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and under armed guard, accompanied by San Juan County sheriff J.T. Pehrson and his 

two deputies, all three of which were Mormons.24 Though writers and photographers had 

hounded this group during their journey north, eager to get a scoop and a photograph, 

Sheriff Pehrson had limited their access, telling them to “go hang themselves.”25  

 

Fig. 3.6 The initial five prisoners brought to Salt Lake City, along with San Juan Sheriff Pehrson, as 

pictured in the Salt Lake Tribune, March 6, 1915. 

 

 
24 “Sheriff of San Juan Fears More Bloodshed,” Salt Lake Tribune, March 6, 1915. 

 
25 “Renegade Indians Jailed,” Salt Lake Telegram, March 5, 1915. 
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The Salt Lake County jail was a new construction, only five years old in 1915, but 

it was a gloomy building by all accounts. The underground holding cells were poorly lit 

and poorly ventilated, and the first group of captive Utes were confined to this basement 

for three weeks before being taken to the district attorney’s office for their arraignment. 

Forbidden from outings, the prisoners were only allowed to read and to smoke.26 The 

former was impossible since none of the company read, and the latter was dependent on 

the charity of visitors, who were almost completely restricted. One of the exceptions was 

Laura B. Holderby, the assistant of Indian agent Lorenzo Creel.  

Fig. 3.7 The Salt Lake County Jail, as pictured in 1910. Photo courtesy of Utah State Historical Society. 

 

 
26 Laura B. Holderby to Arthur Horn, April 25, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 
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Although Holderby held the title of personal assistant—and received 

corresponding compensation—she contributed far more to the mission of the Indian 

Office than just administrative duties. A non-Mormon transplant to Utah, Holderby was a 

committed Christian Scientist who believed that her work allowed her to be a “channel 

[that God] used in teaching the lesson of Love to these Indians,” and that it was her task 

to help Indigenous peoples learn industry, civilization, and the “lesson of cleanliness.”27 

As such, she regularly visited the reservations in Utah, organizing and supervising 

agricultural clubs, instructing women how to can fruits and vegetables, and monitoring 

the attendance of children at Indian schools.28 An example of one of her “civilizing” 

projects was the organization of Utah’s first all-Indian agricultural fair, held at the 

recently created Skull Valley reservation in 1914.29 Holderby encouraged the Goshutes, 

 
27 Laura B. Holderby to Arthur Horn, April 25, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
28 “Indians Will Be Taught Agriculture,” Salt Lake Telegram, January 21, 1915; “Indian Women Apt Pupils 

in Canning Utah Food Products,” Salt Lake Herald-Republican, July 28, 1915; “Indian ‘Kids’ Have Now 

Quit Playing Hookey,” Salt Lake Telegram, July 17, 1915. 

 
29 The Skull Valley Reservation is located west of the town of Tooele, between the Stansbury and Cedar 

Mountain ranges. The reservation itself was organized by the federal government in 1912, after years of 

Goshute resistance to removal, and was located just south of the Mormon colony of Iosepa, home to over 

two hundred Polynesians (mostly native Hawaiians) who had immigrated to Utah after converting to 

Mormonism in their home islands. The missionaries encouraged their converts to emigrate to the religion’s 

home base for the purpose of participating in sacred temple ceremonies, but when these Hawaiian 

Mormons arrived in Utah in the late 1870s and 1880s, they found integration into the predominantly white 

culture of the church to be exceedingly difficult. Church leaders encouraged the Hawaiians to select a site 

away from the Salt Lake Valley to build their own colony, which they began in 1889. Choosing the name 

Iosepa (Hawaiian for “Joseph,” the name of the religion’s founder Joseph Smith and the name of then-

president of the church Joseph F. Smith), these converts attempted to create a self-sustaining community in 

a harsh environment unlike any of them had been used to in their tropical homelands. By 1915, the town 

was failing, and when Joseph F. Smith announced plans to construct a temple in Hawaii, nearly all the 

islanders decided to return to the Pacific, leaving Iosepa a ghost town. This small valley in central Utah is 

another example of both the federal government and the Mormon church attempting to manage non-white 

communities and massage them into their own culture, while simultaneously “othering” them and 

restricting their access to full membership within that community. For more information on native 

Hawaiians in Utah, see Matthew Kester, “Race, Religion, and Citizenship in Mormon Country: Native 

Hawaiians in Salt Lake City, 1869-1889,” Western Historical Quarterly 40:1 (Spring 2009): 51-76; 

Matthew Kester, Remembering Iosepa: History, Place, and Religion in the American West (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2013).  
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Utes, Paiutes, and Shoshones to exhibit canned foods, prize crops, and baked goods—

along with traditional beadwork and leatherworking—for cash prizes.30 This would 

“stimulate competition” among the Indigenous groups and aid in their transition to the 

United States’ capitalist society, she reasoned. Providing cash incentives and public 

recognition for their handiwork, both traditional and Euro-American, Holderby told 

reporters, would serve to “educate the Indians in different forms of agriculture and 

domestic pursuits in order that they may better be prepared to gain a livelihood for 

themselves, thus making them ultimately independent.” 31 Holderby deemed the first 

Indian fair such a success that she arranged to have all the Indigenous agricultural 

products, preserves, and crafts exhibited at the state fair in Logan. She was in the process 

of preparing for the second-annual all-Indian fair when the Ute prisoners arrived from 

San Juan County in the spring of 1915.  

Since Agent Creel was still in Bluff when Sheriff Pehrson incarcerated the Utes in 

Salt Lake City, he telegraphed ahead to his assistant and requested that she look after the 

needs of the prisoners, especially if they were neglected by the Marshal’s Office. 

Holderby had never been in a jail before, and she approached the task with apprehension. 

Still, she was convinced that the prisoners needed her guidance and charity. Having 

secured a permit for visitation from the District Attorney’s office, Holderby made her 

first visit on March 8, and returned daily for the next five weeks, becoming the Utes’ 

 
30 Money prizes were given for traditional Indigenous items (moccasins, baskets, beaded gloves) and 

American items (dresses, quilts, decorative pillowcases), but the amount offered was greater for the latter. 

Additionally, the American-style exhibits had cash prizes for first, second, and third place winners, whereas 

the Indigenous crafts had only a single winner per category. See “Second Indian Fair Planned,” Salt Lake 

Herald-Republican, August 29, 1915.  

 
31 “Indians to Have Fair This Year,” Salt Lake Herald-Republican, August 11, 1915. 
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constant companion and advocate.32 When she first arrived, she told Jack Ute, who spoke 

the best English, that because “God in heaven [is] the Father of us all,” they could expect 

her to care for them as a sister. Using her personal funds, Holderby brought the prisoners 

fruit, candy, and cigarettes, the first because she believed the jail food insufficiently 

nutritious and the last two items because it was “all the pastime they had.”33 

After several days of visits, Holderby tried to persuade David Thomas, the deputy 

marshal in charge during Nebeker’s absence, to allow the prisoners outings for fresh air 

and exercise. Her request was dismissed by the deputy, who labeled her request with the 

word “sentimentality;” Holderby protested and “begged to have that word erased and the 

word HUMANITY [sic] inserted,” but Thomas was firm in his decision. As a result, the 

Utes remained in their basement cell for three weeks, with “not a breath of fresh air or 

exercise,” until their formal arraignment at the courthouse.  

Holderby continued her visits, eagerly working to earn the trust of the Utes by 

listening to their stories of the events that had occurred in San Juan. On one occasion, 

Jack Ute approached her and asked why he and his friends were being held. They had not 

participated in the fighting, he argued, and simply living their lives differently from the 

Mormon settlers hardly seemed cause enough for him to be shot and incarcerated. 

Holderby responded paternalistically, saying that if Jack had indeed done nothing wrong, 

he had nothing to worry about. She asked him to put his faith in two things that he 

 
32 Holderby was not the only woman to visit the prisoners. Harriet Dalley, former Bluff resident whose life 

she claimed was saved by Polk, Posey, and Tse-ne-gat in her younger years, stopped in at least once to 

check on her old friends in the county jail, and she continued to advocate for them in the press. See 

“Recalls with Gratitude Friendship of Indians,” Deseret News, April 1, 1915. 

 
33 Apples were reported to be a particular favorite for the prisoners. See “Indians Say They Don’t Know 

Marston,” Salt Lake Tribune, March 15, 1915; Laura B. Holderby to Arthur Horn, April 25, 1915, United 

States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 



130 

 

probably had very little faith in—the Christian God and the American legal system—and 

argued that both enigmatic entities had his best interests in mind. “Remember,” she 

reassured him, “that you are God’s child and He will take care of you;” but, she 

continued, if he had done wrong he should expect to be punished, “just as you would 

punish your little girl if she did wrong.” Jack Ute responded that his little girl had already 

been punished, shot through the leg by cavaliering white men while fleeing for her life. 

He now knew nothing regarding her welfare since he had been imprisoned over three 

hundred miles away with no way to contact his relatives to inquire after her health. He 

had even pleaded with Polk to not provoke the whites, and he had taken no part in the 

fighting in Cottonwood Wash. His brother, Chicken Jack, had also been killed. Still, he 

said, he was willing to think of white men as his brothers and promised to hold no 

grudges. Jack’s response took Holderby by surprise, and she later wondered “how many 

of us would say the same thing about some one [sic] who had inflicted such sorrow on 

us.”34  

Holderby’s reaction to Jack Ute’s story is illustrative in many ways. First, even 

though she approached the situation with compassion and an honest desire to understand, 

she still saw her role as an agent of assimilation. There is no doubt that she treated the 

prisoners with kindness and generosity, which they welcomed and appreciated, but her 

actions were ultimately rooted in a desire to “civilize” and convert the Utes, not to listen 

to their legitimate complaints against the actions of the San Juan Mormons or the 

American government. Second, she seemingly failed to comprehend that the legal system 

that she claimed would deliver Jack Ute was the same one that had jailed him and shot 

 
34 Laura B. Holderby to Arthur Horn, April 25, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS.  
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his daughter in the first place. She felt pity for his plight, but she still ultimately believed 

that the solution to his problem was placid acceptance of American norms. Despite her 

concern for the Utes’ welfare, her suggested solutions all involved government authority 

and Indigenous compliance. Holderby opted for benevolence in her actions, but her goals 

remained remarkably similar to those of Nebeker, Scott, Jenkins, Sells, and the San Juan 

settlers.35  

 

Arrival of the Polks and Poseys 

The situation changed dramatically when the Polks and Poseys arrived a month 

later, largely due to the public influence of General Scott, who was heralded as “Uncle 

Sam’s star pacifier,” and the nation’s “most picturesque soldier.”36 Already highly 

regarded across the nation, Scott achieved almost superhuman status among Utah’s white 

citizenry after his success in San Juan. Newspapers across the state—regardless of 

political or religious affiliation—universally praised the general, publishing stories from 

his childhood, narrating his days at West Point, and detailing his soldierly adventures in 

the northern plains, the Philippines, and Mexico.37 They applauded his bifurcated career 

 
35 Cato Sells praised Holderby’s efforts in a personal letter in which he classified her as a model employee 

of the Indian Office. “This is the spirit which must underlie all of our efforts if we are to be successful in 

our work with the Indians,” he wrote to her one month later, referencing her kindness to the prisoners, 

adding that she “displayed a feeling of thoughtfulness and unselfishness in this matter which will be of the 

greatest value in connection with the future work of the Government for these Indians.” See Sells to 

Holderby, May 13, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
36 “Uncle Sam’s Star Pacifier,” Washington County News, April 15, 1915; “Uncle Sam’s Most Picturesque 

Soldier,” Salt Lake Telegram, August 28, 1915.  

