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We are on the ballot again, every five 

years. Please support the Museum Levy. 

Lawn signs are available at Trekker    

Designs at 1415 Main, next to the     

Museum and also Smith’s Logging    

Supplies at 5718 South 6th   

This year was the 150th anniversary of 

the Modoc War. It was important and 

tragic event in our local history. This     

issue of the Trumpeter concludes the 

several articles we have presented this 

year. We learned a lot about the strug-

gles of our Indigenous neighbors. And I 

hope we learned a new respect for them. 

Coming Events 
The Merrill Potato Festival is coming up 
October 20 and 21. The Historical     
Society will have a booth there as we 
have in the past. We do need volunteers 
to do a shift in the booth. The shifts are 
no more than a couple of hours and you 
get to meet so many nice people. 
Volunteering it is fun and we need you. 
November is our annual potluck for 
members and guests. 
Programs: 
September 28 Todd Kepple Program 
examining history of crop research, Klamath 
County Historical Society meeting, 7 p.m. 
Thursday, Sept. 28, at the Klamath County 
Museum.

October 26 Brian Hiddem US Fish and 
Wildlife. Water, Birds, and Fish 

Inside this issue 

Museum Supporters Testimonials  
Heroes or Villians by Doug Foster
Mr. Foster wrote this article for the  
Southern Oregon Historical Society in 
2001. He gave me permission to use all 
or any part of this article for the this     

issue of the Trumpeter. 

  Museum Happenings 

Check the Midge for museum details  and a list 

of other cultural happenings in the communi-

ty. Get on the list by sending your email to 

midge@co.klamath.or.us 
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SUPPORT OUR LOCAL  MUSEUMS 

Vote yes on Measure 18-131 

Because local history matters 

This measure will enable the museum to: 

•  Continue its operations 

• Continue to provide great programs and events 

• Provide care for its collections and facilities  

• Expand their online access with programs and 

announce events 

• Continue to celebrate and preserve our region’s 

many historical assests, stories, and achieve-

ments. 

This measure is a five-year levy to support the 

Klamath County Museums at 10 cents per $1000 

assessed property value. That will mean that the 

average homeowner will pay just $15 a year.  

The Klamath County Museums preserve the lar-

gest collection of historical photos, documents, 

maps, books and artifacts in Klamath County and 

the Klamath Basin.  They play hosts to thousands 

of visitors each, including our local schoolchil-

dren. They provide walking and driving tours, and        

interpretive hikes. The Museum art gallery hosts  

local artists and cultural eventes. Even the stars 

are part of the Museum tours. 

The Klamath County, Baldwin Hotel and Fort    

Klamath museums have operated on funds raised 

though tax levies since Klamath County            

discontinued funding it in 2010. 
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"My continued support of the Klamath County Museum is because it 

is important not to lose local history.  Once you dip your toe into the 

shallows of local history offered by the Museum, you will 

find the deeper you plunge, the more fascinating the history becomes. The Klamath 

County Museum, besides its interesting artifacts and presentations in the actual 

building, also provides 

 countless field trips, history walks, trolley car expeditions, 

 County bus trips, like "Old Barns of Klamath County," 

 "Modoc War auto trips," "Linkville Trail Walks," "Linkville Cemetery Walks"... to 

name just a handful  of the exciting events that have kept me a loyal supporter of 

the Klamath County Museum." 

 Marle Jandreau 

 

“Ask any anthropologist or any archaeologist, was HISTORY being made long be-

fore clay tablets, scrolls, books, phones, internet, AI?? I trained in neither field, but 

bet they’d respond, OUI, SI, DA, YEP!!  

Once an individual told me, “History is only dates.” A strange comment from one 

with a PhD from a major U.S. university (obviously not in History). 

 Aware of the person’s education level I was, for once, speechless. And the univer-

sity is in my birth state! 

 Composure regained, I could have replied: “Best go back to the university and get 

a refund for PhD costs, if that is what you gained from that prominent institution. Of 

course a person’s time and study efforts have no refund. That’s called LIFE. 

 Every day alive we’re living history; therefore, making history (like it or not)! Take 

pride in that achievement. With three county museums, WOW for Klamath County! 

Volunteer, contribute as you’re able, vote YES at election time. Enjoy, learn, meet 

new folks, live each day making History. Put your stamp on humanity.”                  

