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Prologue

his book tells the story of what Indians in the United States have been up to

in the 128 years that have elapsed since the 1890 massacre of at least 150
Lakota Sioux at Wounded Knee Creek in South Dakota: what we’ve done,
what’s happened to us, what our lives have been like.* It is adamantly,
unashamedly, about Indian life rather than Indian death. That we even have lives
—that Indians have been living in, have been shaped by, and in turn have shaped
the modern world—is news to most people. The usual story told about us—or
rather, about “the Indian”—is one of diminution and death, beginning in
untrammeled freedom and communion with the earth and ending on
reservations, which are seen as nothing more than basins of perpetual suffering.
Wounded Knee has come to stand in for much of that history. In the American
imagination and, as a result, in the written record, the massacre at Wounded
Knee almost overnight assumed a significance far beyond the sheer number of
lives lost. It became a touchstone of Indian suffering, a benchmark of American
brutality, and a symbol of the end of Indian life, the end of the frontier, and the
beginning of modern America. Wounded Knee, in other words, stands for an
end, and a beginning.

What were the actual circumstances of this event that has taken on so much
symbolic weight?

In 1890, the Lakota were trying to make the best of a bad situation. Ever
since the Battle of the Little Bighorn in 1876, the U.S. government had been
trying to solve the “Indian problem” on the Plains with a three-pronged
approach: negotiation and starvation in addition to open war. Open war on its
own had not been going too well. Led by Red Cloud, Crazy Horse, American
Horse, Ten Bears, and Sitting Bull, the Plains Indians had won such decisive
victories that they had forced the government to the treaty table, not the other
way around. This resulted in the second Treaty of Fort Laramie in 1868 and
secured a large homeland for the Lakota in southwestern South Dakota and
northern Nebraska.
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But the terms of the treaty were violated by the United States shortly
thereafter, when gold was discovered in the Black Hills. In response, the Lakota
attempted to throw out the gold-seekers and enforce the terms of the treaty. This
is what led, directly, to the Battle of the Little Bighorn, where Custer and the
Seventh Cavalry were wiped out. During the final hours of the battle, the Lakota
and Cheyenne dismounted, put away their guns, and killed the remaining cavalry
with their war clubs and tomahawks in a ritual slaughter. Some Dakota women,
armed with the jawbones of buffalo, were given the honor of dispatching the
soldiers with a sharp blow behind the ear.

After that rout, the U.S. government switched tactics. Instead of confronting
the Indians head-on, it encouraged widespread encroachment by settlers (one
sees the same tactics in play in the West Bank today), reneged on treaty
promises of food and clothing, and funded the wholesale destruction of the once
vast buffalo herds of the Plains. The hides and bones were shipped east, the




hides for use in industrial machine belts, decoration, blankets, and clothing, the
bones and skulls for fertilizer and china. It is estimated that by the late 1870s
about five thousand bison were being killed per day.

Buffalo skulls waiting to be ground for use in china and as fertilizer

Without the bison, the Lakota and other Plains tribes could not hope to
survive, at least not as they had been surviving. The reservations might have
been designed as prisons, but now they became places of refuge. With the vast
buffalo herds no more, and hemmed in by a burgeoning white population of
ranchers, hunters, railroad workers, prospectors, homesteaders, and soldiers, the
Plains Indians did what many disenfranchised people have done when threatened
on all sides: they turned to God. To a government that had long bemoaned the
unwillingness of Indians to get with the program and assimilate, this might have
been good news. The Indians, however, turned to God in the form of the Ghost
Dance.

The Ghost Dance religion initially manifested itself among the Paiute in



Nevada, where it was promoted by an Indian named Jack Wilson, who later
exclusively used his Paiute name, Wovoka. The dance, the story goes, came to
Wilson in a vision during a solar eclipse on January 1, 1889. In his vision he
stood near God and looked down on Indian people in the afterlife while they
hunted and played. God told Wilson that he had to return home and tell his
people to live in harmony with one another, to not drink or steal, to work hard,
and to make peace with white people. This was a pretty big leap beyond the
divine directives any Indians had claimed to have received in the past. And there
was a payoff: if Indians lived lives of peace and worked hard and danced the
Ghost Dance, they would find peace on earth, and they would be reunited with
the spirits of their ancestors in the afterlife.

As the religion spread from Nevada, it changed. By the time it reached the
Lakota, it had taken on a more millennialist flavor: if they did the Ghost Dance
the right way and lived by its precepts, the Lakota believed, not only would they
find peace in this world and the next but all the white people would be washed
away and the New World returned to its Edenic state. If Indians returned to their
traditional ways of life and forms of religious observance, the belief went, the
world would return to them.

Such a movement greatly alarmed the U.S. government, and it redoubled its
ongoing efforts to break up the Great Sioux Reservation into five smaller
reservations, so that Indians would have a harder time gathering in large
numbers. The government also continued its missionary efforts, pushed through
the policy of allotment that sought to impose individual property ownership on
the Lakota, and stepped up the removal of Indian children to boarding schools
far from the reservation. The Ghost Dance religion was banned, despite the
freedom of religion guaranteed by the Constitution (Indians were thirty-four
years away from citizenship, in any case), and government troop presence on the
Pine Ridge Reservation was increased. A former Indian agent at Pine Ridge,
Valentine McGillycuddy, spoke out against the military buildup with rare
lucidity: “The coming of the troops has frightened the Indians. If the Seventh-
Day Adventists prepare their ascension robes for the second coming of the
Savior, the United States Army is not put in motion to prevent them. Why should
not the Indians have the same privilege? If the troops remain, trouble is sure to
come.”

Trouble came. Sitting Bull, the famous Hunkpapa Lakota chief who had led
his people to victory against the U.S. military during the Indian Wars and who,
with help, wiped out Custer’s Seventh Cavalry at the Little Bighorn, had
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1881 and touring with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show for most of the next
decade. The Indian agent at Standing Rock, James McLaughlin, was afraid that
Sitting Bull would use his considerable influence to promote the Ghost Dance,
and therefore issued an order for his arrest on December 15, 1890. A scuffle
ensued, and one of Sitting Bull’s followers shot an Indian police officer, Bull
Head, as he was trying to force the chief onto his horse. Bull Head in turn shot
Sitting Bull in the chest. Red Tomahawk, another police officer, raised his rifle
and shot Sitting Bull through the head.

Afraid for his life and the life of his band, Spotted Elk (also known as Chief
Big Foot) left Standing Rock Reservation with 350 followers around December
20, headed for the sanctuary of Pine Ridge at the invitation of Chief Red Cloud.
It was thought that Red Cloud, one of the most experienced and able Lakota
statesmen, could broker a peace. Before he could get there, on December 28,
Spotted Elk and his band were intercepted by a detachment of the Seventh
Cavalry under the leadership of Major Samuel M. Whitside and escorted five
miles to a camping spot on Wounded Knee Creek. It was bitterly cold. Before
dawn the next day, the rest of the Seventh showed up with Colonel James W.
Forsyth and set up four rapid-fire Hotchkiss cannons around the band. The
soldiers searched the camp and rounded up thirty-eight weapons. When one of
the young Lakota men got upset and exhorted his tribemates not to give up their
guns so easily, a fight broke out.

What happened next is not clear. Some reported that the Indians opened fire
on the government soldiers. Others said that a deaf elder didn’t understand the
command to give up his rifle, and when a soldier grabbed it to take it away, it
went off. Then five young warriors shrugged off their blankets and exposed
concealed rifles. They shot at the soldiers. The soldiers opened fire on the entire
camp with their rifles and the Hotchkiss guns. The Indian men put up a desperate
resistance but were mowed down. The rain of fire from U.S. troops also claimed
the lives of many of the soldiers, in one of the deadliest incidents of friendly fire
in U.S. military history. The women and children took off running down the
frozen creek bed; the soldiers broke formation and, mounted, chased them down
and killed them. The fighting lasted an hour, and when it was over, more than
150 Lakota lay dead or dying in the snow. The actual number of dead is still in
dispute, with some putting the number at more than three hundred. More than
half were women and children. A survivor, the chief American Horse, testified
later that “there was a woman with an infant in her arms who was killed as she
almost touched the flag of truce. . .. A mother was shot down with her infant;



the child not knowing [that] its mother was dead was still nursing. . . . The
women as they were fleeing with their babies were killed together, shot right
through . . . and after most all of them had been killed a cry was made that all
those who were not killed or wounded should come forth and they would be
safe. Little boys . . . came out of their places of refuge, and as soon as they came
in sight a number of soldiers surrounded them and butchered them there.”

General Nelson A. Miles, touring the scene of the carnage after a three-day
blizzard that shrouded the dead in snow, was shocked by what he saw. “Helpless
children and women with babes in their arms had been chased as far as two
miles from the original scene of encounter and cut down without mercy by the
troopers. . . . Judging by the slaughter on the battlefield it was suggested that the
soldiers simply went berserk. For who could explain such a merciless disregard
for life?”
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Mass grave at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, January 1891

One of the most poignant stories to come out of Wounded Knee involves a

T Aalratn AhilA mAarmad Zintlrala NTianid Ar T Act Rivd Tar mathar had hanan AarmaAana



Lanvla uliiiiu 1ialiiicu Ziiiitnala iNuiii, Ul 1L,USL DU, 111 111ULLICL 11ldau yeell CllllUllS
those shot as she attempted to run with her infant daughter down the frozen
creek. It wasn’t until four days later that the child was discovered—frostbitten,
starving, but alive—in her dead mother’s arms. She was passed among the
occupying soldiers as a kind of living souvenir of the massacre until, a few
weeks after the conflict, a general named Leonard Colby adopted her. Raised
partly by his wife, she suffered horribly—she was sent from one isolated
boarding school to another, was later impregnated (most likely by Colby), and
still later was found working in Wild West shows and in vaudeville, before she
died of influenza in 1920, in abject poverty.

THE MASSACRE WAS COVERED by more than twenty newspapers, and the responses
it provoked represented the polarized attitudes toward the entire conflict between
Indians and government. If white people were determined to take Indians’ land,
opined a writer named Susette La Flesche in the Omaha World-Herald in 1891,
“they can go about getting it in some other way than by forcing it from them by
starving or provoking them to war and sacrificing the lives of innocent women
and children, and through the sufferings of the wives and children of officers and
soldiers.” General Nelson Miles relieved Colonel James Forsyth of his command
and brought action against him in military court for the wanton bloodshed that
had occurred under his leadership, provoking immediate opposition from
Forsyth and his supporters. (Later in life General Miles would fight for
compensation for the Lakota and raise money for survivors of the massacre.)

Some saw Wounded Knee from the opposite angle. “Why,” asked a reporter
from the Deadwood, South Dakota, Times, “should we spare even a semblance
of an Indian? Wipe them from the face of the earth.” Writing for the Aberdeen,
South Dakota, Saturday Pioneer after the murder of Sitting Bull, L. Frank Baum
—the author of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz—said it would be better if all
Indians died rather than live as “the miserable wretches they are.” Two weeks
later, after the massacre, he hit the same note but held it longer: “The Pioneer
has before declared that our only safety depends upon the total extermination of
the Indians. Having wronged them for centuries we had better, in order to protect
our civilization, follow it up by one more wrong and wipe these untamed and
untamable creatures from the face of the earth.”

The moment crystallized something more than sympathy for Indians and
Indian causes on the one hand, and bitter and bloody American progress on the
other. Rather, both sides joined in seeing the massacre as the end not just of the



Indians who had died but of “the Indian,” period. There had been an Indian past,
and overnight, there lay ahead only an American future.

Frederick Jackson Turner elaborated on this idea in his essay “The
Significance of the Frontier in American History,” delivered in 1893 at the
World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago (itself a celebration of the Indian past
and the American future, as if the two eras existed on either side of an
unbreachable wall). “The United States lies like a huge page in the history of
society,” Turner wrote with a self-fulfilling certainty. “Line by line as we read
this continental page from West to East we find the record of social evolution. It
begins with the Indian and the hunter; it goes on to tell of the disintegration of
savagery by the entrance of the trader, the pathfinder of civilization; we read the
annals of the pastoral stage in ranch life; the exploitation of the soil by the
raising of unrotated crops of corn and wheat in sparsely settled farming
communities; the intensive culture of the denser farm settlement; and finally the
manufacturing organization with city and factory system.” The country begins
with Indians but ends with Americans; there is no sense that they can coexist.

Simon Pokagon—a Potawatomi leader who also spoke at the Columbian
Exposition—echoed Turner’s frontier thesis:

We shall never be happy here any more; we gaze into the faces of our
little ones, for smiles of infancy to please, and into the faces of our young
men and maidens, for joys of youth to cheer advancing age, but alas!
instead of smiles of joy we find but looks of sadness there. Then we fully
realize in the anguish of our souls that their young and tender hearts, in
keenest sympathy with ours, have drank [sic] in the sorrows we have felt,
and their sad faces reflect it back to us again. No rainbow of promise
spans the dark cloud of our afflictions; no cheering hopes are painted on
our midnight sky. We only stand with folded arms and watch and wait to
see the future deal with us no better than the past. No cheer of sympathy
is given us; but in answer to our complaints we are told the triumphal
march of the Eastern race westward is by the unalterable decree of nature,
termed by them “the survival of the fittest.” And so we stand as upon the
sea-shore, chained hand and foot, while the incoming tide of the great
ocean of civilization rises slowly but surely to overwhelm us.

It is possible that Pokagon was being sarcastic or slyly using the idea of the
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On his deathbed in 1890, Blackfeet warrior and orator Crowfoot looked back
on his life and that of his people and reached much the same conclusion: “What
is life?” he mused. “It is the flash of a firefly in the night. It is the breath of a
buffalo in the winter time. It is as the little shadow that runs across the grass and
loses itself in the sunset.” The frontier was closed, Indians were confined to
reservations. The clash of civilizations seemed to have wound down. The
meaning of America and the myths that informed it had been firmly established.
Perhaps this is why the massacre at Wounded Knee became so emblematic. It
neatly symbolized the accepted version of reality—of an Indian past and an
American present, begun in barbarism but realized as a state of democratic
idealism.

This version of history remained largely unquestioned through World War 1,
the Great Depression, World War 11, and the 1950s. But in the 1960s—because
of Vietnam and the fight for civil rights; because of an increased focus on the
environment and the effects of industrialization and consumerism; because of the
newly current idea that “the culture” wasn’t the only culture, and a
counterculture could exist—the story of “the Indian” surfaced with new intensity
in the American consciousness. This new awareness, focused on Wounded Knee
and the challenge “the Indian” posed to the very idea of America, was
epitomized by a highly influential book.

Published in 1970, eighty years after the massacre, Bury My Heart at
Wounded Knee appeared as scenes of Indian activism were playing out on TV
screens across the country, and at a time when many Americans were looking for
some other way of being. The book was an enormous success. To date it has sold
more than four million copies, and has been published in seventeen languages. It
has never gone out of print. The book made big claims about the importance of
Indians, in and of ourselves and to the rest of America. The “greatest
concentration of recorded experience and observation” of Indian lives and
history, wrote Dee Brown in the opening pages, “came out of the thirty-year
span between 1860 and 1890. . . . It was an incredible era of violence, greed,
audacity, sentimentality, undirected exuberance, and an almost reverential
attitude toward the ideal of personal freedom for those who already had it.
During that time the culture and civilization of the American Indian was
destroyed.” Beneath the effort to point a finger back east, to speak truth to
power, however, Brown’s narrative relied on—and revived—the same old sad
story of the “dead Indian.” Our history (and our continued existence) came down



to a list of the tragedies we had somehow outlived without really living: without
civilization, without culture, without a set of selves. As for present-day Native
life, Brown wrote only: “If the readers of this book should ever chance to see the
poverty, the hopelessness, and the squalor of a modern Indian reservation, they
may find it possible to truly understand the reasons why.”

I remember, vividly, reading that passage while in college in 1991, and I was
doubly dismayed by Brown'’s telling. I was far from home, on a distant coast. I
was homesick—for the northwoods, for my reservation, for the only place on
earth I truly loved. I was only just beginning to understand what it was I was
missing, and it wasn’t squalor and hopelessness and poverty. This book is, in
part, an attempt to communicate what it was that I loved. I was also dismayed
because I felt so insignificant in the face of the authority and power with which
Brown explained us Indians to the world. He had hundreds of years of history
behind him, the most powerful and lucid cultural myths of America as evidence,
and a command of English I could only dream of. All I had was the small hot
point of hope that I mattered, that where I was from mattered, and that someday
I would be able to explain—to myself and to others—why.

This book is a counternarrative to the story that has been told about us, but it
is something more as well: it is an attempt to confront the ways we Indians
ourselves understand our place in the world. Our self-regard—the vision and
versions we hold of who we are and what we mean—matters greatly. We carry
within us stories of our origins, and ideas about what our families, clans, and
communities mean. Sadly, these narratives do not always, or even mostly, stand
in opposition to the ways in which we are read by outsiders. We often, too often,
agree with accounts of our own demise: for many years—too many years—I
understood my reservation, Leech Lake Reservation in northern Minnesota, only
as a place of abject suffering, a “nowhere place” where nothing happened and
good ideas went to die. I saw it as in America but not of America. I saw myself
and my tribe as a ruined people whose greatness lay behind us.

The evidence seemed to be all around me. A brilliant uncle (the smartest man
I ever knew, said my mother) was perpetually stoned, and eventually died of an
overdose. Another uncle was shot twice in the chest after firing an arrow through
the open window of a police cruiser. A cousin was hit by an RV, and another
cousin was so thoroughly shot up by the cops that his body leaked and sighed
through the unstopped holes when I was asked to shift it in the coffin at his
funeral. Our tribal chairman was investigated for robbing our casino at gunpoint
before his election (he was never charged). The first Indian elected to the state



legislature was charged with theft and fraud, and convicted. All this
misbehavior, all this loss, all this drama was refracted by the attitudes I heard
expressed around me. On a field trip to the state capitol during a protest, my high
school band teacher muttered to the class that all Indians were on welfare and we
should go back to Canada where we came from. A high school friend told me
that her parents, who owned property in a nearby town, wouldn’t rent to Indians
because we were dirty and dangerous. I protested weakly that I wasn’t dirty, I
wasn’t dangerous. Oh, well, you’re not really Indian, she said. To be “really”
Indian, evidently, was to be those things. My best friend’s mother told him that
the only reason I’d gotten into Princeton and he hadn’t was that I was Indian.
And when I was young and desperate to matter, desperate at least to be related to
someone who mattered, I asked my mother if there was anyone famous in our
family. Infamous, maybe, she said. But famous? She laughed. We’ve got
bootleggers and safecrackers and convicts in our family, but no one famous for
anything good.

By the time I graduated from high school I was ready to leave the reservation
and never come back. In my mind, nothing good came from or of my Indian life,
and I was exhausted by all its drama and trauma. I was tired of the poverty and
the dusty roads that no one saw fit to pave. I was sick of the late-night calls and
the trips to the hospital to witness the damage we were doing to ourselves. I
looked ahead to the green, leafy excellence of Princeton, to a future as a
composer and Olympic fencer. Nothing was clearer to me than the conviction
that my past lay behind me, on the reservation, and the future awaited me
beyond our borders, in America. So I left.

As soon as I was gone, I missed it. I missed what I hadn’t known was my
Indian life, our collective Indian life. I missed the Mississippi, which flows
through my reservation as a tiny thing, little more than a stream I could walk
across. I missed the ways the pine scratched the window screens at night. I
missed my uncle Davey’s antics, and I missed his love and I missed how he
loved me: completely, without judgment, without measure, without censure. I
missed the Memorial Day gatherings at the Bena cemetery with my aunt and
uncles and cousins, the sandwiches of canned ham mixed with Miracle Whip
and relish on white dinner rolls. The yearning for home was rooted in nostalgia,
but I was also trying to grow beyond it, toward a place approaching true
knowledge.

As kids do when they leave home, I began to see my parents more clearly. I
saw how my mother, born into the meanest of circumstances, had gone to
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—had returned to the reservation to practice law a block from the high school
that had not thought much of the wiry Indian girl she had been. She represented
all sorts of Indians for all sorts of reasons: divorce, DUI, theft. Indians had been
appearing in court for centuries, but for most of my mother’s clients it was the
first time they had shown up in court with an Indian lawyer by their side, arguing
for dignity, for fairness, for justice.

