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THE UTES
ute sovereignty and the competition over resources on the
Uintah-Ouray Reservation
TEACHER BACKGROUND

Since lands in eastern Utah were first set aside for the Utes by Abraham Lincoln in 1861, various Ute
people of what is now known as the Uintah-Ouray Reservation have struggled with the federal government and non-Indian interests to maintain their access to land and the necessary resources with
which to sustain their nation. Because land and resources are crucial to the economic security of the
tribe, this conflict is an important element of American Indian sovereignty.

Objective

The students will understand the history of the Utes’ displacement and dispossession, as well as how
vital land and resources are to the sovereignty of the Ute nation in Utah.

Teacher Materials

At a Glance: Conflict over Land and Resources on the Uintah-Ouray Reservation
Ute Interactive Map (available online at www.UtahIndians.org)

We Shall Remain: The Utes (chapter 2, 11:00–11:05; chapter 5, 21:00–21:05)

Student Materials

Henry Harris, Jr., Describes Allotment

Time Frame - VERSATILE

Two standard class periods with homework
One block period with homework
Three standard class periods

Students will need the links to the
three research articles:
Daniel McCool, “Utah and the Ute Tribe are at War,”
High Country News, June 27, 1994,
http://www.hcn.org/issues/9/285

Nancy Lofholm, “Tribe Seeks Hunting Rights,” Denver
Post, May 23, 2000,
http://extras.denverpost.com/news/news0523i.htm
“Court Victory Restored the Utes’s Homeland of Desert, Forest and Oil,” Deseret News, Oct. 9, 1988,
http://archive.deseretnews.com/archive/20034/
COURT-VICTORY-RESTORED-THE-UTESapos-HOMELAND-OF-DESERT-FOREST-AND-OIL.html

Procedure

Using the textbook, At a Glance, and Appendix B, “Understanding the Political Sovereignty of American Indian Nations,” lead the students through a discussion about sovereignty, its importance, and
the resources required to maintain sovereignty. Some possible discussion questions include: What is
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Procedure (cont.)

sovereignty? Why is sovereignty so important? Why is it important to Native American tribes? What
would be required for a nation to exercise sovereignty? What resources does a nation need to be successful? What might challenge the sovereignty of an American Indian nation?

Using the Ute Interactive Map or the At a Glance materials, describe to the students the land loss
that occurred historically to the Ute tribe. As a homework assignment or group activity, have
the students think about what such land loss might have meant to the Ute nation. Point out to
students that the dispossession of land limited the resources the Utes could draw from for cultural and
economical development. Have them write a brief paper or essay about the link between land loss
and resources, focusing on how it might have impacted the Ute people and the nation.
Discuss the assignment the students were given on land loss and sovereignty. Pass out the oral
history excerpt and have students read it. Then show We Shall Remain: The Ute. If time is limited you
could show the clips at about 11:00 (end of chapter 2) and 21:00 (end of chapter 5) minutes into the
film, which show the reactions of the Ute people to the loss of their land. Have the students look for
evidence of things they thought of—or things they may have missed—in their own essays.

Discuss the ways that reservations serve as a basis for Indian sovereignty today, and explain to
students that this competition over land and resources continues to be a problem for many Indian
nations, including the Utes in Utah.

As a homework assignment or in-class activity, give the students the links to the three newspaper
articles. As individuals or in groups, have them read these articles and use them as a starting point
to do research on the water, hunting, land, and oil rights of the Ute nation. Ask the students to search
for a mix of Indian and non-Indian resources. For example, in addition to searching for mainstream
newspaper articles, they could look at The Ute Bulletin
(online at http://www.utetribe.com/memberServices/uteBulletin/uteBulletin.html) or the Ute oral
histories at www.UtahIndians.org.
Have the students compare/contrast the contemporary issues they researched with the historical
challenges the Utes have faced. Have the students write a paper or create a presentation based on
their findings. Reinforce that while many people think of American Indian land and resource loss as
something that only occurred in the past, these issues are still being dealt with today.

assessment/products

Paper on land loss and resources
Discussion responses
Research paper or presentation

Variations/extensions

Allow students to compare the Utes’ experience to the Indian experiences shown in We Shall Remain: Tecumseh’s Vision (chapter 2), We Shall Remain: Trail of Tears (chapter 7), or We Shall Remain:
Geronimo (chapter 3).
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additional references

Conetah, Fred A. A History of the Northern Ute People. Ed. Kathryn L. McKay and Floyd A. O’Neil. Salt
Lake City: Uintah-Ouray Tribe/University of Utah Press, 1982.

