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In December 1912, Mississippi representative Pat Harrison (here) stood before Congress and delivered an 

impassioned speech on behalf of the Choctaw Indians living in his district along the Gulf Coast. “Mr. Chairman,” 

Harrison announced, “the Choctaw Indians always stood with the white men of the South,” and he then called on 

Congress to support legislation allowing Mississippi Choctaws access to the resources of the Choctaw Nation of 

Oklahoma. Photograph courtesy of the Collections of the Library of Congress.
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I
n December �9�2, Mississippi representative Pat Harrison stood be-
fore Congress and delivered an impassioned speech on behalf of 
the Choctaw Indians living in his district along the Gulf Coast. In a 
heavily edited version of the past, Harrison announced, “Mr. Chair-
man, the Choctaw Indians always stood with the white men of the 

South,” and called on Congress to support legislation allowing Mississippi Choc-
taws access to the resources of the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma.� Descendants 
of those who had remained in Mississippi when the Choctaw Nation ceded its ter-
ritory there and moved to Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma) in the �8�0s, 
Mississippi’s Choctaws had withdrawn into isolated, poverty-stricken ethnic en-
claves where virtually all subsisted as sharecroppers and low-paid day laborers. 
While the Choctaws were not officially classified under the segregation statutes 
as “colored,” they nonetheless suffered routine racial segregation and discrimina-
tion. They had no access to “white” schools and facilities, and state poll taxes and 
literacy requirements disenfranchised them. Yet Harrison and the Mississippi con-
gressional delegation, all ardent supporters of segregation, were seeking redress 
for the injustice the Indians had suffered in the removal era and more recently 
when the United States had closed the roll of the Choctaw Nation in Oklahoma, 
excluding most Mississippi Choctaws from the benefits of Choctaw Nation citi-
zenship. This support of the Choctaws was an interesting twist in the state’s racial 
politics.
 The Mississippi congressional delegation’s efforts reflected a change in the re-
lationship between Choctaws and the state’s politicians. The early-nineteenth-
century politicians had answered the Indians’ cries for justice by hounding them 
out of the state. The willingness of Mississippi’s civic leaders to carry the Choctaw 
banner in the early twentieth century raises significant questions. Why did these 
men advocate for the Choctaws, who, disenfranchised and impoverished, could 
neither vote nor contribute to their campaign chests? Why were men passionately 
committed to white supremacy interested in a non-white minority? What does this 
crusade on behalf of the Mississippi Choctaws reveal about racial attitudes in the 
biracial South and the place of Indians in this system? The answers to these ques-
tions are complex, but the Choctaws’ symbolic value for Mississippi politicians 
certainly had risen slowly over the eighty-two years since removal. The campaign 
to win government services for them reflected these developments.
 The legislators argued that the United States, not Mississippi, had an obliga-
tion to help the Choctaws, because their troubles stemmed from the failure of 
the federal government to honor the commitments it made in Article �� of the 
Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, the removal treaty negotiated in �8�0 between 
the Choctaw Nation and the United States. Article �� had promised all Choctaws 
who wanted to stay in Mississippi and become citizens of the state (and subject to 
its repressive racial laws) could do so if they registered appropriately with William 
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Ward, the government representative who would issue them an allotment of land. 
Ward was an inept drunkard, however, and he refused to enroll the majority of 
qualified Indians. Some who received allotments lost their land when Mississippi 
citizens threatened them with arrest, whipped them, and drove them out of their 
homes, claiming that they had bought them at auction. In calling for redress, 
however, Mississippi politicians recalled the conduct of the federal government 
and conveniently forgot how Mississippi settlers had behaved.

Although the Choctaws were not officially classified under the segregation statutes of the time as “colored,” they 

nonetheless suffered routine racial segregation and discrimination. They had no access to “white” schools and 

facilities, and state poll taxes and literacy requirements disenfranchised them. A Choctaw woman pounding corn 

in a wooden mortar (likely in Louisiana), 1909, photographed by the Bureau of American Ethnology, courtesy of 

the National Anthropological Archives in the Smithsonian Museum Support Center.



