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“The Golden Days”: Taylor and Mary 
Ealy, Citizenship, and the Freedmen of 
Chickasaw Indian Territory, 1874–77

By Ellen Cain*

On a Monday morning in fall 1874, twenty-six-year-
old Taylor Ealy felt despondent. He had recently completed an ambi-
tious educational program that included college, seminary, and medi-
cal school, yet he was confused about the direction of his future. He 
longed for the bold, adventurous life of a Presbyterian missionary, not 
the tame existence he now led as a Pennsylvania preacher. Ealy went 
to his room on that Monday morning, dropped to his knees, and prayed, 
“Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do—send me anywhere. Show me my 
work.” The answer came swiftly, the very same day, Ealy received a 
letter asking him to appear before the Northern Presbyterian Freed-
men’s Bureau in Pittsburgh. When he arrived, the secretary of the  
bureau offered him a choice: to teach at a nearby theological seminary 
or at a government school for freedmen at Fort Arbuckle, Chickasaw 
Indian Territory (present-day south-central Oklahoma). Ealy knew 
immediately that he wanted the more challenging position in the West. 
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“I said I will take the harder field. . . . I looked upon this as a direct 
answer to my prayer.”1

So it was that Taylor Ealy and his new bride, Mary Ramsey, set out 
for Indian Territory in October 1874. The Ealys carried with them a 
sincere and enthusiastic desire to aid the recently freed black slaves 
of the Chickasaw Nation. They labored in Indian Territory—a land of 
former Confederates—during the last years of Reconstruction. Thus, 
Taylor and Mary participated in a crucial process of nation-building 
during the 1870s. The Civil War had greatly expanded the powers of 
the federal government. Now, during the Reconstruction era, those 
powers were being tested by complex and difficult questions. How 
would the national state reconfigure the union of North and South? 
How would it incorporate the former slaves into the civic community? 
Similarly, how would it incorporate western territories and western 
peoples? How was citizenship to be defined? What rights did citizen-
ship confer? The Ealys’ efforts in Indian Territory put them at the very 
crux of these questions. They joined voices with the former slaves in 
claiming federal protection for freedmen rights. As they did so, they 
encountered competing claims from the Chickasaw Indians and from 
federal officials themselves. Who would attain insider status in the 
increasingly powerful United States? Who would remain an outsider?2 
For the Ealys, the freedmen, the Chickasaws, and government officials 
alike, this debate centered around divisive issues of education and land 
ownership.

When the Ealys arrived in Indian Territory in autumn 1874, they 
firmly believed in the importance of the educational work ahead of 
them. They faced hostility and opposition with the courage prevalent 
among teachers of the freedmen. As Taylor recalled, “An old man ad-
dressed us as a friend. . . . He said I am a correspondent of an influ-
ential paper published in [Mississippi] and I heard it said that if any 
one went to teach those ‘niggers’ at Ft. Arbuckle they would kill him.” 
Taylor firmly replied, “You tell them that I am not afraid to die. And if 
they kill me, there will be ten sent to take my place.”3

When at last the Ealys reached their destination, their mood re-
mained optimistic. “Pushing along at a pretty rapid gate [sic], we got 
to Ft. Arbuckle before sun down,” Taylor recorded. “Some ladies would 
have sat down and cried—but Mrs. E was not so foolish. The cielings 
[sic] of our house had been plastered & all the old plastering was lying 
upon the floor. We swept a place for our trunks & our bed on the floor 
& fell to work to get supper in the fireplace spreading our tablecloth on 
one trunk. . . . We were young and anxious to succeed in the work. We 
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tried to make the best of what we had and did not fret about what we 
did not have.”4

In their labors among the Chickasaw freedmen, however, the Ealys 
confronted a legacy of almost two hundred years of conquest and bond-
age. By the early 1700s, European contact had introduced African 
slavery to the Chickasaws, Choctaws, and other tribes of the Ameri-
can Southeast. Throughout the nineteenth century, Chickasaws of 
mixed-blood descent—those of Anglo and Indian heritage—controlled 
the tribe socially, economically, and politically, having founded an ar-
istocracy in emulation of southern Anglo planters. They had built “rich 
lodging[s]” and owned hundreds of black slaves. In the 1830s they took 
those slaves with them when forced to leave their ancestral homes for 
Indian Territory in the trans-Mississippi West.5

