
The Words of Chief Joseph? 
 
Hear me, my chiefs, my heart is sick and sad. From where the sun now stands I will fight no more forever. 
– Chief Joseph, 1877 
 
As an impressionable preteen, my love of history began when I read the great YA author Scott O’Dell’s 
Thunder Rolling in the Mountains. The novel tells the story of the Nez Perce resistance and flight of 
1877, which is still one of my favorite historical episodes. I admired the Nez Perce’s courage and 
determination, all placed against the backdrop of the rugged country I love (the deep river gorges, high 
prairies, and mountain passes of North Central Idaho and Western Montana). As a teenager, I cried my 
eyes out watching Joseph hand over his rifle, utter his now famous words, draw a blanket over his head, 
and weep in the made-for-tv movie I Will Fight No More Forever. Such eloquence and dignity from a 
man who had just lost everything. I was devastated to read, embarrassingly recently, that they may not 
really have been Joseph’s.  
 
On October 5, 1877, the Nez Perce’s flight came to an end in the shadows of the Bear Paw Mountains in 
North Central Montana.* Over the course of five days, Joseph and the other chiefs watched the 
members of their bands, and one another, huddle in freezing dirt shelter pits, desperately flee towards 
Canada, or die of disease, starvation, or wounds.  Those left had no choice but to surrender. Here is 
where Joseph’s heart-rending speech, quite possibly the most famous part of the entire Nez Perce saga, 
was allegedly given. However, if the speech was so memorable and important, why wasn’t it included, 
or even mentioned, in most initial reports of the incident? The first newspaper reports of the surrender, 
published by an eyewitness reporter, make no mention of the speech, but detail everything else about 
Joseph, including his clothing and body posture. [1]  
 
Only one immediate report included the draft of the speech. General Howard’s official report to the 
Secretary of War included the speech in its entirety. The problem lies, though, in how it was included. 
The original draft of Howard’s report was written by two people: Howard himself and Lt. Charles E. S. 
Wood. The text immediately preceding the surrender speech is in Wood’s handwriting, but the draft 
doesn’t include the speech at all. Rather, it boasts a blank space with, in Wood’s hand, the words “’Here 
insert Joseph’s reply to the demand for surrender.’”... [2] 
 
Perhaps we need to say a word here about Lt. Chas. Wood. Following his military career, Lt. Wood 
entered politics, practiced law, and then became an artist and advocate for Native American rights. He 
counted Chief Joseph among his influential Native friends and acquaintances. Now, speculation is the 
bear trap historians try to avoid at all costs, but it’s a fun dance sometimes. If they couldn’t win the 
physical battle perhaps Lt. Wood believed a little strategic embellishment could help the pitiable tribe 
win the battle of public opinion and ease their post-war circumstances. 
 
Of course, for all those that ascribe to the “Joseph Myth,” as historian Mark H. Brown has dubbed it, 
there are just as many, probably more, who refuse to believe that Joseph didn’t state those famous 
words. Just like the Betsy Ross myth, the Joseph myth has become a piece of Americana; it has taken its 
place in our national history and played a role in how we view nineteenth-century Native American 
history and policy. But, belief does not equal fact. I may not be the best historian when it comes to 
avoiding speculation, but as much as it pains me, especially in this instance, I must submit to the truth. 
And, as Joseph did say, “it does not require many words to speak the truth.” 
 
It’s still a great story, though… 



 
*I simply cannot do this epic story justice in a few hundred words, so I’m not going to try. Read Merrill 
D. Beal’s I Will Fight Now More Forever: Chief Joseph and the Nez Perce War,The Last Indian War: The 
Nez Perce Story by Elliot West for more.  
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