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ROOTS OF THE NATIVE AMERICAN URBAN EXPERIENCE:
RELOCATION POLICY IN THE 1950s

by
Larry W. Burt

IN 1970 FOR THE FIRST TIME the population of Native Americans incities
surpassed that in rural areas.! This was the capstone of a process
that has contributed to some of the most significant developments in
the recent history of Indian affairs. For example, by the 1950s and
1960s Indian enclaves of unprecedented size appeared in America’s
inner cities. This made Native Americans and their problems more
visible than on isolated and remote reservations. Indians have always
lagged behind other social groups in all categories of economic statistics,
suffering from poverty, underdevelopment of people and resources,
alienation, and hopelessness. But they now found themselves in the
midst of the urban underclass at a time when other minority groups
with similar problems were becoming increasingly active politically.
The example of other civil rights movements and the multi-tribal and
concentrated nature of the new urban Indian population encouraged
the rise of the Red Power movement and the self-determination drive
among Native Americans in the 1960s and 1970s.2

Indian urbanization was not a new phenomenon in post-World
War II America but rather had a long history. In fact, the rate of farm-
to-city movement among Native Americans before the 1930s was
roughly the same as for the whole United States population at com-
parable levels of industrialization.’> The famous investigation of con-
ditions on reservations and critique of federal Indian policy published
in 1928 and known as the Meriam Report acknowledged the trend,
predicted more of the same, and urged the government to help Indians
in making the transition.* The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) took no
action until shortly after the war when it began actively encouraging
Native American migration into cities. The program was known as
relocation and would be largely responsible for inducing at least
30,000 Indians to move in the 1950s and almost three times that
number during the 1960s and 1970s.

Relocation changed in both purpose and provisions during the
three decades after World War II, evolving in response to the different
federal Indian policies of various presidential administrations. Its
initial inspiration and development resulted in a version of relocation
that found fullest expression in the 1950s during the Dwight Eisenhower
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86 AMERICAN INDIAN QUARTERLY, SPRING 1986

presidency. The impetus came in part from the war itself. About 40,000
Native Americans had left their homes for cities to find jobs in the
booming war industries.® This accelerated pressures and enticements
to assimilate. Many became accustomed to non-Indian urban lifestyles
and the greater job opportunities and higher wages available in cities.
As a result the desire among many in Indian communities to relocate
continued even after the war’

The changing political climate in the post-war years also helped
mold the 1950s relocation program. In the 1930s with politics dom-
inated by Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal liberalism, Commissioner
of Indian Affairs John Collier promoted a kind of cultural and political
pluralism that sought to end the longstanding policy of forced assim-
ilation and instead allow tribes to retain some sovereignty and to
develop as much as possible within the contexts of their own cultures.
The World War II experience, followed by the Cold War between
Russia and the United States, helped generate a spirit of nationalism
and a more singularly-defined notion of Americanism that fueled con-
servative ideology in general and a return to a more assimilationist
Indian policy and reversal of Collier’s Indian New Deal in particular.
Termination became the catchphrase that described the assumptions
and ideas behind this change in federal Indian policy. Broadly defined,
it meant integrating Native Americans into the mainstream legally,
socially, and economically as well as an overall federal withdrawal
from Indian affairs and from services provided to Native Americans.
More specifically, however, termination referred to a process of tribe-
by-tribe legislation, revoking the tribal charters that under Collier’s
Indian Reorganization Act had stood as the foundation for Indian
sovereignty and Indian status as distinct peoples in American society.

