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“Our First Duty Was to God and 
Our Next to Our Country”
Religion, Violence, and the Sand Creek Massacre

Christopher Rein

In his 1961 work, Stan Hoig attempted to 
“merely trace the actions and events sur-

rounding the Sand Creek Massacre and, by 
doing so, to fi x responsibility, leaving the per-
sonal motivations to be questioned by others.”1 
Hoig’s remains the defi nitive published work 
on the massacre itself, but his lack of expla-
nations for personal motivations leaves the 
reader unfulfi lled. His justifi cation for doing 
so at the time was the contested nature of the 
events and the diffi  culty in divining individual 
motivations, especially when the perpetrators 
boasted a number of defenders among both 
their descendants and in the public at large.2 
But even in an event with a legacy as publicly 

contested as Sand Creek, we need to know not 
just how the massacre happened but also why.3

Fortunately, Elliott West has materially 
advanced our understanding of how confl ict 
arose between whites and Indians on the Cen-
tral Plains during the middle of the nineteenth 
century. His argument, that competition for 
scarce resources drove the confl ict, is compel-
ling, and by privileging environmental fac-
tors goes a long way toward explaining how 
whites and Indians came to blows in Colorado 
during the Civil War. But West’s explanation 
only tells us why there was confl ict, not why 
it played out in the manner that it did. Many 
other Indian- white confl icts did not see the 
horrifi c brutality that marked Sand Creek, all 
underlain with a solid foundation of treachery 
and mistrust on the part of the perpetrators. 
Why did some white Coloradans feel the need 
to attack an encampment that other whites had 
given assurances of safety? And why, when 
they attacked that camp, did they act with such 
appalling brutality toward Indian men, wom-
en, and children that today, many accounts of 
the massacre still excise the details of the worst 
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a signifi cant causal factor in the Sand Creek 
Massacre. Sand Creek was by no means an 
episode in a war of religious extermination, 
but religious beliefs and ideals, primarily 
those espoused in the evangelical Christian-
ity privileged in the Second Great Awaken-
ing, conditioned soldiers and statesmen to see 
their opponents as inhuman, which in turn 
allowed the perpetrators and their defenders 
to turn to religious rhetoric to justify their 
actions on that fateful day in late November 
of 1864. It also highlights an oft en- missed el-
ement of manifest destiny: the attacks upon 
and attempted subjugation of not only non-
white but also non- Christian (or at least the 
“right kind” of Christian) peoples across the 
West. Alongside racial, economic, imperial, 
and environmental interpretations, we should 
also consider religious motives, especially the 
widely held desire to extend the hegemony of 
evangelical Protestantism.

Religion and Manifest Destiny

Returning to Elliott West’s argument of com-
petition for resources, we see that the idea of 
manifest destiny certainly shaped American 
attitudes toward the Indians of the Southern 
Plains. Th e ideas that the American West was 
a divine gift  to the fl edgling nation and that 
chosen peoples should “go forth and multiply” 
are enshrined in some of the earliest Judeo- 
Christian texts. Th at humans already inhab-
ited this land, either descendants of the earliest 
settlers from Asia or more recent arrivals from 
Spanish colonies to the south, did not matter 
to Americans. By not fully using the land by 
breaking the sod, putting it into production, 
and building large and vibrant permanent 
communities, the current occupants had for-
feited their title and would be forced to yield to 

atrocities? Th ese are questions that must be 
answered, not only to fully understand what 
happened at Sand Creek but also to under-
stand generally what leads humans to commit 
war crimes and genocide, in hopes of prevent-
ing them from occurring again.

David Svaldi, by exploring the “rhetoric of 
extermination” that surrounds the massacre, 
has explained how Sand Creek might fi t into 
a pattern of genocidal confl ict between whites 
and Indians in the nineteenth century. But 
even his explanation leaves out an important 
factor, one that historians have oft en over-
looked in explaining war crimes and atroci-
ties, despite its presence in some of the most 
barbaric acts in recorded history: the role of 
religious ideology and indoctrination, espe-
cially among political and military leaders 
with their hands on the levers of state power.

In his recent work, Religion and Violence in 
Early American Methodism: Taking the King-
dom by Force, Jeff rey Williams has admirably 
chronicled the linkage between the develop-
ment of the Methodist Church in the United 
States and an increasing acceptance of vio-
lence to both defend and extend the faith. He 
notes that “the Indian proved the most com-
mon object of Methodism’s newfound willing-
ness to defend and even celebrate the use of 
violence.”4 But, while chronicling the rise of 
the Methodists’ increasing acceptance of vio-
lence in the Early Republic, Williams does not 
fully extend the impact to the bloody confl ict 
in the Plains during and aft er the Civil War. 
Th us, scholars have failed to make the connec-
tion between this important new development 
in our understanding of the early church and 
the tragic events at Sand Creek.

Excessive religious indoctrination, from 
the political leaders in the territory to the 
commanders and soldiers on the fi eld, was 
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had.”7 Williams notes, “Methodists justifi ed 
their migration, whether before or aft er the 
treaties, by continually referencing the divine 
blessing of the land, its growth, and, most im-
portantly, its Christianization.”8 Taken togeth-
er, the impulses of manifest destiny coupled 
with Christianity preconditioned Americans 
to embark on a course that led to the Sand 
Creek Massacre with little or no remorse.