 
37 H.M. Bunce, “Scott Wields Strange Power, Sways Indians Like Children, Their Confidence is 

Complete,” Salt Lake Telegram, March 25, 1915; “General Scott, We Salute You,” Grand Valley Times, 

March 26, 1915; F.V. Fitzgerald, “Hugh L. Scott: Tamer of Savages,” Salt Lake Tribune, April 4, 1915; 

“Uncle Sam’s Star Pacifier,” Washington County News, April 15, 1915; “Conquering the Indians With 

Kindness,” Ogden Standard, May 1, 1915; “Uncle Sam’s Most Picturesque Soldier,” Salt Lake Telegram, 

August 28, 1915. 
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as a “warrior and peacemaker,” but most tellingly, they celebrated him as a “tamer of 

savages.”38 “Dark skinned people,” one article read, “whether they be Mexican, or 

straight Indian, or Cuban or Filipino, take to him as children take to a fond uncle.” Only 

rarely did he ever have to resort to violence, the article continued, because most often 

Scott “has them eating out of his hand within a week.”39 These writers lavished praise 

upon the general not just because he treated “wild natives”—one article went so far as to 

refer to Indigenous peoples as “monkey-faced creatures”—with respect, but because he 

was almost always successful in persuading nonwhite freedom fighters to submit to 

American superiority, compromise their sovereignty, and to take steps towards 

assimilation. Whether or not these writers really desired the full incorporation of 

Indigenous peoples into the American polity was unclear, but for the moment, they were 

satisfied with Scott’s success because it seemed to confirm their assumption of a broader 

white American dominance. 

Scott’s personal motivations as a peacemaker were far less political, however, if 

the public statements he made after the Bluff Fight are taken at face value. As noted 

previously in this chapter, Scott mistrusted the white settlers in San Juan, Mormon or 

otherwise, and he approached the situation in Bluff with the assumption that the Utes 

were responding to white aggression, not the other way around. As he noted later in his 

life, he was concerned that if the settlers were unable to drive them from their homeland 

via posse, they would use the white legal system to accomplish their purpose.40 From the 

 
38 F.V. Fitzgerald, “Hugh L. Scott: Tamer of Savages,” Salt Lake Tribune, April 4, 1915.  

 
39 “Uncle Sam’s Star Pacifier,” Washington County News, April 5, 1915.  

 
40 Scott, Memories, 538. 
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moment he stepped off the train in Salt Lake City, the general openly voiced his support 

of the Utes and encouraged the people of Utah to guarantee a fair trial, if one was to be 

had at all. He told the crowd at the station that the prisoners should be treated as innocent 

until proven guilty, and he assured the Utes that they would be justly treated while 

incarcerated.41  

On the evening of his arrival, General Scott attended an elaborate banquet hosted 

by the prestigious Bonneville Club, of which he was the guest of honor, inside the newly 

constructed Hotel Utah. In a room ornamented with American flags and surrounded by 

military officers, national guardsmen, and state officials, the Chief of Staff and his aide 

wore only their gray business suits.42 After several introductory speeches were delivered 

that praised the general’s accomplishments and reflected on the United States’ 

remarkable geographic, political, and demographic expansion, Scott was given a moment 

to impart his wisdom to the crowd. His sentiments clashed sharply with toastmaster Glen 

Miller, who proclaimed that Scott’s victory over the “ferocious savages” had “saved the 

lives of many citizens, saved the state and the government a great expense and Utah from 

a great scandal.” Instead Scott used his time to challenge the Utahns’ perceptions of the 

conflict in Bluff, plainly stating: 

I wish to call your attention tonight to the pitifulness of the wild Indian. He is a 

grown-up child, stunned by civilization. He is not able to adapt himself to 

changed conditions. His nature does not change. In his youth he was free and 

happy, able to make his living easily. We have withdrawn from him his means of 

living as he chose, without giving him anything in its place. The Piute Indians we 

have brought to your city lived on the San Juan river. They were born there. Their 

 
41 “Renegade Indians Balk at Jail Door,” Salt Lake Tribune, March 25, 1915. 

 
42 In their haste to reach Bluff before any further bloodshed, Scott and Michie did not pack their dress 

uniforms. Still, since the general opted to wear civilian clothes while in Bluff even though he had his field 

fatigues, it seems likely that he was making a point to avoid ostentation. “Gold Braid? No! the Soup and 

Fish? No! Great Scott!,” Salt Lake Telegram, March 26, 1915. 
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forefathers had lived there. These Indians were dispossessed of their domain. 

Their rights were encroached on by cowboys, who were not always gentle in their 

methods of dealing with them. The Indians resented this transgression. 43  

 

 

Though he certainly considered his relationship with the Utes—whom he called Paiutes, 

copying the uninformed press with little diligence on his own part—to be paternalistic in 

nature, General Scott intentionally urged his audience to reconsider the cause of the Bluff 

Fight and the situation most Indigenous communities faced in the United States. He 

considered them victims of white aggression, whose rights had been infringed, and whose 

lifeways and worldviews should be respected and protected. At one point in his speech, 

Scott even elevated the Utes’ character above that of white Americans, telling the 

audience that in all his years as an interpreter and peacemaker, he never had to worry 

about a native person breaking an agreement. The same, however, could not be said for 

American policymakers and settlers. “I have more real, true, trustful friends,” he 

continued, “friends who are willing to lay down their lives for me—among the wild 

redmen of the plains and the mountains and among the wild Mohammedans of the 

Philippines and the islands of the Pacific than I have among members of my own race.”44 

He then ended his remarks by putting the onus of peacemaking on white citizens, saying 

that his success in Bluff was founded on mutual trust; if Utahns wanted to avoid another 

uprising, they needed to make sure they gave “fair treatment” to Native communities.45 

 
43 “Scott Makes Strong Plea for Indians,” Salt Lake Tribune, March 26, 1915. 

 
44 “Promised Piutes Fair Trial, Says General Scott,” Salt Lake Telegram, March 26, 1915. 

 
45 “Scott Makes Strong Plea for Indians,” Salt Lake Tribune, March 26, 1915. 
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 Despite his castigations directed at the whites in the room, Hugh Scott, like 

assistant Indian agent Laura Holderby, was still an agent of settler colonialism, even if he 

considered Indigenous peoples to be closer friends than his “own race.” Though he 

intended to promote the cause of the Utes in San Juan, he did so by essentializing them 

into passive victims. He commended their nobility and honesty, but still believed that 

they depended on white charity and direction for long-term survival. While he claimed to 

have confidence in them, he still referred to them as “wild horses” that were “ready to 

stampede at the least alarm.” It seems that it was not his Ute “friends” that he trusted 

during the Bluff Fight, but his own ability to “convince the Indians that he [was] really 

and truly their friend and [could] deal with them.”46 The source of this confidence was a 

secure belief that the virtues of American civilization could accommodate any and all 

communities that desired its influence—but only if they acknowledged that influence as 

supreme. 

 For example, though Scott readily saddled the blame for the Bluff Fight on the 

posse members, he did not challenge the structural issue at hand: settler colonialism. He 

did not much care for the Mormon settlers or the Colorado cowboys, but he never 

questioned their presence in the region, or their pursuit of ranching enterprises that 

benefitted the broader American capitalist system at the expense of the communities 

Indigenous to the region. Scott downplayed the aggression of the posse, saying that their 

methods were “not always gentle” and somewhat rambunctious, but he ultimately 

privileged their economic, political, and residence rights over those of the original 

inhabitants of the region. For example, while he had no reservations telling a ballroom 

 
46 “Promised Piutes Fair Trial, Says General Scott,” Salt Lake Telegram, March 26, 1915. 
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filled with prominent Utahns that the recent conflict was not an “Indian uprising,” he 

failed to recognize it as a product of the ongoing white colonization in the American 

West. Like so many Progressive reformers and “friends of the Indians,” Scott lamented 

the plight of “Poor Lo” but stopped short of identifying the American nation—with its 

attendant economic and religious systems and communities—as the source of that 

suffering. Instead, he rhetorically noted—revealingly in passive voice—that in the case of 

the Bluff Fight, “complications had arisen from misunderstanding,” which effectively 

allowed him to sympathize with the Utes without bothering to locate the cause of the 

disturbance.47  

 Scott ended his address by saying that, “the Indian is a grown-up child,” reacting 

energetically to injustice without understanding his or her place in the American legal 

system that assured justice for all.48 In so doing, Scott echoed the paternalistic rhetoric 

that filled the newspapers stories that covered the Bluff Fight and its aftermath. 

Journalists in Utah and across the nation consistently referred to Tse-ne-gat, Polk, and 

Posey as children—at least when they were not calling them savage or simple—and 

labeled Scott as their “white father.”49 Scott never challenged this moniker, and it is 

likely that he indeed viewed himself as a father-figure to the Utes and that their welfare 

could only be secured through his influence. Indeed, Scott remained interested in the 

 
47 “Promised Piutes Fair Trial, Says General Scott,” Salt Lake Telegram, March 26, 1915. 

 
48 “Promised Piutes Fair Trial, Says General Scott,” Salt Lake Telegram, March 26, 1915. 

 
49 H.M. Bunce, “Scott Wields Strange Power, Sways Indians Like Children, Their Confidence is 

Complete,” Salt Lake Telegram, March 25, 1915 “Scott Bids Goodbye to His Red Friends,” Salt Lake 

Tribune, March 27, 1915; “Scott’s Goodbye, Jailed Indians,” Logan Republican, March 30, 1915; “ In 

Childlike Faith, Tse-Ne-Gat Puts His Trust in General Scott,” Topeka State Journal, June 18, 1915; 

“General Scott’s Ute Not Guilty,” The Hawaiian Gazette, July 16, 1915. 
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welfare of the San Juan bands for many years, regularly receiving correspondence from 

government agents and lawyers regarding subsequent conflicts or legal decisions in their 

regard. 

 To his credit, Scott did all he could to make sure the Ute prisoners were not 

unduly punished, and he proved influential in securing the release of all but Tse-ne-gat. 

The morning after his address at the Bonneville Club—which the members loudly 

applauded despite the rebuke that he aimed at them—the general made a personal visit to 

Utah’s district attorney, William Ray, who had been staunchly convinced of the Utes’ 

guilt from the outset of his involvement in the affair.50 General Scott wrote in his 

memoirs that he approached Ray and asked him what kind of case he had built up against 

the Utes. Ray responded that they had impeded the service of justice and had violently 

engaged a federally-authorized posse, killing one of its members. Scott then argued that 

the posse had never announced themselves as working for the marshal, that they wore no 

uniforms, and that the subpoena had never been served. Ray had no response to this, and 

when the general asked him again what kind of case he had, the district attorney 

responded, “I reckon I haven’t got any.” Scott then turned to leave, but Ray asked him to 

remain sitting while he locked the door. Ray then asked the general in private what he 

personally believed should “be done with those Indians.” Scott responded that they 

should be released and allowed to return to their homelands.51  

 
50 William Ray had originally planned to charge all of the prisoners with conspiracy to prevent the service 

of federal process, and he even considered the drastic idea of charging all nine prisoners with murder, due 

to the death of Joseph Aiken. See “Murder Charge Against All Indians,” Salt Lake Telegram, February 22, 

1915.  

