Lindenwood University
Digital Commons@Lindenwood University

George Champlin Sibley Papers George and Mary Easton Sibley Papers

4-16-1819

Letter from George Sibley to Thomas McKenney, April 16, 1819

George Champlin Sibley

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/george

6‘ Part of the United States History Commons


https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/
https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/george
https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/sibley
https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/george?utm_source=digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu%2Fgeorge%2F346&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/495?utm_source=digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu%2Fgeorge%2F346&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages

No. 15,

Sim: Forr Osace, April 16, 1810,

¥ am yet ignorant what alierations have been made by Congress, at their last session, in our Indian trade
systen, though [ have accidentally learned that the wading-houses are continued for another year. I said * Iadian
trade system;” so it is called; but it is no more like a system, than the yells of an Indian are like mosic; and yet
it is complained that *the Government system has not cffected much, if any, good; that it has not realized the
public expectations; has not civilized and Christianized the savages, or extended and strengthened the influence of
the Government among the Indians.”

Little, indecd, has this ¢ system® cffected, and that littie is more than ought reasonably to have been expected, if
it is considered how very defective our laws are on the subject of Indian trade and intercourse, and how little sup-
port this system, as it is called, has ever received from Government. True, it has received its existence from
Goverameni, and has, by sufferance, from year to year, been kept in o miserable languishing state to this time.
Like a wretch under sentence of death, it has been reprieved from year to year, still uader sentence, growing
weaker and weaker; ‘while its enemies are acquiring fresh vigor from new hopes; and, in the mean time, this poor
skeleton of 2 wretched system is tortured with upbraidings, abuse, and reproaches, becanse bleod still fiows on the
frontiers, and the tomabawk and scalping-knife are not exchanged for the Bible and the plough. Let our [egislators
look fairly into this subject. If it is a subject worthy te be considered, why is it so neglected? [ unworthy, dis-
miss it, and let loose the bungry traders, If the lives and property of our frontier pecple are in the safe-keeping
of their Government, it would seem proper that Governnicol should control these whose irregular commerce places
thuse lives and that property in jeopardy. If we (I rank myself among the frontier settlers) are not entilled to
that protection, keep us no longer in suspense; give up the Indian trade {and with it, of course, all influence over
the Indians) to * individual enterprise,” and lel this be proclaimed along the frontiers: ** Americans, farmers! you
who may emphaticaily be called the pioneers of civilization; you have been indnced to remove your families to the
borders, you have purchased lands there from the Government, and bave been led to believe that your Government
posscssed and meant to retsin the power to control your only enemies, the suvages and the traders, and thus afford
you protection; and such truly was the intention of Government. But, it is now differcol; the clamorous cupidity
of the traders will ne longer be restrained; the Indian trade must be piven up to *individual enterprise,” to merci-
less men, who feel not for your sufferings, and care not for your wrangs; to intviguing foreigners, who thirst for the
blood of your wives and little oncs; to the unprincipled pioneers of commerce of every shade and hue, We will
instruct thesa people to conduct their trade honestly, to abstain from every practice that may have a tendency to
endanger your peace and safety, and we shall compel them to give bonds, with securities, for the faithful observance
of our instructions. Fuorther, we cannot protect you, for these enterprising people must be left free to pursue the
trade with the Indians; they are entitled to the benefits of the fur trade, and bave assured us, on fkeir konor, that
they cannot prosecute it to their liking under the present cheeks and restrictions.

 Your property will be sacrificed, your families murdered, and your farms desolated; bur these men insist upon
their rights, and the fur trade most be left open to them. Your Indian neighbors must also be given ap o the moral
and political schooling of this worthy class of citizens; they will be kept in darkness, and their natural pursnits of
war and hunting protracted as long as there remains a beaver or a bear in these extensive forests, If they some-
times break in upen you, and commit rebberies and murders, you know it is the nature of asavage so 1o act. Per-
haps these traders might, if they theught proper, divest them of those propensities, and induce them to adapt the
acts and the habits of civilization, and your example would preatly encourage them; but, alas! this would not accord
with the iraders® interest, nor can they look upon your example with a friendly eye.  'What is the bleeding scalp of
an iafant, compared with the rich fur of a beaver skin?

« You are humerous, peaceful, and industrious; many of you have borne arms in the defence of your conniry;
many are scttled on that very laed given to you by your Government for military services, to which you once fandly
hoped to retire in safety, to pass the remnant of your lives in bappiness. But you have deceived yourselves; you
are still doomed 10 a life of toil and danger; your little property, the fruits of maoy years' labor, must be left ex-
posed to sevage depredations; your arms must defend the frontiets, and the biood of your wives and children ap-
pease the savage propensities of your Indiar neighbors, who must be left in their present unhappy state, a scourge
te our frontiers, a reproach to the Government; baut profitable to those few highly favored, because highly meritori-
pus citizens, the Indian traders.”

But I hope for better things; and, although we are left for another year powerless and unprotected from the
malice and the galling insults of every renegado trader; although the agents of the Government are still subjected



to the derision and the open opposition of the traders, without any official power to compel those people to treat the
institutions of the Government with a becoming respect; still I look forward, confidently, to the next Congress, for
better regulations. Under that hope, I shall content myself as well as I can to serve out another year; still using
personal influence instead of that which ovght to belong, but does not, to my official station, to support the character
of Government, and cause its policy to be respected among the Indians. [ will conclude these remarks, sir, with
this assurance, that, under present circumstances, the United States trading-houses in this quarter are very little
better than useless to the Government as respects any political influence they have over the Indians, (though they
are certainly great conveniences, and some protection to those people;) and, in my opinion, had better be abolished,
unless they are regenerated, better protected, and continued In operation for a longer term, instead of from ycarto

year, as heretofore. Very respectfully, sir, &c.
G. C. SIBLEY.
Taomas L. McKenney, Esq., Superintendent of Indian Trade.
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