Colorado and the Civil War

Th e direct path to Sand Creek began with 
John Evans’s appointment to the post of ter-
ritorial governor on March 31, 1862. Evans, a 
Republican from Illinois, had helped found a 
Methodist college just outside Chicago, now 
known as Northwestern University, in a town, 
Evanston, that still bears his name. A physi-
cian by training, Evans had helped found 
medical facilities in his native Indiana, but 
later became heavily involved in railroad de-
velopment, especially in his adopted home of 
Colorado. Evans’s parents had raised him as 
a Quaker, but he converted to the Methodist 
faith as an adult. He later recalled, “I was invit-
ed by a Methodist brother to go into the Love 
Feast of the quarterly meeting and it made 
such an impression on my mind that I joined 
the church and have been a Methodist ever 
since.” Th e speaker, a Bishop Simpson whom 
Evans described as a “very intimate and warm 
personal friend of mine for over forty years,” 
spoke on the responsibilities of the faith and 
where they stood in relation to civic duty. Ac-
cording to Evans, “Th e tenor of Bishop Simp-
son’s sermon was that our fi rst duty was to 
God and our next to our country. He said, ‘On 
your mast head, just below the cross of Christ 
nail the fl ag of your country.’” For Evans, the 
conversion was apparently complete. He later 

those who wished to put the land to a “higher 
use.” Th e result was an American expansion 
fueled by strong ideological belief that the land 
was destined to be theirs and that their rights 
trumped all others. As an example, J. N. Hall, 
an early pioneer, wrote in 1938:

Th e great central valley of the United States 
is said by geographers to be the fi nest por-
tion of the earth’s surface. I cannot believe 
that Providence ever intended that such 
a region, now the habitat of 50 million 
whites, living in the most advanced civi-
lization the world has yet known, should 
remain forever the hunting ground of less 
than 400,000 breech- clouted savages, with 
their constant wars, their customs of scalp-
ing and torture, and even worse practices, 
and without the necessary faculties for the 
attainment of civilization.5

Religious ideas toward Native Americans 
were even more deeply rooted in American 
society. By not expressing their fealty to a 
Christian king, unconverted Indians fell out-
side the western religious tradition altogether 
and were marked as “heathens” and “savag-
es.” Indeed, these words dot the testimony of 
the perpetrators of the massacre in affi  davits 
taken aft er the event. In the months before 
Sand Creek, William Crawford, a Methodist 
minister, wrote, “Th ere is one sentiment in 
regards to the disposition of the Indians; let 
them be exterminated, men, women and chil-
dren. Th ey are a race accursed like the ancient 
Canaanites, devoted of the almighty to utter 
destruction.”6 A. J. Templeton, another pio-
neer who served as an offi  cer in the regiment 
responsible for the massacre, later errone-
ously recalled, “I don’t believe anybody killed 
squaws intentionally in the battle, but I don’t 
think it would have been any great sin if they 
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are indicative of Methodist beliefs around the 
middle of the century, and the evidence sug-
gests that they are, then it is entirely possible 
that a commissioned offi  cer in the army, es-
pecially if he had been a Methodist minister 
in civilian life, might place what he perceived 
as his obligation to his God above the orders 
issued by the civil authorities appointed as his 
superiors. In fact, this is exactly what hap-
pened in the person of one John Chivington, 
a colleague and frequent correspondent of 
Reverend Fischer’s from his days in Kansas 
and the man selected to command all military 
forces in the territory Evans governed.

Chivington, like Evans, was an Ohio na-
tive who drift ed west with the tide of Anglo- 
American settlement. He entered the Method-
ist ministry in Iowa, served as a missionary to 
the Wyandotte Indians on their reservation 
in Kansas, and preached for a time in Mis-
souri until his antislavery pronouncements 
made him unwelcome with his congregation.11 
When prospectors discovered gold in Colo-
rado, Chivington, then in Nebraska, quickly 
moved to the gold fi elds and took a position 
as the “Presiding Elder of the Rocky Mountain 
District of the Kansas- Nebraska Conference 
of the Methodist Episcopal Church North.”12 
According to one of his peers, Rev. James 
Haynes, “Mr. Chivington was not as steady in 
his demeanor as becomes a man called of God 
to the work of the ministry,” but he seems to 
have fi t in well in the rough- and- tumble fron-
tier mining towns and camps.13 According to 
Raymond Carey’s later biography for the Uni-
versity of Denver’s alumni magazine,

in eighteen months, “Elder Chivington” be-
came a familiar and respected fi gure in the 
towns and mining camps of his District. 
Th e fragmentary records give glimpses of 

recalled, “When we come to be butchered by 
them (Indians) it is right to defend ourselves, 
and there my Quaker sentiments desert me.”9

Other Methodist ministers of the period 
echoed Simpson’s comments, especially the 
idea that one’s duty to God trumped the oath 
to the state. In a letter to the Leavenworth, 
Kansas, Daily Conservative on May 2, 1862, 
another minister currently serving as the 
chaplain of the Fift h Kansas Cavalry, Hugh D. 
Fischer, wrote, “We believe that the Cross of 
Christ should be elevated on the tops of the 
mountains; and just beneath it, only a little 
lower, should fl aunt in the breezes of Heaven, 
the glorious Stars and Stripes.”10 If these views 

Fig. 1. Governor John Evans, territorial governor of 
Colorado. Courtesy of the Denver Public Library, 
Western History Collection, z- 2873.



Religion, Violence, and the Sand Creek Massacre 221

I am an orthodox minister and honestly 
believe the doctrines of my church. But I 
do not put anything out of the possibili-
ties with God and I fi rmly believe that the 
man who from Patriotic motives enlists to 
put down the Slaveholders rebellions and 
to maintain intact the free institution(s) of 
this Republic, and to cement with his blood 
if need be the Union in one nation these 
states, if he should die or get killed, God 
would see to it that he have [sic] a good 
place and time in the great hereaft er.15

Having sanctioned the use of violence and 
declared it in accordance with Christian prin-
ciples to fi ght and kill to extinguish the evils 
of slavery, it would be only a short journey 
for Chivington to likewise sanction the use of 
violence against those who dared to raise their 
hands against the pious citizens of the Colo-
rado Territory.16

Rather than simply encourage enlistment 
in the regiment then being raised in Denver 
to defend the territory and its lucrative gold 
fi elds from Confederate raiders, Chivington 
decided to go a step further and enlist himself, 
thereby launching a citizen with no military 
experience or formal training on a career that 
would eventually make him the army’s senior 
offi  cer in the territory. In Chivington’s own 
words, “Gov. Gilpin sent for me and off ered 
to commission me chaplain of the regiment 
he had determined to raise. I frankly told him 
if I went into the Army at all I must have a 
fi ghting commission, that I was of that tem-
perament and my feelings were so intensifi ed 
in the great struggle going on that I could not 
be on the fi eld & not take a hand in (it).”17

