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medicine creek treaty of 1854 stands as a pivotal agreement in the history of
Native American relations in the Pacific Northwest. This treaty was signed
between the United States government and several tribes of Native Americans,
including the Nisqually, Puyallup, and Squaxin Island tribes. It played a
significant role in reshaping land ownership, tribal sovereignty, and the
cultural landscape in what is now the state of Washington. The Medicine Creek
Treaty of 1854 was one of the many treaties during this era aimed at
consolidating U.S. territorial claims while promising certain protections and
resources to indigenous peoples. Understanding this treaty requires a
comprehensive look at its background, the negotiation process, its terms, and
its subsequent impact on the tribes involved. This article will explore these
facets in detail, providing an in-depth examination of the Medicine Creek
Treaty of 1854 and its lasting historical significance.
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Historical Background and Context
The Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854 emerged during a period of rapid expansion
by the United States into the Pacific Northwest. Following the Oregon Treaty
of 1846, which established the U.S.-Canada boundary, settlers and government
officials sought to formalize control over lands inhabited by Native American
tribes. The discovery of valuable resources and the promise of fertile land
attracted increasing numbers of settlers, intensifying conflicts over
territory. Native American tribes in the Puget Sound region, including the
Nisqually, Puyallup, Squaxin Island, and others, had longstanding cultural
and economic ties to their ancestral lands. The U.S. government, through the
Bureau of Indian Affairs and military representatives, initiated a series of
treaties to cede vast tracts of tribal land in exchange for reservations and
certain guarantees. The Medicine Creek Treaty was part of this broader
strategy to facilitate peaceful settlement while theoretically protecting
indigenous rights.



Pre-Treaty Relations Between Tribes and Settlers
Before the treaty, relations between Native tribes and settlers were complex
and often tense. Native communities relied heavily on fishing, hunting, and
gathering in their traditional territories, activities that settlers'
encroachment increasingly disrupted. Occasional violent clashes underscored
the need for formal agreements. However, many tribes were reluctant to
relinquish their lands and sovereignty. The U.S. government’s approach
combined diplomatic efforts with military pressure to achieve treaty
agreements.

Political Climate in the United States
Nationally, the 1850s were marked by westward expansion fueled by the
ideology of Manifest Destiny. The federal government prioritized establishing
control over western territories to promote settlement, economic development,
and infrastructure expansion. Treaties like the Medicine Creek Treaty were
instrumental in legally transferring land from indigenous peoples to the U.S.
government, facilitating these objectives. Simultaneously, the government
made promises to tribes regarding reservations, compensation, and protection
under U.S. law, though these promises were frequently compromised.

Negotiation and Signing of the Treaty
The Medicine Creek Treaty negotiations took place at Medicine Creek, near
present-day Olympia, Washington, in December 1854. The treaty commissioners,
representing the U.S. government, included territorial governor Isaac
Stevens, who was also the superintendent of Indian affairs for Washington
Territory. The Native American representatives consisted of leaders from
approximately 23 different tribes and bands in the Puget Sound region.

Key Figures in the Negotiations
Isaac Stevens played a central role as the chief negotiator for the United
States. His primary goal was to secure land cessions that would open the
region to settlers while limiting Native American sovereignty. Tribal
leaders, including Chief Leschi of the Nisqually and Chief Leschi's
contemporaries from other tribes, sought to protect their people’s way of
life and retain access to traditional fishing and hunting grounds. The power
imbalance during negotiations was significant, with many tribal
representatives facing pressure to accept terms that favored the government.

Process and Challenges During Negotiations
The negotiations were marked by language barriers, cultural
misunderstandings, and differing conceptions of land ownership. While the



U.S. government viewed land as a commodity to be bought and sold, Native
American tribes saw land as a communal resource integral to their identity
and survival. The treaty commissioners often used interpreters, but
mistranslations and differing expectations created confusion. Some tribal
leaders signed under duress or without fully understanding the treaty’s
implications. Despite these challenges, the treaty was signed on December 26,
1854.

Key Provisions of the Medicine Creek Treaty of
1854
The Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854 contained several critical provisions that
reshaped the political and social landscape of the Puget Sound region. It
ceded large areas of tribal land to the United States in exchange for
designated reservations, monetary payments, and hunting and fishing rights.
The treaty was intended to reduce conflict and facilitate settlement, but its
terms had far-reaching consequences for the tribes involved.

