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The United States federal government and the original in-
habitants of North America, now known collectively as Na-
tive Americans, have had a rocky relationship at best. With
the 1830 Indian Removal Act, Andrew Jackson worked tire-
lessly to remove Native people from their lands and Kkill
them en masse as needed. The following year, Supreme
Court Chief Justice, John Marshall, in attempting to define
their status, “declared that Indian tribes were ‘domestic de-
pendent nations’ whose ‘relation to the United States resem-
bles that of a ward to his guardian’.” In doing so, Marshall
identified them as unique in that “they are both separate na-
tions and part of the United States.”

This distinction ereated a difficult situation for everyone in-
volved; the United States government sought to eradicate
this group of people, but at the same time was charged with
the care and responsibility of them. As such, distrust, re-
sentment, and suspicion have always simmered within this
relationship.
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Beginning in 1996, the case Cobell v. Norton (now referred
to as Cobell v. Salazar) came before the courts. Cobell “is a
class action lawsuit alleging federal government misman-
agement of accounts held in trust for individual Indians.”
Through successful litigation, Elouise Cobell’s (the initiating
plaintiff) attorneys finally settled the case in 2010, after
showing that the federal government had failed in their re-
sponsibilities in five primary ways and therefore breached
their duties as record holders, accountants, and trust man-
agers.

Due to the far reaching nature of this litigation, the National
Archives and Records Administration (NARA) at Seattle
was affected by the decisions in this case. One of the results
of this litigation was that some records from the Pacific
Northwest section of the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA)
were removed from the Seattle Federal Records center, as
well as from local BIA offices, and placed in the care of the
American Indian Records Repository (AIRR). This led to the
information problem at hand. In order to serve their record-
seeking patrons, NARA at Seattle needs to know the origin
and location of these documents.
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Several steps were involved in solving this information
problem. First, I sorted and analyzed forty thousand plus
records in an Excel file, a file not discovered until my pro-
ject was initiated, to tease out the records related to the Pa-
cific Northwest section and the states within the project
scope (Alaska, Washington, Idaho, and Oregon). I then
worked to determine what records of value had been moved
from NARA and local BIA offices to AIRR. Because AIRR
will not respond to information seekers directly, it was im-
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There are potentially more than 0.75M people who may
benefit from the finding aid created for this project. Not on-
ly those seeking their personal records, as can be seen rep-
resented below by the number of people with Native Ameri-
cans ancestry in each state, but also those interested in ge-
nealogical research. Other groups include academic re-
searchers (historians, anthropologists, educators, and soci-
ologists) who cannot be quantified.
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and type of record so that those seeking their educational,
financial, and personal documents will know to which agen-
cy office their request must be submitted.

o There are no BIA records for Hawaii.
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Washington — 1,913

Oregon — 3,515 Native Americans