Mississippi Choctaws and Racial Politics �5

 Throughout the �8�0s the remaining Choctaws in Mississippi had repeatedly 
petitioned the federal government to keep the promises of Article ��, but by the 
end of the decade it was clear that they would not prevail. They then withdrew 
into their own communities, mostly on public land in east–central Mississippi 
and along the Gulf Coast, where they lived at the subsistence level. These Choc-
taws did not intermingle with either whites or blacks, spoke their native language 
almost exclusively, and perpetuated a Choctaw worldview and identity. The few 
scattered accounts of white interaction with the Choctaws in the �850s revealed 
white contempt for the Indians. In Mississippi Scenes, published in �85�, a wealthy 
planter named Joseph Beckham Cobb wrote that the Choctaw were cowardly, 
duplicitous, filthy, and mean, “hardly above the animals.” In the racial hierarchy 
in Mississippi, Indians were at the very bottom: “Although slaves for life, and 
begetting slaves, I do not know a negro that would countenance an exchange of 
situations with a Choctaw or Chickasaw Indian.” The Mississippi planters with 
whom Frederick Law Olmsted interacted in �85� professed a similar judgment.2

 The “ignoble savages” portrayed by Olmsted and Cobb also appeared in William 
Gilmore Simms’s �8�5 short narrative, “Oakatibbe or the Choctaw Sampson.” 
Simms portrays the majority of Choctaws in this story as poor and wretched, but 
there is one character whose nobility represented the romanticized memory of 
the “vanished” Choctaw Nation. The plot revolves around Oakatibbe, a Choctaw 
man who had killed another Choctaw named Loblolly Jack when the two were em-
ployed picking cotton for a planter named Colonel Harris, whom Simms visited 
in �82�. For Simms, Oakatibbe had stood in sharp relief from rank and file Choc-
taws. He was “one of the most noble specimens of physical manhood that my eyes 
had ever beheld,” hard-working, smart, and friendly, as compared to the rest of 
the Choctaws whom he viewed as lazy, sullen, and backwards—a “fast decaying 
people.” When Oakatibbe caught Jack pressing a stick onto the scales that Harris 
used to weigh the cotton Jack’s wife had picked, Oakatibbe exposed the fraud; in 
the resulting quarrel later that night, he killed Loblolly Jack. 
 Choctaw law required that Oakatibbe’s clan owed the clan of Loblolly Jack one 
life in recompense for this murder. Even though both Harris and Simms urged 
Oakatibbe to run away, he accepted responsibility for his actions and nobly laid 
down his life in payment for his debt. As Simms gazed down into Oakatibbe’s 
grave, he grieved the loss of this “noble [man] who, under other more favour-
ing circumstances, might have been a father to his nation,”� capturing, in this 
one tragic tale, the ambivalence that Mississippians felt towards the Choctaws. 
Oakatibbe’s courage and integrity, representing the once mighty people, con-
trasted harshly with the “degraded” condition of the “remnant” Choctaw Nation. 
It would be a long time before white Mississippians viewed the Choctaws by the 
former image instead of the latter.
 Attitudes toward the Choctaws began to change following the Civil War and 
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Reconstruction. Colonel J. F. H. Claiborne, who had led the charge to remove 
the Choctaws in the �8�0s, bemoaned the tragedy of their dispossession in �880 in 
Mississippi As a Province, Territory, and State. He referred to the Choctaws as “those 
noble natives of our soil,” and blamed their suffering on the federal government. 
Despite his earlier attempts to drive them from the state, Claiborne now found 
true nobility in the Choctaws’ ardent affection for their homelands: “This is the 

By 1912, the Choctaws’ symbolic value for Mississippi politicians had risen slowly over the eighty-two years since 

Removal. Pisatuntema, a Choctaw man, 1909, photographed by the Bureau of American Ethnology (likely in 

Louisiana), courtesy of the National Anthropological Archives in the Smithsonian Museum Support Center.
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foundation of all patriotism. The most heroic actions in history spring from this 
source. In the South, it should be cultivated and impressed on our children; the 
first lesson in every household should be ‘God and our native soil.’” Henry S. Hal-
bert and Belle Scott, teachers who were working among the Choctaws in the �880s 
and �890s, also equated the Indians’ love of their ancestral lands with true patrio-
tism.� In the years following Reconstruction, Mississippians recast the Choctaws’ 
refusal to emigrate, which they had viewed as ignorant intransigence in the �8�0s, 
as a tragically doomed defense of their homelands from incursions by a stronger 
power, implicitly paralleling white southerners’ experience with invasion. 
 In the �890s several others who had grown up with the Choctaws in Mississippi 
penned sentimental works about the virtuous Indians they had known. In �89� 
Horatio Bardwell Cushman, whose parents had been missionaries to the Choc-
taws in the early nineteenth century, represented the Choctaws as noble savages in 
History of the Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Natchez Indians. In the �898 American Antiquarian 
and Oriental Journal, John A. Watkins, who had lived near the Choctaws before 
removal, also declared them “a moral people” who had never deceived anyone. 

