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Reader’s Theatre 
July 5, 1915 

Tanana Chief’s Conference 
Topics: 

• Native Allotment Act of 1906 
• Alaska Native Claims Settlement 
• Inequality 
• Colonization 
• Assimilation 
• Eurocentrism 
• Nomadic lifestyle 

 
Cast 

Traditional Chiefs: 
∗ Na-da-tuts “Chief Joe” of Salchaket 
∗ Thla-den-no-duch “Chief John” of Chena 
∗ Be-yats “Chief Thomas” of Nenana 
∗ Do-no-hra-da-da “Chief Julius Pilot” of Nenana 
∗ Yo-kah “Chief Charley” of Minto 
∗ Sit-tsu-dau-tuna “Chief Alexander” of Tolovana 
∗ Krus-ah “Chief Ivan of Crossjacket 
∗ Yit-su-dad-a-kwot “Chief Alexander Williams of Ft. 

Gibbon 
∗ Han-no-juk-thlit-lu-kwan “Chief Albert” of Ft. Gibbon 
∗ Ba-cha-ta-naw-da-talth “Chief Jacob Starr” of Ft. Gibbon 
∗ Johnny Folger of Fort Gibbon 
∗ Paul Williams of Fort Gibbon 

Others: 
∗ James Wickersham, Delegate to Congress 
∗ Thomas Riggs, Jr., Member Alaskan 

Engineering Commission 
∗ CW Richie & HJ Atwell, Acting Register and 

Receiver of the United States Land Office at 
Fairbanks 

∗ Reverend Guy H Madara, Episcopal Minister 
∗ GF Cramer, Special Disbursing Agent, 

Alaskan Engineering Commission 
 

 
Scene One: 

 
Narrator The proceedings of the council named above took place in the library room at 
Fairbanks, Alaska on July 05, 1915 between the Chiefs and headmen of the Tanana River Tribes 
and Delegate James Wickersham, Thomas Riggs, Jr., CW Richie, and AJ Atwell. Many changes 
were coming to the Native peoples in the Alaskan Interior, and these men gathered to discuss 
land claims. In March of 1915, the Alaska Railroad commission tried to build on sacred burial 
grounds in Nenana. 
 
Madara (Motioning to Chiefs) These Chiefs and headmen represent about 1500 of their 
people. They would like to discuss matters and be given a hearing. 
 



Developed by  
Emily Ann Leon, B.A. Education 
March 2015 

2	  

Delegate Wickersham Good, Mr. Lane in Washington is the Secretary of the Interior. He 
is your friend and wants to help you. Tell me what you wish and I will make sure your message 
gets to him. 
 
Chief Thomas It has been a long time since the United States has obtained control over 
Alaska. Now I wish to consult with the officials and get better education for the Natives.  
 
Chief Charley The Natives were here first, the white people came after us, and we want 
the white people to protect and help us. 
 
Chief Jacob Starr Chief Alexander has told us something we do not quite believe, so we 
would like you to clarify. What is it that you told him? 
 
Delegate Wickersham Alexander told you the truth. I told him to tell you about 
homesteads and reservations. I was elected by the people of Alaska to represent everyone, the 
Natives included, in Washington. It is my duty to create laws for Alaska. I am your friend and 
will do everything I can to help you. Mr. Riggs here (points at Mr. Riggs), he’s in charge of 
building the railroad. He and Mr. Lane down in Washington want to help you. Mr. Richie (points 
to Mr. Richie), he’s the Land Agent for Fairbanks. He knows the land laws better than anyone. 
These three gentlemen are your friends, and want to help you.  
 
There are many white people in the United States. They are going to come to Alaska soon on the 
railroad, and take up all the good land and there won’t be much left for the Natives. You will 
have to move over. That’s why we want to talk to you. We don’t want the Natives to be pushed 
over. We want you to have your land. I told the government that you are all good people. You 
wear the white man’s clothes, you go to the white mans church, and are learning to talk like 
white men. We want you to have land to live on. You have two choices. You can take 
homesteads on 160 acres for each person over 21 years of age and live there permanently, or you 
can ask the Government to make you a reservation. Which would you like? 
 
Paul Williams I have an objection to the homesteads. These will be almost impossible for 
the Natives to have, as we depend on hunting, fishing and trapping and must travel far to do this. 
We also do not have the money needed to start building cabins and growing gardens. 
 
Delegate Wickersham What if the government gave you several smaller reservations? 
There could be one at Salchaket, one at Nenana, one at Tolovana, and one at Ft. Gibbon.  
 
Paul Williams That would be about the same. It would take us away from the land we 
travel to for hunting and fishing.  
 
Delegate Wickersham Mr. Richie, please explain how the Natives can secure homestead 
claims. 
 