Conservative terminationists saw traditional Indian communal
social structures as too similar to the dreaded communist systems
that they perceived the United States to be in conflict with during
the Cold War?® They also found Indian sovereignty, or dual citizenship
as they often called it, unacceptable. Expressing a highly chauvinistic
version of the era’s nationalism, terminationists believed that there
was no room for presumably competing governmental loyalties. The
Indian Citizenship Act of 1924 had granted United States citizenship
to all Native Americans, and thereafter, they argued, the government
should deal with them as individuals rather than as members of
discrete social and political groups.® Separate governmental and
landholding status, federally-supplied services, and the continuation
of the BIA itself violated a politico-economic system based upon in-
dividual property rights and private enterprise that conservatives
saw as the foundation of the American system. They considered their
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ROOTS OF THE NATIVE AMERICAN URBAN EXPERIENCE 87

effort to be one of liberating Indians from government paternalism
in order to enjoy the freedoms that could result only from the ability
to compete as individuals within an unfettered marketplace.!°

Other determinants in changing the direction of federal Indian
policy came from factors arising outside Native American communities.
The West experienced a tremendous postwar economic boom, and
farming, stockraising, lumber, mining, manufacturing, and service
industries schemed for possession of every available piece of unused
land.!! Terminationists wanted to ease private access to Indian trust
lands where some of the West’s last remaining resources were located.
In addition, rapid economic development in the West stimulated growth
by state and local governments, which in turn sought new sources of
revenue to pay for escalating administrative and operating expenses.
Changing the status of Indian lands to make them taxable seemed
for a time a likely and attractive way of raising money.'2 Lastly, federal
budget considerations played a role. Conservatives emphasized a re-
duction in social spending, and since federal withdrawal would cut
spending on reservations, terminationist policies fit neatly within a
larger plan for reducing federal expenditures. Since most politicians
had little interest in Indian affairs, being preoccupied with other
issues important to a complex society with worldwide commitments,
policy was influenced more by these outside factors than on a careful
assessment of Indian needs and desires.!*

Terminationist goals and assumptions guided the initial creation
of the relocation policy and defined its nature throughout the 1950s.
Immediately after World War II the BIA responded to the continuing
demand for assistance in finding jobs in cities by working out co-
operative arrangements with the United States Employment Service.
But the important catalyst for a postwar relocation program came
in the winter of 1947—48 when major winter blizzards hit the Navajo
and Hopi reservations. Only a massive government airlift prevented
widespread starvation among people who were already among Amer-
ica’s most needy. The incident proved to be an embarrassment for the
government, rekindling longstanding controversies about policies to-
ward the poor in general and Indians in particular. The publicity
undoubtedly helped the 1950 passage of the Navajo-Hopi, or Long
Range, Act, a ten-year almost $90 million rehabilitation effort.”” In
many ways that legislation violated terminationist goals and more
closely resembled the development-on-Indian-terms theme of the 1930s
and 1960s and 70s. But terminationists drew out of the experience a
rationalization for their own brand of relocation.

Shortly after the near catastrophe, the Department of the Interior
launched an investigation into conditions among the Navajos and
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Hopis which concluded that chronic poverty resulted from a land
base that could support only 35,000 of the area’s 55,000 inhabitants.
This “surplus population” theory was based on outdated BIA resource
surveys but in the case of the desolated Navajo and Hopi reservations
may have been justified.'® Throughout the 1950s terminationists applied
this notion to all tribes.!” The Navajo-Hopi Act included job placement
services to locate Indians in the Denver, Salt Lake City, or Los Angeles
areas, initially placing most people in seasonal harvesting work.!8
The pattern had been set for a relocation program that terminationists
could promote as an alternative to more costly efforts to improve the
economic status of Native Americans. Moving Indians into cities was
much less expensive and involved a smaller federal role than the other
generally-recognized option for reservation rehabilitation typified by
the Navajo-Hopi Act. Some noted that relocation amounted to indi-
vidual termination since Native Americans no longer qualifed for
federal services once off their reservations."

The first commissioner of Indian affairs vigorously supportive of
termination was Dillon Myer. He was appointed by President Harry
Truman in 1950 at a time when federal Indian policy was in transition
with terminationist strength growing but not yet sufficient to set the
agenda entirely. Myer promoted relocation as part of a terminationist
package, but his success was always limited by weak support in Con-
gress. For example, he appealed to legislators for more funding for
the program, arguing that future savings would outweigh the additional
costs. But economy-minded appropriations subcommittees were in
the mood to slash rather than increase programs and would not go
along.? Myer then did as much as he could to fulfill his goals ad-
ministratively. In 1951 he began expanding the relocation program
beyond the Navajo and Hopi, assigning staff people to work in areas
of high Indian population such as New Mexico, Arizona, California,
Utah, and Colorado as well as opening field offices in Chicago, Los
Angeles, Salt Lake City, and Denver. He publicly announced his program
in early 1952, calling it Operation Relocation, and the first permanent
relocatees from a variety of tribes began moving to cities with gov-
ernment assistance.?!