Duncan, Clifford. “The Northern Utes of Utah.” In A History of Utah’s American Indians. Ed. Forrest
S. Cuch. Salt Lake City: Utah State Division of Indian Affairs and the Utah Division of State History,
2000.

O’Neil, Floyd A., and Kathryn L. McKay. A History of the Uintah-Ouray Lands. American West Center
Occasional Papers. Salt Lake City: University of Utah, n.d.

standards addressed

State Standards
High School – United States Government and Citizenship: 3/1/c; 5/2/b; 6/1/c
Accreditation Competencies
Thinking and Reasoning/Integrates new learning with existing knowledge and experiences/
Uses various reading and writing strategies to organize, interpret, analyze, and comprehend
information; Social and Civic Responsibility/Demonstrates an appreciation of diversity and
interdependence of all people/ Analyzes diverse viewpoints of social and civic issues in local,
regional, and global events
NCSS Standards
High School: VI/b,c,e&f; VII/a&h
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AT A GLANCE:
CONFLICT OVER LAND AND RESOURCES ON THE UINTAH-OURAY RESERVATION
Many American Indian groups argue that their
claims to sovereignty stem from their ancestral
lands which are now held within the United
States. However, in dealing with the reality of
being both sovereign nations according to the U.S.
Constitution and “domestic dependent nations”
based on U.S. Supreme Court doctrine, reservation land holdings have become vitally important
to maintaining, and in some cases reasserting
tribal sovereignty. In addition to political and
legal considerations, the strength of a sovereign
nation also depends on control over resources
and economic opportunity, and the Utes have
constantly battled with the federal government,
states, and non-Indian groups to maintain their
access to resources of their reservations, including water, grazing, land, and mineral rights.

Ute territory in 1848 with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ended the U.S.-Mexican War.
As part of this treaty, the Mexican government
ceded the Utes’ homeland to the United States.
These lands—without consultation or permission from the Utes—were divided into United
States territories and later the states of Utah,
Colorado, Wyoming, Arizona, and New Mexico.

In the 1840s, members of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints began to create
permanent settlements within Ute territory. The
presence of these settlers displaced important
Ute campsites, disrupted hunting trails, drove out
wild game, and put serious stress on the resourcesof the area. This competition over resources and
threat to their livelihoods led some Utes to raid
ally broke out between the two groups. Relations

between the Utes and the settlers who belonged to the LDS Church were complicated fur-

settlers and the government of the United States.

In the 1850s LDS Church leaders established
three Ute Indian farms, but these efforts failed
ing. In 1860 a survey party sent by LDS Church
president Brigham Young determined that the
Uintah Basin was unable to support agriculture. As it was unwanted by whites, LDS leaders
recommended that this area should be used as an
Indian reservation, thus freeing up more desirable Indian lands for white settlement. In 1861
Abraham Lincoln authorized a reservation in the
Uinta Basin for Ute Indians, but the federal
government failed to establish and provision
the new reservation. The lack of government
provisions, dwindling Ute resources, and conand violence between Utes and settlers. Black
Hawk and other Ute leaders enjoyed some initial
success and even enlisted the help of local Navajos and Paiutes. However, by this period, the
settlers heavily outnumbered the Indians, and
local authorities began moving the Utes to the Uintah Reservation. Though several groups resisted
Indians and the lack of wild game led most Utes
bands to remain on the Uintah Reservation.

Throughout the late-nineteenth century, other
bands of Utes were being moved to reservations
in Colorado and New Mexico, and the federal gov-
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ernment made a series of treaties with different
Ute bands, some of which were ratified, and others which remained unratified by the Senate. The
overall trend was that the Utes were forced to give
up land, often under fraudulent circumstances,
while the federal government rarely lived up to
its treaty obligations.

In 1871, in violation of the Utes’ sovereignty,
Congress enacted a bill that ended the making of treaties with American Indian nations
Afterward, negotiations over land were called
“agreements,” and a number of these agreements were made between the Utes and the
federal government. In 1879 the Ute reservations
in New Mexico were closed, and the Utes on those
reservations were moved to Colorado. After an
incident among the White River Utes in Colorado
in 1870, in which a highly inept and unpopular
Indian agent named Nathan Meeker was killed,
the majority of the White River Utes were forced
to move from Colorado onto the Uintah Reservation in Utah. In 1882, land was also set aside in
Utah for the Uncompahgre Utes. The Uncompahgre, who had remained loyal to the United States
government through several incidences of armed
conflict, were still forced to move from their
mountain home in Colorado to the desert of
Utah.
In 1885 the Utes’ reservation lands in eastern
Utah were combined under one Indian agency
and named the Uintah and Ouray Reservation.
The Utes of Utah not only had to contend with
the opposition of their non-Indian neighbors but
also with the difficulties of having three different
groups of Utes in one area. Internal differences,
paired with the fact that each group had different
treaty and agreement understandings with the
federal government, exacerbated these difficulties.