In Mississippi Scenes, the wealthy planter 

Joseph Beckham Cobb wrote that the Choctaw 

were cowardly, duplicitous, filthy, and mean—

“hardly above the animals.” In the racial 

hierarchy in Mississippi, Indians were at the 

very bottom: “Although slaves for life, and 

begetting slaves, I do not know a negro that 

would countenance an exchange of situations 

with a Choctaw or Chickasaw Indian.” Title 

page from Mississippi Scenes, 1851.



Attitudes toward the Choctaws began to change following the Civil War and Reconstruction. Colonel J. F. H. 

Claiborne, who had led the charge to remove the Choctaws in the 1840s, bemoaned the tragedy of their dispossession 

in Mississippi As a Province, Territory, and State in 1880. He referred to the Choctaws as “those noble 

natives of our soil,” and blamed their suffering on the federal government, despite his earlier attempts to drive them 

from the state. A Choctaw woman, part of a delegation sent to Washington, D.C., twelve years before Claiborne’s 

self-reported change of heart, photographed by Antonio Zeno Shindler, Bureau of American Ethnology, courtesy of 

the National Anthropological Archives in the Smithsonian Museum Support Center.



Mississippi Choctaws and Racial Politics �9

Similarly, Newton County resident A. J. Brown, who grew up near a community 
of Choctaws by Conehatta, Mississippi, published a county history in �895, which 
proclaimed that “in their primeval state,” the Choctaws were “the most honest, 
virtuous people of which we have account.” In addition to praising the Choctaws’ 
natural virtue, these authors also lauded their military prowess, citing the Choc-
taws’ history of defending the United States in general and noting the actions of 
the famous Choctaw warrior Pushmataha in particular. Pushmataha was a hero to 
many Americans because he had convinced the Choctaws not to join Tecumseh’s 
Indian uprising in �8�2 and had aided General Andrew Jackson in his defeat of the 
Red Stick Creeks in the �8�� Creek War.5 The Choctaws were now the noblest of 
noble savages and, as such, they also were disappearing.
 The “vanishing Indian” was a popular view of Native peoples in the late  
nineteenth century. Although he wrote about Choctaws still living in his neigh-
borhood, Brown grieved the Choctaws’ demise. “They have gone from our midst,” 
he wrote. “A peculiar people has passed away,” leaving only a “remnant” that was 
fast declining due to pulmonary disease. Seeing the once prosperous and populous 
tribe reduced to a few thousand people struggling with poverty, Mississippians 
concluded that the Choctaws were in the process of fading from history. Educators 
who worked among the Choctaws in the late nineteenth century complicated this 
idea, however, simultaneously noting the Choctaws’ continued Indian identity—
seen in their use of their native language, closed communities, attachment to their 
ancestral homelands, and continued Choctaw worldview—and their “progress,” 
most notably their acceptance of Christianity and their willingness to educate their 
children in white-sponsored schools. This tension between the “vanishing” and 
the “progressing” Indians inspired Cushman, Watkins, Claiborne, and others to 
publish accounts of Choctaw “traditional” culture in the �880s and �890s, before 
their growing “advancement” caused them to fade away.6 
 The outpouring of sentiment for all things Confederate that animated the state 
at the turn of the century may have improved perceptions of the Choctaws in the 
years following Reconstruction. In �888 the state legislature provided pensions for 
former soldiers who had been maimed during the Civil War and erected a memo-
rial to the Confederate dead on the state capitol grounds. The death of former 
Confederate president Jefferson Davis near Biloxi the following year produced an 
enormous outpouring of grief that added to the glorification of the Lost Cause 
across the state.� In keeping with this theme, the contributions of Choctaw sol-
diers during the Civil War undoubtedly contributed to the rehabilitation of their 
reputation among Mississippians.
 The First Battalion of Choctaw Indians had been formed in �862. These Choc-
taw soldiers were captured during a training exercise; some escaped and returned 
to Mississippi, but many others served for the remainder of the war, folded into 
Major S. G. Spann’s Battalion of Mounted Scouts. Spann selected Eahantatubbee, 
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also known as Jack Amos, to be his interpreter and recruiter because he was, al-
legedly, “the grand-nephew of the great Chief Pushmataha.” The next year Choc-
taw soldiers distinguished themselves during the Battle of Vicksburg when tor-
rential rains washed out a bridge over the Chunky River, sweeping a train carrying 
Confederate soldiers into the churning waters. Jack Amos led the Choctaws in the 
rescue effort, saving twenty-two and burying the bodies of the ninety-six who per-
ished in the accident.8 In the fires of Civil War, the Choctaws briefly had reclaimed 
their status as warriors, and Mississippians recalled the most famous Choctaw 
warrior, Pushmataha.
 By the turn of the century, celebrations of Choctaw warriors appeared among 
Confederate veterans’ organizations and in their publications. In �90� a group of 
Confederate veterans organized Camp Dabney H. Maury no. ���2 to celebrate 
Choctaw service to the Confederacy; eighteen Choctaw veterans joined this group 
(and consequently began collecting pensions). Confederate reunions featured 
Choctaw veterans from both Mississippi and Indian Territory who were “feasted 
by the ladies and lauded by the press.” Recalling the Choctaws’ heroic rescue at 
Vicksburg, Spann spoke in �905 of his campaign to place a memorial on the burial 

