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Memories that Haunt: Layered Landscapes of Historical Trauma on the 
American Plains 
 

This article explores the impact of American colonization on two American Indian 

communities, the Cheyenne and Arapaho, through the oral histories and personal 

narratives of tribal members. These stories were prompted by a series of photographs 

collected by Jesse H. Bratley—an Indian School teacher working on the Cheyenne-

Arapaho reservation at the turn of the centurywhich were shared with these 

communities in 2016. Housed at the Denver Museum of Nature and Science, Bratley’s 

images speak to the subtle ways that photography confirmed and conformed to the 

assimilationist rhetoric of the United States federal government. When shared with tribal 

members, Bratley’s images produced a bricolage of memories, evoking layered stories of 

trauma and persistence. These narratives offer new insights into the relationship between 

martial violence, the American Indian education system, and the intergenerational 

historical trauma experienced by these two communities.  

Keywords: Cheyenne and Arapaho; American Indian education system; social 

memory; historical trauma 

Introduction 

In 1849, the Bureau of Indian Affairs formally took on the role of providing education for 

American Indians; however, it was not until the close of the Indian Wars in the 1890s that the 

federal project of educating Native children began in earnest. The rational for this shift from 

violent military conquest to acculturation was articulated by John Wesley Powell, the director of 

the Bureau of American Ethnology, “we may properly conclude that the Indian tribes are not to 



be extinguished by war and degradation, and that we have already reached the point where we 

may hope to save the remnant to be absorbed into modern civilization” (Dorchester 1893, 5). 

Until the passage of the Indian Welfare Act in 1978which recognized the right of Native 

parents to refuse to send their children to off-reservation boarding schoolshundreds of Native 

children were indoctrinated into American society through a variety of government funded 

educational institutions. Throughout this period, many children suffered from physical abuse, 

infectious disease, and psychological trauma associated with the loss of their kinship networks 

and traditional cultures. The profound impact of the American Indian education system was 

captured in a 2014 White House Report on Native Youth, which concluded that Native youth 

experience higher levels of poverty, suicide, and high school dropout rates than any other 

racial/ethnic group in the United States (Executive Office of the President 2014). Although 

efforts by scholars and activist organizations have generated increasing attention to this era, the 

American public remains largely unaware of the American Indian education system and its 

legacy. Indeed, a survey conducted by the National Native American Boarding School Healing 

Coalition found that less than ten percent of Americans were aware of the US boarding school 

system (Coalition 2017). The absence of this transformative period from the National memory 

reveals the effectiveness of America’s genocidal policies, which have systematically 

marginalized Native people and excluded their histories. 

This study contributes to scholarly efforts to incorporate this traumatic period into America’s 

collective consciousness by tracing the relationship between colonial violence, the American 

Indian education system, and intergenerational historical trauma among the Cheyenne and 

Arapaho. This discussion draws on research conducted in collaboration with Chip Colwell as 

part of a larger project regarding the Jesse H. Bratley collection housed at the Denver Museum of 



Nature and Science (DMNS) (Montgomery and Colwell in press). Between 1893-1902, Jesse 

Bratley served as a school teacher on six different Indian reservations across the American west, 

including Cantonment boarding school on the Cheyenne-Arapaho reservation in Oklahoma, the 

Port Gamble day school in Washington, Lower Cut Meat Creek day school in South Dakota, as 

well as the Supai and Polacca day schools in Arizona. During this time, Bratley became an avid 

amateur collector and photographer, purchasing hundreds of ethnographic objects and taking 

photographs of the community members with whom he worked.  

This article draws on images collected by Bratley during his tenure as the Superintendent of 

the Cantonment boarding school (1899-1900) as well as oral history interviews with Cheyenne 

and Arapaho (C-A) tribal members. We interviewed eight tribal members over the course of a 

three-day visit to the C-A reservation in March of 2016 with the assistance of the Tribal Historic 

Preservation Officer at the time, Margaret Sutton. The goal of these interviews was to obtain 

culturally informed interpretations of artifacts and photographs within the Bratley collection, 

prompt personal narratives regarding the American Indian education system, and solicit opinions 

regarding the legacy of this system.  

Over the course of these interviews, three core themes emerged, which structure the 

following discussion. First, conversations prompted by Bratley and his photographic collection 

revealed a central tension between the uplifting rhetoric of assimilation through education 

proffered by Bratley and the federal government and C-A stories of trauma. Second, our 

conversations with tribal members revealed an interesting relationship between stories of 

haunting and boarding schools. I argue that these ghost stories are manifestations of suppressed 

psychological grief triggered by distressing events associated with American colonization. 

Finally, many tribal members referenced the accumulative nature of historical trauma. 



Accordingly, boarding school sites, like Cantonment, are palimpsests, comprised of the multiple 

memories of violence.  

