest speed into the Indian country. War 
with the Indians will endure for years and years. It is not in Indian 
nature to meekly accept the loss of  hunting grounds and a forcible 
change of  their traditional life. It is not in the nature of  the American 
to abstain from new and unoccupied soils; he will have them. The 
causes of  war will continue while the large game lasts, unless sooner 
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the Indians learn their inferiority and submit to its destinies. Indian 
cavalry, perfect in horsemanship, unattached to fixed abodes, and 
free from the ties of  accumulated or fixed property, deadly with the 
arrow, and armed with the best breech-loaders, are slow to learn that 
they cannot with impunity scalp and rob white borderers and 
travellers to the gold regions. Indeed, till General Sheridan came, 
their teaching had all been the other way. This Parthian cavalry 
roam, hunt, pillage and murder, from the British possessions to the 
boundary of  Mexico. They attack trains, camps and ranches, with a 
suddenness that is generally a fatal surprise.' They come unseen. 
They are out of  sight and beyond pursuit in a moment. Our warfare 
upon them is a tardy pursuit of  vanishing trails. To fight them with 
infantry and cavalry in the season of  grass is to fight shadows.  

PACIFIC RAILROADS WILL SETTLE THE INDIAN QUESTION 

They can only be permanently conquered by railroads. The locomotive 
is the sole solution of  the Indian question, unless the government changes 
its system of  warfare and fights the savages the winter through as well 
as in summer. The railroads will settle the country as they progress. 
The water stations and freight stations built on the lines immediately 
[15] become the germs of  towns and the centres of  military 
operations. Farms follow the roads, and a column-front of  self-
sustaining settlements moves slowly but surely towards the Rocky 
mountains. As fast as the roads go by military posts and forts, these 
become useless and are abandoned. The roads push the border 
farther west every day. As the thorough and final solution of  the Indian 
question, by taking the buffalo range out from under the savage, and putting a vast 
stock and grain farm in its place, the railroads to the Pacific surely are a military 
necessity. As avenues of  sudden approach to Indians on the war-path, 
and of  cheap and quick movement of  supplies to troops, they are 
equally a military necessity.”  18

After the Northern Pacific was finally completed in 1883, Eugene 
Smalley concluded:  
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“The Northern Pacific Railroad has done what General Sherman 
predicted it would do—it has settled the Indian question in all the 
States and Territories it traverses. When the locomotive came the red 
man knew that his fight against civilization was at an end.”  19
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