In the 1890s several authors cited the Choctaws’ history of defending the United States and noted the actions in 

particular of the famous Choctaw warrior Pushmataha, who remained hero to many white Americans because 

he had convinced the Choctaws not to join Tecumseh’s Indian uprising in 1812 and had aided General Andrew 

Jackson in his defeat of the Red Stick Creeks in the 1813 Creek War. Over a century after the Creek War, some 

Choctaws, such as this injured WWI soldier in France, would continue their people’s legacy of defending the 

United States. Photograph by the Office of Indian Affairs.
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site, “commemorating alike the memory of these Confederate heroes and per-
petuate [sic] the testimonial of the patriotic devotion exhibited by the Choctaw 
Indian braves, whose prowess and fidelity to the Confederate cause entitle them to 
the respect of our Confederate soldiery everywhere.” Spann concluded by specu-
lating on the Indians’ particular talents for warfare. He praised their bravery—
“the Indian fears nothing”—but cautioned that Indians did not fare well with the 
modern military tactics, which presented “too many surprises for his manner of 
savage warfare.” The Indian was best as a scout, for “his instinct for courses and 
geographic precision is equal to the bee and surpasses the horse or other animals.”9 
In short, Spann was willing to commend the Indians for their service but he inter-
preted their “inferior” abilities by reference to innate animalistic qualities held by 
“savages.” Nonetheless, the Choctaws’ conduct in the Civil War had helped greatly 
to rehabilitate their image, and the campaign to win government services for the 
Choctaws in the early twentieth century echoed all of these notions of virtuous 
Indians and noble warriors and brought them into the political arena. 

Seeing the once prosperous and populous tribe reduced to a few thousand people struggling with poverty, 

Mississippians concluded that the Choctaws were in the process of fading from history. Educators who worked 

among the Choctaws in the late nineteenth century complicated this idea, simultaneously noting both the Choctaws’ 

continued Indian identity—seen in their use of their native language, closed communities, attachment to their 

ancestral homelands, and continued Choctaw worldview—and their “progress.” Choctaws (place unknown) 

photographed by the Bureau of American Ethnology, courtesy of the National Anthropological Archives in the 

Smithsonian Museum Support Center.
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 This crusade already had begun with the passage of the Curtis Act in �898. The 
Curtis Act extended the policy of allotment and assimilation to the five southern 
tribes that had been removed to Indian Territory, which originally had been exempt 
from the Dawes Act of �88�. The General Allotment, or Dawes Act, sought to de-
stroy Indian tribalism by allotting lands to individuals and assimilating them into 
non-Indian American culture. Mississippi representative John Sharp Williams of 
the fifth district, where the majority of Choctaw communities remained, joined 
with the Oklahoma Choctaws in urging inclusion of the Mississippi Choctaws 
under the Curtis Act. Although there were no tribal lands in Mississippi to allot, 
politicians hoped to secure land for the Mississippi Choctaws in Oklahoma and 
transportation at the federal government’s expense to claim that land. The Curtis 
Act authorized a commission to determine who should be included on the al-
lotment rolls, and commissioners traveled to Mississippi to compile a roster of 
eligible Choctaws, estimating that approximately �,92� Choctaws were entitled to 
allotments in and removal to Oklahoma—if they acted within six months.
 The process was seriously flawed. Appropriations were insufficient for the gov-
ernment to cover the expenses of all Choctaws who wanted to go, so contractors 
transported many in exchange for payment or a lien on their allotments. Further-
more, some landowners did everything they could to thwart the exodus of their 
labor force, including threatening them with arrest. Additionally, many Choctaws 
who wanted to claim land never had an opportunity to do so when they discov-
ered that the commission had ruled them ineligible for enrollment. In spite of 
these serious injustices, the federal government closed the Choctaw Nation rolls 

The First Battalion of Choctaw Indians had 

been formed in 1862. These Choctaw soldiers 

were captured during a training exercise; some 

escaped and returned to Mississippi, but many 

others served for the remainder of the war, folded 

into Major S. G. Spann’s Battalion of Mounted 

Scouts. Spann selected Eahantatubbee (here, 

also known as Jack Amos) to be his interpreter 

and recruiter because he was, allegedly, “the 

grand-nephew of the great Chief Pushmataha.” 