During the Civil War, the Choctaws and Chickasaws sided with the 
Confederacy almost unanimously. Nonetheless, Union victory obliged 
Indian Territory once again to submit to the US government and to 
abolish slavery. Federal treaties of 1866 required the Creeks, Semi-
noles, and Cherokees to grant tribal citizenship to their freed slaves. 
Yet the federal treaty negotiated jointly with the Choctaws and Chick-
asaws on April 28, 1866, provided far less protection for freedmen. 
Under this agreement, the tribes had two years to adopt their former 
slaves. If they failed to meet the deadline, they would forfeit $300,000 
as payment for substantial tribal lands ceded to the United States. The 
money would then be used by the federal government to assist in re-
moving “from said Nations all such persons of African descent as may 
be willing to remove.”6

By 1874, the year the Ealys arrived at Fort Arbuckle, neither the 
Choctaws, Chickasaws, nor the federal government had honored their 
treaty obligations to the freedmen. The former slaves, as a result, ex-
isted in a political no-man’s land. Although Choctaw and Chickasaw 
tribes fell under the jurisdiction of the federal government, they func-
tioned in many aspects as sovereign entities, and their freed slaves 
functioned as neither US citizens nor members of the tribes. The freed-
men had few economic rights; although they could live on and cultivate 
tribal land, they possessed no title to it. Neither could they attend trib-
al schools. Meanwhile, the Fort Arbuckle school was one of the federal 
government’s few, inadequate attempts to assist the former slaves.7

In spite of these overwhelming difficulties, the Chickasaw and Choc-
taw freedmen joined forces to formulate their own conception of citizen-
ship. They claimed rights “as men, as citizens of these United States, 
and natives of the Indian Territory.” While declaring that US citizen-
ship guaranteed them “all the rights and privileges enjoyed by any 
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Chickasaw freedmen filing on allotments in Tishomingo (3759, W. P. Campbell Collec-
tion, OHS Research Division).
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other class of [American] citizens,” they considered “themselves full 
citizens of the [Indian] nations and entitled to all their rights as such.” 
In this formulation of dual status, the federal government would have 
higher authority than any tribal body. Consequently, the former slaves 
sent delegates to Washington and repeatedly petitioned Congress and 
other federal officials for protection; as one Choctaw freedman declared 
in 1872, “The United States liberated us, and we think that they ought 
to keep us safe.” Women as well as men among the former slaves urged 

Claude Devoyd Hall, a Chickasaw freedmen who was the first Afri-
can American instructor at Freedom’s School in Tishomingo, c. 1906 
(20699.80.44.2, State Museum Collection, OHS Research Division).
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the government to help them secure what they saw as two primary 
citizenship rights: land ownership and access to education.8

The freedmen of Indian Territory expressed an almost desperate 
eagerness for learning. One observer noted their “universal desire 
to attend school. Every family will make sacrifices to enable them to 
send their children regularly.” Here they echoed their fellow freedmen 
across the South. Overwhelmingly, blacks of the Reconstruction era 
believed that attending school represented considerable opportuni-
ties for economic, social, and spiritual self-improvement. Schoolhouses 
came to symbolize freedom and independence. Even before the Ealys’ 
arrival, several Chickasaw freedmen had struggled to fund two small 
subscription schools. The former slaves of Chickasaw Territory, how-
ever, simply did not have the means to meet their own educational 
needs. They could only hope that the promised school at Fort Arbuckle 
would enable some of them to become teachers themselves.9

Certainly both the Ealys and the freedmen were industrious in es-
tablishing their school. The fort had been abandoned by the US Army 
in 1870, and the buildings had fallen into disrepair. Nonetheless, some 
two hundred freedmen provided their labor to refurbish the place. Tay-
lor and Mary appropriated one building as a private home and used the 
others to set up classrooms. Lack of transportation posed a problem for 
many freedmen. As a solution, the Ealys arranged to board students at 
the fort, beginning instruction early in November 1874. Their teaching 
materials included readers and Webster’s spellers as well as texts for 
history, geography, and arithmetic.10

