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  c. 30,000BC




  First humans enter North America, via Bering land bridge




  c. 8000BC




  Ice Age ends; mastodon, giant horse, sabre-toothed tiger, miniature horse and other fauna become extinct




  5000BC




  Eskimo-Aleut and Na-Dene people migrate to North America from Asia




  1500BC




  Indians of the north-eastern woodlands adopt practice of burying their dead




  1000BC




  Maize becomes food staple of Mexican Indians; agriculture established in Mogollon highlands of American Southwest; the beginning of Adena culture




  200–500AD




  Hopewell civilization flourishes in Midwest and East




  750AD




  Mississippian Culture in ascendancy




  850–1150




  Zenith of City of Cahokia, on site of present day St Louis




  800–1100




  Maize becomes major crop in Eastern woodlands




  900




  Rise of Anasazi civilization in Southwest




  c. 1000




  Pueblo communities of Acoma and Hopi established




  1075




  Anasazi road-building begins at Chaco Canyon




  c.1130




  Anasazi evacuate Chaco Canyon




  c.1450




  Confederacy of the Iroquois born




  1492




  Columbus lands in Bahamas; population of North America as high as 18 million




  1500




  Algonquian-speaking nations push sedentary Iroquian people from the north-east




  1513




  Ponce de Leon lands in Florida




  1521




  Second Ponce de Leon expedition forced to evacuate Florida by Calusa tribes




  1528




  Panfilo de Narvaez lands at Tampa Bay, Florida, but retreats after Indian attacks




  1539–43




  Hernado de Soto lands in Florida and rampages westwards through the Timucua, Creek, Mobile, Apalachee and other nations; de Soto buried next to the Mississippi in 1542




  1540–42




  Francisco Vasquez de Coronado leads Spanish expedition from Mexico, penetrating as far north as Kansas.




  1598




  Juan de Onate founds Spanish settlements in northern New Mexico




  1599




  Vincente Zaldivar attacks Acoma (‘Sky City’) pueblo, killing 800




  1600s




  Navajo adopt sheep farming and the reintroduced horse (c.1659)




  1607




  English colonists establish permanent settlement at Jamestown, Virginia




  1609–13




  War between Powhatan and Jamestown settlers; peace sealed by marriage of Princess Pocahontas to John Rolfe




  1609




  Samuel de Champlain kills three Iroquois chiefs with a single bullet on shore of Lake Champlain




  1612




  Jesuits begin arriving in New France (Canada)




  1617




  Pocahontas dies on trip to England




  1620




  English Pilgrims land at Plymouth




  1622




  Opechancanough of the Powhatan attacks Virginian settlements (until 1632)




  1637




  Pequot War against English to maintain hunting grounds, Connecticut




  1644




  Second Opechancanough War sees demise of the Powhatan Confederacy




  1650–1777




  Iroquois Confederacy at height of influence




  1663




  Bible translated into Massachusetts (‘Mamusse Wunneetupanatamwe Up-Biblum God Naneeswe Nukkone Testament Kah Wonk Wusku Testament’) by John Eliot




  1675–6




  King Philip’s War; after early successes, Wampanoags and Narragansetts slaughtered and enslaved




  1680




  Revolt of the Pueblos




  c.1700




  Comanche established on Southern Plains and horsed




  1712




  Tuscarora War in North Carolina




  1731




  French capture Great Sun of the Natchez and sell him into slavery




  1737




  ‘The Walking Purchase’ defrauds the Delaware of twelve hundred square miles of land.




  1738




  Smallpox strikes the Missouri region causing 90 per cent mortality amongst the Arikara




  1742




  Joseph Brant (Thayendanegea) of the Mohawk born




  1750




  Plains Cree horsed




  1754-63




  French and Indian War ends in victory for Britain




  1763




  Pontiac’s Rebellion, Great Lakes




  1769




  Spanish establish missions in California; over the next 60 years Native population of California between Dan Diego and San Francisco declines from seventy-two thousand to

  eighteen thousand through disease and forced labour




  1770




  Cheyenne horsed on Northern Plains




  1775




  Revolution begins




  1777




  Shawnee raids against white settlements in ‘Kentucke’ reach peak




  1779




  Retaliatory campaign by Generals Clinton and Sullivan raze 40 pro-British Iroquois towns in Mohawk Valley