Photograph courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.



Mississippi Choctaws and Racial Politics ��

in �90�, by which time approximately �,6�� Mississippi Choctaws had relocated 
to Oklahoma, while roughly one thousand remained in Mississippi. The closing 
of the rolls, the federal government maintained, forever cut the Choctaws in Mis-
sissippi off from enrollment with the Choctaw Nation. 
 Although they had not traveled to Oklahoma to receive allotments, Mississippi 
Choctaws maintained that they had an ongoing interest in the other resources 
that citizens of the Choctaw Nation continued to hold—in particular, land values 
and coal and asphalt reserves. Relying on a provision in Article �� of the Treaty of 
Dancing Rabbit Creek that “persons who claim [land in Mississippi] under this 
article shall not lose the privilege of a Choctaw citizen, but if they ever remove, are 
not entitled to any portion of the Choctaw annuity,” a group of Indian claimants 
hired lawyers and asserted their rights as citizens of the Choctaw Nation. In their 
view, this clause in Article �� entitled them to share in the assets of the Choctaw 
Nation in Oklahoma without moving West. They regarded a share of the assets as 
a legitimate treaty right under Article �� and as compensation for dispossession 
by the inept Agent Ward in the years following removal. In �9�2 one of these peti-

The Curtis Act extended 

the policy of allotment 

and assimilation to the 

five southern tribes that 

had been removed to 

Indian Territory, which 

originally had been 

exempt from the Dawes 

Act of 1887. Mississippi 

representative John 

Sharp Williams (here) 

of the fifth district, 

where the majority of 

Choctaw communities 

remained, joined with the 

Oklahoma Choctaws in 

urging inclusion of the 

Mississippi Choctaws 

under the Curtis Act. 

Photograph courtesy of 

the Collections of the 

Library of Congress.
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tioners persuaded Representative Harrison to introduce a bill to reopen the rolls 
of the Choctaw Nation to add qualified Article �� claimants.�0

 This began a six-year legal battle over the rights of the Mississippi Choctaws. 
Reflecting the new concern for the Mississippi Choctaws and seizing the opportu-
nity to right the wrongs done them, Harrison’s Mississippi congressional delega-
tion leapt to the barricades. Over his eight years in the House of Representatives, 
Harrison spent more time attempting to win resources for the Mississippi Choc-
taws than he did on any other piece of legislation, introducing and modifying 
enrollment bills at least four times. Representatives Percy E. Quin of the seventh 
district, which included the western Gulf Coast; William Webb Venable, who now 
represented the fifth district; and Senator James Kimble Vardaman and newly 
elected Senator John Sharp Williams joined the fight. As members of the Mis-
sissippi Democratic Party, these men were committed to segregation and white 
supremacy, and yet they campaigned for a group whom Mississippians regarded 
as “colored” and effectively disenfranchised. In hearings for the Harrison bill Wil-
liams, for example, expressly stated that the Choctaws were not his constituents: 
“Now, they have not votes: they are nothing politically to me,” he announced as 
he began his speech in favor of the enrollment bill. “They are not my constituents; 
they are nobody’s constituents on the surface of the earth unless they are God’s.” 
Williams contrasted this situation with the Oklahoma Choctaws, noting that the 
“chief difference” between the two was that “a Choctaw in Mississippi has no vote 
and a Choctaw in Oklahoma has.” He explained to his colleagues in the Senate 
that this meant that the Mississippi Choctaws had “no representative at all except 
voluntary representatives who help them out of sentiment.”�� 
 What “sentiments” motivated Williams and the other Choctaw supporters? 
First, the Choctaws had political value as symbols of southerners’ love for and 
defense of their homelands. In the Congressional debates over the Choctaws, the 
members of the Mississippi delegation revealed great admiration for the Indi-
ans’ devotion to their ancestral lands, particularly their “hunting grounds.” Frus-
trated when those opposing his bill had insisted that the Mississippi Choctaws 
could have prevented their dispossession by moving to the West where land was 
available, an exasperated Williams explained that “they very properly said, ‘we 
prefer to stay here.’” Williams extolled the bounty of the Choctaws’ Mississippi 
homelands, proclaiming that, “The Senator from Oklahoma surely never ate a 
Youghioheny [River region] squirrel. And he never ate one of those channel cat 
[fish] out of the streams of that part of Mississippi, and he never went fishing up 
about Lake Burnside, or he would not say that a sensible Indian could be appealed 
to to [sic] leave that country to go to Oklahoma.” In a �9�6 speech, Harrison again 
praised the Choctaws’ love of their homelands, asserting that they only signed the 
Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek because Article �� guaranteed that some of them 
could remain near “their burial places and their accustomed hunting grounds.” In 
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other hearings both Senators Williams and Vardaman also referenced the Choc-
taws’ connection to their terrain; Williams called the Choctaws’ original territory 
“the happiest hunting ground in the Union,” and concluded that “they are happy 
hunting grounds even yet, notwithstanding the intrusion of population.” Varda-
man asked that the Choctaws not be penalized because “they did not want to leave 