The narratives shared by C-A tribal members will contribute to the already rich body of 

scholarship on the American Indian education system in several ways (Adams; 1988; Adams 

1995; Andrews 2002; Child 1996; Cross 1999; DeJong 1993; Jacobs 2006; Lomawaima 1993; 

Lomawaima 1994; Trafzer et al. 2006). Although there is a growing literature on the American 

Indian education system, which presents in-depth discussions of daily life within boarding 

schools, these studies typically gloss over the larger historical context of settler colonialism, in 

which this system is situated. Drawing on clinical studies that emphasize the accumulative nature 

of historical trauma, I situate education on the C-A reservation within a longer history of 

American colonization. Furthermore, while psychological studies of historical trauma often 

employ qualitative interviews, these responses are typically analyzed in isolation with the goal of 

making medical diagnoses or extrapolating quantitative trends. Instead, this study situates the 

personal narratives of contemporary descendants within a larger discussion of collective memory 

formation. Finally, this study marries key shifts within the clinical works with decolonizing 

literature to advocate for the use of storytelling as a traditional healing method and a source of 

counter-memory. As poet Denise Low (2010) suggests, stories are a subversive medium that 

allow the painful experiences of Native people to remain alive despite being ignored by official 

history books. 

Intergenerational Historical Trauma  

Similar to other victimized populations, such as Japanese internment camp survivors, American 

Indians have experienced historical trauma as the result of American federal policy (Bombay et 

al. 2014; Brave Heart and DeBruyn 1998; Cole 2006; Duran et al. 1998; Gagne 1998; Kirmayer 



et al. 2014). Historical trauma (HT) refers to the legacy of numerous traumatic events 

experienced by “a group of people who share a specific group identity or affiliation—ethnicity, 

nationality, and religious affiliation” and “encompasses the psychological and social responses to 

such events” (Evans-Campbell 2008, 320). Within an indigenous framework, the events 

associated with centuries of colonization are understood as “soul wounds” (Duran et al. 1998, 

343). The cumulative wounding of indigenous psyches is clinically labeled as “historical 

unresolved grief”, defined as the “pervasive sense of pain from what happened to their ancestors 

and incomplete mourning of those losses” (Brave Heart and DeBruyn 1998, 64). Historical 

unresolved grief manifests itself in intensified destructive emotional reactions including anger, 

anxiety, depression, and feelings of helplessness that have been linked to high levels of alcohol 

abuse, homicide, and suicide (Duran et al. 1998, 342-343).  

While many of these symptoms are also associated Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

(PTSD), the concept of historical trauma offers the best means of understanding the narratives 

shared by Cheyenne and Arapaho tribal members for several reasons. First, HT is a collective 

condition shared by members of a larger identifiable group, in this case American Indians, while 

PTSD is an individually diagnosed condition. The tribal members interviewed primarily 

referenced the experiences of relative’sparents or grandparentswho attended boarding 

schools rather than sharing personal narratives of distress. Furthermore, HT is understood to 

have an intergenerational impact whereas PTSD principally affects a single life for a finite period 

(Gone 2013, 687). Accordingly, the stories shared by C-A tribal members can be understood as 

expressions of intergenerational traumathe secondary impact of trauma passed from one 

generation to the next within family systems (DeMarni Cromer et al. 2018, 100).  



In addition to the collective and intergenerational nature of historical trauma, this concept 

recognizes the cumulative aspects of trauma that create compounded levels of distress. In 

contrast, PTSD is often the result of a singular distress event (Gone 2013, 687). As discussed in 

the final thematic section of this article, Cheyenne and Arapaho people have experienced a series 

of painful events as the result of American colonization, entailing the loss of lands, plants, and 

animals—who are considered sacred rather than merely property (Brave Heart and DeBruyn 

1998, 58). The cycle of grief associated with the loss of culture is as intense as the loss of a close 

family member or loved one (Gagne 1998, 364). Daily reminders of historical loss such as 

reservation living, language loss, and loss of traditional family systems or healing practices, 

compound feelings of grief associated with these events (DeMarni Cromer et al. 2018; Whitbeck 

et al. 2004).  

Since the 1980s, the concept of culture-as-treatment has become an increasingly common 

alternative to dominant Western paradigms of therapeutic healing, such as cognitive-behavioral 

therapy or prescription medication (Gone 2013, 696). Participation in indigenous cultural 

practices serves two interrelated purposes: (1) facilitates a reorientation in an individual’s 

collective sense of identity, purpose, and meaning-making, and (2) acts to counter dominant 

colonial narratives and behavioral prescriptions (Gone 2013, 696). Storytelling provides a 

mechanism through which individuals can address sensitive subjects, deal with grief, and rewrite 

dominant narratives (BigFoot and Braden 2007, 142).  

