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Breaking the Bonds of 
People and Land 

CLAUDIA B. HAAKE 

In the late Vine Deloria's judgement, even if 'the United States 
has rarely fulfilled the spirit of the law, it has nevertheless done 
better by its native people than other countries' .1 These 'other 
countries' would include its often overshadowed neighbour to the 
south, Mexico, and opinions such as Deloria's, largely based on 
legal texts, have led to the belief that the United States has a 
comparatively good record in its dealings with Native Americans 
while Mexico, supposedly, has done much worse. Looking specif-
ically at the problem of removal, the admittedly rare scholarship 
considering both of these countries has concluded that removal 
in Mexico was intended to break up tribes, while in the United 
States it was meant to preserve them.2 This essay considers the 
removal of two Native American tribes, the Mexican-based 
Yaquis and the United States Delawares, in order to challenge 
this verdict. 3 

This erroneous judgement has masked the fact that, as the 
Delaware case study shows, United States Indian policy in the 
era of removal was pursuing two potentially conflicting aims. 
Officially, the policy based on the 1830 Indian Removal Act sought 
to preserve Natives by removing them from detrimental white 
influences and thus giving them more time to adjust. This idealistic 
goal rallied many well-meaning reformers to the policy. However, 
the 'covert' or unofficial yet dominant agenda backed by often less 
than well-intentioned people was one ofland acquisition. As these 

1 Vine Deloria,Jr., 'Congress in its Wisdom: The Course oflndian Legislation', in 
Sandra L. Cadwalader and Vine Deloria,Jr. (eds.), The Aggressions of Civilization: Federal 
Indian Policy since the 1880s (Philadelphia, 1984), I08. 

2 See Christian F. Feest, 'Die Indianerpolitik Mexikos und der USA, 1830-1930', in 
Friedrich Edelmayer, Bernd Hausberger, and Hans Werner Tobler (eds.), Die vie/en 
Amerikas: Die neue Welt zwischen 1800 und 1930 (Frankfurt, 2000), 104.

3 The essay draws on various chapters of Claudia B. Haake, The State, Removal and 
Indigenous Peoples in the United States and Mexico, c.1620-2000 (New York, 2007). 



80 CLAUDIA B. HAAKE 

goals were to an extent contradictory, this, as well as Indigenous 
resistance and various other factors, ultimately foiled the complete 
acquisition of Indian land. Moreover, by removing entire tribes, 
the policy served to maintain rather than undermine tribal organi-
zation. In the long run this led to the survival oflandholding tribes 
to the present day. 

In the case of the Y aquis in Mexico, in contrast, the goals of 
removal were the clearing of fertile lands, the so-called pacifica-
tion of the rebellious Y aqui tribe, and the exploitation of their 
labour force. There was no covert agenda. Here, the ruthless 
practice of removal had the potential to have a more devastating 
impact on the Indigenous people since it worked to undermine 
their communities. As it happened, this did not occur because of 
the outbreak of the Mexican Revolution, which resulted in the 
discontinuation of the policy of removal. 

These two case studies indicate that, ultimately, both countries 
pursued very similar goals through Indigenous removal, and 
foremost among them was the acquisition of Native lands. 

The Era ofRemoval 

The term removal originates in the 1830 Indian Removal Act in 
the United States. This law, passed largely on the initiative of 
President Andrew Jackson, arranged for a so-called 'exchange' of 
lands, whereby Native tribes were relocated from the east to the 
west of the Mississippi. This allegedly took place on a voluntary 
basis but the practice was much more varied than the rhetoric 
suggested. Similarly, the supporters of the Act threw their weight 
behind it for different reasons.4 Some genuinely seem to have 
had the Indians' best interests at heart but thought that removing 
them from detrimental white influences would benefit them in 
the long run, allow them to get civilized in their own time, and 
save the race. Others must have seen the flaw in this argument, 
which claimed to protect and civilize Native Americans by 
putting distance between them and what passed as civilization. It 
was less assimilation and more land that constituted the main 
driving force behind the Act. In my view, land appropriation was 

4 See Jeremiah Evarts (ed.), Speeches on the Passage ofthe Billfor the Removal ofthe Indians, 
Delivered in the Congress of theUnited States, April and May 1830 (Boston, 1830). 
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the 'covert' and unofficial yet dominant agenda of removal, 
albeit one masked very effectively by the rhetoric of benevolence 
used to justify the passage of the Act. This agenda, moreover, 
was by no means a new one. Indians had been removed since the 
beginning of encounters between Natives and whites. Yet even 
though this was not the first time a line was to be drawn between 
Indians and Euro-Americans, it can be viewed as the first organ-
ized attempt at the mass removal of Native Americans.5 

'Removal' officially lasted from 1830 to 1887. However, the 
latter date marked the passage of the Dawes or Allotment Act 
which, in my view, was not the end point but rather a continua-
tion of removal, although in a slightly different manner. The 
policy of allotment further reduced Indian landholdings and 
displaced many Natives once again. Therefore it cannot be inter-
preted as having terminated removal. Even in the twentieth 
century the policy of removal did not end as, for instance, the 
termination era demonstrates. In fact, in my view the history of 
Native-white relations is essentially one in which removal has 
been the central theme. What is generally termed the removal era 
formed merely the most organized and open attempt at forced 
migration of masses of Native Americans. 

In spite of uniform legislation, removal in the United States 
was different for different tribes. Some had to be removed by 
military force, while others, such as the Delawares, simply 
packed up and left when they were told to do so. 6 But removal as 
a practice was not confined to the United States. Mexico, for 
instance, used it against the Maya and, at various later dates, 
against the Yaquis. 7 In Mexico, however, the policy was not 
nationwide and thus lacked the legal framework and the treaty 
process that marked it in the United States. 

5 A colonial forerunner of such an exercise in line-drawing was the British 
Proclamation of 1767. However, while Indians had been crowded out, pushed away, and 
had seen their land acquired by dubious means, there had been no coorclinated attempt 
at mass removal on a national scale before. 

6 Some refused until starvation forced them to comply. See Haake, The State, Removal 
and Indigenous Peoples, eh. 4. 

7 Some Maya were deported to Cuba during the so-called Caste War. See Luis 
Gonzalez y Gonzalez, 'Liberals and the Land', in Gilbert M. Joseph and Timothy J. 
Henderson (eds.), The Mexico Reader: History, Culture, Politics (Durham, NC, 2002), 243. 
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Removal in the United States: The Delawares 

The Delawares, also known as Lenape, the first tribe ever to sign 
a treaty with the United States and one of the last to be removed 
under the 1830 Act, originally lived along the banks of the 
Delaware river and its tributaries, but today are based in 
Oklahoma.8 Their history is essentially one of almost continuous 
removals, as even before 1830 they were repeatedly displaced. 
Sometimes they were simply pushed back and crowded out by 
force; at other times this was done by means of treaty. This 
process saw them leaving their original homes along the Delaware 
river to go to Ohio, Indiana, Missouri, and Kansas. Their last 
removal, which falls within the official removal era, took place in 
the late 1860s and saw the tribe being transplanted from Kansas 
to the newly created Indian Territory, now Oklahoma, where 
they had to settle among the Cherokees (see Map 4.1). 