 
51 The account of the meeting between Scott and Ray was recorded by the general many years after it took 

place, and it almost definitely paints Scott as in control and in the right. The Salt Lake Tribune, however, in 

an interview with Ray the following day, reported that the majority of the meeting consisted of the district 
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 This meeting was instrumental in securing the release of all but Tse-ne-gat, but it 

was not as simple as the general made it sound in his memoirs. According to Scott, Ray 

needed only his word to move forward with the prisoners’ release, but in reality, another 

three weeks passed before Polk, Posey, and Posey’s son were let go, and only after they 

signed a document acknowledging American supremacy and promising good conduct.52 

Still, the wheels had been set in motion by Scott, and he confidently approached the 

prisoners immediately after his meeting with William Ray, telling them that they would 

be fairly treated and most likely released. William Posey, through interpreter Bob Martin, 

asked how soon they could expect to go home. Scott replied that it would be soon, but 

warned Posey that when that time came, he was expected to “make friends with the white 

men and live with them like brothers,” once again passing the onus of peacekeeping back 

to the Utes.53 In the meantime, he “exhorted them to be model prisoners and to keep their 

courage.”54 He even encouraged the Utes to seek assistance from stake president Lemuel 

Redd, who had actively tried to remove the Utes from San Juan County for years and 

would later play a key role in the violence of 1923. Posey eventually accepted Scott’s 

invitation, but he really had no other choice. Jack Ute, meanwhile, asked Scott regarding 

the welfare of his wounded daughter. Scott told him that she was “now quite well and 

running about,” though it is unclear how the general would have possessed that 

 
attorney “listening to accounts and portrayals of Indian life and history by General Scott.” Scott, Some 

Memories, 540; “Consideration to be Shown Indians,” Salt Lake Tribune, March 26, 1915. 

 
52 Untitled oath, United States District Court, signed by William Hatch, William Posey, Anson Posey, Jack 

Ute, Noland May, Jack Rabbit Soldier, Joe Hammons and witnessed by James Jenkins and Lorenzo Creel, 

United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
53 “Scott’s Goodbye, Jailed Indians,” Logan Republican, March 27, 1915. 

 
54 “General H. L. Scott Departs for Home,” Ogden Standard, March 27, 1915. 
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information. Then with one more assurance of fair conduct by the white courts, General 

Scott bid farewell to his “red brothers” and began his return trip to Washington, stopping 

first to inspect the local high school cadets and review troops stationed at Fort Douglas.55 

He also made a point to build relationships with the LDS church, as he decided to give a 

speech at the Latter-day Saints University (now Ensign College) and later met with 

church’s First Presidency, who “congratulated and thanked General Scott for the manner 

in which he handled the Indian situation.”56 Then, after giving his word that he would 

argue for relief of the Indigenous peoples of San Juan to officials in the federal 

government, the chief of staff boarded a train and headed back to Washington, D.C.  

 

 

Civilization on Display 

 Whether or not Hugh Scott’s accolades accurately corresponded with his actions 

and intentions, his influence had a profound effect on the way that many Utahns felt 

about local Indigenous communities. Most practically, his conversation with the district 

attorney prompted William Ray to allow the Ute prisoners additional liberties while 

imprisoned, including the daily outdoor walks that Laura Holderby had been requesting 

 
55 “Scott’s Goodbye, Jailed Indians,” Logan Republican, March 27, 1915. 

 
56 Despite Salt Lake City’s history as a Mormon settlement and its status as the headquarters of the LDS 

church, it is still worth noting that the majority of Scott’s experiences in the city were Mormon-centric. 

Even though the city had become quite cosmopolitan by the early twentieth century, Scott’s visits focused 

squarely on Mormon institutions and leaders, perhaps because he was guided by Colonel Willard Young, 

nephew of the former church president Brigham Young, who had been Scott’s classmate at West Point and 

remained a close friend. Both men had served in the Pacific theater of the Spanish-American War, and 

Young was currently serving as the president of LDS University, which may have been the reason that 

General Scott chose to address the student body there. See “Scott’s Goodbye, Jailed Indians,” Logan 

Republican, March 27, 1915; “General H. L. Scott Departs for Home,” Ogden Standard, March 27, 1915. 
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for weeks. Apparently the general’s position (and sex) carried more weight than the 

assistant Indian agent did.57 These outings, along with Scott’s words of support for the 

Utes, caused a significant change in the public opinion towards the Utes, according to 

Holderby, and many local officials and business owners sought to cash in on the Utes’ 

celebrity.58 Newspapers, both in the state and out, that had previously characterized the 

Ute participants in the Bluff Fight as hostile savages now shifted their language to the 

softer label of ignorant victims. Though this modification was strongly rooted in racism, 

the situation of the incarcerated Utes did improve, at least for the time being.  

Additionally, many Utahns sought to take advantage of the journalistic spotlight 

in order to showcase their state to the rest of the nation. As discussed previously, 

Mormons—who dominated the state in terms of population and political power—had a 

long and troubled history with the rest of the American nation, and the state of Utah 

continued to receive criticism from the federal government, the press, and public figures 

even after it finally achieved statehood in 1896. With national attention now drawn to the 

state as a result of the Bluff Fight, many Utahns took the opportunity to highlight their 

state’s cultural and economic developments by juxtaposing the captured Utes—who were 

coded as undeveloped and simple—against the modern conveniences that Utah had to 

offer. In doing so, they manufactured scenarios in which they could simultaneously 

produce eye-catching headlines that focused on the “humor” of the Utes’ exposure to 

“civilization” while emphasizing Utah’s cultural and technological achievements by 

 
57 “Consideration to be Shown Indians,” Salt Lake Tribune, March 26, 1915. 

 
58 Laura Holderby to Arthur C. Horn, April 25, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 
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contrasting them against Utes’ perceived backwardness, thus furthering Utahns’ 

contention that their state was congruent with the nation’s social norms.  

 Previously confined to a basement cell, the Utes suddenly found themselves 

invitees to events hosted by all sorts of social, religious, and government organizations. 

These solicitations were almost always promotional in nature, in which the Utes served as 

unofficial spokesmen for a product or organization. For example, the local Elks chapter, 

of which Aquila Nebeker was a prominent member, invited the Utes to be the guests of 

honor at their annual Arbor Day celebration, which took place that year at Bingham 

Canyon Copper Mine.59 Already the world’s largest mining complex—and soon to 

become the world’s largest man-made excavation—the Elks’ planning committee 

believed that the Utes’ attendance could simultaneously promote the mine, the Elks, and 

Arbor Day, all while adding a sense of “novelty” to the affair. Indeed, the Elks—which 

originally formed as a social club for minstrel show performers and required that 

members be white until 1973—most likely had no interest—or perhaps a warped, 

sentimentalized interest—in the welfare of the Utes themselves, but sought to include 

them for publicity purposes. The Polks and Poseys did not ultimately attend, but that did 

not stop the Salt Lake Telegram from promoting the event in racist language anyway. 

 
59 Nebeker had a unique way of combining his experience in Bluff with his Elks membership. Frank Hyde, 

the owner of Bluff’s largest store where much of the negotiations and planning took place during the 

February violence, had sent the marshal two elk teeth in appreciation for “his handling of the ticklish Indian 

situation.” According to Hyde these teeth had been part of a necklace that adorned a “mummy of an ancient 

tribe of people who inhabited southern Utah,” which he speculated were Aztecs. Hyde maintained 

possession of the Indigenous corpse as a novelty, but removed two of the fifty teeth of the necklace as a gift 

for Nebeker, who hired a jeweler to set the teeth in his BPOE pin. See “Ivories are 5000 Years Old, Elk 

Teeth Came From Prehistoric Mummy’s Tomb, Nebeker has Priceless Charm,” Salt Lake Telegram, March 

28, 1915. 
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“Whoopee!” the article read, “Heap Injuns see big copper mine Bingham! Help paleface 

plant tree—big time! Whoopee!”60 

 The Arbor Day trip never materialized for the incarcerated Utes, but they did take 

advantage of several other social invitations, all of which highlighted Utah culture or 

industry in some form. Chief jailor George Cleveland, for example, took the prisoners on 

a long car trip one day throughout the city of Salt Lake and beyond in his Studebaker Six. 

Journalists followed along, photographing the vehicle that was carrying the Utes. That 

evening’s Salt Lake Herald-Republican claimed that when the prisoners arrived in the 

city several days earlier, they were “sullen and uncommunicative,” but that during the 

outing in the automobile “a smile was on each face and remained there during the three-

hour ride.”61 The writer capitalized on the novelty by implying that this was the first time 

the Utes had been in an automobile, apparently forgetting that some of the Utes had taken 

an automobile from Bluff to the train depot in Thompson Springs, that all of them had 

been transported to the Salt Lake county jailhouse in the same manner, and that they had 

seen and ridden in automobiles in the San Juan country long before that. Still, the 

newspapers loved the anomaly of the “uncivilized” Utes sitting inside the technologically 

modern Studebaker and gazing at the art and architecture of the city in wonderment and 

awe.  

 

 

 
60 The Utes were planned to be part of a lineup that included the Salt Lake High School band, the Elks 

minstrel show, a baseball game, and clown entertainer, making the celebration “absolutely guaranteed to be 

a knockout.” See “Injuns Going on Arbor Day Trip,” Salt Lake Telegram, March 28, 1915. 

 
61 “Outing in Studebaker 'Six' Brings Smile to Faces of Piute Chieftains,” Salt Lake Herald-Republican, 

April 4, 1915. 
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Fig. 3.8 Image found in Salt Lake Herald-Republican, April 4, 1915, pg. 21. 

 

The Salt Lake Telegram, for its part, was careful to note that while the Utes 

enjoyed the spectacle of the city, they were grateful when Cleveland drove beyond the 

buildings and took them into the countryside. “It was evident,” the paper claimed, “that 

the freedom of the country appealed to them,” and that they found the sights and sounds 
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of the city, however fascinating, threatening.62 This characterization was based entirely 

on the author’s assumptions, since there is no evidence that he spoke to the Ute prisoners, 

and it revealed more about how white Americans conceptualized race and modernity than 

it described the Utes’ feelings on the matter. To these writers, the Utes remained fixed in 

time, unable to adapt to modern society and confused by the elements of white culture 

that differed from their own. This was not true, since the Indigenous peoples of the 

Colorado Plateau and Great Basin had a long history of cultural adaptation and exchange, 

but it neatly fit the narrative that these journalists had internalized and sought to 

reproduce. They needed the prisoners to appear childlike and awestruck because it 

confirmed their own assumed progress, illustrated by the generated bewilderment of the 

Indigenous captives.  

