
Native American Rights

“My Son, Stop Your Ears” Speech

Chief Joseph, Nez Percé leader, 1879 Address to Congress

O n January 14, 1879, Chief Joseph, leader
of the Nez Percé nation of the North-

west, addressed Congress to explain why his
people had declared war on U.S. troops in
1877. Chief Joseph explained that he and his
band had refused to leave their Oregon homes
despite the yearly demands of U.S. Indian
agents. In 1877, after local cowboys stole Nez
Percé horses, the Native Americans struck back.
For four months and more than 1,300 miles,
they conducted guerrilla warfare against U.S.
troops as they sought to escape into Canada.
Chief Joseph surrendered just before reaching
the border. In this excerpt of his remarks, Chief
Joseph discusses the treaties that the tribe had
signed with the U.S. government and the sub-
sequent efforts of the government to send his
people to a reservation.
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“My Son, Stop Your Ears”

Speech
It has always been the pride of the Nez Percés
that they were the friends of the white men.
When my father was a young man there came
to our country a white man [the Reverend Mr.
Spaulding] who talked spirit law. He won the
affections of our people because he spoke good
things to them. At first he did not say anything
about white men wanting to settle on our
lands. Nothing was said about that until about
twenty winters ago, when a number of white
people came into our country and built houses
and made farms. At first our people made no

complaint. They thought there was room
enough for all to live in peace, and they were
learning many things from the white men that
seemed to be good. But we soon found that
the white men were growing rich very fast,
and were greedy to possess everything the In-
dian had. My father was the first to see through
the schemes of the white men, and he warned
his tribe to be careful about trading with them.
He had suspicion of men who seemed so anx-
ious to make money. I was a boy then, but
I remember well my father’s caution. He had
sharper eyes than the rest of our people.

Next there came a white officer [Governor
Stevens], who invited all the Nez Percés to a
treaty council. After the council was opened
he made known his heart. He said there were
a great many white people in the country, and
many more would come; that he wanted the
land marked out so that the Indians and white
men could be separated. If they were to live in
peace it was necessary, he said, that the Indians
should have a country set apart for them, and
in that country they must stay. My father, who
represented his band, refused to have anything
to do with the council, because he wished to
be a free man. He claimed that no man owned
any part of the earth, and a man could not sell
what he did not own.

Mr. Spaulding took hold of my father’s arm
and said, “Come and sign the treaty.” My father
pushed him away, and said: “Why do you ask
me to sign away my country? It is your business
to talk to us about spirit matters, and not to
talk to us about parting with our land.”
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Governor Stevens urged my father to sign his
treaty, but he refused. “I will not sign your
paper,” he said; “you go where you please, so
do I; you are not a child. I am no child; I can
think for myself. No man can think for me. I
have no other home than this. I will not give
it up to any man. My people would have no
home. Take away your paper. I will not touch
it with my hand.”

My father left the council. Some of the
chiefs of the other bands of the Nez Percés
signed the treaty, and then Governor Stevens
gave them presents of blankets. My father cau-
tioned his people to take no presents, for “after
a while,” he said, “they will claim that you have
accepted pay for your country.” Since that time
four bands of the Nez Percés have received
annuities from the United States. My father
was invited to many councils, and they tried
hard to make him sign the treaty, but he was
firm as the rock, and would not sign away his
home. His refusal caused a difference among
the Nez Percés.

Eight years later (1863) was the next treaty
council. A chief called Lawyer, because he was
a great talker, took the lead in this council,
and sold nearly all the Nez Percés’ country.
My father was not there. He said to me: “When
you go into council with the white man, always
remember your country. Do not give it away.
The white man will cheat you out of your
home. I have taken no pay from the United
States. I have never sold our land.” In this
treaty Lawyer acted without authority from
our band. He had no right to sell the Wallowa
[winding water] country. That had always
belonged to my father’s own people, and the
other bands had never disputed our right to it.
No other Indians ever claimed Wallowa.

In order to have all people understand how
much land we owned, my father planted poles
around it and said: “Inside is the home of my
people—the white man may take the land out-
side. Inside this boundary all our people were
born. It circles around the graves of our fathers,
and we will never give up these graves to any
man.”

The United States claimed they had bought
all the Nez Percés’ country outside of Lapwai
Reservation, from Lawyer and other chiefs, but
we continued to live in this land in peace until
eight years ago, when white men began to come
inside the bounds my father had set. We

warned them against this great wrong, but they
would not leave our land, and some bad blood
was raised. The white men represented that we
were going upon the warpath. They reported
many things that were false.

The United States Government again asked
for a treaty council. My father had become
blind and feeble. He could no longer speak for
his people. It was then that I took my father’s
place as chief.