Land Cessions and Reservation Establishment
One of the treaty’s primary provisions was the cession of millions of acres
of land by the Native American signatories to the U.S. government. In
exchange, the tribes were assigned reservations, often on less desirable land
compared to their traditional territories. For example, the Nisqually tribe
was allocated a reservation near the Nisqually River, but many considered the
land inadequate for their needs. These reservations were intended to provide
a permanent homeland for tribes, though they also represented a dramatic
reduction in their traditional land base.

Monetary Compensation and Annuities
The treaty promised monetary payments and annual annuities to the tribes as
compensation for the ceded lands. These payments were to be used for
supplies, farming equipment, and other goods to assist the tribes in
transitioning to reservation life. However, in practice, the delivery of
these funds and goods was often delayed or insufficient, exacerbating
hardships for Native communities.

Hunting and Fishing Rights
The treaty explicitly guaranteed the tribes the right to continue hunting,
fishing, and gathering on their traditional lands and usual and accustomed
places, even outside reservation boundaries. This provision was crucial for
the tribes’ subsistence and cultural practices. Nonetheless, these rights
were frequently contested and restricted by settlers and government



authorities in subsequent years.

Impacts on Native American Tribes
The Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854 had profound and lasting effects on the
Native American tribes involved. While it was intended to create peace and
provide for the tribes’ welfare, the treaty’s implementation often led to
displacement, economic hardship, and cultural disruption. The changes imposed
by the treaty reshaped tribal communities and their relationships with the
U.S. government.

Displacement and Loss of Traditional Lands
The relocation of tribes to reservations significantly disrupted their
traditional ways of life. Many tribes found themselves confined to smaller,
less fertile lands that limited their ability to sustain themselves through
hunting, fishing, and agriculture. This displacement led to social and
economic challenges, including dependency on government aid and increased
poverty.

Resistance and Conflict
Not all tribes accepted the treaty terms willingly. The dissatisfaction with
the treaty’s provisions sparked resistance, most notably by Chief Leschi of
the Nisqually tribe. His leadership in opposing the treaty led to the Puget
Sound War (1855-1856), a conflict between Native American groups and U.S.
forces. This war reflected the deep tensions caused by the treaty and the
broader struggle over sovereignty and land rights.

Cultural and Social Effects
The treaty affected tribal governance, culture, and social structures. Forced
relocation and the imposition of new economic systems challenged traditional
leadership and ways of life. Missionary efforts and government policies aimed
at assimilation further altered indigenous cultures. Despite these pressures,
many tribes maintained their cultural identities and continued to assert
their rights throughout the following decades.

Legacy and Contemporary Relevance
The Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854 remains a significant legal and historical
document in the Pacific Northwest. Its legacy continues to influence tribal
sovereignty, land claims, and natural resource rights. Contemporary legal
cases and tribal activism often reference the treaty’s provisions, especially



regarding fishing and hunting rights.

Legal and Political Significance Today
The treaty is central to ongoing legal disputes over Native American rights
in Washington State. Courts have upheld the treaty’s guarantees of fishing
and hunting rights, notably in landmark cases such as United States v.
Washington (the Boldt Decision) in 1974. These rulings affirmed the tribes’
rights to harvest natural resources and manage their traditional territories
in accordance with treaty terms.

Tribal Revitalization and Cultural Preservation
Many tribes affected by the Medicine Creek Treaty have engaged in efforts to
revitalize their languages, traditions, and governance structures. The
treaty’s history serves as a reminder of past injustices and a foundation for
asserting contemporary rights and sovereignty. Cultural programs, educational
initiatives, and political advocacy often highlight the treaty’s importance
in tribal identity and resilience.

Recognition and Commemoration
Various historical commemorations and educational efforts seek to raise
awareness of the Medicine Creek Treaty’s role in the region’s history. These
initiatives emphasize the need to understand the treaty’s context, its
impacts on Native American communities, and its continuing relevance in
discussions about indigenous rights and U.S. history.

Summary of Key Points

The Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854 was a critical agreement between the
U.S. government and Native American tribes in the Puget Sound region.

It involved the cession of large land areas and the establishment of
reservations, alongside promises of compensation and resource rights.

The treaty negotiations were marked by significant cultural
misunderstandings and power imbalances.

Its implementation resulted in displacement, conflict, and cultural
challenges for the tribes involved.

The treaty remains legally and culturally significant, forming the basis
for ongoing tribal rights and sovereignty efforts today.



Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854?
The Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854 was an agreement between the United States
government and several Native American tribes in the Washington Territory,
including the Nisqually, Puyallup, and other tribes, which established
reservations and ceded tribal lands to the U.S.

Which tribes were involved in the Medicine Creek
Treaty of 1854?
The tribes involved in the Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854 included the
Nisqually, Puyallup, Squaxin Island, Steilacoom, and other Coast Salish
peoples.