Taylor Ealy recalled, “We opened our U.S. Freedman’s School, un-
der government authority. I told those freedmen that we would teach 
all who came old and young--as long as we could accommodate them, 
every day in the week except Saturday.” Taylor further noted that the 
numbers of male and female students were roughly equal, and that 
men and women shared in the work of supplying the school: “The par-
ents got busy, killed pork & brought provisions to run our large board-
ing house. Several colored women came in & cooked & took care of the 
boarding houses. . . . The people even brought fresh cows & left them 
to furnish milk.”11

The freedmen’s desire for education was quickly tested by physical 
hardship—sickness exacerbated by close quarters at the fort. Taylor 
recorded that “the measels [sic] broke out in the School. 30 scholars at 
one time were down with measels.” This was only one situation requir-
ing Taylor’s medical expertise. His father sent him a supply of drugs 
from Pennsylvania and he remained busy dispensing them and treat-
ing the freedmen’s ailments.12
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The Chickasaw Capitol Building, Tishomingo, c. 1900. Photo by Grant Foreman while in 
the field with the Dawes Commission (8470.14, Grant Foreman Collection, OHS Research 
Division). 
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In the midst of these struggles, the school at Fort Arbuckle brought 
into focus important questions: What links did the Ealys, the federal 
government, and the Chickasaws forge between education and citizen-
ship rights? What were the implications for the former slaves? How 
did education help to delineate the perimeters of the civic community?

Looking back on his time in Indian Territory, Taylor Ealy declared 
that he and Mary “worked hard and faithful[ly], while we were there, 
for the promotion of good citizenship.” For the Ealys, good citizen-
ship implied membership in the spiritual kingdom of God as well as 
the earthly realm of the United States of America. In fact, like so 
many of their contemporaries, the Ealys saw little difference between 
God’s kingdom and the United States. Their Presbyterian schooling 
had taught them that an unbreakable bond existed between religion,  
education, and republicanism. With other Presbyterians of the late 
nineteenth century, the Ealys believed that the United States could 
flourish as a Christian republic only, and education in moral citizen-
ship was essential to preserve that republic.13

The Ealys therefore hoped their efforts would help the freedmen 
to become wise, spiritually-grounded American citizens. At heart, this 
was an egalitarian view. The Ealys believed that, through proper in-
struction, blacks could achieve full equality with white citizens. “Let us 
treat all men everywhere as we would have them treat us,” Taylor af-
firmed, indignant to learn that the freedmen had not been able to read 
or possess Bibles as slaves. The Ealys believed that women as well as 
men among the former slaves should be well-educated members of the 
Christian-American republic. Taylor seemed particularly taken by the 
history of “Aunt Delphia, one of our cooks & a scholar.” He was pleased 
to find her a diligent student, much like his own wife Mary. Delphia 
had been playing on a beach in Africa when she was captured by slave 
hunters and transported to Virginia. “Think of the loss of a kidnapped 
child among ourselves,” Taylor mused, “. . . . And would any one assert 
that the grief is not as great in the breasts of the colored parents as in 
the white? Thus colored people had been sold to the indians [sic]. And 
were liberated in 1863. Do you not think it was high time some effort 
was put forth to enlighten them?”14

The Ealys’ efforts to “enlighten” the former slaves involved instruc-
tion in the attributes of industriousness, frugality, and self-control, the 
virtues so important in their own upbringing. Armed with these quali-
ties, the freedmen would then be able to join whites in shaping the 
Christian-American republic. Thus, education would help lead to an or-
derly, controlled, and stable nation for all citizens. Taylor argued that 
economic progress would be an added benefit: “I know [the freedmen] 
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will get sewing machines–organs–pianos—and will show evidence of 
thrift & industry equal to their white neighbors.” The Ealys were, by 
far, not the only nineteenth-century Americans to see moral instruc-
tion as a panacea for the assorted hardships of the former slaves. Like 
Taylor and Mary, most teachers of the freedmen throughout the South, 
as well as Indian Territory, were products of a middle-class, northern 
Protestant world that had raised them in the virtues of thrift, hard 
work, self-reliance, and self-control. Consequently, the Ealys and their 
fellow teachers believed these attributes could help overcome pover-
ty and prejudice, as well as promote Christian-American citizenship 
among the freedmen.15