Four treaties between 1854 and 1866, the last one signed on 
4 July 1866, removed the Delawares to Indian Territory/ 
Oklahoma. The Lenape had repeatedly looked at lands available 
to them, and had eventually decided to relocate to within the 
boundaries of the Cherokee reservation. This was not an easy deci-
sion and also not a truly voluntary one, but rather born out of 
necessity as the situation in Kansas had become intolerable. Their 
agent reported that the entire tribe had discussed the issue of 
moving in a number of council meetings and had concluded that 
'they would remain no longer in this country if they could find 
elsewhere, a country anything as good as this'.9 The effects of the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 affected the tribe deeply, and white 
harassment had increased to unbearable levels. The Superintend-
ent was informed that 'the white people around them are continu-
ally annoying them with threats, telling them that they cannot nor 
shall not long own so much land here among them'. 10 But the tribe 

8 This was the Treaty of Fort Pitt, concluded in Sept. 1778. 
9 Letter from Indian Agent Thomas Sykes to Commissioner of Indian Affairs Alfred 

B. Greenwood, 12 Mar. 1860, National Archives (of the USA), M234, roll 275. Sykes 
deemed this to be a 'happy result of the council'. References to these councils can be 
found in a number of documents on this roll. They appear to have been going on at least 
since February. The exact dates are hard to determine as the tribe seems to have 
attempted to keep their agent in the dark about these meetings. 

10 Letter from Agent Thomas Sykes to Superintendent B. F. Robinson, dated 10 Feb. 
186o, National Archives, M234, roll 275. 



MAP 4... 1 Removal ofthe Delawares (the shading indicates areas ofrelevance) 
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was long divided over where they should go, some favouring the 
west where they hoped to be able to maintain their traditional 
lifestyle, and others feeling more inclined to Indian Territory 
where they hoped to modernize their way of life. 11 The ruptures 
introduced by this difficult decision aggravated seemingly pre-
existing problems between these groupings which might tentatively 
be referred to as modernists and traditionalists, although they were 
by no means uniform in their opinion and their membership was 
not fixed. 12 While both groups sought to preserve the tribe, the 
latter saw their only chance of doing so in insisting on their tradi-
tional ways, while the former group favoured the adoption of more 
modern and 'white' ways. 13 

A treaty between the Cherokee Nation and the USA, signed 
shortly after the Delaware treaty, allowed the USA to settle 'civi-
lized Indians friendly with the Cherokees' on their territory. 14 

But in order to be able to do so, the Delawares had to make 
another compact, this time with the Cherokee Nation. 15 After 
much discussion, the two tribes entered into an agreement on 8 
April 1867. According to this document, the Cherokees sold the 
Delawares 160 acres ofland for every man, woman, and child on 
the enrolment list their agent drew up for their removal. 16 Yet 
when the time came to sign the final version of the agreement, 
the Delawares discovered that a few terms had been changed 
from the version the two parties had previously agreed on. For 
instance, the new wording spoke of incorporation of the Lenape 
into the Cherokee Nation, possibly suggesting the dissolution of 
Delaware tribal ties. 

11 See William W. Newcomb,Jr., The Culture and Acculturation of theDelaware Indians (Ann 
Arbor, 1956), IOI. See also Claudia B. Haake, 'Identity, Sovereignty and Power: The 
Cherokee-Delaware Agreement of 1867, Past and Present', American Indian Quarterly, 26/3 
(2002), 418-35, and ead., The State, Removal and Indigenous Peoples. 

12 CharlesJourneycake and Captain Fall Leaf were among the most vocal spokespeo-
ple of these two informal and unorganized groupings. 

13 See CharlesJourneycake and others to Commissioner ofindian Affairs William P. 
Dole [1861], National Archives, M234, roll 275. See also Haake, 'Identity, Sovereignty 
and Power'. 

14 Treaty between the USA and the Cherokee Nation, 1866. See Charles]. Kappler, 
Indian Affairs, Laws and Treaties, 3 vols. (Washington, 1904), 947-

15 While this was not a singular occurrence (the Shawnees signed a similar agreement 
with the Cherokees), it differentiated this removal from that of most other tribes. 

16 See Cherokee-Delaware Agreement, 8 Apr. 1867, in Richard C. Adams, Legends of
the Delaware Indians and Picture Writing, ed. with an introd. Deborah Nichols (New York, 
1997), 55. 
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The Delaware delegates sent to sign the agreement did so in 
spite of it having been modified from the agreed-upon version, 
and probably at least partly in response to pressure from the 
government officials present. 17 They had been authorized to sign 
the Articles of Agreement and, presumably, also to accept or 
refuse any changes, as was customary. Yet that written authori-
zation was based on a bona fide agreement between the delegates 
and their tribe, on an unwritten premiss that the former would 
act in the best interest of the tribe and not consent to any changes 
that would be unacceptable to the community. The authoriza-
tion document itself was probably considered just one of the 
many strange 'white' things that the government officials insisted 
on, and which were customarily accommodated to by the tribe. 
No one in this society still largely based on consensus decisions 
thought they would have to approve something other than what 
had been previously agreed, and especially not in an area of such 
importance to the tribe. 

From the very beginning of the negotiations the Lenape had 
expressed their firm 'wish to remain Indians, and to preserve our 
nation, it was a nation from the earliest times', as Captain Fall 
Leaf put it in a letter to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs. 18 

Members of the tribe furthermore impressed upon the United 
States that 'before the Government of the United States was 
formed, we were a nation, and for time to come, so far as human 
mind can conceive, we wish to be a nation'. 19 Clearly, they were 
not inclined to compromise on this central issue. After all, every-
one who had chosen to remove had done so specifically in order 
to preserve tribal ties, instead of accepting the treaty option to 
stay on in Kansas as United States citizens, which only very few 
Delawares elected to do. 

Yet after the 1867 agreement had been signed there was no 
way out of it, in spite of some obvious legal problems with the 
document. The wording in the new document was highly 
ambiguous. It conflated both options contained in Article 15 of 
the Cherokee treaty, which described ways to surrender and to 

17 Clinton A. Weslager, The Delaware Indians: A History (New Brunswick, NJ, 1996), 425. 
18 Letter from Captain Fall LeafandJ. W. Armstrong to the Commissioner oflndian 

Affairs, dated 3 Feb. 1864, National Archives, M234, roll 276. 
19 Letter dated 3 Feb. 1864, addressed to the Department of the Interior, and signed 

by various Delawares (though not all chiefs). National Archives, M234, roll 276. 
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maintain a separate tribal organization. It is not clear how these 
new terms entered the agreement, or who exactly was responsi-
ble for them. On the one hand, it may have been the result of 
another attempt by the Cherokees to keep as much control as 
possible. It was only natural for the Cherokees to feel resentful of 
the Delawares, as the latter were being used by the United States 
government to punish the Cherokees for the role some of them 
had played in the Civil War. On the other hand, representatives 
of the federal government might have been responsible. They 
may simply have been confused or misinformed about the terms 
and conditions mentioned in the Delaware and Cherokee treaties 
of 1866. Among several of the officials involved, a genuine confu-
sion about the terms of the two treaties seems to have reigned. 20 

Frequent changes of Commissioner of Indian Affairs (July 1865, 
November 1866, and March 1867) and of the Secretary of the 
Interior (May 1865 andjuly 1866) during this period may also 
have contributed to the confusion of the lower-ranking officials 
on the ground and led to misunderstandings.21 

The officials also may have been reluctant to admit making a 
mistake with regard to the modified terms and thereby cause 
themselves additional work remedying that error. This would 
also have delayed the signing process and thus have caused addi-
tional problems for them. It was probably deemed easier to pres-
sure the Delawares into signing than it would have been to 

20 See various letters, primarily M234, roll 279. A specific example of this is the 
'east-west' question-the common misconception that tribal organization could not be 
kept east of the 96th meridian. It probably stemmed from the fact that Art. 15 of the 
Cherokee treaty of 1866 provided for ways in which to settle tribes east of the 96th merid-
ian, while Art. 16 did so for ways in which to settle them west of this. Among those suffer-
ing from this confusion were Agent Pratt, Superintendent Mmphy, and Fall Leaf. See e.g. 
Fall Leaf and others to General James Blunt (autumn 1869), and Superintendent Thomas 
Murphy to Commissioner of Indian Affairs Ely S. Parker, 11 Nov. 1869, National 
Archives, M234, roll 280. See also Superintendent Thomas Murphy to Acting 
Commissioner oflndian Affairs Charles Mix, 6 June 1868, and Fall Leaf and others to the 
Commissioner oflndian Affairs, National Archives, M234, roll 279. See Commissioner of 
Indian Affairs Nathaniel G. Taylor to Superintendent Thomas Murphy, 4 May 1867, 
National Archives, M21, roll 68. 