  1783




  America granted independence from Britain




  1786




  Tlingit on NW coast first encounter whites




  1791




  Miami Chief Little Turtle inflicts 900 casualties on US force led by General St Clair; worst US defeat in any war against the Indians




  1794




  Ohio-region Indians lose Battle of Fallen Timbers




  1795




  Under terms of the Treaty of Greenville Indians forfeit slice of southern Indiana and most of Ohio




  1799




  Handsome Lake of the Seneca receives vision in which Jesus tells him ‘Now tell your people that they will become lost when they follow the ways of the White man’




  1800




  Indian population estimated at 600,000 by Bureau of Indian Affairs




  1803




  Louisiana Purchase from France places 828,000 square miles of the trans-Mississippi and its tribes under US dominion




  1804–6




  ‘Voyage of Discovery’ by Lewis and Clark to Pacific Ocean




  1809–11




  Tecumseh of the Shawnee campaigns for Native American unity; his brother and ally Tenkswatawa defeated at Tippecanoe, Indiana, by Governor Harrison




  1812–15




  War of 1812 between Britain and USA




  1813




  Tecumseh killed in battle of the Thames fighting alongside British




  1814




  ‘Redstick’ Muskogee warriors defeated by combined US and Cherokee force at Horshoe bend




  1816–18




  First Seminole War




  1819




  Florida acquired from Spain.




  1821




  Sequoyah invents Cherokee syballary




  1822




  Red Cloud born




  1830




  Indian Removal Act requires displacement of Eastern Indians to Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma)




  1831




  Sitting Bull born




  1832




  Black Hawk’s War between US and Fox and Sauk




  1835




  Minority of Cherokee leaders sign Treaty of Echota




  1837




  Smallpox epidemic devastates tribes of the West, including the Mandan, of whom only 39 survive




  1838–9




  30,000 Cherokee driven from Georgia to Indian Territory along ‘Trail of Tears’; the Chickasaw, Creek, Choctaw and other tribes are also relocated




  1842




  Seminole, last of the free tribes of the Southeast, end their guerrilla war and agree to removal from Florida, although some scattered bands remain to fight a Third Seminole

  War; Oregon Trail established from Independence, Missouri, to Pacific Northwest with branch to California




  1848




  James W. Marshall discovers gold at Sutter’s Mill, California




  1849




  Gold Rush to California begins




  1851




  Indian Appropriation Act leads to reservation system becoming widespread




  1860




  Paiute War in Nevada




  1861




  Civil War (until 1865)




  1862




  Battle of Apache Pass between California Volunteers and Apache under Cochise and Mangas Coloradas; Homestead Act gives US citizens over 21 the right to 160 acres of public

  domain; Little Crow leads uprising of Santee Sioux in Minnesota, which is eventually defeated at Wood Lake




  1863–4




  Manuelito leads Navajo War




  1864




  Following their surrender, the Navajos make the ‘Long Walk’ to Bosque Redondo; Comanche fight Kit Carson in battle of Adobe Walls in Texas Panhandle; Colorado

  Volunteers massacre peaceful camp of Cheyennes and Arapahos at Sand Creek




  1866




  The Five Civilized Tribes forced to cede western section of Indian Territory in reprisal for some members’ support of the Confederacy during Civil War; Fort Laramie

  Council between US government and Northern Plains tribes; Red Cloud’s Sioux ambush US army near Fort Phil Kearny on Bozeman Trail in ‘Fetterman Massacre’




  1867




  Medicine Lodge Treaty assigns reservations to Cheyennes, Arapahos, Kiowas, Kiowa-Apaches and Commanches




  1868




  US abandons forts on Bozeman Trail in tacit admittance of defeat in ‘Red Cloud’s War’; Roman Nose of Cheyenne dies in skirmish with volunteer scouts at Beecher

  Island (‘The Fight in Which Roman Nose Died’); George A. Custer and 7th Cavalry massacre Black Kettle’s Cheyenne near Washita River, Indian Territory, in Southern Plains War




  1869




  Trans-continental railroad completed; Ely Parker of the Seneca appointed Indian Commissioner; first Ghost Dance movement involves tribes of Great Basin and West Coast