I saw, too, how my father—who was Jewish and had just barely survived the
Holocaust—had adopted the reservation as his home and had adopted our causes
as his own. I asked him about that. I asked him how he had come to feel so
comfortable on the reservation. I was a refugee, I was an outsider. I was told
throughout my life I wasn’t enough, I wasn’t good enough, I didn’t belong. When
I came here I felt at home. I felt like people understood me. He taught high
school on the reservation and then worked for the tribe, and when I was in high
school he worked at Red Lake Reservation, where he had helped get the high
school bonded and built in a way that made the tribe proud of their own
accomplishments. I learned about my parents from unlikely sources. One
summer, when I picked up a woman I was dating from her aunt’s house on the
reservation, she told me her aunt wanted me to say hi to my father for her.
Evidently, on Saturday afternoons back in the 1950s, my father would drive to
the small village where she lived and pick up all the Indian kids hanging out
there and drop them off in Bemidji, where there was more for them to do, then
pick them up later when he was done in town and drive them home. He was the
only white man who even thought about us, and went out of his way to give us
something to do, something to look forward to, the aunt said.

I also started—in my own haphazard way—to think about our collective
Indian past and present, and how the story of it was told. I decided on
anthropology as my undergraduate major, a choice complicated by the way the
discipline had created itself partly in relation to, and often at the expense of,
indigenous people around the world. In the 1980s and 1990s, anthropology was
reckoning with its colonial past, interrogating itself and its past practices, and
that reflexive and self-appraising turn felt right to me. Anthropology was also a
great place to have arguments, and for better or worse, I loved having arguments.
(One of my professors noted that in America you have arguments with other
people but in Britain you could make an argument by yourself; I quipped that in
anthropology you could do both.)

Around that time, I launched my life as a fiction writer. In that, too, I was
oppositional: I abhorred the publishing industry’s pressure to make multicultural



fiction engage in cultural show-and-tell. As a result, I wrote novels where the
characters never, ever talked about their spirituality or culture; where nary a
feather was to be found. Instead I tried (and often failed) to create complex, fully
realized characters. Characters who, in Philip Larkin’s phrase, had been pushed
“to the side of their own lives” and had decided to push back. I went on to get
my PhD in anthropology and to publish a few novels and, eventually, to write a
nonfiction book about reservation life, a hybrid like me: part history, part
reportage, part memoir.

Through it all, I came to see, we Indians often get ourselves wrong. My lack
of regard for my own origins and those of my community began to trouble me,
and troubles me still. If I could not see myself and my homelands differently
from how many non-Indians do—more expansively, more intimately, more
deeply—then how could I hope that the future of my people, in the broadest
sense, would be any different from the story we kept being told, and kept telling
ourselves? One of the mantras of the women’s liberation movement in the 1970s
was “The personal is political.” This is undoubtedly true. But the political is also
personal. Many of us have lived bitter and difficult lives, and we have brought
the ghost of our modern afterlife inside ourselves, where it sits judging us,
shaping us, putting its fingers over our eyes so that all we can see, all we can
feel, is that we were once great people but are great no more, and that we are no
longer capable of greatness. We may feel that Dee Brown was right: what we
have now is not a civilization, not a culture, not even real selves, but rather a
collection of conditions—poverty, squalor, hopelessness—and that these are the
conditions in which we live, and the state of our spirit.

This, too, is a narrative that must be laid to rest. I came to conceive of a book
that would dismantle the tale of our demise by way of a new story. This book
would focus on the untold story of the past 128 years, making visible the broader
and deeper currents of Indian life that have too long been obscured. It would
explore the opposite thesis of Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: The year 1890
was not the end of us, our cultures, our civilizations. It was a cruel, low, painful
point, yes—maybe even the lowest point since Europeans arrived in the New
World—but a low point from which much of modern Indian and American life
has emerged.

To tell that story, I embarked on three journeys. I traveled back into the
written record—back into our prehistory and up through the early days of
colonial enterprise in North America and beyond, retracing and aiming to set
straight the paths made crooked by Dee Brown and Simon Pokagon and L. Frank



Baum and others, and also bringing in the efforts of other diligent, lesser-known
chroniclers. I also spent the better part of four years traveling the country—
Montana, Washington state, New Mexico, Arizona, California, New York,
Florida, and everywhere in between. And as I traveled to Indian homelands
across the country, researching and writing about our long history, I listened to
Indian people telling me what they and their people had experienced, what they
had done, what their lives meant to them. I did my best to pair their beautiful
lives and beautiful struggles with the recorded past, to link them to the chain of
cause and effect, action and response, thought and deed, that is our collective
living history. Last, I also continued my inward journey, and included it here. I
could not in good conscience ask other Indian people to expose themselves in
service to my project, to trust me, if I didn’t take the same risks. I can’t shake the
knowledge—and this is perhaps the only place where my anthropological
training and my culture actually meet and agree—that it is impossible to separate
the teller from the telling: that whatever I say about Indian lives is a way of
saying something about myself, and therefore that both I and the project would
be best served if I looked back and in, even if I didn’t like what I saw.

This book is a result of those journeys. As such, it is not a catalog of broken
treaties and massacres and names and dates, of moments when things might have
turned out differently. There are, of course, treaties and battles and names and
dates; this book is a history, after all. But facts assume a different place in this
narrative from that in previous histories, because the project of this book is to do
more than bend the broad lines of narrative true. It also tries to trace the stories
of ordinary Indian people whose lives remind us of the richness and diversity of
Indian life today and whose words show us the complexity with which we
Indians understand our own past, present, and future. So this book is a work of
history, but it also includes journalism and reportage, and the deeply personal
and deeply felt stories of Indians across the country, mine among them.

In the telling, I have done my best to bring Indian life into contact with the
larger themes and trends in American life. It is impossible to understand the
removal of Indians from the American Southeast in the early nineteenth century
without seeing it in the context of the shifting balance of power between the
federal government and the states, for example. The federal policy of
termination and relocation does not come into focus unless it is understood in
relation to the African American Great Migration and how the American city
and suburb supplanted the farm in the mid—twentieth century. Similarly,
American Indian activism took place against a backdrop of larger activisms that



were blooming around the country at the same time. Throughout—in the history,
in the reportage, and in my own stories and those of my family—I have tried to
show the ways in which Indian fates have been tied to that of the country in
which we find ourselves, and the ways that the fate of America has been and
forever will be tied to ours.

THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN out of the simple, fierce conviction that our cultures are not
dead and our civilizations have not been destroyed. It is written with the
understanding that our present tense is evolving as rapidly and creatively as
everyone else’s. In a sense, it is a selfish project. I want—I need—to see Indian
life as more than a legacy of loss and pain, because I want to pass on to my
beautiful children a rich heritage and an embracing vision of who we were and
who we are. But I have not allowed myself to conjure alternative (hopeful but
false) realities out of the desire to make up for a traumatic past or to imagine a
better future. Looking at what actually was and is, beyond the blinders that the
“dead Indian” narrative has imposed, means reckoning with relentless attacks on
our sovereignty and the suffering it has created. But it also brings into view the
ingenious and resourceful counterattacks we have mounted over the decades, in
resistance to the lives the state would have us live. It has allowed me to trace the
many varied paths Indians have forged where old ones have been closed off or
obscured.

As Karl Marx wrote at the beginning of The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis
Bonaparte: “Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please;
they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances
existing already, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all dead
generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living.” This book is
about the history we’ve made and the tools with which we’ve made it. Indians
are not little ghosts in living color, stippling the landscape of the past and
popping up in the present only to admonish contemporary Americans to behave.

To treat the lives lost on that cold South Dakota day in 1890 as merely
symbolic is to disrespect those lives. It is also to disrespect the more than two
hundred Lakota who survived Wounded Knee and lived on—to experience the
pain of loss, yes, but much else as well. They survived to live and grow, to get
married and have babies. They survived to hold on to their Lakota ways or to
convert to Christianity and let those ways recede. They survived to settle on the
reservation and, later, to move to cities. They survived to go to school and to



college and to work. They survived to make mistakes and recover from them.
They survived to make history, to make meaning, to make life. This book is
about them. And it is about the Indians of other communities and tribes around
the country, who survived their own holocausts and went on to make their own
lives and their own histories, and in so doing, to make and remake the story of
the country itself.



PART 1

Narrating the Apocalypse: 10,000
BCE—1890



Meetings and Beginnings

here is a tendency to view the European settlement of North America, and

the corresponding decimation of many tribes and cultures, as sudden and
inevitable. It was neither. How, then, did Indians go from being the lords of the
continent—controlling all its shores, all the interior, having mastered its climates
and terrain and even the inevitable conflict with other tribes—to the scattered
remnants present in 18917

Although the northern Atlantic littoral had been reached and lightly explored
by Leif Eriksson (Eriksson the Lucky) in the eleventh century, it wasn’t until
Christopher Columbus landed in the Bahamas on October 12, 1492, that the age
of exploration (and eventually settlement) of the New World truly began. And
that is where the story of America usually begins. Like many origin myths, the
idea that everything began in 1492 when Columbus sailed the ocean blue is a
fiction. So, too, are the received notions about why he came: his journey wasn’t
motivated by ideology or by the desire to prove that the earth was round.
Columbus’s journey to North America was a mission that would resemble the
worst kind of marriage: he came for money and ended up in court.

In many ways, his journey began with the Ottomans and with the rise of a
mercantile class—early monopolists, if you will. Prior to 1453, the Silk Road
that led from Europe through the Middle East and the subcontinent to China was
protected, known, and stable enough to facilitate a robust trade in silk and spices
between Asia and Europe. Since at least 3000 BCE, spices had been traded from
east to west via coastal routes, and, later, by sea routes. Cinnamon, nutmeg,
ebony, silk, obsidian, and all manner of goods moved from east to west, while
gold, silver, and gems moved from west to east. A host of other things followed
along those routes: religions, populations, knowledge, philosophy, genes, and
disease. The relationships that evolved, from antiquity through the Middle Ages,
while not necessarily equitable and certainly not always peaceful, weren’t only,
or even primarily, exploitative. When the Ottoman Turks conquered
Constantinople in 1453, however, the ensuing regime change dismantled that



network. The powers in Venice, Genoa, Barcelona, and Lisbon needed new
ways to get the goods to which they were accustomed into Europe. Specifically,
they needed a cheaper way than traveling through the politically unstable
Mediterranean waters and the increasingly risky overland routes across the
Arabian Peninsula. Political unrest was widespread, as were piracy and violence.

Making matters worse were Iberian civil wars and a kind of economic
headlock imposed on European royal power by feudal mercantilism. Spain
wasn’t exactly Spain until the end of the fifteenth century; it was a collection of
competing states including Portugal, Castile, Granada, and Navarre, united
through conquest and the marriage of Isabella and Ferdinand. The Spanish
crown in particular had depleted its resources in punitive wars against other
Iberian countries and against the Moors, who were finally expelled from Spain
in the late 1400s. Though driven from Spain, the Moors were still a force in the
Mediterranean, and they effectively choked off trade to Spain’s courts. (The
effects were dramatic; for example, by 1503 pepper traded through the
Mediterranean cost 80 percent more than pepper that came from the New
World). Merchants, long denied standing and opportunity in their home
countries in favor of royal companies, had in the meantime developed their own
foreign trade networks, and they became rich, in some cases richer than the
crown. Then, as now, power followed money; European monarchies were losing
their grip. What the Portuguese and Spanish (and later the English) crowns
needed were royal charters and royal commerce: a way to create central banks as
a means of consolidating power, and state-sponsored businesses to fill royal
coffers. And although it had long been thought possible, it wasn’t until the mid—
fifteenth century that it became practical and necessary to try to sail west in
order to reach the East. Columbus was a hired gun. The Spanish crown needed
someone to advance its interests. Like a gun, Columbus, as a representative of
power, quickly became an agent of violence.

Michele da Cuneo, a lifelong friend of Columbus’s who came along on the
second voyage, is indicative of the scope of violence the expedition entailed:

While I was in the boat, I captured a very beautiful Carib woman, whom
the said Lord Admiral gave to me. When I had taken her to my cabin she
was naked—as was their custom. I was filled with a desire to take my
pleasure with her and attempted to satisfy my desire. She was unwilling,
and so treated me with her nails that I wished I had never begun. But—to
cut a long story short—I then took a piece of rope and whipped her



soundly, and she let forth such incredible screams that you would not
have believed your ears. Eventually we came to such terms, I assure you,
that you would have thought that she had been brought up in a school for
whores.

In 1495, Columbus shipped 550 Indians in four ships back to Spain for sale.
More than two hundred died en route, and their bodies were cast into the sea. By
1499, Columbus was regularly shipping Indians back to Spain, where they were
sold in Andalusian markets. While he was funneling Native families into slavery
and breaking them apart, his own brothers—Bartholomew and Diego (Giacomo)
—joined him in his exploits in the New World. Ferdinand and Isabella were
reluctant to allow him to continue slaving, even though slavery was alive and
well and widespread in Spain at the time. Muslims who remained after 1492
were sold, as were any “‘enemies of the Catholic church and of the crown’ who
had been taken in a ‘good’ or ‘just’ war.” Isabella and Ferdinand needed to know
if Indian captives met these definitions (although slavers and profiteers and
functionaries almost always found a way to make most of their captives fit
administratively). The monarchs told Columbus to stop slaving until they figured
out what to do. They appointed a committee of lawyers and religious leaders to
help them. It took five years for them to reach a decision, during which time
Columbus kept slaving and exploring. He was so insistent and pressured the
crown so relentlessly while it deliberated that Isabella, exasperated, exclaimed,
“Who is this Columbus who dares give out my vassals as slaves?” But
eventually he realized it would be more profitable to keep Indians in the New
World in slavery than to send them back to Spanish markets. Columbus wrote
that he “would have sent many Indians to Castile, and they would have been
sold, and they would have become instructed in our Holy Faith and our customs,
and then they would have returned to their lands to teach the others,” but the
Indians stayed in the Caribbean because “the Indians of Espafiola were and are
the greatest wealth of the island, because they are the ones who dig, and harvest,
and collect the bread and other supplies, and gather the gold from the mines, and
do all the work of men and beasts alike.” In short, while Columbus found gold
and silver and other natural resources, the indigenous lives and bodies were the
greatest natural resource he came upon.

Schisms emerged. When Columbus returned on his third voyage in 1498, he
was greeted by an insurrection at Hispaniola. The colonists claimed he had
misled them about the opportunities to be found there. Columbus had some of



them hanged for insubordination. Others returned to Spain, where they brought a
case against him in the Spanish court. Columbus also ran afoul of the Church for
his reluctance to baptize many Native peoples because he preferred to leave
them, according to church doctrine, “soulless,” which meant that they were free
to be enslaved. In 1500 he was removed as governor of Hispaniola and brought
to Spain in chains to face charges of cruelty and mismanagement. Not until 2006
did documents surface in Spain that detailed the extent of Columbus’s tyranny
and depravity. The governor who replaced him, Francisco de Bobadilla, tasked
by the crown with fact-finding on the Columbus brothers’ rule, deposed twenty-
three people, some supporters, some enemies. All had the same tale to tell: the
brothers had used torture and mutilation as a means of control. A man convicted
of stealing corn had his ears and nose cut off and was sold into slavery; a woman
who suggested Columbus was of low birth was paraded naked through the
streets and later had her tongue cut out; Natives who rose up against the
brutalities of colonial rule were dismembered alive and had their torsos paraded
through the streets.

Columbus was somewhat rehabilitated in the eyes of the crown, and he was
allowed to return to the Caribbean on a fourth voyage in 1502 with strict
instructions not to stop at Hispaniola. But he was ever the same. Things were so
bad during his fourth voyage that Columbus was stranded on Jamaica for the
better part of a year after sustaining damage in a storm; Nicolas de Ovando y
Caceres, the governor of Hispaniola, who detested Columbus, refused to help
him. When aid from Spain finally arrived in June 1504, Columbus returned there
for good, never having set foot on the mainland of North America.

STARTING IN THE 1490s and over the next twenty years, John Cabot would reach
Atlantic Canada, Jodo Fernandes (Lavrador) would map Labrador, and the
Corte-Real brothers would explore the region as well. Juan Ponce de Leon
would found Caparra on what is now Puerto Rico, and Hernan Cortés would
conquer Mexico with the help of the Tlaxcalans, as more than forty thousand
renegade Inca subjects would aid Francisco Pizarro with his efforts farther south.
And through the end of the century, a wave of exploration and many attempts at
colonization would follow. The Spanish fought for a foothold in North America,
attempting settlements in the area that is now South Carolina in 1526 and again
in 1566. Norman, Breton, and Portuguese fishermen were settling Newfoundland
by 1527, Huguenots tried Saint Kitts in 1538, the Spanish Pensacola in 1559,



and the French Fort Caroline near present-day Jacksonville in 1564 and
Chesapeake Bay in 1570. The English settled Roanoke Island in 1585 and Sable
Island in 1598. These early attempts failed for a number of reasons: disease,
starvation, attack by indigenous tribes, attacks from other colonial powers (Spain
was a particularly unapologetic underminer of other colonial efforts). During this
period the colonial powers shifted their focus from exploitative colonization
(small enclaves of people sent far from their homeland in order to extract
resources to be sent back to Europe) to exploitive settlement (permanent
communities established to extract and improve upon resources for profit). Many
of the early settlements failed because they were looking for a quick buck (gold,
slaves); others succeeded when they went for the slow buck: cotton, tobacco,
timber, furs, slave-worked gold and silver mines, and gems. How different parts
of North America were colonized depended to a great extent on which
Europeans were setting up shop. The Spanish attempted Catholic missions in
Mexico, Florida, and New Mexico that burned pagan shrines and killed Native
worshippers, but they were met with so much resistance that the missionaries
gradually incorporated Indian rituals and iconography into the Church. (To this
day, in many Pueblos in New Mexico infants are baptized in the Church and,
immediately after, taken to a ceremony where the baptism is wiped away.) But
in New England, the Puritans attempted little to no integration of what few
Indians they had converted into their churches.

There is a tendency to treat Columbus’s arrival in the Caribbean and the
subsequent colonization of mainland North America as of a piece. Certainly, the
narrative still included in many textbooks is that Columbus sailed west to see if
the earth was round and “found” Indians; then Europeans who loved freedom
and were fleeing tyranny came over, bringing the Old World and the New into a
long, friendly handshake. There is another, more recent version, that the
colonists arrived intent on genocide and were largely successful at it. Neither
account is true. Columbus sailed west for money. The colonists came for money
and they stayed for money. Indigenous peoples, for their part, resisted, helped,
hindered, played, and constantly negotiated the changes brought by colonization
and dispossession. Still, it is true that by the beginning of the seventeenth
century, the four dominant European colonizing powers had roughly divided the
continent: The Spanish had been relegated to Mexico and parts of what is today
the American South. The English controlled the main section of the Eastern
Seaboard. The Dutch were clinging to parts of New York and New Jersey. And
the French had secured much of what is now eastern Canada.



How did we get from this thin, if relatively secure, European foothold to
continental dominance in three centuries? How did we get from Jamestown to
Wounded Knee? As we will see, all the colonial powers used violence, strategic
dependency, intermarriage, and religious conversion to create and maintain
control. And in this process, language would be no less powerful a weapon: a
rhetoric of rightful possession coupled with a narrative of Indian aggression,
laziness, transgression, and paganism.

Early Tribes and Homelands

hen Columbus arrived in the Bahamas in 1492, and when Giovanni

Caboto (John Cabot in English) landed on the mainland of North America
in 1497, they arrived in a vast land, but also in an equally vast and varied
cultural landscape that had been evolving for ten millennia.

The earliest verified archaeological evidence of the settlement of North
America comes from two distinct sites, one in Pennsylvania and one in Chile.
Meadowcroft Rockshelter, a thirty-five-mile drive southwest of Pittsburgh, was
used continuously for centuries but was abandoned by Indians around the time of
the Revolutionary War. An amateur archaeologist, Albert Miller, first discovered
artifacts in a groundhog burrow there in the 1950s, but it wasn’t until the 1970s
that the site was properly excavated by a team from the University of Pittsburgh.
What they found was an unbroken record of human habitation that may stretch
back nineteen thousand years. Tools, bones, campsites, and personal effects were
recovered. The presence of 149 species of animals was established, along with
evidence of early farming of squash, corn, and beans.