Already living on dramatically reduced land
holdings, the Utes faced an additional threat in
the 1880s when the federal government began
the process of allotment. This government policy,
which sought to break up tribal land holdings with
the twin goals of forcing Indians to assimilate and
eventually opening more Indian lands to non-Indian settlement, required that land be broken up
into private parcels and allotted to individuals.
The Utes fought allotment policies, but in 1903
the Supreme Court decision in Lone Wolf vs. Hitchcock declared that Congress had complete power
to pass legislation that would change or abrogate
(abolish) provisions made in treaties, which limited the Utes’ legal options. The Homestead Act
of 1905 opened any reservation land that had
not been allotted to individuals for homesteading
and sale to non-Indians. Rumors of minerals and
natural resources led several hundred people to
move into former reservation lands, but in truth
there was not enough water for farming and the
area was not conducive to mining due to the difficult terrain, and many of the new settlers were
poverty-stricken by 1912. Within fifteen years
of allotment, the Utes had sold or leased 30,000
acres of their best land. Compounding the land
loss due to allotment, in 1905 President Theodore
Roosevelt withdrew 1.1 million acres from the
Uintah Reservation to create the Uintah National
Forest. Though the policy of allotment ended in
1934 with the Indian Reorganization Act, the
lands that were lost under allotment were not
always restored to the tribes. The checkerboard
pattern of allotment parcels made recovery of
lost lands especially difficult because the remaining Ute lands were not necessarily adjoining.
The Utes continue to have to fight for rights to
maintain and develop basic resources on their
tribal lands. For example, in 1965 the tribe
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signed an agreement with the Central Utah Water
Conservancy District, which oversaw the
construction of a water project to use Utah’s
share of the waters of the Colorado River. Under
the agreement, the Ute tribe gave permission
for the Central Utah Project to draw water from
the reservation, in exchange for building a water project on the reservation so that the Utes
would be able to utilize their water rights. After decades of neglecting the Ute portion of the
project, in 1992 the Ute Indian Rights Settlement
(which was part of the larger Central Utah Project Completion Act) gave the tribe money for

agricultural, recreational, wildlife, and economic
development. This attempt to make up for the
loss of the Ute portion of the Central Water
Project also serves as a recognition of the government’s failure, once again, to live up to its legal
obligations to the Ute nation. For an overview
of other contemporary land issues the Ute tribe
faces today, see the student research articles.

88
WE SHALL REMAIN: UTAH INDIAN CURRICULUM GUIDE

WE SHALL REMAIN: UTAH INDIAN CURRICULUM GUIDE

HENRY HARRIS, JR., DESCRIBES ALLOTMENT
O: Tell me, do you remember the opening of the reservation?
H: I do.

O: These Indians who fled and went to Pine Ridge, obviously they were pretty mad about the opening
of the reservation.
H: About the opening of the reservation.
O: Now, what about the rest of the Indians? Were they upset too?
H: No, they weren’t upset. They knew it had to come.

O: There was—they were sad about it?
H: They felt sadly about it. But, they didn’t care much. They said, “Well, if we have to live like a white
man now, we have to do it.” But this old man Suckive said, “I’m not going to be a pig in a pen. I want to
put a fence—don’t fence me in.” These guys, Suckive, Moros Cisco and Red Cap and—let’s see, there
was Suckive, Red Cap, Moros Cisco and Yellowstone.
O: There were the four leaders, huh?
H: Four leaders, yes.

O: I see. When the Uncompahgres were allowed to cross the Green River into this area—let’s see,
that’d been ’86. Did you ever hear your dad tell about them being allotted up in here?
H: Yes, they were allotted, some of them were allotted up here and given farms; some were given as
little as 40 acres.
O: I see.
H: There were a lot of these acres allotted. Some of the White River gang was allotted here and a few
from Ignacio.

O: Among the oldest Indians that you can remember from a kid, who were the old leaders, say when
you can remember, maybe 1910.
H: Well, sir, in 1905, let’s see—.
O: You named the four who went to—
H: Yes, they were the renegades
O: They were the renegades.
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