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Interpretive Summary 

Perhaps the best way to begin a summary of the life of Chief Na-Waath (commonly 
known as Niwot and/or Left Hand) is to consider his life and the history of the Arapaho 
people (Hinóno'éí) and Arapaho nation (Hinono'eiteen) in the context of the plight of 
indigenous peoples of North America in the colonial era and afterward. 

Manifest Destiny: The Territorial Expansion of The United States 
The European invasion presented the indigenous nations of the plains with a dilemma 

they had never before encountered: a seemingly endless onslaught of people with radically 
different cultural norms, religious views, perspectives of land ownership, technologies, 
diseases, and so on who from the outset were bent on expansion and displacement of 
everything in their way. The European attitude toward these nations ran the gamut from a 
mission field to be converted (seldom) to “Canaanites” to be destroyed (often), sometimes 
with divine approval. For example, Rev. Thomas Hooker, one of the most prominent Puritan 
pastors in New England and a founder of Connecticut, stated of the native nations in New 
England that one must sometimes “execute vengeance upon the Heathen,” and one of the 
Puritan commanders of the slaughter of Pequot noncombatants at Fort Mystic justified it 
because “sometimes the scripture declareth women and children must perish with their 
parents.”1 

This attitude persisted through to at least the early 20th century with the infamous doctrine 
of Manifest Destiny. Thomas Hart Benton, a prominent senator from Missouri in antebellum 
America, whom Teddy Roosevelt saw as an ideological model for American empire, stated it 
this way: 

It would seem that the White race alone received the divine command, to subdue and 
replenish the earth: for it is the only race that has obeyed it-the only race that hunts out 
new and distant lands, and even a New World, to subdue and replenish . . . 

The Red race has disappeared from the Atlantic coast; the tribes that resisted civilization 
met extinction. This is a cause of lamentation with many. For my part, I cannot murmur 
at what seems to be the effect of divine law. I cannot repine that this Capitol has replaced 
the wigwam-this Christian people, replaced the savages-white matrons, the red squaws . . 
. . Civilization, or extinction, has been the fate of all people who have found themselves 

1 Alfred A. Cave, “Canaanites in a Promised Land: The American Indian and the Providential Theory of 
Empire,” American Indian Quarterly, Vol. 12, No. 4 (Autumn 1988), p. 291, http://www.jstor.com/stable/1184402. 
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in the trace of the advancing Whites, and civilization, always the preference of the 
Whites, has been pressed as an object, while extinction has followed as a consequence of 
its resistance . . .2 

Roosevelt’s sentiments were expressed in starker terms: 

I don’t go so far as to think that the only good Indians are dead Indians but I believe nine 
out of ten are . . . and I shouldn’t want to inquire too closely into the case of the tenth.3 

So, with the first white incursions into the central plains in the 1840s (the term Manifest 
Destiny was coined in 1845), it was no wonder that little respect was paid to any of the 
buffalo, timber, and grasslands on which the Arapaho, Cheyenne (Tsêhéstáno), and other 
nations depended. Army troops enforced this invasion, and from the beginning the question 
for these nations was how to respond. Environmental pressures reduced their numbers 
rapidly, with the Arapaho losing more than two-thirds of their population over the roughly 
twenty-year period of their conquest. From the very beginning, to attempt to expel the 
invaders was untenable, and the best strategy was to try to negotiate an optimal treaty. Of 
course, their young men especially resisted with force at times, but these efforts mainly 
served to reinforce negative stereotypes and stiffen white resolve to obliterate them. 

The California Gold Rush 
The California Gold Rush in 1849 only made a bad situation worse with additional 

pressures, diseases, and the like. Cholera was an especially grim reaper and left some villages 
decimated. At this point, Na-Waath was just entering his prime as a mature and married man 
(his wife’s name remains unknown), ready for substantial leadership. Though no verified 
pictures of him exist, his stature was described as striking, and he had an incredible facility 
for language, having already learned English through his white brother-in-law, John Poisal, 
who had married Na-Waath’s older sister, MaHom. With further practice among white 
traders, Na-Waath soon became fluent, and he also mastered Cheyenne and Sioux, valuable 
skills that he later used in his negotiations with other nations and white authorities. 