Gilpin relented and off ered Chivington a 
commission as a major in the First Colorado 
Cavalry, a position Chivington accepted. He 

him preaching under cottonwood trees and 
in gambling halls, serving communion to 
hundreds of men on a Gilpin county hill-
side, baptizing a convert in the Fontaine- 
qui- Bouille (Fountain Creek), burying the 
dead and praying with a man condemned 
to be hung. He collected money, organized 
and built churches.14

When the Civil War broke out, Chivington 
aligned closely with the antislavery interests in 
the territory. Aft er presiding over the funeral 
of a recruit of the newly formed First Colo-
rado Cavalry killed in a drunken dispute with 
a barkeeper, Chivington told the assembled 
crowd:

Fig. 2. Colonel John Chivington, commander, 
District of Colorado. Courtesy of the Denver Public 
Library, Western History Collection, z- 128.
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Glorieta Mesa and led him to the Confeder-
ate supply train that enabled him to establish 
his military reputation, Chivington later wrote 
Fischer, “Church matters in New Mexico are 
all Roman Catholic and of the most corrupt 
type,” suggesting that Chivington was a de-
voted follower of only his particular version 
of Christianity. Indeed, many inhabitants of 
the West held Catholic views typically at odds 
with evangelical Protestantism. While few 
suff ered fates similar to the Cheyenne and 
Arapaho at Sand Creek, many were dispos-
sessed of lands, titles, ballots and infl uence in 
the march of American civilization across the 
continent.21

Colorado and the Road to Sand Creek

By the summer of 1864, relations between 
whites and Indians had begun to spin out 
of control in Colorado Territory. Th e mas-
sive infl ux of settlers had eroded traditional 
Cheyenne and Arapaho hunting and camping 
grounds so badly that they could no longer 
survive on what was left . As the Indians be-
gan to extract “tolls,” oft en in the form of live-
stock from settlers and migrants for the use of 
their grass, water, and wood, soldiers of the 
First Colorado began to respond to requests 
for help from harried settlers and stockrais-
ers. Th e fi rst major incident occurred along 
the South Platte in spring of 1864 when a de-
tachment of soldiers confronted a group of 
Indians moving horses across the river. Con-
cerned that the Indians were trying to escape 
with stolen livestock, the soldiers opened fi re 
and killed two Indians.

In June, Indians killed Nathan Hungate, his 
wife, and their two young children on a ranch 
southeast of Denver. Other settlers brought 
the mangled bodies to Denver for public 

later recalled, “I was made major because I 
suppose I was better acquainted in the terri-
tory than any man in it at that time. I had been 
all over it, organized churches, held religious 
services, appointed ministers and superin-
tended the arrangement of Methodist Church 
aff airs.”18 Future events would later elevate this 
fi re- and- brimstone preacher to the highest 
levels of military leadership in the territory.

Chivington marched with the new unit to 
meet a Confederate invasion of New Mexico 
Territory and led a battalion of the First Colo-
rado at the battle of Apache Canyon, aft er 
Confederate forces had already seized the ter-
ritorial capital at Santa Fe. Two days later, in 
the decisive battle of Glorieta Pass, Chiving-
ton again led a detachment of the First Colo-
rado over a mesa and around the Confederate 
lines and destroyed the invaders’ entire supply 
train, halting the invasion of New Mexico and 
potentially Colorado and winning him well- 
deserved accolades as a war hero. Th ereaft er 
he was intent on parlaying his new reputation 
into even greater accomplishments, pushing 
alternatively for a brigadier generalship and, if 
voters had approved a statehood referendum 
in 1864, a Senate seat representing Colorado. 
Unsatisfi ed with his promotion to colonel as 
commander of the First Colorado, on June 23, 
1862, Chivington wrote to Reverend Fischer at 
Leavenworth and asked him to “write to Sena-
tors Lane and Pomeray (sp) at Washington 
and get them to assist Mr. Bennett, Delegate 
from Colorado in obtaining for me a Brigadier 
Generalship.”19 Chivington’s unbridled ambi-
tion, coupled with his deep faith, made him a 
formidable force in Colorado politics.20

During his time in New Mexico, Chiving-
ton also recorded his views on the established 
church in the territory. Despite the fact that a 
Catholic priest had guided him over the top of 
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the University of Colorado and the source of 
a campuswide controversy that resulted in a 
dormitory named aft er him, Nichols Hall, be-
ing renamed Cheyenne- Arapaho Hall in the 
late 1980s.24 Earlier in life, Nichols had worked 
for a Baptist minister in Illinois and suppos-
edly “became so enthusiastic about mission-
ary and revival work that he enrolled in Shut-
liff  College at Alton, Illinois to study for the 
ministry.”25 A member of Nichols’s company, 
Sergeant Henry Blake, had little diffi  culty 
reconciling his violent acts against Indians 
with his religious views. In a diary he kept in 
the months leading up to Sand Creek, Blake 
bragged about taking scalps in an engagement 
in the Platte Valley in early October. On Oc-
tober 14 he wrote that he “had with me two 
scalps,” and the next day “had some fun show-
ing my Indian scalps. I had with me the scalp 
of Big Wolf.” Just over a month earlier, Blake 
wrote that he “Took a horse and got Mollie Jay 
and took her to church.”26 Blake was present at 
Sand Creek but apparently did not participate 
in the fi ght.

Colonel Chivington, by now promoted to 
the commander of the entire military Dis-
trict of Colorado, began to oversee the train-
ing and organization of these men and the 
companies assembled in Denver. Chivington 
was apparently so devout that his faith would 
not even allow him to use profanity in front 
of his men. One offi  cer of the Th ird recalled 
an incident when Chivington could not get 
the men to form up properly and so sent for 
Major Hal Sayre to “come here and cuss this 
regiment into line.”27 He sent some of the par-
tially trained detachments to guard vulnerable 
transportation routes while the rest continued 
to train and collect their equipment. Chiving-
ton did at least attempt to instill military disci-
pline among his men and make them aware of 

viewing, arousing the anger of the populace 
and increasing pressure on Governor Evans 
to halt the bloodshed. Evans responded by 
petitioning for a new regiment of volunteers 
to take the fi eld in active operations against 
the Indians, as the First Colorado was already 
stretched thin garrisoning the scattered out-
posts in the territory, and the Second Colo-
rado was then on active service in eastern 
Kansas against Confederates and guerillas 
operating from Missouri. On August 12, 1864, 
the War Department authorized Evans to raise 
a regiment of one- hundred- days men, dubbed 
the Th ird Colorado Cavalry. Th ese “avengers,” 
raised primarily in and around Denver, would 
be the principal unit engaged at Sand Creek.