 Food was another subject of interest for the journalists, who reported the Native 

prisoners’ apparent fixation with white American cuisine, especially desserts. After the 

ride in the Studebaker, jailor Cleveland treated the Utes to an ice cream soda before 

returning to them to the county jail. The Utes were reportedly hesitant at the outset, a 

writer from the Salt Lake Telegram recorded, but “the first taste must have satisfied any 

doubt in their minds, for every glass was emptied and drained.” Though this was common 

behavior for any customer—including the numerous white Utahns who patronized ice 

cream parlors and kept them in business throughout the year and usually finished the 

dessert that they had paid for—the Telegram racialized the event, claiming that “as a rule, 

Indians are fond of sweets.”63 The Herald-Republican came to a similar conclusion 

 
62 “Rules Relax for Indians Under Arrest,” Salt Lake Telegram, April 3, 1915.  

 
63 “Rules Relax for Indians Under Arrest,” Salt Lake Telegram, April 3, 1915. 
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several days later, when Laura Holderby brought the prisoners “two huge plates of ice 

cream.” The prisoners “relish[ed]” this “liberal treat,” the newspaper declared, saying that 

the dessert was the “joyous climax of all the new things [the Utes] had tasted and 

learned” while in Salt Lake City.64 Whether they ascribed the prisoners’ fondness for the 

dessert to their race or their perceived ignorance, both papers made use of their 

experience with ice cream to capitalize on the differences between expectation and 

anomaly as outlined by Deloria. Though their behavior was typical, the writers’ 

expectations of Indian experience—paired with an inherent belief in white superiority 

that extended to food—made the simple event of eating ice cream newsworthy.  

 It also propped up white Utahns’ pride in their capital, which many eagerly hoped 

would be the preeminent metropolis of the Western United States. Salt Lake City had 

long been the stopover point between the West Coast and states east of the Mississippi, 

making it an important outpost of American authority in the West. With the increased 

traffic that had accompanied the presence of the Union Pacific railroad, the completion of 

which included substantial involvement from the LDS church, Salt Lake City had 

developed into a transportation and industrial hub in the intermountain western United 

States.65 With this commercial success came a desire from many of its citizens for the 

city to be recognized for its geopolitical importance to the American nation. During the 

time that the Utes were imprisoned in Salt Lake City, for example, city leaders, clubs, 

and other organizations actively petitioned the federal government to build a second 

 
64 “Indians Relish Liberal Treat of Ice Cream,” Salt Lake Herald-Republican, April 13, 1915.  

 
65 For more on the influence of the railroad on Utah and Mormonism’s integration into the United States in 

the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, see David Walker, Railroading Religion: Mormons, 

Tourists, and Corporate Spirit of the West (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2019). 
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military academy in Utah. They envisioned this academy would become the western 

equivalent of West Point, responsible for the training of soldiers from the western United 

States and producing officers whose training would be centered on western concerns and 

with American interests in the Pacific.66 The boosters failed to convince government 

officials, but their efforts illustrate an eagerness for Utah to not only become fully 

incorporated into the nation, but to be a leading state in western affairs.67 

 The same was true regarding culture and the arts in Salt Lake City, which was 

highly evident in the reporting of the Utes’ tour of the city, as law enforcement officers 

made a point to take their prisoners to plays, movies, museums, and buildings of 

architectural renown, and writers collectively highlighted these themes in their articles. 

After General Scott’s departure, for example, the prisoners were taken to the nearby 

federal courthouse for their arraignment, meeting with district attorney Ray and marshal 

Nebeker.68 Although this was standard procedure in the American criminal justice system 

that would hardly merit reporting if the criminals were white, the Salt Lake Tribune 

instead made a point of foregrounding the prisoners’ alleged amazement at the 

courthouse’s classical revival architecture with the headline “Indians Wonder at Federal 

Building,” which served the dual purpose of emphasizing the prisoners’ perceived 

 
66 “Salt Lake After Military Academy,” Ogden Standard, June 9, 1916. 

 
67 For a more detailed account of the economic, cultural, and political integration of Utah into the United 

States after statehood, see Thomas G. Alexander, Mormonism in Transition: A History of the Latter-day 

Saints, 1890-1930 (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1986) and Gustave O. Larson, The 

“Americanization” of Utah for Statehood (San Marino, CA: The Huntington Library, 1971).  

 
68 Laura B. Holderby to Arthur Horn, April 25, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 
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primitiveness and promoting the new structure, whose west wing had been completed 

only three years prior.69  

 These double-dipped scoops continued even after the prisoners were eventually 

released, and the rate of show-and-tell accelerated. After the prisoners promised to live 

on the reservation in Colorado and obey American law—detailed in the following 

section—the Utes found themselves the desired object of various groups and individuals 

who all sought to showcase the culture of the city. “Indians Marvel at Art of Paleface,” 

the Salt Lake Telegram proclaimed, before detailing the capital’s amenities and its effect 

on the Utes. Gordon H. Place, the Mormon newspaperman responsible for the article, 

said, tongue-in-cheek, that the Utes were experiencing a “new world” in Salt Lake City, 

and that their “startled wonder grew from day to day as new marvels were unfolded to 

their gaze.” “They were taken on rides in electric cars,” Place said, while “the automobile 

was pressed into service, electric lights were explained to them, and they talked by 

telephone.” He reveled in the fact that “all the witchcraft of civilization was displayed to 

their wondering eyes,” using magical language to describe the Utes’ response to modern 

technology, though he seemed to be equally under its spell. Perhaps Place was unaware 

that San Juan was the richest per-capita county in the state and that the Utes had already 

experienced many modern amenities in Bluff and Blanding before being forcefully 

brought to Salt Lake City, or perhaps he did not care. Either way, he claimed that the 

 
69 “Indians Wonder at Federal Building,” Salt Lake Tribune, March 30, 1915; U.S. General Services 

Administration website: https://www.gsa.gov/about-us/regions/welcome-to-the-rocky-mountain-region-

8/buildings-and-facilities/utah/frank-e-moss-us-courthouse 

 

https://www.gsa.gov/about-us/regions/welcome-to-the-rocky-mountain-region-8/buildings-and-facilities/utah/frank-e-moss-us-courthouse
https://www.gsa.gov/about-us/regions/welcome-to-the-rocky-mountain-region-8/buildings-and-facilities/utah/frank-e-moss-us-courthouse
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Utes “had never seen the inventions of civilized man” and continued to detail everything 

the city had to offer. 70   

 One thing that the Utes had definitely not experienced previously, however, was 

the many lofty buildings in downtown Salt Lake City. Bluff’s tallest structures were the 

San Juan Co-Op, the schoolhouse, and the LDS church building, all of which were only 

two stories tall. Although that height was not inconsequential for the San Juan settlement, 

it was nothing compared to the sixteen stories that Polk, Posey, and their compatriots 

looked down on from the roof of the Walker Bank Building. Completed in 1912, it was 

the tallest building between Chicago and San Francisco at the time and, according to 

Gordon Place, instilled awe in the visiting Utes. Place wrote that one of the Utes—he 

does not use names at any point in the article, either because he was unable to distinguish 

them or because they were more useful to his narrative as “Indians”—stood at the edge of 

the roof and remarked that the pedestrians two-hundred feet below looked like ants. This 

experience, along with their subsequent journey to Fort Douglas—where the Utes were 

shown the machine guns and artillery pieces of the Utah National Guard—served to 

showcase to the native visitors the “power of the white man,” and his endless 

“wonders.”71 

 Gordon Place again tapped into the technology-as-witchcraft narrative when he 

covered the Utes’ attendance at one of Salt Lake City’s “moving picture palaces.” Place 

projected a sense of awe on the Utes, using them as a vehicle by which he navigated 

Utahns’ own excitement over the new technology. The Utes, he claimed, were amazed by 

 
70 “Indians Released, Marvel at Art of Paleface,” Salt Lake Telegram, April 11, 1915. 

 
71 “Indians Released, Marvel at Art of Paleface,” Salt Lake Telegram, April 11, 1915. 
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the “ghosts of men and women [who] walked before them with the realism of life.”72 

Another article from the Salt Lake Telegram added that the Utes were particularly fond of 

a boxing segment from one movie, which starred heavyweight champion Jess Willard, 

inferring that it connected easily with their violent nature.73 According to that writer, Jack 

Ute mimicked the pugilist for several days after his experience at the movies, though he 

could have just as easily been poking fun at the “Anglo-Saxon defense.”74 

Later that night the Ute prisoners were the invited guests of Frank R. Newman, 

the general manager of the local Pantages Theatre, where they saw a Russian ballet 

troupe.75 Laura Holderby, who acted in some ways as the Utes’ manager during their 

engagements, approved of both the movie and the ballet only after being assured that it 

was a “clean bill.” Upon accepting the invitation for her friends, Holderby took the Utes 

to a clothier, both because the prisoners had been wearing the same clothing for three 

weeks and because she believed it was “necessary for them to be made respectable 

looking.”76 According to Holderby, the released prisoners were delighted with their new 

outfits. For the newspapers, though, the Utes in suits must not have been sensational 

 
72 “Indians Released, Marvel at Art of Paleface,” Salt Lake Telegram, April 11, 1915. 

 
73 Jess Willard had actually become the world heavyweight champion only days before, though it is 

unlikely that the Utes saw the footage of that fight. Willard had defeated long-time champion Jack Johnson, 

an African American, and the fight had been widely publicized as a battle between the white and black 

races. Willard himself had been called “the Great White Hope” in the press and had been touted as a 

symbol of white supremacy, though Willard himself did not care for the moniker. Willard would later lose 

his title in 1919 to Jack Dempsey, a Mormon boxer whose mother was Indigenous, though he identified as 

white. “Indians Return to Reservation,” Deseret News, April 12, 1915; “Jess Willard in Town,” Topeka 

State Journal, March 23, 1915; “Jess Willard, White Hope,” Fargo Forum and Daily Republican, February 

24, 1915. 

 
74 “Indian Cases to Be Disposed of Soon,” Salt Lake Telegram, April 9, 1915. 

 
75 “Renegade Indians to Be Entertained at Pantages,” Salt Lake Telegram, April 10, 1915; “Theatrical 

Offerings for Week at Local Playhouses,” Salt Lake Herald-Republican, April 11, 1915; “Russian Dancers 

Whirlwind Filled with Color and Action,” Salt Lake Telegram, April 11, 1915.  

 
76 Holderby to Horn, April 25, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 
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enough, because they proclaimed that the Indians attended the ballet in “full regalia” 

while giving “grunts of amazement at the nimble steps and turns of the performers.”77 

The bright lights were also said to have made them “blink quite perceptibly.”78 Indeed, it 

seemed that all who were involved in the Utes’ several week stay in Salt Lake City—the 

prisoners, the law officers, the writers, the businessmen, and the public—were squinting 

at the glare of their own boasted civilization. 

 

Release  

 While newspapers and local business owners had a field day parading their city 

and their guests, law officials continued to debate the best course of action regarding the 

Ute prisoners. After the arrival of the Polks and Poseys, the county jail now housed eight 

Indigenous men, only one of which had been indicted by a grand jury and had any sort of 

evidence against him of having committed a crime, thin as it may have been. While it was 

clear that Tse-ne-gat would ultimately need to be tried in court, the district attorney, 

marshal, and Indian Office employees continued to weigh the value of prosecuting the 

other Utes. As a result, a meeting was held in Salt Lake City on April 8, attended by 

Marshal Aquila Nebeker, who had recently returned from escorting Tse-ne-gat to the 

Denver county jail; Agents Lorenzo Creel, Laura Holderby, and James Jenkins of the 

Indian Office; David Cook, assistant attorney general of Utah, who attended on account 

of the absence of William Ray who was in Washington, D.C. reporting to Attorney 

 
77 “Renegade Indians to Be Entertained at Pantages,” Salt Lake Telegram, April 10, 1915. 