21 This problem of frequently changing office-holders was hinted at in a letter from 
James Secondinc of the Lenape to Commissioner of Indian Affairs James W. Denver 
(dated 15 Aug. 1857), in which Secondine says he had been informed 'that the commis-
sioner had just come into office and consequently knew nothing about our business 
affairs'. National Archives, M234, roll 274. The situation became even worse thereafter. 
These changes may also be the reason why several letters from the Delawares to the 
Commissioner of Indian Affairs were sent without including the name of the addressee. 
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renegotiate with the numerically larger Cherokee Nation already 
established on the lands in question. The officials may also have 
believed that in the future it would be easier to deal with one 
tribe instead of two (though this is unlikely given that the United 
States kept up a government-to-government relationship with the 
Delawares for some years to come). The government officials 
probably regarded this agreement as a necessary evil or a 
nuisance they had to tolerate. Ordinarily, removal would have 
been arranged through treaties with the United States govern-
ment only. However, since no lands had been ceded by the 
Cherokees at the time the Delaware treaty of 1866 was 
concluded, the United States government could not at the time 
provide for the Lenape's removal to a specific section of the 
Cherokee lands. 22 Thus an additional agreement had to be 
entered into by the two tribes, causing the agents and others 
additional work. 

Whatever the reasons for the agreement's new terms, it seems 
likely that the United States officials wanted to have this already 
drawn-out and unusually complicated matter settled as quickly as 
possible and the Delawares removed from Kansas to Cherokee 
lands in Indian Territory. They were not overly concerned about 
the terms, or about the Lenape, as long as the latter signed the 
agreement and vacated their lands. Thus the ambiguous terms of 
the agreement most likely stemmed from a mixture of factors, 
including local misinterpretations of official United States Indian 
policy, in particular, a genuine confusion about the terms, as well 
as the clash of interests between the Delawares and the Cherokees. 
But still the United States government appeared determined to 
hold the tribes to the terms and especially to remove the 
Delawares as quickly as possible, in spite of all their protests. 

And the majority of the Lenape immediately protested against 
'incorporation' and 'consolidation'. They specifically pointed to 
their 1866 treaty in which there was no mention of having to give 
up their tribal organization. There was little they could do apart 
from petitioning and protesting, however. The so-called tradi-
tionalists among them were especially reluctant to remove under 

22 For a different explanation of the haste with which the negotiations were conducted 
see Gina Carrigan and Clayton Chambers, 'A Lesson in Administrative Termination: An 
Analysis of the Legal Status of the Delaware Tribe of Indians', unpublished manuscript 
(1994), 9. 
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the modified terms of the Cherokee-Delaware Agreement. As 
GeneralJames Blunt, an official involved in the matter, reported 
in February 1868, three-quarters of the Delawares, whom he 
called 'full bloods', were 'averse to locating among the 
Cherokees'.23 He realized that their 'nationality is dearer to them 
than all else'. 24 Superintendent Thomas Murphy, who was in 
charge of the Delawares' removal, was probably correct when he 
mentioned later that fear of the loss of 'national organization, 
name and power' was the principal reason for the Delawares 
delaying their removal.25 And 712 tribal members, about two-
thirds of the Delawares, signed a petition stating that in council 
and with a majority of the tribe present, 'it was agreed unani-
mously that the Delawares will never give up their nationality 
and become merged in the Cherokee Nation'. 26 Furthermore, 
the Lenape reminded the Commissioner of the treaty of 1866, 
which had specified that they were to 'go in a body to a distinct 
reservation', and of the USA's duty as a guardian.27 But all 
protests and petitions were to no avail. 

The movement to Oklahoma began in December of 1867 and 
continued during the spring and summer of 1868, thirty-five 
years after the removal of the Choctaws, who had been the first 
to suffer removal on the basis of the 1830 Indian Removal Act. 
Each family had to make its own preparations and arrangements, 
though sometimes several families travelled together. They had 
to cover a distance of 180 to 200 miles before they arrived in 
Indian Territory. They were not accompanied or supervised by 

23 General James Blunt to Commissioner of Indian Affairs Nathaniel G. Taylor, 27 
Feb. 1868, National Archives, M234, roll 279. 

24 Ibid. 
25 Superintendent Thomas Murphy to Acting Commissioner ofindian Affairs Charles 

Mix, 6June 1868, National Archives, M234, roll 279. 
26 Petition by Captain Anderson Sarcoxie and others to the Commissioner of Indian 

Affairs Nathaniel G. Taylor, 13June 1867, National Archives, M345, roll 278. The sher-
iffs,Jacob Easy andJohn Buffalo, went around collecting the signatures, but apparently 
no one really kept track of who had contacted whom. Thus a few people signed twice or 
even three times, unaware of what kind of an impact this would have on them. This gave 
various government officials, among them AgentJohn Pratt, the opportunity to discard 
the document as invalid. See AgentJohn Pratt to Superintendent Thomas Murphy, 6 
Feb. 1868, National Archives, M234, roll 279. 

27 Ibid. Agent Pratt did not forward the petition until he was specifically ordered to do 
so by the Commissioner of Indian Affairs. When no response arrived, Sarcoxie wrote to 
the Commissioner directly to enquire if he had received the letters. See letter from Chief 
Anderson Sarcoxie to Commissioner ofindian Affairs Nathaniel G. Taylor, 8July 1867, 
National Archives, M234, roll 278. 
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the military. Unlike with several of the Five Tribes (then still 
known as the Five Civilized Tribes), no force was necessary to 
remove the Delawares from what had been their home for close 
to thirty-eight years. There was obviously no need for that. After 
all, probably only a little over a thousand Lenape were left, and 
they had for a long time attempted to live peacefully with the 
Europeans. 

There was no particular reason for this removal except a 
general desire to 'colonize', land hunger, and a tendency to 
favour the railways, the main beneficiaries of two of the four 
treaties leading up to the Delawares' removal. 28 Unlike many 
other tribes, the Lenape had given the federal government no 
reason to remove them. They had stayed loyal to the Union 
during the Civil War and a very large percentage of them had 
served in the Union forces. 29 Yet the land itself provided suffi-
cient incentive for their removal. 

Removal in Mexico: The Yaquis 

Land was also the driving force behind the removal of the Y aquis 
from Sonora to Yucatan around the turn of the century. This 
ever-troublesome tribe, which had managed to retain large 
portions of its ancestral lands throughout Spanish and Mexican 
rule, had been involved in what was essentially a defensive war 
against the Mexican government. This kept intruding upon their 
fertile lands, which it sought in order to settle white colonists on 
them. The Y aquis, who refer to themselves as Y oeme, were so 
successful in their struggle that after recurring bouts of warfare, 
the government turned to a policy of deportation finally to 
undermine and eliminate the resistance. 