Some apologists have suggested that the 
men in the Th ird Colorado were the refuse 
of the mining districts and other undesir-
ables who had drift ed west to avoid the war 
raging in the East. If these men were rough- 
and- tumble miners or the dregs of the Denver 
barrooms, their subsequent actions could be 
explained away as the misdeeds of those at the 
bottom rung of society. But recent research 
has clearly demonstrated that these men came 
from all walks of life in the territory and in-
cluded in their number men who would go 
on to be some of the territory’s leading citi-
zens.22 Th e atrocities of Sand Creek cannot be 
explained as the typical actions of men whose 
lives were “nasty, brutish, and short.” Instead, 
they comprised a cohort of “ordinary men,” 
who somehow became capable of infl icting 
brutal atrocities on their fellow residents in 
the territory.23

Many of the members of the Th ird Colo-
rado were apparently quite devout. Members 
of Company D, raised in Boulder County, 
elected David Nichols as captain. Nichols 
later went on to become both a founder of 
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similar orders on July 27, 1864. While in the 
fi eld at Fort Ellsworth Kansas, Curtis promul-
gated General Field Orders No. 1, which stated 
that “Indians at war with us will be the object 
of our pursuit and distinction, but women and 
children must be spared” [emphasis added].29 
It is possible that Chivington’s violation of this 
order, or rather his placing his beliefs on the 
morality of killing Indians above it, caused 
him to resign his commission shortly aft er the 
massacre rather than face a potential court- 
martial for violating a direct order.

It is worth considering what might have 
happened had someone other than a devout 
Methodist minister led the Th ird Colorado 
into battle. FitzJohn Porter, a West Point 
graduate, career army offi  cer, and decorated 
Mexican War veteran in temporary disgrace 
as a result of alleged mismanagement at the 
Second Battle of Bull Run in 1862, was work-
ing at the time as the superintendent of a min-
ing operation in Colorado in 1864 and off ered 
his services to Governor Evans, who rejected 
his application, evidently far too closely tied 
to both his fellow Methodist Chivington and 
his Republican friends to embark on a reha-
bilitation project for a disgraced acolyte of 
the Democratic presidential nominee, George 
McClellan.30

Meanwhile, on the High Plains, the Chey-
enne, Lakota, and Arapaho collected in the 
safe area between the Platte and Arkansas 
Rivers in far western Kansas where there were 
still suffi  cient buff alo to sustain them. Tribal 
authorities debated the wisdom of the current 
course of hostilities against a much stronger 
opponent. A “peace faction” sent emissaries 
to the nearest federal post, Fort Lyon, near 
present- day Lamar in southeast Colorado, to 
open negotiations for peace. Th e post’s com-
mander, Major Edward Wynkoop of the First 

the rules of armed warfare. On September 10, 
1864, while still mustering at Camp Evans near 
Denver, he directed that “Th e Company Com-
manders are hereby ordered to read the Arti-
cles of War to their respective companies and 
Six o’clock A.M. tomorrow upon their Com-
pany parade grounds. Th ey are also required 
to see that their companies are all present 
and impress the importance of strict obedi-
ence upon each man.”28 Major General Samuel 
R. Curtis, commander of the Department of 
Kansas headquartered at Fort Leavenworth 
and Chivington’s immediate superior, issued 

Fig. 3. Major Edward Wynkoop, commander of Fort 
Lyon. Courtesy of the Denver Public Library, West-
ern History Collection, x- 22195.
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Wynkoop told the peace chiefs that he lacked 
the authority to make peace, but that he would 
convey a delegation to Denver to discuss af-
fairs with Governor Evans, who had earlier 
issued a proclamation ordering all friendly In-
dians to come in to designated areas to sepa-
rate them from those still hostile, resulting 
in the now- famous Camp Weld conference, 
which featured most of the principal actors in 
the tragedy.32

Upon their arrival in Denver, the chiefs 
passed (literally) in the shadow of the Law-
rence Street Methodist Church, located on the 
corner of Fourteenth and Lawrence Streets. 
Just as the physical church dominated the 
Denver skyline, church leaders, specifi cally 

Colorado, received the emissaries and agreed 
to travel to their encampments on the Smoky 
Hill River to hear what they had to say and 
collect the promised white prisoners taken 
in raids on settlements in eastern Kansas and 
along the Platte River Road in Nebraska. De-
spite creating some unease among the men of 
Wynkoop’s outnumbered force, the Indians 
made quite an impression on the army offi  -
cer. Wynkoop later wrote, “I naturally at one 
time belonged to the exterminators,” but upon 
meeting with the emissaries, “I felt myself in 
the presence of Superior beings, and these 
were the representatives of a race that I had 
heretofore looked upon without exception as 
being cruel, treacherous and bloodthirsty.”31 

Fig. 4. Camp Weld council. Wynkoop (left ) and Soule (right) are kneeling in the foreground. Seated behind them 
are the “peace chiefs”: Neva, Bull Bear, Black Kettle, One Eye, and an unidentifi ed chief (possibly White Ante-
lope). Courtesy of the Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, x- 32079.
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had labored so hard and expended so much 
of the treasury on raising the Th ird Colorado, 
as his predecessor, William Gilpin, had been 
fi red for raising the First Colorado to meet the 
emergency of the Confederate invasion with-
out specifi c authorization. Evans did not want 
to be the boy who cried wolf, for fear that help 
would not arrive if ever he really needed it. 
Chivington remained noncommittal and told 
the Indians that he would fi ght them until 
they laid down their arms (evidently being in 
the presence of chiefs professing a willingness 
to do just that was insuffi  cient for Chiving-