By the 1850s, the federal government was seeking treaties with the nations in an attempt 
to open up further avenues of settlement without having to commit sizable troops for 
protection. The Treaty of Fort Laramie (1851) (Wyoming) was the first treaty signed between 
the federal government and the nations of the plains. It was supposed to protect native land 
rights, but from the beginning it and the treaties that followed were double-dealing. As had 
already been the pattern for decades, the initial boundaries of native lands were never 
protected from wanton encroachment, and treaty subsidies were reduced at the whim of 

2 Thomas Hart Benton, Congressional Globe, 29:1 (1846), 917-18). 
3 Speech delivered by Teddy Roosevelt in New York in 1886, 
https://indiancountrytoday.com/archive/theodore-roosevelt-the-only-good-indians-are-the-dead-indians-oN1cdfuEW
02KzOVVyrp7ig 
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Congress, with each “renegotiation” always falling to the advantage of the government. As 
early as 1853, the Fort Laramie treaty had become almost meaningless, and the nations had 
been brought to the brink of starvation. Federal enforcement of the treaty on behalf of the 
nations had proven meaningless: the game was gone, the buffalo were dispersed, and 
surveying parties were cutting up the land. The nations became more and more dependent on 
subsidies, which were never regular and often fell shy of their designated allotments (how 
much “fell off the truck” is hard to say). Alcohol began to take a toll. Though it had been an 
outlawed commodity between white traders and the nations for decades, unscrupulous 
profiteers eager for buffalo hides made huge hauls with diluted, cheap whisky. The 
government pushed farming as a way for the nations to become more “civilized,” but they 
obviously found it to be repugnant to their traditional way of life and resisted. 

By 1858 Na-Waath had risen to become one of the chiefs of the Southern Arapaho, and 
his skills and leadership continued to bring him into greater and greater prominence. 
Although their principal leader, Chief Hosa (Little Raven), continued to serve in this position 
into the 1880s, Chief Na-Waath was thrust into more and more independent leadership roles 
over time, especially since he was the only person who could communicate between the 
various constituencies involved in an increasingly complicated political environment. 

The Colorado Gold Rush 
As the California Gold Rush waned and its most profitable claims were drying up, 

prospectors started eyeing the Rocky Mountains as their next bonanza. Gold exploration had 
yielded scattered finds as early as the 1830s, but the overall results were disappointing until a 
significant discovery was made on Little Dry Creek near present-day Englewood, Colorado, 
in July 1858. The Colorado gold rush was on, and later that year when Chief Na-Waath and 
his people reached their traditional wintering grounds in the Boulder Valley, they were not 
alone. A group of prospectors led by Thomas Aikins had been traveling along the usual route 
to Denver out of Julesburg, Colorado, up the South Platte River. However, upon reaching the 
confluence of the South Platte and St. Vrain Creek and surveying the rich pastureland and 
streams that invited gold exploration through a spyglass from the parapets of Old Fort St. 
Vrain, they decided to strike southwest up the St. Vrain. When they reached another fork 
near present-day Longmont, Colorado, they took the south branch into the Boulder Valley 
where they set up camp and built small cabins in preparation for winter. This action was in 
clear violation of the Fort Laramie Treaty and rendered them trespassers. 

When Chief Na-Waath found out, he immediately rode to their camp to ask them to 
leave.4 Several legends cloud the details of this meeting, though the most famous legend, 

4 Some confusion exists regarding the exact location of both the Arapaho and the trespassers. Some sources 
indicate the Arapaho were originally located near their sacred site at Valmont Bluff (near present day Valmont 
Road and 61st Street in Boulder, Colorado) while the trespassers were located the environs of Red Rocks, about 
five to six miles to the west. Other sources give no definite site for the Arapaho and locate the trespassers near 
Valmont Bluff. 
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spoken by Chief Na-Waath himself, the curse of the Boulder Valley, was prophetic: “People 
seeing the beauty of this valley will want to stay, and their staying will be the undoing of the 
beauty.” Eventually, the Arapaho allowed them to winter there with the assurance that they 
would leave in the spring to prospect in the mountains, outside of Arapaho lands, so that 
Na-Waath and his people might be unmolested. The Arapaho never possessed their own 
lands again. Of course, many of the young men were not pleased with Na-Waath’s policy, 
but in the end, he was able to keep them in check. That winter, in January 1859, the 
trespassers, who were there for the promise of riches and not to while away the winter, 
discovered gold in the foothills of Boulder, and they established the Boulder City Town 
Company in February 1859. Shortly afterward, realizing they really had no other choice, 
Chief Na-Waath and his people moved about 15 miles north of Boulder to give the new town 
a wide berth. 