This policy of physical removal was new to the Y aquis. Before 
the mass deportations started in 1902, there had been occasional 

28 These were the treaties of Sarcoxieville (30 May 1860) and of 2 July I 86 I, at Fort 
Leavenworth. 

29 See Laurence Hauptmann, Between Two Fires: American Indians in the Civil War (New 
York, 1995), 22; Clinton A. Weslager, The Delaware Indian Westward Migration: With Texts of
Two Manuscripts, 1821-22, Responding to General Lewis Cass's Inquiries about Lanape Culture and 
Language (Wallingford, Pa., 1978), 224. See also a Memorial compiled by Richard C. 
Adams for a Hearing of the Committee of Public Lands, House of Representatives, 'To 
Compensate the Delaware Indians for Services Rendered by them to the United States in 
Various Wars', 1909, 2 (United States National Archives). 



go CLAUDIA B. HAAKE 

relocations, but only on an individual basis and for active rebels. 
The removal of 1902 was directed at the entire tribe: at men, 
women, and children. The Diaz government tried to drain the 
rebellion by taking away the peaceful people who clandestinely 
supported it, especially since the line between the broncos and paci-
ficos had become increasingly hazy, making it difficult if not 
impossible to deport only active rebels, as sooner or later most 
male Y oeme could be counted among that group. 30 The excuse 
for the unrestrained adoption of this measure was the guerrilla 
warfare that the Y oeme quite successfully conducted against the 
Mexicans. To eliminate the social base seemed to be a way of 
putting an end to the guerrilla movement. After all, earlier meas-
ures such as drawing up registers and designating special camps 
for the pacifico population had not had the desired effects. The 
government had not been able to prevent an active interchange 
between broncos and pacfficos. There was also the growing interest 
of outsiders-Mexicans and Americans-in the fertile lands of 
the Y aqui valley and in Sonora in general, partly because of its 
proximity to Arizona. It was to an extent the commercial interest 
from the United States that inspired the Mexican government 
finally to rid itself of the 'Yaqui nuisance' and to open the way for 
the commercial agricultural development of the area, while at 
the same time helping out the Yucatecan plantation owners who 
wanted to obtain cheap labour for their plantations. 

Like the Dela wares, the Y oeme suffered from technological 
innovations, and especially from the advance of the railways. 
Unlike the Delawares, who were viewed as being in the way of the 
planned lines, the Y oeme were at first convenient for this develop-
ment, providing cheap labour for the mines, railways, industries, 
and most of all for expanding agriculture. But, coincidentally, at 
about the same time an almost insatiable market for workers arose 
on the henequen (sisal) plantations in Yucatan, counteracting the 
need for Yaqui labour in Sonora. Previously, the government had 
largely agreed to tolerate Y aqui activities in order not to lose their 
labour. But now it could have both; it was able to deport the 
Y aquis while at the same time satisfying labour needs. At this 
point, there was nothing they could do to avoid removal. Even the 
option of joining Mexican society was by that time closed to them. 

30 There was an active exchange between rebels and workers, the former switching 
places with the latter when they needed time to rest and recharge. 



Breaking the Bonds of People and Land 

After 1902 the government forces increasingly put Yoeme men, 
women, and children in jail, where they had to await their fate. 
Although the official policy at the start was only to deport hard-
core rebels, this was not always followed. Instead, removal was 
arbitrary. Consequently, most of the captured men, and some 
women and children, were removed by this means, although 
some were punished in other ways, for instance, by hanging. Yet 
in 1904, after two years of deportations and in spite of the dracon-
ian measures generally employed against the Y oeme, the govern-
ment had to acknowledge that some Yaquis were still somehow 
managing to carry on their resistance. This made President Diaz 
encourage the state government to renew its efforts and, as a 
result, sealed the fate of the entire Y aqui population. He also sent 
some federal troops to help the Sonoran government out, a some-
what unusual measure since normally these matters were largely 
left to the state governments. 31 From then on, in many cases no 
distinction at all was made between pacíficos and rebels. 

While the Yaquis still maintained their resistance, these meas-
ures were taking a toll on them. In a letter of 25 April 1904 to the 
Sonoran State Governor Rafael lzabal, the Nueve Capitanes, 
nine Yaqui captains, stated that the rebellion was taking place 
only at the river and not in the countryside, presumably to 
persuade the army to spare the pacíficos who were so crucial to the 
rebellion. 32 They generally expressed concern for the Y oeme 
working outside the Yaquimi. Apparently many of them feared 
relentless persecution by governmental forces, and hanging in 
particular. The men who referred to themselves as the Nine 
Captains also expressed their concern for the Sonoran harvest, 
which they claimed would be lost without Yaqui labour. This 
argument was also used in a letter to the vecinos, Mexican citizens, 
on the same day, probably echoing and feeding fears the hacenda-
dos had anyway, while at the same time proving the Yaquis' 
awareness of their main advantage. 33 In this letter the Y oeme 
insisted they did not know what they had done wrong and that 

31 See Shelley Bowen Hatfield, Chasing Shadows: Indians along the United States-Mexico 
Border, 1876-1911 (Albuquerque, N. Mex., 1998), p. xii. 

32 In response, Izábal had a statement published in El lmparcial saying he considered 
the Yaquis 'útil' and during the war had treated them humanely but had also been forced 
to castigate them severely. See Archivo Hist6rica General del Estado de Sonora 
(AHGES), tomo 1881 (1904). 

33 Ibid. 
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they had always kept their word. 34 They asked for Santa Paz, 
holy peace, and hence implored the recipients of the letter to 'do 
them the favor' with 'El Sefior Precidente'. 35 Yet their pleas were 
to no avail and the campaign against them continued. 

By 1907 even haciendas, mines, and railways were instructed 
no longer to employ Yaquis. At that time the government also 
dropped its attempts to disguise the war against the tribe, and 
openly tried to clear all Y oeme from Sonora. It attempted to pass 
off and justify removal as a benevolent act because it permitted 
the Yaquis to live instead of being killed outright to solve the 
problem they posed. They were rounded up and thrown into jail 
before being deported to Yucatan by ship and on foot, and their 
belongings were confiscated (Map 4.2). 36 

The apprehended Yaquis were intensely interrogated, even 
tortured, to make them disclose information about the rebels 
and their whereabouts. As a result the Y oeme came to be known 
for their resilience under torture. 37 But when threatened with 
removal some did talk, hinting at the terror this possibility 
carried for them. Yet even under duress many Y aquis claimed 
not to know where their parientes, their fellow Yaquis, had gone. 
Their weapons had been 'lost' or stolen just before their arrest. 
They told on Yaquis long dead, thus rendering the denunciation 
ineffective. Furthermore, they gave incomplete names, or 
claimed not to know them at all, dead-ending government 
efforts in yet another way. Some admitted to having fed the 
rebels, claiming to have done this out of fear, or saying that 
everybody did it. But others also denounced neighbours, friends, 
or even family members. Only very few of the Y oeme admitted 
freely to their own direct and intentional involvement in the 
rebellion, while others refused to say anything at all. Indeed, 
after interrogating the Y aqui Miguel León, his captors stated: 
'No quizo decir nada, que mejor quiere morir.' 38 This Yoeme 
would have chosen to die rather than talk. Yet even those who 

34 They also claim never to have harmed any passengers, presumably meaning trav-
ellers. Ibid. 

35 Ibid. 
36 A few were also sent to Oaxaca. 
37 See Evelyn Hu-DeHart, Yaqui Resistance and Survival: The Struggle.for Land and Autonomy, 

1821-1910(Madison, 1984), 167-8. 
38 'He did not want to say anything and preferred to die' (trans. Claudia Haake). 

AHGES, tomo 2314 (1908). 
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talked did not necessarily escape removal. 39 Still the rebels gave 
no sign of surrender. 

