THE POTTAWATOMIES AND ALCOHOL:
AN ILLUSTRATION OF THE ILLEGAL TRADE

JEANNE P. LEADER

ROUD of their independence, strong in

traditional values, American Indians were
a unique people. But this cultural singularity
threatened “civilized” society and throughout
the Jacksonian era, the United States strove to
indoctrinate the “savage” in the “superior”
white lifestyle. Instead of elevating the Indi-
ans’ situation, the national policy degraded the
race. The first blow came from forced tribal
removal to Western territories. Virtually over-
night entire communities lost their ancestral
homelands and faced a new life in unfamiliar
surroundings. Understandably, the tribes
readjusted poorly and relied upon annuity
payments and allocated goods for subsistence.
Soon thereafter, as part of an official education
plan, many children were separated from their
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families and unwillingly enrolled in boarding
schools. The social consequences and psycho-
logical results were tremendous. In effect,
these once autonomous natives lost control of
their property, livelihood, and offspring.
Slowly, through both red and white reform
movements, the Indians regained some of their
self-esteem. Nevertheless, certain side effects
from contact with whites lingered to plague the
tribes into the 20th century. Perhaps the most
destructive influence was alcohol. Having no
previous moral stigmas against the intoxicant,
native Americans drank excessively, both sap-
ping their physical strength and impairing
their mental processes. Gradually, whole tribes

became indebted to traders because they spent

annuity funds on cheap whiskey instead of
purchasing needed food and supplies.'

After 1830 the tribes were concentrated
within a single area, thus enabling traders to
operate swiftly and regularly. The new West-
ern territories lacked vigorous law enforce-
ment, facilitating the illegal distribution of
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whiskey. And because the many navigable wa-
terways into the frontier eased transportation
problems, large quantities of alcohol could be
easily imported. In addition, merchants tripled
liquor sales and realized great profits by dilut-
ing each gallon of whiskey with two gallons of
water.’

A few Indian groups, notably the Pawnee
Loups and the Sugar Creek Pottawatomies,
resisted the “sinful” drink. But the majority of
tribes became addicted to liquor and conse-
quently suffered from its overuse. Particularly
affected were those close to major transporta-
tion routes, such as the Otoes, Omahas, Win-
nebagoes, and Sacs and Foxes living near the
Missouri river. Roaming over the entire river
areas, the nomadic Sioux also had easy access
to whiskey.'

As a major center of the Missouri river trade,
the present Council Bluffs, lowa-Bellevue,
Neb., area served as a “place of deposit” for
distribution into the Indian territory. Allegedly
alcohol was the only plentiful item to be found
in this “whiskey capital” of the west, where
liquor was always available.’

IVING on the east bank of the Missouri,

the Pottawatomies were an easy target for
whiskey peddlers. Originally from Illinois, In-
diana, and Michigan, the Pottawatomies had
supported the British throughout the War
of 1812, but in the post-war years they had
peacefully exchanged their old lands for new
territories farther west. One faction, the Prairie
Band, quietly relocated at present Council
Bluffs, Iowa, in 1837. Controlled by a govern-
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mental subagency, the Indians remained in
Towa for 10 unfruitful years.’

In theory, specific legal codes protected
these Pottawatomies from the liquor traffic on
the Missouri. As early as 1802 a congressional
measure restricted the number of whites on
Indian lands, required licenses for traders, and
authorized the President to limit or terminate
whiskey sales. In 1832 the government enacted
more stringent controls, declaring that no “ar-
dent spirits” shall enter Indian territory “under
any pretence.” An 1834 law imposed a $500
fine for selling, bartering, or even giving
“spirituous liquor or wine to an Indian.”
Merely transporting such products into for-
bidden areas could result in a $300 penalty and
the loss of trading privileges. Aside from insti-
tuting punishments, the statute empowered
superintendents, agents, subagents, and mili-
tary officers to search suspicious vessels and
commercial houses, and to confiscate illegal
merchandise. If investigators discovered a still,
they could destroy it and fine the owner $1,000.
Similarly, government employees or Indians
might lawfully demolish contraband alcohol
without regard for personal property rights.

However harsh the regulations seemed, they
remained unenforeed and the liquor traffic ex-
panded. As Rev. Isaac McCoy, a Baptist mis-
sionary and treaty agent, asked: “Where are the
laws forbidding the introduction of ardent
spirits? Where are the officers of
Government " responsible for uphold-
ing justice and protecting the Indians? More-
over, “where are the bonds which traders
give . . .” as assurance of their integrity?
“Such mockery of law and justice,” he be-
lieved, should cause every white citizen to
blush in shame. In conclusion, he charged that
the uncontrolled liquor trade destroyed the In-
dians more rapidly than warfare.