The Monte Verde site in Chile, also excavated in the 1970s, is a rare find: a
relatively complete village that was inundated by rising water in a peat bog
shortly after it was inhabited and therefore was held in a kind of anaerobic
amber. Like the Meadowcroft site, Monte Verde has been dated to as many as
nineteen thousand years ago. Together the sites are important and do more than
help us understand how and when North America was settled; they also show
that there were people in North America well before the Bering land bridge
formed about ten thousand years ago, throwing into dispute the theory that North
America was settled primarily by Asiatic wanderers over the bridge. Indian
stories about our own origins almost all claim we came into being in our native



lands. The questions archaeology is struggling to explain—When and how was
North America settled? Did the first people come across the land bridge ten
thousand years ago? Or on earlier land bridges formed thirty thousand years ago
before sea levels rose once again? From Asia by boat earlier? From northern
Europe? All of the above? Were there in fact multiple origins of the human
species?—are rapidly being answered by ongoing genetic research. This research
suggests that prehistoric Indians share a lot of DNA with Asian populations and,
surprisingly, with European populations as well. It is quite likely that Europeans
migrated into far eastern Asia and mingled with the populations there and that
their descendants crossed over to the New World between thirty thousand and
twenty thousand years ago. But this is all the science of migration, not the
history of peoples.

Most Indians do not see themselves as merely the first in a long series of
arrivals to North America; they see themselves as indigenous. And the belief in
tribal indigeneity is crucial to understanding modern Indian realities. The
rhetorical stance that Indians are merely one group of travelers with no greater
stake than any other clashes with Indians’ cultural understanding that we have
always been here and that our control over our place in this world—not to
mention our control over the narrative and history of that place—has been
deeply and unjustly eroded.

The Kiowa, for example, believe that they came into the world, one by one,
through a hollow log and that a pregnant woman tried to get through, got stuck,
and that’s why the Kiowa are a small tribe. The Diné, or Navajo, believe they
traveled from the center of the earth through a series of worlds until they reached
this one, arriving in the Diné homeland, which was bounded, then as now, by
four sacred mountains. Many tribes have stories about emerging from the earth
—they are bottom-up tribes. Others, like mine, are more top-down: we believe
the Creator made the heavens and earth and then placed or draped various
handiworks across it. Last of all, after the animals, we people were set down,
like a very small final piece being placed in a very large diorama. (And it bears
mentioning that in our cosmology we are the most immature of all creation,
having been made last, and that as such we have the least tenure upon the land.)
Despite the variety of tribal belief (or perhaps in part because of it), North
America is uniformly seen as an Indian homeland that has shaped and been
shaped by the Indians living there then and living there now. Over these
homelands various empires and nation-states—Spanish, British, French, Dutch,
and, later, American—have crawled, mapping and claiming as they went. But



neither these maps nor the conquests enabled by them have eradicated or
obscured the fact that immigrants made their homes and villages and towns and
cities on top of Indian homelands. Any history that persists in using the old
model of New World history as something made by white people and done to
Indian people, therefore, is not a real history of this place. Rather, as the
historian Colin Calloway has suggested, history didn’t come to the New World
with Cabot or Columbus; they—and those who followed—brought European
history to the unfolding histories already here.

Science tells us only that the humans of the New World arrived a long time
ago, and likely in many different ways. Culture and history tell us something
more profound: that New World tribal people emerged here, as cultures and as
people. No one else can make that claim. Columbus and Cabot and the rest
didn’t discover the New World or new peoples. They met Indian people with
distinct histories, homelands and technologies, and deep—and deeply considered
—concepts of themselves and their place in the world.

The Southeast

hen Europeans first arrived on the Atlantic coast, they landed on a richly

settled and incredibly fecund homeland to hundreds of tribes. When
prehistoric first Indians emerged in what is now the eastern United States, the
water levels were considerably lower than they are now, because much of the
world’s water was trapped in glaciers that spread across a large part of the
Northern Hemisphere. Because of this, coastal archaeology has uncovered only a
very fractured record of habitation. Even so, five-thousand-year-old shell
middens in Florida and North Carolina suggest vibrant coastal cultures in this
region. In Virginia alone there are thousands of known prehistoric village sites.
How these early tribes were organized or how they understood themselves is
hard to know. What made for a relatively easy life—abundant rivers, streams,
and springs, plentiful fuel, fairly constant aquatic and terrestrial food sources,
and a relatively mild climate—makes for bad archaeology. It seems that, in this
early period, coastal Indians lived in small villages of about 150 people and that
they were fairly mobile, spending part of the year on the coast, part farther
inland, and getting most of their calories from fish and game and opportunistic
harvests of nuts and berries. Populations seem to have risen and shrunk like the



tide, depending on the availability of calories. Archaeological evidence suggests
that between 2500 and 2000 BCE, tribal groups began making clay pots, which
indicate a more sedentary lifestyle, the need for storage (which in turn suggests
that there were food surpluses), and a greater reliance on plants for sustenance.
A bit later eastern coastal and woodland Indians were planting or cultivating
sunflowers, lamb’s-quarter, gourds, goosefoot, knotweed, and Jerusalem
artichokes. But this was not the Garden of Eden. Some villages seem to have
been fortified by wooden palisades. Tribes did fight and kill one another and, as
groups do, sought for themselves what others had.

When Ponce de Leoén arrived in Florida in 1513, with explicit permission
from the Spanish crown to explore and settle the region, Indians had been living
there for at least twelve thousand years. Because of the lower water levels,
during prehistoric times Florida’s land mass was double what it is today, so
much of the archaeological evidence is under the sea. It was also much drier and
supported all sorts of megafauna such as bison and mastodon. As megafauna
died out (climate change, hunting), the fruits of the sea in turn supported very
large Archaic and Paleolithic societies. Agriculture was late in coming to
Florida, appearing only around 700 BCE, and some noncoastal Florida tribes still
had no forms of agriculture at the time of Spanish conquest. Presumably the rich
fresh and brackish water ecosystems were more than enough to support a lot of
different peoples. What the Spanish encountered beginning in 1513 was a vast,
heterogeneous collection of tribes, among them the Ais, Alafay, Amacano,
Apalachee, Bomto, Calusa, Chatot, Chine, Guale, Jororo, Luca, Mayaca,
Mayaimi, Mocoso, Pacara, Pensacola, Pohoy, Surruque, Tequesta, Timicua, and
Viscayno, to name but a few. Within a matter of years, all of these tribes, having
evolved over many centuries, would decline, and in a hurry.

Spanish colonization was a schizophrenic enterprise, driven first by the
search for treasure, then in a quest for slaves, and later taking on a missionary
cast. The desire to find a more direct route to the Orient was constant, but to it
was added the need to hold territory as a buffer against British and French
interests. The Indian response to the Spanish was determined to a great extent by
three constants of first contact: the spread of disease, attempts at slavery, and the
spread of information.

In all likelihood Ponce de Le6n was not the first Spaniard to reach La Florida
(the land of flowers), because the Indians he met on his first voyage already
knew some Spanish words and were already deeply distrustful of Spaniards;
likely, Spanish from the Caribbean had been there first. Other explorers
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hundred slaves and sowing smallpox and measles wherever he went. So it was
no wonder that almost every attempt at exploration and colonization—Pedro de
Quejo and Francisco Gordillo in 1521, Panfilo de Narvaez in 1527, Hernando de
Soto in 1539—was harassed and attacked and impeded by the tribes it
encountered. After the Spanish finally succeeded in establishing missions in
Florida and Georgia in the sixteenth century, Indians were conscripted and
enslaved and forced to live in deplorable conditions in service to the crown and
the cross, which only hastened the work of disease. And when the Spanish were
attacked from the north by British forces, the enslaved Indians were even more
vulnerable than their well-fed and well-rested overlords.

What transpired in Florida would be repeated (with variations) over much of
the Indian homeland of North America: disease, slavery, starvation, and
disruption. Previously distinct cultures and peoples were mixed together;
remnants of once vast tribes banded together and formed new tribal identities.
This happened in what would become the states of Florida, Georgia, South and
North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee, in Spanish and British territory. By
the time the British and Spanish lost out to the newly minted Americans, what
had once been the homeland of hundreds of distinct tribes was now in the control
of a few amalgamated (polymerized, in the words of historian Jack Page) tribes
such as the Seminole, Creek, Muscogee, Chickasaw, and Cherokee.

The colonization of North America is often seen as a binary struggle, a series
of conflicts between Indians and settlers. But in the face of disease, starvation,
and displacement, conflict occurred along multiple vectors. Tribes allied with
other tribes against yet other tribes; colonial powers made alliances with certain
tribes against other tribes and against other colonial powers. Later, elements of
the federal government (John Marshall’s Supreme Court) allied with tribes
against states (like Georgia), and other parts of the government (Andrew
Jackson’s executive branch) allied with states against tribes. Some tribes
committed genocide against their neighbors. But while the conflict or conflicts in
the Southeast weren’t necessarily linear and certainly weren’t binary, the
trajectory was more or less clear: tribes were diminished through disease and
warfare. Two moments stand out in the sordid history of the American Southeast
—removal and the Seminole Wars.

In place of the Hatteras, Koroa, Chiaha, Biloxi, and countless others, a few
polymerized “supertribes” had arisen in the Southeast: the Chickasaw, Choctaw,
Muscogee, Creek, Cherokee, Yamasee, Catawba, Miccosukee, and Seminole.
Thomas Jefferson saw the remaining southeastern tribes as impediments to the



cultivation of the American nation and American character. He wrote that it was
important “to encourage them to abandon hunting, to apply to the raising [of]
stock, to agriculture and domestic manufactures, and thereby prove to
themselves that less land and labor will maintain them in this, better than in their
former mode of living.” The problem was that the Indians were already doing
just that. By the beginning of the eighteenth century, eastern tribes were all
predominantly agricultural anyway: they grew yams, beans, corn, and squash,
and more intensively so after the trade in buckskin brought the white-tail deer to
near extinction east of the Mississippi. Many of them had had small villages and
settlements where they farmed intensively, and effectively. They had seats of
government and centers of power. After the colonists arrived they began
cultivating cotton and other export crops as well in the eighteenth century, which
they farmed plantation style. Many Cherokee and other tribal people bought and
kept black slaves, as did Jefferson himself. Jefferson, while in France as a
foreign minister, thought much about the state of the new republic and mused: “I
think our governments will remain virtuous for many centuries; as long as they
are chiefly agricultural; and this will be as long as there shall be vacant lands in
any part of America.” Of course, there was no “vacant” land for America to
settle, and this was nowhere more obvious than in the Southeast. In a series of
secret memos to William Henry Harrison written in 1803, Jefferson sketched out
a plan by which Indian tribes in the Southeast could be disappeared:

To promote this disposition to exchange lands which they have to spare
and we want for necessaries, which we have to spare and they want, we
shall push our trading houses, and be glad to see the good and influential
individuals among them run in debt, because we observe that when these
debts get beyond what the individuals can pay, they become willing to
lop them off by a cession of lands. . . . In this way our settlements will
gradually circumscribe and approach the Indians, and they will in time
either incorporate with us as citizens of the United States, or remove
beyond the Missisipi [sic]. The former is certainly the termination of their
history most happy for themselves. But in the whole course of this, it is
essential to cultivate their love. As to their fear, we presume that our
strength and their weakness is now so visible that they must see we have
only to shut our hand to crush them, and that all our liberalities to them
proceed from motives of pure humanity only. Should any tribe be
foolhardy enough to take up the hatchet at any time, the seizing of the



whole country of that tribe, and driving them across the Missisipi as the
only condition of peace, would be an example to others, and a
furtherance of our final consolidation.

Debt, dependency, threats, and force, in that order, was the thinking of the
day. These secret memos were written while Jefferson served as president of the
United States.

Jefferson wasn’t able to achieve any of these outcomes during his tenure; the
republic would have to wait until Andrew Jackson took office in 1829. By this
point, the eastern Cherokee had consolidated power and launched a new
governmental structure based on a balance of power and a judiciary. They
published a bilingual newspaper and formally declared New Echota (near what
is today Calhoun, Georgia) as the capital of the Cherokee Nation. But Jackson
had spent his military years fighting Indians and the British, as well as
speculating in real estate (often out of the spoils of war), and he regarded such
claims as ridiculous. Earlier, in 1802, Georgia had agreed to give up claims to
land in what would become Alabama and Mississippi if the federal government
would remove or reduce the Indians in Georgia. Basically, Georgia would give
up land outside the state in order to secure more land within its borders. After
Jackson assumed the presidency, he was happy to oblige. He offered the tribes
two choices: move west of the Mississippi or allow themselves to become
subjects of the states in which their tribal homelands existed. In the case of the
Cherokee, this meant that they would be citizens of the United States and
residents of the state of Georgia, whose laws included a provision that Creek
Indians could legally be hunted “wheresoever they may be found within the
limits of this state.” Invoking not only the tribes’ long control over their land but
also the treaties, alliances, and decrees that had been written into the
Constitution, which also stipulated that only the federal government had the
ability to negotiate and treat with tribes, Cherokee chief John Ross brought his
people’s case to the Supreme Court. In a series of rulings known as the Marshall
Trilogy, the court affirmed the rights of the Cherokee and ruled the removal of
Indians unlawful. Andrew Jackson did it anyway. Between 1830 and 1850 more
than 125,000 Indians of the Southeast were forcibly removed to territory west of
the Mississippi, mostly on foot and in wintertime. At least 3,500 Creek and
5,000 Cherokee and many from other tribes died along the way. Many more died
of starvation when they reached their new lands.



So it wasn’t merely “germs and steel” that spelled the end of the “red race.”
The Cherokee, Choctaw, Creek, Chickasaw, and many others had weathered
disease and rebounded. Moreover, they had done almost everything “right” by
the standards of the new republic. They had fought for the government
(including under Jackson at the Battle of Horseshoe Bend). They had devoted
themselves to farming and trade, developed court and legislative systems—they
had proved themselves socially and culturally adaptive. And this had done
nothing to assuage the determination of the colonists and settlers to seize their
land and resources. “Neither superior technology nor an overwhelming number
of settlers made up the mainspring of the birth of the United States or the spread
of its power over the entire world,” writes historian Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz.
“Rather, the chief cause was the colonialist settler-state’s willingness to
eliminate whole civilizations of people in order to possess their land.”

The Seminole Wars

he Seminole were also, in part, subject to removal, but they charted a very

different course for themselves in relation to the American government. An
amalgam of other tribes, notably Creek but also some Choctaw, who had fled
south from Georgia and Alabama during the eighteenth century and settled in
northern Florida, the Seminole worked with the Spanish to displace other tribes
(who were moved to Cuba, presumably as slaves or plantation workers). For a
time, their numbers grew and life improved somewhat. They learned how to
draw sustenance from Florida’s swamps and lowlands, and they traded deer
hides for weapons, metal, and other goods. After the Red Stick Rebellion
(otherwise known as the Creek War), in which traditionalist Creeks sought to
rise up against the government and against their own, more assimilationist tribal
members, the surviving rebels fled to Florida and joined the Seminole, making
the Seminole a large tribe indeed, numbering about six thousand around the time
of the War of 1812.

At the behest of the British (and perhaps following their own inclinations),
the Seminole began raiding across the border into Georgia—attacking
unsympathetic Creek and Georgian settlers alike. In 1818, Andrew Jackson (not
yet president) mounted a campaign to put down the Seminole, recover runaway
slaves in Florida, and shake the Spanish out of Florida in the same stroke. This



was the First Seminole War. When it concluded, the United States secured all of
northern Florida, some twenty-eight million acres, and under the Treaty of
Moultrie Creek, signed in 1823, moved the Seminoles into a four-million-acre
reservation on poor land in central Florida. Another fraudulent treaty, the Treaty
of Payne’s Landing, in 1832, signed by a few nonrepresentative “chiefs,”
promised the Seminole land west of the Mississippi. In 1835 the government
moved in to enforce it. This time they were met with resistance in the form of
Chief Osceola. Osceola, a young warrior of fierce opinions, allegedly had this to
say of the government attempts to direct the destiny of his tribe: “Am I a negro,
a slave? I am an Indian. The white man shall not make me black. I will make the
white man red with blood, and then blacken him in the sun and rain, where the
wolf shall smell his bones and the vulture live upon his flesh.” Such language
was a far cry from Chief John Ross’s measured appeals to the U.S. Supreme
Court.

On December 28, 1835, an American army column moved into Seminole
territory near Fort Brooke, but the Seminole, led by the irascible Osceola, were
waiting for them. The Seminole rose from the tall grass on either side of the trail
and opened fire. After the first volley, half the soldiers lay dead or dying. They
got their artillery going, but then the artillerymen were killed and the rest of the
soldiers fell, more than one hundred in total. As was typical, American losses
were framed as a massacre and the battle became known as the Dade Massacre.
In the ensuing months, the Seminole attacked twenty-one plantations and burned
them down, along with army forts and even the Cape Florida lighthouse. Major
Ethan Allen Hitchcock felt that the U.S. government was to blame. “The
government is in the wrong, and this is the chief cause of the persevering
opposition of the Indians, who have nobly defended their country against our
attempt to enforce a fraudulent treaty. The natives used every means to avoid a
war, but were forced into it by the tyranny of our government.” Despite the
tyranny, the government was a long time in bringing the war to a close, and only
then by luring Osceola into a parley under a flag of truce and then arresting him.
Still the war waged on. The Seminole attacked and melted away, attacked again,
and fled into the swamps once more. The army, heavily provisioned and often
mounted, could not fight effectively in the Florida swamps. But attrition finally
had its way, and the wars wound down in 1842 at a cost of nearly $60 million for
the second war alone. The total cost to fight the Seminole was much higher. The
captured Seminoles were moved west to Indian Territory, but many remained.
The end of the war was marked not by treaty or agreement but by exhaustion.
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moving onto their land. This was the Third Seminole War. Again, violence
swept the state. Again, attrition and exhaustion decided the matter, and many of
the combatants were removed west in 1858. The war was declared over (by the
United States) on May 8, 1858. But the Seminole made no such pronouncement.
The remaining Seminole, numbering fewer than a thousand, resumed life in the
backcountry and swamps of Florida, and there they remained, never having
surrendered and never having been defeated.

So one wonders: Which was the better path, that of Chief John Ross or that
of Osceola? Both men are remembered as having fought for their people, though
in radically different ways. Both won Pyrrhic victories. Many of both tribes took
up residence in what is now Oklahoma, but many refused to leave their
homelands. Despite the best efforts of the government and the millions of dollars
it spent, the Southeast was never entirely freed of Indians, and it likely never will
be. They lived on in the swamps of Florida, the hills of southern Appalachia, the
bayous of Alabama and Louisiana.

The Northeast

he prehistoric tribes of the American Northeast—stretching from Virginia all

the way up to the Saint Lawrence—were as diverse as their homeland. From
the Atlantic littoral to the Appalachians, the tribes seem to have kept close to the
shores, so much of the record of their history was lost to rising water. Life seems
to have been particularly good for them from about 3000 BCE to 700 BCE.
According to Alice Kehoe, “After around 3000 BCE, sea level stabilized at its
historical global level,” and the ocean provided seals and swordfish and cod. The
innumerable rivers and streams ran with smelt, alewife, salmon, and herring
every spring. The warming of the climate helped create vast beds of shellfish
from Manhattan Island north to Maine. One archaeological site in southern
Maine dated to 3000 BCE included the remains of deer, moose, seal, walrus,
beaver, mink, sea mink, river otter, fisher, bear, swordfish, cod, sturgeon,
sculpin, mallards, black ducks, loons, eagles, and shellfish. With the increasing
availability of dependable calories came a population boom, which in turn
facilitated cultural growth. Villages grew in size. Funerary rites and burials
became more elaborate. By about 1000 BCE, pottery became prevalent.



