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Forced relocation of the Cherokee

Horses 
The Spanish brought many horses from Europe. They traded some horses 

to Native Americans, but many more simply escaped into the wild. Native 
Americans learned to train and ride horses. Horses eventually transformed a way 
of life for many tribes. This was especially true on the Great Plains, where horses 
made hunting, traveling, and fighting much easier. 
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A tule was a round, one-room hut.

As with all Native 
Americans, the people of 
California built their houses 
using the best materials 
available in their home 
territory. Southern tribes used 
small trees and reeds to build 
tules. A tule was a round, 
one-room hut. Despite being 
made from reeds, tules were 
strong, able to withstand wind 
and rain, and cozy enough 
for mild, southern California 
winters. The Miwok people 
and other tribes of central and 
northern California preferred 
the umacha, which was shaped 
like a tipi but made of long 
wooden rails instead of buffalo 

hide. Farther north, in the redwood forests, the Wiyot people and their 
northern neighbors built stout, sturdy houses out of redwood planks. 

Roundhouses were the central feature in most villages. No matter 
what type of houses they built, and no matter whether the tribe was 
large or small, wealthy or poor, there was almost always a roundhouse 
in the middle of the village. The roundhouse was used for ceremonies 
and important meetings. The roundhouse was also where the tribal 
religious leaders, or shamans, carried out important rituals. 

Religious beliefs reflected a close connection to the cycles of 
nature and to animals. While all tribes had unique beliefs, myths, and 
rituals, the people generally believed they shared a special kinship or 
bond with other living things. They felt fortunate and thankful to live in 
a place with so many resources.
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Sometimes gifts were burned.

In some tribes, they not only gave away their wealth, they also destroyed 
it. They built great bonfires and burned the gifts, to show that they were so 
wealthy they did not need any of it. Potlatches created competition among 
the various chieftains. If a chieftain went to a potlatch and received gifts from 
another chieftain, then he was expected to host a potlatch and give even more 
gifts. If one chieftain burned a big pile of blankets and animal hides at his 
potlatch, then the other chieftains would hold potlatches and burn even more 
blankets and hides. In this way, the amount of gift-giving always increased, as 
each chieftain tried to make his potlatch bigger than the last.

European Contact
With European contact, tribes of the Pacific Northwest suffered many 

of the same problems as tribes in other regions. Disease and warfare spread 
quickly, and by the mid-1800s, the populations were greatly reduced. Tribes 
lost access to their traditional fishing and hunting grounds as miners, loggers, 
and other settlers moved into the region. One after another, the tribes were 
forced onto small reservations, or their numbers dwindled. 

























62

The Nation Doubles in Size
In 1803, President Jefferson completed the Louisiana Purchase, which 

doubled the new nation’s territory. This huge area of land was mostly 
unmapped and unknown wilderness to Europeans settling in the United 
States. In 1804, Lewis and Clark began their famous journey to explore the 
land west of the Mississippi River. Their explorations helped spark interest in 
this land. By 1850, people realized that all the land—the American West as 
it came to be known—was not only vast but also full of resources. It did not 
take long for this news to travel to Europe. For those escaping the troubles of 
the Old World, the American West seemed like a haven. There, anyone could 
live free and prosper if they were willing to work. Also, as it turned out, they 
needed to be willing to fight or “manage” the Native Americans who had 
been living there for thousands of years. 

Throughout the second half of the 1800s, 
immigrants, largely from Europe, flowed into the United 
States. Many became “pioneers,” risking everything for a 
chance to settle and build new lives. Generally, pioneers 
were not there to live in harmony with nature or abide 
by Native American customs and laws. They were there 
to tame the land and gain wealth from it. 
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for the Indiana Volunteer Cavalry and fought for the Union. He was a good 
soldier—smart, brave, and hardworking. Pratt liked army life, and he stayed 
with the cavalry after the war was over. He was assigned to the Tenth Cavalry 
Regiment, or the “Buffalo Soldiers” as they were known. Their job was to 
make sure the Lakota and other plains tribes stayed on their reservations. 

This was easier said than done. The land on most reservations was  
very poor, so people could not farm there. The U.S. government promised  
to provide money, food, fuel, and other supplies to the reservations, but  
there was never enough for everyone. Many people preferred to die fighting 
than starve on the reservations. As a result, the Tenth Cavalry was involved  
in several of many “Indian Wars” between the United States and the  
Great Plains tribes. 

Although Pratt was employed to control and even fight Native 
Americans, he also saw firsthand how horrible living conditions were on the 
reservations. He understood why people would rather fight than surrender. 
Pratt sympathized with Native Americans, and he thought there must be a 
better alternative to war and starvation. 

In the army, Pratt had contact with Native American prisoners of war. 
The army was not sure what to do with these prisoners because they knew 
that if they released them, they would probably have to fight them again. 
Pratt tried to figure out how to enable the prisoners to return to a life of peace 
rather than remain in prison or die in battle. He believed Native Americans 
needed to be taught how to live according to the laws and customs of the 
United States. He taught them to speak English, and then he taught them to 
read and write. What Pratt realized is that Native Americans were just like 
him. They wanted to be able to take care of their families, their homes, and 
their land. They wanted food, shelter, and safety. They cared for their children 
and wanted the best for them. Pratt believed that, in order to have those 
things, it would be best if Native Americans learned to read and write English 
and were more familiar with U.S. ways and customs.

Pratt had a favorite saying: “Kill the Indian to save the man.” This did 
not mean that he literally wanted to kill Native Americans. He actually 
wanted to save their lives, but in order to do that he believed it was necessary 
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Native American children studying anatomy at the Carlisle School

but he was raised according to the old, traditional ways. He learned to hunt 
buffalo and ride a horse. He also learned to fight. Plenty Kill’s father was a 
great warrior. He called the U.S. soldiers “Long Knives,” because of the swords 
carried by cavalry officers like Richard Henry Pratt. 

When Plenty Kill was a boy, his father made a bow and arrows for him. 
The bow and all the arrows were painted red as a sign that his father had been 
wounded in battle. Plenty Kill grew up expecting that he, too, would someday 
fight and possibly die in battle against the Long Knives. However, his father 
did not really want his son to become a warrior. Like many other Lakota, he 
was tired of fighting. Instead, he wanted something different for his son. 

Then, one day, Richard Henry Pratt came to talk to them about 
the Carlisle School. Pratt took Plenty Kill’s father and other tribal elders 
to visit the new school. On the trip, they also went to New York City 
and Washington, D.C. They met the president of the United States, the 
“Grandfather of the Long Knives.” When Plenty Kill’s father returned from 
his trip, he said this: 

“My son, since I have seen all those cities, and the way the Long Knife 
people are doing, I begin to realize that our lands and our [animals] 
are all gone. There is nothing but the Long Knives everywhere I went, 
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