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This year I was excited but anxious for History Day and the theme, “Breaking Barriers in History”. 

When we began speaking about it in class, there were some obvious, physical barriers I could have done, 

I knew I wanted to complete the project on an unfamiliar subject. So, I mentioned this to my parents, 

and we came up with the idea of doing my exhibit on “The Trial of Standing Bear”. I originally, before 

having any knowledge of the trial, liked this idea because the case took place in my hometown, Omaha, 

Nebraska. But after my father told me more about the topic, I knew this was what I wanted to explore. 

What my History Day project would be. 

As I briefly mentioned earlier, I recognized I wanted to complete an exhibit early on. Last year, I 

had also done an exhibit board. When I got the judges’ paper handed back to me, I had one comment 

that mentioned how I had a very good presentation style and how I had expressed my topic very well. 

This helped influence my decision to do an exhibit board again this year. Also, I enjoy creating and 

decorating the exhibitions themselves. 

Once I knew what type of presentation I preferred and what the topic would be, it was time to 

begin my research. I began researching by looking at the Gale Middle School website. This would be a 

good place to start because their website includes primary sources, articles, images, and more. After 

looking at Gale, I ventured out to find more secondary sources, primary sources and books. To find 

these, I used resources like The Washington Post and the University of Nebraska-Lincoln websites. When 

I located about 17 sources on websites, testimonies, and books, I continued to search for pictures of 

each main character of the trial. I also personally visited General George Crook’s house that is located at 

Fort Omaha, or what is now known as part of the Metro Community College Campus.  

I am very glad I did my History Day project on The Trial of Standing Bear. In my viewpoint, it fits 

the theme very well. The barriers that are involved in my project are obstacles that are ideas or 

opinions, things that aren’t physical. First, when the Ponca Tribe was pushed to live in the Oklahoma 

Territory, family came before everything else. Chief Standing Bear and a group of 30 other Native 

Americans weren’t afraid to leave the settlement, if it meant his son’s bones could be buried back with 

his ancestors. Even if there was a good chance they would be arrested for leaving. 

Second, Standing Bear, with the help of others, was able to change the mind of the Judge at his 

trial. The ruling meant that Indians were considered people for the first time. It might not have taken full 

affect immediately, but the invisible, racial barriers were broken. Because of these outcomes, I believe 

my topic fits the theme, “Breaking Barriers”, perfectly. 
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Unknown. Susette La Flesche. National Women's Hall of Fame, 

http://www.womenofthehall.org/inductee/susette-la-flesche/. Accessed 11 Feb. 2020. 
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about Chief Standing Bear's son, Luther Standing Bear. Luther Standing Bear wasn't 

really apart of the trial and my project. It does help that it had information about Chief 
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saying Indians were people, after arguing over the topic for two days and one night. 
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reservation, and took along Thomas Tibbles and Susette "Bright Eyes" LaFlesche as 
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Congress finally made a law saying all American Indians in the U.S. were citizens in the 
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land. The U.S. Government had made a mistake; they added the Ponca territory to an 

agreement they had with Sioux. They then told the native tribe they needed to leave to a 
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Ponca chiefs refused, the Army resorted to force. Because of this, 600 Ponca Indians 
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ted/. Accessed 20 Dec. 2019. When Chief Standing Bear's son died, he decided he should 

carry his bones all the way back to their former reservation to bury him where the tribe 

originated, so he went back and took some followers with him. During the trek, the group 

was arrested for being outside of their reservation. The arrest order went from General 

Sherman in Washington, to General Sheridan in Chicago, then finally to General Crook 

in Omaha. Crook ordered Lieutenant Carpenter and 4 of his men to arrest Standing Bear's 

group and put them in Fort Omaha. To not make themselves look like the bad guys in the 
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and John L. Webster, the attorneys for Standing Bear's Trial, and G. M. Lambertson, the 

attorney for the United States. 
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saying Indian are in fact people. They would be protected by the government from then 
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also influenced Indian policy changes during the 1880s. After the trial, the Ponca tribe 
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Starita, Joe. I Am a Man: Chief Standing Bear's Journey for Justice. Book Club edition. ed., New 

York, St. Martin's Press, 2008. This source taught me about the lives the Ponca Indians 

lived before moving to Oklahoma. They lived in earth lodges and buffalo-hide teepees. 