Barbara Turk 

 

“I love learning about our local history, and I love our local museums. Every time 

family and friends come to visit, the museum and the Baldwin Hotel are on our visit-

ing schedule. I am proud to take them there and they never disappoint me. They 

are always impressed and say we are so lucky to have these great places. I am 

glad that the people of Klamath County have supported and made them possible. I 

hope they continue to care and support the museums.” 

Bill Lewis 
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Heroes or Villians? 

The 1873 Modoc War Crimes Trial 

By Doug Foster 

At the end of the Modoc Indian War in 1873, at Fort Klamath, Oregon, the U. S. Army 
tried the defeated Modoc’s leaders, this was the only time in our country’s history that 
American Indians were tried for committing war crimes. All the Modoc defendants 
were found guilty of war crimes for killing two members of a Peace Commission 
“under a flag of truce.” Captain Jack, Schonchin John, Black Jim, and Boston Charley 
were hanged at Fort Klamath and two other Modocs, Slolux and Barncho, had their 
death sentences commuted to life in prison. 

“I was very proud of my great-great-

grandfather” said Lynn Schonchin, great

-great-grandson of Schonchin John. 

“He fought the U.S. Calvary for his peo-

ple. He and Captain Jack and the oth-

ers laid down their lives for their land 

and for their freedoms. They should be 

honored as patriots and heroes like… 

George Washington.  They are by the 

Indian people.” 

 Ken Tanner, chief of the Coquille Tribe, 
said that as a boy in Coos Bay he grew 
up on stories of Captain Jack: “Both my 
mother and my father looked up to Cap-
tain Jack and the Modoc people as real 
heroes. Captain Jack had the courage 
to stand up against those who sought to 
take his homeland.” 

In 1873 the national and international 
press vilified the Modocs for killing two 
peace commissioners, General Edward 
Canby and Reverend Eleazar Thomas. 
The newspapers labeled the Modocs as 
“wild beasts,” naming Captain Jack as a 
“red Judas,” calling for “an eye for an 
eye” and even “the extermination of the 
Modocs.” 

Local citizens were even more out-

raged. A Yreka, California newspaper 

labeled the killing of Canby as the 

“most dastardly assassination yet 

known in either ancient or modern his-

tory.” Canby’s death gripped the people 

like no event since the assassination of 

Lincoln. In Jacksonville, flags were 

hung at half-mast. Secretary of the In-

terior Colombus Delano, the architect 

of the Peace Commission policy, was 

hanged in effigy in Jacksonville and 

Yreka  

Some local contemporary travel bro-

chures still label Captain Jack and 

Schonchin John as “renegades” and 

“savages.” Lynn Schonchin, a retired 

Chiloquin High School history teacher 

and former chairman of the Klamath 

Tribes, says these brochures anger 

him. “I am not saying it is right to kill, “ 

he explains, but there was killing on 

both sides. “I don’t know if I’d have the 

courage to do what my great-great-

grandfather did: take on the whole     

U.S. Army, knowing he’d lose.” 
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Indeed, it was a lopsided war: fifty Mo-
docs in the lava-bed stronghold held off 
up to 1,000 soldiers for five months. 
Considering the number of Indians in-
volved, it was the most costly American 
Indian war in terms of lives lost and 
money spent. 

“There would have been no war crimes 
trial,” Schonchin said, “if the war had 
been fought to the end.” The Modocs 
were tried, he said because of all the 
media attention and because of who 
they killed: Canby, the Christian Gen-
eral,” and a missionary. Canby was the 
first and only U. S. Army general to be 
killed during the western Indian wars. 
Although eclipsed in the public mind by 
the battle of Little Big Horn three years 
later, the 1872-1873 Modoc War re-
ceived extensive national press cover-
age and was the only Indian campaign 
covered by a foreign journalist, receiv-
ing periodic headlines in the Illustrated 
London News. 

Whether one views Captain Jack and 
the other Modoc war leaders as heroes 
or villains of course depends in large 
part on one’s background and perspec-
tive, on one’s views of the nature of war 
and “war crimes,” and on one’s moral 
beliefs about the expansion of Western 
civilization into what had been, for thou-
sands of years, exclusively Indian coun-
try. Still, it can be informative to closely 
consider how the army treated the Mo-
docs after winning the war. Why did the 
army try some Modoc war leaders and 
not others? What kind of trial were the 
Modocs given? What evidence was 
considered; what was ignored? Was the 
verdict preordained? Were the pleas for 
clemency duly considered? 