In this council I made my first speech to
white men. I said to the agent who held the
council: “I did not want to come to this coun-
cil, but I came hoping that we could save
blood. The white man has no right to come
here and take our country. We have never
accepted any presents from the Government.
Neither Lawyer nor any other chief had author-
ity to sell this land. It has always belonged to
my people. It came unclouded to them from
our fathers, and we will defend this land as
long as a drop of Indian blood warms the
hearts of our men.”

The agent said he had orders, from the
Great White Chief at Washington, for us to go
upon the Lapwai Reservation, and that if we
obeyed he would help us in many ways. “You
must move to the agency,” he said. I answered
him: “I will not. I do not need your help; we
have plenty and we are contented and happy if
the white man will let us alone. The reservation
is too small for so many people with all their
stock. You can keep your presents; we can go
to your towns and pay for all we need; we have
plenty of horses and cattle to sell, and we won’t
have any help from you; we are free now; we
can go where we please. Our fathers were born
here. Here they lived, here they died, here are
their graves. We will never leave them.” The
agent went away, and we had peace for a little
while.

Soon after this my father sent for me. I saw
he was dying. I took his hand in mine. He said:
“My son, my body is returning to my mother
earth, and my spirit is going very soon to see
the Great Spirit Chief. When I am gone, think
of your country. You are the chief of these peo-
ple. They look to you to guide them. Always
remember that your father never sold his coun-
try. You must stop your ears whenever you are
asked to sign a treaty selling your home. A few
years more, and white men will be all around
you. They have their eyes on this land. My
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son, never forget my dying words. This country
holds your father’s body. Never sell the bones
of your father and your mother.” I pressed my
father’s hand and told him I would protect his
grave with my life. My father smiled and passed
away to the spirit-land.

I buried him in that beautiful valley of wind-
ing waters. I love that land more than all the rest
of the world. A man who would not love his
father’s grave is worse than a wild animal.

For a short time we lived quietly. But this
could not last. White men had found gold in
the mountains around the land of winding
water. They stole a great many horses from us,
and we could not get them back because we
were Indians. The white men told lies for each
other. They drove off a great many of our cat-
tle. Some white men branded our young cattle
so they could claim them. We had no friend
who would plead our cause before the law
councils. It seemed to me that some of the
white men in Wallowa were doing these things
on purpose to get up a war. They knew that
we were not strong enough to fight them. I
labored hard to avoid trouble and bloodshed.
We gave up some of our country to the white
men, thinking that then we could have peace.

We were mistaken. The white man would not
let us alone. We could have avenged our
wrongs many times, but we did not. Whenever
the Government has asked us to help them
against other Indians, we have never refused.
When the white men were few and we were
strong, we could have killed them all off, but
the Nez Percés wished to live at peace.

If we have not done so, we have not been to
blame. I believe that the old treaty has never
been correctly reported. If we ever owned the
land we own it still, for we never sold it. In
the treaty councils the commissioners have
claimed that our country had been sold to the
Government. Suppose a white man should
come to me and say, “Joseph, I like your
horses, and I want to buy them.” I say to him,
“No, my horses suit me, I will not sell them.”
Then he goes to my neighbor, and says to
him: “Joseph has some good horses. I want to
buy them, but he refuses to sell.” My neighbor
answers, “Pay me the money, and I will sell
you Joseph’s horses.” The white man returns
to me, and says, “Joseph, I have bought your
horses, and you must let me have them.” If
we sold our lands to the Government, this is
the way they were bought.
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Native American Rights

Indian Gaming Regulatory Act

I n 1988, few could have seen the growth of
gambling among the states. Data from

1988 shows that 70 Indian casinos and bingo
halls were operating in 16 states with revenues
of about $121 million. However, Native Ameri-
can tribes had begun to argue that the states
should be prevented from restricting gambling
on tribal lands. Indeed, the U.S. Supreme
Court in California v. Cabazon Band of Mission
Indians, 480 U.S. 202, 107 S. Ct. 1083, 94 L. Ed.
2d 244 (1987), ruled that the State of California
could not regulate gaming on tribal lands
because gambling was not a criminal activity
under state law.

One year later, Congress passed the Indian
Gaming Regulatory Act. The purpose of the
Act was to recognize gaming on Native Ameri-
can lands as a “means of promoting tribal eco-
nomic development, self-sufficiency, and strong
tribal governments.” The Act limited the ability
of states to regulate gaming activity on tribal
lands, opening the doors for growth of gaming
operations.