Keeping Peace in the Face of Increasing Violence 
In the following spring, the sluice gates opened up in the Boulder Valley and in Colorado 

in general with all manner of venturers, vagabonds, and ruffians pouring in. The pretense of 
the Fort Laramie treaty was now thrown off completely, with towns being laid out in open 
violation of the treaty and native peoples being crowded off of their own property. Provisions 
became more and more scarce in Arapaho villages, and hunting parties often returned empty 
handed. The Department of Indian Affairs continued to push farming, a tacit admission that 
the hunting lands of the nations were being violated, and Arapaho chiefs began considering 
this radical change as their only option. Chief Na-Waath remained steadfast in his belief that 
the only hope was peace, though it was not always easy to convince particularly the younger 
men, who were itching to defend their rights with force. Chief Na-Waath, who had taken a 
trip with his family to the east for the sole purpose of better understanding what he faced, 
going as far as Omaha, realized that no possibility existed to turn back the white tide. When 
he came back, he spent the rest of his life moving his village around to optimize safety and 
hunting, negotiating new agreements, pursuing friendly relations, trying to keep his own 
people on good terms with whites, and so on. 

It was no easy task. In spring 1860, a group of drunken white men invaded the lodges of 
Chief Na-Waath’s village and raped young and old women alike, including Na-Waath’s own 
sister, MaHom, and likely his wife and ten-year-old daughter. No action was taken other than 
to appoint a local agent to monitor the situation. Chief Na-Waath maintained his posture of 
peace because he believed it was necessary, and the village moved out to the plains to 
attempt to defuse the situation. Chief Na-Waath allowed his young men to conduct some 
raids on their traditional rival, the Utes, to boil off some of their tensions, but the results were 
mixed. Everyone knew who the elephant in the room was. Raids by other nations on the 
whites could easily be blamed on the Arapaho, and many of Chief Na-Waath’s own people 
were dissatisfied with his insistence on peace while their lives continued to deteriorate. He 
once had to leave his own people for a time because his status had declined so badly, though 
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they recalled him later because they knew they needed him. Through all of these events, no 
one from Chief Na-Waath’s village molested any whites. Chief Na-Waath sometimes 
travelled hundreds of miles to warn whites that other nations were conducting raids so the 
Arapaho would not be blamed. Nevertheless, some of his young men eventually departed to 
join with other nations in direct resistance. 

The Fort Wise Treaty: The Beginning of the End 
The slide into the inevitable destruction of all semblance of order on the frontier was 

initiated by the Fort Wise Treaty, which was brokered near present-day Lamar, Colorado. 
Circumstances prevented Chief Na-Waath from being present at the negotiations, perhaps 
due to subterfuge on the part of the government agents because he was the only native person 
who could have understood its convoluted terms. If the Treaty of Fort Laramie was a ruse, 
Fort Wise was an open sham. It was consented to with only a handful of chiefs present, and it 
ceded some 90% of Arapaho and Cheyenne lands to the government. When some of the 
chiefs came to understand what they agreed to, they immediately renounced it. Of course, by 
that time, it was “too late.” The frontier soon degenerated into an all-out range war. Terrible 
depredations occurred on both sides, and the territorial government pleaded with Washington 
for further troops to once and for all subdue the nations. Through it all, native villages often 
remained on the brink of starvation. 

Eventually, territorial governor John Evans issued a proclamation that allowed all citizens 
of Colorado to attack any native peoples they considered hostile and, as an extra incentive, he 
allowed them to keep all the possessions they captured as booty. Despite the best efforts of 
Chief Mo'ohtavetoo'o (Black Kettle) of the Cheyenne and Na-Waath to negotiate a peace, 
their efforts were openly rebuffed or stalled. However, some progress toward peace finally 
seemed attainable, and they were sent to Fort Lyon to attempt to negotiate a peace with the 
federal military authorities. The Fort Lyon Commander, Major Scott B. Anthony (cousin of 
Susan B. Anthony), after insisting they disarm while peace negotiations were in process, 
instructed them to retire to an encampment of Arapaho and Cheyenne on the Big Sandy 
River, about forty miles northeast of Fort Lyon, while the treaty was finalized. But with 
tensions running so high and some kind of action being called for by whites, the situation 
was a powder keg. The villagers at Sand Creek understood the danger they were in, but they 
remained hopeful. 