What were the main terms of the Medicine Creek
Treaty of 1854?
The treaty required Native American tribes to cede large portions of their
traditional lands to the U.S. government in exchange for designated
reservations, monetary payments, and certain fishing and hunting rights.

Why is the Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854
historically significant?
The treaty is significant because it marked a major transfer of land from
Native American tribes to the U.S. government in the Pacific Northwest and
led to conflicts over land and resource rights, including the Puget Sound
War.

How did the Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854 affect
Chief Leschi and the Nisqually tribe?
Chief Leschi and the Nisqually tribe opposed the treaty terms, particularly
the poor quality of the reservation land, leading to conflict with settlers
and U.S. authorities, and eventually to the Puget Sound War.

What were the consequences of the Medicine Creek
Treaty for Native American fishing rights?
The treaty guaranteed the tribes the right to fish at their usual and
accustomed places, which has been upheld in later legal decisions as a
critical protection of Native American fishing rights.



Are there any modern legal or cultural impacts
stemming from the Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854?
Yes, the treaty continues to influence legal cases regarding tribal
sovereignty and fishing rights, and it remains a key document in the
relationship between Native tribes and the U.S. government in the Pacific
Northwest.

Additional Resources
1. The Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854: A Turning Point in Pacific Northwest
History
This book provides a comprehensive overview of the Medicine Creek Treaty,
exploring its negotiation, terms, and profound impact on the Native American
tribes of the Puget Sound region. It delves into the political and social
context of the mid-19th century, highlighting the perspectives of both the
U.S. government and the indigenous peoples. The author also examines the
treaty’s long-term effects on tribal sovereignty and land rights.

2. Voices from the Treaty: Native Perspectives on the Medicine Creek
Agreement
Focusing on the firsthand accounts and oral histories of the Nisqually,
Puyallup, and other tribes involved, this book offers a unique insight into
how Native communities experienced the Medicine Creek Treaty. It challenges
traditional narratives by centering indigenous voices and exploring the
cultural and spiritual ramifications of the treaty. The work also discusses
resistance and adaptation in the years following the agreement.

3. Negotiating Land and Power: The Politics of the Medicine Creek Treaty
This title examines the political maneuvering and negotiations that led to
the signing of the Medicine Creek Treaty. It analyzes the roles of key
figures such as Governor Isaac Stevens and tribal leaders, as well as the
pressures faced by both sides. The book situates the treaty within the
broader framework of U.S. westward expansion and Indian policy.

4. Broken Promises: The Aftermath of the Medicine Creek Treaty
Detailing the consequences of the treaty, this book explores how the promises
made to Native tribes were frequently ignored or violated by the U.S.
government. It discusses the loss of traditional lands, the impact on tribal
economies, and the subsequent legal battles for rights and recognition. The
narrative emphasizes the resilience and ongoing struggles of the affected
communities.

5. Isaac Stevens and the Making of the Medicine Creek Treaty
A biographical study of Isaac Stevens, the first governor of Washington
Territory and a central figure in the treaty’s creation. The book analyzes
his motivations, strategies, and the controversies surrounding his approach
to Indian treaties. It also considers how his policies shaped the future of
the Pacific Northwest.



6. Medicine Creek Treaty Maps and Documents: A Historical Archive
This volume compiles original maps, treaty texts, and related documents,
providing valuable primary sources for researchers and historians. Detailed
annotations and explanations help readers understand the legal and
geographical significance of the treaty’s terms. The book serves as an
essential resource for studying 19th-century Native American treaties.

7. Resistance and Resilience: Native Responses to the Medicine Creek Treaty
Exploring the various forms of resistance by tribes affected by the treaty,
this book highlights acts of defiance, negotiation, and adaptation. It covers
significant events such as the Puget Sound War and other conflicts arising
from the treaty’s implementation. The author also discusses how these
responses have shaped contemporary Native identity and activism.

8. Land, Law, and Legacy: The Legal History of the Medicine Creek Treaty
Focusing on the judicial aspects, this book traces the legal battles over
treaty rights from the 19th century to modern times. It addresses landmark
court cases and legislation that continue to influence Native sovereignty and
land claims. The work underscores the treaty’s enduring significance in
American Indian law.

9. The Medicine Creek Treaty in American Indian Memory
This book examines how the treaty is remembered and commemorated within
Native communities and broader American culture. It discusses ceremonies,
storytelling, and educational efforts that keep the history alive. The author
reflects on the treaty’s role in shaping collective memory and identity among
the tribes involved.
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