Five years after the passage of the Indian
Gaming Regulatory Act, a total of 25 states
allowed gambling on Native American land,
and profits exceeded $6 billion. Those num-
bers continued to grow in the twenty-first
century. As of 2019, a total of 524 tribal casi-
nos operated in the United States, producing
revenues of more than $30 billion annually.

k

Indian Gaming Regulatory Act
Pub. L. No. 100-497, 102 Stat. 2467

[S. 555]

An Act to regulate gaming on Indian lands.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of
Representatives of the United States of America
in Congress assembled, That this Act may be
cited as the “Indian Gaming Regulatory Act.”

FINDINGS

Sec. 2. The Congress finds that—

(1) numerous Indian tribes have become
engaged in or have licensed gaming activities
on Indian lands as a means of generating tribal
governmental revenue;

(2) Federal courts have held that section 2103
of the Revised Statutes (25 U.S.C. 81) requires
Secretarial review of management contracts deal-
ing with Indian gaming, but does not provide
standards for approval of such contracts;

(3) existing Federal law does not provide
clear standards or regulations for the conduct
of gaming on Indian lands;

(4) a principal goal of Federal Indian policy
is to promote tribal economic development,
tribal self-sufficiency, and strong tribal govern-
ment; and

(5) Indian tribes have the exclusive right to
regulate gaming activity on Indian lands if the
gaming activity is not specifically prohibited by
Federal law and is conducted within a State
which does not, as a matter of criminal law and
public policy, prohibit such gaming activity.
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DECLARATION OF POLICY

Sec. 3. The purpose of this Act is—

(1) to provide a statutory basis for the oper-
ation of gaming by Indian tribes as a means of
promoting tribal economic development, self-
sufficiency, and strong tribal governments;

(2) to provide a statutory basis for the regu-
lation of gaming by an Indian tribe adequate to
shield it from organized crime and other cor-
rupting influences, to ensure that the Indian
tribe is the primary beneficiary of the gaming
operation, and to assure that gaming is con-
ducted fairly and honestly by both the operator
and players; and

(3) to declare that the establishment of
independent Federal regulatory authority for
gaming on Indian lands, the establishment of
Federal standards for gaming on Indian lands,
and the establishment of a National Indian
Gaming Commission are necessary to meet
congressional concerns regarding gaming and
to protect such gaming as a means of generat-
ing tribal revenue.

DEFINITIONS

Sec. 4. For purposes of this Act—

(1) The term “Attorney General” means the
Attorney General of the United States.

(2) The term “Chairman” means the Chair-
man of the National Indian Gaming Commis-
sion.

(3) The term “Commission” means the
National Indian Gaming Commission estab-
lished pursuant to section 5 of this Act.

(4) The term “Indian lands” means—

(A) all lands within the limits of any Indian
reservation; and

(B) any lands title to which is either held in
trust by the United States for the benefit of any
Indian tribe or individual or held by any Indian
tribe or individual subject to restriction by the
United States against alienation and over which
an Indian tribe exercises governmental power.

(5) The term “Indian tribe” means any In-
dian tribe, band, nation, or other organized
group or community of Indians which—

(A) is recognized as eligible by the Secretary
for the special programs and services provided
by the United States to Indians because of their
status as Indians, and

(B) is recognized as possessing powers of
self-government.

(6) The term “class I gaming” means social
games solely for prizes of minimal value or tra-
ditional forms of Indian gaming engaged in by
individuals as a part of, or in connection with,
tribal ceremonies or celebrations.

(7) (A) The term “class II gaming”
means—

(i) the game of chance commonly known as
bingo (whether or not electronic, computer, or
other technologic aids are used in connection
therewith)—

(I) which is played for prizes, including
monetary prizes, with cards bearing numbers
or other designations,

(II) in which the holder of the card covers
such numbers or designations when objects,
similarly numbered or designated, are drawn
or electronically determined, and

(III) in which the game is won by the first
person covering a previously designated
arrangement of numbers or designations on
such cards, including (if played in the same
location) pull-tabs, lotto, punch boards, tip
jars, instant bingo, and other games similar to
bingo, and

(ii) card games that—

(I) are explicitly authorized by the laws of
the State, or

(II) are not explicitly prohibited by the laws
of the State and are played at any location in
the State, but only if such card games are
played in conformity with those laws and regu-
lations (if any) of the State regarding hours or
periods of operation of such card games or lim-
itations on wagers or pot sizes in such card
games.

(B) The term “class II gaming” does not
include—

(i) any banking card games, including bac-
carat, chemin de fer, or blackjack (21), or

(ii) electronic or electromechanical facsi-
miles of any game of chance or slot machines
of any kind.

(C) Notwithstanding any other provision of
this paragraph, the term “class II gaming”
includes those card games played in the State
of Michigan, the State of North Dakota, the
State of South Dakota, or the State of Washing-
ton, that were actually operated in such State
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