Into this vacuum stepped John Chivington. Chivington had been on the Colorado frontier 
for some time, and his hatred toward the nations was well known. Chivington had become a 
Civil War hero in 1862 when his troops were instrumental in turning back a Confederate 
detachment in New Mexico who were attempting to establish a presence in the west to 
relieve the Union blockade in the east and to plunder California gold for the Confederate 
treasury. Chivington was not a great tactician, but he made up for this lack in spirit. He led 
the frontal attack, “giving orders with great energy . . . With a pistol in each hand and one or 
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two under his arms, he galloped through a storm of bullets like a mad bull.”5 Remarkably, 
Chivington was a former Methodist minister and presiding bishop of its new Rocky 
Mountain District, and prior to his military service, he had a full career in church planting, 
missions, and evangelism, from Wyandot tribes in Kansas to mountain mining camps, 
sometimes at considerable danger to himself. He also served on the board of what was to 
eventually become the Iliff School of Theology. Further, he was an ardent abolitionist with 
no qualms about mixing religion with violence. When challenged on his abolitionism in 
Kansas, he mounted the pulpit with two pistols to demonstrate his resolve against those who 
disputed with him. Eventually, he was discharged from active ministry, probably because of 
his military enlistment. He was originally offered a chaplaincy, but he preferred combat 
command. Despite his abolitionism and former mission work among the Wyandot, 
somewhere along the line, certainly after if not before the frontier tensions with the 
Cheyenne and Arapaho nations in Colorado, he developed extreme antipathy toward its 
native inhabitants. His most infamous quotes illustrate the extent of his hatred: “Damn any 
man who sympathizes with Indians! . . . I have come to kill Indians, and believe it is right 
and honorable to use any means under God’s heaven to kill Indians. . . . Kill and scalp all, big 
and little; nits [referring to children] make lice!”6 When Chivington began his assault, Major 
Anthony, who only days before had feigned peaceful intentions, was at his side. Also present 
were some of the trespassers from the Boulder Valley whom Chief Na-Waath allowed to 
winter there only a few years previously. These men trained at Fort Chambers in Boulder 
where a stone marker is still in place near the site. 

For those who wish to read more about the Sand Creek Massacre, please see the separate 
document from David Stannard’s book, American Holocaust. To provide fair warning, it is a 
horrid narrative of the most terrible carnage, quoting mostly from original sources. Chief 
Na-Waath survived the attack itself but died of his wounds shortly thereafter about 30 miles 
away in a Lakota camp. 

To return to some themes that we began with, some 40 years after the Sand Creek 
Massacre, Teddy Roosevelt wrote a biography of Thomas Hart Benson. Writing as a frontier 
historian, outside the heat of the moment with an opportunity to fully reflect on these events, 
TR opined on the Sand Creek Massacre: “in spite of certain most objectionable details, [it] 
was on the whole as righteous and beneficial a deed as ever took place on the frontier.”7 

Henry Ford once said, “history is more or less bunk,” and why not? To understand 
American history is to understand America’s lofty aspirations in the context of policies and 
actions that contradict its ideology to the core. When actions are so far separated from 
ideology, the question can be posed, does the ideology actually exist or is it mere window 

5 Margaret Coel, Chief Left Hand, p. 161 (Kindle Edition). 
6 Ibid, pp. 262, 276-277. 
7 Theodore Roosevelt, The Works of Theodore Roosevelt: Thomas Hart Benton, Elkhorn Edition, Vol. V, New York: 
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1906, p. 200. 
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dressing to distract from the real issues? Lincoln claimed the Civil War gave America a “new 
birth of freedom.” The degree to which Lincoln’s new birth has been realized remains an 
open question. Easier to let sleeping dogs lie and continue to bask in ignorance. 

For additional information on the Sand Creek Massacre, particularly information 
pertaining to Fort Chambers in Boulder, Colorado, which was a training site for some 
of the soldiers who were with Chivington in the attack, see the Youtube video: “A 
Remembrance at Fort Chambers” 1.0 --- Sunday, Sept. 20, 2020: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=941&v=U8pJa-wMORA&feature=e
mb_logo 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=941&v=U8pJa-wMORA&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=941&v=U8pJa-wMORA&feature=emb_logo