To selfish men seeking quick monetary gains
through liquor sales, such laws were only a
paper threat. The 200 to 400 percent profits
were 50 enticing that the fur companies be-
lieved the gains far outweighed the risks of
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Pottawatomie reservations in the West, 1833-1867, were concentrated in an area accessible to
traders because of the navigable waterways. And because the new Western territories lacked
vigorous law enforcement, large quantities of alcohol could be easily imported. The present
Council Bluffs area was called the “whiskey capital” of the West, because it served as a place of
deposit for distribution into the Indian territory. Living on the east bank of the Missouri near
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confiscated goods or forfeited licenses. By
operating autonomously, these entrepreneurs
successfully evaded apprehension.”

Even harder to apprehend were the crafty
“intruders,” persons without official approval
or valid passports for travel in Indian territory.
Described as “deserters from the fur traders on
the Upper Missouri, renegades from Santa Fe,
discharged soldiers, and fugitives from jus-
tice,” they scoffed at government statutes de-
signed to regulate trade. Notoriously void of
scruples, these audacious “moneygrubbers”
often married Indian women solely to gain a
share in annuity payments. Agents, mission-
aries, and travelers depicted them as inhuman
scum, preying constantly on the unsuspecting
red men. Most expressive was Pottawatomie
headman Patagoshuk’s lament that “we are bad
enough ourselves, without having bad white
men among us. . . . "

Surrounded by such illegal activities and
unprincipled characters, the Pottawatomies
used alcohol freely. Prior to resettlement in
Towa, they had developed a liking for whiskey.
While missionaries preached abstinence, the
Indians had listened respectfully but drank at
every opportunity. Nor had their leaders pro-
vided temperate guidance. For example, dur-
ing a boisterous treaty celebration in 1826,
tribal head Wabaunsee was accidently
stabbed."

Upon their resettlement at Council Bluffs,
the Pottawatomies found liquor readily avail-
able and began drinking excessively. Just
across the Missouri, “grog shop” proprietors
welcomed the Indians, encouraging them to
squander their money and barter their posses-
sions for “firewater.” Deploring the wanton
exchange of goods, Jesuit missionary Father
Pierre-Jean De Smet noted that the Indians
gave “horses, blankets, all in a word to have a
little of this brutalizing liquid.” Even Indian
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women became addicted to alcohol and report-
edly resorted to bargaining their children for
| Tl

Excessive drinking by individuals, more-
over, often disrupted the Indian community.
Too often drunken quarrels between kinsmen
became tribal brawls, implicating all of the
Pottawatomies as intemperate “savages.” Soon
after arriving in 1837, subagent Edwin James
warned nearby Otoes to avoid unnecessary
clashes with the inebriated Pottawatomies.
When sober the Indians behaved peacefully,
but the indiscriminate drinking frequently
made relations chaotic and hostile.”

The accounts of the physical violence re-
sulting from alcohol abuse bordered on the
melodramatic. The perceptive and sensitive
Father De Smet painted lurid pictures of Indi-
ans cutting one another “to pieces in the most
barbarous manner” and dying in agony. Others
terrified the priest with their “shreiks [sic] and
howlings™ as they bit “each other’s noses and
ears,” and disfigured “themselves in a most
shocking manner.” Children were also victim-
1zed by the uncontrolled drinking. One father

“seized hls own child by the legs and crushed
it . .”—many were orphaned. At the point
of despau' De Smet asked: “What could one do
with two thousand drunken Indians?” Another
Jesuit, Father Felix Verreydt, witnessed Pot-
tawatomie behavior at its worst, comparing the
tribesmen to “ hogs wallowing in the
mud.” And the Protestant missionary Isaac
McCoy concluded that “they seem to have
more completely abandoned themselves to
drunkenness than any Indians with whom I
have ever been acquainted.” '

Although white observers may have exag-
gerated the situation, the Pottawatomie popu-
lation declined noticeably from liquor use. In
1838 De Smet reported four Pottawatomies
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murdered in “drunken brawls.” The following
year subagent Stephen Cooper recorded four
deaths while Rev. Moses Merrill, across the
river with the Otoes, almost simultaneously
cited “six or eight” Pottawatomies dying “in
their fits of intoxication.” The total human
destruction has never been calculated, but his-
torian Grant Foreman citing a report by the
agent at Council Bluffs estimated that the tribe
on that reservation was reduced by 10 percent
in 1845 alone."