Mr. Richie Any Native who is head of a household or twenty-one years of age may stake a 
homestead claim. He can stake a claim anywhere. If he wants to stake claim next to a river, he 
must leave a strip of land one-quarter mile wide between each homestead. Then he must come to 
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the Land Office with two witnesses and fill out paperwork. This will be sent to Mr. Lane, and the 
land will be there for you and your family to use for all time. The government will protect it in 
every way it can.  
 
Mr. Riggs A decision needs to be made soon. Once the railroad is built, Alaska will be 
overrun by white people. They will kill off your game, your moose, your caribou. You must take 
action now, and decide which of the two routes Delegate Wickersham has presented to you. If 
you choose a reservation, a large body of land will be set aside for your use and no white man 
will be allowed. If you take up homesteads, you will have to work it.  
 
Delegate Wickersham  Let us adjourn and come back at 4 o’clock, after you all have had 
time to discuss amongst yourselves what you wish to do. 
 
Narrator The chiefs gave two songs and a dance on the porch of the library before 
reassembling. No one knows the titles of the two songs that were performed, but we believe the 
most appropriate songs for welcoming people back to a meeting of this nature are “Tanacross” 
and “Nuchalowoya”.  
 

(Have acting Chiefs perform two songs for audience) 
 

Scene Two: 
 
Delegate Wickersham Thank you for sharing your songs with us. That was quite 
enjoyable. If the Chiefs want to say anything regarding the matter, please let them do so.  
 
Chief Ivan We do not want to go on a reservation, but wish to stay perfectly free just as we 
are now. A reservation will not be a benefit to us.  
 
Chief Thomas All of us Alaska Natives do not want to be put on a reservation. You 
people don’t go around enough to learn the way that the Indians are living, but we are anxious to 
show you. It touches my heart that you want to help us, and we have perfect confidence in you, 
and feel that you will give us what we wish for. 
 
Chief William We are ignorant to the legislature and the laws made for the natives, so we 
would like to be notified in writing about any changes to laws that are made.  
 
Chief Jacob Starr For years we have wished for a Native Representative in the Capital. We 
have lived up to the rulings of the Missionary, and we could be notified of the laws, you will see 
that we will do our best to live up to them too. 
 
Chief Charley You, Judge Wickersham, are like an older brother to us Natives. We feel 
that you overpower us, but we come to you for help. We prefer to have homesteads. Some of us 
have already taken up claims and want to get them approved. 
 



Developed by  
Emily Ann Leon, B.A. Education 
March 2015 

4	  

Chief Alexander I believe if we are put in one place we would die off like rabbits. You 
must select someone who is truthful to represent us. Let us live our own lives in the customs we 
know.  
 
Narrator All the Chiefs shared the same concerns about reservations and opted for 
homesteads. They all thanked the Delegate and other government officials for meeting with them 
that day. The next person to speak was Paul Williams, an interpreter who had spent many years 
learning the English language and working on behalf of the Native people. 
 
Paul Williams I feel that a reservation will never work in this cold country. They may 
work in the states, where people grow vegetables and cattle. The Alaska Natives don’t work like 
that. We didn’t always wear cotton like the white man. We depended on the skins of caribou and 
moose, ate food that we hunted and fished for and gathered from the land.  
 
Madara The Natives are very different from the non-Natives. In a Native village, there is 
no such thing as one man having plenty, while others go hungry. When a man is blessed with a 
moose, the entire village benefits.  They have hundreds of miles of hunting grounds they need to 
keep their community life. If you put these people on a reservation, you will need to make one 
big enough for them to continue to thrive. I don’t think the Government can afford to give them 
as much land as they’ll need in a reservation.  
 
Paul Williams The Chiefs have expressed that they would prefer homestead allotments. 
My question is, will they be able to maintain their villages without encroachment as well as 
obtain these homesteads? 
 
Mr. Riggs This has not been decided. If a Native has an old fishing site, he cannot live in his 
village all the time and still keep his fishing site. The allotment’s proposition implies use and 
occupancy in order to hold it and you must use and occupy it. If you do not, you cannot hold it. 
 
Narrator At this time, Delegate Wickersham spoke his opinion of reservations.  
 
Delegate Wickersham I think a reservation would be good for the Natives. It is not meant 
to be a prison, but to help the Natives. You have spoken your desires, and we will make sure the 
President of the United States hears what you have said. Only he can decide what will happen 
now.  
 
Chief Ivan I have a village of 15 families. We live there in the winter, but leave in the 
summer to hunt and fish. What can we do to keep that place? 
 
Delegate Wichersham You could ask that a reservation be built around it. That way, non-
Natives will not be allowed to enter it and you could keep it. I see it is getting late, and we are all 
tired. Tomorrow, we will gather again. 
 
