
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

July 27, 2021 
 
 
 
 
Hon. Deb Haaland  
Secretary of the Interior  
1849 C Street, N.W. 
Washington DC 20240 
 
Re: Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative 
 
Dear Secretary Haaland: 
 
Thank you very much for your leadership in advancing Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative, which 
will investigate and document the federal government’s role in operating a system of boarding schools 
in many parts of the United States in order to “culturally assimilate Indigenous children by forcibly 
relocating them from their families and communities to distant residential facilities where their 
American Indian, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian identities, languages, and beliefs were to be 
forcibly suppressed.”  As the U.S. Department of the Interior undertakes this vital work, I write to 
advocate for two specific areas of emphasis: 
 

1) Investigate non-federal American Indian Boarding Schools as well.  Though not directly owned 
and operated by the federal government along the lines of institutions such as the Carlisle 
Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania, the United States government certainly had a role in 
the operation of similar institutions run by state governments and religious organizations, 
whose primary purpose was to implement the federal policy of assimilating these children.  One 
such school, in Western New York, was the Thomas Indian School on the Cattaraugus Territory 
of the Seneca Nation.  The scope of the Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative should examine 
non-federal institutions such as this as well as the federally owned and operated institutions. 
 

2) Record the stories of survivors while it is still possible.  The comprehensive archival review and 
robust tribal consultation called for in the June 22 memorandum launching this initiative are 
important and necessary.  However, it is also important and necessary that the testimony of the 
victims of this system be recorded and documented as soon as possible.  In the case of the 
Thomas Indian School, this institution closed in 19571, so the surviving victims are elderly, and 
the stories of their suffering under this system must not be lost to history. 

 

 
1 Keith R. Burich, Wicazo Sa Review, University of Minnesota Press, “No Place to Go: The Thomas Indian School and 
the ‘Forgotten’ Indian Children of New York’” p. 98 



Again, thank you very much for your leadership in advancing the Federal Indian Boarding School 
Initiative to begin to address this dark chapter in the history of the United States.  If I may be of any 
assistance in this effort, of course I would be pleased to do so.   
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
Brian Higgins 
Member of Congress 