  1870s




  First recorded use of peyote amongst Indians of the US (the Lipan Apache)




  1871




  Congress passes law-depriving tribes of their status as separate nations




  1872–4




  Modoc War in lava beds of Northern California sees 165 Indians led by Captain Jack stand off vastly superior US force until artillery usage forces Modoc capitulation




  1874




  Cochise of the Apache dies; Comanche and allies under leadership of Quanah Parker attack buffalo hunters at Adobe Walls but are repelled by superior Sharps rifle in Red River

  War




  1875




  Quanah Parker of the Quahadi Comanche agrees to enter reservation




  1876




  Black Hills War begins after gold miners invade Sioux lands; Custer and 7th Cavalry defeated at Little Big Horn




  1877




  After a relentless campaign by US army Crazy Horse of the Sioux ceases hostilities but is killed in custody two months later; Chief Joseph’s band of Nez Percé

  surrender after fighting for nearly 1000 miles in bid to flee to Canada




  1878-9




  Flight of the Northern Cheyennes from Indian Territory




  1879




  Carlise School founded in Penyslvania to assimilate Indians into white society




  1881




  Sitting Bull, Sioux victor of Little Big Horn, surrenders to US forces after leaving exile in Canada




  1882




  Indian Rights Association formed




  1885




  Sitting Bull joins Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show




  1886




  General Nelson A. Miles accepts the surrender of Apache warriors led by Geronimo




  1887




  Dawes Act divides reservations into individual holdings and opens millions of acres to white settlement




  1889




  First land rush into Oklahoma, formerly Indian Territory




  1890




  Sioux Ghost Dancers massacred by units of the 7th Cavalry at Wounded Knee, South Dakota; Indians at nearby Pine Ridge reservation flee in panic, December; Census records the

  Indian population as 248,253 and announces end of the frontier




  January 1891




  Sioux refugees surrender to Nelson Miles and return to Pine Ridge




  1893




  Buffalo almost extinct, only 1000 remain on Plains




  1900




  Indian population down to 237,000




  1909




  Geronimo dies




  1910




  Indian population of US creeps up to 277,000




  1913




  ‘The Navajo War’




  1915




  ‘The Ute War’




  1916




  Ishi, the last surviving member of the Yahi band of California, dies




  1918




  Native American Church founded




  1922




  John Collier founds the American Indian Defence Association




  1924




  Indian Citizenship Act passed




  1934




  Indian Reorganization Act passed, part of Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal’ for Native Americans




  1935




  Last of the ‘Bronco Apaches’ gives up the old free life in the Sierra Madre




  1941–5




  25,000 Native Americans see active service with US forces during World War II




  1944




  National Congress of American Indians founded in Denver




  1946




  US Congress begins to implement ‘termination’ and ‘relocation’ policies




  1968




  American Indian Movement founded; Kiowa N. Scott Momaday publishes House Made of Dawn, which wins Pulitzer Prize for Literature in following year




  1969–71




  Indian militants occupy Alcatraz Island




  1970




  US president Richard Nixon formally repudiates termination




  1972




  ‘Trail of Broken Treaties’ protest ends in occupation of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Washington DC




  1973




  Activists from American Indian Movement and local Oglala Sioux stage armed protest at Wounded Knee (‘Wounded Knee II’)




  1974




  Indian Financing Act passed by US Congress




  1975




  Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act passed; the sacred Blue Lake returned to Taos Pueblo




  1978




  American Indian Religious Freedom Act passed




  1979




  Seminole open 1700-seat bingo parlour




  1981




  President Reagan cuts funds for Indian social programmes by 40 per cent




  1990




  Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act passed




  2000




  Census records four million Americans who classify themselves as ‘Native Americans’
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  The bright winter’s day of 29 December 1890. A detachment of the 7th Cavalry – Custer’s regiment – stand guard over huddled, refugee Sioux. Yellow Bird,

  a Sioux shaman, throws a handful of dirt in the air.




  The itchy-fingered cavalry open fire, killing perhaps three hundred Sioux.




  Such, in synopsis, was the “battle” of Wounded Knee. As everyone knows, not least because of Dee Brown’s epic Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, at that remote creek in

  Montana occurred the last engagement in the “Indian Wars”. Alongside the Sioux in the mud was killed a dream: the dream of Indian freedom.