The victory of Dwight Eisenhower as president and Republican
majorities in both houses of Congress in the election of 1952 vastly
strengthened the position of terminationists. In October of 1953 As-
sistant Interior Secretary Orme Lewis appointed a group of busi-
nessmen under the leadership of Phoenix banker Walter Bimson to
devise a plan to implement federal withdrawal from Indian affairs
and to trim the BIAs budget to conform with the administration‘s
emphasis on reduced government spending. The Bimson team rec-
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ommended expanded use of relocation, emphasizing the possibility
of long-term cost savings.?

President Eisenhower chose conservative New Mexico banker
Glenn Emmons to be his commissioner of Indian affairs. When Emmons
assumed office, the BIA was helping move about 2600 Indians annually
to Chicago, Los Angeles, Denver, and Salt Lake City. Following the
advice of the Bimson team, the new commissioner vigorously promoted
relocation. He tried to convince Congress to increase funding for the
program on the promise of eventual savings but encountered the same
reluctance that Myer had experienced several years earlier. Emmons
then began expanding relocation using existing resources. However,
in the long term this helped create conditions that many would later
criticize as revealing a greater interest in ridding the government of
an unwanted responsibility than in improving the status of Native
Americans.?

For example, the BIA expanded its recruitment activities. Indians
typically learned of the program either from relocation officers stationed
on most reservations or from literature distributed in places commonly
frequented by Native Americans. The initial appeal was directed toward
the hope of a material prosperity that few Indians enjoyed. Brochures
with pictures of contented Indian men working at good jobs or of
women standing next to big appliances like televisions or refrigerators
naturally enticed those unaccustomed to such amenities.?

Bureau officials denied the existence of quotas, but the way re-
location officers were encouraged and pressured to enlist as many
people as possible suggested that the greatest emphasis was on quantity.
One officer later reported that his superiors threatened to abolish his
office because he was not recruiting enough Indians. In another case
a middle-aged woman accompanied her daughter to visit a relocation
officer, who then convinced the woman to relocate as well in order
to be with her daughter in case she experienced difficulty in making
the move. The BIA contended that it carefully screened applicants to
weed out those unlikely to make a successful adjustment to life in
the city, but the process was oftentimes haphazard and far less than
selective.?s One former bureau official at the Winnebago agency noted
that “‘everyone was jumping on the bandwagon.” Officers literally
rounded people up in trucks by simply asking them “do you want to
go to California or somewhere to get a job?"'¢

For most the decision to relocate was not a selection between
various viable life alternatives but rather a desperate last resort.
Many moved when there seemed to be no other escape from the many
personal, family, and financial problems that are the concomitants
of reservation and rural poverty.?’ The case of a niece of prominent
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Choctaw leader Harry Belvin was all too typical. When her husband
lost his job and a loan could not be obtained, the couple and their
six children applied for relocation.?®

As a result of the recruitment tactics and the lack of other choices
in life, many Native Americans found themselves in distant cities
even though they were ill-prepared to make the transition or to hold
a job. There were numerous cases of people with little education,
poor eyesight and no glasses to correct their vision, drinking problems,
criminal records, a limited ability to speak English, a lack of job
skills, or various health problems. Most had little notion of what to
expect and set out with insufficient money and little more than the
clothes on their backs.?” The BIA during the early 1950s offered only
a bare minimum of assistance from an overworked and undermanned
staff. Relocatees received limited counseling in life within a non-
Indian, urban environment, including how to use a city map, call on
a telephone, use a checking account, make and live within a budget,
or purchase goods at a supermarket or large department store. About
twenty-five percent of the least affluent also received a small amount
of material aid, usually in the form of money to transport family and
household goods or to live on until a job could be found.®