In view of the rebels' success in eluding apprehension and casti-
gation or removal, the government's step of adopting removal as 
the official policy by 1907 becomes almost logical and even under-
standable from the official point ofview. 40 It was a measure in 
part born out of desperation, but also a cunning business decision. 
It is not evident from the sources available who was behind this 
decision, or even the idea behind the programme. Evelyn Hu-
DeH art speaks of the 'ruling elites of Sonora and Yucatan ' .4 1 

39 See AHGES, tomo 1881 (1904). And even those who stayed we re often kept spec ifi-
call y to work. 

40 Sec 1-lu-Del-lan , Yaqui Resistance, 180. Many officials, fo r instance, Secretary Alberto 
Cubillas, we re of the op inion tha t only the Yaquis' el imination from Sonora could bring 
peace to the state. See Cen tro de Estud ios de Historia Mexicana (CONDUMEX), 
Coleccion Ramón Corra l, Carpeta 1/3, Legajo 30 (letter from Alberto Cubillas to Ramón 
Corral, Sept. 1908). 

4 1 H u-DeHart, Yaqui Resistance, 180. She is referri ng to O lega rio Molina, Ramón 
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However, the information that can be found in the archives in 
Sonora and Yucatan is rather sketchy. The apprehension and 
rounding up of Yaquis seems to have been among the responsibil-
ities assigned to various Sonoran government officials such as the 
prefects. Troops were used to guard the captives, who were often 
kept in prisons, buildings owned by the government. The official 
correspondence also points to a degree of governmental involve-
ment in the organization of the shipment of Yaquis, at least to 
their first stopover on their way to Yucatan.42 (They were shipped 
down part of the west coast, then marched across the width of 
Mexico, only to be transported by ship again in order to reach the 
Yucatan peninsula.) What is striking is that some areas of the 
project are so well documented in official governmental and mili-
tary correspondence, while others remain almost entirely in the 
dark. This may be because certain government officials were 
(ab)using their positions for some kind of semi-private business 
enterprise, making money by providing labourers for Yucatan. 

To the federal government, the officials could justify removal as 
a necessary clean-up programme in response to the Yaqui rebel-
lion, while at the same time they themselves stood to benefit 
financially from sending the Yaquis to a Yucatan starved for 
labour. These men may have received money for their efforts and 
might also at times have benefited from the sale of the Indians' 
belongings. 43 Money changing hands like this would have 
contributed to the rumours of the Y aquis being sold outright into 
slavery.44 And the Sonorans in charge of the deportations would 
not have suffered from them in the same way as others from the 
same area. They would not have deprived themselves of Yaqui 
labour as they did others. There is evidence that as late as 1905 
there was no shortage of Y aqui labour on the hacienda of Rafael 

Corral, Luis Torres, and Rafael Izabal. See also Raquel Padilla Ramos, Yucattin:fin de[ 
sueiio yaqui (Hermosillo, 1995), 105.Similarly, Gilbert Joseph points to Olegario Molina's 
business connections. See Gilbert M. Joseph, 'Rethinking Mexican Revolutionary 
Mobilization: Yucatan's Seasons of Upheaval, 1909-1915', in id. and Daniel Nugent 
(eds.), Everyday Forms ofState Formation: Revolution and the Negotiation ofRule in Modem Mexico 
(Durham, NC, 1994), 140-1. Yet this does not explain why a few Yaquis were sent to 
Oaxaca rather than to Yucatan. 

42 See AHGES, tomos 2319 (1908), 2077/78 (1906), 2193 (1907). 
43 I have found one case in which the officials ask who is to receive the money coming 

out of a cattle sale. The original owner had been deported and his wife along with him. 
No answer is on file. 

44 See John Kenneth Turner, Barbarous Mexico (repr. Austin, Tex., 1969), 38. 
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lzabal, one of the key figures in the removal venture, and that he 
may even have received new contingents of Yaquis.45 And in 
general, as the export-oriented henequen industry on Yucatan 
was booming, it was considered to be more important than the 
Sonoran economy. Yet it is doubtful whether this programme 
would ever have been undertaken if the men in charge had only 
been government officials and not also private businessmen with a 
knack for advancing their own fortunes. 46 Individuals involved 
could profit handsomely through the deportations. Greed and 
private profit seem to have been crucial in the semi-commercial 
enterprise that was deportation. 

Yet while individuals may have profited from the venture, this 
was not necessarily so for the Mexican state, at least not in purely 
financial terms. However, for the government this may have been 
an acceptable price to pay in order to clear the so-called Y aqui 
nuisance from Sonora and supply Yucatan with much-needed 
labour. The Sonoran sources reveal next to nothing about the 
costs of 'project removal'. But costs were incurred all along the 
way, for instance, when it came to guarding the Y oeme. The 
Secretary of State authorized funds for this purpose, 'a efecto de 
vigilar á los indios yaquis prisioneros de guerra'.47 Various ships 
were supposed to take the Yaquis part of the way to Yucatan, their 
final destination. At least one of the vessels mentioned was a 
warship, which might have made this part of the transport free as 
far as the Sonoran government was concerned.48 In 1907 Luis 
Torres, who at that time was serving as governor of the Yaqui 
town T6rin, asked the Secretary of War for a 'buque de guerra', a 
warship, so that 200 Y aquis of both sexes could be deported. 49 

45 See AHGES, tomo 1984 (1905), esp. a letter dated 31 Oct. 
46 Raquel Padilla concurs. See Padilla, Fin, 65. 
47 'For the purpose of guarding the Yaqui Indian prisoners of war' (trans. Claudia 

Haake). AHGES, tomo 1881 (1904). This happened in response to a request by the prefect 
ofGuaymas. 

48 See AHGES, tomo 2077/78 (1906). The warship in question was the canonero Tampico 
and it was supposed to return for another shipment of Yaquis once this trip had been 
concluded. Two non-military ships were also mentioned as taking contingents ofYoeme. 
See also Jane Holden Kelley, Yaqui Women: Contemporary Life Histories (Lincoln, Nebr., 
1978). The memories of Chepa Moreno (126-53) talk about a small boat taking them the 
first part of the voyage. 

49 AHGES, tomo 2193 (1907). Other mentions of ships of that type can be found in 
AHGES, tomo 2319 (1908). If the first leg of the voyage was usually conducted by means 
of a warship, that would explain why Yucatecan Yaquis entertained the hope that a 
warship would return them to their home. 
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This form of transportation would have created further expenses 
for the army and the federal government. But since this was only 
part of the trip to Yucatan, at some point further costs must have 
arisen through the enforcement of removal, even though it seems 
that shipments of Yoeme were sent out only once enough of them 
had become available for removal, 'suficientes para completar el 
viaje de un buque'.50 This is even more probable since there is no 
evidence that the second leg of the shipment was also undertaken 
by warships. However, it remains unclear who paid for this part of 
the journey. When, after the Mexican Revolution, removals were 
resumed under a new government, some cotton-growers asked for 
a contingent of Y aquis and offered to arrange part of the trans-
port. 51 It is possible that this suggestion was made with knowledge 
of the arrangements that had been customary the first time 
around. 

Some captives were also hired out to work on haciendas in 
Sonora. 52 Presumably at least part the money they earned went to 
the state. The passage of the Yaquis to their Sonoran employers 
was paid for by the latter, possibly as they stood to benefit most 
from this arrangement. The practice in these instances was for the 
state government to pay up front and to be reimbursed later.53 

Again, the procedure may have been similar when it came to the 
deportees to Yucatan. As contemporary witnesses spoke of an 
outright sale ofYaquis to Yucatan, the money to cover the cost of 
transport may have come from those who received the Y aquis. 54 

The money that did change hands, whether as a fee or a sale price, 
may have been used to cover such costs. Or perhaps the 
Yucatecan employers specifically paid for at least part of the 
passage. And to the government, defraying the costs of the first 
part of the Y oeme's voyage may have seemed like an investment, 
an acceptable price to pay for the elimination of the Y aquis from 
Sonora. 