  That much is true, but Wounded Knee has come to overshadow as much as it lights, and all its symbolisms have become lop-sided. Against prevailing assumption, the story of Native Americans did

  not end at Wounded Knee, just as it did not begin in 1854 when the Sioux became embroiled in an argument over a white emigrant’s cow on the Oregon Trail.




  For too long, the history of the aboriginals of the US has become synonymous with the extended death of the Plains Indians. What of the stone cities of the ancient Anasazi? The political

  democracy of the 15th century Iroquois? And the struggle of the eastern tribes against the Anglo-Americans? The bloodiest conflict between Indians and Whites was not out on the Great Plains, but in

  the woods of New England when King Philip (Metacom) warred against the Puritans in 1675.




  Moreover, America’s natives have endured some of their hardest struggles after 1890 – against their population freefall to 250,000 in 1900, against government-sponsored

  “termination” in the 1950s, against subsistence existence on the reservations in the 1980s (when unemployment regularly topped 80% at Pine Ridge). In 1890, the Indians of the United

  States might have dropped their Remingtons and their warclubs, but they still sought control of their destiny. When, in the 1970s, Indian activists took up the “peacepath” to legally

  challenge treaty iniquities, their goal was the same as, say, Red Cloud’s a hundred years before. Only the means differed.




  There’s something else about Wounded Knee. Just as it was one episode among a million in the thirty thousand-year-history of the Indians of the US, it was also an absolutely typical

  encounter between Whites and Natives. When Yellow Bird threw his dust in the air, he was making a Ghost Dance motion. The 7th Cavalry believed it to be a signal for the Sioux to attack them. Ever

  since the Europeans landed in the “New World” in 1492, their relations with the Indians have been based on misunderstanding, fear and prejudice.




  Despite the best effort of some Whites, the prevailing Euro-American opinion concerning America’s aboriginals over the last half-millennium is that they were ne’er-do-well

  “savages” who inconveniently squatted on desirous land, from which they should be removed. Sometimes this was done by force; usually the White’s microbes did the job anyway.

  Something like a viral holocaust descended on post-Columbian America. As much as 90% of the old population was wiped from the face of the “New World” by disease and its faithful

  attendant, famine.




  To the more romantically minded – or just plain further removed – America’s first inhabitants were sometimes conjured as “noble savages”, free spirits in human

  form. Whether “savage savage” or “noble savage” the Indian was reduced to stereotype. Unfortunately, time has done little to diminish such impluses by Whites. You only have

  to consider the New Age veneration of Native culture as being the epitome of “greenness” to see that. Although well-intentioned, the New Agers have simply made another stereotype.

  Native cultures varied considerably, and many were distinctly politically incorrect (cannibalism and a profligate overstocking of horses which literally ate and drank bos bison americanus

  out of existence in some places, for example).




  And so to this history of the Indians of the United States. In its writing, I have tried to avoid the pitfalls adumbrated above. I have tried to remember that the first Americans had a way of

  life as well as a way of death, that their story is long and continuing, and that it is only the White convenience that catergorises them as “Indians”. To themselves, they were and are

  500 different nations, composed of millions of individuals. Where possible I have let these individuals speak for themselves.




  When the old and defeated Fox and Sauk chief Black Hawk met President Andrew Jackson, he declared “I am a man, and you are another”. This has been my guiding sentiment on the long

  trail of pages which follow.




  

    Jon E. Lewis


  




  







  PART I
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  A World Made of Dawn




  

    Native America, from Creation until AD 1492


  




  

    Pleasant it looked




    this newly created world.




    Along the entire length and breadth




    of the earth, our grandmother,




    extended the green reflection




    of her covering




    and the escaping odors were pleasant to inhale




    

      Winnebago song


    


  




  

    From In the Trail of the Wind, John Bierhorst.




    Copyright © 1971 John Bierhorst


  




  







  Prologue
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  The first settlers of the land that would become known as America walked there. It was a time when the waters were locked in ice, and the seas had fallen so low that a land

  bridge spanned the narrow Bering Strait. “Bridge” is perhaps a misnomer, Berengia was a sizable mass; it was a dry perambulation to the New World for the Siberia nomads, who constituted

  a mere handful of families. From them would descend, according to recent DNA analysis, 95 per cent of Native Americans.