Chivington and Evans, loomed large in the 
discussions. Despite his earlier proclamation 
advising the “peaceable” Indians to come into 
the forts for protection in order to separate 
them from the warlike factions (a declaration 
that had reached the Cheyenne camps on the 
Smoky Hill River and prompted the emissary 
to Wynkoop), Evans, abdicating his role as ex- 
offi  cio superintendent of Indian aff airs, now 
backed off  his earlier assurances and told the 
chiefs they would have to treat with the army 
directly. Governor Evans was evidently con-
cerned about the prospect of peace aft er he 

Fig. 5. Arrival for the Camp Weld conference. Th e Lawrence Street Methodist Church looms in the background. 
Courtesy History Colorado, Scan 10025737.
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on Sand Creek and attacked the unsuspecting 
village at dawn on November 29. Just before 
attacking the village, Th eodore Chubbuck 
of Company M recalled Chivington saying, 
“Men, I shall not dictate to you who to kill 
nor what to kill, but remember our poor mur-
dered women and children.”34 Captain Nich-
ols, in command of Company D, remembered 
the address as “Boys, there is the enemy. Re-
member the women and children that have 
been butchered by these savages. Take no 
prisoners.”35

Chivington’s words harkened back to an 
earlier incident that, according to Jeff rey Wil-
liams, was “something of a legend in Meth-
odist circles.” In 1790, a Methodist preacher 
named Samuel Tucker gave his life to protect 
innocent women and children when attacked 
by hostile Indians. Williams believes that the 
preacher’s act of sacrifi ce struck a chord with 
Methodists, in addition to sanctioning vio-
lence against those who would do harm to the 
chosen. Th e event was celebrated in Methodist 
Magazine and would have been familiar to ad-
herents of the faith in the early to mid- 1800s.36

In a more recent work, Elliott West has 
successfully argued that we need to explore 
the connections between the conquest of the 
West and the sectional confl ict in the East, a 
period from roughly 1845 to 1877 that he la-
bels “Greater Reconstruction.” He believes 
that we need to “fi nd a way to rethink these 
crucial years so that its historical segment and 
its great defi ning events both accommodate 
what happens in the big story.”37 In this par-
ticular case, comparing soldiers of the Th ird 
Colorado Cavalry with their peers back east 
highlights the level of religious indoctrination 
among military personnel of the time. In his 
magisterial and award- winning work on Civil 
War soldiers, James McPherson asserted that 

ton) and told them to deal with the military 
authorities at Fort Lyon, directions that would 
complicate events in the months ahead.

Wynkoop returned with the chiefs to Fort 
Lyon, where many Cheyenne and Arapaho 
camped close to the fort, even subsisting on 
rations from the fort’s commissary. Later they 
moved farther away to a better camp on the 
banks of a dry waterway known accurately as 
Sand Creek. But Wynkoop’s initiative in trav-
eling to the Smoky Hill River to secure the 
release of the captives and bringing the chiefs 
to Denver ran afoul of the commander of the 
Department of Kansas, Major General Samuel 
Curtis, who had issued orders to “chastise” and 
“shoot on sight” any Indians who approached 
the fort. Curtis relieved Wynkoop of com-
mand pending an offi  cial investigation and re-
placed him with Major Scott Anthony, one of 
the more fl exible characters in the Sand Creek 
story. Anthony had served in the First Colo-
rado and along the Santa Fe Trail throughout 
the Civil War. Aft er Chivington marched his 
command to Fort Lyon in late November, An-
thony expressed a willingness to join Chiving-
ton and the Th ird Colorado with the available 
soldiers from his garrison, apparently believ-
ing they were headed for the hostile camps of 
the Cheyenne Dog Soldiers along the Smoky 
Hill River.33 Th e Dog Soldiers had opposed 
the peace chiefs and remained committed 
to hostilities, especially in the months im-
mediately aft er the Sand Creek Massacre. In 
any event, Wynkoop, having traveled to Fort 
Riley in Kansas to give his side of the story, 
was unavailable to prevent the massacre when 
Chivington arrived from Denver.

Th e events of the Sand Creek Massacre 
itself are well documented. Chivington and 
Anthony took their commands on an aggres-
sive night march from Fort Lyon to the camp 
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in his diary that on January 12, 1865, he “went 
to church morning and evening and to Sun-
day School.”43 Corporal Th ornton K. Tyson of 
Company A later became a minister.44 Even 
the local newspapers seemed to feel that the 
expedition had been a “divine” mission. On 
January 4, 1865, the Rocky Mountain News edi-
torialized that “we will say that our only wish 
is that every Indian expedition hereaft er may 
be led by a Colorado soldier, imbued with the 
holy aspiration of destroying as great a num-
ber of warriors, squaws and children as fell in 
the memorable Battle of Sand Creek” [empha-
sis added].45

Aft ermath

Aft er word of the massacre leaked to the east-
ern press, both Congress and the War Depart-
ment launched offi  cial investigations, prompt-
ing both outrage and defensive responses 
from many citizens of Denver, including 
William Byers, editor of the Rocky Mountain 
News. In April 1865 a group of the city’s min-
isters issued a “Statement of the Preachers of 
Colorado,” supporting Chivington and his ac-
tions. It read in part:

As military commander, we think his con-
duct has been worthy of equal commenda-
tion. To him, at the outset, Colorado owes 
deliverance from Texan invasion and in-
ternal strife. Th rough him the Indians have 
received at the battle of Sand Creek a chas-
tisement, in the language of Acting Gover-
nor Elbert in his annual message, ‘smiting 
and deserved.’ For this act we are well aware 
he has received censure from malicious or 
ill- informed men but the people of Colo-
rado who know the facts, fully justify his 
conduct and applaud the endurance, brav-
ery, and self- denial of those who with him 

“Civil War armies were, arguably, the most 
religious in American history.” He found that 
“many American men in the Civil War era 
were quite capable of reconciling Christianity 
and vengeance,” and that “the fury of hatred 
and revenge against the perpetrators of death 
and destruction crowded out Christian char-
ity.”38 If this was true on a large scale in the lat-
ter stages of the Civil War, it could certainly 
explain how the men of the Th ird Colorado, a 
number of whom subscribed to Christian be-
liefs, could perpetrate one of the most horrifi c 
massacres of the Indian Wars period.