The next step after arriving in the city was to find a place to live.
The BIA assisted in locating a person’s or a family’s first housing, and
since accommodations had to fit within the bureau’s aid package and
Indian incomes, many ended up in lower-class neighborhoods.?! Tribal
leaders frequently received complaints from relocatees or their families
about how “most in the first place went to skid row sections’’3 or
were moved into “‘slum areas.”?* Oftentimes the bureau moved Indians
into large, high-rise apartment complexes, and many could not adjust
to the crowded, confined setting after a life on a much more sparsely-
populated, rural reservation.

The BIA also helped in finding a Native American’s first job. Some
undoubtedly found satisfying and permanent employment, but many
were disappointed that the positions they received were not what
they had been led to expect. Most jobs available to unskilled Indians
were at the bottom of the wage and status scale.3® One relocatee in
Denver found himself working in a junkyard along with several other
recently-arrived Indians and noted sarcastically that, “heck, if I wanted
to work in a junkyard, I could’ve stayed at home. . .. There’s junked
cars at home.”*¢ Sometimes the anticipated employment did not ma-
terialize after moving. A Sioux from Pine Ridge, South Dakota, could
find only temporary work rather than the position he thought he had
been promised, and after weeks of walking the streets in search of a
job, he finally returned home.*” Jobs were notoriously insecure. If a
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relocatee lost his or her first position, finding another and even sub-
sisting from day to day could be difficult since the assistance of the
BIA ended after locating housing and employment upon arrival.?®

The obstacles in the way of success all too often proved over-
whelming. Some experienced racial discrimination in housing, in
social life, or on the job. For example, a Wahpeton Sioux, who atypically
was a union carpenter, reported that in California ethnic groups such
as Italians and Arkies (refugees from the Arkansas dust bowl and
depression conditions in the 1930s) were given preference over Indians
and Mexicans within his trade.* Cultural dislocation was perhaps
the greatest problem. The fast-paced, competitive existence in cities
represented a dramatic departure from the collective, tribal world to
which most were accustomed. Many became homesick for families
and communities.*® A former relocation officer later summarized the
situation well when he described the difficulty experienced by an
Indian who “has never been permanently employed, has never looked
at a clock, and is expected with a week’s counseling or three weeks’
counseling to go out and face the world.”*

Many of those that could not adjust to urban life returned home.
Since most had exhausted BIA aid by this time and since that aid
did not include transportation home, there were numerous stories of
desperate calls to families, requesting money or a ride back to the
reservation. It was not unusual for family members to travel cross-
country to return a relocatee who had hit rock bottom and had no
where to turn.*

The return rate was always a matter of controversy and embar-
rassment for the BIA. The bureau tried to discourage returns by moving
Indians to cities furthest from their homes. It also sometimes refused
to give out names and addresses of Native Americans in the same
vicinity to one another since association would encourage Indian
cultural contacts and identification rather than the desired assimi-
lation.** The BIA claimed that only thirty percent of relocatees ever
returned to reservations, but critics contended that the number was
much higher. The United States Comptroller General criticized the
bureau for not keeping adequate statistics so the correct figure could
be determined and the program accurately analyzed, but in response
the agency ceased the collection of data altogether, maintaining that
it only provided critics with ammunition.*

Not all of those who wanted to return home could find a means
of doing so. Many simply became a part of America’s inner-city un-
derclass, struggling to survive and frequently becoming new additions
to the statistics that described the various responses to poverty and
cultural alienation. Trouble with the law oftentimes resulted. Drun-
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kenness was the most common reason for arrest but not the only
one.** In one instance a Brule Sioux was caught along with another
man burning the insulation off wire taken from a construction site
in order to sell the copper.*