For most Native communities, stories explain and give meaning to the structure of daily life 

and contain important messages about love, respect, loyalty, responsibility, humility, and sharing 

(BigFoot and Braden 2007, 135). Furthermore, stories cultivate a sense of belonging within a 

larger kinship network and community. Drawing on this approach to healing, I argue that sharing 



oral histories and personal narratives is a culturally grounded practice through which C-A 

community members may reclaim their history. These narratives are a voice of resistance, which 

expose the violence of settler colonialism and challenge dominant narratives of acculturation and 

disappearance. 

Images of Power with Complex Narratives 

The Cantonment Boarding School was located on a grassy knoll overlooking the North Canadian 

River about seventy miles from the federal agency in Darlington, Oklahoma (Mann 1997,100). 

The school first opened its doors in 1882 CE as an industrial boarding school with a curriculum 

emphasizing training in technical skills including agriculture, blacksmithing, animal husbandry 

as well as domestic arts such as sewing and cooking. In 1898 CE, a mere 15 students enrolled, 

reflecting Cheyenne and Arapaho disinterest and, for some, outright resistance to Euro-American 

education. By the time that Jesse Bratley arrived at Cantonment in 1899 CE, an average of 82 

students were in attendance (Jones 1900).  

While employed at Cantonment Bratley took over two dozen photographs that provide a 

window into this dynamic period in C-A history, including the introduction of the ration system 

and the adoption of Western-style housing (Berthrong 1992). The vast majority of Bratley’s 

images from Cantonment depict boarding school life. These photographs served as a form of 

propaganda intended to document the success of the American Indian education system. For 

educators, the camera was a powerful political tool. Unlike paintings which were seen as 

subjective interpretations, photography was ‘evidence’ which could me marshalled by scientific, 

legal, and political apparatuses (Tagg 1988, 66). Fredrik Barth has referred to this dimension of 

photography as the stadium, “the realm of the photograph as informant and tool of socialization” 

and that conforms to the dominant cultural perceptions of the viewer (Bohrer 2011, 187). Captain 



Richard Pratt pioneered the use of photography to demonstrate the success of the American 

Indian education system at Carlisle (Margolis 2004). According to Pratt, the goal of education 

was to transform Native people from savages into civilized self-sufficient members of the 

emerging American nation. Within Pratt’s vision, photographs documented external changes in 

attire and comportment in order to demonstrate internal changes in the soul.  

For Euro-American spectators, photographs of Native students dressed in uniforms with 

cropped hair standing in neat lines conformed to and confirmed the assimilationist logic that 

informed federal Indian policy during the early twentieth century. According to this logic, there 

was a direct connection between undeveloped bodies and uncivilized minds (Lomawaima 1993, 

228). By altering indigenous bodies through labor and dress, boarding schools helped Native 

people evolve into proper citizens—defined in the minds of government officials as industrious, 

Christian, self-supporting, and patriotic. Bratley’s images, and others like them, offered proof to 

skeptics that Native people were not only capable of change but that they were well on their way 

towards achieving full assimilation into American society.  

In recording the physical transformation of Cheyenne and Arapaho children, Bratley’s 

camera documented the exercise of colonial power over Native bodies. (Tagg 1988). Subject to a 

strict military-style curriculum, students at Cantonment wore standardized uniforms and cropped 

haircuts (Figure 1).  

[Figure 1 near here] 

Federal employees, like Bratley, exercised biopolitical power over Native bodies by altering 

student’s appearance and changing their social habits through marching drills, chores, and 

training in Euro-American domestic arts and technical industries. As the subject of biopolitics, 



the body is a publicly charged field upon which “power relations have an immediate hold; “they 

invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit 

signs” (Foucault 1995, 5). By documenting these corporal acts of disciplining, Bratley’s camera 

served as tool for the exercise of biopolitical power. 

After Bratley retired from the Indian Service in 1902, he began sharing his photographs 

of Indian school life with a wider audience in the form of slide show presentations while living 

in Wichita, Kansas. In these public presentations, Bratley often juxtaposed images of 

“traditional” practices with photographs demonstrating the changing nature of daily life. In a 

presentation entitled “J.H. Bratley’s Indian and Western scenes”, he displayed a shocking image 

of a Cheyenne tree burial (Bratley 1902). The stadium of this image reinforced the belief that 

Native people were pagan and uncivilized for the friends, family, and townsfolk who saw it. In 

the accompanying slide show script, Bratley wrote the following note: “This is two miles out 

from Cantonment school. A few years ago this was a common way of burying among the tribes 

of the plains”(Bratley n.d.-a). Bratley’s description draws the audience’s attention to the rapidly 

changing nature of Cheyenne social practices thereby confirming an assimilationist rhetoric.  