Inevitably, the Ealys’ view of education had several weaknesses. It 
assumed that the Chickasaw freedmen were much like blank slates 
at the end of the Civil War, waiting for the inscription of spiritual and 
civic virtue. In reality, the freedmen had long demonstrated the quali-
ties so important to Taylor and Mary. When Presbyterian missionaries 
first proselytized among the Chickasaws in the early 1800s, they soon 
found the Indians’ black slaves to be the most receptive audience for 
their message; even without the benefit of their own Bibles, a great 
many of the slaves had embraced Christianity well before the Ealys’ 
advent. The freedmen demonstrated political enlightenment as well, 
formulating their own definitions of citizenship, meeting with tribal 
leaders to discuss their status, and repeatedly petitioning federal au-
thorities for assistance.16 The Chickasaw freedmen—whether by choice 
or necessity—had been practicing industriousness and frugality long 
before the Ealys’ arrival. The Ealys also placed far too heavy a burden 
on education as a solution to the freedmen’s problems. Without ben-
efits of actual citizenship in either the Chickasaw Nation or the United 
States, no amount of education could compensate the former slaves for 
their lack of political and economic rights.

Federal officials, too, placed far too much reliance on education as a 
remedy, rather than addressing the freedmen’s citizenship problems. 
At the same time, government authorities saw freedmen education pri-
marily as a means to influence the Chickasaws. In July 1874, US In-
dian Commissioner E. P. Smith stated that the Fort Arbuckle “school is 
deemed an important one not only for its effects on the colored people, 
but also by way of example and stimulus upon the Indians for improv-
ing the management of their educational work.” A November 1874 let-
ter from Smith to Taylor Ealy reiterated, “It is especially desirable that 
this school shall be made efficient, for its influence upon other educa-
tional work among the Chickasaws. It is believed the demonstration 
within their observation of what children can accomplish in studies 
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Members of the last Chickasaw Legislature, 1905-06 (3971, Ada Bingham Collection, 
OHS Research Division).
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under proper tuition will act as a spur to their present sluggish and 
incompetent methods.”17

Since well before the Civil War, the Chickasaws themselves had 
placed great importance on the connection between education and trib-
al citizenship. They devoted considerable time, effort, and money to the 
establishment of schools, belying Commissioner Smith’s assessment of 
their “sluggish and incompetent methods.” In contrast to the federal 
focus on manual-labor skills for Indians, the Chickasaws believed that 
education would help their children attain the same economic and so-
cial status as Anglos, and enable them to negotiate adeptly with the 
white world. This, in turn, would help protect tribal autonomy. The 
Chickasaws placed a high value on their national independence, but 
they wanted to possess the same rights and privileges as US citizens. 
In 1873 they called for schools to “be carried on in a manner that would 
reflect honor on the Nation, besides conferring a lasting good upon the 
rising generation. . . . Let us inaugurate schools that will elevate our 
children to an equal footing with our white brethren.”18

Tribal women played a significant part in this goal. The Chickasaw 
Nation founded boarding schools for both boys and girls, among these 
the Bloomfield Academy for Chickasaw Females, an institution that 

The commissary at Fort Arbuckle, 1934 (19687.TO.F066.25.1.1, Chester R. Cowen Collec-
tion, OHS Research Division).
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spanned almost a hundred years, from 1852 to 1949. “Bloomfield Blos-
soms” were expected to become the wives of future tribal leaders. Their 
education prepared them to “‘be dignified and cultured young ladies’” 
equal to their Anglo counterparts and thus equipped to navigate social 
interactions with the white world. Full-blood as well as mixed-blood 
girls attended the academy. The Chickasaw legislature paid students’ 
families a ten-dollar monthly grant, allowing even parents of limited 
means to enroll their daughters at Bloomfield.19