The Modocs, ironically, were tried at 

Fort Klamath on the border of the Kla-

math Indian Reservation, the reserva-

tion they fought so hard to avoid. It was 

an isolated post thirty miles from the 

nearest community, Linkville (now Kla-

math Falls); 120 miles by year-round 

wagon road from the county seat, 

Jacksonville. Every Modoc who had 

participated in the war, forty-five men, 

forty-nine women and sixty-two chil-

dren, had been marched north under 

heavy guard to Fort Klamath. The Mo-

doc leaders were locked in cells in the 

post guardhouse; all the rest were con-

fined in a 100-by-50-foot stockade of 

upright pine logs, which left each Indi-

an about thirty-two square feet to 

sleep, cook, and handle sewage. 

Schonchin John and Captain Jack 
wore leg irons, and each man’s shack-
les were joined to the other’s with 
heavy metal chains. They had been 
bound together since Captain Jack’s 
surrendered and would remain so until 
their deaths. Schonchin John was a 
fortyish, dour-looking, square-jawed 
man. In Modoc, schonchis means “big 
chin.” Captain Jack’s Modoc name 
Kientpoos, literally means “Having the 
Waterbrush” (pyrosis or heartburn). He 
was a fortish, youthful-looking man with 
a handsome open face and calm intelli-
gent eyes. Like the other Modocs, they 
were dressed in cast-off dungarees or 
army pants, ragged shirts, and work 
shoes - the same clothes they’d worn 
during the war. 

The trial was held in the fort headquar-
ters building, where uniformed soldiers 
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 stood guard holding Springfield rifles 

topped with polished bayonets. The 

judges, a military commission of five  

U. S. Army officers in new dress uni-

forms, sat at a long, narrow table in the 

center of the room. The prosecutor, an 

army officer called the judge-advocate, 

sat at a table across from the judges. 

Nearby sat the court reporter and two 

interpreters. Because most Modocs 

spoke so little English, everything had 

to be translated from English to Modoc. 

A month before the trial, General Jef-
ferson Davis, Canby’s successor as 
commanding officer, said that a military 
commission to try the Modocs “should” 
be staffed by officers of high rank “who 
have no immediate connection with the 
Modoc difficulty,” and that each Modoc 
would probably get a separate trial, 
and that the process would take six 
months. In fact, Davis selected several 
officers who had fought the Modocs to 
act as their judges. All six Modocs were 
tried together; they were not represent-
ed by counsel; and their collective trial 
took only four days. 

Although military commissions were of-
ten composed of individuals with more 
of a stake in the outcome of the case 
than usually occurs in a civil trial, rarely 
were members so personally involved 
in the events leading to the charges as 
were the members of this military com-
mission. Four of the five members of 
the commission had been directly in-
volved in the Modoc War and so were 
asked to try the Modoc prisoners ac-
cused of killing their former command-
ing officer. Of these four, three had  

fought in battles against the Modocs, 

and thus had been under attack by the 

very individuals on whom they now were 

asked to pass judgement. The trial be-

gan just a month after Captain Jack was 

captured and hostilities had ceased. 

Passions were still inflamed. Alfred 

Meacham, one of the wounded peace 

commissioners and the government’s 

star witness at the Modoc trial, criticized 

the composition of the military commis-

sion, since the members’ “love for the 

memory of General Canby, together with 

the hatred for the Modoc chief, disquali-

fied them for an impartial hearing.”  

The army was incensed that a small, ill-
equipped band of Indians had killed an 
officer as popular and important as Can-
by. Canby’s Civil War duties had ranged 
from restoring order in New York City fol-
lowing the draft riots of 1863 to com-
manding the Military Division of the West 
Mississippi, which included the gulf 
states and the southwest. At the time of 
his death, Canby was not only the com-
manding officer of the Department of the 
Columbia but also acting head of the en-
tire west coast army. 

On learning of Canby’s death, General 
of the Army William Tecumseh Sherman 
advised his subordinates not to leave a 
Modoc man, woman, or child alive to 
boast of Canby’s murder. He ordered 
Col. Alvan Gillem to launch an attack, 
advising, “You will be fully justified in the 
utter extermination.” After Captain Jack 
was captured, Sherman telegraphed 
General Davis as to the disposition of 
the Modoc prisoners: “Some should be 
tried by Court Martial and shot.” 
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The Modoc defendants were accused of 

war crimes for violating a flag of truce. 

