Chief
Joseph

Chief Joseph
At Bear Paw Battlefield
Photograph by Eric Daeuber

Indigenous people, people who were the original people of a particular place, faced unique challenges when
they met with people new to that place. This is the story of one group, the Wallowa band of Nez Perce, who
tried to negotiate with the American Government.
Student Learning Outcomes
1. Students will learn vocabulary used to talk about Indigenous people.
2. Students will explore the relationship between Indigenous people and people new to place.
3. Students will apply vocabulary in long definitions.
4. Students will differentiate between transitive and intransitive verbs.
5. Students will discuss the role of Indigenous people in their communities.
6. Students will extrapolate main ideas from written texts.
The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: English B2 – Young adult and college
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What does it mean to be Indigenous?
Watch the video from the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation. on Indigenous
people in Canada.
https://youtu.be/CISeEFTsgDA
All countries have Indigenous people – the
people who were there first. Today, it’s easy
for people to move around. It’s also easy to
not notice the people who were the first to
live in a place. In America, the Nez Perce
were a tribe of Indigenous people who
experienced a sad, but typical, event that
still affects us today

Vocabulary

Originate

After you watch the video, consider the
meaning of these three important words.
Select the best way to use these words
when talking about Indigenous people.
Indigenous
people

Nation

Speaking
Discuss with a partner

•
•
•



Beginning



Continuing



The people who live in a particular
place



The first people in a particular place



A group of people with their own
name and culture and, in some case,
their own languages, laws and
spiritual beliefs



A country with borders

In your homeland, are there Indigenous people?
What are they called?
Are you, or do you know anyone from your own
homeland who is Indigenous?
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The story at Bear Paw - Montana
Read the story about Chief Joseph and the Nez
Perce. Match the paragraph number with main idea
of the paragraph.

Chief Joseph

Photo of Joseph taken in November 1877 by
O.S. Goff in Bismarck – Public Domain
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Chief Joseph is sent far
from his homeland
The Nez Perce are expected
to move to a reservation
War is declared because the
Nez Perce can not meet the
deadline
Chief Joseph Looks for a
peaceful place to live
Chief Joseph surrenders
after a terrible battle
The Government goes back
on a promise to let the Nez
Perce live in their homeland
General Miles finds the Nez
Perce at Bear Paw

1. Aboriginal people lived in what we now call
America before European people came to the
continent. But soon after the United States of
America became a country, the American
government wanted to move American Indians
to reservations to make room for the growing
population of the new country, and new
immigrants that were coming to America from
other parts of the world. The Nez Perce were
among the people who were expected to move
to reservations but one Chief, Chief Joseph was
reluctant to move. His dying father had told him
never to leave his land. He said “This country
holds your father's body. Never sell the bones of
your father and your mother.”
2. At first, the Nez Perce were willing to live on a
reservation because the one the American
Government had negotiated with the Indians
was very large and included most of their
original homeland. But that was before gold was
discovered nearby. As more Americans wanted
to move west to look for gold, the American
Government changed their minds and moved
the reservation away from the Nez Perce
homeland and made it much smaller. Some of
the Nez Perce were willing to move to the new
reservation, but Chief Joseph did not
understand why they were being forced to
move. The United States Army sent General
Howard to force Chief Joseph and the Nez Perce
to move but Chief Joseph said, “"I do not believe
that the Great Spirit Chief gave one kind of men
the right to tell another kind of men what they
must do.“
3. General Howard was angry and put Chief Joseph
in jail for five days. General Howard told Chief
Joseph that he had to move in 30 days, but it
was impossible to gather their families, horses,
cattle and all their belongings in so short a time.
When the Nez Perce missed the deadline,
General Howard said that the Nez Perce were
now at war with the United States Government
and he brought soldiers to arrest the Nez Perce
or to kill them in battle.
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General Oliver Howard

7Gen. O. O. Howard (between 1855 and 1865)
Source Library of Congress – Public Domain