Within a few hundred years the climate cooled again, calories became scarce
(hickory nuts were particularly hard to find), and tribes fractured into smaller
groups that seem to have relied more on inland hunting. Moose replaced deer,
and foraging included wild grapes, hickory nuts, and acorns. Elaborate burial
practices disappeared. During this time maize had begun its slow crawl as a
domesticated food source from Mexico. It reached the Northeast and was in
robust production by 1200 ct. Ever the companion of culture, corn caused
populations to grow again. Internecine wars became common. By the time of
contact with European fishing fleets in the early sixteenth century, there was a
distinct division between what had become the tribes of the Iroquois
Confederacy inland and the polymorphous collection of Algonquian tribes
scattered along the Atlantic coast. The perils and opportunities this division
created played out very differently for the respective groups.

The Algonquian-speaking tribes included the Powhatan, Nanticoke,
Pennacook, Massachuset, Mohegan, Delaware, Mahican, Abenake, Mi’kmagq,
Pequot, Wampanoag, and scores of other small tribes. Opportunities for seasonal
fishing, foraging, and hunting large game farther from shore encouraged the
growth of numerous small seasonal villages of no more than a few hundred,
organized by clan. The tribes spent the summer netting birds (loons, ducks,
geese, and cormorants) and harvesting berries and nuts near the sea. In the fall
they moved to other temporary villages better situated to net spawning fish. In
the winter they congregated in larger villages and lived in multifamily
longhouses to conserve heat, water, and material for shelter. They grew corn,
beans, and squash but favored slash-and-burn methods that dictated moving to
new planting grounds every few years. This is one reason early European
explorers and colonists found cathedral-like old-growth forests and rich, open
country ready for planting. The “virgin land” they described was hardly virgin at
all, having been shaped by the tribes of the region for millennia.

The border region between the eastern Great Lakes and the Appalachian
Mountains that was home to the five original tribes of the Iroquois Confederacy
required a different kind of organization. By the end of the Woodland period
(around 1100 ckE) the separate Iroquoian tribes of the area—Cayuga, Oneida,
Seneca, Onondaga, and Mohawk—though to a degree united culturally and
linguistically, had fought one another often for hunting and fishing grounds. But
corn, when it arrived from Mexico, required intensive cultivation and a kind of
seasonal stability not possible with constant, even if low-grade, conflict. The
best way to organize in this region, compared to the resource-rich coast, seemed



to be to create protected villages surrounded by cornfields and acres of squash
and beans. As the Iroquois telling has it, members of three different tribes—two
men, Dekanawida and Hiawatha, and one woman, Jigonhsasee, known as the
Mother of Nations—met at Jigonhsasee’s home to discuss creating bonds of
mutual protection that would enable them all to make the most of the gift of
corn. They sought out men from two other tribes—Dekanawida and Tadadaho—
to cement their union, which they referred to as the Great League of Peace. Each
of the tribes had ownership and control of its own territory and its own political
and spiritual functions.

By the time of European contact, the Onondaga, Mohawk, Seneca, Oneida,
and Cayuga were living in this way, their palisaded villages sometimes
exceeding a few acres in size, surrounded by fields, with webs of tribal relations
that extended over a wide territory beyond. (The Tuscarora would later join as
well, when they arrived as refugees from wars in the Carolinas in the early
eighteenth century.) In addition, the inland tribes, in an effort to increase the
range of the American bison, burned large areas of Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New
York. Bison were habituated as far east as central New York, which is why
Buffalo, New York, bears that name; bison frequented the town site, where
natural salt licks encouraged them to stay, though the name is lightly disputed to
have come from a Seneca man named De-gi-yah-goh, which means “buffalo” in
the Seneca language. Much has been said about the “warlike” aspects of the
confederacy. But it wasn’t any more warlike than other nations or alliances of
nations, though it did consolidate its power and expand its territory through
armed conflict with neighboring tribes.

It is tempting to think of first contact in the Northeast as the binary story of
Pilgrims arriving in New England in the early seventeenth century while the
Wampanoag stood by and watched the English sails gradually grow nearer. In
reality, contact was varied, complex, and gradual. One must imagine that many
tribes—with intricate social networks that followed well-established trade routes
and waterways—had heard of Europeans long before they encountered them: the
first import to the New World was surely rumor. As it was, English fishing fleets
—Ilargely frozen out of the Icelandic cod fishery by Denmark and the northern
European Hanseatic League—began plying Newfoundland waters beginning in
the early 1500s. They sailed out of Bristol for twenty days until they reached the
rich waters off the coast, fished the short summer months, and made the twenty-
day journey back. During the weeks that they fished, they landed to replenish
their fresh water, to pack fish, and to trade with northern tribes. Breton and



Basque fishermen joined the fray, trading knives, cooking vessels, and other
goods for food, fresh water, and animal hides. However much reciprocal trade
there was in those early years, theft followed closely behind.

Portuguese explorer Gaspar Corte-Real, upon landing in Maine in 1501,
captured fifty-seven Mi’kmaq and brought them back to Portugal, where they
were sold into slavery. In 1580 an English crew who had landed in Maine found
three hundred moose hides in an empty lodge and simply took them. French
explorers brought Indians back to France, and in England, three Indians were put
on public display, along with hawks and an eagle. In 1614, Thomas Hunt (on the
same expedition as John Smith) captured twenty-six Wampanoag and brought
them to Spain, where they were sold as slaves. John Smith, of Pocahontas fame,
back after the failed Jamestown experiment, was involved in slave raids into
New England, where his crew captured a number of Algonquian Indians, all of
whom were sold into slavery. Although the English weren’t nearly as bad as the
Spanish (at least as regards Indian slavery), the actions of northern European
explorers and colonists—theft, massacres, slavery—should be remembered.

Still more disastrously, European diseases often arrived well in advance of
Europeans and decimated Indian populations even more ruthlessly, especially
when paired with slavery. In 1592, well before the Seneca had direct and
prolonged contact with Europeans, a measles epidemic spread among the tribe,
killing many thousands of the population within a decade. The Pequot and
Wampanoag and other New England tribes were laid low by an epidemic of
leptospirosis. Between 1616 and 1619, as much as 90 percent of the population
of the New England tribes was wiped out. Rather than welcoming Europeans
with open arms when the Mayflower landed at Plymouth in mid-November
1620, precious few Indians remained alive on the Eastern Seaboard to lift their
arms at all. Those who had survived were in turmoil, their homelands shifted and
their old alliances and webs of trade arrangements—their very cultures—in
tatters. Other tribes, untouched by disease, filled power vacuums. Some tribes
ceased to exist at all.

As the Pilgrims and subsequent settlers flooded into New England, the tribes
(and some of the settlers) tried to forge alliances and understandings that would
benefit them all. But these efforts failed. In the 1630s, when Indian populations
had rebounded to some extent, the Pequot launched an all-out war. It was
crushed by the Pilgrims, and the remaining Pequot were sold into slavery. John
Mason, after attacking a stockade filled with Pequot women and children and
setting it on fire, wrote that God “laughed his Enemies and the Enemies of his



People to scorn making [the Pequot] as a fiery Oven. . . . Thus did the Lord
judge among the Heathen, filling [Fort Mystic] with dead Bodies.” The Pequot
were exterminated not only from the land but from memory: uttering the tribe’s
very name was forbidden. By 1890, all Indian lands in coastal New England had
long since been expropriated, and most remaining Indians had been assimilated
into other tribes, relocated, or exterminated. Most, but not all. Wampanoag,
Mashantucket, Mi’kmaq, Abenake, and others made peace and endured. As in
the Southeast, total war had not yielded total extermination. Indians remained.

The Great Lakes and Ohio River Valley

he Great Lakes region—including the Ohio River valley, the area around the

lakes themselves, and the Mississippi basin up to the edge of the Great
Plains—was home to some of the bloodiest fighting and also some of the most
aggressive and effective Indian resistance to colonization on the entire continent.

Our present mapmaking turns the lakes into a border between the United
States and Canada, an upper limit, rather than the crossroads that they were.
Moving from south to north, the Mississippi River and its twin tributaries—the
Missouri and the Ohio, draining the west and east, respectively—point like a
trident at the belly of the lakes. The lakes themselves draw water from as far
west as northern Minnesota and bring it all the way to the ocean. To the north of
the lakes, great rivers like the Rainy, Hayes, Severn, and Albany feed north into
Hudson Bay and beyond into the Arctic. Seen this way, the Great Lakes and the
land that rises on their northern and southern flanks are the confluence of a vast
network of waterways. For Indians as far back as the Paleolithic they were the
hub of the New World.

Migrating waterfowl, fish, and game have followed these waterways since
the end of the last North American ice age twelve thousand years ago. The
earliest Native peoples, who lived alongside the game on which they depended,
used these waterways, too. By the beginning of the Woodland period in 500 BCE
there was a vast cultural and technological network that followed the water,
spreading knowledge along with the cultures that carried it. The use of the bow
and arrow, pottery, plant domestication, architecture, and burial practices flowed
from the Gulf of Mexico all the way up to north of Lake Ontario and back again.
In the various climates found in this vast and fecund area native plants, including



gourds, sumpweed, goosefoot, sunflower, knotweed, little barley, and maygrass,
were cultivated long before the arrival of corn and beans. In the Middle
Woodland period, what is known as the Hopewell culture (also called the
Hopewell complex or Hopewell exchange network) arose. The Hopewell
cultures typically made their homes in or near oxbows and floodplains that
seasonally replenished rich planting grounds, aquatic food sources, and
waterfowl. The villages could reach significant size and were surrounded by
mounds of all shapes and sizes that were one of the hallmarks of the culture. The
Hopewell Ceremonial Earthworks near Chillicothe, Ohio, for example, measures
1,254 feet long and connects thirty-eight mounds within an earthen rectangle
measuring more than one hundred acres.

Most, but not all, mounds contained burials of staggering richness. (The
purpose of many effigy mounds—Iike the Great Serpent Mound, southeast of
Chillicothe, Ohio, the largest effigy mound in the world—remains unknown or,
at the least, hotly debated among archaeologists.) The mounds themselves were
constructed using large poles that supported a thatched roof. The deceased were
placed inside the shelter and buried with an abundance of trade goods. In Ohio
some mounds were found to contain thousands of freshwater pearls, mica,
tortoise shells, Knife River flint (from North Dakota), and conch (from Mexico).
The finds indicate that these communities were both well-off and well-
connected. Around the burial structure, heaps of animal bones suggest that the
dead were feasted in fine fashion by their relatives. After the feasting, the
gathered goods were burned down and covered over with earth. Along with
larger villages and greater economic and caloric security came an explosion in
artistic expression. Hopewell Indians were expert carvers. One burial mound at
the Mound City site in Ross County, Ohio, contained more than two hundred
intricately carved smoking pipes.

But around 500 cE, the Hopewell exchange network, along with the large
villages and the mound building, disappeared. So did the artwork. Populations
seem to have gone into decline. No one knows why, exactly. Trade and
commerce brought goods from all over the continent, but they might also have
brought war: some villages from the end of the period were bounded by moats
and wooden palisades. The climate grew colder, which may have made game
grow scarce. Likewise, improvements in hunting technology may have caused a
collapse in animal populations. Agriculture itself may have been a culprit: as of
900 cE, maize and beans were well established throughout the region, and the
rise of agriculture could have generated a shift in social organization. Much



later, the Mississippian period, from 1100 to 1541 cE, saw the advent of the bow,
small projectile points, pottery, and a shift from gathering to intensive
agriculture. Large villages replaced small seasonal camps. The largest
Mississippian village was surely Cahokia, which was at its peak around 1050—
1250 ck, situated at the confluence of the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers near
present-day St. Louis, spreading over five square miles and with a population
estimated to reach thirty thousand. One burial site there contained twenty
thousand shell beads, another eight hundred arrowheads. That, too, went into
decline and was abandoned. Whatever the cause, by the time Europeans arrived
in the region in the mid—seventeenth century, Cahokia and similar settlements
had been long abandoned.

While tribes in the Southeast, Southwest, and Northeast were involved in
countless local struggles (and not a few large ones) with the Spanish, English,
Dutch, and French, Indians west of the Appalachians had at first only fleeting
contact with the newcomers. But as happened elsewhere, harbingers arrived first,
in the form of trade goods and disease. Some of this arrived with waves of tribal
newcomers as refugees from the coastal groups headed inland, sparking
territorial conflicts well west of the Atlantic even before Europeans set foot in
the contested territories. The political disruptions caused by masses of refugees
were compounded by disruptions to seasonal hunting and gathering cycles
brought on by disease. The time and energy it took to weave nets, knap spear
and arrow points, set traps, spear fish, and weave material was lost to war,
illness, and death. Native technologies had already evolved that were well suited
to the worlds of the Indians who invented them, yet what was wanting were
specialists to make and use that technology. European knives were no better at
cutting. European axes were no better at felling. In the chaos of the times, it
became expedient to trade for them rather than to make them. The increased
reliance on European trade goods in turn caused more geopolitical conflict.

In times of upheaval as in times of strife and instability, the region was
defined by its prehistoric routes and cultures. Jacques Cartier, exploring the Gulf
of Saint Lawrence in the 1530s and early 1540s, did ship-side trading with
Natives there, exchanging knives and kettles and the like for fur used in trim—
unaware of the wealth waiting to be extracted from the Pays d’en Haut (Upper
Country) in the form of beaver pelts. According to Cartier, the Indians he met
“made frequent signs to us to come on shore, holding up to us some furs on
sticks. . . . They bartered all they had to such an extent that all went back naked
without anything on them; and they made signs to us that they would return on



the morrow with more furs.” Basque fishermen—present since the 1490s—
became deeply enmeshed in the beaver trade. Seasonal fishermen, operating on
the Grand Banks as early as 1512, traded metal items for beaver furs, which
would be sewn into robes to keep the sailors warm during their endeavors and
then be sold back in France. It wasn’t long before beaver fur’s unique felting
qualities dramatically increased European demand for it (the barbed strands
clung to one another with extraordinary strength). This led to an increased focus
on exploration into the Gulf of Saint Lawrence, and the returning reports of a
vast continent loaded with furs and Indians eager to trade drove Europeans
deeper still into the interior, with a predictable increase in conflict.

The Iroquois Confederacy maintained a stranglehold on travel into the
interior via the Great Lakes waterways, which meant, in the middle to late
sixteenth century, control over all the trade in the region. Unlike the loosely
affiliated Algonquian tribes and nonaffiliated Iroquoian tribes such as the Huron,
they had access to trade goods: metal traps, kettles, axes, blankets, guns, shot,
powder, and knives. Such items conferred a decided military advantage, and
between the end of the sixteenth century and the full blossoming of the fur trade,
the Iroquois were engaged in endless wars of advantage with their tribal
neighbors to the east. They also managed to negotiate punitive trade deals with
the French along the Saint Lawrence and the English down the Hudson.

The tribes to the west of the Iroquois were numerous and powerful but spread
out over a vast territory. They included the Shawnee, Odawa, Potawatomi,
Ojibwe, Sac, Fox, Menominee, Ho-Chunk (Winnebago), Osage, Miami, Dakota,
Cree, Mandan, Arikara, Hidatsa, and Huron (to name but a few). With the
exception of the Huron, who lived in large agricultural settlements on the north
side of Lake Ontario and later near Georgian Bay and whose population
numbered 20,000 to 40,000 or more, western Great Lakes tribes were broken
into small mobile villages of around 150 to 300 people, organized by kinship
ties. These were the Indians of storybook legend: plying the vast woodlands in
birchbark canoes and treading the hushed forests in moccasins. They were
primarily hunter-gatherers, though they, too, grew corn, beans, and squash. More
westerly tribes such as the Ojibwe had also begun harvesting and cultivating
naturally occurring wild rice—a swampy aquatic plant in the oat family that
provided a very stable and nutrient-rich food source.

In 1608, Samuel de Champlain (the “father of New France”) pushed deeper
into the Saint Lawrence and landed at the site that would become Quebec. As
historian Michael McDonnell notes, Quebec was less a colony of settlement than



the site of a warehouse and trading factory. Trading posts or factories—which in
no way resembled factories as we know them—were combination free-trade
zones, consulates, military garrisons, and settlements. European and American
goods would be brought there, while Indian trade goods (usually furs and
buckskin) were brought from the interior. The factory would be run by a
“factor,” essentially a trader, and staffed with other traders who worked under
him, along with craftsmen with needed skills, such as blacksmiths and tanners.
The hope at Quebec was to catch furs coming out of the northland and
thereby bypass the British to the east and the Spanish creeping up the
Mississippi from the south. The French mode of settlement was for Indians in
many ways preferable to that of the British and the Spanish. Instead of following
a pattern of conquest, subjugation, settlement, and displacement, the French,
preferring to trade rather than to settle, were much more inclined to adapt to the
new country and its inhabitants. The new outpost was deep in Indian country,
and to survive it needed the help of its neighbors. The French began trading with
the Huron: metal goods and guns in exchange for stores of surplus corn. The
Huron maintained good trade relations with their Algonquian neighbors, the
Odawa and Ojibwe, so that, while they themselves did not have access to furs,
they had access to and good relations with those who did. A year after
Champlain landed at Quebec, the Huron were trading with the French
vigorously, then trading with the Odawa and Ojibwe in turn. It wasn’t long,
however, before Champlain recognized that in order to get premium northern
furs (and at a better price), he had to deal directly with the Odawa and Ojibwe.
As they say: Location, location, location. At this time the Odawa and Ojibwe
(Anishinaabe) were located around Michilimackinac, which sat at the straits that
separated Lake Michigan from Lake Huron, a day’s paddle from the outlet of
Lake Superior and perhaps the most strategically important location in North
America at that time. Control the straits and you controlled travel and trade for
the majority of the continent. The location also suited the cultural prerogatives of
kinship unique to the Algonquians of the region: they were principally
exogamous and had a very well developed clan system. Children took the clan of
their fathers and typically married out of their village into nearby villages and
even other tribes. The son would move out of his family’s home and into that of
his wife, bringing with him his clan and sense of relatedness. As a result,
“family” became a large thing indeed and pulled populations of mobile and
separate tribes into incredibly durable and mutually beneficial relationships over
great distances. This well-woven network was an incredible boon in times of war



and matters of trade. Moreover, Michilimackinac offered access to reliable food
sources. The lakes in all directions mitigated the effects of latitude with a
microclimate that allowed for corn production well north of its usual limit and
supported an incredible diversity of plants and trees. Ash, oak, maple, elm,
spruce, cedar, and white pine grew in profusion. The fall spawn of whitefish was
said to be so intense that one could walk across the straits on the backs of the
spawning fish. Villages tended to be seasonal and small—groups of usually no
more than 150 relatives who lived in largely single-family wigwams, made from
saplings driven into the ground and bent and tied together into a dome shape,
then covered with woven reeds, cedar bark, birchbark shingles, or elm bark.
These populations shifted between winter hunting grounds, spring fishing sites,
sugar bush, and summer berrying locations. In summer, when insects were at
their worst, villages shifted to high bluffs or rocky promontories to catch the
breeze. In winter, when temperatures dropped below zero, as in the Northeast,
families often consolidated into larger oblong wigwams or lodges to conserve
resources and heat.

In this way the Great Lakes Indians made the most of their homelands in the
heart of the heartland. They also had the benefit of timing: they were there at the
beginning of the seventeenth century, when the fur trade blossomed into the first
—and for centuries the most important—global industry. Their strong position
allowed the allied Anishinaabe tribes (Odawa, Ojibwe, Potawatomi) to pressure
the French to supply more than trade goods if they were going to be suffered to
stay in the Pays d’en Haut. In 1609, they coerced the French into joining them in
war parties against the Iroquois Confederacy, who were a constant threat on the
southeastern flank of the Great Lakes. And so began a well-regulated pattern of
trade.

By the late seventeenth century the Anishinaabe allowed the French to build
forts and trading posts as far north and west as Michilimackinac itself, sustaining
a seasonal cycle of trade in Indian lands. The French followed Ojibwe and
Odawa trade terms and their cultural protocols for feasting and gift-giving.
When they failed to comply or tried to dictate new terms, the Anishinaabe would
court the British and trade with them until the French fell back in line. With such
leverage, the fate of the Great Lakes Indians came to differ radically from that of
Indians in tribal homelands everywhere else in North America. Even during the
French and British conquest of the Great Lakes, and disease notwithstanding, the
population of Algonquian tribes such as the Odawa, Ojibwe, and Potawatomi
boomed, quadruphng between 1600 and 1800. The land base of the northern
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flourished. The strategic alliances and balance of power that inspired this
“golden age” were nowhere more in evidence than in the attack at Pickawillany
in 1752.