The federal government closed the Choctaw Nation rolls in 1907, by which time approximately 1,634 Mississippi 

Choctaws had relocated to Oklahoma, while roughly one thousand remained in Mississippi. The closing of the rolls, the 

federal government maintained, forever cut off the Choctaws in Mississippi from enrollment with the Choctaw Nation. 

Heleema (“Louise”), a Choctaw woman (possibly from Louisiana) photographed by the Bureau of American 

Ethnology, courtesy of the National Anthropological Archives in the Smithsonian Museum Support Center.
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the land of their fathers.”�2 In using this imagery Mississippi politicians echoed 
Colonel J. F. H. Claiborne’s implicit linking of Choctaw resistance to removal with 
the Lost Cause. The sympathy for the Choctaws’ passion for their native soil, then, 
served as an assertion of regional identity. 
 Such rhetoric also established the paternalistic nature of the relationship. 
Ignoring the fact that the Choctaw had been an agricultural people for centuries, 
Mississippi’s elected officials depicted them as “simple” hunters and gatherers, 
a condescending and distancing stereotype that emphasized the superiority of 
their white benefactors. The Choctaw crusade was meant to signal the delegation’s 
commitment to justice and charity, a significant component of their identity as 
Christians who sought to uplift the “worthy poor.” Virtually every speech made by 
a Mississippi politician during the debate over Harrison’s bill lamented the Choc-
taws’ terrible poverty and pleaded for their relief as a moral duty. Harrison termed 
them “poor, distressed, and needy” and called on his colleagues to “deal justly 
and fairly.” Williams proclaimed, “I want the Senate to do these people justice,” 
and Vardaman preached that neglecting to appropriate funds for the Choctaws 
was “not humane” and “not in keeping with our ideas of duty to the weak, to the 
helpless, and the needy.”
 Vardaman also evoked the “vanishing Indian” image in his plea, asserting that 
“these long-suffering stoics of the woods” were “dying out very rapidly,” and that 
it would “only be a few years before there will not be any of these Indians left,” a 
tragic outcome, given the delegation’s general consensus that the Choctaws were 
an honest, hard-working, and gentle people. Williams, in particular, asserted that 
Choctaws lived “an honest and simple life” and “never possessed a white man’s 
love of money,” with Harrison concurring that “these Mississippi Choctaws are 
good people.” The delegation’s rhetoric of the Choctaws’ virtue was analogous to 
the oratory of southern virtue found in speeches commemorating the Confederacy 
and the southern way of life, and the Mississippi politicians thus displayed their 
own integrity as southerners by their attempts to help them.��

 The racial categorization of Choctaws was complicated. Indeed, in his rhetoric, 
Williams even elevated the Indians above poor whites and African Americans. 
On two separate occasions he informed the Senate Chamber that when he hired 
people from all three groups to do chores for him, he had to verify the work done 
by whites and “darkeys” but not Indians. These interactions suggest that, while 
racial politics rigidly separated white people from “colored” and confined the 
latter to an inferior position, racial categories were more fluid in practice. Missis-
sippi politicians saw the Choctaws as long-suffering “noble savages” despite their 
low social status as non-white, a nobility also evidenced by their “racial purity.” 
Choctaws very rarely intermarried with either whites or blacks, and celebrations of 
“full blood Choctaws” abound in the rhetoric of Mississippi politicians. Harrison 
frequently read into the congressional record excerpts from numerous reports 



In the congressional debates over the Choctaws, the members of the Mississippi delegation revealed great  

admiration for the Indians’ devotion to their ancestral lands, particularly their “hunting grounds.” A Choctaw 

man (likely from Louisiana) removing hair from an animal and pounding animal skin during the tanning 

process, 1909, photographed by the Bureau of American Ethnology, courtesy of the National Anthropological 

Archives in the Smithsonian Museum Support Center.