Main Ideas
Chief Joseph is sent far from his
homeland
The Nez Perce are expected to
move to a reservation
War is declared because the Nez
Perce can not meet the deadline
Chief Joseph Looks for a
peaceful place to live
Chief Joseph surrenders after a
terrible battle
The Government goes back on a
promise to let the Nez Perce live
in their homeland

4. Chief Joseph did not want a war, so he tried to find
another place to go. Chief Joseph hoped that he could
find a place to live among another tribe of Native
Americans called the Crow, but they were not willing
to go against the United States government, so they
refused to allow Chief Joseph to move his people
there. Chief Joseph decided to take the 750 people
who were with him to Canada where the Lakota Chief
Sitting Bull lived. Sitting Bull had agreed to welcome
the Nez Perce
5. But the United States Army wanted to punish the
Nez Perce for not obeying his orders to move to the
reservation. General Howard wanted to force Chief
Joseph and his band to live on the reservation, so he
tried to stop them from leaving the country. In the
battles that followed, many people were killed,
including many women and children. Just 42 miles
from the Canadian border, at a place called Bear Paw,
Chief Joseph and his warriors fought their last battle.
A commander from the army named General Miles
brought 520 soldiers with him to fight the Nez Perce.
It was easy to find them because it was cold and had
snowed the night before.
6. General Miles attacked the Nez Perce in the morning.
Some women and children tried to run into the Bear
Paw Mountains and others tried to hide. It was a
fierce battle, and warriors and soldiers one both
sides, as well as women and children, were killed in
the battle. The next day, Chief Joseph surrendered to
General Miles and one of the last wars between the
United States and Native American people was over.
None of Chief Joseph’s people were able to cross the
border to Canada. In the three months that Chief
Joseph tried to get to Canada 150 of his people were
killed or wounded.
7. Many Americans, including some in the army, were
sympathetic to the Nez Perce and thought they were
treated unfairly. But, eventually, the Nez Perce were
sent to various reservations and Chief Joseph,
himself, was sent to a reservation far from his
homeland in the Wallowa Valley where his father was
buried.
(In America, the terms Aboriginal, Native American,
American Indian and Indian are all used to refer to
Indigenous people. It’s always best to use the terms local
Indigenous people prefer)

General Miles finds the Nez
Perce at Bear Paw
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Vocabulary
Complete the sentence with the
correct word from the reading. You
may need to change the form of
word to make it grammatically
correct.

understand (v)
reservation (n)

1. Feeling he was giving up his homeland,
Chief Joseph was _reluctant_ to move to a
_________.
2. The government had _______ with Indians
and had come to an agreement.
3. Chief Joseph was confused about the
government’s order. He did not
__________ why he had to move.

reluctant (adj)
sympathetic (adj)
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negotiate (v)

4. Joseph realized that he could not win the
battle. He decided to _________ so that
more people would not die.

surrender (v)
5. When people heard about the war with
the Nez Perce, some were ___________ .

General Howard’s Map – 1877
Washington State University
Libraries' Manuscripts, Archives, and
Special Collections - Public Domain
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Writing
Some of these words are difficult
and can be used in more than one
way. Explain the meaning of the
word by writing a long definition
and an example of the word used in
another sentence.
reluctant (adj)

definition

example

A person is reluctant if it takes him or her a long time to make a decision because
several of the options seem like they may be good ideas. People are most often
reluctant to make big changes, do dangerous things, or things that make them
afraid. If doing something makes you nervous and it makes you want to wait to do it,
you are reluctant.
Some people are reluctant to speak in another language because they think they
might make mistakes.

sympathetic
(adj)
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definition

example

reservation
(n)

definition

example

negotiate (v)

definition

example

understand
(v)

definition

example

surrender (v)

definition

example
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Chief
Joseph

Chief Joseph
In Washington
From left to right: unidentified, Chief Joseph, A.B. Meacham, Yellow Bull, and Col. A.I. Chapman
Lucullus Virgil McWhorter Photograph Collection/Washington State University – Public Domain

Face to Face with the Government
Chief Joseph went to Washington in 1879 less than two years after the Battle at Bear Paw. He met with the
government to try to improve the living conditions of his people who were living on a reservation far from their
original homeland. Later you will read two different comments in newspapers about this visit. But he had some
things to say too.
This video is a reading of parts of Chief Joseph’ speech in Washington on January 14, 1879. You can read the words
on the screen as the presenter reads the parts of his speech.

https://youtu.be/XLd7Z4nw2Pw?t=67
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Chief Yellow Bull

7U.S. National Archives and Records
Administration 1871-1904 – Public Domain

Reading and Speaking
Read the two articles from the
newspapers at the time Chief
Joseph went to Washington.