Immediately preceding this burial image is a photograph of Cheyenne and Arapaho 

women dressed in Euro-American clothing receiving federally issued rations of beef. The 

juxtaposition of these two pictures reinforces the narrative of rapid and eminent acculturation by 

providing visual proof that Native people were adopting Western forms of dressing and eating. 

Following Bratley’s slide show, Pastor J.L. Hoyt offered the following description, “His nine 

years’ experience as an educator of the Indians in various parts of the West has equipped him as 

few others to give reliable information on the dying race, and the territories still inhabited” (Hoyt 

1902). Hoyt’s flattering comments draw a direct connection between Bratley’s photographs and 



the belief that authentic Native people were rapidly disappearing, either through acculturation or 

because of martial violence. Furthermore, Hoyt’s statement indicates that Bratley was perceived 

by other Anglo-Americans as a credible expert on the status of American Indians because of his 

experiences on the frontier as an Indian schoolteacher.  

Commenting on his time as a schoolteacher Bratley wrote in a personal journal that, “It 

fills my heart with much joy to look at photographs and stereoscopic views we made while 

among the Indians. It is a great satisfaction and joy to live over many of our experiences out on 

the reservations” (Bratley n.d.-b, 101). Bratley’s statement not only suggests that he viewed his 

tenure as an American Indian teacher as a success but that these feelings were directly evoked by 

looking through photographs documenting the changing character of daily life on the reservation. 

During an interview with the Wichita Beacon in 1901 Bratley offered a similarly uplifting 

commentary on the education system, “Mr. Bratley thinks the day and boarding schools are 

doing good work towards civilizing the Indians” ("Had Experience in Teaching Indians" 

1901).Bratley’s sentiments echo the widely held belief among early twentieth-century Euro-

Americans in the uplifting power of education (Dippie 1982). 

While early twentieth-century viewers may have interpreted these photographs as proof 

of the assimilation project, for many Cheyenne and Arapaho tribal members these images evoked 

a different set of narratives, many of which reflect feelings of trauma and cultural alienation. In 

reference to an image, depicting students at Cantonment lined up in orderly rows and wearing 

uniforms (Figure 1), Arapaho tribal member Patricia Gonzalez shared the following story about 

her mother, Clare Whitehat, who attended Cantonment between the ages of 5 and 10  

She had a lot of corns and hammertoes, and I asked her how come 

your feet are like that? She said that when they took them to that 



school, they gave them shoes, and it was not like they sized them, 

they just gave them. And she said her shoes were too small, and it 

damaged her feet for life (Gonzalez 2016). 

Many Native students who attended chronically underfunded boarding schools shared Whitehat’s 

experience of wearing ill-fitting clothes and shoes. The physical damage caused by these 

acculturative practices served as daily reminders of these traumatic events (DeMarni Cromer et 

al. 2018). Accompanying these fleshly injuries are psychic wounds caused by the intentional 

destruction of family units. Legally mandated boarding school attendance had a negative impact 

on parenting, often leading to the unconscious intergenerational transmission of trauma 

(DeMarni Cromer et al. 2018,103). Gonzalez directly identified the long-term negative impact of 

these experiences on her mother stating, “the initial impact was just really bad on them and it 

came down the generations”(Gonzalez 2016).  

Arapaho tribal member Fred Mosquida discussed the psychological impact of boarding 

schools in reference to his mother’s experiences at Concho boarding school 

I think the boarding schools were like a scary place, you didn’t 

want to go there cause [sic] you would be treated mean, you know. 

They are real strict...And that’s kind of the idea I got by listening 

to them talk about these boarding schools. That it was a mean evil 

place, you couldn’t get away, you had to stay there, you know (F. 

Mosquida 2016). 

Cheyenne tribal member Gordon Yellowman also talked about the damaging effects of the 

American Indian school system 



We weren’t allowed to speak our language any longer…and so, we 

learned to speak the English, they would put soap in their mouth if they 

would try to speak their language, and the matron’s would do that. And so 

they punished them, and part of that punishment was physical and mental, 

it affected their psyche, their mental psyche. And that remained in their 

brain, it was dysfunction. But before we lived in harmony, we were in 

balance, we lived in harmony. So that created a kind of fear, not that 

education value, but the matron values of being punished. The whipping 

them, the cutting their hair, taking away their moccasins and giving them 

brown hard shoes. And these brown hard shoes created what? Blisters. 

And so the physical pain on their feet and their mouths, and you go eat 

what you gotta [sic] eat, and you’re not going to eat your buffalo and your 

traditional food. And it was that transition that affected them (Yellowman 

2016).  