�8 sout hern cultures,  Winter 2008 : Katherine M. B. Osburn

from �896 to �90� that noted that the Mississippi Choctaws were “full bloods.” He 
explained that those Indians deemed full bloods had been “looked at and over at 
close range, who were studied, who passed the inspection” and implored his col-
leagues, “Do not be misled by men saying that they are half breeds and Negroes 
and all that. They are full blood Choctaw Indians.” As a U.S. Representative, 
Williams had made Choctaw “blood” the centerpiece of his petition to Congress 
for the Choctaws in his district. He began his appeal “your humble petitioners are 
full-blood Choctaw Indians” and filed a bill to allow the “full-blood Mississippi 
Choctaws” to make their case for rights in the Choctaw Nation in the Court of 
Claims, because “citizenship in the Choctaw Nation exists by virtue of blood.”��

 After he became a senator, Williams continued to emphasize full-bloodedness, 
explicitly criticizing the government’s standard of evidence that required the 
Choctaws to provide solid proof of descent from an Article �� claimant—despite 
the fact that Choctaws kept no written records—and arguing instead that the 
commission should enroll them in the Choctaw Nation on the basis of their Indian 
“blood.” Like Harrison, he declared that the degree of a Mississippi Choctaw’s 
“blood” was plainly visible and asserted that a “sensible [person] knew a white 
man from a Negro, and knew a Negro from an Indian, and knew an Indian from 
either of the other two.” Williams further declared that he wanted resources only 
for the “full bloods” and “half bloods” and for no others, an argument Vardaman 
took further when he protested that Choctaws in Oklahoma, “many of whom are 
more white than Indian,” should not be allowed to “rob the full bloods.” Varda-
man also informed the Senate that their colleagues from Mississippi and Alabama 
had been “deeply aroused” when they heard that “there were full blood Choctaws 
in Mississippi” who had been denied the services and protection of the federal 
government. Because the Choctaws had kept themselves “racially pure,” the Mis-
sissippi delegation believed that they deserved aid.�5 
 The Mississippi congressional delegation’s criticism of the enrollment policy 
also reflected their general hostility toward the federal government. Harrison 
asserted that federal officials, having completely bungled the administration of 
Article ��, were solely responsible for the Indians’ dispossession. Similarly, the 
incompetence of the federal commission kept the names of over �,000 “full-blood 
Choctaws” off the Oklahoma rolls when they were implementing the provisions 
of the Curtis Act. Harrison summarized this record of incompetence as a matter 
of injustice: “Gentlemen, I submit to you that the Congress of the United States 
has never been fair with these Indians.” Likewise, Williams proclaimed that there 
was no more “shameful” incident in the history of Indian-white relations than that 
of “the manner in which the Choctaw Indians have been dealt with by the United 
States Government,” and Congressman Quin asked, “If the Federal Government 
itself had an irresponsible agent who caused the ignorant and credulous Choctaw 
Indians of Mississippi to be imposed upon in �8�0, why is it not honest and right 
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for the American Congress in �9�6 to rectify the situation?” Senator Vardaman 
further lamented that the federal government’s neglect had reduced the Choctaws 
to “simply flotsams and jetsams on the sea of life.”�6 Advocating for the Choctaws 
gave Mississippi politicians an opportunity to denounce the federal government 
and buttress their own position on states’ rights. 
 Along with the condemnation of the federal government, however, the delega-
tion’s rhetoric also appealed to whites’ patriotism, invoking the Choctaws’ history 
of good relations with the United States as well as the South. Senator Williams 
explained that “the Mississippi Choctaw has tied himself to the white man’s heart-
strings by years of service . . . fighting with him side by side.” Representative Quin 
informed the House that the Choctaw “went out with old Andrew Jackson and 
waded through mud and blood up to their navals [sic] and fought for the Ameri-
can flag, and yet this Congress can not give them justice.” Likewise, Harrison 
contrasted the Choctaws’ military assistance to the “white people” against such 
“barbarous and warlike tribes” as the Creeks, who had fought the United States 
during the War of �8�2. Moreover, he reminded Congress, the Choctaws had given 
the nation the great warrior Pushmataha, who was buried with honors “in yon-

Senator James Kimble Vardaman (here, c. 1913) evoked the “vanishing Indian” image in his plea, asserting that 