HIS ABUSE of alcohol particularly dis-

couraged reform-minded government sub-
agents, who believed the Pottawatomies were
capable of making great strides toward “civili-
zation.” In 1841 Cooper cited “ardent spirits”
as the principle barrier to rapid progress. Sim-
ilarly Richard Elliott claimed in 1844 that the
Indians only needed “permanent homes and a
few good words of encouragement to become a
thriving community,” and in 1847 Robert
Mitchell admitted that “There are some men
among this nation, of a fair order of intelli-
gence, their minds well cultivated, who would
do no discredit to an enlightened commu-
I‘lit)'." 15

But such optimism accomplished little until
those in positions of authority adopted the
temperance cause. In the early 1840’s Com-
missioner of Indian Affairs T. Hartley Craw-
ford recognized the problem and set the tone
for official policies. He found the present laws
wholly inadequate to prevent, or even to check
the traffic in whiskey. Because Crawford saw
liquor as the “one sin that the Indians cannot
abstain from,” he gave the problem his con-
stant attention."

Crawford began his campaign by urging
each subagent to wage a personal war against
the illegal trade. Of the seven different men
alternately overseeing the Pottawatomies, the
only one who seriously tried to curb the liquor
trade served prior to Crawford’s administra-
tion. Because Dr. Edwin James (summer,
1837-January 8, 1838) had searched diligently
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for alcohol, the whiskey traders used their po-
litical influence and forced his dismissal. In
contrast, Stephen Cooper (May, 1839-Sep-
tember, 1841) made little effort; critics com-
plained that his personal interpreter carried on
a lucrative liquor business. Others like James
Deaderick (September, 1841-July, 1842) and
Richard Elliot (May, 1843-October, 1845) tes-
tified to their own ineffectiveness by repeat-
edly asking for assistance in apprehending
suspected traders.'”

As some subagents complained, they were
not supported by the office of Indian affairs
and they lacked sufficient authority to suppress
liquor traders. Even if officials quickly appre-
hended suspects, trials were delayed until
someone could transport the criminals to dis-
tant courts. Forced to finance such travel
themselves, subagents rarely carried the judi-
cial process farther. The local personnel clearly
needed greater coercive powers, for they could
not even collect fines from those found openly
transporting alcohol. As De Smet verified: “No
agent here seems to have the power to put the
laws in execution.” "

Recognizing the inadequacies, Commis-
sioner Crawford attempted to remedy the situ-
ation by appointing an investigator or “travel-
ing agent,” who had the authority to arrest
violators. He received a yearly stipend of
$1,500—double the subagent’s salary. Al-
though specifically assigned to oversee tribal
affairs on the upper Missouri, the agent pa-
trolled the river downstream as far as Council
Bluffs. His duties included ejecting intruders
from Indian lands, regulating trade, and re-
voking abused licenses. In theory the special
agent would concentrate all of his energies
toward eliminating the trade in alcohol.”

This plan seemed a realistic solution to the
whiskey problem and one which would ease
the workload of regular personnel. But the
powerful American Fur Company expertly
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manipulated the special agent in order to pro-
tect its profits. Through political connections
the company had a former employee—Andrew
Drips—appointed to the position in 1842. As a
successful trapper, Drips had made many ac-
quaintances within trading circles and had re-
tained numerous friendships after leaving the
business. Consequently, as a special agent in
the Indian service he notified company men of
impending inspections and advised them as to
the best techniques for destroying or conceal-
ing whiskey. Although his official instructions
were to remain with the Indians at all times, he
accepted “shelter and sustenance, cooperation
and companionship” from old friends and
never slighted company hospitality. When the
office of Indian affairs dismissed Drips in 1846,
the American Fur Company immediately wel-
comed him back into their ranks.”

Subagents often requested military assist-
ance to help preserve order but these rein-
forcements arrived only occasionally. During
August, 1839, armed troops from Fort Leaven-
worth were requested to help Subagent Cooper
forcibly remove “disorderly white persons”
from the area. Impressed by the effectiveness
of such forces, Supt. Joshua Pilcher petitioned
Washington to station a company of dragoons
at Council Bluffs. In 1842 the government
complied and established Camp Croghan
within six miles of the subagency.”