 
Yellowman’s comments draw attention to both the physical pain experienced by many children 

within boarding schools as well as the psychological impact of being forced to change their way 

of speaking, dressing, and eating. As suggested by Yellowman’s statement about learning the 

“matron values of being punished”, Indian schooling replaced traditional forms of sociality with 

Western notions of proper behavior, relationships, and beliefs. The violent enforcement of these 

new “values” was the mechanisms through which trauma has been transmitted from one 

generation to the next (Cole 2006, 115).  

While many interviewees shared negative stories about the boarding school era, not all 

tribal members opposed formal education or viewed their experiences as traumatic. For example, 



in reminiscing about his mother Lucy Yellowhawk Williams who attended Cantonment in the 

early 1900s, Cheyenne tribal member Ferrell Williams stated that most of the stories his mother 

shared were comical (Williams 2016). This palimpsest of positive and negative memories exists 

within a longer history of acceptance and resistance to the American Indian education system. 

According to Agent Woodson’s report to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, “The Arapahos 

uniformly exhibit a willingness to educate their children, but the Cheyenne’s reluctantly place 

their children in school. The withholding of rations does not always effect the desired result” 

(Woodson 1899, 285). During the late nineteenth century, Arapaho leaders, such as Little Raven, 

Left Hand, Yellow Ear, White Shield, Wolf Face, Bob Tail, and Big Horses officially promoted 

school attendance and even went so far as to volunteer their children to attend off-reservation 

boarding schools (Fowler 2002, 24). In contrast, many Cheyenne leaders continued to object to 

the boarding school system well into the twentieth century.  

A statement by Cheyenne tribal member Chester Whiteman summarizes the diversity of 

ways that tribal members responded to education 

It kind of [sic] went both ways I guess, some rebelled against it; 

some accepted it. Some got into the army and were scouts and 

different things like that for the military and some just went back 

to being Indian. Played their little game for a while and then went 

back to being Indian. (C. Whiteman 2016). 

 
Whiteman’s statement suggests that for some tribal members, attending government-sponsored 

schools was not a zero sum game in which they had to exchange being “Indian” for being 

“White”. This sentiment runs counter to the assimilationist vision underlying federal Indian 

policy. Instead of abandoning savagery for civilization as Bratley’s photos suggest, Cheyenne 



and Arapaho tribal members continued to participate in culturally integrative practices while 

adapting to the changing realities of reservation life.  

The Spectral form of Intergenerational Trauma 

For many interviewees, Bratley’s images of Cantonment prompted statements about haunting. 

Whether we believe these ghosts to be empirically factual is less important than understanding 

there social effects. The ghost sightings described by tribal members offer insights into the 

historical memory of the C-A community, revealing the places and events that evoke lingering 

feelings of grief, morning, terror, and regret (Hudson 2017: 1).  

Some tribal members who spoke about hauntings made the disclaimer that they had never 

personally seen ghosts. For example, Cheyenne tribal member Marie Whiteman simply stated : 

“I just heard that it [Cantonment] was real haunted, but I never did hear any stories” (M. 

Whiteman 2016). Whiteman’s statement references a secondary form of haunting. Unlike 

primary hauntings in which there is an immediate and intense encounter between the spirit and 

the person experiencing the haunting, secondary hauntings engage with a broader set of spirits 

whose relation to the deceased is less intimate or direct (Lincoln and Lincoln 2015, 200). Rather 

than expressions of trauma associated with a direct ancestor, these ghost stories represent the 

collective psychological state of the community (Lincoln and Lincoln 2015, 201). Supporting 

this contention is the fact that although personal attitudes towards education differed among 

tribal members, interviewees from both sides of this issue shared ghost stories. This suggests that 

there is no direct connection between familial support or opposition towards the American Indian 

education system and hauntings.  



The clinical work of Nicholas Abraham and Maria Torok (1994) offers insights into the 

reported sightings of ghosts at decommissioned boarding schools. In L’Ecorce Et Le Noyau, 

Abraham and Torok employ a psychoanalytic approach, which focuses on the effects of 

undisclosed trauma on the lives of descendants. Within this framework, ghosts are understood as 

“transgenerational phantoms” (Abraham and Torok 1994, 165-205). The phantoms are psychic 

projections of the interpersonal and transgenerational consequences of silences (Rand 1990, 60). 

Read through this interpretive lens, the ghost stories shared by tribal members represent 

encrypted narratives of unspeakable secrets (Davis 2005, 374). The phantom’s secret is 

unspeakable because it is the subject of intense shame caused by unresolved grief over cultural 

loss (Davis 2005, 378).  