Significantly, this was the only time that 

the United States tried American Indians 

for violating the laws of war. “War consists 

largely of acts that would be criminal if 

performed in time of peace,” according to 

Professor Telford Taylor, the former army 

brigadier general who served as the lead 

military officer at the Nuremberg war 

crimes trials after World War II. But “such 

conduct is not regarded as criminal if it 

takes place in the course of war, because 

the state of war lays a blanket of immuni-

ty over the warriors.” A war crime is an 

act that “remains criminal even though 

committed in the course of war, because 

it lies outside the area of immunity pre-

scribed by the laws of war.” 

To justify trying the Modocs for war 
crimes, U. S. Attorney General George 
Williams wrote, “All the laws and customs 
of civilized warfare may not be applicable 
to an armed conflict with the Indian tribes 
on our western frontier, but the circum-
stances attending the assassination of 
Canby and Thomas are such as to make 
their murder as much a violation of the 
laws of savage as of civilized warfare, 
and the Indians concerned in it fully un-
derstood the baseness and treachery of 
their act.” 

Modoc War historian Walter Palmberg 
disagreed with the attorney general’s con-
clusion. Since the commissioners had 
been amply warned of what could be ex-
pected and knew that a state of war exist-
ed, “what followed could be interpreted as 
not necessarily against the last of war 
and certainly not as far as the Indians  

were concerned.” Recounting the many 
massacres of Indians by soldiers during 
the western Indian wars, Palmberg wryly 
noted that “obviously laws of war, flags 
of truce, and suspensions of hostilities 
were only applicable at the army’s dis-
cretion.” 

The Modocs, like other Indians, tradition-
ally fought with methods quite different 
from those of the Europeans and the 
Americans. In intertribal Indian wars al-
most all members of the enemy nation 
were legitimate targets of attack, and 
captives were rarely taken. These prac-
tices were largely a matter of necessity. 
Among other things, the Indians lacked 
prison camps in which to confine cap-
tives. One of the Modoc prisoners, Bos-
ton Charley, admitted that they hoped 
that by killing their leaders, “the other 
white men would give up and go home.” 
It was not unnatural that the Modocs 
might believe this. In intertribal wars, 
once a tribe’s leaders were killed, the 
other warriors quit fighting. The commis-
sion, arguably, should at least have con-
sidered these differences in culture and 
military methods in arriving at its conclu-
sion. 

According to Telford, war is “intrinsically 
a desperate and violent business” that 
“is not readily limitable in terms of means 
to be used in its prosecution.” Just as 
otherwise law-abiding individuals will 
commit crimes to save their own lives, 
national governments will likewise break 
international rules and treaties, if neces-
sary, for their own preservation.  

Captain Jack and his band were fighting 
for their preservation as a people in a 
David-and-Goliath war.  Jack’s warriors 
were outnumbered on the battlefield  
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more than twenty to one. And this im-

balance doesn't begin to reflect just 

how lopsided this war was. In 1870, 

The US population numbered nearly 40 

million, while the entire Modoc tribe 

numbered less than 4,000; the United 

States encompassed nearly forty mil-

lion square miles, while Captain Jack's 

band fought for the rights to a six-

square-mile reservation on their ances-

tral homeland; and the US army num-

bered more than 37,000 active-duty 

soldiers, while Jack’s band had about 

50 warriors.  

The most dramatic witness to appear at 
the Modoc war crimes trial was Alfred 
Meacham, the former Oregon Indian 
commissioner and head of the Peace 
Commission. The Modoc defendants 
were shocked to see Meacham enter 
the courtroom, since they had left him 
for dead with the bodies of Canby and 
Thomas. Meachum testified that he 
had been shot several times and 
knocked unconscious. At the trial, his 
right hand was still useless, paralyzed 
by a pistol shot through the wrist, and 
his forehead was scarred by a long 
knife wound where a Modoc had tried 
to scalp him with a pocketknife, a diffi-
cult task as Meacham was bald. 