Chickasaw schools only accepted tribal citizens, and this effectively 
barred the freedmen. By excluding their former slaves, the Chickasaws 
demonstrated once again their desire to ensure full equality with An-
glos. Mixed-blood leaders had long identified themselves with southern 
white planters—and, like so many southern whites of the Reconstruc-
tion era, they did not wish to share “an equal footing” with their former 
slaves. The Chickasaws mirrored the racial prejudice of whites, and 
did so quite consciously. Tribal legislators asserted that throughout 
their own slaveholding history they had closely patterned the behavior 
of whites, arguing “that the Chickasaw people cannot see any reason or 
just cause why they should be required to do more for their freed slaves 
than the white people have done in the slave holding States for theirs.” 
Even those Anglos most sympathetic to black rights balked at the idea 
of integrated schools. It is not surprising that the Chickasaws rejected 
the freedmen so adamantly in their own school system.20

Education, then, served as a canvas upon which to map the bound-
aries of citizenship. The former slaves claimed education as a right 
conferred to them by membership in both the Chickasaw Nation and 
the United States. The Ealys stressed the power of moral instruction 
to prepare the freedmen for full equality in the American civic com-
munity, while federal officials saw freedman education primarily as a 
means to model Christian-American virtues for the Chickasaws. The 
Chickasaws, for their part, used education to draw careful divisions 
between insider and outsider. Even as they set parameters against the 
former slaves, they asserted their own outsider status. They would in-
corporate Anglo culture and emulate Anglo success, but only to help 
retain their tribal autonomy and national separateness.

Controversies over land ownership, however, gravely threatened 
tribal independence. Would the Chickasaws retain communal posses-
sion of their holdings, or would their lands be carved into private lots, 
boundary lines now etched into the earth itself? The Ealys and their 
federal superiors, the freedmen, and the Chickasaws all debated this 
pivotal question. As the conflict intensified, Indian Territory became 
once more a proving ground for the claims of citizenship.
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The Ealys, like the majority of their Anglo-American counterparts, 
saw private ownership of land as essential to civic virtue. In addition, 
they believed that the abundance of the West would allow countless 
citizens to till their own land and thereby strengthen the republic. 
Taylor Ealy celebrated this abundance from the moment he arrived, 
showing a need to seize some of it immediately: “Flocks of pigeons as 
far as the eye could see either way flew over us. I stood up in the wagon 
& shot at them.” Clearly, Chickasaw Indian Territory possessed an 
expansiveness unfamiliar to Taylor’s eastern eyes. It embraced sprawl-
ing grasslands where horses and cattle grazed, as well as corn and 
cotton plantations fed by the waters of the Red and Washita Rivers. 
Hills densely forested with oak, pine, ash, pecan, and hickory rolled in 
the eastern region, while the Arbuckle Mountains rose gently in the 
middle of the territory, taking their name from the namesake of the 
nearby fort.21

Taylor Ealy saw this vastness as a resource to be conquered and 
used with adventurous zeal. He enjoyed hearing the freedmen’s tales of 
conquest, taking note that the men invariably carried both a knife and 
a revolver. He seemed delighted when one of his students shot “a very 
large rattlesnake.” On another occasion, “I asked one of the men who 

Taylor Ealy as a young man 
(Special Collections, University 
of Arizona Libraries).
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brought his wife & children to school. His name was Geo. Lofter–I said 
Geo. How many Panthers have you killed this year? ‘Well me & the 
boys killed six (6) this fall.’ Think of it, one family killing six panthers 
in one fall!”22

If a single family could avail itself of half a dozen panthers, Taylor 
Ealy believed there was enough abundance for all. No group should 
be left out. At the same time, western plenty should be individually 
apportioned. Taylor desired “the black man [to] sit down under his 
own vine & fig tree–or worship God–with none daring to molest him or 
make him afraid.”23 The West would therefore supply sufficient game 
and allow independent farm ownership for every citizen regardless of 
color, contributing to the growth of the Christian-American republic.

Federal officials of the Reconstruction era also had inherited this 
vision of an agricultural paradise for individual farmers in the West, 
a vision directly opposed to the American Indian tradition of holding 
lands in common. Consequently, the 1866 treaty with the Choctaws 
and Chickasaws focused heavily on plans to survey and divide tribal 
lands “on the system of the United States,” arguing “that the holding 
of said land in severalty, will promote the general civilization of said 
Nations, and tend to advance their permanent welfare and the best 