The expression of grief is inhibited both intrapsychically through shame as well as being 

socially disenfranchised through cultural prohibitions on grieving practices (Brave Heart and 

DeBruyn 1998, 63). According to dominant Euro-American cultural norms, grief is an 

appropriate emotion for the immediate nuclear family in the directly affected generation. As a 

result of these foreign cultural taboos on the expression of grief, subsequent generations of C-A 

people have been barred from articulating feelings of sorrow associated with distant ancestors 

and extended kin (Brave Heart and DeBruyn 1998, 63). Furthermore, this unresolved grief is 

“disenfranchised” in that the historical losses experienced by Cheyenne and Arapaho people has 

gone largely unacknowledged on a National scale thereby denying survivors the opportunity to 

mourn these events (Brave Heart and DeBruyn 1998, 63). Cheyenne and Arapaho people 

continue to live within the system that sought to eradicate their people and culture. This system 

not only imposes foreign values but also enforces dominant narratives of disappearance that 

marginalize and disenfranchise Native people. The lack of public acknowledgment of this 



devastating period in American history along with the absence of institutional support for those 

experiencing intergenerational historical trauma has inhibited the expression of grief by many 

Native peoples.  

Although some tribal members believed that silence offered the best way of living with 

these ghosts, others conveyed a need to talk about America’s violent past and to have this history 

recorded. For example, Cheyenne tribal member Rita Black said that knowing about this period 

in the community’s history is, “very important because they need to remember their Indian 

parents, then they got great grandparents, and grandmas and grandpas, uncles and aunts…Its 

really good for them to know their heritage and culture” (Black 2016). By keeping stories about 

traumatic places and events circulating among the community, these oral histories raise these 

events to the level of mass consciousness. In doing so, these ghost stories affirm a collective 

cultural identity rooted in resiliency. 

Fred Mosquida shared a similar sentiment concerning the need to share stories about the 

history of colonization 

I think it’s important because it kind of shows where we came 

from, as far as when we came into Oklahoma. After the Medicine 

Lodge Treaty everybody, we tried to stay at fort supply, well that 

was the Cherokee Outlet, so the next place south was Cantonment. 

So all our people, everybody that is descendants of the Cheyenne-

Arapaho came through Cantonment. They all came through there. 

Then from there the chiefs started to spread out to different areas. I 

think it’s important because it show where we came from and why 

some of the things we still do…(F. Mosquida 2016) 



Mosquida’s statement links Cantonment’s use as a boarding school to the larger history of 

Cheyenne and Arapaho peoples. Clinical psychologists who work with indigenous people 

promote a model of healing that rests on the recognition of a shared history and the survival of 

the group. Within this model of healing, open discussions of family history before and after 

colonization has been shown to raise awareness of trauma and its impact. Furthermore, the 

process of sharing stories can have a cathartic sense of relief and a lead to a reduction in grief 

affects (Duran et al. 1998, 351). Accordingly, sharing stories, including ghost stories, about 

American colonization and the Indian school experience provides an outlet for the emotional 

expression of pain, the recognition of a shared history, as well as the survival of the group (Brave 

Heart and DeBruyn 1998, 66-67).  

Layered Landscapes of Historical Trauma 

Many of the stories shared by tribal members referenced a deep history of cultural loss. This 

history of trauma can be traced across six general phases (Duran et al. 1998). The social lives of 

Native people were radically disrupted during the first phase of contact. For Cheyenne and 

Arapaho peoples, this period began in the eighteenth century as they increasingly interacted with 

Spanish administrators through the lucrative trade in horses (Fowler 2001). Economic 

competition proceeded contact causing the physical and spiritual loss of sustenance, as 

exemplified by the deliberate destruction of the Plains bison population by the American military 

during the nineteenth century (Duran et al. 1998, 343). Persistent and violent conflict with Euro-

American settlers characterized the invasion war era for C-A peoples. This third period of trauma 

was marked by the tragic massacre of over 150 Cheyenne and Arapaho people camping along 

the Sand Creek in eastern Colorado in 1864 (Scott 2009).  



The soul wound created by these early phases of colonization was exacerbated by the 

confinement of Cheyenne and Arapaho people onto a reservation in 1869 (Parker 1869). The 

American Indian school period represents the fifth phase of accumulative trauma experienced by 

the community. Within Indian schools, C-A children were deprived of culturally integrative 

behaviors associated with traditional kinship networks and social practices, which directly 

contribute to individual self-esteem, identity, and a sense of communal belonging. In addition to 

social alienation, many individuals attending boarding schools learned abusive physical, sexual, 

and emotional behaviors—behaviors that were passed on to subsequent generations. The 

relocation of many Cheyenne and Arapaho tribal members into large metropolitan areas during 

the 1950s marks the final phase of colonial trauma (Duran et al. 1998, 344). In line with the 

acculturative mission underpinning the American Indian education system schools, the relocation 

program was intended to assimilate Native people into American society. Gonzalez, whose 

family moved to Los Angeles in 1955, reflected on the impact of this program: “I think at that 

time we didn’t even know we were Indians, because me and my brother would be like, look 

there’s some Indians, and my mother would say you’re Indian” (Gonzalez 2016). Gonzalez’s 

comments reflect the devastating impact that acculturation policies had on the individual and 

collective identity of tribal members.  

