oklahoma historical society dawes rolls

Oklahoma Historical Society Dawes Rolls have played a critical role in the historical
documentation and identity of Native American tribes in the United States, particularly
the Five Civilized Tribes. This article delves into the significance of the Dawes Rolls, the
processes involved, and their lasting impact on tribal members and genealogical research.

Understanding the Dawes Rolls

The Dawes Rolls, officially known as the "Final Rolls of Citizens and Freedmen of the Five
Civilized Tribes in Indian Territory," were created under the Dawes Act of 1887. This
legislation aimed to assimilate Native Americans into American society by allotting them
individual plots of land and granting U.S. citizenship. The Dawes Rolls specifically
documented members of the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, and Seminole tribes.

The Purpose of the Dawes Act

- Assimilation: The Dawes Act was designed to end communal land ownership among
Native American tribes, promoting individual land ownership and integration into
American culture.

- Land Allotment: Each eligible Native American received a designated parcel of land, with
the remainder being sold to non-Native settlers.

- Census: The Dawes Rolls served as a census, listing individuals who were eligible for
land allotments and citizenship.

Creation of the Dawes Rolls

The process of creating the Dawes Rolls began in 1898 and continued until 1914. Here are
the key steps involved:

1. Enrollment Process: Tribal members were required to apply for enrollment, providing
proof of their tribal affiliation and lineage.

2. Commissioners: The U.S. government appointed a commission, known as the Dawes
Commission, to oversee the enrollment process and verify the authenticity of applicants
claims.

3. Verification: Applicants had to provide documentation, such as birth certificates,
marriage licenses, and other records, to substantiate their claims to tribal membership.
4. Final Rolls: After a thorough review, the Dawes Commission compiled the Final Rolls,
which listed individuals who were accepted as members of their respective tribes.
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Significance of the Dawes Rolls

The Oklahoma Historical Society Dawes Rolls are not just a list of names; they hold
immense historical, legal, and cultural significance.

Legal Implications

- Eligibility for Land Allotments: The rolls determined who was eligible for land allotments,
which have been a source of economic stability for many tribal families.

- Citizenship: Enrollment in the Dawes Rolls granted individuals U.S. citizenship, a
significant legal status that allowed them access to rights and privileges previously denied
to Native Americans.

- Tribal Membership: The rolls have become a foundational document for determining
tribal membership, often used in legal cases related to tribal rights and benefits.

Cultural Importance

- Identity and Heritage: The Dawes Rolls serve as a connection to ancestry for many
Native Americans, helping individuals trace their lineage and understand their cultural
heritage.

- Historical Context: The rolls provide insight into the history of the Five Civilized Tribes,
including the effects of federal policies on their communities and lifestyles.

Genealogical Research

For many individuals, the Dawes Rolls are a crucial resource for genealogical research.
Here’s how they are used:

- Tracing Ancestry: The rolls list individuals, their familial relationships, and their tribal
affiliations, making them invaluable for those researching their Native American roots.

- Documentation of Claims: The rolls serve as official documentation of tribal membership,
which can be essential for descendants seeking recognition or benefits from tribes.

Challenges and Controversies

While the Dawes Rolls have been instrumental in documenting the histories of Native
American tribes, they are not without their challenges and controversies.

Inaccuracies and Disputes



- Errors in Enrollment: Many individuals were incorrectly enrolled or left off the rolls
entirely due to administrative errors or lack of proper documentation.

- Disputes Over Tribal Membership: The rolls have been the source of disputes over tribal
membership, with some individuals contesting their exclusion or the exclusion of their
ancestors.

Impact on Tribal Sovereignty

- Loss of Land: The Dawes Act and the subsequent enrollment process resulted in
significant loss of tribal land, with many Native Americans seeing their communal lands
divided and diminished.

- Government Control: Critics argue that the rolls and the Dawes Act represented a move
towards increased government control over tribal affairs, undermining traditional
governance systems.

Accessing the Dawes Rolls

The Oklahoma Historical Society Dawes Rolls are accessible to the public, providing an
essential resource for researchers, historians, and tribal members. Here are some ways to
access these rolls:

1. Online Databases: The Oklahoma Historical Society has digitized many of the Dawes
Rolls, making them available online for easy access.

2. Physical Archives: For those who prefer to conduct in-person research, the Oklahoma
Historical Society’s archives house original documents and additional resources related to
the Dawes Rolls.

3. Genealogical Societies: Various genealogical societies focus on Native American
ancestry and may offer assistance in navigating the Dawes Rolls and other related
documents.

Steps to Conduct Research

If you are interested in researching the Dawes Rolls, consider the following steps:

- Gather Information: Collect any known details about your ancestors, including names,
dates of birth, and tribal affiliations.

- Use Online Resources: Start with online databases to search the Dawes Rolls for your
ancestors.

- Consult Experts: Reach out to genealogical societies or historians specializing in Native
American research for guidance.

- Visit Archives: If necessary, visit the Oklahoma Historical Society or other relevant
archives to access original records.



Conclusion

The Oklahoma Historical Society Dawes Rolls are a testament to a complex and often
painful chapter in the history of Native Americans in the United States. They represent a
unique intersection of legal, cultural, and historical narratives, offering insights into the
lives of those who lived through this transformative era. For descendants and researchers
alike, the Dawes Rolls continue to be a vital resource for understanding identity, heritage,
and the ongoing legacy of Native American tribes in the face of systemic change. As we
reflect on the significance of these rolls, it is essential to recognize both their
contributions to genealogical research and the broader implications of the policies that led
to their creation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the Dawes Rolls?

The Dawes Rolls are a series of rolls compiled by the U.S. government in the late 19th and
early 20th centuries to document the members of the Five Civilized Tribes in Oklahoma,
primarily for the purpose of allotting land.

Who were the Five Civilized Tribes involved in the
Dawes Rolls?

The Five Civilized Tribes include the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, and Seminole
nations, each of which had their members listed in the Dawes Rolls.

Why were the Dawes Rolls created?

The Dawes Rolls were created to facilitate the allotment of tribal lands to individual
members, aiming to assimilate Native Americans into American society and reduce the
size of tribal land holdings.

How can individuals access their ancestry information
from the Dawes Rolls?

Individuals can access their ancestry information from the Dawes Rolls through the
Oklahoma Historical Society's website, where digitized records are available for public
viewing.

What impact did the Dawes Act have on Native
American tribes?

The Dawes Act, which led to the creation of the Dawes Rolls, significantly reduced tribal
landholdings, often resulting in the loss of communal lands and the fragmentation of tribal
identities.



What is the significance of the Dawes Rolls in Native
American history?

The Dawes Rolls hold significant historical value as they represent a critical point in the
relationship between Native Americans and the U.S. government, marking a shift towards
individual land ownership and the erosion of tribal sovereignty.

Are the Dawes Rolls considered a reliable source for
genealogical research?

Yes, the Dawes Rolls are considered a reliable source for genealogical research, as they
provide official documentation of tribal membership and family relationships during a
specific historical period.

What challenges do researchers face when using the
Dawes Rolls for genealogy?

Researchers may face challenges such as incomplete records, variations in spelling of
names, and the complexities of tribal enrollment criteria that can affect their ability to
trace lineage accurately.
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