  Perhaps the pioneers set foot in America 30,000 years ago; perhaps 12,000 years ago. The only real scientific certainty is that the pioneers were anatomically modern humans – homo

  sapiens sapiens – not stoop-browed Neanderthals or the like; humans did not evolve in America, they arrived there. From the Yukon, as the Pleistocene ice receded, there was exposed a

  corridor to Montana, down which the pioneers moved, and from thence south and out, until one fine day they reached the bottom of Argentina. Always they were lured forward not by god or gold, but

  game, in the vast shapes of the mastodon, the mammoth, the giant buffalo and their like, which the pioneers hunted with their distinctive fluted spear-heads, the spears themselves powerfully

  propelled from a wooden spearthrower, or atlatl. Eventually, through over-hunting or global warming (because of a new tilt to the Earth’s axis) circa 10,000 years ago, the giant

  herbivores were forced into extinction, causing these so-called Clovis people (after the New Mexico archeological site) to give up their way of life, to diversify into the hunting of smaller game

  and even into farming.




  Such is the gist of the White account of the settling of America by Indians, with the codicil that there were two later waves of emigration, as adduced from DNA and linguistic evidence, those of

  the Eskimo-Aleut and the Na-Dene.




  American Indians account for their Creation differently. Among the people of Acoma Pueblo, it is told that the sisters Iatiku and Nautsiti emerged from a hole in the ground, sipapu, and

  when Nautsiti left the region after being tempted by the evil Snake, Iatiku bore many children, each of which became an Acoma clan. The Iroquois relate how Skywoman, Ata-en-sic, was pushed

  from her domain to live on an island made by Muskrat and Turtle, where she gave birth to her daughter – the beginning of the world. For some tribes on the Northwest coast, humanity emerged

  from a giant clam and was welcomed by Raven’s song of greeting. The Blackfeet say that Old Man made a woman and child of clay, “told them to rise and walk; and they did so”.




  The seeming diversity of Amerindian Creation myths notwithstanding, they have much universality about them. In almost all of them, the Maker – the Great Spirit, Wakan Tanka, however named

  – spiritually binds the people to all the remainder of his works. Put another way, Indians and Nature are one, indivisible, made so by God. When the Earth is cut, the Indian weeps. This

  spiritual, near mystical, union with the land is the heart of Indian religion, aesthetics, morality; improper conduct throws the connection out of kilter, bringing harm to the tribe; reverence,

  beautiful art, correct deeds harmonize the tribe and their land.




  The sacred interconnectedness of the Indian to his environment was beyond the ken of the whites when they came in AD 1492; five hundred years of tragedy was the result.

  They “sicken and die” said Geronimo of the Apache, when they were moved off their land. Exactly the same could be said of all the other Indian nations in post-Columbian America.




  Also common to Amerindian Creation myths is the belief that each nation was created on its own land, which was the centre of the world, and special to them. Geronimo put it thus: “For each

  tribe of men Usen [God] created He also made a home. In the land for any particular tribe He placed whatever would be best for the welfare of that tribe . . . the Apaches and their homes [were]

  each created for the other by Usen himself.”




  If White Man’s anthropology does not confirm Geronimo’s proposition, it does acknowledge the beautiful adaptation of the post-Clovis Indians to the regions to which they trekked, the

  wild rice-gathering of the Great Lakes Indians, the salmon-hunting of the totem-pole-building Tlingit, the harvesting of Mesquite pods by the Cahuilla. As the tribes built relationships with their

  land so they themselves changed, and became diverse in stature and different in language. From the single aboriginal voice of the first settlers, there came a myriad tongues, the Algonquian, the

  Siouan, the Iroquoian, the Athapascan, the Piman, the Shoshonean, Shahaptian, the Caddoan, the Salishan and others. Distinct by way of life, by physicality, by language, the post-Clovis aboriginals

  became a kaleidoscope of 500 nations. Although the Whites liked to talk of “the Indian” when they gatecrashed America in 1492, the original inhabitants had long been Native Peoples who,

  outside the commonality of their spiritual binding to the Earth (and a domestication of animals which started at the dog and ended at the turkey with nothing else in between), could be as different

  to each other as the French European was to the English European.