Scalps, at a minimum, were the most prolif-
ic trophies of the fi ghts against Indians. Aft er 
Sand Creek, the Rocky Mountain News report-
ed, “Cheyenne scalps are getting as thick here 
as toads in Egypt. Everybody has got one and 
is anxious to get another to send east.”39 Th e 
next month it added, “Capt. Fox, of the Diana, 
has any amount of Sand Creek trophies on ex-
hibition at his place- arrows, buff alo spoons, 
calumets of war, scalps and so forth.”40 A later 
investigation found that the “bodies of these 
victims had been horribly profaned by the sol-
diers who had been incited to this massacre 
by the ‘blood thirsty’ speeches and remarks of 
their commander,” but this did not stop even 
offi  cers such as Major Hal Sayre of the Th ird 
Colorado from also seeking a trophy.41 Ser-
geant Palmer of the regiment testifi ed, “I saw 
Major Sayre scalp a dead indian,” and years 
later one of Sayre’s children recalled that “We 
still have a scalp taken by Major Sayre in this 
battle.”42

Some of the direct participants in the at-
tack apparently had little diffi  culty reconciling 
their actions at Sand Creek with their religious 
views. A little over a month aft er the massacre, 
Second Lieutenant John Lewis Dailey of Com-
pany A, Th ird Colorado Cavalry, mentioned 
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himself a Brigadier- General could have gone 
to that ‘peaceable Indian camp’ with 200 men 
and killed the last Indian there.” Speaking 
for the exposed command at Fort Lyon, evi-
dently now seriously concerned for its safety, 
Anthony wrote, “We here feel wronged by his 
actions; he has whipped the only peaceable 
Indians in the country.” Regarding the charges 
that fresh white scalps had been found in the 
Indian camp at Sand Creek, Anthony wrote, 
“no such thing was ever heard of by any one 
at this post.”48

While most of the soldiers present at Sand 
Creek participated in the attack, some did 
not. One offi  cer of Anthony’s command at-
tempted to dissuade Colonel Chivington from 
attacking the camp, and when overruled and 
ordered to accompany the expedition anyway, 
he ordered his men not to fi re at what he con-
sidered to be peaceful Indians. Captain Silas 
Soule, who would be murdered on the streets 
of Denver less than six months aft er the mas-
sacre, largely for his role in testifying against 
those responsible, commanded a company of 
the First Colorado Cavalry at Fort Lyon. He 
later wrote his mother,

I was present at a Massacre of three hun-
dred Indians mostly women and children[.] 
It was a horrible scene and I would not let 
my company fi re. Th ey were friendly and 
some of our soldiers were in their camp at 
the time trading[.] It looked too hard for 
me to see little children on their knees beg-
ging for their lives have their brains beat 
out— like dogs.49

Soule’s actions earned him the enmity of some 
of the participants and their apologists down 
to the present day. Despite the threats, Soule 
reported, “I would not fi re on the Indians with 
my Co. and the Col said he would have me ca-

achieved so signal a success. We believe our 
only hope for safety as a Territory lies in the 
repetition of like battles with the same re-
sults. In the destruction of these Indians, the 
murdering and scalping of white men, wom-
en and children was by so much avenged. 
We are fully persuaded that the laws of war 
in this action were fully respected and only 
fear that similar occurrences are likely to be 
too unfrequent [sic] for an immediate and 
complete subjugation of the treacherous, 
blood- thirsty Red Men [emphasis added].

Six members of the church hierarchy in Colo-
rado, including O. A. Willard, the presiding 
elder of the Denver District, and George Rich-
ardson, the pastor of the First Methodist Epis-
copal Church in Denver, signed the letter.46

Over 130 years later, in an apparent ac-
knowledgment of Chivington’s role in the 
massacre, “the United Methodist General 
Conference, the denomination’s top legisla-
tive body, expressed regret for the Sand Creek 
Massacre and issued an apology for the ‘ac-
tions of a prominent Methodist.’” Th e body 
also authorized a donation of $50,000 to the 
National Park Service to assist with interpreta-
tion at the newly formed Sand Creek Massacre 
National Historic Site. Th e United Methodist 
Church also conducted an “Act of Repentance 
to Indigenous Persons” at its 2012 General 
Conference as “an acknowledgment of wrongs 
done to indigenous persons.”47

Aft er the massacre, Major Anthony be-
came frustrated with Chivington, writing on 
December 23 that the high number of ca-
sualties (military fatalities had increased to 
thirteen killed, as men succumbed to their 
wounds, and thirty- nine wounded) was the 
result of the “most miserable management 
that ever was known upon a battlefi eld.” He 
elaborated, “Any one not desiring to make 
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he wrote, “I think there is not much danger 
of my spoiling[.] [O]ur Col. is a Methodist 
Preacher and whenever he sees me drinking, 
gambling, stealing or murdering he says he 
will write to Mother or my sister Annie so I 
have to go straight.” Soule obviously exagger-
ated his alleged “wildness” in front of his colo-
nel in his letters home; in a subsequent report 
he wrote that he had bet his post sutler that 
he would not drink for six months and that 
he “hadn’t been drunk” during that time.52 He 
also reported, “I am reforming in regard to my 
bad habits Mother for I have left  off  chewing 
tobacco and smoking a pipe. . . . I don’t drink 
so you see I am getting quite respectable.”53

Major Wynkoop, the commander of Fort 
Lyon when the Cheyennes sought the peace 
conference on the Smoky Hill River, became 
another prominent critic of the massacre. 
Wynkoop, who was evidently no saint in 
his earlier days, became distraught when he 
learned of the massacre, especially since he 
had worked so hard to establish peaceful re-
lations with the Cheyenne and Arapaho and 
had risked so much by venturing to the Smoky 
Hill to negotiate the release of the white cap-
tives, and then by escorting the peace chiefs 
to the Camp Weld Conference in Denver.54 
In fact, it was these actions that earned him 
relief of his duties, ostensibly for abandoning 
his post without authorization, and left  Major 
Anthony in charge when Chivington arrived 
with the Th ird Colorado. Whether Wynkoop 
would have been able to dissuade Chivington 
from attacking the peaceful encampment re-
mains a mystery, but the events of late 1864 
would alter the course of Wynkoop’s life. In 
refl ecting on the events years later, Wynkoop 
had no doubts about where judgment would 
fall. Of the perpetrators of the attack, he wrote,

shiered but he is out of the service before me 
and I think I stand better than he does in re-
gard to his great Indian fi ght.”50