The massive shipments of Yaquis stopped abruptly at the end 

50 'Sufficient to complete/fill one boat trip' (trans. Claudia Haake). AHGES, tomo 
2316 (1908). For more on the expenses, see Hu-DeHart, Yaqui Resistance, 112. 

51 See AHGES, tomo 3253 (1918). This application was turned down as the Yaquis in 
question were already spoken for. 

52 These working captives earned between 11 and 25 centavos on the haciendas. See 
AHGES, tomo 2314 (1908). 

53 See AHGES, tomo 2077/78 (1906). 
54 See Turner, Barbarous Mexico, 38. 
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of July 1908, but smaller numbers continued to be deported. This 
was probably at least partly because of a slump in the henequen 
market, which made removal less lucrative. Yet the government 
still had a price on the heads of Yaquis and, to avoid more 
attacks by the few remaining rebels, threats were made that each 
would be avenged by more deportations. The exact numbers of 
Y aquis deported remain unknown, but estimates for the period 
between 1902 and 1908 run as high as 15,000. Raquel Padilla, as 
a preliminary estimate, suggests that more than 6,000 Yaquis 
were deported to Yucatan alone.55 Even assuming a population 
of 30,000 Yaquis on the eve of removal, which is probably too 
high, that would still mean that the tribe lost between one-
quarter and one-half of its entire Sonoran population. And these 
calculations do not even include the Y oeme who escaped over 
the border into the United States, or the ones who were killed. 

When, after several failed attempts, most, but not all, of the 
Yaquis finally agreed to make peace with the Mexican govern-
ment in 1909 it was under harsh conditions. The government 
would attend to and sustain all those who surrendered, and all 
but sixty would be disarmed. The Y aquis were permitted to 
occupy vacant lands on the Yaqui river, but were not to resettle 
the original eight pueblos. Instead, they were to spread out. They 
would be provided with work in other parts of the state and 
transport to their new location would be provided. In spite of 
many requests by the Y oeme, the deportees to Yucatan were not 
mentioned. 

Once in Yucatan, the Yoeme worked on the henequen planta-
tions and seem largely to have stopped their famed resistance 
there, although it continued among those who managed to avoid 
removal and remained in their traditional territory in Sonora. 
Those who carried on the fight in Sonora demanded the return 
of their traditional territory and of the deportees. Only the 
Mexican Revolution alleviated the pressure on the last remaining 

55 Padilla, Fin, 130. The total number of deportees from the Yaqui tribe has never 
been officially tabulated. Estimates for the period between 1902 and 1908 range from 
8,000 to about 15,000, amounting to one-quarter or even one-half of the entire population 
when estimating the total number ofYaquis as 30,000 on the eve of the deportations, 
which is probably an optimistic figure. It is also next to impossible to estimate the total 
number ofYaquis on the eve of the deportations because of wide dispersal, wars, and 
generally high mobility. Contemporary estimates put their number at about 30,000. See 
Hu-DeHart, Yaqui &sistance, eh. 6, for a more detailed discussion of these figures. 
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rebels, set the deported Yaquis free, and enabled at least some of 
them to return to their homeland. 56 

The Consequences ofRemoval 

Mexico and the United States did not remove Indians because 
they were Indians but because they were Indians, 'Others', 
holding precious economic resources-mainly their lands. At 
times, outside society would temporarily and to a certain extent 
let the Indigenous communities be. This was the case when the 
Indians had been pushed away far enough not to 'disturb' the 
aims of the state and generally only if the Natives did not control 
any resources considered valuable by the state. Yet this consti-
tuted indifference more than tolerance. And should some unfor-
tunate tribes find themselves quite literally in the way, they were 
soon being treated accordingly, as both the Delawares and the 
Y aquis discovered. 

The nation-state determined who belonged and what had to 
be done in order to belong, as well as who would control the 
resources within its borders. Anything outside that mould could 
generally not be tolerated, especially since, during the periods in 
question, both Mexico and the United States found themselves in 
difficult political situations that required all their strength.57 Even 
those individuals who were willing to conform had no guarantee 
of acceptance, especially if they held valuable resources desired 

56 There is little evidence about how many made it back to Sonora, or how they did 
this. I have found only one reference to Yaquis returning from their Yucatecan exile. In 
1912 a group of forty Yaquis-men, women, and children-went back to Sonora via 
Mazatlan on the steamship Pesqueira. They were at first furnished with the barest necessi-
ties and then told to find work to finance themselves. It is unclear who paid for their 
passage home. See various correspondence inJune 1912, mainly by Govern.or Maytorena, 
in AHGES, tomo 2782 (1912). Other evidence suggests that Yaquis returned on foot. See 
Juan Silverio Jaime León, Testimonios de una mujer yaqui (Mexico City, 1988), 11-13.Padilla 
found a group of 500 being sent to Veracruz on a warship. See Raquel Padilla Ramos, 
Progreso y libertad: los Yaquis en la vispera de la repatriación (Merida, tesis de maestria, 2002), go. 
For the unresolved mysteries of the Yaquis' return, see ibid. 92 and 94. The stories found 
in Jane Holden Kelley's book are rather vague but nonetheless indicate that it was possi-
ble and probably not uncommon to return to Sonora. See Kelley, Yaqui Women, 126-53 
and 154-96. 

57 At the time, the United States was going through, or just emerging from, the Civil 
War and had to cope with the problems inherent in Reconstruction. Mexico under the 
so-called Porfiriato, the government of Porfirio Diaz, was engaged in nation-building and 
in efforts to modernize. 
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by other members of the nation-state. Particularly in such cases, 
there was a reluctance to work out alternative ways to incorpo-
rate Native societies unless they had something valuable to offer 
in return and could thus make it worth the effort. The Delawares 
could never really make such an offer and the Y aquis were only 
in a position to do so for a while, until their sought-after labour 
could be put to better use in Yucatán than in Sonora.58 

Yet removal also had some surprising and less predictable 
consequences, especially in the case of the Delawares. In spite of 
their apparent fragmentation over removal and especially the 
Articles of Agreement with the Cherokees, the Lenape did not 
lose their sense of identity. And these internal conflicts arose 
specifically over different plans and ideas of how best to preserve 
tribal unity and separateness, thereby confirming a continued 
sense of tribal identity in spite of internal disagreements. After all, 
these are a normal occurrence in any group or society, even 
where a basic consensus exists on matters of importance. There 
were also many indications that the outside world-especially 
US officials and the Cherokees-still considered the Lenape a 
distinct group. The frequent clashes with Cherokees certainly 
proved that that tribe was not really inclined to have the 
Dela wares merge with them. Thus what at least some of the offi-
cials in charge of the Lenape's removal may have been hoping 
for-the disappearance of the tribe by consolidation with the 
Cherokees-never happened. 

The determination to keep their tribal ties alive displayed early 
did not simply ebb away later, and so in the years following their 
removal, the Lenape did not just vanish from view as might have 
been expected. On the contrary, they continued to fight the 
Articles of Agreement and what they feared might be the conse-
quences thereof. They were quite articulate, especially the 
dissenters who were most ardently opposed to the terms included 
in the document. Over time, and especially when the negative 
consequences of this forced removal and resulting cohabitation 
with the Cherokees became apparent even to those who had orig-
inally been disposed to accept the terms of the agreement, the 
tribe was united in opposing the conditions they found themselves 
in. In fact, it seems that the Delawares became more articulate 

58 After the end of the fur trade, Natives in the United States were considered to be of 
little economic value. 



JOO CLAUDIA B. HAAKE 

over time, learning to use what d' Arey McNickle has called the 
white man's weapons, taking their grievances and claims to the 
officials and the courts.59 And partly through their fight against 
adverse conditions, the tribe came together again. 