Since the Modocs had disfigured him, 
one would expect, if anything, that he 
would be biased against them. In fact, 
Meacham later offered damaging evi-
dence against Canby. According to 
Meacham, Canby was the first to vio-
late the armistice. Unfortunately, this 
was not revealed at the trial and was 
not publicized until nearly three years  

after the trial when Meacham wrote two 

lengthy books about the Modoc War. 

The truce between the Modocs and the 

federal government, as negotiated by 

Meacham the chairman of the Peace 

Commission, provided that “no hostile 

movements”  were to be made by ei-

ther side “during the existence of the 

Armistice,” and that “no act of war” 

would be committed while negotiations 

for peace were going on. At that time 

the army was divided into two groups, 

one located twenty-five miles to the 

north of the Modoc position in the Lava 

Beds, the other twenty miles to the 

south. 

Shortly after making this agreement, 
the army captured the Modoc’s only 
band of horses, which Meacham con-
sidered a “breach of the peace” and a 
“violation of the armistice.” Both the 
Modocs and Meacham requested that 
the horses be returned, but Canby re-
fused. On March 22, the secretary of 
the interior turned over the entire con-
trol of the Peace Commission to the ar-
my. Canby, deciding to tighten the 
screws on the Modocs and force them 
to make concessions, then ordered the 
army to move forward. By the first day 
of April, the two divisions of the army 
had moved to within two miles of the 
Modoc stronghold, one on each side of 
the Modoc position. 

Meacham characterized these troop 
movements as a “breach of the com-
pact for peace negotiations.” Canby or-
dered that cannons be dragged into 
position. One of Canby’s officers 
warned the Modocs that a hundred  
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Indian scouts would arrive from Warm 

Springs to strengthen the soldiers’ 

ranks. Canby telegraphed Washington 

that he had “the army in position to com-

pel surrender.” 

On April 5, 1873, Captain Jack and 

Meacham met in the Lava Beds. At this 

fateful meeting, one week before Canby 

was killed, Jack reminded Meacham of 

their agreement that “no more prepara-

tions for war would be made” during the 

truce. Jack said, “I have kept my prom-

ise. Have you kept yours? Your soldiers 

stole my horses, you did not give them 

up, you say you want peace. Why do 

you come with so many soldiers to 

make peace? I see your men coming 

every day with big guns. Does that look 

like making peace?” 

Although the Modocs were accused of 
violating a flag of truce, no white flag 
flew at the meeting where Canby was 
killed. The expression “flag of truce,” ac-
cording to the Judge Advocate General, 
was used at the trial to mean that there 
was a “subsisting truce between the par-
ties,” a “suspension of hostilities.” Ac-
cording to Meacham, however, Canby 
had already committed acts of war in vi-
olation of the peace accord. Captain 
Jack also viewed Canby’s actions this 
way. A lawyer could have argued that 
Canby’s action nullified the terms of the 
peace accord so that no armistice was 
in effect when he was killed, and there-
fore his killing wasn't a war crime. 

It is true that Captain Jack drew a con-
cealed pistol and shot Canby while he 
was unarmed at the peace meeting held 
between the two armed camps.  

Since two members of the peace com-

mission, Meacham and L. S. Dyar, car-

ried concealed derringers that day, 

though, it was not just Modoc’s who vio-

lated the agreement to attend the meet-

ing unarmed. In any event, Captain Jack 

never denied that he killed Canby. Cap-

tain Jack 's ultimate defense was that 

the Modocs did not start the war, the ar-

my did. It could also have been argued 

that what recourse did the Modocs have 

after Canby violated the armistice 

agreement by capturing the Modoc 

horses and bringing more soldiers? 

They couldn't call up more warriors for 

there were no more warriors. They 

couldn't appeal to a neutral, international 

tribunal because one did not exist. To 

have given formal notice that Canby had 

broken the truce and that the parties 

were once again at war would have left 

Canby with a significant military ad-

vantage because of his own violations of 

the armistice. 

The military commission, nonetheless, 
convicted the Modocs of war crimes. 
Soon thereafter, humanitarians began 
petitioning the government to treat Cap-
tain Jack with leniency, citing past 
wrongs done to the Modocs, The Quak-
er group in Maryland asked President 
Grant to grant the Modocs executive 
clemency, arguing they should not be 
held to a higher standard than Indian 
fighter Ben Wright, who had slaughtered 
a group of Modocs in 1852 in violation of 
a “flag of truce.” One letter to the secre-
tary of the interior questioned why Cap-
tain Jack should be executed for killing  
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Canby, since Ben Wright had been re-
warded with an Indian agency for his 
treachery. Another east coast humani-
tarian group, The National Association 
to Promote Universal Peace, wrote 
Grant that from the Indians’ perspec-
tive, killing Canby was “just retribution” 
for the Ben Wright massacre.  

