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Model Indian Agent

FEROL EGAN



Warren Wasson,

~—Credit Nevada State Museum.



Of all the unsung heroes of the American West, the good Indian
Agent probably stands as the least understood of the Western Pantheon.
The reasons for this are varied. Some are involved with the fact that
many Indian Agents were in their positions through political pull, and
some are involved with the fact that some agents were in their positions
for avaricious aims. However, Nevada’s second Indian Agent was a man
of rare quality, a man who saw the need for justice and help for the
Paiute and Washo people. He went out of his way to protect their rights,
insure their well being, and explain their cultures to whites who per-
sisted in believing that the only good Indian was a dead one.

Warren Wasson did not emigrate to the Great Basin to become an
Indian Agent. A New Yorker by birth, an Illinois resident by parental
transplant, Wasson and his father crossed the plains in the boom year
of 1849, But this was only sixteen-year-old Wasson’s first overland trip.
In 1851, he returned to the East via the sea route, and came overland
again in the following year. By 1857, young Wasson was acquainted
with the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevada in what was then the Terri-
tory of Utah., Then in 1858, he bought the rights to ranch in Long
Valley, about five miles from Beckwourth Pass at Big Hot Springs. The
sellers of these rights were Numaga of the Paiutes and Washo Chief
Deer Dick.!

During a year of ranching at Long Valley, Warren Wasson made
friends with two men who helped to change the course of his life. One
was Numaga, an outstanding leader among the Pyramid Lake Paiutes.
From him, Wasson learned enough about the Paiute people to convince
him that they had been badly mistreated by ruthless white settlers. -At
the same time, Wasson became acquainted with Frederick Dodge,
Indian Agent for the Carson Valley agency which then consisted of the
western portion of the Territory of Utah. Through his friendship with
these two men and with both the Washo and Paiute people who made
his place “. . . a sort of council rendezvous. . . ,”? Wasson became an
intermediary between Agent Dodge and the Indians.

Then in June 1859, Wasson gave up his Long Valley ranch and
moved to Genoa. Here, he purchased another ranch, and served as one
of the delegates to the Genoa Convention for the organization of a pro-
visional government.®* However, he did not lose interest in his Indian
friends, and that year he visited the reservations which Dodge had
set up:

One on the Truckee river, commencing at a point one (1) mile
above the Tower crossing or great bend of the Truckee, and
extending down the river to and including the lake of the same,
(Pyramid Lake,) and embracing the lands contiguous on each side
of the river and lake; the other on Walker river, commencing at
the great bend, about twenty-five (25) miles above the lake
(Walker,) and running down to and including the same, and
embracing the contiguous lands on both sides of the river and lake.*
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Throughout 1859 and a good portion of 1860, Wasson saw Frederick
Dodge in his role as Indian Agent. He went with him on trips to the
Truckee and Walker Reservations. And he was very much aware of
Dodge’s trouble in getting enough money from the government. As
Wasson saw it, Dodge was always short of funds and had even used
five thousand dollars of his own to purchase supplies, presents, building
materials, and to pay his employees. Finally, Dodge went to Salt Lake
City to talk to Jacob Forney, Superintendent of Indian Affairs for the
Territory of Utah. When Forney refused to even give him an interview,
Dodge broke into his apartment and gave him a sound thrashing. After
this, he traveled to Washington, D.C., where he had better luck, for
he was reimbursed, and his agency was removed from the jurisdiction
of the Utah superintendent.”

By the time Dodge reappeared in Carson Valley, all hell had broken
loose. The two battles of the Paiute War were over. His friend Warren
Wasson had made a frantic ride from Genoa to Honey Lake Valley,
covering 110 miles in 14 hours, to contact a company of cavalry and
deliver a telegraph order from General Clarke of the San Francisco
Presidio to ride south to protect the terrified citizens of the Comstock.?

Along with serving as a courier during Dodge’s absence, Wasson had
also become a guide and scout for the army after mountainman Michael
Bushey was killed by Indians. As Wasson later wrote, he was “. . . thus
engaged when Dodge arrived.”” Knowing a good situation when he saw
it, Dodge promptly hired him for $125* per month plus expenses to act
as negotiator between the Paiutes and the whites until peace was
restored.”

After the cease fire, Wasson continued to be interested in what hap-
pened to his Indian friends. Between June and September of 1860, he
watched Dodge spend nearly another five thousand dollars to purchase
presents and supplies for the Indians, pay employees, and construct a
three-room frame house and an adobe stable at Walker Lake.'* The
actual construction work on these facilities required men with building
know-how, but Dodge had trouble in getting men to work for him.
Finally, the job was done by Thomas Knott and three other Carson City
men for $800. In later years, Knott recalled that the Paiutes were quite
friendly and very helpful in the construction of the house and stable.!

At the beginning of September 1860, Warren Wasson suddenly
became more than an advisor to Indian Agent Frederick Dodge. Once
again, the need of money made it necessary for Dodge to go East. This
time, though, he made Wasson Acting Indian Agent. Wasson agreed
as he thought it would only be for the duration of Dodge’s trip, but he
hadn’t counted on the Civil War. For when Dodge got to the East, he
joined the regular army as a lieutenant and was killed.’®

An Indian Agent in spite of himself, Warren Wasson became one
of the best during his term of office. He prevented a possible renewal of
hostilities in April 1861 when W-ahee or Fox, the second war chief of
the Paiutes, gathered almost two-thirds of the warriors at Walker Lake