Boarding school landscapes, like Cantonment, are palimpsests that materially mark the 

compounding sense of loss caused by these six phases of colonization. The accumulative nature 

of historical trauma is reflected in a memory shared by Arapaho tribal member Fred Mosquida 

about a ghost sighting at Cantonment: there was “a prisoner that was in that cell and would come 

around the side of the building around evening time, like I said I’ve never seen it” (F. Mosquida 

2016). This ghost is part of a haunted landscape, comprised of multiple memories of death, 



abuse, alienation, and emotional pain (Hudson 2017: 17). Cantonment’s use as a military 

barracks connects the school to a larger history of colonization and violence rather than a 

specific experience of trauma.  

Built in 1878, Cantonment served to ease settler anxieties over northern Cheyenne raiding in 

western Kansas and Nebraska. Under the direction of Lieutenant Colonel Richard I. Dodge, four 

companies of the twenty-third infantry occupied the modest army post, which consisted of a 

simple commissary, hospital, and officer’s barracks (Faulk et al. 1978). The barracks were 

abandoned following the confinement of the northern Cheyenne to the C-A reservation in 1882. 

During the early 1880s, twenty-eight Arapaho families under the leadership of Little Raven, 

Heap of Bear, and Yellow Bear choose to camp along the Canadian near the former military 

outpost (Fowler 2002, 14-15). As with other locations in the area, prestigious headman began to 

attract other families, including Scabby Bull who led a large group of ten families. The 

aggregation of influential Arapaho families near Cantonment made it an ideal location to initiate 

an educational program. Taking up this opportunity, the federal government encouraged 

Mennonite missionaries to renovate the barracks and reopen the building as a boarding school. In 

1898, ownership of the school transferred to the Department of the Interior, who continued to 

operate it as a boarding school for Cheyenne and Arapaho youth.  

While Cantonment’s transformation from barracks to boarding school marked a shift in 

strategy, the underlying policy goal of forceful and complete domination remained. Arapaho 

tribal member Ray Mosquida shared the following story told to him by his grandmother Myrtle 

Lincoln Howling Buffalo, who attended Cantonment during this transitional moment, “we would 

go [to Cantonment] and she would tell us this is where the soldiers would march and train their 

mules, and we used to find the casing from their bullets, and their buttons” (R. Mosquida 2016)). 



The drills described by Myrtle conveyed to tribal onlookers the government’s martial force, 

which could be unleashed at a moment’s notice. While it is difficult to determine how Myrtle 

may have felt witnessing these military drills, the message of authority and martial occupation 

was certainly clear.  

Bratley’s photographs of Cantonment and its surrounding landscape capture the exercise of 

colonial power. Following Pratt’s model, photographers took panoramic shots of boarding school 

buildings, grounds, and agricultural fields. In portraying American Indian schools as visually 

imposing entities, these images conveyed the totalizing mission of the system and impressed 

upon the viewer the power of the institution (Figure 2).  

[Figure 2 near here] 

The stately grounds associated with Cantonment, are “powered landscapes”(Surface-Evans 

2016, 576). The construction of permanent imposing structures and large-scale agricultural plots 

at boarding schools are material markers, which signaled the federal government’s control over 

land previously inhabited by indigenous peoples. Such acts of landscape transformation 

reinforced the government’s supremacy over Native bodies while legitimizing the authority of 

Euro-American instructors.  

The haunting stories shared by tribal members suggest that there is a significant overlap 

between sites of martial violence and the construction of boarding schools. These narratives 

represent psychological gaps within living descendants created by suppressed grief associated 

with the shared experience of colonial violence (Rand 1990, 61). For example, Chester 

Whiteman shared the following story the Red Moon boarding school 



We would leave from town [Hammond] and go down to the river 

where the old Indian camp used to be. And we would just stand on 

the river all day and just follow the river until we would end up at 

Red Moon…. So we’d just go along the river, and we’d get hungry, 

and get to Red Moon, and we would pick pears and sit on the porch, 

and walk around the school and stuff. You know it was clean, clean-

clean, like someone swept it out. And we’d be sitting there and then 

you would hear glass bust upstairs, and people start moving around 

… The sun would be about to go down, around that time is when it 

would start happening (C. Whiteman 2016) . 