Discuss with a partner
What was Joseph’s opinion of the
American Government?

Chief Joseph, Yellow Bull, and Mr. A.E. Chapman, agent,
arrived in Washington this morning and proceeded to the
Ebbitt house, where they applied for accommodations. While
they were waiting for the clerk to assign them rooms General
Nelson H. Miles, the well-known Indian fighter, who drove
Joseph and his men into Canada, came up to the clerk’s desk,
where the general was recognized by Joseph, and a hearty
handshaking followed. Joseph and the General engaged in
pleasant conversation several minutes. In consequence of the
crowded condition of the hotel the party could not be provided
with quarters there and they left to seek accommodation
elsewhere. Joseph is rather a good-looking specimen of his
race, and has an intelligent face. He speaks English fluently and
he and Yellow Bull register their names at the hotel
themselves. They registered as Chief Joseph and Yellow Bull,
Indian Territory.

When Joseph arrived in
Washington, how did people react?
Compare the two articles. How are
they different?

Worthington Advance, Worthington, Minnesota
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This is Chief Joseph’s speech in Washington. We will be talking about verbs in the next exercise.

At last I was granted permission to come to Washington and bring my friend Yellow Bull and our interpreter
with me. I am glad I came. I have shaken hands with a good many friends, but there are some things I want to
know which no one seems able to explain. I cannot understand how the Government sends a man out to fight
us, as it did General Miles, and then breaks his word. Such a government has something wrong about it. I
cannot understand why so many chiefs are allowed to talk so many different ways, and promise so many
different things. I have seen the Great Father Chief [President Hayes]; the Next Great Chief [Secretary of the
Interior]; the Commissioner Chief; the Law Chief; and many other law chiefs [Congressmen] and they all say
they are my friends, and that I shall have justice, but while all their mouths talk right I do not understand why
nothing is done for my people. I have heard talk and talk but nothing is done. Good words do not last long
unless they amount to something. Words do not pay for my dead people. They do not pay for my country now
overrun by white men. They do not protect my father's grave. They do not pay for my horses and cattle. Good
words do not give me back my children. Good words will not make good the promise of your war chief, General
Miles. Good words will not give my people a home where they can live in peace and take care of themselves. I
am tired of talk that comes to nothing. It makes my heart sick when I remember all the good words and all the
broken promises. There has been too much talking by men who had no right to talk. Too many
misinterpretations have been made; too many misunderstandings have come up between the white men and
the Indians. If the white man wants to live in peace with the Indian he can live in peace. There need be no
trouble. Treat all men alike. Give them the same laws. Give them all an even chance to live and grow. All men
were made by the same Great Spirit Chief. They are all brothers. The earth is the mother of all people, and all
people should have equal rights upon it. You might as well expect all rivers to run backward as that any man
who was born a free man should be contented penned up and denied liberty to go where he pleases. If you tie a
horse to a stake, do you expect he will grow fat? If you pen an Indian up on a small spot of earth and compel him
to stay there, he will not be contented nor will he grow and prosper. I have asked some of the Great White
Chiefs where they get their authority to say to the Indian that he shall stay in one place, while he sees white
men going where they please. They cannot tell me.
I only ask of the Government to be treated as all other men are treated. If I cannot go to my own home, let me
have a home in a country where my people will not die so fast. I would like to go to Bitter Root Valley. There my
people would be happy; where they are now they are dying. Three have died since I left my camp to come to
Washington.
When I think of our condition, my heart is heavy. I see men of my own race treated as outlaws and driven from
country to country, or shot down like animals.
I know that my race must change. We cannot hold our own with the white men as we are. We only ask an even
chance to live as other men live. We ask to be recognized as men. We ask that the same law shall work alike on
all men. If an Indian breaks the law, punish him by the law. If a white man breaks the law, punish him also.
Let me be a free man, free to travel, free to stop, free to work, free to trade where I choose, free to choose my
own teachers, free to follow the religion of my fathers, free to talk, think and act for myself -- and I will obey
every law or submit to the penalty.
Whenever the white man treats the Indian as they treat each other then we shall have no more wars. We shall
be all alike -- brothers of one father and mother, with one sky above us and one country around us and one
government for all. Then the Great Spirit Chief who rules above will smile upon this land and send rain to wash
out the bloody spots made by brothers' hands upon the face of the earth. For this time the Indian race is waiting
and praying. I hope no more groans of wounded men and women will ever go to the ear of the Great Spirit Chief
above, and that all people may be one people.
Hin-mah-too-yah-lat-kekht has spoken for his people.
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Verbs can act on something, or they can stand alone. When a
verb has an object that it acts on, it’s called a transitive verb. If it
doesn’t act on something, then it’s called an intransitive verb. A
simple sentence is often made up of a subject, a verb, and an
object. For example, I ate an apple. I is the subject. Eat is the
verb. Apple is the object. My sentence is complete. In that case,
the verb eat is transitive. I can also look at an apple, but I can’t
look an apple. I can’t use the subject-verb-object construction
without the preposition at. In this case, the verb look is
intransitive. All by itself, look can’t act on anything. I have to use
a preposition to help the verb look. Think of the word remain
which is also intransitive. I can remain at something, or behind
something or in front of something or after something. But I
can’t just remain.