By 1956 the Indian policies of the Eisenhower administration
were becoming controversial and increasingly unpopular among Native
Americans. Termination was for all practical purposes dead politically.
Since it was associated with termination, relocation would also become
the target of criticism and questioning. Within the Indian community
this was most vividly seen in a series of regional conferences Com-
missioner Emmons held during the last half of 1956 with representatives
of most tribal groups. Indian leaders voiced a number of grievances
directed at both specific provisions within the program and its overall
impact. Among other things, spokesmen criticized the bureau’s re-
cruitment tactics, the low level of assistance money, substandard living
conditions, and the low level of jobs usually found for relocatees.
Many expressed concern about the effect of relocation on tribal com-
munities. The BIA made it easy for Indians to remove their land
allotments from trust status immediately after leaving reservations.
This further eroded the Indian land base since non-Indians were usually
better able to purchase fee patented land. It also exacerbated the
“checkerboard” problem of Indian and non-Indian land as it became
so intermingled that it was impossible for Native Americans to muster
blocks of reservation land for tribal enterprises.*” Some noted how
the program removed the most likely candidates for positions of social
and economic leadership since the youngest and most skilled tended
to relocate in disportionate numbers, leaving an unbalanced population
of those least able to make a tribe economically viable.#

Some of the criticism leveled against relocation came from white
liberals. An article by Ruth Mulvey Harmer entitled ‘‘Uprooting the
Indians” appeared in Atlantic Monthly in March, 1956, and told of
very bleak conditions confronting relocatees after moving to the cities.*
That same month “The Raid on the Reservations” by Dorothy Van
De Mark in Harper's Magazine described relocation as a policy motivated
by the drive to remove Indians from their land so non-Indians could
get it.° Both found a wide audience, and hereafter Emmons was
frequently on the defensive, forced to respond publicly to angry ques-
tions from Native Americans aroused by the articles.>!

Throughout the 1950s the policy alternative advocated by critics
consisted of programs to encourage greater economic development
of reservation communities through federal commitments to tribe-
by-tribe rehabilitation typified in the Navajo-Hopi Act and to tribal
enterprises run by and for Indians. The latter had been attempted to
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a limited extent during the 1930s while Collier was commissioner,
and during World War II the government had created some employment
on reservations by setting up factories to produce certain war goods.
As attacks on termination escalated, the call for more emphasis on
developing reservation resources rather than trying to move Indians
away from their land bases grew louder. Many tribal representatives
at the 1956 regional conferences concluded that the money appropriated
for relocation could be better spent on rehabilitating reservations so
Indians could make a living in their homelands.> Omaha tribal chair-
man Gus White pointed to the government factories that had employed
Native Americans in the construction of aircraft during World War
II and asked “Why can’t the government do this in peace time the
same as in war?’’5* Emmons was trying to bring jobs to reservations
by offering economic incentives to outside businessmen in return for
locating in Indian communities. But the program was experiencing
little success, and congressional opponents gained an ever wider au-
dience in demanding more vigorous action.

Emmons wanted to avoid a program that would cost more and
lead to a more prominent federal role, and responded to growing
criticism and agitation for reservation development by stepping up
his commitment to relocation since it stood as the administration’s
primary policy alternative regarding the issue of improving Indian
economics.> He altered the bureau structure to reflect the new emphasis
by reorganizing several of its offices, creating a Division of Tribal
Program and Relocation headed by an assistant commissioner. He
also convinced Congress to more than triple the funding available for
relocation. In late 1956 the BIA opened new offices in St. Louis, San
Francisco, and San Jose. And in what was undoubtedly a response
to recent attacks on the meager assistance given to relocatees, the
bureau also expanded aid by making small grants available for the
purchase of household goods, furniture, clothing, and one year of
medical insurance.>

Not everyone condemned relocation, and many of those who did
quarreled only with some of the details or the way the program had
been too closely structured to meet terminationist goals. At the com-
missioner’s regional conferences in 1956 many had expressed approval
of the program or prefaced their criticism with statements agreeing
with the general concept.*® Some saw relocation as an important
option in the quest for upward mobility, others as the price necessary
for physical survival or the only short-term way out of reservation
problems.5 Even congressional critics of the Eisenhower adminis-
tration’s Indian policies generally supported an altered relocation
effort. Indian and non-Indian critics alike recognized the dichotomous
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sentiments on reservations, with some people choosing to assimilate
and others to live a more traditional existence. Most advocated a
policy that made both options fully available without having to live
in poverty.