Warren Wasson, Model Indian Agent 7

and got ready for war. According to Wasson, W-ahee was influenced
by “ . . some disloyal white men, and entered into a conspiracy to
begin a general onslaught by killing me and all connected with the
agency.”'® But when Wasson’s Paiute interpreter fled without giving any
reason, Wasson became suspicious. By some manner, he got wind of
things and managed to frighten W-ahee enough so that he fled the reser-
vation and headed for Oregon. Meanwhile, Agent Wasson “. . . induced
the other Indians to abandon their bloodthirsty project. . . .4

Time and again, the abuse and misuse of the Indians and their land
is brought out by Warren Wasson’s letters and reports to Governor
James W. Nye of the Territory of Nevada and to the Commissioner of
Indian Affairs, William P. Dole. Summing up these difficulties that he
had with the whites while doing his job, Wasson wrote:

I had great difficulty during my administration of affairs to
prevent whites from settling upon the reservations, and stock men
from herding stock onto them, to the destruction of the grass seeds,
one of the principal sources of subsistence of the Indians; also to
prevent traders and fishermen from depriving them of their winter’s
supply of fish by cheating them out of it entirely.”

Like Dodge, Warren Wasson was constantly short of the needed funds
to do what he thought was correct for Nevada’s Indians. At one point
in 1861, he was completely out of cash. To get food for the Indians, he
contacted Brigadier General Wright at San Francisco, and convinced
him that the army could save itself a lot of potential trouble if they
would simply let him have some of the spare supplies at Fort Churchill
to issue to the Indians. General Wright agreed, and he bypassed the
months of delay that a regulation transfer of goods would have requlred
by writing to Governor Nye and telling him the following:

Although, T am not authorized by the regulations to dispose of
these provisions, except for cash, yet, under the pressing circum-
stances of the case, I have not hesitated about ordering them
placed at the disposal of your excellency as superintendent of Indian
affairs for the Territory;, and if you are without funds of the
Indian department the transfer can be made at Washington, which
I doubt not will be approved by our government.'®

Wasson used this food for distribution along the Overland Trail and
to the Indians in the Ruby Valley and its vicinity. He made this trip
from Fort Churchill to the Ruby Valley in the latter part of December
1861. When he returned, he wrote to Governor Nye and gave him a
full report of conditions among all the Indians he saw on this trip; and
he recommended that two more reservations be established—one near
Gravelly Ford and the other in the Reese River country.'”

Warren Wasson’s days as an Indian Agent were drawing to a close,
for on March 6, 1862, President Abraham Lincoln appointed him
United States Marshal for the Territory of Nevada.”™ But two last affairs
needed his services even after he had taken up his new position.
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In March 1862, he agreed to the requests of Governor James W, Nye
of the Territory of Nevada, Governor Leland Stanford of California,
and General Wright of the San Francisco Presidio to intervene in the
Owens River War. Wasson reported to Fort Churchill, and he was put
in command of Lieutenant Noble and fifty men. On their ride south,
they visited the tribes along the way, and found that all of them were
quite disturbed and worried that this war would result in a general one
that would involve them. But while the Owens River War was short
and bloody and Wasson couldn’t stop it, he did prevent its spread by
keeping the Mono Lake and Walker River Paiutes out of it.!*

Between April and May 1862, Warren Wasson settled a dispute
between Chief Winnemucca’s Pyramid L.ake Paiutes and Chief San
Joaquin’s Walker Lake Paiutes. The explosive issue in this affair was
that Winnemucca’s brother, Wak-hee, had been killed by San Joaquin.
To complicate matters even more, a group of Bannocks were visiting
at Pyramid Lake, and they were all for attacking the Walker Lake tribe.
To make things even worse, Chief San Joaquin had heard that Wasson
had been taken prisoner by the Bannocks, and he had his people all
ready to come to Wasson’s rescue.?” In short, all the makings for a first-
class battle were quickly forming, But in that he had the loyalty and
trust of all the Indians, Warren Wasson was able to prevent this disaster.

A man of great courage, humanity, and stamina, Warren Wasson was
more than a good Acting Indian Agent. He was that rarity in Indian-
white relations in our history: a man respected by both races, a man
with natural instincts to do the right thing at the right time. In every
way possible, Warren Wasson of Nevada was a model Indian Agent, and
a hero to both races.

FOOTNOTES

1. Angel, Myron, History of Nevada (Oakland, California: Thompson & West,
1881), pp. 533-534.

2. Condition of the Indian Tribes. Report of the Joint Spec1al Committee
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1867), p. 517.

3. Angel, op. cit., p. 534.

4, Condition of the Indian Tribes, op. cit., p. 518.

5. Ibid., p. 518.

6. Mack, Effie Mona, Nevada (Glendale, California: The Arthur H. Clark
Company, 1936), p. 305.

7. Condition of the Indian Tribes, op. cit., p. 518.

8. [Ibid., p. 518,

9. Ibid., pp. 518-519.

10. [Ibid., p. 519.

11. Knott, Thomas, Personal Reminiscences (Ms, Bancroft Library, Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley, California), p. 11.
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13. Ibid., p. 519.
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Ferol Egan is a fourth-generation Westerner who spent his childhood in
the Southern Mother Lode of California’s gold-rush county. As a boy
and as a young man he lived on a cattle ranch and rode on cattle drives
to the summer ranges. Mr. Egan once taught at Reno High School.

He is an author-historian who has published many articles about the
West, writes the Books in Brief column for The American West, and is
the author of the El Dorado Trail: The Story of the Gold Rush Routes
Across Mexico, a forthcoming book in McGraw-Hill’'s The American
Trails Series. At present, he is writing Sagebrush Soldiers: The Story of
Fort Churchill for Prentice-Hall’s The American Forts Series.