For the Yaquis, on the other hand, a more optimistic situation 
presented itself initially and on the outbreak of the Mexican 
Revolution. Deportees were given the chance to leave the planta-
tions and make their way back to their native Sonora, where the 
merciless campaign against the tribe was finally discontinued. 
But many parties were involved in this revolution, and the 
Yaquis, listening to promises made by various of these groups, 
sometimes found themselves fighting on opposite sides. And 
keeping the Y oeme occupied in this way had the added benefit 
that they would be less likely to revolt while a large number of 
their fighters was occupied elsewhere. 60 Yet even though many 
Yaquis had supposedly joined the revolution to achieve benefits 
for the tribes, they found that these promises were hardly ever 
kept once the Yaquis-after all the 'Mexicans' with the most 
fighting experience-were no longer needed any more after the 
fighting had largely ceased, at least temporarily. Thus participa-
tion in the revolution may mainly have served to introduce fric-
tion. Ironically, the same seems to have been true for the Yoeme 
returning from Yucatan. After all, this was what the Sonoran 
Y aquis had repeatedly asked for before the revolution. Yet their 
return after many years of enforced exile and without any 
contact to the Sonoran homeland was not unproblematic for the 
deportees or those who had managed to remain in Sonora 
during the period of removal. 61 Therefore the immediate post-
removal period may have been as disruptive and challenging for 
the tribe as removal itself had been. Still, the Yaquis were one of 

59 Perhaps cases like the one won by Milton S. Turner in 1888 for the Cherokee 
Freedmen and, along with them, for the Delawares and the Shawnees encouraged the 
Delawares to use this option for themselves. Turner won for his clients, the Cherokee 
Freedmen, a pro rata share of some of the Cherokees' land proceeds. Others to profit 
from this decision were the Shawnees and Delawares incorporated in the Cherokee 
Nation. See National Archives, M574, roll 81. 

60 The Sonoran governor in a letter to General Salvador Alvarado (13 Aug. 1913) states 
that it would be very convenient to incorporate the Y aquis into their forces, 'pues de esa 
manera se lograra no solo aumentar nuestro efectivo de combate sino tambien evitar que 
sigan dando guerra en los Pueblos de] Rio'. See AHGES, tomo 2950 (1913). 

61 See Kelley, Yaqui fVomen, the memories ofChepa Moreno and Dominga Ramirez, 
126-53 and 154-96. 
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the few groups to participate in the revolution on the basis of 
their ethnic identity, hoping to achieve something for the tribe of 
the Y oeme by joining the struggle. 62

Yet somehow, both tribes had survived the event of removal. 
They were neither unharmed nor unchanged, but they were still 
alive. The saviour of the Yaquis was the Mexican Revolution, 
although this soon proved to create more difficulties for them. 
The Delawares as a tribe survived removal damaged, but with 
the goal of tribal unity unchanged. 

If we follow the history of the two tribes further, we discover 
that it was the destruction of their home, their territorial base, by 
modern agriculture that affected the Yaquis and their sense of 
community most seriously. With the advent of modern technol-
ogy, the Yaquis were no longer needed as labourers, and the 
intricacies of financing agricultural enterprises along with the 
conditions imposed upon them by the banks saw the tribe 
increasingly surrender control over their lands. 63 

The Delawares, on the other hand, in Indian Territory/ 
Oklahoma, after a hard period of adjustment to life among the 
Cherokees, were given a chance to rediscover and also to recon-
struct their identity, and grew stronger in the process. Perhaps 
living in a quasi doubly hostile environment, with both US and 
Cherokee society largely against them, made the Lenape even 
more aware of how precious their tribal identity was to them. 
This later enabled them to fight the revoking of their federal 
recognition. 64 In this respect, the increased outside oppression 

62 See Ingrid Kummcls, 'Von "lndiancrn" und "indigenen Völkern": Episoden aus 
der Geschichte Mexikos', in Ellen Schrick and Hans-Walter Schmuhl (eds.), Das andere 
Mexiko: lndigene Völker von Chiapas bis Chihuahua (GieBen, 1997), 22. 

63 For instance, the Yaquis once again clearly voiced their demands in the context of 
the campaigns for the elections of 2000. They stated that they wanted the territorial 
problem solved, their water rights and their autonomy respected, to preserve the union 
among the Yaqui communities, and that the political and economic interests of the state 
were not to be confused with those of the Yaquis. They made it clear that while they 
wanted help they were not looking for any paternalistic attitudes. They only wanted their 
young people to be able to work the land, work that, they say, they were meant for. 

64 In 1975, the Cherokee Nation had received administrative approval for its reorgani-
zation after almost sixty-five years without a tribal government. In 1977, Cherokee Chief 
Ross Swimmer, an attorney and banker, suddenly declared that the Delaware Tribe had 
ceased to exist in 1867, with the signing of the Cherokee-Delaware Agreement. 
Consequently any monies connected to the Delawares would have to be turned over to 
the newly reorganized Cherokee Nation. Significantly, the Delawares had just been given 
a large amount of money when Swimmer decided to take them over in this manner. And 
by increasing their numbers the Delawares also supplemented the Cherokees' federal 
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created by removal and cohabitation with the Cherokees may 
ultimately have served to help ensure the survival of Delaware 
tribal identity. 

Removal: A Success Story? 

If we accept US government rhetoric that removal as a policy 
was intended to give Native Americans more time gradually to 
assimilate with society, then removal did not succeed and would 
have to be considered a failure as a policy. Removal did not erase 
Native tribal and ethnic identity, and did not turn Indians into 
Americans. On the contrary, by transplanting entire tribes, many 
of the attributes which the rhetoric claimed needed to be 
destroyed were actually maintained.65 For example, US Indian 
policy in general built up an administrative apparatus to organize 
Indians, usually as tribes, and therefore reinforced tribal bound-
aries and thus their sense of themselves as members of a tribal 
group. In the case of the Delawares, removal-while doubtlessly 
a stressful and traumatic event for the tribe-eventually served to 
overcome the internal differences it had previously aggravated. 
In other words, instead of destroying tribal ties and identities in 
accordance with its supposed agenda, among the Lenape 
removal ended up strengthening those very ties and identities. 
After a hard period of adjustment, this enabled the Delawares to 
meet most of the challenges posed by future policies and by life 
among the Cherokees. Their tribal unity even survived the diffi-

monies. At the time the Cherokees had only some 10,000 members, while the Delawarcs 
numbered about 7,000. Two years later, in 1979, the Delawares were informed by the 
Bureau oflndian Affairs that they did not exist, and had not existed since 1867, except for 
claims purposes. In September of 1996, the Lenape's efforts to fight this decision were 
finally crowned by success and the Delawares finally regained federal recognition. The 
1996 decision clarified the government-to-government relationship between the United 
States and the Dela wares, which was understood to have existed before the 1979 determi-
nation. With this ruling, the Dclawares once again held the same legal rights and respon-
sibilities as other tribes and were returned to the Department of the Interior's list of 
federally recognized tribes. The decision was repeatedly challenged by the Cherokee 
Nation, which claimed that the Cherokees had a treaty right perpetually to govern the 
Delawares. The case was heard by several courts over the following years, with various 
outcomes. In 2005 a decision against the Delawares was passed but the Lenape show no 
signs of surrender even in the face of this, and conflict is ongoing. 