Mary and Taylor Ealy 
(Center for Southwest 
Research, University of 
New Mexico).
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Students and faculty at the first building at Bloomfield Academy, c. 1880-84 (7040, Juan-
ita Johnston Smith Collection, OHS Research Division).
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interests of their individual members.” Once the tribal legislatures 
had agreed to allotment, each tribal member, “whether male or female, 
adult or minor,” would be entitled “to one-quarter section of land,” or 
160 acres. Each freedman would be assigned forty acres. In the federal 
view, individual allotment would encourage two qualities essential for 
republican citizenship: pride of ownership and the resulting dedication 
to hard work.24

The former slaves, meanwhile, claimed access to land as another fun-
damental citizenship right under the United States and the Chickasaw 
Nation. Like freedmen in the southern states, they saw land ownership 
as a crucial way to escape the poverty and servility of the contract la-
bor system. Along with their southern counterparts, they persistently 
asked, “How are we to get homesteads?” With so few resources of their 
own, the freedmen of both Indian Territory and the states looked to the 
federal government for assistance “in selecting our homes.”25

To strengthen their case with the government, the Chickasaw freed-
men adopted a policy that only could alienate them further from their 
former masters: they openly linked their own hopes for land with the 
abolition of communal property and Anglo settlement in Indian Terri-
tory. In 1869 a convention of Chickasaw and Choctaw freedmen pro-
claimed “that we consider ourselves full citizens of those [Indian] na-
tions, and fully entitled to all the rights, privileges, and benefits as 
such, the same as any citizen of Indian extraction. . . . That we are in 
favor of having this Indian country sectionized, and a certain amount 
of land allotted to each inhabitant as his own.” The freedmen went on 
to assert “that we are in favor of opening this Territory to white im-
migration, and of selling to them, for the benefit of the whole people of 
these nations, our surplus lands.” Some contemporaries charged that 
unscrupulous Anglos had swayed the former slaves to this position in 
order to advance their own goals, yet the freedmen had already proven 
their ability to articulate their position clearly and decisively. They 
promoted white settlement in hopes of advancing their cause with Con-
gress; they were not pawns but advocates on their own behalf.26

In the struggle over land tenure, the Chickasaws identified their 
former slaves as a serious threat. They greatly resented the 1866 
treaty stipulation that they provide lands for their freedmen, arguing 
that former slaveholders in the southern states were not held to the 
same requirement. Meanwhile, the tribe confronted a growing number 
of blacks within its borders. In the early 1860s the Chickasaw slave 
population stood at approximately one thousand; after the Civil War, 
many former slaves from Louisiana and Texas immigrated to Chicka-
saw territory, increasing the number of freedmen to more than 2,600. 
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The Chickasaws feared the power this population might come to exert. 
In 1876 tribal governor B. F. Overton stressed his conviction that the 
freedmen must remain outsiders. He criticized the Choctaw governor 
for “claiming that we have the right to enact such laws as would com-
pel the negroes to take the oath of allegiance to our respective govern-
ments, and become amenable to our laws, without having any of the 
privileges and immunities of citizenship conferred upon them. But the 
most ignorant can see how utterly foolish such a position is.” Overton 
went on to warn the tribal legislature that “the negroes will be the 
wedge with which our country will be rent asunder and opened up to 
the whites.”27 Clearly the tribe gave heavy weight to the freedmen’s 
alignment with Anglo settlement and individual allotment.

Thus, competing visions of citizenship centered around significant 
issues of land ownership and education in Indian Territory. The Ealys 
struggled to implement their own vision, but eventually they began to 
feel like outsiders themselves. Seemingly forgotten at times by their 
government, money worries as well as loneliness and illness beset 
them. Payment of their federal salaries was erratic, placing them in 
serious financial distress throughout their time in the Chickasaw Na-
tion. The tribal governor caused more distress by attempting to col-
lect a $25 “noncitizen permit” from Taylor “for the privilege of residing 
and doing business” in Chickasaw territory. Requiring such permits of 
teachers, doctors, laborers, and others was an effort by the Chickasaws 
to control the growing number of intruders converging upon them. 
Taylor Ealy indignantly informed the US Indian Agent, “If there is 
anything to come out of my pocket in this matter . . . I will stop the 
school & leave the Nation immediately. I get nothing for preaching. 
They rather owe me $2500 than that I should pay $25 to remain.” Sum-
ming up his experiences in Indian Territory, he further declared, “‘It’s 
hard work in this corner.’”28