The French, after early successes in the seventeenth century, had been losing
(globally and in North America) to the British. Piankashaw chief Memeskia,
having grown dissatisfied with French trade goods and the French themselves,
formed an intertribal coalition and began attacking the French. Many disaffected
bands and individuals joined him. They formed a village at Pickawillany (at
present-day Piqua, Ohio). They welcomed the British and allowed them to build
a garrison and trading post nearby. Memeskia was becoming formidable, and his
pan-Indian alliances threatened the balance among European powers so crucial
to continued Indian control of the Great Lakes. If the British and French were
kept wrong-footed, neither could consolidate their power and expand. With that
in mind, the Anishinaabe played to their strengths and engaged in some furious
diplomacy with their allies and their enemies. They warned the British that they
were going to attack them in a general war. And they traveled from
Michilimackinac by canoe to meet with the Onondaga Iroquois far to the east.
The Iroquois Confederacy claimed the land in Ohio as their own, but they were
in a tough place: they were allied with the British, and the British were trading
and working with Memeskia. They gave the Algonquians their tacit blessing to
remove Memeskia and his people, saying that they would “not permit any
Nation to establish posts there; the Master of Life has placed us on that territory,
and we alone ought to enjoy it, without anybody having the power to trouble us
there.” In other words, they would not clear out the offenders, but they gave the
Algonquians leave to do so.

In the winter of 1751-1752, Charles Langlade, a young mixed-race Odawa-
French leader, began assembling a war party of Odawa, Potawatomi, and Ojibwe
warriors who traveled by canoe south to Detroit and then upriver and over land
to Pickawillany. They attacked the village in mid-morning on June 21, 1752,
when the women were in the fields, and killed thirteen Miami men and captured
five English traders. The survivors of the first assault fled back to a rough
stockade, where Langlade and the Anishinaabe warriors fired on them for the
better part of the day. Eventually the Miami, down to twenty or so warriors and
low on water, tried to negotiate terms of surrender. Langlade said he wanted
submission, not defeat, and said the survivors could leave if they promised to
return home and if they handed over the English. The Miami failed, however, to
honor the agreement, sending out only three of the five Englishmen. When they



reached Langlade’s lines his men set on one of them, “stabbed him to death,
scalped him, and ripped his heart out. They ate it in front of the defenders.” Then
they seized Memeskia himself. They ordered the remaining defenders to stand
and watch as they “killed, boiled, and ate Memeskia in front of his family and
kinsmen.” Afterward, they released the Miami women they had captured and left
for Detroit with the four captured Englishmen and more than $300,000 (in
today’s money) of trade goods. This frontier victory against the English set off
the First Anglo-Indian War, helped to ignite the French and Indian War, and was
one of the sparks that began the worldwide conflagration known as the Seven
Years’ War.

Whatever balance had been reestablished between the French and British in
this region was lost during the Seven Years’ War, after which, for all intents and
purposes, the French ceased to be a force in the New World. This left the British,
who could be played off against the colonists only until the Revolutionary War,
after which the Americans remained the sole colonial force in the Great Lakes
region. This was the worst possible outcome for the Indians there. With the fur
trade drawing to a close (by the mid-1800s the beaver was extinct east of the
Mississippi), the Americans were free to force Great Lakes tribes into punitive
treaties that reduced their territories, confined many to reservations, relocated
others to Indian Territory (in what is now Oklahoma), and further eroded Indian
influence. But while it lasted, the power of the Great Lakes tribes was immense,
if underacknowledged. In part this is because these tribes, while they killed
many French and English, didn’t engage in outright war with the new
Americans. The cultural habit of negotiation (even from positions of relative
powerlessness) persisted through the treaty period of 1830-1865. For this
reason, as of 1891, Odawa, Potawatomi, Ho-Chunk, Oneida, Meskwaki, and
Ojibwe tribes remained in their homelands around the Great Lakes in the same
geographical range they had at the height of their power.

The Southwest

t is tempting to think of the Southwest of a piece—generically hot, arid, and

rocky (if blessed with some stunning views). In reality the area between
western Texas and eastern California, bounded by the Rio Grande to the south
and the Cimarron River in the north (comprising the land from present-day



Needles, California, east through Arizona, New Mexico, southern Nevada and
Utah, to far-west Texas and Oklahoma, and including southern Colorado and
southwest Kansas) is not an environment as much as a collection of radically
different landscapes that supported four major prehistoric cultures and are the
homelands, still, of a radical diversity of modern tribal people.

Around 2,300 years ago a small band of wanderers traveled north through the
Sonoran Desert and settled on the Gila River, about thirty miles from modern-
day Phoenix. They built small single-family dwellings of branches and mud and
promptly began digging canals that siphoned off the river a few miles upstream.
They planted the seeds they had most likely brought with them. The canals they
dug would be in use for more than a thousand years. These were people who
knew what they were doing. This first village is known as Snaketown because of
the preponderance of those creatures and their images in the artifacts found
there. The village grew (some estimates suggest its population swelled to as
much as two thousand), and other satellite villages grew up near it, connecting
their own canals with Snaketown’s until, within a couple hundred years, the
entire flatlands between the Gila and Salt Rivers were laced with them,
providing irrigation to upward of a hundred thousand acres, on which they grew
corn, cotton, tepary, sieva, jack beans, warty squash, and agave. The Hohokam,
as the people were called, were master cultivators and seem to be the first not to
simply harvest agave but to cultivate it on unirrigated ground to supplement their
wetter crops. Contrary to the myth of the desert as more or less “the great
empty,” it was a homeland that supported an incredible number of species,
including sixty mammal species (mule deer, bears, jaguars, jackrabbits,
cottontails, ground squirrels, wolves, gray fox, and javelina among them), three
hundred fifty bird species, twenty different amphibians, more than a hundred
reptile species, thirty native fish, at least two thousand plant species, and, rather
shockingly, a thousand different species of bees. By 750 ct the Hohokam
peoples had evolved cultures that created incredibly ornate pottery, ever more
complex ceremonies, and ball courts half the size of football fields next to their
ever higher ceremonial structures, which were indeed not unlike the football
stadiums and churches that would rise up in the American heartland some twelve
hundred years later. But just as quickly as it arose, the Hohokam culture fell.
Around 1450 cE, Snaketown was possibly burned and then abandoned, and other
major Hohokam sites were abandoned as well. It is unclear why—warfare?
drought? disease?—but the Hohokam scattered into small bands and found new
lands and new ways of life. According to oral tradition, they became the Tohono



O’odham (People of the Desert) and the Akimel O’odham (People of the River)
in the region that is now Arizona. The O’odham were variously at odds with the
Apache and other regional tribes but suffered the most under Spanish rule,
beginning in the sixteenth century.

The prehistoric Mogollon culture of southern Arizona and New Mexico and
much of northern Mexico was another ancient society that emerged from the
desert, as foragers and hunters transformed into agrarians. The earliest Mogollon
villages were small hamlets clustered in the mountainous region on what is now
the Arizona—New Mexico border. At first they comprised a handful of pit houses
—dwellings dug into the ground and roofed at ground level with beams,
branches, and earth. With the region’s much greater precipitation than the
Sonoran Desert, less energy needed to be expended on irrigation. As food
security increased through agriculture, so did the material and architectural
culture of the Mogollon. Some evidence suggests that this borderland between
deserts became a kind of multicultural zone, with early Indians arriving in
traveling bands from the east, south, and west. After half a millennium, the pit
houses gave way to freestanding structures of earth and adobe and, later,
complex fortified cliff dwellings like those found at Cueva de las Ventanas. A
subset of the Mogollon culture, known as Mimbres, seems to have evolved
vibrant ceremonial traditions, as evidenced by the remains of a unique (and
arguably the most beautiful) pottery tradition, typified by striking black-on-white
geometric and animal shapes, including hummingbirds, fish, snakes, and other
flora and fauna of southeastern Arizona and southwestern New Mexico. But
around 1400 ck, like the Hohokam, the Mogollon culture vanished, although the
people certainly did not. Villages were burned or abandoned. Cliff dwellings
were no longer occupied. The western Pueblo (Zuni and Acoma) as well as the
Hopi trace their ancestry to the Mogollon.

The most dramatic of the prehistoric southwestern “supercultures” was
probably that of the Anasazi, whose homeland was the Four Corners area of
Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, and Utah, a rocky, canyon-scoured landscape
of indescribable beauty. “Anasazi” is a Diné (Navajo) word meaning “Enemies
of the Old Ones,” though apart from the fact that the word is anglicized and
should more properly be spelled and pronounced “Nasaazi” and given a more
nuanced translation, as a name it makes no sense: the Diné came on the scene
only after the fall of the Anasazi. The Hopi name for the Anasazi, Hisatsinom,
means “Ancestors,” and the Diné name makes greater sense as a reflection of the
longstanding friction between the two groups.



The Nasaazi started out much like the Hohokam and Mogollon, as hunter-
gatherers who, probably because they ate up all the available game and were
introduced to domesticated crops from the south, began farming intensively. By
300 ck the advent of pottery meant better food and seed storage and this in turn
fueled an agricultural revolution. In typical immigrant fashion, modest dwellings
(pit houses) gave way to what can be seen as a prehistoric middle-class way of
life, with complex adobe structures of interconnected rooms accessed by ladders
dropped down from roofs. At Chaco Canyon, Mesa Verde, and Bandelier, the
Nasaazi began work on what would become known as the “stone palaces,” great
houses that could hold more than five thousand people (though they probably
never held more than two thousand at any one time except during large
gatherings, most of the rooms being given over to food storage). These rooms
were carved out of the rock under overhanging cliffs that offered protection from
the weather and from enemies. These multistory palaces, still solid to this day,
were also incredibly advanced in terms of ecological engineering. A set of
multistory dwellings in Chaco Canyon, Pueblo Bonito, has been deemed “one of
the cleverest bits of passive solar architecture anywhere,” with efficiency
unsurpassed by modern methods. From Chaco Canyon, raised roads of rock
thirty feet wide extended hundreds of miles in fanatically straight lines, linking
remote villages and agricultural sites. Yet by 1400 CE or so, these beautiful and
sophisticated dwellings were abandoned as well. Chaco was abandoned first, in
the wake of an extreme drought that struck around 1100; it was followed by
Mesa Verde and Bandelier and Pecos Pueblo near Santa Fe. The Nasaazi people
took what they could carry and migrated along the rivers, settling closer to what
water remained and forming the basis for present-day Pueblo peoples including
the Hopi, Cochiti, Zia, Santa Ana, San Felipe, Santo Domingo, and Taos.

Around 1200 cE, a wave of Athabascan newcomers arrived in the region who
would change the Southwest forever. While the southwestern “supercultures”
(Hohokam, Mogollon, and Nasaazi) were in full swing, small groups of
Athabascan-speaking hunters and gatherers began migrating south from what is
now Alaska and British Columbia. They were subarctic peoples, and it is likely
that at first they stuck to the ways they knew by hewing to similar climates in the
Rocky Mountains while in search of game. As they traveled south over the
course of a few centuries, they picked up various skills—pottery making, basket
weaving, the use of the bow and arrow—that certainly eased their way. By the
time of their arrival in the Southwest between 1300 and 1500 CE, the great
culture groups of the region had disbanded and scattered, and the new hunter-



gatherers found ample room for settlement, though legend has it that the newly
minted Apache (one set of these arrived northerners) fought the Pima (derived
from the Hohokam) fiercely and lost. The northerners, having grown and divided
and divided again as they moved south, divided themselves still further by
settling in different parts of the Southwest. In doing so they came into being as
distinct peoples. Those who would become known as the Diné (Navajo) fetched
up in the Four Corners area. The future Western Apache (Tonto, Chiricahua,
White Mountain) set up on the western side of the Rio Grande, whereas the
Mescalero Apache settled between the Rio Grande and the southwestern edge of
the Llano Estacado, which straddles northwestern Texas and eastern New
Mexico. The Jicarilla Apache settled into northern New Mexico northeast of the
Rio Grande. Other Athabascans swung farther east and adapted to the Plains.
They would become the Kiowa and Lipan people.

In 1540, when the Spanish first ventured into New Mexico looking for
Cibola (one of the fabled Seven Cities of Gold), they found a well-populated,
well-demarcated Indian homeland that had been settled for millennia by
constantly evolving tribal groups, among them the Diné, Pueblo (who
themselves included the Zuni, Acoma, Cochiti, Taos, and more), Pima,
O’odham, and Apache. It should be emphasized again that wherever the groups
came from or whomever they descended from, they were defined more by their
spiritual and cultural genesis in the lands that sustained them than by their
wanderings. This sense of identity is reflected, for instance, in the way the Diné
speak of themselves as traveling through three worlds only to emerge into this
one, the fourth. Their creation story, like all Indian creation stories, is significant
not just as folklore, and not just for Native people. Such stories explain how
Indian peoples and Indian homelands came to define each other. The Diné
recognize that they come from someplace else just as Americans recognize they
come from someplace else and likewise became who they are through struggle
and loss and hardship. Just as we might recognize that Americans were once
French and English or Dutch or Italian, their origins don’t invalidate their claim
to the country or alter the fact that Indians of all kinds were here before any
colonial power, and remain here. It also explains why the Spanish, when they did
come, were met by Indians ready to protect their homelands.

Of all the colonial powers that came to America, the Spanish have the worst
reputation, and it appears to be earned. When Hernando de Soto staged his
entrada into Florida, in addition to soldiers and clergy, he brought attack dogs

and blacksmiths to forge chains to control Indian slaves. During his exploits in
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army. The chief, a woman, said they could not because they had lost so many
people to disease that they could barely attend to the harvest. She gave him as
much food as she could spare and some freshwater pearls. In return, he used his
chains on her and many other villagers and hauled them, manacled, west. Later,
in 1542, de Soto fell ill on the west bank of the Mississippi. He demanded that
Indians on the other side help him cross because he was the “Son of the Sun.”
Their chief said that if that were true, he could very well just dry up the river and
cross that way. De Soto died shortly thereafter.

It was Francisco de Coronado who led the first entrada into New Mexico in
1540, largely on the basis of false reports of gold and riches made by a black
former slave named Esteban. Esteban had survived the disastrous Narvaez
expedition, most of whose members had perished in Florida, and escaped with
others by boat, washing up in Galveston Bay. He and the others lived in captivity
to coastal Indians in Texas for six years before they escaped and made their way
over time, incredibly, to Mexico City. There Esteban and the other survivors told
fabulous tales of cities and gold and riches ripe for the plucking. Ever a glutton
for punishment, Esteban found a berth in the 1540 Coronado expedition as a
guide. On a recon mission to scout the way for Coronado’s thrust, he and a band
of Mexican Indians arrived at a Zuni village named Hawikuh. The Zuni seem to
have been waiting for them, having drawn a line of cornmeal on the ground.
Esteban stepped over it and demanded food, turquoise, and women. The Zuni
withdrew to consider this. After three days they emerged and promptly killed
Esteban. The others escaped to inform Coronado, who arrived at Hawikuh the
following year. He, too, was greeted by a line of cornmeal on the ground, with
more than two hundred warriors on the other side of it and a warning not to
Cross.

Coronado had been ordered to explore and take possession of land in the
north but not to harm Indians—after four decades in the New World even the
Spanish recognized that their prior treatment of Indians had been horrific.
Nonetheless, he charged. The Zuni fought but lost and scattered to the mountains
to rejoin their families. Coronado stayed in Hawikuh for five months, during
which time his army ate all the Zunis’ corn and other vegetables and their
domesticated turkeys. The Zuni, anxious to be rid of Coronado, told him the
Hopi had more wealth than they did. And so the story repeated itself throughout
the Southwest as Coronado “explored” his way east and up the Rio Grande past
Santa Fe, with a detachment going as far north as Taos, a region over time
almost continuously inhabited by Pueblo people settled in their neat villages,



surrounded by lush fields and cottonwoods. Informed by his Native guide that
there was gold to the east, Coronado made it as far as the Plains and saw the
then-limitless herds of bison. But no gold. He executed his guide and returned to
New Mexico. In 1580, Spanish explorers reached the Diné near Mount Taylor.
The Diné asked that some of their people, stolen by the Hopi and in turn by the
Spanish, be returned. The Spanish refused. A battle ensued.

Although there were no Seven Cities of Gold to be found, the Spanish
persisted. In 1600 the first real attempts at settlement took place. At Acoma
Pueblo in 1598, Juan de Zaldivar, nephew of the Spanish expeditionary leader
Juan de Ofate, demanded food. The Indians refused. The Spanish attacked.
Twelve of the Spaniards were killed. Two escaped. The Spanish returned in
force and killed more than eight hundred Acoma Pueblo Indians and enslaved
the rest. Every man over the age of twenty-five had his right foot cut off.

Spanish settlers moved into land bordering the Pueblos, but when they could
not make it fertile—it was bare and dry, with hardly enough forage for sheep and
horses—they began encroaching on Pueblo land. The Franciscans who were
there to convert Indians didn’t behave much better. They conscripted Indian
labor and forced the Indians to build the missions while at the same time
whipping Indian spiritual leaders, smashing idols and ceremonial objects, and
banning dances and ceremonies as devil worship. This was the face of Spanish
settlement: slavery, subjugation, and extermination.

Over the 150 years after first contact, the Pueblo, Pima, Diné, Apache, and
(later) Tohono O’odham were buffeted by settlers, the Church, and the Spanish
military—and increasingly by one another. The introduction of horses and sheep
had a profound effect on intertribal relations. By the late seventeenth century,
smaller tribes were being raided regularly by mounted Apache and Diné. Pueblo
people in turn raided the Diné. Diné took Hopi slaves. The Hopi took their own.
For the first time wealth—in the form of cattle and sheep—could be captured
and kept.

In 1675, the Spanish military, along with the Franciscans there, publicly
whipped forty-seven Pueblo ceremonial leaders. Four of them died and the rest
were imprisoned temporarily. The atrocity brought home to the Pueblo people,
forcefully and finally, that the Spanish colonial presence in the Southwest was
an assault on their way of life. Although there had been small, sporadic revolts in
the 150 years that the Spanish had been raping Indian homelands and Indians
themselves, this event precipitated the largest and most successful resistance to
Spanish rule yet seen. Within days of their release, one of the leaders—Popé



from San Juan Pueblo—returned home and began plotting in concert with other
Pueblo leaders. This entailed uniting dozens of communities with vast cultural
differences (exogamous, endogamous; matrilineal, patrilineal; all corn-centered,
but with radically different methods of agriculture and rituals). Popé met with
other leaders in secret, often under cover of chaotic feast days and other
celebrations. They carefully weeded out potential snitches, including Popé’s own
son-in-law. On August 12, 1680, they struck.

Sweeping down from the north, they attacked haciendas and settlements,
killing men, women, and children. They attacked the hateful Franciscans as well,
destroying churches and altars and sometimes smearing feces on religious icons.
The Spanish settlers fled from all directions and gathered in the walled plaza
adjacent to the governor’s mansion in Santa Fe. For the next few days, Pueblo
Indians continued to attack the plaza, loosing arrows and throwing rocks. They
diverted the Santa Fe River away from the plaza, thereby depriving the colonists
of water. The Spanish sallied out in a “heroic” attempt to break free. They killed
some Pueblo Indians, captured some water, and retreated to the plaza. After a
week or so the situation was once again desperate. This time their exodus met
with no resistance. The Pueblo watched them go, having accomplished what
they wanted: the departure of the Spanish.

The few Spanish survivors traveled down to what is now Juarez to regroup.
They wouldn’t return for twelve years. When they did, they would never again
assume their superiority over the Indian people of the Southwest. It should be
noted that today Indian artisans from all over the Southwest gather on the
weekends to sell their work under the portico of the plaza: the Indians are still
there. And while their descendants remain, the Spanish crown and government
do not.

Meanwhile, over to the west, in Arizona, the Jesuits rather than the
Franciscans made contact with and settled in among the Tohono O’odham and
Pima. The Jesuits employed an entirely different method of colonization through
conversion than did the Franciscans. They did not, as a rule, conscript Indians to
build missions or cut off their feet or whip them publicly. Instead, they brought
livestock and seed. They learned the Indian languages of the region and even
seemed to enjoy the company of the people they were intent on converting. A
kinder, gentler sort of assault, but an assault nonetheless. The Spanish remained
in the Southwest, though they never expanded farther north and west than Santa
Fe and Tucson. The northern tribes—Hopi, Diné, and Apache—were too strong.