 
78 “Indians at Pantages,” Deseret News, April 10, 1915.  
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General Gregory; and Lemuel H. Redd, stake president of the San Juan Stake of the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.  

On the one hand, some of those present at the meeting believed that the Utes from 

San Juan needed to be punished as an example to other would-be insurrectionists in the 

state. Lemuel Redd was firmly in this camp, but Marshal Nebeker was perhaps the most 

vocal proponent of this course, having made the arrest of any who impeded the capture of 

Tse-ne-gat one of his objectives at the outset of his involvement. Writing to Attorney 

General Thomas Gregory even before Tse-ne-gat and the others turned themselves in to 

General Scott, Nebeker argued that the most important outcome of the Bluff affair was to 

“show to the Indians and to everybody [that] the United States is sovereign in this 

territory.”79  

Although the marshal referenced sovereignty, what he inferred was superiority. It 

was vital, he argued, that the Indigenous peoples of Utah recognize the absolute authority 

of federal and state governments, and to acquiesce to their demands. To that end, 

Nebeker continued to believe in the apprehension and prosecution of all “parties who 

resisted by force of arms the service of process, and apprehend all conspirators to such 

resistance both before and after the fact, without bloodshed if possible.” In the case of the 

violence at Bluff, Nebeker found no reason to sympathize with those who had forcefully 

defended themselves from the armed posse. “Sentimentalists will say ‘poor things, they 

don’t know any better,’ but I know they do know better,” he continued, telling the 

Attorney General that the Polk and Posey bands had figuratively desecrated the American 

 
79 Nebeker to Gregory, March 8, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 



152 

 

flag, flaunted the nation’s values, and exploited the patience of the Mormon settlers.80 For 

him, there was no question of whether the Utes who had been arrested for conspiracy 

should be prosecuted to the full extent of the law. 

Not all government agents agreed with Nebeker, however, especially Creel, 

Jenkins, and Holderby of the Indian Office. These officials found little value in pursuing 

charges against any of the Utes other than Tse-ne-gat for several of reasons. First, they 

worried that the case against Polk and Posey and the rest was not strong enough to stand 

in court.81 While these men had indeed participated in the forcible resistance of the 

service of process, the strategy employed by Nebeker and his posse made their actions 

understandable. As General Scott pointed out during his meeting with William Ray, the 

posse members were dressed as cattlehands, did not wear any visible identification that 

would have distinguished them as temporary deputies, had approached the Ute camp 

fully armed at the break of dawn, and had never announced who they were or what their 

purpose was.82 Given the antagonistic history between the Colorado cowboys and the 

White Mesa and Weeminuche Utes, the Polk and Posey bands’ response seemed 

reasonable, and perhaps necessary. And although one posse member was killed and 

another was seriously wounded, it would have been nearly impossible to prove that any 

of the arrested men had fired those bullets, even if popular reactions in the press and from 

those who were present attributed the shots to either Polk or Posey.83 

 
80 Nebeker to Gregory, March 8, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
81 Jenkins to Sells, April 15, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
82 Scott, Some Memories, 540. 

 
83 “Posse Attacks Indians in Driving Storm,” Salt Lake Tribune, February 23, 1915; “Fighting at Bluff,” 

Ogden Standard, February 23, 1915; “Posey at Bluff,” Grand Valley Times, June 11, 1915; Testimonies of 
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Second, and more important, the Indian Office employees were concerned that 

prosecuting any of the men other than Tse-ne-gat would compromise any trust that had 

existed between the government and the Indigenous peoples of Utah and Colorado. James 

Jenkins, who had been appointed superintendent of Navajo Springs amid the trouble, 

believed that the best way to broker peace in the region was for the government to act 

mercifully and with caution.84 Indeed, he had long been opposed the actions taken by 

Aquila Nebeker and Claude Covey, his predecessor at the agency, and had made his 

objections known to Commissioner Sells early in his tenure as agent at Navajo Springs. 

After initially agreeing to collaborate in the arrest of Tse-ne-gat, Jenkins never assisted 

the marshal or the posse during their skirmishes, but had instead spent his time with 

fellow agent Lorenzo Creel trying to make contact with the other bands of White Mesa 

Utes and convincing them not to join with Polk and Posey.85 In fact, after the Polks and 

Poseys surrendered to General Scott, Jenkins wrote to Sells and bluntly told him that he 

believed Tse-ne-gat was innocent of murdering Juan Chacón and that the legal case 

against Polk and Posey was flimsy at best. He intended to petition for their release, but if 

that failed, planned to procure legal help for the Utes to fight their charges. Saying that 

the evidence was insufficient even for an arrest and that the prisoners were in danger of 

contracting tuberculosis in the poorly ventilated basement cell of the Salt Lake County 

 
John A. Stavely, J.B. Decker, and David Miller, March 1, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office 

Records, USARS. 

 
84 Jenkins had been appointed superintendent of Navajo Springs, but the district was reclassified as a 

reservation and renamed the Ute Mountain Reservation on April 1, 1915, only four days before the meeting 

between Jenkins, Holderby, Creel, Nebeker, and Cook in Salt Lake City occurred. See Harold Hoffmeister, 

“The Consolidated Ute Indian Reservation,” Geographical Review 35, No. 4 (Oct 1945): 601. 

 
85 Creel to Sells, April 13, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS; “Friendly Utes Live 
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Republican, February 27, 1915. 
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Jail, Jenkins ended his letter to the commissioner with this plea: “These Indians need 

protection and assistance at this time, very much, and I trust you will take a personal 

interest in their case and hasten the granting of the authority to procure legal counsel for 

them.”86 

The other employees of the Indian Office agreed with Jenkins, but for their own 

reasons. Creel and Holderby acted as government agents to the scattered bands of Utah, 

and they worried that excessive punishment against Polk and Posey and their family 

members might cause other native communities that had been “improving”—their word 

for assimilating—to regress and treat the government with animosity.87 Though neither 

Creel nor Holderby predicted further bloodshed, they were primarily concerned with 

maintaining the continuity of Indian “advancement” within American society and less 

concerned about justice for Juan Chacón, since his murder was a Colorado case, after all. 

Creel even remarked that punishment was unnecessary because the Utes’ stay in Salt 

Lake City had been enough to shock them into compliance and “educate them to the 

power of the white man.” Seeing the marvels of the city, along with the “great numbers 

of white people,” had a “very good effect upon making them law-abiding Indians,” Creel 

reasoned.88 Although they differed wildly on methodological grounds—Creel believed 

that a regular cavalry unit should be stationed in Bluff until the end of the year to enforce 

Ute compliance while Holderby favored maternalistic care, persuasion, and prayer—they 

 
86 Jenkins to Sells, March 23, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. Emphasis in 

original.  

 
87 “Indians are Improving,” Salt Lake Herald-Republican, July 19, 1915. 
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agreed that maintaining order in San Juan and Utah generally for the foreseeable future 

was their highest priority, and that prosecution impeded that goal.89  

This was the opinion that eventually prevailed, and the government officials 

agreed to drop all charges against the Utes who had been arrested on Utah charges. The 

decision to release all but Tse-ne-gat was summarized by David Cook, assistant attorney 

general of Utah, in his report to his federal superior, in which he emphasized the 

overarching concern for the “establishment in the minds of these Indians of a confidence 

in the fairness of the Government and its officers,” particularly in regard to the “impartial 

treatment of the Indians in the matter of trials in the Court.” The Utes, Cook continued, 

feared the prejudice of local white tribunals, which had led them to resist the requests of 

Marshal Nebeker and his posse. Had the relationship between them and the American 

justice system been more trustworthy, the entire incident may have been avoided, Cook 

argued. But instead, the Utes chose to violently resist because they could at least have a 

fighting chance in a pitched battle, as opposed to a white court, where they would be 

unfamiliar with legal processes and consequences. 90   

Cook suspected that the Utes exaggerated their fears about the white justice 

system, reasoning that they had insufficient experience with it to warrant any concerns, 

but he understood that the merit of their apprehensions mattered little in the path forward. 

What mattered, he argued, was the government’s effort to assuage the Utes’ fears and to 

infuse trust into a relationship that was presently characterized by suspicion. “It is not our 

purpose here to offer conclusions as to whether the fear of justice, or the fear of injustice, 

 
89 Creel to Sells, April 12, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS; Holderby to Horn, 
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or either, provided the primary motive for the conduct of Hatch and his people,” Cook 

wrote in his justification of the ad-hoc committee’s decision. Instead, the most pressing 

need was to “command the avoidance, so far as possible, of even the appearance of 

unfairness.” This was necessary to “[impress] upon the Indians a sense of general good 

intentions of the officers of the government, and particularly of the fair treatment to be 

expected by them at all times at the hands of the Court.” 91 Instead of pursuing immediate 

justice, the committee decided to use the present situation as an opportunity to inculcate 

the long-term obeisance and assimilation of the Indigenous peoples of San Juan into the 

polities of Utah and the United States. 

As such, the committee did not immediately release the incarcerated Utes, but 

instead required the prisoners to first agree to a series of stipulations that they believed 

would make them into “good Indians,” or at least non-problematic ones.92 Each of the 

remaining seven prisoners—Tse-ne-gat had already been transferred to Denver several 

days earlier and Bruno Segura had been separated from the rest and was now under 

 
91 Cook to Sells, April 22, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
92 The term “good Indian” has a long and problematic history in the United States. Most often the term has 

been associated with the longer phrase attributed to General Phillip Sheridan, who stated that “the only 
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the region—they were cast as associates of the state, though they were more like allies than members. For a 

detailed discussion of the rhetorical history of the term “good Indian,” see Mieder, “‘The Only Good Indian 

is a Dead Indian,’”38-60. For information of the term employed in the Bluff Fight, see “Renegade Redskins 

Surrender to Scott,” Salt Lake Tribune, March 21, 1915; “Federal Posse is Trapped by Indians,” Gunnison 

Gazette, February 26, 1915; “Redd Predicts Long Struggle, Fears the Worst,” Salt Lake Tribune, February 

22, 1915; Scott to Sells, March 2, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 
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suspicion of having murdered a black man in Arizona a few weeks earlier—was 

individually taken to the office of the district attorney, where Jenkins and Creel explained 

the conditions of their release.93 They were presented with the following written oath that 

outlined the expectations of their future behavior: 

 

 

The undersigned, being first duly sworn according to law, each for himself upon 

his oath deposes and says: 

 

That, WHERAS, we the undersigned, Indians of the Ute Mountain Reservation of 

the state of Colorado, have been taken into lawful custody by the United States 

Marshal for the district of Utah; 

 

And, WHERAS, during the period of said custody we have had occasion carefully 

and solemnly to consider each for himself, and all of us together, our joint and 

several duties and obligations as Indians of said Reservation; 

 

Now, THEREFORE, we having so considered, upon our oaths as aforesaid, do 

agree and declare that the following are among our joint and several duties and 

obligations, to-wit; 