Soule’s actions are all the more interesting 
when compared with his religious views and 
the depths of his religious beliefs. Although 
raised as a Christian, Soule had apparently 
lapsed in his faith. In the summer of 1864, he 
wrote his sister Annie, “You and mother write 
for me to be a Cristian [sic] and not be wild, 
etc. but the Army don’t improve a fellow much 
in that respect and you know I never was 
much of a Christian and am naturally wild.”51 
Soule’s wildness apparently attracted the atten-
tion of Colonel Chivington. In the same letter, 

Fig. 6. Captain Silas Soule, Commander, Company 
D, First Colorado Cavalry. Courtesy of the Denver 
Public Library, Western History Collection, x- 22202.
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conducted the military hearings aft er the in-
cident, later recorded that “Th e betrayal and 
killing of 145 cost our government 2,000 lives 
and $30,000,000.”59 Scott Anthony elaborated 
just a month aft er the massacre: “I say that ev-
ery one in Colorado will be the loser by Old 
Chivington’s disgraceful Indian campaign and 
they will fi nd it out before the Indian war is 
ended.” Anthony, too, began to be concerned 
about the event’s legacy, writing in the same 
letter, “I can live without funds and hope to 
God that the next payment will be my last as 
a soldier in the Colorado First under my pres-
ent commander [Chivington]. I would pre-
fer to be a private in a negro regiment. Th ey 
would not take me, however, when they heard 
I was engaged in the Sand Creek battle.”60

Sand Creek in History and Memory

Participants in the Sand Creek Massacre were 
clearly concerned about how the event’s legacy 
would aff ect their reputations. Almost thirty 
years later, Harper Orahood, captain of Com-
pany B, delivered an address reprinted in the 
Rocky Mountain News in which he stated, 
“Th is battle has gone into history as the Sand 
Creek or Chivington massacre. Th is is unjust. 
I have mildly antagonized this idea all these 
years, and now I purpose [sic] telling you why 
it is unjust; for I am unwilling my children’s 
children shall think of me as participating in a 
huge massacre and what is still worse, defend-
ing same.”61

Two participants in the massacre, both en-
listed men, later published their remembranc-
es in book form. Sergeant Morse Coffi  n of 
Company D, raised in Boulder County, pub-
lished a series of letters in Greeley’s Colorado 
Sun. Th e letters were later combined with Cof-
fi n’s own scrapbook, compiled into book form 

having the advantages of civilization, sur-
rounded by the hallowed infl uences of reli-
gion and morality [emphasis added], im-
bued with all the principals [sic] which 
would enable him to distinguish right from 
wrong, yet notwithstanding this, forget-
ting the light which has been shed over his 
existence, rushing blindly in and commit-
ting deeds I will hereaft er refer to that even 
the ignorant savage had been incapable, 
on which of these two will fall the heavi-
est penalty when the Almighty sets in judg-
ment upon both?55

Later in life, Wynkoop became an agent to the 
Plains tribes and a harsh critic of government 
policy, in one instance threatening to “desert 
my country [and] foreswear Christianity” in 
protest.56

If Chivington hoped to earn fame for 
himself or achieve peace on the plains, he 
accomplished neither. Once it became wide-
ly known, the Sand Creek Massacre cost 
Chivington whatever chance he had at a po-
litical career. Years later he was forced to drop 
out of a political contest in his native Ohio 
when his opponent threatened to make Sand 
Creek an issue in the campaign.57 Even the 
members of a masonic lodge named for him 
in Central City, Colorado, quietly renamed it, 
although that was probably more a reaction 
to Chivington marrying his deceased son’s 
widow, ostensibly to facilitate the manage-
ment of the freighting business he and his son 
had operated jointly.58 It became quite clear 
in early 1865 that Chivington’s actions had 
done little to bring peace to the territory, as 
the Cheyenne Dog Soldiers raided extensive-
ly, destroying the stage station at Julesburg, 
Colorado, and depopulating large swaths of 
the Platte River valley. Samuel F. Tappan, who 
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amination reveals important distinctions in 
their work.

Howbert’s works, published in the twilight 
years of his life, contain a diary of depreda-
tions committed in and around Colorado City 
(as Colorado Springs was then known) in the 
summer of 1864 and refl ect Howbert’s unre-
pentant views of his actions at Sand Creek. In 
the chapter of Indians of the Pikes Peak Region 
entitled “A Defense of Sand Creek,” Howbert 
wrote, “Th e Indians had no conception of 
such a thing as mercy, compassion or humane 
treatment of their enemies. Any exhibition of 
sentiment of that sort would have been con-
sidered an evidence of weakness, and any act 
of forbearance shown toward them by the 
whites served only to make them more diffi  -
cult to control thereaft er.”65 Howbert was also 
a staunch defender of Chivington, although 
his observations cannot be considered those 
of an unbiased observer.

On the fi rst day aft er arriving in Denver in 
1860, Irving Howbert and his father, William, 
called on the Chivingtons. William had joined 
the Methodist church in the early 1850s while 
living in Indiana and entered the ministry at 
Fairfi eld, Iowa. He later gave up his position, 
but according to the diary he kept during 
his journey across the plains in the spring of 
1860, continued to preach en route. On June 
15, 1860, his fi rst full day in Denver, William 
recorded he “called on Bro. Chivington, Bro. 
and sister quite kind.” William “was off ered a 
mission in the region of South Park” and, aft er 
hearing Chivington preach on June 17, hosted 
his own services two weeks later at Tarryall.66 
Based on the kindnesses shown them by their 
friends and coreligionists, it is unlikely that 
Howbert would have been critical of Chiving-
ton’s conduct at Sand Creek.