The Spanish had to content themselves with pushing west to California.
Nxrar tha navt TEN x7anre AlthAiiah tha Crhnnich Avar tnd lace (AnA rmAva



U VCL LT 1ICAL 11UV yCdlD, CllLllULlEll LLICT L.)]_.)Cllllbll CACTLLTCU 1TDD (dllu 111U1 T
cautious) influence, other forces they had set in motion came into play. The
horse, which they had loosed upon the Plains and in the Southwest, changed life
in those regions forever. Formerly scattered and relatively small bands of
Apache, Comanche, and Ute became mobile, richer, and, as a result, larger. No
longer was the struggle in the Southwest merely binary—with the Indians,
collectively, on one side and the invaders on the other. Now the region was
formed by shifting alliances of some Pueblo people with the Spanish to hold off
the Comanche, and the Tohono O’odham and Pima acting as buffers between the
Apache and the Spanish. The Diné and Hopi, despite fighting on and off with
each other, effectively kept the Spanish at bay.

In the mid-1800s the annexation of Texas and the outcome of the Mexican-
American War—culminating in the Gadsden Purchase in 1853—ended Spanish
and Mexican control of what we now think of as the Southwest. The centuries-
old mix of Native and Spanish cultures that had evolved in Texas, New Mexico,
and Arizona came under American rule even if the cultures of the region were
not then and are not now what we think of when we say “American culture.”
And with the Americans came new land grabs and cultural assaults. Still,
contrary to the familiar narrative of erasure, wherein tribes (lumped together)
were gradually reduced to nothingness by successive waves of first European
and then American power, this history tells a more complicated and accurate
story: tribes charted different courses and in the process embraced different
fates.

The Pueblos of the Rio Grande and the Hopi, for example, allied themselves
with the United States against northern raiders, principally the Apache and
Comanche. And in 1848 the United States recognized Spanish land grants and
included those made to the Pueblos by the Spanish. As such the Pueblo weren’t
coded (or treated politically) as Indians. This meant that much of the Pueblo
homelands remained intact. So, too, did their governmental and ceremonial
structures, a combination of chiefhood, representative democracy, and clan
systems. Not that this ensured that Pueblo ways of life were respected by the
United States government. The government built a boarding school to educate
Hopi children in 1887, but most of the Hopi wanted to have nothing to do with
it: they could see that it meant being severed from their children and allowing
their children to be severed from Hopi life. Nevertheless, the U.S. government
prevailed, by arresting the parents and holding them hostage until the children
were sent to the school.

The Diné suffered horribly. By the time the Americans began administering



the Southwest in 1848, the Diné and Apache were well horsed and numerous.
They killed the village-bound Pueblo and mestizo New Mexicans regularly. For
their part, the Pueblo and New Mexicans raided and killed the Diné and stole
women and children to sell into slavery. The trade on which the Athabascans had
come to rely had largely dried up, and in the context of the Spanish-inflicted
amputations and conscriptions, this was not an extraordinary escalation of
patterns of conflict that had long existed. When the Americans arrived, they
began grazing their horses and livestock on the homelands of the Apache and
Diné, tried to force the Diné into punitive treaty arrangements, and in countless
ways attempted to impose their will on an already fraught cultural and political
landscape. Attempts to negotiate with the Diné were also complicated by the
lack (or at least the apparent lack) of a centralized government. Different clans
and bands of Diné took their own counsel, and there was no single government,
much less a spokesperson, for the thousands of Diné living within the borders of
their four sacred mountains. In 1846 and again in 1849 the U.S. government sent
military detachments into Dinétah to sign treaties. The treaties were signed both
times, but they were not recognized by the bands and leaders not present at the
signings. To make matters worse, Narbona, a prominent Diné leader intent on
establishing peace between the Diné and the Americans, was killed en route to
one of the signings, and further bloodshed resulted. The Diné resisted. The
Americans pushed back by building forts in the Diné homelands. The forts were
attacked and burned.

In 1863 the military launched a series of campaigns against the Diné meant
to bring them into the embrace of the United States by force. Led and
masterminded by Kit Carson, the military eschewed direct conflict or battles
(this would become a signature of U.S. military action in the Southwest and,
later, on the Plains). Instead, they systematically destroyed flocks and crops
wherever they were encountered. The Diné called this “the fearing time.” They
could perhaps flee and hide, but their corn, orchards, and sheep could not. Many
Diné surrendered until only some holdouts were left, who made Canyon de
Chelly their “last stand.” There they persisted for weeks while Carson and his
militia destroyed century-old peach trees and orchards in the canyon—a wound
that, for the Diné, has not yet healed. Once these last fighters were captured, all
the Diné were marched to Bosque Redondo, three hundred miles away in eastern
New Mexico, for resettlement. Bosque Redondo had sustenance for only half the
number of Indians who arrived. It was scant on wood for fuel and shelter and
watered by an alkaline river that caused intestinal disease. And it was peopled by



Mescalero Apache, longtime enemies of the Diné. It was, in short, a hell.
Smallpox arrived, taking even more lives. The relocation was, even according to
the government, a failure. After five hard years, the Diné were able to return to a
portion of their homelands to live a version of the lives they had lived before
they were marched to “the suffering place.”

By 1891, just after the massacre at Wounded Knee, life was hard in the
Southwest. But there was life. Village structure (as well as ceremonial and
political structures) persisted for the Pueblos. The Diné were back in their
homelands, much the poorer but still in possession of the land within the four
sacred mountains. The Apaches were largely where they had first made their
homelands in Arizona and New Mexico, though their territory had shrunk
drastically. The Tohono and Akimel O’odham, having passed between the
warring Spanish on one side and the northern raiders on the other, remained in
Arizona. Elsewhere in the United States tribes had largely been displaced or
decimated, or had persisted only as islands in the stream of settlement. But in the
Southwest tribes did much more than that. With every wave of immigration—
Spanish, Mexican, American—they shaped the culture and fabric of the place, so
much so that to be in the Southwest is to feel the continued lived presence of
Native America to a degree not found in most other homelands in the United
States.

California

N earby, in California, a wholly different history unfolded. Among the most
brutal and bloody treatment of any people anywhere on the globe played
out in one of the most beautiful landscapes and Indian homelands ever to greet
the eye.

Spanish explorer Juan Cabrillo left from Navidad, Mexico, in 1542,
determined to round the Baja cape and explore what we now know is the west
coast of North America. He, like other Spanish explorers before and after, was
spurred to find “cities of gold,” a passage to the Indies, and the Northwest
Passage.

Cabrillo had served under Cortés in Mexico and had become one of the
richest conquistadors in service when he discovered and mined gold in Honduras

and Guatemala. He was also one of the cruelest and most bloodthirsty. While
there he hronke 1n Indian families sending the men to work in the onld mines or
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to harvest timber for shipbuilding, and selling the children and women, or giving
them to his soldiers for their pleasure.

Cabrillo rounded Baja and landed in what is now San Diego Bay on
September 28. He continued on to Catalina Island and then to Santa Monica
Bay. In each place he stopped he was greeted by Indians. He noted that there
was little material wealth among them—no large cities, not even any form of
agriculture. He traveled the coast and engaged in an orgy of naming. San
Miguel. San Salvador. Baya de los Fumos. Cabo de Pinos. His expedition made
it to far northern California before turning back because of storms. Cabrillo
decided to overwinter on Catalina Island (San Salvador). Around Christmas,
while under attack by Tongva Indians, he slipped and fell, breaking his leg. The
leg became infected, and gangrene set in. He died without really recognizing
California for the paradise it was.

At the time of contact, it is estimated, more Indians lived in California than in
the rest of the United States combined. There were more than five hundred
distinct tribes, who spoke three hundred dialects of one hundred different
languages. From San Diego Bay inland to the Mohave and Colorado deserts,
north through the Central Valley, the Sierras, and the timbered, rocky lands of
northern California, the region was more densely settled than any area north of
southern Mexico—more densely settled than most places in Europe at the time,
for that matter. Indian people had called the place home for more than seventeen
thousand years. Tribes themselves were small, rarely consisting of more than a
hundred members. They made the most of the abundant aquatic food supply,
evidenced by shell middens many meters deep on Catalina Island. Further
inland, game was plentiful—elk, grizzly bear, deer, and bison. Food was so
plentiful that once a tribe had carved out its own small territory it rarely left. Yet
contrary to what Cabrillo and subsequent explorers noted, the Indians of
California did practice agriculture by encouraging low-intensity fires, which in
turn facilitated the loose rotation of crops such as nuts, berries, and yucca: a
form of permaculture that suited the now unimaginable resources of the region.
Basketry and canoe making were both high art and utilitarian endeavors.

Change came, but not quickly: California was at the farthest point in North
America from Spain. No sources of easily identifiable or exploitable wealth were
discovered during the contact period. The eastern topography of California
effectively isolated it from the rest of North America. Named after a mythical
island in a Spanish novel said to be populated by beautiful black women who
kept griffins as pets and fed any men who ventured there to them, California



effectively was an island in terms of contact, utility, and exploration. It was a
place apart until the late sixteenth century.

By 1565 the Spanish had engaged in a lucrative trade with China. Spanish
ships would sail from China loaded with spices and silk, stop over in the
Philippines, and then aim east for northern California. Once there, they used
coastal wind and water currents to move south down the coast until they reached
Mexico. Reliance on this trade route introduced European invasive plant species,
cattle, and pigs to the rich but fragile Mediterranean climate of California.

It wasn’t until the late eighteenth century that the Spanish began trying to
colonize and settle California in earnest—both by sailing around Baja and
trekking overland from present-day Arizona. These early attempts were
disastrous: the Portola and Anza expeditions between 1769 and 1776 were
chronically short of food. Many of the would-be colonists died at sea or along
the trail. The survivors reached California only to suffer starvation and disease.
Scurvy, in particular, hit them hard. The explorers and the expeditions they led
did not, or could not, find a way to work with the Indian food cultures of the
region, which did not have at their base intensive agriculture or reliance on
staple crops. By comparison, expeditions in the Northeast, Southeast, and
Southwest were able to buy, trade, or steal enough food to eat, usually in the
form of corn. But the California climate did not support corn despite the
availability of the seed from Mexico. Subsequent expeditions, which included
Jesuit priests, remedied earlier errors by driving large herds of goats, cows, and
sheep with them. This saved their lives but ruined California.

European livestock quickly overgrazed the grasslands. Invasive species took
root and displaced native plants. A million acres of land were seized for each
mission; they were constructed, along with forts or “presidios,” within a day’s
ride of one another along the Camino Real. Soon, Indians began flocking to
them. They came not because they had heard the word of God or recognized the
superiority of European ways, but because the ecological disaster that was
settlement quickly became a cultural disaster for them. The missions, forts, and
stolen land of the invaders became places of refuge from famine.

The missions quickly put this circumstance to use. They forced conversions,
conscripted labor, and evolved a system of patronage and control. The Jesuits,
with their relatively gentler ways, were recalled to Spain and banned from
mission work in the New World. They were replaced with Dominicans and
Franciscans, who unleashed the same punitive policies they practiced in the
Southwest. When California passed to Mexico as a possession in 1822, it



disbanded and secularized the missions but essentially kept the mission system
intact, administering it even more poorly than the Spanish had. For the Indians at
the missions—now called “ranchos”—there was no other place to go. Often the
missions and ranchos covered and controlled all of the Indians’ former
homelands. Colonial neglect of colonial subjects made conditions even worse for
the Indians, who were at the bottom of the social structure. Their working
conditions were so poor and disease so rampant that deaths far exceeded births.
It is estimated that in 1770 nearly 133,000 Californian Indians lived in and
around the missions. In 1832 the number was 14,000. In response to this decline,
the religious orders sent out militia to capture new labor, principally women.

Some Indians did try to escape into the interior, away from the coast and
away from the missions. But such escapes were the exception: with no food, no
support network, no clothing or shelter, escape was most often found in death.
Things only got worse after California passed into American control in 1847,
and after gold was discovered at Sutter’s Mill on January 24, 1848.

When the Gold Rush started, there were about nine thousand non-Indian
people in California: six thousand Spanish/Mexican settlers and three thousand
Americans, most of whom were settled in the south, not in “Alta California,” as
the northern portion of the state was known. In 1849 alone, ninety thousand new
settlers arrived. The argonauts—as those who came in search of gold were
known—came from all over the globe: Argentina, China, the United States, and
Europe. Ships, having arrived in San Francisco, were abandoned there as entire
crews headed inland. People dragged the ships onto mud flats and used them for
saloons, brothels, warehouses, and homes. The Alta was filled with
businessmen, prospectors, prostitutes, farmers, and gamblers. In order to support
the new population, food was shipped in from Chile, Peru, Hawaii, and Mexico.
But it wasn’t enough.

The first wave of mining used a technique called “placer mining.” Water was
sluiced away from streambeds, and these were dug up and sifted in order to
catch the loose gold flake and nuggets that had been pried free from ore over
eons of erosion. More than 370 tons of gold was mined this way in California in
the first five years of the rush. With gold harder and harder to find via placer
mining, “hydraulicking,” or hydraulic mining, came into play. After that,
dredging became the preferred method. The land, already stressed by
overgrazing and overpopulation, was damaged further. High-pressure water
cannons gouged streambeds and canyons. Streams, rivers, and lakes were stirred



into a soup of mud, sediment, and sand. The paradise became a wasteland, and
the Indians suffered for it most of all.

In order to open up more land for mining, tribes in the interior were
systematically and brutally exterminated. The state of California appropriated
funds between 1850 and 1860 to hire militia to hunt down and kill Indians. The
militia were reimbursed for the ammunition they used in this pursuit, and the
state, in turn, was partially reimbursed by the federal government. The very first
governor of California, Peter Burnett, speaking of the genocidal policies of the
newest member of the Union, said that it “must be expected” that “a war of
extermination will continue to be waged between the two races until the Indian
race becomes extinct.”

The degree of violence in the “Golden State” can’t be overemphasized. An
instance: In 1847, near present-day Clear Lake, California, two Anglo settlers,
Andrew Kelsey and Charles Stone, had purchased cattle and grazing rights from
one Salvador Vallejo. They captured and conscripted almost an entire band of
Pomo Indians to work as cowboys on their ranch, forcing them to build their
own shelter and promising rations in “compensation.” The rations amounted to
four cups of wheat per family per day. When one man asked for more wheat to
feed his sick mother, Kelsey killed him. In 1849, Kelsey conscripted fifty of the
Pomo to accompany him to the placer fields to mine for gold. Kelsey got sick
during the expedition and sold all the food to other miners. Of the fifty Pomo
who accompanied him, only three made it back to the ranch. Once there Kelsey
resumed his rule of terror. Pomo women and girls were brought to the ranch
house and raped regularly. When they resisted they were whipped, many of them
dying from the punishment.

Facing starvation and systematic rape, torture, and enslavement, the Pomo
revolted. One night the women poured water on Kelsey and Stone’s gunpowder,
rendering it useless. The men attacked at dawn, killing Kelsey with an arrow.
Stone ran for the woods, where he was chased down and killed with a rock. The
surviving Pomo melted into the forests. A regiment of the U.S. Cavalry under
the command of Nathaniel Lyon was sent out to bring the Pomo to “justice.”
Instead of finding the offenders, the cavalry came upon an entirely different
band of Pomo at Clear Lake on May 15, 1850. The men were off hunting. The
cavalry attacked, killing more than a hundred Pomo women and children. A six-
year-old girl survived by submerging herself in the lake and breathing through a
reed for the duration of the massacre. The soldiers killed seventy-five more



Pomo along the Russian River in the following weeks. This was only one of
many such massacres.

The violence that marked the Indian experience in California, from Spanish
conquest on through the mission system, Mexican rule, and into the modern age
of statehood, had an even more disastrous effect on the Indians of the region
than it might have because of the size of most tribes. Unlike, for example, the
Diné, whose numbers were such that they could survive even a brutal relocation
and repatriation, in addition to the usual assaults and raids, many of the
Californian tribes were too small to make it. Of the many hundreds of tribes
extant in California at contact, as of the 1890 census fewer than fifty were
counted. This number undoubtedly underrepresented the actual number of bands,
reservations, mission groups, communities, and tribes. But it was a far cry from
the densely settled multiethnic patchwork that had been the Indian paradise of
the region upon discovery.

The Pacific Northwest and Columbian Plateau

teep folded hills and mountain valleys dropping sharply into the sea. Rivers

emptying the plateau and inlands in rapids after rapids, pooling and dropping
into the North Pacific surf. Stands of fir, cedar, and, farther inland, oak and
cottonwood, rising on every flat and incline. Nearly constant rain encourages
rampant growth. The Pacific Northwest is a primeval landscape—fecund and
raw, old and ever changing. It is also one of the richest ecosystems in the world,
supplying abundant material for food and shelter.

As in other wet places, the prehistory of the region is hard to trace. It is clear
that prehistoric Indian people lived along the coast and the western side of the
Rockies. The most ancient evidence of coastal settlement dates from around
8000 BcE. Farther inland, evidence is emerging from the Paisley Caves in
Oregon that suggests robust settlement as early as 14,500 BCE. But the region
was undoubtedly inhabited much earlier.

Evidence of pit houses from 1500 BCE has been found in British Columbia.
Stone adzes suggest that wooden structures were also built—the tools remain but
the houses have long since vanished. And prehistoric fishing weirs are abundant.
Tools made from stone quarried far inland have been found on the coast, which
suggests a thriving trade between coastal and highland Indians. Middens and



trash pits from this era contain remains of salmon, shellfish, halibut, herring,
seal, otter, and beaver and the bones of large inland mammals such as moose,
sheep, goat, deer, and bear. As elsewhere, rich food sources led to increased
population, which in turn led to war. Skeletal remains of (mostly) young men
killed by heavy blows to the upper body suggest warfare with clubs; also in
evidence is slat armor made of wood and hide, like that found in the Shang
Dynasty in China.

By 500 ck, the cultures of the Northwest Coast were in full swing. The tribes
of the region evolved crafts unmatched in beauty and expressiveness. Even the
most utilitarian objects—bentwood baskets, boxes, and household items, hand
tools, houses, and canoes—were works of art. Implements of war—more and
more in number after 500 CE—were ornately carved of stone and whalebone.
Villages were carefully constructed with an eye to defense. Perhaps, as with the
Europeans who would be arriving shortly, for the tribes of the Northwest there
was a direct correlation between art and violence.

Northwest Coast wooden club (Tlingit)

The Europeans came late and were greeted by tribal cultures unlike any
others on the continent. In 1500, there was little to no agriculture in the
Northwest; all the tribes were primarily hunter-gatherers. But unlike the true
hunter-gatherers of the Great Basin, whose climate didn’t support or encourage
agriculture, the tribes of the Northwest were almost completely sedentary. They
lived in large villages with fantastically well-developed architectural traditions—
cedar bark—covered longhouses, ornate carvings (including the misnamed “totem
poles”)—and very well developed hierarchical societies. Kwakiutl culture, for
instance, was organized around “houses.” These were led by chiefs who claimed
descent from mythical personages. Lineages were recounted or sung in the
manner of Norse sagas. The chiefs and their moieties owned large houses and
also owned the right to use certain songs and display certain ceremonial objects.
They also owned the rights to local resources such as fishing, berrying, and



hunting grounds, a circumstance that directly contradicts the popular belief that
Indians didn’t understand private ownership. As we will see, the rhetoric of
ownership (Who can own the land? Who can own the air?) was meant to
question the assumed rights of the invaders rather than the inherent rights of the
dispossessed.

