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 Indian Killers 
We had thought that all the promises made by 
one president were handed down to the next. 

Now the tree of friendship is decaying; its 
limbs are falling off, and you are at fault.

Seneca chief Red Jacket, 1817

A LTHOUGH NEVER WHAT MIGHT 
be considered an official prerequisite for the 
presidency, there was a period in America’s 
history when having killed as many Native 
Americans as possible in one’s military 
career was hardly an impediment to holding 
the nation’s highest office.
    George Washington was commonly 
known among the Iroquois Confederacy as 
‘Town Destroyer’—a name previously 
bestowed on his great-grandfather, John, 
after six unarmed chiefs meeting with a 
group of Marylanders to negotiate under a 
flag of truce in 1676 were murdered by 
Virginia militia under his command.

                            1876 illustration, ‘Custer’s Last Charge’

    Washington endeavored to live up to the 
name by destroying at least forty Iroquois 
villages in New York during the Revolution, 
after the tribe attacked encroaching white 
settlements in the region. After a battle, his 
troops would skin the bodies of the Iroquois 
to make leather boot tops and leggings.
    Deeming it futile to try to prevent the 
spread of settlers, as president Washington 
followed a policy of treaty-making and 
‘civilizing’ native tribes—bribing them with 
compensation for their land and extending 
to them the many ‘benefits’ of civilization.   
    Although he viewed the government’s 
promises as a matter of both law and 
personal honor, the primary goal of his 
Indian policy was to acquire Indian lands. 
Whenever treaty offers were refused by the 
tribes, as they often were, he saw no 
alternative but—to use his preferred 
euphemism—‘extirpate’ (destroy) them.



   Subsequent presidents invariably followed 
Washington’s lead, with a long, dismal 
record of conflicted, hypocritical, and 
ultimately disastrous policies toward Native 
Americans. Innumerable treaties were 
signed and almost immediately abrogated,  

and continuing intrusions by white settlers 
made even meager subsistence on largely 
barren reservations increasingly difficult.
    Jefferson’s policy of establishing trading 
posts on reservations was deliberately 
designed to drive Indians into debt and 
force them to relinquish land in order to pay 

their bills—and while Monroe created a 
Bureau of Indian Affairs in 1824, it 
immediately lapsed into the mire of 
corruption in which it arguably still resides.
    William Harrison and Zachary Taylor 
both ran for president specifically on their 
reputations as war heroes (i.e., Indian killers).    
Harrison’s famous campaign slogan 
‘Tippicanoe and Tyler, too’ referred to his 
1811 battle with Shawnee leader Tecumseh 
near the Tippicanoe River, while Taylor had 
fought hard for Indian removal in the Second 
Seminole War, even requesting special 
permission to use bloodhounds to track 
Indians through the swamps of Florida. 
During his term, the 1849 Gold Rush set off 
the bloodiest stage of westward expansion 
in history, reducing California’s Indian 
population by 80 percent in two decades.
    But the low point of the government’s 
relations with America’s native peoples was 
undoubtedly the administration of Andrew 
Jackson—nicknamed ‘Sharp Knife’ for his 
habit of ordering troops to systematically 
kill and mutilate Indian women and children 
after massacres during the Seminole Wars.
    Jackson oversaw the Indian Removal Act 
of 1830, which authorized the removal of 
46,000 Native Americans from their remain-
ing lands east of the Mississippi River to 
reservations in the western territories. 

In the infamous Trail of Tears, over 4000 
Cherokees died of cold and starvation on 
the long winter march. (An enduring 
symbol of genocide to Native Americans, 
many still routinely refuse to use the U.S. 
$20 bill, which bears Jackson’s portrait.)
   In 1871, Ulysses S. Grant signed the 
Indian Appropriations Act, ending 
recognition of tribes as sovereign nations, 
and along with it the government’s self-
serving, fraudulent treaty-making process
—and in an 1886 speech, future president 
Theodore Roosevelt brazenly declared that
“the only good Indians are dead Indians.” 
    Native Americans continued to fight 
back, but the long series of Indian Wars 
(over sixty from 1776 to 1890) were coming 
to an end. The Wounded Knee massacre of 
1890 marked the last time the U.S. militia 
systematically slaughtered Indians, and the 
frontier was officially declared closed by 
the U.S. Census Bureau that same year.    
   During the administration of Rutherford 
Hayes in 1877, warfare was officially 
replaced with policy of ‘assimilation,’ with 
boarding schools set up throughout the 
reservation system in order to coerce young 
natives into abandoning their tribal cultures. 
    Ironically, however, Hayes would never 
have become president had a plan 
succeeded to nominate yet another famous 
Indian-killer, George Armstrong Custer.  
    Custer became a national celebrity after 
lying about fearlessly engaging a pack of 
fierce warriors at Oklahoma’s Washita River 
in 1868—actually a predawn massacre of 
mostly old men, women and children. 
   1876 was a centennial year, and the plan 
was for Custer to kill yet more sleeping 
Indians that summer and be swept into the 
presidency in the resulting patriotic fervor. 
Instead, Custer led a charge of 200 men into 
a camp of over a thousand armed warriors
—at a place called Little Big Horn. ◾