Howbert did have some positive com-

and published as Th e Battle of Sand Creek.62 
Corporal Irving Howbert enlisted in Com-
pany G in El Paso County and became a bank 
president, a state senator, sat on the board 
of Colorado College and became one of the 
civic leaders of that community. To this day, 
an elementary school on the city’s west side 
still carries his name.63 In the early twentieth 
century, Howbert published two books on the 
Sand Creek Massacre, Memories of Lifetime in 
the Pikes Peak Region and Th e Indians of the 
Pikes Peak Region.64 Both men had religious 
upbringings and both defended their actions 
at Sand Creek in their writings. But closer ex-

Fig. 7. Corporal Irving Howbert, Company G, Th ird 
Colorado Cavalry. Courtesy of the Denver Public 
Library, Western History Collection, z- 1056.
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up it opened wide its eyes and looked up at 
us. I said “boys don’t kill it, it is too bad,” 
etc., but one of the guides (glad it was not 
a soldier) came up and coolly shot it, at the 
same time making a remark not indicative 
of pity. I strongly denounced this part of 
the work, using cuswords [sic].

When the shooting of the squaws began 
they jumped up and tried to crawl away, 
at the same time screaming in an agony 
of terror. Th is was too much for me, and I 
talked against it, and a few were with me, 
and would not do it; though the general 

ments about Ouray, a Ute headman familiar to 
early settlers of Colorado. He described him 
as “a model, never using tobacco, abhorring 
whiskey, and taking only a sip of wine when 
in company with those who were indulging, 
and then merely as a matter of courtesy to 
them. He never swore nor used obscene lan-
guage, was a fi rm believer in the Christian re-
ligion, and about two years before his death 
united himself with the Methodist Church.”67 
Evidently not all Indians were bad, and those 
who converted to Christianity in general and 
Methodism in particular were redeemable in 
Howbert’s eyes.

Morse Coffi  n’s accounts appeared much 
earlier than Howbert’s, being published in 
the late 1870s, and signifi cantly, were the fi rst 
public acknowledgment of the severity of the 
atrocities committed by members of the Th ird 
Colorado at Sand Creek. Coffi  n was born in 
a district of western New York “burned over” 
with religious revivals and moved with his 
family to Illinois at a young age. He arrived 
in Colorado in 1860 and farmed on the banks 
of the St. Vrain River near present- day Long-
mont. Coffi  n had evidently had a religious 
upbringing but was later shocked by the treat-
ment of Indians in the military campaigns. At 
an engagement on October 10, 1864, in the 
Platte Valley (evidently the same one in which 
Henry Blake was involved that cost Big Wolf 
his life), Coffi  n related,

Next were found and killed four squaws, 
two papooses and one young warrior, say 
fi ft een years old, or two thirds grown. Two 
of these squaws were rather young, and 
two middle aged ones had the babies in 
their arms. One of these was killed with 
her feet in a pool of water, and bent over 
her child as if to shield it, and as we came 

Fig. 8. Sergeant Morse Coffi  n, Company D, Th ird 
Colorado Cavalry. Courtesy History Colorado, Scan 
10042783.
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when, infl uenced by the writings of Henry 
Ward Beecher and Robert G. Ingersoll, he 
ceased to believe in Hell and developed doubts 
about other doctrines which had been taught 
him by his church and his pious parents. Al-
though he is credited with living by a demand-
ing code of moral principles, his rejection of 
formal religion was consistent to the end.”70 
In later life, Coffi  n became even more strident 
in his objection to organized religion and re-
ligious views in general. Raymond Carey, a 
noted historian of the soldiers of the Th ird 
Colorado, penned this description of Coffi  n:

Apparently, no one knows when he dis-
carded the beliefs about heaven, hell and 
related subjects that had been taught him 
in his childhood by his parents and church. 
But it was early in the 1880’s when he, as 
president of the school board in the “Cof-
fi n district” requested a young teacher not 
to read the bible to her pupils, and several 
people in the neighborhood told her that 
Morse Coffi  n was “an infi del, dyed in the 
wool.” His large scrapbook of newspaper 
clippings contains numerous articles con-
cerning bigotry and hypocrisy and the ir-
rationality of creeds. He kept reports & 
addresses of humanists and freethinkers 
together with two copies of Robert G. In-
gersoll’s eulogy at the funeral of his brother.

Less than two years before his own death, Cof-
fi n challenged the published views of several 
local ministers concerning the propriety of 
funerals in the pages of his local newspaper, 
noting, “Most of us made our advent into 
this world without aid of clergy, and I am 
not aware of any good reason why we cannot 
make our departure without their assistance,” 
and apparently insisted that at his own funeral 
“no sectarian services be held.”71

sentiment was strongly in opposition to my 
view of it.68

Coffi  n later explained that the sentiments that 
prevailed at Sand Creek were expressed gener-
ally in the territory at the time:

At the time the 3d Colorado regiment 
was raised, the idea was very general that 
a war of extermination should be waged; 
that neither sex nor age should be spared; 
and women held to these views in common 
with men, and it is my opinion that as great 
a per cent of the latter as the former held 
this view; and one oft en heard the expres-
sion that “nits make lice, make a clean thing 
of it” [emphasis added]. Of course there 
were some exceptions, as I mentioned in 
my former letter, but that such exceptions 
were a weak minority must be well known 
by most residents of Colorado at the time. I 
propose to show that both offi  cers and sol-
diers but carried out the general sentiment 
of the country; and let each bear their share 
of blame if any attach to what was done; for 
I wish it understood that Colorado soldiers 
fourteen years ago were not bloodthirsty 
and cruel above all men who then lived, 
though a few of us did not agree with the 
majority as to some things.69

Coffi  n’s words are perhaps the strongest indi-
cation that the members of the Th ird Colo-
rado were, in most respects, “ordinary men.”

But Coffi  n’s later remorse might have been 
linked to a shift  in religious views. An early bi-
ographer reported that Coffi  n was “known for 
his unusually wide reading, his well- informed 
conversation about politics and religion, and 
his abstinence from coff ee, tobacco and in-
toxicants.” He later experienced a “withdrawal 
from all religious affi  liations and practices 
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their faith in the performance of their duties, 
it would be well for all who serve in the armed 
forces to remember that, if there is ever any 
confl ict between the two, their fi rst duty is to 
their country and their next to their God.72
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