Sir Francis Drake was the first European to reach the far Northwest, landing
somewhere between northern California and Washington in 1579 and rashly
naming the place New Albion before continuing his circumnavigation of the
world. Juan de Fuca came next, in 1592, though it is not clear he actually
discovered the strait that now bears his name. The major problem that
confronted European missions of exploration (and subsequently colonization and
settlement) was distance. The Pacific Northwest was just beyond the most
attenuated range of ships. Supply and resupply were pretty much insurmountable
problems until the late eighteenth century. The Russians, however, may have
reached as far south as the Russian River in northern California by the mid-
1700s. Russian settlements and trading posts followed but never in great
numbers. In the 1780s and early 1790s the Spanish and English—aided by better
technology and closer ports—made inroads in the region, often running into each
other in sheltered bays. One such meeting, between Esteban José Martinez and
British captains near Nootka Sound in 1789, led to the “Nootka Crisis.” Both
powers were keen to claim the area for themselves, and fierce negotiations took
place back in Europe. These seemed to be going nowhere, and both sides were
gearing up for war when a series of agreements were reached. The “Nootka
Conventions” resolved the dispute, and afterward the Spanish were largely
content to remain in the sphere of influence on the southern areas of the coast.

This was a victory for the British. The Spanish were confined mainly to
California, while the British had a secure hold on the Northwest from Oregon up
to Alaska (as the region was known by Aleuts and, later, by Russian explorers;
the word means “object to which the action of the sea is directed”). Shortly
thereafter, from 1792 to 1794, George Vancouver traveled and mapped much of
the area, from Puget Sound up through the Strait of Georgia and along the coast
of what is now British Columbia. The tribes he would have met at the time were
numerous, densely packed, and heterogeneous. Along the coast there were the
Tlingit, Misga’a, Haida, Gitxsan, Tsimshian, Nuxalk, Heiltsuk, Wuikinuxv,
Nuu-chah-nulth, Kwakwaka’wakw, Makah, Coast Salish, Quileute, Willapa,
Tillamook, and Chinook, among others. The tribes of the Northwest Plateau,
enjoying a different climate and topography, were as numerous: the Kathlamet,



Clackamas, Clatsop, Multnomah, Wasco-Wishram, Watlata, Flathead,
Nespelem, Okanagan, Coeur d’Alene, Wenatchi, Nez Perce, Umatilla, Yakama,
Klickitat, Cayuse, Kootenai, Nisqually, Kalapuya, and Modoc, among others.
The tribes of the plateau were less reliant on marine life, though the salmon runs
were as important to them as to coastal people. When the horse spread across the
Plains in the seventeenth century, tribes like the Nez Perce and Flathead adapted
quickly and rode far after bison, elk, and deer.

It would be another seventy-five years after Vancouver’s expedition of 1791-
1795 for the region to be settled in an aggressive manner. In the meantime the
British were keen to buy furs and trade with coastal tribes. In exchange they
offloaded smallpox and measles and other diseases. Diseases for which the tribes
had no immunity spread quickly in the communal longhouses and through the
densely settled villages. By the time Meriwether Lewis and William Clark’s
Corps of Discovery reached the coast and set up shop near the Tillamook and
other tribes around Tillamook Bay, their numbers were greatly reduced. The
Corps of Discovery introduced a host of new diseases, including chlamydia and
syphilis (though these may already have been present—an example of
unintended Russian, British, and American epidemiological potluck). Coastal
populations that were around two hundred thousand in 1774 had been reduced to
fewer than forty thousand a century later.

With the arrival of the Americans came a new struggle for power between
the United States and England. During the War of 1812, the English occupied
Fort Astoria at the mouth of the Columbia River when it was clear the
Americans wouldn’t be able to reinforce it. After the war, the Americans sold
their holdings to the English-owned Northwest Company, but after 1818 the two
countries agreed to administer the region jointly. In 1853 the first plans were
drawn up for the city of Seattle, at the expense of the Duwamish, who lived
there. And, as happened in the Upper Midwest and Great Lakes regions, after the
furs played out, the timber industry rose in its place. Tribal control of land was
further eroded, yet never fully extinguished, by the orgy of treaty making that
occurred between 1840 and 1870.

In 1836 two American missionaries—Marcus and Narcissa Whitman—set up
shop near present-day Walla Walla. They established a mission, built a gristmill
and a school, and introduced the concept of irrigation—all of this for the benefit
of the Cayuse people, who had had no need for Jesus, grain cultivation,
American-style education, or water. In 1842, Marcus traveled east in order to
obtain funding from the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign



Missions. They agreed to help fund and staff the mission, and he returned in
1843 with more than a thousand settlers and prospectors. The settlers roamed
freely over Cayuse territory, plowed up the ground, and harvested the food
(salmon, game, and berries) on which the Cayuse depended. The Cayuse were
stunned that anyone could think the settlers had the right to use their land.
Tensions rose. In 1847 a measles epidemic unleashed by the settlers killed more
than half the Cayuse. Some sources claim that the disease was attributed by the
Cayuse to the “dark magic” of Marcus and Narcissa’s god. That’s unlikely. The
Cayuse blamed Marcus personally for treating settlers (some of whom were also
sick) but not the Indians. After hundreds of years of disease and epidemic,
everyone (especially those who understood the rhythms of the natural world so
well) knew that disease spread by physical contact.

Already upset by encroachment, theft, and settlement, the Cayuse sought to
eradicate the source of the plague. They attacked the mission, destroying it and
killing the Whitmans and some dozen other settlers. This sparked a war that
raged for seven years in the region between the Cascades and the Rocky
Mountains. The Oregon Territory raised a number of militias (since no colonial
power had control over the region) and did battle with the Cayuse from 1847 to
1850, with neither the militia nor the Cayuse able to get the upper hand. At last,
disease, exhaustion, and starvation did the work the militia could not. In order to
reach a settlement the Cayuse gave up five of their number to stand trial for the
murder of the Whitmans. They were tried by a military commission, found
guilty, and hanged. But it was dirty work. One of the men, Kimasumpkin,
protested his innocence at length before the trapdoor opened below him,
claiming that he had not been present for the attack and had only been told by his
chief to come tell what he knew about it. His testimony is painful and sincere: “I
was not present at the murder, nor was I any way concerned in it. I am innocent.
It hurts me to talk about dying for nothing. . . . The priest says I must die to-
morrow. . . . This is the last time that I may speak.”

The hasty hanging might have mollified Oregon Territory, but it did nothing
to help the Cayuse or their cause. And so the war dragged on for another five
years, by which time the Cayuse were all but done in. They agreed to a punitive
treaty in 1855, creating the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian
Reservation. The Cayuse War had created new paths, however, even as it erased
others. Among other things, it forced the government to realize it could not
afford to make war with tribes across the West; it was cheaper to make paper in
the form of treaties and let the tide of settlers settle the rest by force of numbers.
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War. Beginning in 1855, Isaac Stevens, governor of Washington Territory,
entered into a series of treaties with tribes there, principally the Yakama,
guaranteeing them half of the fish in the territory in perpetuity, a large tract of
land closed to white settlement, money, and supplies. In exchange the tribes
gave up access to and control over the majority of the territory. But treaties
could (and can) be ratified only by the U.S. Senate. While the treaty worked its
way through Congress, gold was discovered in Yakama territory, and
prospectors flooded into the region. Already distressed at this encroachment,
Yakama men killed two prospectors after they discovered the men had raped a
Yakama woman. Hostilities erupted all over the territory. The agent from the
Office of Indian Affairs, Andrew Bolon, was assassinated. All-out war ensued.
The Nisqually chief Leschi, who had been forced to sign the treaty in the first
place (if, in fact, it was signed at all—the matter is in dispute), now saw that
even its disgraceful terms were not to be honored. He was further humiliated and
disempowered when the territorial militia tried to arrest him in Olympia, where
he had traveled to protest the treaty. He remained at large for a year, fighting the
colonists, until he was captured in 1856. His half brother Quiemuth turned
himself in shortly thereafter but was found murdered by unknown assailants in
Governor Stevens’s office while awaiting transport. Leschi was tried twice and
convicted of the murder of a colonel, although he denied having done it. He was
hanged in hastily erected gallows near Lake Steilacoom, a site that is now a
housing development, the travesty of his life marked only by a small plaque next
to a strip mall in Lakewood, Washington. The Yakama War eventually ground to
a halt in 1858 when Colonel George Wright inflicted a serious defeat on the
remaining Indians near Latah Creek, resulting in a “peace” treaty that moved the
remaining Indians to reservations scattered throughout the territory.

The Great Basin
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Map of the Great Basin region

he Great Basin—the area stretching from the Wasatch Range in the east, to

the Colorado Plateau in the south, to the eastern edge of the Sierras in the
west, and to the Columbia Plateau in the north, encompassing most of Nevada
and parts of Utah, Oregon, Idaho, and California—is one of the largest endorheic
watersheds (flowing nowhere, with no outlet) in the world, and certainly one of
the most rugged, beautiful, and strange. From the creosote and Joshua tree—
dotted hot deserts to the south and the high, cold deserts of Oregon to the north,
from the arid depths of Death Valley to the juniper-clad slopes of the Wasatch
near Salt Lake (and including the Great Salt Lake itself), the Great Basin is
varied and gorgeous. Pronghorn, mountain lions, and mule deer traverse its
range, and it is home to jackrabbits and cottontails as well as rattlesnakes,



gopher snakes, lizards, curlews, pelicans, ravens, crows, and a host of other birds
and animals.

Humans, too, have made this land their home for about ten thousand years.
Paleo-Indians of the basin seem to have come from the south and spoke
languages of the Uto-Aztecan language family. These early inhabitants clustered
around waterways and lakes, where they killed camels (the last of the North
American camels died out around this time), horses, mammoths, and bison along
with migrating waterfowl. The Indians made nets for land and water and even
constructed decoys to draw the birds closer. They also used digging sticks to
unearth tubers and seem to have relied heavily on grass seed, which they
collected, roasted, and crushed into a meal using metates. They were highly
nomadic people and didn’t develop large systems, settlements, or structures like
the protocultures of the Southwest. They adopted the bow and arrow around 500
BCE, began living in pit houses (but never year-round), and in some places
cultivated maize, which came up from Mexico. As they colonized the region,
they split and split again, becoming the Shoshone, Ute, Mono, and Northern
Paiute tribes we know today. Some of these offshoots traveled east over the
Rockies, changing along the way into the Comanche and other Plains tribes.

Just as the basin was endorheic, so, too, was the culture: it flowed nowhere.
More interestingly, this is the one region in North America for which it is hard to
find evidence of a violent past: the Paleo-Indians of the basin seemed not to have
fought one another. They had such a large range, they were so few, and food was
so scarce that there must have been too few to fight over too little. One Shoshone
creation legend has it (in the reverse of most tribal mythology) that all animals
were once men, and after a series of misdeeds—having mostly to do with
stealing pine nuts—they were turned into animals.

Those who stayed in the basin stayed close to their roots: when Europeans
came through in the early nineteenth century, the Indians of the basin were living
much as their ancestors had for millennia. Jedediah Smith was the first American
to cross the Great Basin. He did it twice—from east to west, and then again in
1827 from west to east. He was followed by Peter Ogden and later by Benjamin
Bonneville in 1832. A series of treaties first with Spain, then Britain and
Mexico, brought the entire region under American control by 1848. It was
around this time that the first permanent settlement was created at Salt Lake. But
it was the Mormons (rather than the American government) who would settle the
area with force and with consequence.

The Mormons had their beginnings in New York under the guidance of
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Mormon and translated them for his people. In 1831 the Church followed the
word it was spreading west and fetched up in Kirtland, Ohio. But they were met
with strong anti-Mormon sentiment. They were expelled and wandered in the
desert of goodwill from place to place until they made it to Far West, Missouri.
When tensions between the Mormons and the Missouri settlers erupted into the
Mormon War, they were ejected from Missouri and headed back east to Illinois.
Trouble seemed to follow the religion wherever it went, however. There was
another anti-Mormon uprising in 1844, and Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum
were killed by a mob in Carthage, Illinois. Brigham Young won the war of
succession for the Mormon throne and led his flock farther west into Utah.
There, far away from the society that had treated them so poorly they set about
creating a kingdom in a wilderness.

But Utah wasn’t far enough away to insulate the Mormons from the control
of the United States, which was deeply concerned about the theocracy growing
in the Great Basin and by its now open policy of polygamy. James Buchanan
sent an army to Utah to bring the Mormons to heel in 1857. At the same time a
wagon train left from Arkansas headed to California. The Baker-Fancher party,
as it was known, contained around two hundred fairly well-off settlers. They
made it to Salt Lake in early 1857 but they were turned away without being
allowed to purchase provisions or resupply; Brigham Young was concerned that
the wagon train was in some way connected or related to Buchanan’s troops. The
Baker-Fancher party rolled away from Salt Lake and spent the better part of the
summer trying to get up strength, feed its cattle, and attend to itself in order to
cross the mountains into California. However, spurred on by rumor and
paranoia, the Mormons decided not to let them go.

On September 7, 1857, Mormon militiamen dressed as Indians attacked them
at Mountain Meadows. The settlers literally circled the wagons and dug shallow
fortifications. They were besieged. The initial attack resulted in the deaths of
seven or so settlers, with fourteen wounded. The siege wore on for days, with the
settlers running low on water and ammunition and food. The attacking Mormons
became afraid that the settlers had recognized them through their thin disguises.
Surely word of the attack would get out. On September 11, members of the
militia approached the battle lines waving white flags. They were accompanied
by the Indian agent and militiaman John Lee. The settlers were told that the
attacking Paiute had agreed to let the settlers go in the care of the Mormons as
long as they left all their cattle and supplies. The exhausted settlers agreed. The
adult men were separated from the women and children and left under militia



escort. Once they were a safe way away, all of the men were murdered by the
Mormons. The women and children were then ambushed by more Mormon
militia hiding in the brush and ravines. They were killed as well—120 men,
women, and children in all. Children deemed too young to remember the
incident were “adopted” into Mormon families. The Mormons took all the cattle
and supplies. These were sold and auctioned off in Salt Lake City and Cedar
City. It was agreed that the whole incident would be blamed on the Paiute.

Brigham Young himself led an investigation into the massacre, which
concluded in a report sent to the commissioner of Indian affairs that the attack
had been perpetrated by Indians. The government, not quite believing Young’s
tale, sent its own investigators. But the Civil War intervened, and it wasn’t until
1877 that John Lee was charged and convicted and shot for the crimes of the
massacre. But not before the Mormons were more deeply embedded, ticklike, in
Paiute land. Despite the fact that the Mormon colony had perpetrated a horrible
crime, it was the Paiute who had to pay and who continue to pay by way of
dispossession.

In the 1860s and 1870s the Shoshone and Ute and Paiute engaged in a series
of wars—the Bannock, Snake, and Sheepeater Wars—with similar results to
those obtained elsewhere: exhaustion and defeat and confinement to
reservations. Yet they, like Indians of other tribes and regions, held on.

The Southern Great Plains: Texas and Oklahoma

he Great Plains region—the region of short-grass prairie, steppe, and

grassland between the tall-grass prairie of the Mississippi basin and the
barrier of the Rocky Mountains—has captured the American imagination and
entered the mythology of the country like no other landscape. Covering more
than 1.3 million square miles, roughly five hundred miles wide and two thousand
miles long, the Great Plains stretch over ten states (or rather, ten states were laid
over the range): Wyoming, Texas, South Dakota, North Dakota, Kansas,
Nebraska, Montana, Colorado, eastern New Mexico, and Oklahoma. It is a
massive landscape, mostly flat but varied, with a climate that ranges from the
humid subtropical zone of Oklahoma and parts of Texas to the cold steppe of
North Dakota. What holds it all together (in reality and the mind) is grass,
buffalo, and Indians.



Buffalo grass, blue grama, and big bluestem grass dominated the landscape
since the last ice age and encouraged a dizzying variety and density of life.
Antelope, mule deer, white-tail deer, moose, coyotes, wolves, bears, bobcats,
mountain lions, and jaguars flourished there, along with rabbits, gophers,
squirrels, lizards, snakes, and thousands of species of birds. But bison were the
species that defined the place. Before 1800, it is estimated, more than 60 million
bison roamed the Plains. By 1900 only 541 existed on the earth. The change and
loss and yet the life—of grasslands, bison, and homelands—can be seen
nowhere better than in the contrast between the fate of Indians in Texas and the
fate of those in Oklahoma.

In prehistoric times, the Texas area was, like the Southwest, home to three
prototribal groups: the Mound Builders in the east, Mesoamerican cultures in
central-south Texas, and proto-Pueblan peoples, the Nasaazi, of the western Rio
Grande. As we have seen, these cultures ebbed and flowed, breaking apart and
coming back together as the tribes grappled with both the changing environment
and the social systems they had wrought. By 1500 ck, as elsewhere, these
prehistoric cultures had—at least in the east, west, and south—become
agriculturalists more than hunter-gatherers. To the east, the Caddo and Wichita
(descended from the Mound Builders) lived in sedentary villages, having been
pushed to the westernmost part of their range by Siouan people like the Kaw,
Osage, and Ponca, who in turn had fled from Iroquois lands in the Ohio River
valley. The Caddo grew corn, sunflowers, and pumpkins, domesticated wild
turkeys, and hunted large game in the river lowlands. To the northeast of the Rio
Grande, the Pueblo people lived much as their counterparts did in New Mexico.
Only in central and southern Texas were Indian tribes like the Tonkawa and
Coahuiltecan truly hunter-gatherers. They lived in highly amorphous small tribal
groups, each probably some version of an extended family. They plied the
lowlands of south and central Texas and harvested mesquite beans, maguey root,
prickly pear, pecans, and acorns.

The first Europeans to travel through Texas in the sixteenth century were, of
course, the Spanish. Alonso Alvarez de Pineda mapped the Gulf Coast in 1519,
Almost a decade later, Alvar Niifiez Cabeza de Vaca washed up there after he
was shipwrecked and promptly began exploring the interior of Texas. He
described how the Indians used fire to manipulate the range and behavior of
bison. He also noted that half the natives he met soon died from stomach
ailments, probably influenza. Two tribes he mentioned in particular—the Teya
and the Querecho—are described as nomadic enemies of each other, traveling



about attacking bison herds and moving their belongings on travois lashed to the
backs of dogs. Who their tribal descendants might be is something of a guess,
but most researchers agree that they probably were Athabascan-speaking proto-
Apaches. The Spanish wouldn’t come back to Texas in force until the late
seventeenth century. But by then, as always, new winds were sweeping the
Plains.

After the Pueblo Revolt in 1680, horses were unleashed on the Plains. Until
then they had been more or less exclusively controlled by the Spanish. They thus
became both a kind of currency on the Plains and a prime shaper of its
landscape. Rather suddenly, the tribes bordering on or living in the Plains—the
Diné, Apache, Shoshone, Kiowa, and Pawnee—were horsed and could fight and
hunt in ways never before imaginable. All tribes took horses, but perhaps no
other tribe took to them like the Comanche.

The Comanche began as Shoshonean people along the North Platte River in
Wyoming, having (to judge from their language) migrated up from Mexico over
many hundreds of years. When they started acquiring horses in the late
seventeenth century, they began pushing east and south in search of bison. Gone,
overnight, were the days when the whole tribe had to lure herds into artificial or
natural pens or stampede them off cliffs. Now they could pace the bison on
horses and shoot arrows with deadly accuracy into their flanks. They could also
run roughshod over any other Indians in their way. By 1700, the Comanche had
pushed into Oklahoma, New Mexico, and as far south as central Texas. The
eastern Apache were directly in their line of travel and expansion and were
caught up in devastating wars with the Comanche, ending after a grueling nine-
day battle at the Wichita River in 1723. Soon the Comanche had everything:
easy access to food, the ability to attack and defend, and a steady influx of
captured enemies (including Spanish and New Mexican settlers as well as other
tribal people). Their numbers swelled. By the end of the eighteenth century there
were about two million wild horses in the “Comancheria” (the new Comanche
homelands that included all of West Texas, eastern New Mexico, western
Oklahoma, and southwestern Kansas) alone. The Comanche were so skilled at
breaking horses that they had in excess of one hundred thousand of them at their
disposal at any given time. By the early nineteenth century, the tribe itself
numbered forty thousand. Like other tribes, they lacked a central authority or
governing body, however; they were split into as many as thirty distinct bands,
each with their own hierarchy and leaders.