The Ealys finally saw no choice but to give up their teaching posts 
at Fort Arbuckle. In November 1877, the Presbyterian Board of Home 
Missions offered Taylor a new position, this one as minister in the 
small town of Lincoln, New Mexico. In spite of the Ealys’ discourag-
ing experiences at Fort Arbuckle, their enthusiasm for frontier work 
remained. They began preparing for their journey to the new post in 
far-off New Mexico Territory.29

The Chickasaw freedmen would struggle with lack of citizenship 
rights for years to come, despite their continued petitions to Congress. 
In 1883 the Choctaws finally initiated proceedings to adopt their for-
mer slaves, but the Chickasaws remained adamant against doing so. 
The Chickasaw freedmen’s hopes for education suffered a serious blow 
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Above: The third building of the Bloomfield Academy, built in 1890 and burned in 1914 
(3301, Oklahoma Historical Society Photograph Collection, OHS Research Division).

Below: Bloomfield girls and a little boy, c. 1900-14 (20917, Juanita Johnston Smith Col-
lection, OHS Research Division).
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in 1884, the year Congress ceased funding for their schools. Only pre-
carious hopes of a better life followed. In 1893 Congress voted to ex-
tend the General Allotment Act to Indian Territory. The Five Civilized 
Tribes would eventually cease to function as legal bodies, and their 
lands would be apportioned to individual tribal members. While allot-
ment meant destruction of the Chickasaws as a tribal entity, it provid-
ed the former slaves, at last, with a stake in Chickasaw lands. Eligible 
freedmen were to receive their own forty-acre allotments, as originally 
promised in the 1866 treaty.30

Yet, once again, the former slaves confronted boundary lines. By 
amendment, allotment rolls were to include Chickasaw children 
but not freedmen children. The Department of the Interior decreed, 
“Chickasaw freedmen are not a class of citizens of the Chickasaw Na-
tion within the meaning of the [acts] of Congress . . . and their children 
[born after 1899] are not entitled to enrollment.”31

Here federal authorities determinedly ignored their own long-term 
part in excluding the freedmen from either Chickasaw or US citizen-
ship. The Ealys’ efforts among the freedmen might therefore seem in-
significant, indeed. Taylor and Mary could do little when the federal 
government itself made only nominal efforts to assist the former slaves. 
Congress deserved most of the blame, refusing as it did to devote con-
sidered attention to the freedmen’s predicament. The retrenchment of 
federal support ultimately doomed the Ealys’ well-meaning efforts in 
Indian Territory, just as it helped to doom Reconstruction on a wider 
national scale. Yet federal apathy only reflected the growing indiffer-
ence of Anglo-American citizens as a whole. Certainly it reflected the 
North’s weakening resolve to support Reconstruction. In this light, it is 
remarkable that a few northern Anglos like the Ealys cared enough to 
toil among the Chickasaw freedmen. Taylor and Mary sincerely wished 
the former slaves to attain full American citizenship, and they worked 
toward this goal in spite of the daunting problems facing them.

The Ealys also believed they had attained some measure of success 
in Indian Territory, taking particular pride in the spiritual sustenance 
they had offered. Taylor recalled how, at sunset, he and Mary often 
gathered the freedmen for “chapel services” and thrilled to hear their 
“sublime” voices. The Ealys found it comforting to teach the hymns 
they had learned while growing up in Pennsylvania. They also rejoiced 
in their contributions to the freedmen’s learning. “In our [Sunday 
School] we gave them books,” Taylor reminisced. “Some of the men 
who could read would go home reading their books on horseback with 
the bridle reign [sic] hanging on the saddle and the horse saunter-
ing slowly along.” The freedmen’s desire for education only seemed to 
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confirm this sense of accomplishment. Taylor recounted, “One of my 
students in a letter several years after wrote me calling those school 
days ‘The Golden Days.’”32

The Ealys would treasure their memories of Fort Arbuckle the rest 
of their lives, even though Indian Territory had, indeed, proven to be a 
“hard corner” for them. Their vision of citizenship, so closely allied to 
the freedmen’s hopes, had imbued their work with meaning and had 
given them their own golden days in the West.
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