Narrator The Chiefs thanked the government officials for listening to what they had to say. 
The meeting would reassemble the next day. 
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Scene Three: 
 
Delegate Wickersham I understand that the Chiefs do not wish to create a reservation. 
 
Paul Williams That is correct. They do not want a reservation. They wish to take 
homesteads. If a homestead was taken where a village already lies, could the people of the 
village live there as they do now? 
 
Mr. Richie No, the homestead would belong to one man, only. If the man is okay with the 
arrangement of having people live on his homestead that is fine.  
 
Paul Williams Could another take a homestead up next to his? 
 
Mr. Richie  As long as it is not up against a river. A half-mile strip must separate homesteads 
near a river. That land is reserved for the government, and no one, Native or non-Native, can 
take up that land. 
 
Paul Williams  Another matter we wish to see attended to is building industrial schools 
for the Natives. The missionaries have been with us longer than this government, but has always 
fallen short of funds or workers in getting us what we need. We ask the government to help with 
this, and build us schools. 
 
Delegate Wickersham You wish to learn trades? 
 
Paul Williams Yes, with people moving in, everything we have relied on will fall short. 
Furs, meat, fish, everything will fall short. In time, it will take money for the Natives to live. We 
wish to learn to trade, and that the government help with teaching us. 
 
Delegate Wickersham Will the children want to attend the trade schools if the 
government builds them? 
 
Paul Williams Yes. 
 
Madara I have two concerns about this. The life of the Mission does not align with the 
Native customs because they do not live in one place long enough to attend school. In order to 
attend school, children must go to bed every night at the same time, which does not happen 
because of their daily activities. The second concern is that there are more children who want to 
go to school than the Mission can hold. At most, we can hold about 35-40 kids.  
 
Delegate Wickersham How many Missions are there in the Interior?  
 
Madara Five. Salchaket, Chena Village, Nenana, Crossjacket, and Tanana. Nenena and 
Tanana are the largest Missions we have.  
 
Delegate Wickersham Where would the Chiefs prefer to have the school built? 
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Chief Alexander William In the center of the Tanana Valley, Yukon and Koyukuk Rivers. 
 
Chief Ivan I know that a school will benefit my people, and I will encourage them to go. 
 
Delegate Wickersham We cannot build what you want, but will send these papers to the 
Secretary of the Interior with your request. 
 
Paul Williams The Chiefs would like to talk about labor now. 
 
Delegate Wickersham Okay. They want a school, and to work also? 
 
Paul Williams Every year there are contracts to have, but only non-Natives get them 
because they are the ones that know how to read and write. Contracts to earn money cutting 
wood and fishing.  
 
Delegate Wickersham Can the Natives put up fish and cut wood as cheaply as the non-
Native can? 
 
Paul Williams The Natives put up better fish than the non-Natives do, because that is his 
Native food. 
 
Delegate Wickersham Will the Natives stick to a job if he is given it? 
Chief Alexander Williams I am Native, and I had a job from the non-Native people for 34 
years. 
 
Delegate Wickersham Doing what? 
 
Chief Alexander Williams Piloting boats. 
 
Paul Williams You see, when there is any market or any demand for meat, both the 
Natives and non-Native have meat. The white mans meat is bought first, always.  
 
Delegate Wickersham Don’t you think it’s because the non-Natives have gone to school 
and understand things? 
 
Paul Williams That is precisely why we want schools, to learn these things. 
 
Chief Alexander Williams If there is a school built there, will you send a doctor there? 
 
Delegate Wickersham Do you need a doctor there? 
 
Paul Williams They need a doctor there as badly as they need schools. Down at Gibbon, 
there are two doctors, but sometimes people don’t have access to medical care, because they 
don’t have a doctor or can’t afford to see one. The Natives want three things, schools, doctors 
and labor. 
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Mr. Riggs We will see what the railroad can do about hiring the Natives. We would expect 
them to be earnest in their work and stick with it. 
 
Paul Williams Now all these Chiefs have come to speak with you gentlemen and they 
hope you can accomplish something for them.  
 
Delegate Wickersham We have written down everything said here and will forward it to 
the Secretary of the Interior. He will learn about them wanting schools and work and to become 
like the White man.  
 
Paul Williams Be sure to let us know when you run for delegate again.  
 
Madara If they ever get to vote, there will be enough to settle the Delegate question.  
 
Delegate Wickersham As soon as they have established homes and live like the white 
men and assume the habits of civilization, they can have a vote. 
 
Narrator After the meeting, the Natives shook hands with the white men present, 
expressing their gratitude at being allowed to state their case. Since the conference between the 
12 Tanana Chiefs and the government officials, the land disputes and claims led to the official 
formation of the Tanana Chiefs Conference in 1962 and the Alaska Federation of Natives in 
1966. Today, both these organizations, as well as other Native organizations in the state, have 
profound influential impact on helping to Alaska Native issues that still exist. 