1. Upon our release from said custody to return immediately to our said 

Reservation; and upon our arrival there to encourage and persuade other 

Indians to do likewise, 

2. Upon our said return to reside permanently with our families upon the said 

Reservation, 

3. Not to leave the said Reservation without the consent in writing of the Agent 

thereof so to do, 

4. To aid and assist by labor, or otherwise, in making all desirable and necessary 

improvements upon our said Reservation, 

5. To properly care for our stock and other property, and to be frugal, industrious 

and honest, 

6. To send our children to school and to cultivate generally the habits of 

civilization, 

 
93 It is unclear why Segura immediately became a suspect in a separate murder case in another state. The 

only apparent connection is that the murderer of Thomas Osborne, a black man from Apache County (AZ), 

was said to be a Mexican man. Nebeker quickly determined that Segura could not be held for these charges, 

but he was unsure what to do next. If released, Segura would be quickly arrested again for vagrancy, 

Nebeker feared. Instead, the marshal took out ads in the local papers to find Segura employment, 

broadcasting that he was a skilled sheepherder. See “Nebeker Looks for Work for Mexican,” Salt Lake 

Tribune, April 14, 1915; “Wanted—a Job for Mexican Arrested with Piute Indians,” Salt Lake Telegram, 

April 14, 1915. 
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7. To desist from the practice of carrying arms, and to obey and to encourage 

obedience to the orders of the Agent of our said Reservation, and to be subject 

at all times to the laws and Regulations thereof, 

8. To submit peaceably at all times to the proper writs and processes of the 

Courts and generally to abide by, support, and assist in the enforcement of the 

laws and Regulations under which we live, 

AND, FURTHER, as an earnest of our desire to do right, as an evidence of our 

honest intentions, and with full recognition of the attendant responsibilities, 

voluntarily and of our own choice we, by these presents, accept and announce our 

assumption of the obligations hereinbefore specified, and promise hereby upon 

our oaths to observe and to keep the said duties and obligations sacred and 

inviolate. 

 

The written oath concluded with the thumbprint of each of the seven Utes, next to their 

anglicized names, and witnessed by agents Creel and Jenkins.94 The process took several 

days, with Polk and Posey being released last on April 10. 

 The required oath as written by Jenkins and Creel was an effort to kill several 

birds with one stone. By releasing the Utes without penalty, they presented the federal 

government as a benevolent entity striving to maintain good will. But they also believed 

they could finally coerce “acceptable” and “civilized” behavior from a group of native 

peoples that they had, up to this point, struggled to control. The listed stipulations were 

reflective of federal assimilationist efforts towards Indigenous nations all over the nation, 

not just in the Four Corners. For example, they clearly wanted the Utes to live 

exclusively on the Ute Mountain Reservation in Colorado—which had been the Navajo 

Springs agency only days before, having been renamed on April 1, 1915—for several 

reasons. First, they believed they could efficiently surveil and manage the Utes’ behavior 

in the confined space of the reservation, and they could more efficiently control their 

 
94 Untitled oath, United States District Court, signed by William Hatch, William Posey, Anson Posey, Jack 

Ute, Noland May, Jack Rabbit Soldier, Joe Hammons and witnessed by James Jenkins and Lorenzo Creel, 

United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 
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movements and, consequently, curtail future violence. Second, restricting the Utes to the 

reservation allowed Jenkins and the other Indian Office employees to more efficiently 

modify Ute behavior over time, molding them into assimilated Americans. This was 

reflected in the document above, which outlined and required the signs of civilized life, 

such as Western education, agriculture, deference to law, participation in capitalist 

markets, and the acknowledgement of federal sovereignty.  

Tellingly, Jenkins and Creel wanted to withhold one aspect of “normal” American 

life from these men, though. They required the Utes to never again use firearms, and they 

even implied that the carrying of arms was incongruent with obedience to law. Although 

they actively worked for the “advancement” of Indians and their infusion into mainstream 

society, this stipulation revealed a hesitancy to grant full inclusion based on an 

assumption that the Utes were inherently dangerous and would commit violence so long 

as guns were available. Additionally, this stipulation could provide the Utes with legal 

protection against the white settlers, because if the Utes had no guns, the white settlers 

could provide no grounds to justify their own claims of Indigenous aggression. Still, 

despite the stated goal of assimilation, it seemed that submissiveness was of higher 

importance, or at least more immediately valuable.  

Correspondingly, it also revealed a doubt that Indigenous peoples could ever be 

fully integrated into the American polity, which was the primary concern of the various 

white parties who had been involved in the Bluff Fight. The Mormon settlers, the 

Colorado cowboys, the Indian agents, the marshal and the courts, and even the 

newspapers each had their own opinions regarding the place of Indians in a frontierless 

United States, but what they had in common was belief that Indigenous peoples were an 
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impediment to the nation’s larger goals, and that Indians’ concerns were secondary to the 

objectives of white American society. While integration might still succeed in the future, 

the most pressing issue for the committee—and white America generally—was to 

confine Indigenous peoples on a reservation, where they would be kept out of sight and 

out of mind.  

Creel, Jenkins, and the rest of the committee celebrated the agreement signed by 

the Utes, interpreting it as a victory for the Departments of Interior and Justice and an 

excellent display of American internal diplomacy. As will be seen in the following 

chapter, however, they severely overestimated the value of the document and the Utes’ 

intentions of honoring it. This is not to say that Polk, Posey, and the rest had duplicitous 

intentions towards the United States; they likely had just as strong an inclination to be left 

alone as the government wanted to leave them alone. But they were White Mesa Utes, for 

the most part, and their home had always been the region that was only recently known as 

San Juan County, Utah. They were distinct from the Weeminuches who presently 

occupied the Ute Mountain Reservation, and they desired to remain in their ancestors’ 

homelands near the San Juan River and the complex of canyons west of Bluff and 

Blanding. They knew that geographical distance from centers of white power would 

easily facilitate their return to their homelands as soon as they were released. 

Additionally, it is unclear exactly how much information was lost in translation between 

the two groups, since we do not know how Jim Allen, the interpreter who had been the 

Utes’ constant companion during their incarceration Salt Lake City, interpreted the 

legalese-filled document. Either way, the Utes put their thumbprints next to their names 
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and, after being given instructions regarding returning to the Ute Mountain Reservation 

with agent Jenkins, were set free.  

Jenkins had to complete a fair amount of paperwork, however, so the Utes stayed 

in Salt Lake City for an extra day, chaperoned by Laura Holderby. Holderby sympathized 

with the Utes’ position, recording later that watching them sign the oath gave her mixed 

emotions. On one hand, she agreed with the behavior prescribed by the document, but she 

also mourned that the Utes’ would have to modify their traditions and culture. “It was a 

very solemn and impressive,” she wrote, “when you think of these two old men signing 

away a life of freedom and accepting one of restrictions under the supervision of the 

Agent, it was really what few of us would do.” Still, it had to be done, she concluded, 

adding that Jenkins “did a fine piece of work in this matter.” 95 

While they waited to be escorted to the reservation in Colorado, the Utes asked 

Holderby if they could return to the movies, but the agent told them that although they 

could go by themselves, she would not accompany them, as it was a Sunday. Jim Allen, 

the man who had been employed by Nebeker to serve as the Utes’ interpreter, was a 

member of Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and he responded that the Utes—

many of whom claimed that they were also members of the church, although no official 

documentation records their baptisms or confirmations—would rather go to church.96 

Holderby was elated, suspecting that her Christian suasion was paying off. They agreed 

 
95 Holderby to Horn, April 25, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
96 The fact that many of the Utes identified as Mormons when asked their religious affiliation is interesting, 

considering the animosity the documented animosity, but it shows a vague understanding of kindship 

between the San Juan Utes and the Mormon settlers. “Indians Released, Marvel at Art of Paleface,” Salt 

Lake Telegram, April 11, 1915. 
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that they would attend Holderby’s Christian Science congregation in the morning and 

then Mormon services in the afternoon. 97  

Attending church for the Utes’ final day in the state capital was in many ways an 

appropriate final act that synthesized the entire experience that had preoccupied Utahns—

and Americans generally—for more than two months. What had started as “another 

Indian war” that called back the “days of the old frontier” now concluded with a signed 

written oath of obedience to the government and pluralistic harmony as seven Indigenous 

men sat in the pews of two different Christian denominations.98 The newspapers 

continued their frenzied reporting that focused on the anomaly of Indians in unexpected 

places, saying that the surprised congregations gawked as their visitors “bow[ed] their 

heads during prayer and mov[ed] their lips during the chanting of hymns.”99 Some again 

embellished the Utes’ appearance by saying that their “shining braids” were 

complemented by colorful and exotic ceremonial clothing, causing a stir among the white 

congregants.100  

Although the government agents involved in the Bluff Fight and its aftermath 

envisioned and planned for a future in which Indians would be successfully assimilated 

into the American mainstream, white Americans in Salt Lake City and elsewhere made it 

 
97 Holderby to Horn, April 25, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 
98 “United States at War with Indians in Utah,” Daily Gate City, February 22, 1915; “Two Battles with 

Indians in Utah,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, February 22, 1915. 

 
99 “Eight Indians Go to Sunday Services at Salt Lake Churches,” Salt Lake Herald-Republican, April 12, 

1915. 

 
100 After the church services were concluded, Holderby then led the group to the now-defunct Deseret 

Museum, whose collections focused on Mormon pioneer heritage and which have subsequently been 

distributed among LDS-owned Temple Square and Church History Museum, as well as the Pioneer 

Memorial Museum operated by the Daughters of the Utah Pioneers. See “Indians Released, Marvel at Art 

of Paleface,” Salt Lake Telegram, April 11, 1915; “Indians Return to Reservation,” Deseret News, April 12, 

1915.  
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clear that they preferred to think of Indigenous communities as tiny eddies: reverse 

currents that give variety, but do not ultimately interfere with, the dominant flow. To 

these reporters and the readers who monetarily supported them, the Utes—and by 

extension, all Indigenous communities—remained a novelty, a base reference point 

which they used to chart and admire the teleological slope of American advancements. 

With few exceptions, they cared little for the wellbeing, or even survival, of native 

peoples, but obsessed over the presumed gap between the two civilizations, a gap they 

largely understood in racialized terms. This fed an attitude of white superiority that could 

only exist if the Utes remained “primitive,” or at least disadvantaged. In many ways, that 

is why the Salt Lake interlude of the Bluff Fight was so closely examined by journalists. 

Aside from the profits that accompanied sensationalist headlines, it also gave them an 

opportunity to celebrate American civilization and, in the case of the Salt Lake City-

based periodicals, to affirm Utah’s full inclusion within that polity. And although the 

Bluff Fight, which was small to begin with, had concluded, it remained newsworthy 

throughout the coming months, as the United States prepared to both prosecute and 

defend Tse-ne-gat in court, publicly debating his and his people’s place in a modern 

United States.   
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Chapter 4: The Trial of Tse-ne-gat 

 

 

Tse-ne-gat arrived in Colorado’s capital city on April 2 and waited three months 

before his trial began.1 During that time, the world was on fire. The Great War entered its 

first full year, and the tragedies of that conflagration began to accelerate. Poison gas was 

first deployed at Second Battle of Ypres, German zeppelins began bombing London, and 

an airplane pilot shot down another for the first time in history. The devastating Gallipoli 

campaign had begun, as had the earliest deportations, death marches, and massacres of 

the Armenian Genocide. And on May 7, one day after district attorney Harry Tedrow 

submitted his report on the Tse-ne-gat investigation to Attorney General Thomas 

Gregory, a German U-boat sank the RMS Lusitania off the coast of Ireland, killing over 

one thousand passengers, including one hundred twenty-eight Americans. 