Headed by Capt. John Burgwin, the troops
made a concerted effort to enforce the restric-
tive trade laws. The office of Indian affairs
periodically praised their conscientious work,
but they proved to be no match for the elusive
whiskey salesmen. In May, 1843, an incident
concerning the steamship Omega exemplified
the techniques used in evading the authorities.
Temporarily assigned to inspect all cargo trav-
eling down the Missouri, Captain Burgwin met
the vessel at present Bellevue, Neb. (opposite
Council Bluffs). On board was noted naturalist
John James Audubon who cleverly staged a
diversionary tactic, giving the crew time to
conceal the liquor. Insistent on exploring the
area, Audubon flattered the officer into taking
him on a personal two-hour tour. After they
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Frontier,” pp. 260-261.
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returned and shared a sumptuous lunch, Burg-
win was willing to waive the necessary search.
But the ship captains demanded an examina-
tion, in compliance with the law. Naturally
Burgwin found nothing and the Omega left
quickly, its passengers gleefulh,r relishing the
successful ruse.”

When the soldiers were withdrawn from
Council Bluffs late in 1843 the subagents im-
mediately renewed their pleas for military re-
inforcements. If the dragoons did not stop all
of the traders, at least they helped stem the
violence of the Indians’ drunken brawls. As
Elliott expressed it, the days of miracles were
long since past and an effective police force
was paramount to everyone’s safety. Yet the
subagency never again received more than
temporary assistance.”

EANWHILE the Pottawatomies also

took measures to control the whiskey
traffic. At an 1843 intertribal meeting at present
Tahlequah, Okla., Pottawatomie delegates
signed a “compact of amity” to regulate and
suppress liquor usage among their people. Al-
though this agreement at least expressed con-
cern for their problem, certain tribesmen felt it
was hypocritical. A large faction of dissatisfied
Pottawatomies registered grievances against
their kinsmen for bartering agricultural tools
for alcohol, and condemned the “desolate
habits” of the tribal leaders. Because they felt
the situation was hopeless, 396 dissenters left
Iowa in 1844 and resettled among the more
temperate Kickapoos near Fort Leavenworth.”
By deserting Council Bluffs, these discon-
tented Pottawatomies forfeited their share in
the annual annuity payments. The allotments
provided Indians with money for necessary
supplies, funds which many used to purchase
liquor. After realizing that the payments actu-
ally facilitated alcohol sales, Washington offi-
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Father Pierre-Jean De Smet (1801-1873), Jesuit
missionary to the Indians from 1838 to 1840 es-
tablished a mission among the Pottawatomies at
the site of present Council Bluffs. During his time
with the tribe, the Belgian priest deplored the liquor
trade that impoverished the people and nearly de-
spaired of the physical violence which resulted from
alcohol abuse. “What could one do with two thou-

sand drunken Indians?" he asked.

cials proposed alternate plans to nourish and
equip their charges. The most popular scheme
resurrected the “factory system” of trading
posts owned and regulated by the federal gov-
ernment. Crawford called it the “. . . best,
and perhaps the only return we can make to the
red man for much that was unavoidable, and
for all that is irremediable. ” He firmly
believed that this system would greatly reduce
alcohol sales because the Indians would re-
ceive their annuities in goods instead of in
cash. But such a drastic change required the
Indians’ approval since their treaties specifi-
cally guaranteed a monetary payment. As a
result, Crawford ordered the Council Bluffs
subagents to secure the Pottawatomies’ con-
sent without delay.”

Few of the Pottawatomies eagerly accepted
the proposal and the commissioner blamed
their reticence on the subagents’ insufficient

25, |hpu:1 of the Commissioner,” 1841, p. 261, ibid., 15844, pp.
3[]1\ 307

efforts. In reality the Indians opposed the
measure because it severely limited already
dwindling tribal autonomy. Forfeiting their
cash allocations would have made them com-
pletely dependent on the government’s judg-
ment of their needs. Reduced to relying on a
“benevolent white father” somewhere in the
East, the once proud tribe feared jeopardizing
its remaining independence. Aside from such
philosophical reasons, the Pottawatomies sim-
ply wanted to spend the money as they
pleased. Yielding to continued pressure, in
1847 the Pottawatomies agreed to receive a
portion of their annual payment in goods.
While this was a step toward the desired goal,
it scarcely solved the problem. The Indians
still received some money and many traders
would gladly exchange liquor for their per-
sonal possessions.™
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Isaac McCoy (1784-1846), Baptist missionary, ac-
cepted in 1830 an appointment as surveyor and
agent to assist the Indians in their migration west-
ward. He was convinced that a religious reform
effort would more likely solve the Indian alcohol
abuse problem than a government program.
Though McCoy and his supporters were probably
correct in theory, a complete reshaping of the Indi-
ans’ ethical standards required time and excellent
rapport, neither of which the Baptists enjoyed with

the Pottawatomies.

