
 
December 20, 2021 

 

The Honorable Deb Haaland 

Secretary 

United States Department of Interior 

1849 C Street, N.W 

Washington DC 20240 

 

The Honorable Bryan Newland 

Assistant Secretary – Indian Affairs 

United States Department of Interior 

1849 C Street, N.W 

Washington DC 20240 

 

Dear Secretary Haaland and Assistant Secretary Newland: 

 

Thank you for the response letter dated October 19, 2021 concerning the request of the Seneca 

Nation of Indians and the Thomas Indian School on the Cattaraugus Territory to be included in 

the Department of Interior’s Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative. The Department is right 

to undertake an accounting of the federal government’s role in operating boarding schools that 

forcefully assimilated Indigenous children by taking them from their families and then 

suppressing their identities, languages, and beliefs. Respectfully, I believe the inclusion of the 

Thomas Indian School in the Initiative is consistent with the Secretary’s memorandum issued 

June 22, 2021 and is supported by historical fact.1  

 

As is noted in the memo, beginning in 1819 with passage of the Indian Civilization Act by 

Congress, the United States enacted laws and policies establishing and supporting Indian 

boarding schools across the nation. Consistent with those laws at the time, the Thomas Indian 

School was no stranger to federal financial support from the Department during its more than 

one hundred years of operation. In 1855, Philip E. Thomas, whose namesake adorns the school, 

traveled to Washington, DC and obtained personally a $500 grant from the United States 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs for construction of the school.2  

 

 
1 Secretary Haaland Announces Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative, US Department of Interior, June 22, 2021 
https://www.doi.gov/pressreleases/secretary-haaland-announces-federal-indian-boarding-school-initiative  
2 Fifty-First Annual Report of the Thomas Indian School, Board of Managers, January 1907, page 34 

https://www.doi.gov/pressreleases/secretary-haaland-announces-federal-indian-boarding-school-initiative


During its operation, federal funds were spent on numerous occasions to sustain day to day 

operations at the Thomas school. The report of the school’s Attending Physician in 1922 makes 

clear the federal government’s decision to abandon the Carlisle Indian School in Pennsylvania 

left the Thomas Indian School as the only institution left to service the eastern United States and 

New York State’s native populations – while the Department didn’t run the Thomas Indian 

School, it did in fact rely on its presence to support the aims of the federal Indian Boarding 

School program.3 Mentions of Department’s support are often times explicit – a medical clinic 

and weekly dispensary services were provided to the Thomas Indian School by the federal 

government under an agreement between the New York State Department of Social Welfare and 

the Federal Commissioner of Indian Affairs.4 Alterations to the school’s ground and dormitories 

were made possible through federal funds.5  

 

These examples, provided by the Thomas Indian School’s own board of managers, do not 

capture the full scale and influence of the school in displacing Seneca and other indigenous 

children from their families and suppressing their identities. The Thomas Indian School predates 

the federal government’s Carlisle Indian School by more than two decades and continued 

operations well into the twenty-first century.6 The school was host to hundreds of Seneca and 

other indigenous children each year of its existence – all of them unable to see their families 

while on the grounds.  

 

The scope of the Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative is appropriately focused on 

documenting the Department’s responsibility for operating and overseeing Indian boarding 

schools across the United States – however, this effort will be seriously undermined and 

incomplete if it does not account for the substantial financial support the federal government, and 

more specifically the Department of Interior and the Bureau of Indian Affairs, provided to the 

Thomas Indian School. Respectfully, the traumas suffered by the enrolled Seneca and other 

indigenous children at the Thomas Indian School deserve mention and are not extra-

jurisdictional simply because school officials answered to the State of New York. The Thomas 

Indian School’s construction was started with federal money, its existence was acknowledged by 

then contemporaneous Commissioners of Indian Affairs, and its operations were sustained with 

federal money.7  

 

I urge you to include the Thomas Indian School in the scope of the Department’s Federal Indian 

Boarding School Initiative and the preliminary report due by April 1, 2022. The assimilationist 

policies carried out at the Thomas Indian School were no different than those carried out at 

Federal Indian Boarding Schools and were done so consistent with the policies laid out in the 

Indian Civilization Acts. Please let me know if my office can be of assistance to the Department 

 
3 Sixty-Seventh Annual Report of the Board of Managers of the Thomas Indian School, Physicians Report, Fiscal Year 1922, Page 11 
4 Seventy-Eight Annual Report of the Thomas Indian School, Report of the Resident Physician, 1932-33 
5 Eightieth Annual Report of the Thomas Indian School, Report of the Superintendent, 1935 
6 “No Place to Go”: the Thomas Indian School and the Forgotten Indian Children of New York, Keith R. Burich, Wicazo Sa Review, Vol. 22, No. 

2, Fall 2007, University of Minnesota Press 
7 Annual Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Office of the New York Indian Agency, Marcus H. Johnson, Indian Agent. George W. 
Manypenny, Commissioner of Indian Affairs 

https://images.library.wisc.edu/History/EFacs/CommRep/AnnRep55/reference/history.annrep55.i0003.pdf  

https://images.library.wisc.edu/History/EFacs/CommRep/AnnRep55/reference/history.annrep55.i0003.pdf


in transmitting historical records as part of your investigation.  

 

I sincerely appreciate the Department’s effort to bring closure and some measure of justice to the 

Indigenous communities who suffered under the federal government’s Indian Boarding School 

program. Thank you for your work on this matter and I look forward to your response.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

 

Brian Higgins  

Member of Congress 

 