 This did not ultimately send the country to war, but the United States would 

eventually join the fray two years later. Meanwhile, in the months that Tse-ne-gat waited 

in Denver, Mary Mallon, known popularly as “Typhoid Mary,” was compelled into her 

second—this time permanent—quarantine. Babe Ruth hit his first career home run—one 

day before the Lusitania sank, in fact—and Jess Willard, the most recent “Great White 

Hope,” had defeated Jack Johnson for the world heavyweight boxing title in a highly 

publicized and racialized twenty-six round marathon match in Cuba. Charlie Chaplin 

debuted his recurring character “The Tramp” one week later, but his movie was 

overshadowed by the success of D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation, a three-hour film 

of the Civil War that praised the Ku Klux Klan and denigrated black Americans by 

 
1 “Piute is Taken to Denver Jail,” Ogden Standard, April 2, 1915.  
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portraying them as dangerous and unintelligent. On March 21, one day before Tse-ne-gat 

and his relatives surrendered to General Scott at Mexican Hat, President Woodrow 

Wilson organized and attended a screening of Birth of a Nation at the White House, the 

first feature-length film to be shown at the executive mansion.2 Wilson, whose racism has 

been well-documented, praised the movie, remarking that it was “like writing history 

with lightning.”3 Altogether, the world and the United States was in transition, balancing 

optimism for a new century alongside the fears of what modernity might bring. 

Obsessions with the technological sublime was tempered by the horrors on the 

battlefields of Europe, the Middle East, and the high seas, and hopes for a brighter future 

were challenged by racial violence, legislation that targeted minorities, and persistent 

bigotry that was enmeshed in the Progressive movement.  

Among these tumults, the trial of Tse-ne-gat seems small, but it still won coveted 

column inches in national and local newspapers, appearing alongside news from war-torn 

Europe, women’s suffrage issues, and other world-altering events. What made this case 

so interesting to so many Americans among the greater upheavals of the early twentieth 

century? The Panama-Pacific International Exposition (PPIE), which opened to the 

public two days before the shooting began at Cottonwood Wash in San Juan, Utah, 

provides illuminating context. Like many world’s fairs, the 1915 event in San Francisco 

celebrated feats of modern engineering and science, all while showcasing the host city 

and nation. The exposition celebrated the completion of the Panama Canal, but also 

 
2 Richard Wormser, “D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915)” PBS, accessed July 26, 2021, 

https://www.thirteen.org/wnet/jimcrow/stories_events_birth.html.  

 
3 Like many famous quotations, it is possible that this is a misattribution, as discussed by Mark E. Benbow 

in “Birth of a Quotation: Woodrow Wilson and ‘Writing History Like Lightning,” in The Journal of the 

Gilded Age and Progressive Era 9, No. 4 (October 2010): 509-533. 

https://www.thirteen.org/wnet/jimcrow/stories_events_birth.html
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highlighted San Francisco’s recovery from the devastating earthquake and fires of 1906. 

Also, like previous world’s fairs, the Panama-Pacific Exposition featured an 

anthropological focus, including numerous exhibits of Indigenous communities, artifacts, 

and artwork.4  

The most popular Indian-themed item of the entire event was James Earle Fraser’s 

now-iconic statue entitled The End of the Trail. Made of plaster on short notice, the 

sculpture consists of a single Indigenous man on horseback, slumped in the saddle with 

head hung low, powerfully built but completely pacified. His spear loosely balances in 

the crook of his elbow, pointing to the ground, signifying a warrior unable to practice his 

craft, but whose weapon still defines him. His mount is small, thin, and appears as weary 

as the rider. Its tail is tucked between its hind legs, both of which are curiously pulled 

forward, giving the impression that the horse is literally on its last legs. Its head hangs 

like the rider, creating imaginary parallel lines that consist of the two heads and necks, 

the spear, the hind legs, and the rider’s legs and arms, all of which are on a downward 

slope. Each element, in other words, signifies declension, finality, and utter weariness. As 

the Fargo Forum and Daily Republican reported in November 1915, the statue could be 

interpreted “merely as a picture of physical exhaustion or as symbolizing the extinction 

of the red man.”5 The official tourist souvenir of the PPIE added a similar claim, saying 

that “the drooping storm-beaten figure of the Indian on the spent pony symbolizes the end 

 
4 For a detailed history of Indians at the PPIE, see Abigail Markwyn, “Beyond The End of the Trail: Indians 

at San Francisco’s World’s Fair,” Ethnohistory 63, No. 2 (April 2016): 273-300.  

 
5 “‘End of the Trail,” by James Earle Fraser, To Be Saved from the Exposition,” Fargo Forum and Daily 

Republican, November 4, 1915. 
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of the race which was once a mighty people.”6 Fraser himself later confirmed that this 

was precisely the message he had intended. “As a boy,” he wrote in his memoirs, “I 

remembered an old Dakota trapper saying ‘the Indians will someday be pushed into the 

Pacific Ocean,’” and he decided to create a sculpture which “represented [the Indian] race 

reaching the end of the trail, at the edge of the Pacific.”7  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 The Blue Book: A Comprehensive Official Souvenir View Book of the Panama-Pacific International 

Exposition at San Francisco 1915 (San Francisco: Robert A. Reid, 1915): 50.  

 
7 Fraser quoted in Shannon Vittoria, “End of the Trail, Then and Now,” Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

accessed July 27, 2021, https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2013/the-american-west-in-

bronze/blog/posts/end-of-the-trail.   

 

https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2013/the-american-west-in-bronze/blog/posts/end-of-the-trail
https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2013/the-american-west-in-bronze/blog/posts/end-of-the-trail


168 

 

Fig. 4.1 James Earle Fraser’s The End of the Trail as it appeared at the 1915 Panama-Pacific International 

Exposition. Probably the most visited artwork of the fair, Fraser’s statue was placed nearby another famous 

statue of the exhibition, The Pioneer. Created by Utah native Solon Borglum—younger brother of Gutzon 

Borglum of Mount Rushmore and Stone Mountain fame—The Pioneer was the unofficial counterpart of 

Fraser’s statue, which depicted a lone settler, heroically moving forward with straight back and tools at the 

ready for the “subjugation of the wilderness.”8 Both statues were relocated to Visalia, California after being 

recovered from the Marina Park mud pits. Ironically, The Pioneer, the image of progress and civilization, 

was destroyed in 1980 by an earthquake, but The End of the Trail, the symbol of decline, was eventually 

acquired by the National Cowboy and Western Heritage Museum, where it remains today. Photo courtesy 

of California State Library. 

 

 

Initially discarded in a mud pit after the PPIE closed, The End of the Trail was 

later recovered, and it was reproduced on a massive scale, becoming one of the most 

enduring images of the “Old West.” Today, replicas and imitations can be found in tourist 

shops, gas stations, and online stores in almost any form imaginable, from bronzes to 

trucker hats to—perhaps most ironically of all—dreamcatchers. The image has told and 

 
8 Blue Book, 51. 
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retold the story of the “vanishing Indian” for multiple generations at this point, 

contributing to the settler colonial narrative of the “once-great-but-now-extinct” 

American Indians. Historian Jean O’Brien has famously termed this process “lasting,” 

and she shows how it has been a component of North American history, literature, and 

culture for hundreds of years.9 PPIE-goers had already internalized a narrative of 

disappearing Indians for quite some time by 1915, and Fraser’s statue—and the 

newspaper stories of the Bluff Fight, for that matter—simply confirmed most Americans’ 

preconceptions of disappearing Indian life. In the face of modernity, with its infinite 

potential for technological and scientific advancement and horror as evidenced by the 

world-wide turbulence of the early twentieth century, there seemed to be no place for 

Indigenous life in the popular American imagination beyond commemoration and 

perhaps commiseration. As Abigail Markwyn has argued, the Indian displays of the 1915 

PPIE signified the beginnings of a general appreciation for “noble ‘First Americans’” and 

a collective mourning of the loss of Indigenous culture in the United States which became 

more common in the 1920s and 1930s.10 Still, these sentiments were passive, and they 

only challenged the attitudes that non-Indigenous Americans should have about the “End 

of the Trail,” not the inevitable end itself.  

 This preoccupation with the Indian life in modern American society was perhaps 

nowhere more apparent than in Tse-Ne-Gat’s trial in Denver in the summer of 1915, 

running concurrently with the PPIE. Tse-ne-gat’s fate was publicly debated, both in the 

press that reported on the case and within the walls of the courtroom itself. The Tse-Ne-

 
9 Jean M. O’Brien, Firsting and Lasting: Writing Indians Out of Existence in New England (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2010).  

 
10 Markwyn, “Beyond The End of the Trail,” 273. 
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Gat trial also provided insight to the complex and often contradictory thinking that 

informed American Indian policy during the Progressive era. Indian rights groups from 

all over the country flocked to Denver to support Tse-Ne-Gat, such as the Indian Rights 

Association (IRA), with an almost entirely white membership. While there, they 

distributed pamphlets, participated in demonstrations, and offered legal and financial 

support to the young Ute man. Writers from these rights groups called for a sympathetic 

ruling regarding Tse-Ne-Gat, and by extension, a more compassionate stance towards 

American Indians in general. Still, they supported whole-heartedly the assimilation 

policies that were already underway from the U.S. government, which would essentially 

make Indians into “normal” Americans, all in the spirit of charity. So while the language 

of the IRA and other “friends of the Indians” differed enormously in tone from that of the 

rural newspaper writers, they were actually seeking a similar objective: the disappearance 

of American Indians. They only disagreed on method and intention. Like Fraser and his 

those who admired his statue, the participants and observers of Tse-ne-gat’s trial 

generally had sympathy for the young Ute, but they ultimately saw him as a doleful relic 

of a bygone era, and they saw no place for him in America’s future. 

 

 

Tse-ne-gat Sick 

 Although Tse-ne-gat was not present to witness much of the enthusiastic clamor 

that followed his relatives during the latter days of their stay in Salt Lake City, he 

experienced similar behavior in Denver, where he quickly became an object of pity, 

praise, derision, and humor for the white population. Accompanied by Aquila Nebeker to 

the Colorado capital on April 2, Tse-ne-gat was put in the custody of the Colorado 
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marshal and was initially held in the county jail. Immediately upon his arrival, 

newspapers reported that the “young brave” presented a composed and impassive 

demeanor, but internally concealed his timidity, since he was “not yet accustomed to the 

sights and sounds of civilization.”11 Whether this was an attempt at pathos or a dig at Salt 

Lake City is unclear, but the writer of this article—as many of the Denver journalists 

would do over the next few months—clearly sympathized with Tse-ne-gat and presented 

him as a tragic hero, simultaneously proud and pathetic. This angle was magnified once 

Tse-ne-gat became ill. 

 

Fig. 4.2 Tse-ne-gat (right) seated with Marshal Aquila Nebeker (left) in Salt Lake City shortly before being 

transported to Denver.  