Chief Joseph on the Reservation
F.M.Sargeant, 1880Washington State
History Museum - Public Domain

subject

Verb

transitive

I

ate

intransitive

I

looked

Grammar
Here are sentences from the Chief Joseph’s
speech. Indicate the verb and indicate if it’s
transitive or intransitive in that particular
sentence. Can you use that verb in another
way? In other words, it it’s transitive, write a
sentence that uses it as a transitive verb. If
it’s used as an intransitive verb, can you use
it as a transitive verb?

Preposition

object
the apple.

at

the apple.

Sentence

Transitive or
intransitive

Can you write a sentence with the other verb
form?

I cannot understand why so
many chiefs are allowed to talk so
many different ways.

Transitive

I cannot understand the government.

At last I was granted permission
to come to Washington and bring
my friend Yellow Bull and our
interpreter with me.

Transitive

When I think of our condition, my
heart is heavy.

Transitive

Intransitive

Intransitive

Intransitive
You might as well expect all
rivers to run backward.

Transitive
Intransitive

Whenever the white man treats
the Indian as they treat each
other then we shall have no more
wars.

Transitive
Intransitive
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Almost every land has Indigenous people – the people who
were originally there. Here are some examples.
Berbers of Morocco
Ogoni in Nigeria
Sahrawi of the Western Sahara
Ainu of Japan
Hmong of southern China
Kurds of Iraq
Maori of New Zealand
Saami of Sweden, Norway, Finland, Denmark
It’s important to remember that the word Indigenous means
people who have remained in a place for a long time and have
kept a lot of their culture. Some might say that there are
Indigenous people in Germany or France, but people moved
around in Europe so much over centuries that the word
Indigenous doesn’t really fit anymore.
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Chief Joseph and Family

F.M.Sargeant, 1880
Washington State History Museum
Public Domain

Here are some ideas of what to talk about:
What language did they originally speak? Do they still speak
the language? Is it difficult to learn?
Where do they live? What is the country like? Do they live in
more than one country and do they cross borders?

Research Project
Exploring Indigenous people
Pick an Indigenous people and
present a 15-minute presentation
about the people. They can be from
your own country or they can even
be you!

Do they have any unique customs? How do they marry? Have
they adopted newer customs? How have they changed?
Are there any unique historical events that help identify them?
Did they meet non-Indigenous people? How did that turn out?
Photograph by Eric Daeuber
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