“these long-suffering stoics of the woods” were “dying out very rapidly,” and that it would be “only be a few years 

before there will not be any of these Indians left.” Photograph courtesy of the Collections of the Library of Congress.
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der Congressional Cemetery” in Washington, D.C. Pushmataha and his Choctaw 
brethren, the story went, had saved the United States from destruction in its early 
years by refusing to join in Tecumseh’s uprising during the War of �8�2. Accord-
ingly, it was not the citizens of Mississippi who had to repay this debt; rather, the 
entire nation owed the descendants of these brave warriors.��

 Harrison’s invoking of Pushmataha to personalize the Choctaw cause followed 

Mississippi politicians saw the Choctaws as long-suffering “noble savages” despite their low social status as non-

white, a nobility evidenced in part by their “racial purity.” Choctaws very rarely intermarried with either whites 

or blacks, and celebrations of “full blood Choctaws” abound in the rhetoric of Mississippi politicians. A Choctaw 

woman (likely from Louisiana) in 1909, photographed by the Bureau of American Ethnology, courtesy of the 

National Anthropological Archives in the Smithsonian Museum Support Center.



Pushmataha and his Choctaw brethren, according to the Mississippi delegation, had saved the United States from 

destruction in its early years. Accordingly, it was not the citizens of Mississippi who had to repay this debt; rather, 

the entire nation owed the descendants of these brave warriors. While Mississippians rarely accepted responsibility 

for their role in dispossession, the messages of their elected officials seem to acknowledge that Removal was a terrible 

tragedy requiring reparations. A Choctaw boy, part of a delegation sent to Washington, D.C., thirty-eight years 

after Removal, photographed by Antonio Zeno Shindler, Bureau of American Ethnology, courtesy of the National 

Anthropological Archives in the Smithsonian Museum Support Center.
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the writings of those who had chronicled Choctaw history. Citing the legend of 
Pushmataha’s divine origins, Harrison called him “that great Indian Chief and 
warrior of whom it is said had neither father nor mother, but that on one occasion 
the lightning flashed and a bolt struck a tall pine tree, and from its splintered 
trunk sprang Pushmataha.” Harrison deferred to the Great Chief in arguing for 
the Choctaws, proclaiming, “No words of mine could better portray the good and 
true character of these people” than could Pushmataha’s words, before citing the 
Great Chief ’s final speech pleading against removal, given in Washington, D.C., 
days before his death in �82�: “I came here when I was a young man—to see my 
father Jefferson. He told me if we ever got in trouble we must run and tell him. I 
am come.”�8 Harrison concluded his speech with a final appeal to the memory of 
Pushmataha.

And today, even though Pushmataha has long since gone to the happy hunting 
ground, his spirit still lives and animates the breasts of the scattered remnant 
of his race in the land of his nativity, and, methinks, if he were present today 
he would appeal to his white father in yonder White House, to his brethren in 
Oklahoma, to his white friends in this Chamber, and say, ‘Give to the Missis-
sippi Choctaws the rights guaranteed to them under the fourteenth article of 
the treaty of �8�0.’�9

 Each member of Mississippi’s congressional delegation genuinely believed in 
this historical assessment of the Choctaws’ plight and that their advocacy on be-
half of the Choctaws was in the name of a just cause. Perhaps they even felt that 
providing funds for the Indians would rectify the sins the nation’s forefathers had 
committed in Indian Removal. For Harrison and the others in the Mississippi 
delegation, then, perhaps the plight of the Choctaw also represented catharsis 
and redemption, as Vardaman’s words suggested near the end of the hearings: “In 
the name of justice and humanity, I plead with the Senate not to be parsimonious, 
stingy, cold, and calculating in dealing with the helpless wards of this rich Repub-
lic!” While Mississippians rarely accepted responsibility for their role in disposses-
sion, there is a clear sense in the messages of their elected officials that removal was 
a terrible tragedy requiring reparations. The Mississippi delegation spent six years 
urging Congress to provide funds for the Choctaw Indians. Although they failed 
to get the rolls reopened, they did win one major victory, when, in �9��, they man-
aged to convince a congressional committee to travel to Mississippi to investigate 
the Choctaws’ situation. Their colleagues found the conditions appalling, and in 
�9�8 Congress established the Choctaw Agency at Philadelphia, Mississippi. Sub-
sequent appropriations financed the purchase of land, which became a reservation 
and enabled about half of the Choctaws to escape sharecropping by the �950s.20 
Yet, the schools, hospital, and other institutions established exclusively for Choc-
taws after �9�8 had rendered the federal government a sponsor of segregation, and 
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the Choctaws, therefore, would have considerable symbolic value in Mississippi’s 
separationist racial politics.
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