  

 
11 “Untitled,” Rocky Mountain News, April 3, 1915. 
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Tse-ne-gat began showing signs of pulmonary distress before his arrival in 

Denver, with some residents of San Juan and Montezuma counties claiming that he had 

exhibited a “consumptive cough” even before the fighting in Bluff. Howard M. Patterson, 

a Presbyterian minister from Bluff who claimed to have had fed Tse-ne-gat in his home 

many times, said that the young man had coughed in his presence so many times that he 

could pick out his expectorations by ear. In fact, Patterson claimed that Tse-ne-gat had 

planned an ambush from a rock outcropping with another young Ute when Nebeker and 

his posse arrived in Bluff, but his loud cough had given him away, thus “saving” the life 

of Marshal Nebeker.12 Although this anecdote was likely an invention, Tse-ne-gat was 

clearly suffering from a serious affliction by the time he arrived in Denver, possibly 

tuberculosis. Many reporters and several of the Indian Office employees speculated that 

his condition had either originated or been exacerbated during his incarceration in the 

poorly ventilated, underground cell at the Salt Lake County jail.13  

Tse-ne-gat’s health quickly deteriorated, and his guards reported that he barely 

slept due to intense nocturnal coughing spells.14 Several officials wondered if he would 

even be fit to stand trial. Judge Robert Lewis was holding court in Pueblo and would not 

return to Denver for several more weeks, meaning that Tse-ne-gat might have to wait 

months before the hearings could begin. Others worried that even if he made it to trial 

and was found innocent, his incarceration would still result in a death sentence.15 Several 

 
12 “How Tse-Na-Gat’s Cough Saved Life of Marshal Nebeker,” Salt Lake Telegram, April 19, 1915.  

 
13 “Underground Cell Blamed for Illness of Indian Outlaw,” Salt Lake Telegram, April 17, 1915; “Tse-Ne-

Gat Has Tuberculosis,” Montrose Press, April 17, 1915; “Tse-Ne-Gat White Plague Victim; Must Undergo 

Operation,” Salt Lake Herald-Republican, April 16, 1915. 

 
14 Orville Wescott to Samuel Burris, undated, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
15 Jenkins to Sells, April 15, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 
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physicians even recommended releasing Tse-ne-gat and sending him to the Ute Mountain 

reservation to await his trial, where the “fresh air and sunshine” of his native land might 

fast-track his recovery.16 Nebeker and Samuel Burris, the marshal for Colorado, opposed 

this course, believing that Tse-ne-gat would not respond to the court’s summons and that 

all the effort put into his capture would be wasted. Instead, they compromised and 

transferred him to St. Anthony Central Hospital. 

 

Fig. 4.3 St. Anthony Hospital, photographed in 1905. Photo courtesy of Denver Public Library.  

 

 

 
16 “Tse-ne-gat White Plague Victim; Must Undergo Operation,” Salt Lake Herald-Republican, April 17, 

1915.  
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Operated by the Sisters of St. Francis, St. Anthony had been constructed in 1892 

in Lakewood, Colorado, which at that time was “well away from the city, and practically 

in the country” but is now part of the Denver metropolitan area.17 While the medical 

consensus at the time suggested that open air accelerated recovery of all tuberculosis 

patients, the physicians in Denver emphasized the importance of this remedy for Tse-ne-

gat based on racialized thinking. The doctors and nurses of St. Anthony “recommended 

outdoor life for the red man” as a rule and presented a treatment plan for Tse-ne-gat that 

consisted almost entirely of activity on the hospital’s extensive grounds.18 He was 

encouraged to go on walks, eat his meals outside, and take long automobile rides. He was 

even given driving instruction so that he could operate the vehicle by himself.19 The 

treatment seemed to ease Tse-ne-gat’s symptoms almost immediately, according to the 

healthcare workers at St. Anthony. In fact, when physician Orville Wescott examined the 

young man, he noted that, while he was definitely suffering from tuberculosis, Tse-ne-gat 

would not require surgery. The treatment of outdoor activity would be sufficient, at least 

until the trial. Beyond that, Wescott believed that Tse-ne-gat would only live five more 

years if not given sufficient medical care, which would be nearly impossible if he 

returned to the reservation.20  

 
17 Orville Wescott to Samuel Burris, undated, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
18 “Tse-ne-gat Given Air,” Salt Lake Herald-Republican, May 1, 1915.  

 
19 “Old Polk Again Causes Trouble,” Ogden Standard, May 20, 1915. 

 
20 Wescott also noted in his examination that Tse-ne-gat’s tuberculosis was not a result of having been 

incarcerated in the Salt Lake County underground cell because he had been living with the disease for “a 

good many months.” Orville Wescott to Samuel Burris, undated, United States Indian Affairs Office 

Records, USARS. 

 



175 

 

Keeping Tse-ne-gat healthy until the trial was the primary concern of nearly every 

party who had interest in his case, though many, like Wescott, did not plan for his long-

term wellbeing. The only other action recommended by the doctor other than to keep 

Tse-ne-gat “out in the open practically all the time” was to remove his tonsils, which did 

not ultimately occur.21 And even though Wescott noted that Tse-ne-gat’s pulmonary 

problems might be exacerbated by his smoking habit, he allowed the young man to 

continue using cigarettes while at St. Anthony, many of which were provided by General 

Scott’s close friend L. E. Campbell, who lived in Denver and promised to keep an eye on 

Tse-ne-gat and promote his welfare.22 Meanwhile, Harry Tedrow, the U. S. Attorney in 

charge of the prosecution, reported to Thomas Gregory that Tse-ne-gat was merely faking 

an illness to garner public support. But, since General Scott personally requested that the 

Attorney General keep Tse-ne-gat at St. Anthony, Tedrow never attempted to move the 

accused back to prison, even though he argued that Tse-ne-gat had “no outward 

appearance of illness.”23 Instead, Tse-ne-gat remained at St. Anthony, where he was 

treated in a “competent and sympathetic” manner by the hospital staff and law officers.24 

Meanwhile, his relatives in San Juan faced with yet another government attempt to 

remove Indigenous bands to the Ute Mountain Reservation. This time, however, the 

government seemed determined to follow through. 

 
21 Orville Wescott to Samuel Burris, undated, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
22 L. E. Campbell to Hugh Scott, May 13, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
23 Harry B. Tedrow to Thomas Gregory, March 24, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, 

USARS. Tedrow was not the only authority to suspect that Tse-ne-gat faked his illness. Aquila Nebeker 

and his deputy Lucien Smyth also took their opinions to the newspapers, publicly claiming that the accused 

was playing up his symptoms to win sympathy for his cause in court. See “Tse-Ne-Gat Not Ill, Says 

Deputy Marshal Smyth,” Deseret News, June 16, 1915. 

 
24 Henry McAllister to L. E. Campbell, May 10, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, 

USARS. 
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Relocation of the San Juan Bands 

 The first condition of the written oath signed by Polk, Posey, and the other Ute 

men in Salt Lake City was to immediately proceed to the Ute Mountain Reservation in 

Colorado, there to remain for the indeterminate future. They were also compelled to 

convince all other Indigenous groups to abandon the non-reservation portions of the 

county. Once at Ute Mountain, the document required that the San Juan bands reside 

permanently on the reservation, being able to leave only temporarily and with express 

permission of the Indian agent.25   

 James Jenkins decided to take a hands-off approach when it came to enforcing 

this policy. After leaving Salt Lake City in mid-April, Jenkins accompanied the former 

prisoners to Towaoc, the headquarters of the newly established Ute Mountain 

Reservation formerly known as Navajo Springs, where Jenkins said they were “well 

received by other members of their tribe.”26 The agent insisted that the men “settle down 

and go to work,” but did allow them to first return to San Juan to gather their families and 

their flocks, but required them to return to the reservation within ten days.27 The Ute 

bands settled bills at the Bluff stores, gathered their belongings and livestock, bid 

 
25 Untitled oath, United States District Court, signed by William Hatch, William Posey, Anson Posey, Jack 

Ute, Noland May, Jack Rabbit Soldier, Joe Hammons and witnessed by James Jenkins and Lorenzo Creel, 

United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
26 “Polk and Posey Pay Us a Visit,” Mancos Times, April 16, 1915; Untitled, Delta Independent, April 23, 

1915. 

 
27 Jenkins to Sells, April 15, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 
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farewell to some of the Mormon settlers, and arrived at the reservation with one day to 

spare, notwithstanding inclement weather.28  

 Jenkins wore his opinions on his 

sleeve from the moment he took the 

reins at the Navajo Springs Agency, 

and he continued articulating negative 

feelings toward the white inhabitants 

of the Four Corners region, Mormon 

and Gentile alike, in nearly all his 

correspondence before, during, and 

after the Bluff Fight. Writing to 

assistant district attorney David Cook 

several weeks after returning from Salt 

Lake City, Jenkins expressed his 

feeling that if any trouble were to arise 

again in the Four Corners, it would 

come from the white citizens. The 

cowboys from Montezuma, he wrote, were of the “tin-horn variety who are disposed to 

stir up trouble out of pure cussedness.” He worried that they would continue to circulate 

stories of Indian aggression, with or without provocation, “because of their failure to 

make good in the recent ‘war.’”29 Jenkins was also apprehensive about the Mormon 

 
28 Jenkins to Cook, May 6, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS; “San Juan Indians 

Now on Reservation,” Deseret News, May 13, 1915.  

 
29 Jenkins to Cook, May 6, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

Fig. 4.4 James E. Jenkins is pictured here (left) in 

1903, while working as special Indian agent who 

orchestrated the removal of Cupeño Indians from 

Warner Springs to Pala, California. Photo found in 

Out West, July 1903. 
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settlers in the vicinity, whom he called “vicious and talkative,” and who interfered with 

the Indians’ affairs.30 He worried about the trouble that these agitators might bring to the 

Utes, but he was even more concerned that they would sew distrust towards white people 

among those living on the reservation, making his job as agent much more difficult. 

Likewise, he was also concerned about “sentimentalists of all color and calibre—(mostly 

small calibre)” who “make more trouble than all the others put together.” 31 Whether the 

white neighbors of Utah and Colorado were ill- or well-intentioned, Jenkins’s first 

priority, it seemed, was order, and he clearly saw federal authority setting the terms of 

peace and stability in the region.  

 But the newspapers were not quite ready for peace and stability yet. Within 

several weeks, the press once again announced trouble in the Four Corners, saying that 

the San Juan Utes had left the reservation and had begun to harass the white settlers in 

Bluff and Blanding. The source of this resurgent tumult came from a spare comment by 

Arthur Spencer, whose trading post near Mexican Hat had been the location of the Utes’ 

surrender to General Scott. Traveling to Farmington, New Mexico, Spencer commented 

that several of the “renegade” Utes had recently visited his store. This was highly likely, 

as the Utes at that time were still preparing to leave for the reservation. The press, 

however, took this bit of information and invented a reprise of the recent trouble. The 

Washington Post claimed that the Utes were “making threats against the white 

inhabitants” and wondered if military force would be necessary to compel them to the 

 
30 Jenkins to Sells, April 15, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 
31 Jenkins to Cook, May 6, 1915, United States Indian Affairs Office Records, USARS. 

 