ONVINCED that government programs
achieved nothing, Rev. Isaac McCoy
proposed a religious reform program. He
placed the burden of alcohol abuse upon com-
petent Christians who would indoctrinate
moral values into the Pottawatomies—values
that would help them to resist the temptations
of whiskey. Bravely bearing this “awful re-
sponsibility” for the Indians’ salvation, true
believers would arm the sufferers with the
“doctrines and influences of the Bible.” Con-
sequently the Indians “will be rendered invul-
nerable to those satanic assaults.” Supporters
of this noble but naive effort believed that
long-lasting change would only result from
reshaping the Indians’ ethical standards.
Though they were probably correct in theory,
this kind of a transformation required time and
excellent rapport, neither of which the Baptists
enjoyed with the Pottawatomies.
The tribe needed a swift “cure,” and the only

27. McCoy, History of Baptist Indian Missions, p. 564

agencies with sufficient influence to affect this
were the national courts and the legislature.
After gathering evidence and securing wit-
nesses against the American Fur Company, in
1846 the United States finally brought it to
trial. The government demanded $25,000 in
reparations for the estimated 4,300 gallons of
whiskey recently sold in Indian territory.
Throughout 1847 and 1848 similar suits were
brought to trial because of the company's
questionable business dealings. The proceed-
ings advanced slowly, however, when impor-
tant witnesses failed to appear—some were
bribed by the company or hired and stationed
in remote regions. Consequently the govern-
ment’s case was so weakened that in January,
1849, the secretary of war settled for a $5,000
penalty and the assumption of court costs. This
terminated the prolonged investigation but did
not decisively curb the powerful trade com-
pany.™

28. Sunder, Fur Trade, pp. 90, 113-116
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Concerned over basic controls, congress
strengthened earlier, ineffective trade legisla-
tion. A new statute, passed on March 3, 1847,
imposed a two-year maximum prison sentence
on anyone apprehended while selling alcohol
and a one-year term if arrested while trans-
porting whiskey into tribal lands. To help se-
cure more convictions, a provision granted In-
dians equal status with whites as witnesses.
Equally important was a stipulation prevent-
ing the distribution of annuity payments while
the Indians were intoxicated or if officials be-
lieved liquor to be nearby the issue grounds.”

As the 1847 statute went into effect the Pot-
tawatomies journeyed toward a new Kansas
reservation. Although accomplished for many
reasons, the relocation seemed the most expe-
dient solution to the alcohol problem. Re-
formers justified the action by an old and
overworked philosophy. They maintained that
by sending the red men further west they
would isolate the tribes from injurious white
influences. But the alecohol problem accompa-
nied the Indians and continued to hinder their
progress. As Isaac McCoy predicted, no matter

29, George Minot, ed., The Statutes at Large and Treaties of the
United States of America (Boston, Little, Brown and Company,
1853), pp. 203-204

where they went, the whites, led by the traders,
would follow.”

By all appearances, the only profit gleaned
from the Pottawatomies’ experience lay in the
monetary gains of successful liquor peddlers.
If nothing else, however, the tribal disintegra-
tion by aleohol served as an ominous warning,.
The still uncontrolled trade reminded law-
makers to enforce their eloquent and well-in-
tentioned but impotent regulations. Alienating
and frightening as they were, the years im-
pressed upon the Indians the need for unity
and encouraged suspicion of outsiders. The
harsh period cautioned the government and
reformers alike against ineffective policies.
The stagnation and ever evident decline among
the Pottawatomies testified to their need of
individual, direct, and concentrated attention.
Finally the increased alcoholism demonstrated
the detrimental quality of some “civilized”
ways. Used as an illustration, the whiskey
trade, with all of its ramifications for the Pot-
tawatomies, indicated the increasingly com-

' plex and demanding nature of future white-

Indian relations.

30. John C. Parish, “Liquor and the Indians,” Palimpsest, v. 3
(July, 1922), p. 213; Frederickson, L':'?uar in Kansas, l!l) 37; McCoy
to Dr. J. Lykins, January 30, 1846, “McCoy Papers,” Roll 11, Exps.
637638,
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