There are many reasons why Red Moon is considered haunted by some tribal members. As 

alluded to by Whiteman, Red Moon was located on the Washita River, only a few miles east 

from the site of the Washita massacre. In November of 1868, the 7th U.S. Cavalry under the 

direction of General George Custer launched a surprise attack against 250 southern Cheyenne 

under the leadership of Chief Black Kettle (Brill 1938). The attack struck a definitive blow 

against hostile Plains communities who continued raiding Euro-American settlers in the region 

after the annual supplies promised in the 1867 Treaty of Medicine Lodge failed to arrive. In a 

report written 10 days after the battle, Custer described the outcome of the encounter in shocking 

detail 

The bodies of nearly all the warriors killed in the fight had been 

concealed or removed while those of the Squaws and Children, 

who had been slain in the excitement and confusion of the first 

charge as well as in self-defense were wrapped in blankets and 



bound with [lariat’s] preparatory to removal and burial…a 

thorough examination of the immediate battle ground failed to 

discover anything worthy of special report, except that Indian 

bodies were found which had [inserted: not] previously been 

reported in my first dispatch, and which went to prove, what we 

are all aware of now, that the enemy's loss in killed warriors far 

exceeded the numbers (103) one hundred and three, first reported 

by me (Custer 1868, 2).  

The Washita massacre had a devastating effect on Cheyenne morale, leading many tribal 

members to accept reservation life. Within the collective memory of the Cheyenne community, 

the tragic loss of life and freedom associated with this place contributes to the intergenerational 

trauma experienced by descendants of which hauntings is one manifestation.  

Despite the trauma associated with the Washita massacre, by the 1890s, nearly 200 

Cheyenne parents and children under the leadership of Red Moon returned to camp along the 

south bank of the river, making the area an ideal location for a school (Mann 1997, 94). In 1896, 

a school opened and named, perhaps symbolically, after Red Moon, a Cheyenne leader who had 

previously vehemently resisted American colonization. As with other boarding schools, the Red 

Moon School received scarce financial support and infectious disease had devastating effects on 

its pupils. Within one year of opening, five pupils died from tuberculosis (Mann 1997, 95). In 

addition to physical suffering, legally mandated attendance at reservation schools often caused 

profound psychological pain for children removed from their parents and prevented, often 

forcibly, from practicing their cultural beliefs and speaking their language. The emotional strain 

experienced by Native children at Red Moon may be another cause of the haunting stories 



associated with boarding schools on the Cheyenne-Arapaho reservation. The sense of loss 

associated with the boarding school era added an additional layer of trauma to places like 

Washita River, Cantonment, and Concho; distress that manifested itself in the form of 

intergenerational un-resolved grief.  

Conclusion  

Bratley’s photographs occupy a complex position within this discussion of historical trauma and 

disenfranchised grief. In documenting the exercise of biopolitical power over Native bodies, 

Bratley’s images were a form of political propaganda. By providing “objective” proof of the 

transformation of Cheyenne and Arapaho students who had seemingly adopted Euro-American 

attire and values, these images promote the federal government’s policy of assimilation. In other 

words, the stadium of these images confirmed for twentieth century viewers, including Bratley 

himself, dominant narratives about the capacity of Native people to evolve quickly and 

completely out of barbarism.  

For tribal members, however, Bratley’s photographs evoked recollections of 

accumulative trauma. These alternative narratives reveal the horrors of settler colonialism. The 

memories shared by tribal members help to deconstruct dominant modes of American memory 

making which have created an aura of shame and guilt around the expression of trauma caused 

by colonization (Dziuban 2014,129). In this role, oral histories serve as educational tools, which 

can raise awareness around the trauma experienced by Cheyenne and Arapaho people and push 

back against National efforts to forget or deny culpability.  

Although, the stories discussed here were not shared in a therapy context, they may offer 

a pathway to healing through the affirmation of a collective identity rooted in persistence. These 

personal narratives can be marshalled to create a counter memory that incorporates this critical 



period of America’s history into the national consciousness (Dziuban 2014, 118-119). In sharing 

these stories with a broader audience, this article seeks to increase public awareness of the 

complex history of historical loss experienced by Cheyenne and Arapaho people and to provoke 

a more public acknowledgement of the trauma caused by American colonization. In moving a 

larger group to remembrance these narratives of cultural loss may serve as one means of 

redressing the structural forms of alienation which indigenous communities experience at the 

hands of settler colonialism (Lincoln and Lincoln 2015, 201).  
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Figure 1: Sixty-four Cheyenne and Arapaho students lined up in neat rows in front on the school 
wearing “civilized dress”. Cheyenne and Arapaho Reservation, Oklahoma, 1899-1900. (BR61-
378). ©DENVER MUSEUM OF NATURE AND SCIENCE. 

Figure 2. The main building of the Cantonment boarding school. Cheyenne and Arapaho 
Reservation, Oklahoma, 1899-1900. (BR61-376). ©DENVER MUSEUM OF NATURE AND 
SCIENCE.  

 