65 Bernhard W. Sheehan, Seeds of Extinction: Jeffersonian Philanthropy and the American 
Indian (Chapel Hill, NC, 1973), 270. 
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cult first period of lost federal recognition. However, I will argue 
that removal in the United States was at least initially a success 
when it came to its 'covert' agenda of economic gains for the 
nation-state and its white citizens. 

For the Yaquis in Mexico, matters presented themselves some-
what differently. The Diaz government had wanted to clear 
Yaqui lands without losing Yaqui labour and it was well on the 
way to achieving this aim when the revolution put a stop to the 
programme. It had sought assimilation only to the extent that it 
wanted the Y oeme deportees to become subservient workers on 
Yucatan; removal as such was not intended to turn them into 
Mexicans. 

Instead, as I have suggested, their removal had been born out 
of something like desperation, a means the government had 
resorted to because all other attempts to deal with the so-called 
Yaqui menace had failed. Much less reflection, either ethical or 
legal, was put into planning the removal of the Y aqui tribe than 
had been invested in removal in the United States. Unlike in the 
USA, removal of the Y aquis was geared to achieve maximum 
economic exploitation and was specifically tailored to them. It 
was probably the way in which the tribe was broken up by the 
deportations, as well as the forced exile, that made removal such 
a destructive force for the Yoeme. It was not the tribe that was 
transplanted, but individual workers. Because its agenda was 
clear cut and overt, and its policy tailored to the specific situa-
tion, Mexico came much closer to achieving the goals of removal 
than did the United States. 

Removal and Covert Agendas 

Yet I believe that what I have termed the 'covert' agenda ofland 
appropriation-which was not all that covert-was the true 
driving force behind removal in the United States. And in this 
respect the USA was much more successful than in the policy's 
overt aim, which was assimilation. While it was no secret that 
Indians would lose lands through the application of the policy, 
this fact was at most portrayed as a side effect. This agenda of 
land acquisition contributed considerably to the failure of the 
policy's apparent goal, assimilation. The United States openly 
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proclaimed its intent to destroy tribal communities and to assim-
ilate Indians into American society as individuals. Removal, it 
claimed, would give Natives more time to assimilate, something 
that was considered beneficial for them. Yet, as Reginald 
Horsman has so convincingly shown, removal as a policy failed 
truly to pursue its stated objectives and to meet its own moral 
standards. 66 

In the United States, the aforementioned mix of intentions 
permitted the 'covert' agenda ofland acquisition to dominate the 
official one of assimilation, and was probably the main reason 
why attempts to assimilate the Indians were half-hearted, incom-
plete, or abortive. Thus, while the policy at the time was very 
successful economically for the settler society, it enabled tribal 
survival. This ultimately foiled both its goals-assimilation and 
land acquisition-as the survival of tribal structures to this day 
stands in the way of the complete achievement of the covert 
agenda. The desire to maintain an air of benevolence and legal-
ity while taking the Natives' lands ultimately helped to enable 
those Natives to keep some of their lands. 

Matters were both easier and more complicated in Mexico. As 
removal was not a nationwide programme that was supposed to 
apply to all Indians, but a measure applied just to the Yaquis 
(although it had been used before), the state did not perceive a 
need for the sweeping rhetoric and legal framework that was 
used in the United States. Only part of the way through the 
campaign, the removal was passed off as benevolent treatment 
for the tribe. The government wanted to control the Yaquis' 
lands and to open them up to white settlers. It also aimed to 
destroy the Y oeme's community, which was held responsible for 
the continued resistance that the tribe kept up in the face of 
attempts to take their lands. 

While initially the Y aquis had been temporarily encouraged-
albeit in a not very pronounced way-to become something like 
subservient Mexicans, the option blending with society was 
closed to them as soon as the deportations started, suggesting 
that land ranked higher on the government's agenda than assim-
ilation. However, in contrast to the situation in the United States, 
in Mexico another factor entered the equation. This was the 

66 See Reginald Horsman, The Origins of Indian Removal, 1815-1824 (East Lansing, 
Mich., 1969), 18. 
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exploitation of Native labour, which was especially significant in 
the case of the Yaquis, who were very highly valued as labourers. 
While for a long time this had been a factor staving off removal 
(and thus helping the Yaquis to hold on to their land), it eventu-
ally turned into a disadvantage when their labour could more 
usefully be exploited on Yucatan. This also meant that the 
Yaquis' lands in Sonora would become available. I believe the 
fact that the exploitation of Native labour ranked high on the 
government's agenda next to land acquisition is largely account-
able for how close Mexico came also to achieving a lesser goal, 
namely, the breaking up of the tribal community. Instead of 
transplanting the entire tribe, as was the case with the Delawares 
and others in the United States, the Sonoran state government, 
with federal help and in something like a semi-private business 
venture, exported groups of workers who ended up in isolated 
communities in forced exile, thereby seriously affecting the ties 
that had made them so successful in matters of survival before 
removal. Because Mexico was not tom over its reasons for pursu-
ing removal, it was more successful in achieving the goals of this 
policy. 

To sum up the crucial points, the investigation of these two 
cases and of the more general policies of the two nations reveals a 
number of conclusions: 

1. The ways in which the policies of removal were decided and 
carried out in Mexico and the United States were, at times, 
very dissimilar. For instance, in Mexico removal was not a 
nationwide policy, but paired with the economic exploitation 
of the deportees. Yet still the basic intention behind those poli-
cies was the same in both countries; both nation-states aimed 
at breaking up the Native American societies within their 
borders. 

2. Especially in Mexico, the removal programme came close to 
achieving its destructive goal as it left the Yaquis and the 
deportees in particular very few practical options. The 
United States, where the avenue of joining the outside society 
was still nominally available to the Natives and where the 
official agenda of benevolence conflicted with the dominant 
agenda of land acquisition, left the Delawares more room to 
manoeuvre. 



106 CLAUDIA B. HAAKE 

3. The impact which removal from tribal lands had on the iden-
tity of these indigenous peoples was of the gravest nature. In 
Mexico, where the state's power was applied and removal 
was, furthermore, paired with the exploitation of the Natives' 
labour, the Yaquis' tribal identity came close to being eradi-
cated. In the United States, the Delawares, finding themselves 
in a doubly hostile environment after having been forced to 
live among the Cherokees, were able to overcome the divi-
sions introduced or aggravated by removal as they were left in 
relative peace for a few years after the event. (Even so, their 
recent loss of federal recognition can be counted among the 
long-term consequences of removal.) 

These examples suggest that it was primarily (though not exclu-
sively) greed and land hunger that was at the bottom of indige-
nous forced migration in the United States and Mexico. This fact 
has been somewhat disguised by some variations in method and 
circumstances, such as, for instance, legal differences, as the 
Delaware tribe was/is a so-called domestic dependent nation, 
while the Yaquis were at least nominally Mexican citizens. Yet in 
both cases forced migration was a product of colonialism and 
affected Indigenous peoples, as the original proprietors of the 
lands were forced from their homelands. Equally, the rise of the 
nation-state and, especially, periods of nation-building or 
rebuilding seem to have been instrumental in bringing about 
removal in both countries. And at the time of the removal of the 
Yaquis and Delawares both Mexico and the United States were 
advancing technologically, and the improvement in communica-
tions and transport contributed to the successful removal of the 
two tribes in a number of different ways. However, from the 
investigation of these two cases, it would seem to me that an 
increasing awareness that land was becoming scarcer was 
perhaps the determining factor in bringing about forced migra-
tion. 

Undoubtedly, the bonds between people and land were 
affected by forced migration, as can be seen especially in later 
days, but the main driving force behind the policy and the attack 
on these bonds was a means to an end. 