Also, the French were getting married into the Indian Tribes. This was all because, during 
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Throughout the 19th century, United States Government policy forcibly relocated hundreds of 

thousands of native American Indians from their homes to the Indian Territory, now the State of 

Oklahoma.  

 

In 1877, the Ponca Tribe of the Niobrara River Valley in northeastern Nebraska, 

were forced from their homeland.  The army marched 581 tribal members by bayonet to the Indian 

Territory. During the trek across two states, one-third of the tribe died from disease and starvation.  

The Poncas had been told the Territory was perfect and habitable, but when they arrived, the 

living conditions were dreadful.  

  

Bear Shield, Chief Standing Bear’s son, died in the weeks after arriving. Before he passed, he 

confessed to his father that he was worried he would be lonely in the afterlife, because he 

wouldn’t be buried with his ancestors. So, in January 1878, Standing Bear and a group of about 30 

Poncas carried his son’s bones to their native village site to be buried.   

 

Acting on orders from General Sherman in Washington, Omaha-based General George Crook  

directed the imprisonment of the group at Fort Omaha on March 27, 1879. General Crook, 

however, had previously helped other Indian tribes and was  

sympathetic to their plight.  

 

“He never lied to us; his words gave our people hope,” said Red Cloud, Sioux Chief.   

 

Crook wanted to help. While awaiting the trial, Crook secretly contacted Thomas Tibbles, an Omaha 

newspaper editor, to help report on the Ponca’s tragedy and to gain public sympathy. Two Omaha 

lawyers, A.J. Poppleton and John Webster, volunteered to defend the Ponca in court.   

 

The trial started on May 1st, 1879 and lasted only two days. In his official duty, General Crook was 

reluctantly required to speak against the Ponca, saying because they were Indians, they 

were neither citizens nor persons with rights.  

  

On May 2nd, Chief Standing Bear was the last to speak, becoming the first Native American to 

testify in a U.S. court trial. Through his interpreter, Susette La Flesche, he made his famous 

speech, making Judge Elmer Dundy cry when finished.  

 

Ten days later, Judge Dundy summarized his final decision in five points:   
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The lasting effects of this civil rights trial were mixed. The case ruling helped influence a number 

of Indian policy changes starting in the 1880s, but other actions were slow to adapt. Not until 

1924, 45 years after the trial, did the Government rule that Native Americans were now U.S. 

citizens.  

 

After the trial, Standing Bear’s small band of Ponca’s re-settled in the Niobrara area, but their 

numbers never grew significantly. In 1966, the Government disbanded the northern tribe of 

Ponca’s. Their status was officially restored in 1990. 

 

In 2019, a bronze statue of Chief Standing Bear was put up in the U.S. Capital to commemorate 

what is now recognized as a landmark civil rights case.   

  

Image Citations 

Thomas Tibbles 
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http://www.omaha.lib.ne.us/transmiss/research/cleanhtml/tmi00504.html 
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https://www.omaha.com/news/state_and_regional/ponca-tribe-will-soon-own-piece-of-land-that-
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John L Webster 

http://www.nebraskastudies.org/1875-1899/the-trial-of-standing-bear/the-trial/#lg=1&slide=3 

 

Ponca Camp" TMI number 00504 Photograph by F. A. Rinehart, 1898 © Omaha Public Library, 1998 
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http://www.omaha.lib.ne.us/transmiss/research/cleanhtml/tmi00504.html 

 

The Verdict 

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1289&context=ajacourtreview 

 

The Statue 

https://www.aoc.gov/art/national-statuary-hall-collection/standing-bear 

 

"That hand is not the color of yours, but if I pierce it, I shall feel pain.The blood that will
flow from mine will be the same color as yours."  

Chief Standing Bear

"The same God made us both. I am a man." 

Chief Standing Bear

"If we can do something for which good men will remember us when we are gone, that is
the best legacy we can leave."  

General George Crook, US Army 1879

"Peaceful revolutions are slow but sure. It takes time to leaven a great unwieldy mass like

this nation with the leavening ideas of justice and liberty, but the evolution is all the more

certain in its results because it is so slow." 

Suzette "Bright Eyes" LaFlesche Tibbles
www.nebraskastudies.org
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