Newspapers, in response, justified 

Wright’s attack as retribution for prior 

Modoc attacks on immigrant wagon 

trains using the Applegate trail and as 

an attempt to recover two young wom-

en whom the Modocs had allegedly 

taken captive. A Yreka newspaper ran 

a story titled the “so-called” Ben Wright 

massacre, which claimed the Modocs 

had been planning treachery, and that 

Wright just beat them to the punch. A 

former editor of a Salem newspaper 

ridiculed eastern sentimentalist for 

“shedding crocodile tears in perfusion” 

about the Ben Wright attack, calling 

their version of the incident “rot.” 

What really happened in 1852? The 
historic record shows that Wright and a 
group of Yreka volunteers invited the 
Modocs to a feast. Wright’s posse 
“quite freely admitted that they planned 
treachery” at their feast, but that they 
intended to shoot the Indians not poi-
son them. According to Meacham how-
ever, witnesses claimed that Wright 
had purchased strychnine, intending to 
poison the Modocs, and he resorted to 
calling for a peace talk only when the 
Modocs declined the feast.  While 
Wright’s men were armed with rifles, 
the Modocs only had bows and arrows 
and Hudson Bay company knives. 

Wright’s posse surrounded the Modoc 

village at night. In the morning, Wright 

entered the village wearing a long sar-

ape that concealed his pistol. When 

Wright pulled out his pistol and shot 

the Modoc chief, that was the signal 

for his concealed men to begin shoot-

ing. The fleeing Modocs were 

searched out from among the sage-

brush and shot like rabbits. Long poles 

were taken from the wickiups and 

those taking refuge in the river were 

poked out and shot as they struggled 

in the water. To avoid the bullets, the 

Indians would dive and swim beneath 

the water, but watching the bubbles 

rise as they swam, the men shot them 

when they came up for air. 

Forty-one of the forty-six Modocs there 
were killed, including many women. 
None of Wright’s group was hurt. 
Schonchin John was one of the five 
survivors of the massacre. According 
to one historian, Captain Jack's father 
was one of those killed. Wright’s men 
scalped and mutilated the bodies of 
the dead Modocs. Wright even boast-
ed of the fingers and noses that he 
had cut from the bodies of the dead 
and wounded Indians. When Wright’s 
posse return to Yreka with many Mo-
doc scalps, they were feted with a big 
dance and proclaimed heroes. Two 
years later, in 1854, Oregon Indian Su-
perintendent Joe Palmer appointed 
Wright as an Indian agent in charge of 
all the tribes south of Coos Bay. 

The Ben Wright affair helps explain 
why the peace commissioners were  
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killed according to Lynn Schonchin.  

Since the Modocs’ prior experience with 

peace meetings was when Ben Wright 

slaughtered forty Modocs, he said they 

might have thought that peace meetings 

always had violent endings and decided 

to get them first. 

 In any event, learning of the Ben Wright 
massacre did not sway President Grant, 
who approved the scheduled execution 
of the Modoc leaders. On October 3, 
1873, throngs of curious spectators de-
scended on Fort Klamath to see the 
hangings. One school in Ashland de-
clared a week’s holiday so the students 
could attend. According to Lynn 
Schonchin, every member of the Modoc 
tribe was forced to watch. Peter 
Schonchin, only a teenager, and his 
young brothers and sisters had to stand 
and watch their father be hanged. He 
and the rest of Captain Jack's band 
were then shipped off to live in exile the 
distant Indian territory, now Oklahoma. 
Forcing families to watch their men die, 
said Lynn Schonchin, “was the lesson in 
power.” Forcing the tribe to watch the 
hangings, he said, was telling them, 
“They had no rights, no freedom. If you 
stand up this is what we are going to do 
to you.” 

After the execution morbid souvenir 
hunters went wild at Fort Klamath. 
Strands of the rope that had hanged 
Captain Jack and locks of his hair sold 
for as high as $5 each. One of the judg-
es of the military commission,  Lieuten-
ant George Kinsbury, mounted short 
lengths of the hangman’s hemp rope on 
printed cards that read: “The rope that 
hung the chief of the Modoc Indian Cap-
tain Jack, October 3, 1873.”  

