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Native People of the West 

 
Next day a delegation from the Indians came into Stoutenburgh, to 

inquire what they had done that the whites should make war upon them, and to 
tell the alcade there- for they knew he was the capitano of the whites- one of their 
number had been shot, and their village burnt by some of their white brethren. 
  

A jury was sworn to go up to the ridge on which the Inidans had now 
taken shelter; and when we reached the spot, where the women looked at us in 
fear and despair, and the men in hate and anger, though they did not use their 
weapons against us, we found the poor fellow who had been shot the day before, 
standing upright under a tree.  He had just raised himself when he heardof our 
coming, for I could see the bloody spot where he had lain a little while before.  
His wife was supporting him, and death was written on his countenance.  The 
bullet had intered his back close to the backbone, and seemed to have lodge 
inside and had followed a slanting direction from a higher place, somewhere on 
the hip-bone.  We had a doctor with us (as the man called himself), but he could 
do nothing for the poor fellow; and after hearing what account the Indians could 
give of the whole matter, and seeing on our return the burned camp with our 
own eyes, a trial was to be held next day upon the Bombay-man. 
  

When we left the hill, and the wife of the poor Indian, who had probably 
thought white men sufficienty skilled in the artof medicine to heal the wounds 
they had inflicted, now saw them give up, she commenced wailing over the 
murdered man’ and while the wounded native again lay down under the tree, 
her shirll cries filled the air.  I rad down the fill as fast as I could, not to be out of 

Historical	  background:	  Frederich	  Gerstacker	  was	  a	  prolific	  German	  travel	  
writer	  who	  journeyed	  across	  the	  American	  continent	  as	  well	  as	  the	  globe,	  often	  
on	  foot.	  	  	  Attracted	  to	  California	  to	  witness	  the	  Gold	  Rush	  in	  the	  mid-‐19th	  century,	  
Gerstacher	  bore	  witness	  the	  horror	  and	  romance	  at	  the	  first	  Far	  West	  bonanza.	  	  
In	  the	  excerpt	  below,	  Gerstacker	  records	  the	  attack	  of	  a	  Native	  American	  band	  
after	  they	  were	  falsely	  accused	  of	  robbery	  in	  the	  gold	  country.	  
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hearing of those dreadful sounds.  I was ashamed of being a white man at that 
point.  
 

-Frederich Gerstacker, Narrative of a Journey Round the World (1853) 
 

 
1. Describe Gerstacker’s response to the murder of the indigenous man.  

Support your answer with textual evidence. 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Identify any sentiments of ethnic superiority in Gerstacker’s words.  In 
other words, do you think Gerstacker finds himself to belong to a more 
superior culture?  Support your response with textual evidence. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

From what I have seen of these people I feel authorized to say, that there 
is nothing very strange or unaccountable in their character; but that it is a simple 

Historical	  background:	  George	  Catlin	  was	  an	  American	  painter	  and	  author.	  	  
Catlin’s	  paintings	  of	  the	  indigenous	  people	  of	  the	  West	  are	  widely	  regarded	  today	  
as	  a	  natural	  treasure.	  	  Though	  often	  an	  outspoken	  champion	  of	  Native	  American	  
rights,	  Catlin	  could	  also	  be	  exploitative	  taking	  Native	  American	  groups	  as	  exotic	  
exhibits	  to	  London	  and	  Paris.	  	  	  
	   The	  bulk	  of	  Catlin’s	  work	  was	  done	  before	  the	  American	  Civil	  War	  and	  the	  
Homestead	  Act	  (1862)	  when	  many	  Americans	  considered	  the	  West	  to	  be	  Kansas	  
or	  Nebraska	  and	  settlement	  in	  the	  Far	  West	  was	  sparse	  at	  most.	  
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one, and easy to be learned and understood, if the right means be taken to 
familiarize ourselves with it. Although it has its dark spots, yet there is much in 
it to be applauded, and much to recommend it to the admiration of the 
enlightened world. And I trust that the reader, who looks through these volumes 
with care, will be disposed to join me in the conclusion that the North American 
Indian in his native state, is an honest, hospitable, faithful, brave, warlike, cruel, 
revengeful, relentless,—yet honourable [sic], contemplative and religious being.  
 

If such be the case, I am sure there is enough in it to recommend it to the 
fair perusal of the world, and charity enough in all civilized countries, in this 
enlightened are to extend a helping hand to a dying race; provided that prejudice 
and fear can be removed, which have heretofore constantly held the civilized 
portions in dread of the savage—and away from that similar and friendly 
embrace, in which alone his true native character can be justly appreciated.  
 

-Letters and Notes on the Manners, Customs, and Conditions of the North American 
Indians, George Catlin (1844) 

 
 

1. Compare and contrast Catlin’s sentiment towards the Native people of the 
West with that of Gerstacker. Cite textual evidence to support your 
answers.  
 

 
 
 
 

2. What contextual and authorship factors can explain Catlin and 
Gerstacker’s differences and/or similarities? 
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…Here and there we crossed the sandy wash of a one-time river, leaping 
over bumps and boulders and picking the road as well as possible. Occasionally 
a wooden shack was passed, with a few dirty-looking Indians hanging around: 
Indians dressed not in native garb but in pseudo-modern style. The only things 
that betrayed them were their faces and lank dark hair. He that goes to the West 
and expects to see the landscape decorated with Indians dressed in 
multicoloured garbs of picturesque pattern, is doomed to disappointment. The 
first impression of a modernized native is disheartening if one has lingering 
thoughts in one's mind left from childhood's days when one read with ceaseless 
delight of stalwart Indians with huge muscles and painted bodies galloping 
along, bow and arrow in hand, on a fiery white mustang in pursuit of an 
unfortunate "pale-face." 

Ah, no!—Nous avons changé tout cela! The Indian as a rule is not stalwart, 
and decidedly not picturesque. Having had the gentle arts of civilization thrust 
upon him, and being naturally of a lazy disposition, he is content to loaf around 
chewing shag and disfiguring the landscape generally with his presence. 

-C.K. Shepherd, Across America by Motor-Cycle (1922) 
 

 
1. Shepherd’s description of the Native people of the West is far different 

from both Gerstacker and Catlin’s.  Explain this dramatic difference by 
thinking contextually and examining sourcing. 

 
 

Historical	  background:	  C.K.	  Shepherd	  was	  a	  British	  veteran	  of	  the	  Great	  War	  
and	  an	  adventurer.	  	  Seeking	  to	  avoid	  marriage	  and	  a	  life	  of	  predictability,	  
Shepherd	  embarked	  upon	  a	  cross-‐country	  motorcycle	  tour	  of	  the	  United	  States	  in	  
1916	  to	  find,	  as	  many	  of	  his	  contemporaries,	  the	  “authentic”	  West	  before	  it	  was	  
gone.	  	  Below	  is	  an	  excerpt	  from	  that	  experience.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
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In the space below, write one-to-two paragraphs on the following prompt:  
Characterize the perception of Native Peoples of the West as viewed by native-
born and international travellers.   
   
A complete and thorough answer will attend to change over time, context, and 
authorship.   
  
 
 
 


