
 In 1866, the U.S. Army committed its resources to a very different kind of military unit—

the U.S. Indian Scouts—for prosecuting its goals in the American West.  At the conclusion of the 

Civil War, the Army turned its attention to the so-called “Indian problem.”  Although that 

perceived problem had a myriad of causes and solutions, the U.S. Army’s main goal was 

unconditional surrender of hostile Indians.  However, Army strategists lacked the necessary 

tribal intelligence to strike a blow that would cripple any future armed resistance.  By hiring 

tribesmen who harbored ancient hatreds for particular tribes, the Army found the perfect 

agents.  Probably the best-known example is of the Crow and their ageless animosity towards 

the Lakota Sioux.  Out of them, the Army created a special unit called the U.S. Indian Scouts and 

gave them uniforms, insignia and battle flags for their efforts.  The Indian Wars ended by 1890, 

but the U.S. Indian Scouts continued until 1942.  When I discovered this particular fact, I was 

perplexed and curious.  If the unit had been created for a purpose to search-and-destroy hostile 

Indians, what were they doing after the Indian Wars?  

 The U.S. Army’s recruitment and training of indigenous people in its colonial wars, as it 

turns out, was a global phenomenon.  The British, the French and other western empires all 

undertook similar schemes in their colonies and in their global conflicts.  Martial race theory 

was a popular idea for the era.  The theory was that if an empire could assemble those martial 

races to work on its behalf, the civilizing projects would be more successful.  Other than in the 

American West, this was first put to the test by the U.S. in the Spanish-American War in the 

Philippines and Cuba; where the Army deployed the Indian Scouts to engage in guerilla warfare 

against the rebel holdouts. Later, the Indian Scouts, as well as indigenous units of other empires 

were tested on the battlefields of the First World War.   



 My particular study focuses on the greater global role of the U.S. Indian Scouts.  By using 

the lens of critical race theory, martial race theory, and indigenous studies, my goal is to flip the 

older notion, especially popular among Native Americans, that the Scouts were simply “traitors 

to their race.”  What has previously been oft relegated to the corners as a dusty Old West tale is 

really a story about global empires and the interaction between colonizer and colonized.  

I have spent considerable time over the past few years surveying official U.S. Army 

records that are housed in the National Archives in Washington, D.C.  Although these records 

play a crucial role in my research, even more useful, as well as problematic, are the more 

personal primary source materials that are housed at the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, PA.  

For any student of Native American history, Carlisle means something profoundly troubling—it 

is the location of the first Indian boarding school.  Combing through the personal effects of 

individual Scouts, such as diaries, photographs and correspondence at Carlisle will help not only 

tell the human story of my subjects, but will provide me a more personal connection to the 

colonial context of my study.  Why did these men join the Scouts?  What were their hopes and 

dreams?  How did they see their role? And what are their myriad connections to Carlisle? 

 In the end, I will merge this seemingly peculiar western American story into a discourse 

with elements of world historiography.  More importantly, as a Native American, I hope to 

provide some nuanced understandings for these Scouts and their stories.  Over a hundred years 

ago, a dozen U.S. Indian Scouts received the Medal of Honor for their personal acts of valor 

above and beyond the call of duty.  For a variety of reasons, time has forgotten their 

contributions to the U.S.   I hope, in some measure, to restore them to their rightful places of 

honor and remember them again. 