He either gave them to friends or sold 

them. One card can still be seen at the 

Arizona State Museum in Tucson. 

When the bodies of Schonchin John 

and Captain Jack were taken from the 

scaffold, army surgeons cut off their 

heads for shipment to Washington. 

While the San Francisco Chronicle 

called this barbaric, the Army and Navy 

Journal defended it as the case of medi-

cal dissection for scientific craniology 

studies. For over a century, the two 

men’s skulls rested on the shelves at 

the Army Medical Museum and later the 

Smithsonian Institute before finally be-

ing returned to the tribe in the 1990s. 

Lynn Schonchin is still concerned for his 

great-great grandfather’s spirit: Cutting 

off Schonchin John’s head means that 

his “spirit never rests.” 

There should have been more under-

standing and compassion for Captain 

Jack’s band according to Lynn 

Schonchin, since they only wanted to 

live in freedom on their own land. Before 

the war, Captain Jack’s band even 

sought to file applications with the gov-

ernment to take a small part of their an-

cestral homeland along the Lost River, 

so that by improving the land and pay-

ing taxes, they could receive legal title 

to the three-mile plot that had a good 

fishery. But the Modocs were not al-

lowed to acquire title to any of their an-

cestral lands in this way because as In-

dians they were not considered to be 

citizens of the United States. 
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Immigrants to America left Europe be-
cause they wanted freedom of religion 
and the chance to own their own land. 
Schonchin notes once they were here, 
they treated the Indians just the way the 
kings and nobles had treated them in 
Europe. If he had been able to speak on 
behalf of Captain Jack’s band, Lynn 
Schonchin would have argued that “both 
sides made mistakes so that the only 
way to have dealt objectively with the sit-
uation would have been to try every-
body.” There is a long military tradition in 
the Schonchin family: Lynn’s uncles, 
Jackie and Ted, fought in World War II. 

Lynn served in the military too. His 
great-grandfather, Peter Schonchin was 
the youngest Modoc to fight in the Mo-
doc war. When Lynn cleans a family 
grave at the old Schonchin cemetery 
near Chiloquin, he takes special care of 
the grave of Kane Schonchin and the 
nearby grave of Kane's father, Peter. 
Kane has a bronze military grave mark-
er because he fought with the US Cal-
vary in Europe in World War One. ”We 
put the American flag by his grave,” 
Lynn says. “Kane’s father, Peter, fought 
against the US Calvary, so we put a 
feathered staff in front of his grave.” 
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Trumpeter Staff 

 

John Fortune 

Mary Nobel 

Ron Loveness 

     Marle Jandreau 
 

 

 KCHS Officers 

President: Kerry Smith 

Past President: Beatrice Naylor 

Vice President:  

Secretary:  Mary Nobel 

Treasurer: Valeree Lane 

Members at Large: 

     Rich Touslee 

     Cindy DeRosier 

     Paul O’Neal 

    Carol Mattos 

Refreshment ChairWoman; 

Angie White 

KCHS Website : 

klamathcountyhistoricalsociety.org 

 

Membership fees 

are due at the end 

of each year. 

Individual  $15.00 

Supporting  $30.00 

Life Membership 

per member 

$125.00 

Make checks        

payable to the     

Klamath County  

Historical Society 

Mail to or drop off 

at the Klamath 

County Museum 

1451 Main Street 

Klamath Falls , OR 

97601 

For those of you  who 

pay your member-

ship dues yearly, you 

are paid until the end 

of this year.  The 

2023 dues will be due    

January 1, 2024. 

Please renew and 

support the Historical 

Society 

Did you know?—The Trumpeters and 
Echoes are now online and can be 
viewed at: 
http://klamathcountyhistoricalsociety.org 

Each volume Klamath Echoes is filled 

with stories about the history of Ore-

gon and the pioneer families of the 

Klamath Basin. 

The books are available in the        

Museum gift shop fpr $10 per copy or 

$100 for all sixteen copies. They  can 

also be ordered by phone or mail. If 

they need to be mailed, there is a cost 

for shipping. The Museum address is 

1451 Main St Klamath Falls, OR 

97601 