As heterogeneous as they were, they were universally feared. Texas—first as
part of New Spain, then Mexico, then as an independent republic, and finally as
a state in the Union—could not protect, or even define, its western border
against them. The Comanche raided the Spanish, Mexicans, and Americans with
relative impunity. They raided and fought all their tribal neighbors as well. The
whole of Comancheria as well as surrounding areas was a battleground for the
better part of two centuries. (Perhaps it is an axiom of war that where there is
enough land and resources for everyone, groups fight the most fiercely to
deprive others of that bounty.) Especially during the Civil War, the Comanche,
Apache, and others (sometimes in alliance and sometimes acting singly) pushed
back the “civilized” frontier hundreds of miles, burning homesteads and seizing
cattle and horses and captives. While the story of colonial and subsequently
American expansion is largely one of “Westward ho!,” the historical reality
shows us (in the Hudson valley, along the Ohio, in New Mexico, and in Texas)
that many tribes successfully pushed settlers out and back, and sometimes
resettlement took decades, if it happened at all. And who knows? Without these
spasms of war, the fates of tribes might have been very different. Many (like the
Comanche) were eventually defeated by disease and by the systematic
extermination of the buffalo on which they depended. But perhaps the
Comanche bought themselves time (as did the Iroquois and Ojibwe and Pueblo
people) to prepare themselves for resettlement and the eventual Anglo onslaught,
learning ways and means to protect themselves with the time they had bought
with blood. The Comanche empire, however, did come to an end when Quanah
Parker, leader of one of the larger Comanche bands, capitulated in 1875. By that
time their population had dropped from around forty thousand in the mid—
nineteenth century to around three thousand in 1874. The Comanche retired to
reservations in Oklahoma.

Oklahoma was (and is) a strange exception to the very concept of Indian
homelands. Originally (that is, before the 1830s) it had been home to Caddo,
Lipan Apache, Kiowa, and Osage, among others. They were mainly
agriculturalists to the east and hunter-gatherers to the west, but all of that was
upended after the Louisiana Purchase and the creation of “Indian Territory”
shortly thereafter. As intended by Thomas Jefferson, “Indian Territory” was a
place to relocate all the eastern Indians where they would be out of the way of
Jefferson’s imagined army of yeoman farmers. The original territory was vast,
but when Indians began to be removed there after the passage of the Indian
Removal Act of 1830, it was reduced in size almost immediately. Iowa,



Wisconsin, Minnesota, Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas territories were quickly
excluded. Much reduced, Indian Territory began to resemble present-day
Oklahoma in size and shape. Indians were moved there anyway. By 1888 more
than thirty tribes from all over the country were resettled in Oklahoma, including
Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, Seminole, Seneca, Delaware, Sac, Fox, Ho-
Chunk, Creek, Ottawa, Potawatomi, Ponca, Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Pawnee.
Crowded together, enemies became neighbors, and relocated tribes were forced
on those indigenous to the region.

It was a chaotic mess, but it was a homeland of sorts and seemed, at first,
more secure than the ones many tribes left behind. It didn’t last. As the cattle
industry got under way in Texas in the 1870s and 1880s, Texas ranchers needed
a way to get their beef to rail lines in Kansas. Indian Territory was in the way.
The cattle drives took place anyway. The passage of the 1889 Indian
Appropriations Act sought to undo tribal landownership and replace it with
individual ownership of 160-acre parcels. “Surplus” land (which is what the
government called the land left over after allotment) did not go back to tribes but
was essentially given away to homesteaders. As though the sudden
disappearance of Indian land from under their feet wasn’t bad enough, “Sooners’
didn’t wait for the official release of the land but rather snuck out onto the
prairie and took the best land first. Some tribes, like the Osage, found ways to
resist. They originated in the Ohio River valley but were pushed out during the
Iroquois Wars in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and made a new
homeland in what is now Kansas, Missouri, Arkansas, and northeastern
Oklahoma. There they became a force to be reckoned with. George Catlin, who
traveled among them and painted them in the nineteenth century, said they were
“the tallest race of men in North America, either red or white skins; there
being . . . many of them six and a half [tall], and others seven feet.” They lost a
lot of land in the years leading up to the Civil War, and during the war they
variously sided with both the Union and the Confederates. After the war many
Osage served as scouts with George Armstrong Custer’s Seventh Cavalry in
wars with the Cheyenne and Arapaho and at the massacre at the Washita River
in 1868. Facing removal and reduction, the Osage were forced to sell their
reservation lands in Kansas. With the proceeds they bought themselves a new
reservation in Oklahoma. This makes them unique among the many Indian tribes
facing the growing power of the American republic because they could negotiate
from a position of relative strength. One of the conditions of the purchase of new
land was that the Osage retained headrights to mineral and underground wealth
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in the area under their reservation. When oil was discovered there in the late
nineteenth century, the Osage stood to profit. In other negotiations, rather than
have their treaty annuities and supplies paid to traders who then paid them out to
the Indians, the Osage demanded their payments come to them directly. Clearly
the Osage were not only militarily and physically strong; they were fierce and
effective negotiators as well. And they remain.

The Northern Plains

P erhaps no other homeland—or the tribes that claimed it as such—has come
to stand in for the collective history and fate of Indians in North America as
the northern Great Plains. Why? In part, it is because the Indians of the northern
Plains—Mandan, Arikara, Hidatsa, Lakota, Dakota, Crow, Cheyenne, Arapaho,
Blackfeet, Assiniboine, Cree, Saulteaux, and Plains Ojibwe—Ilived in one of the
last regions of North America to be settled by Europeans. Much of the High
Plains was too cold for too much of the year to be desirable agricultural land, at
least at first. Major settlement occurred after 1850, and most of that after the
Civil War. Also, the drama on the Plains between 1850 and 1890 threw the
question of the young republic into stark relief: Was America a democratic
country that respected the rights of individuals, or was it just another greedy
power in disguise? The Plains Wars raised the question because for the first time
Anglo-Indian conflict was staged for all to see. European settlement also came
late enough to connect with emergent print and photographic journalism: as with
the Vietnam War, the Plains War was there to see in magazines and newspapers
and illustrated weeklies. And finally, the Plains tribes were unusually resistant to
the colonizers. Resistance, as we have seen, took many shapes across the United
States: canny acculturation, armed resistance, negotiation, retreat, alliance, trade,
raiding. But rarely was Indian resistance so widespread, successful, and brutal.
Something else also marked it as different: the coming together of two very
powerful forces that changed struggle in America more generally—horses and
firearms.

Paleo-Indians had been hunting and gathering the northern Great Plains since
the last glaciation: killing mammoth, musk oxen, horses, and camels. When the
megafauna died off—perhaps because of overhunting, perhaps because of
climate change—and an ice sheet crept down from the north, Paleo-Indians



traveled its margins and hunted its oases. When the ice sheet retreated some ten
to fifteen thousand years ago, they turned their attention to new species—elk,
deer, antelope, and bison—and followed the newly emerging waterways that
would become the Red, Missouri, Yellowstone, Milk, and Powder Rivers.

There isn’t a lot of archaeological evidence of how the people of the northern
Plains lived, because very little record has been left behind and Plains tribes
changed so much after the advent of the horse. What we do know from studying
Native languages is that tribal offshoots from Mexico, Canada, and the Rocky
Mountains trickled out into the vast grasslands and made their lives there. There
were no huge settlements or concentrations of population—as today, “flyover
country” didn’t support the same density of habitation that could be found
elsewhere on the continent. The tribes that emerged from these Paleo-Indians—
Crow, Cheyenne, Arapaho—Ilived in small family-centric bands. They were
highly mobile, lived in skin-covered teepees, and used travois to haul their
belongings from place to place, following the bison. Everything revolved around
the bison.

By the fifteenth century there were tribes along the southeastern edge of the
Plains who engaged in relatively intensive farming, among them the Caddoan-
speaking Wichita, Caddo, and Pawnee. To the west, tribes that might at one
point have been agriculturalists bowed to the climate and gave up farming in
favor of hunting and gathering. There is evidence of migration even way back
then. In their stories, the Algonquian-speaking Cheyenne recount how they lived
at one time in a country surrounded by water but followed the vision of one of
their tribe and devoted their lives to hunting buffalo, so becoming the Cheyenne
of the western Plains. They looked to the Black Hills (and the buffalo that
surrounded them) as their birthplace, spiritual home, and spiritual center. The
Blackfeet were, similarly, Algonquian-speaking migrants who made a home
against the spine of the Rockies. In the early seventeenth century, other migrants
began to arrive from the east, refugees from the bloody struggles of the Iroquois
and the Great Lakes.

As the Ojibwe and Odawa consolidated their control of the fur trade and of
the Great Lakes, they continued to push west and south. Popular history has it
that white settlement on the Eastern Seaboard displaced those tribes, and they in
turn displaced their westerly neighbors, and so on, a ripple effect from east to
west that ended when woodland Indians like the Mandan, Hidatsa, Arikara, and
Dakota were forced out onto the Plains. This is only partly true. There was a
kind of ripple effect. But some of the biggest tribes and confederations of tribes



—those in the Iroquois Confederacy, the Shawnee of the Ohio River valley, the
tens of thousands of Huron, and the majority of the Ojibwe—did no such thing.
The Iroquois sheltered in place. The Huron were wiped out and assimilated into
other tribes. The Shawnee immolated themselves in conflict with the colonial
powers and scattered—some even winding up in Texas. By comparison, the
Iroquois Confederacy and confederated Great Lakes Algonquians (Potawatomi,
Ojibwe, Odawa), made rich by the fur trade and armed with guns and numbers,
expanded their territory and squeezed everyone else out.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Green Bay, Wisconsin, became
something like a refugee camp filled with a polyglot collection of tribes fleeing
the violence. Sac, Fox, Ho-Chunk, Oneida, and even Potawatomi and
Menominee lived, farmed, and hunted in the region. But the Ojibwe onslaught
was relentless. By the mid—seventeenth century the Ojibwe had pushed into
Minnesota. The Ojibwe war chief Waabojiig (White Fisher) allegedly killed
more than fifty Dakota warriors in the Saint Croix River valley in one summer
war in the late eighteenth century. Around the same time there was a large
Dakota village on the shores of Mde Wakan, Spirit Lake (later renamed
Mizizaaga’igan by the conquering Ojibwe, and still later known as Mille Lacs).
The Ojibwe attacked in 1750 by throwing bags of gunpowder down the smoke
holes of the Dakota lodges and killing the residents as they ran out. The Mandan,
Hidatsa, and Arikara—who along with the Dakota and Lakota had made the
woodlands of Wisconsin and Minnesota their home—were overcome and fled
out onto the Plains to make a way of life there. The enmity between the Lakota
and Ojibwe remained for many years. Cree and Assiniboine were similarly
ejected from the boreal forests and waterways of northwestern Ontario.

It wasn’t long, however, before the former woodland people took to the
horse, and the Blackfeet followed suit. Around the same time, the French had
been making inroads north of the Great Lakes through Canada in their ever-
expanding quest for furs. And while the British were loath to arm Indians, the
French had no such qualms. Guns were prevalent by the beginning of the
eighteenth century and only became more so. Within a few decades of
journeying to the Plains, the Blackfeet, Crow, Arikara, Mandan, Cheyenne,
Lakota, Dakota, Nakota, Cree, and Assiniboine were armed and horsed. As such
they were, for a while, indomitable.

As of the beginning of the eighteenth century, there were more than thirty
distinct tribes on the northern Plains, and within them many sub-bands with their
own histories and identities. Bucking the trend of large macrocultures



(Hopewell, Nasaazi, Hohokam) breaking into smaller ones, the horse and the
gun bonded together small roving bands into the horse cultures of the Plains.
Now, with easy mobility and access to food (no longer would they need to pull
their travois with dogs or lie in wait for passing bison), populations swelled.
People were better clothed and better fed. Infant mortality went down, life spans
increased, birth rates went up. These were boom times. As James Wilson notes,
“There is something deeply ironic—though somehow strangely fitting [about
Plains ascendancy]. To begin with, far from predating contact, the Plains Indian
culture of the nineteenth century was a relatively recent phenomenon which
depended, in part, on innovations introduced by Europeans. It would be difficult
to find a native group which better exemplified cultural change and adaptation,
or one that gave a less accurate image of pre-Columbian America.”

It should also be noted that contrary to popular misconception, tribes didn’t
wither in the face of superior European technology, thinking, religion, and
culture or merely succumb to European diseases. Rather, in the Plains in
particular, tribes showed supreme adaptability, resourcefulness, and creative
syncretization. They took what Europeans brought and made it wholly their own.
What would have happened, one wonders, if Plains tribes had encountered
Europeans on foot, in small groups, without any kind of critical cultural or
martial mass? Despite their later losses, the Plains tribes are, quite likely, around
today only because they fought—armed with guns and mounted on horses—in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

By the early nineteenth century, the Plains tribes were the people we
recognize today. They lived on horseback and hunted buffalo. Their ceremonial
lives were governed by the sacred pipe (given in a vision to them by White
Buffalo Calf Woman) and organized into “societies,” each with a different
function. While much older ceremonial ways remained, even some from their
woodland days centuries earlier, the Siouan and Algonquian tribes of the
northern Plains were given new ceremonies that meshed with their new lives,
among them the Sun Dance. The horse was the key to this renaissance in Plains
cultures. It made everything possible—new art forms, new religions, new
societies, and new thinking. It was a time of plenty.

But origins are origins: horses were introduced by the Spanish as weapons of
war, and weapons of war they remained. The Lakota introduced a reign of terror
on the High Plains, attacking and reducing their Arikara neighbors relentlessly.
The Arikara, Mandan, and Hidatsa never shook their woodland roots: they still
lived in earthen villages, farmed the river valleys, and were, as a result,



relatively sedentary. This was not such a viable way of life when surrounded by
mobile, horsed nomadic hunters. The Lakota also fought their Crow and Pawnee
neighbors to the west and south. The Blackfeet quarreled with the Crow as well
as the Gros Ventre and Cree. It should be noted that Plains tribes were not
described as (or experienced as) unduly warlike by the Spanish when they were
first encountered in the seventeenth century. But when the Americans began
showing up in force in the early and middle nineteenth century, they were
greeted with armies the likes of which had not been seen before on the continent.

It all began well enough. At first all the territory west of the Mississippi (but
excluding the Northwest and California and portions of the Southwest) was
owned by France. The land passed to the United States as a result of the
Louisiana Purchase in 1803. President Thomas Jefferson lost no time in trying to
get the lay of this vast, relatively unknown land by dispatching the Corps of
Discovery under the command of Lewis and Clark in 1804. Their expedition was
tasked with mapping and exploring the land, finding a way to the Pacific Ocean,
and staking a claim to the territory before the Spanish or British could. Their
expedition—now part of legend—Ilasted from the spring of 1804 through
September 1806. They covered thousands of miles of territory, traversed
mountains, battled weather and starvation and uncertainty, and, rather startlingly,
engaged in no bloodshed or strife with the dozens of tribes they met along the
way. Nor did the tribes seem keen on fighting the corps. They wanted to bring
the Americans into their spheres of knowledge, too, because in one way or
another they knew the Americans were a future with which they would most
certainly have to contend.

In 1817 a St. Louis entrepreneur opened a fur trading post called Fort Pierre
in South Dakota, among the first of a wave of posts and traders who began
moving into the area, squeezing the last furs out of an industry that, after two
hundred years, was in its death throes. But this kind of relatively peaceful
coexistence and mutually beneficial arrangement (furs for guns and axes and
knives and kettles and blankets) didn’t last.

Settlers bound for California had been trekking across the Great Plains in
steady if not extravagant numbers from the 1820s through 1850, but the
California Gold Rush changed all that: beginning in 1849, the northern Plains
would see traffic in the tens and eventually hundreds of thousands as the great
migration to the gold fields began. Whatever the stance of the northern tribes had
been toward the Americans, the Gold Rush made them apprehensive. Wagon
trains tore up the ground and disrupted the buffalo. With each new wave of
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tribes. Tribes began attacking them. Even this was a primarily economic rather
than militaristic action: raiding had long been a cultural norm for the tribes, a
way to redistribute wealth. Intertribal raiding generally left a low body count and
was seen by many Plains tribes as a quasi-spiritual activity wherein boys grew
into men: raiding was, for some, ceremonial activity vested in masculinity and
coming-of-age. So by attacking wagon trains and stealing horses, flour, iron,
gunpowder, lead, and other hard-to-obtain items, the Plains tribes were simply
responding to unwelcome pressure and continuing a way of life that was fairly
stable.

The government, however, didn’t see the practice that way and wanted an
end to it: violence on the trail was bad for American business. But the
government lacked the strength to take on the tens of thousands of efficient and
mounted warriors on the Plains. The U.S. Army would certainly lose. Instead
they resorted to treaty making. In 1851 the Cheyenne, Lakota, Arapaho,
Assiniboine, Crow, Mandan, Gros Ventre, Shoshone, Arikara, and Hidatsa
signed the first Treaty of Fort Laramie. The provisions were, on paper, good for
both sides. The United States was assured settlers would be able to pass through
the Indian homelands unmolested, and they would be able to build forts and
supply depots to provision and re-provision the travelers. In return, the tribes’
title to the land itself was affirmed and they were guaranteed $50,000 in
annuities per year for the right of way.

Farther west, the Blackfoot Confederacy (a loose alliance of three major
Blackfeet bands) had come to dominate the region. Before the horse, they had
been a confederation of small bands of hunter-gatherers. So, too, were the
Shoshone, who pushed the Blackfeet around and back and took over much of
present-day Montana before 1730. But then the Blackfeet got the horse and all
hell broke loose. They consolidated power and began warring with neighboring
tribes. They attacked and raided the Shoshone, Lakota, Cree, Assiniboine, and
their archenemies the Crow regularly and effectively. They expanded their stock
of horses and, with greater access to buffalo, controlled a vast portion of
Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho. Between 1790 and 1850 the Blackfeet were the
absolutely dominant force in the northwestern Plains. They brooked no
encroachment by other tribes or the tribe of white explorers and trappers who
were showing up in their country in increasing numbers.

In 1808, John Colter, a member of the Corps of Discovery, returned to the
region to trap furs by canoe. He and his trapping partner were surrounded by
hundreds of Blackfeet warriors. His partner refused to surrender and was killed.



Colter saw the wisdom in submission. But the Blackfeet stripped him of all his
gear and clothes and told him to run away naked; they would give him a head
start. He ran, with the Blackfeet in disdainful pursuit, for five miles before
hiding in a river under some driftwood. He hid there all night and the next day
began a 250-mile journey to “civilization,” naked and afraid. And yet the
Blackfeet welcomed traders who could help them by tying them into trading
networks that provided them with the goods that would allow them to maintain
their way of life. And it was this openness that ultimately did them in. In 1837 a
packet operated by the American Fur Company in the Blackfeet homeland
knowingly sent a smaller boat with traders who had smallpox deep into
Blackfeet country. Between ten thousand and fifteen thousand Blackfeet died of
the disease, thereby ending their dominance. At that time a vaccine for smallpox
had been readily available for at least forty years, but the trading companies
didn’t require their employees to be vaccinated. Nor was it made available to
Indians. So it was not merely the Indians’ lack of immunity that allowed disease
to decimate them.

In any event, neither vaccines nor treaties stopped the white settlement of the
Plains. Travelers continued to cross the Plains, and settlers began to move in,
especially with the Gold Rush and regardless of the Treaties of Fort Laramie or
the Treaties of Fort Benton or the many others signed in good faith by Plains
tribes but violated immediately by the government and the citizens of the United
States. The result: war.

Beginning in 1850 but escalating in the 1860s and 1870s, the Plains Indian
Wars drew in almost every single Plains tribe and involved settlers, militia, and
the U.S. Army. It is estimated that at least twenty thousand Indians and eight
thousand Anglo settlers and soldiers died in twenty-five years of warfare,
although the figure for Indian deaths, based on U.S. Army records, should
almost certainly be higher. Most of the fighting began in the east, in what is now
Minnesota, where in 1862 the Dakota who had remained behind after most of
their tribe was pushed out onto the Plains by the Ojibwe rose up in protest over
their treatment by the U.S. government and its representatives in the Minnesota
River valley. The lands there had been largely set aside for the eastern Dakota by
treaty, but the tribe watched (as Indians all over the Plains watched) as settlers
moved in, broke the soil, and began farming. Adding injury to injury, the annuity
payments and food promised by treaty and on which the Dakota depended were
rarely delivered, or were late and of substandard quality. The government’s
policy had also been to deliver the annuity payments to traders in the territory
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