A measure before Congress in the summer of 1956 revealed rare
agreement between the two sides struggling to control federal Indian
policy. Conservative E. Y. Berry of South Dakota and liberal Stewart
Udall of Arizona co-sponsored legislation to subsidize Indian trade
or vocational education for up to two years. Most Native Americans
and liberal critics of terminationist policies welcomed any economic
aid to Indians at a time when the administration was cutting the
budgets of social programs. They saw the bill as a reshaping of a
failed relocation effort into something more in tune with their own
philosophy. Terminationists saw it as furthering their own relocation
policy: their program of incentives to attract outside businesses would
be enhanced by the payment of tuition and expenses in trade schools
in cities where Indians relocated and would also subsidize on-the-job
training for Native Americans employed in factories established on
or near reservations. With such widespread support, the measure
easily became Public Law 959 in August of 1956.5

The next year saw an even more intense battle over the direction
of Indian policy. The 1956 elections had eroded Republican strength
in Congress, and as the new session began in 1957, liberals replaced
conservatives in key positions on committees dealing with Indian
affairs.” This gave the opposition a much improved opportunity to
promote its proposals for more vigorous federal rehabilitation efforts
on reservations. In the face of increasing agitation for more expensive
projects, Emmons expanded his own programs still further in hopes
of achieving some improvement that could be pointed to in the es-
calating debate. The BIA opened new relocation offices in Dallas,
Texas, and in Cincinnati and Cleveland, Ohio. It also established offices
in Joliet and Waukegan, Illinois, as an experiment to determine if
relocation to smaller cities would result in a less severe cultural shock
and thus a higher rate of permanent adjustment.®

But this was not enough to counterbalance blows dealt to the
program by the national economy. The severe recession of 1957 made
it difficult for the bureau to find jobs for Indians.® The number of
Native Americans interested in relocating dwindled and the program
languished throughout the remainder of the decade.

In the 1960 election Democrats swept Republicans out of the
White House and strengthened their lead in Congress as well. They
immediately began steering federal Indian policy in a new direction
characterized by a willingness to spend more money on Indian problems
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and to work within the context of traditional cultures. This constituted
a virtual repudiation of the termination and federal withdrawal themes
of the 1950s. The new commissioner of Indian affairs, Philleo Nash,
revitalized relocation and also altered it to conform to the new gov-
erning philosophy. The BIA changed the name of the program to
employment assistance since the title relocation had been so closely
linked with termination policies that by this time had become con-
troversial and discredited. The bureau also placed more emphasis on
job training, and congressional appropriations for all phases of the
program increased.®? Together with improvements in the national
economy, the changes helped the program rebound. It became some-
what less controversial within Indian communities, and by 1968 over
10,000 Native Americans were relocating each year.$?

When used in the 1950s primarily as an alternative to reservation
economic development, relocation failed to achieve most of its intended
goals. Rather than dramatically reduce a federal social program, the
attempt to depopulate reservations as fast and as inexpensively as
possible actually contributed to a reversal of policy toward a more
profound government commitment by creating conditions that critics
could point to as examples of overall failure. Neither did it result in
the cultural assimilation of Native Americans to any great extent.
Instead, pan-Indian social institutions developed in cities that would
eventually serve as the foundation for political activism based on
Native American identity. It was only slightly more successful in the
goal of improving the economic status of Indians. Numerous studies
have appeared analyzing the economic impact of relocation, and most
have agreed that those who stayed in cities were only marginally
more prosperous than those on reservations once the higher cost of
living in urban areas was factored into the economic equation. Most
also concluded that certain categories benefited far more than others.
People with existing job skills or experience off the reservation fared
better. In other words, the more assimilated an Indian was in the first
place, the greater were his chances to succeed on relocation.*
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