  







  Corn Mother Comes




  [image: ]




  

    

      “When a child was born his Corn Mother was placed beside him, where it was kept for twenty days, and during this period he was kept in darkness . . . Early on the

      morning of the twentieth day, the mother, holding the child in her arms and the Corn Mother in her right hand, and accompanied by her own mother – the child’s grandmother –

      left the house and walked to the east. They stopped, facing east, and prayed silently, casting pinches of cornmeal to the rising sun. When the sun cleared the horizon the mother stepped,

      forward, held up the child to the sun, and said, ‘Father Sun, this is your child.’” – Hopi ceremony


    


  




  The passing of the giant beasts of the Clovis era made for a new beginning for America’s first inhabitants. They turned to many ways of survival, but most notable of all

  was the ceaseless manipulation by some Indians of wild plants. Although the popular image of the Native American is a befeathered hunter, it is a startling and salutary fact that 60 per cent of the

  contemporary world’s food comes from plants domesticated by Amerinidian, above all, the potato, the tomato and the maize (corn) plant.




  Corn, the very staff of life for pre-Columbus Indians, derived from a wild grass of the highlands of Mexico called teosinte, it took approximately 7,000 years for the fingertip-sized

  teosinte ears to be turned, by genetic selection – through the ruse of picking always the best heads, and crossing corn with hardy grass – into large, body-sustaining cobs. For

  almost the entire period, Native Peoples would have integrated teosinte – growing into a hunting and gathering economy, but by about 1,000 BC corn-cropping was

  sufficiently advanced to become the prime food of Mexico. And from Mexico corn-agriculture quickly diffused into the American Southwest, to found no less than three major farming civilizations, the

  Mogollon, the Hohokam and the Anasazi.




  The Mogollon lived and farmed in the upland meadows and forests of the New Mexico–Arizona border, where their new settled way of life allowed them to become expert makers of the famous

  Mimbres pottery, the earliest pieces of which date from AD 750. Despite the baseness of their yucca fibre-brushes, Mogollon potters achieved extraordinary, delicate

  geometric and naturalistic designs (classically black on white, later polychrome), often compared to the art of Ancent Greece. Mimbres pottery was commonly placed in the graves of the dead, a

  “kill” hole punched through the bottom of the pot to release the spirits of its painted figures.




  The Mogollon initially lived in semi-subterranean pits, covered by brush and mud plaster, arranged in villages; over time, however, the pit-houses evolved into above-ground dwellings built with

  stone, with the pit itself acquiring a new role as a kiva, a ceremonial meeting place for male kin.




  Mogollon culture faded from the Southwest around AD 1250, by which date it had profoundly influenced both the Hohokam and Anasazi.




  The Hohokam inhabited the burning Sonora desert, west of the Mogollon Mountains, although archaeologists dispute whether they were migrants from Mexico (“Hohokam” means “Those

  who have gone”) or evolved from local desert Indians. Whatever, the Hohokam, who flourished between AD 200 to AD 1450 were full-on farmers, who

  mastered irrigation to make the desert bloom. Trapping the waters of the Gila, the Salt and their subsidiaries, the Hohokam watered their corn, bean, cotton and squash fields through hundreds of

  miles of canals up to twenty-five feet wide. As the Hohokam flourished, a distinct pattern of settlement arose, in which a town was surrounded by satellite villages, suggesting a political unit

  ruled by single potentate on the Mexican model. There were other Mexican connections; the Hohokam traded with northern Mexico, especially the Gulf of California tribes (from whom the Hohokam

  obtained shells, which were fashioned into personal adornments and religious items), and built ball courts like those of the Maya and other Mesoamericans. The game played on these courts was

  similar to basketball. Hohokam archaeological sites have given up balls made of rubber – a material foreign to Arizona.




  As much of a mystery lies in the fate of the Hohokam, as in their origins. Most scholars believe that total crop failure around AD 1450 through drought or through

  increased soil salinity, caused the Hohokam to disband. In all probability, the modern Pima and Papago (O’Odham) Indians are their descendants.




  Meanwhile, to North of Hohokam territory, on the high Colorado Plateau where the Four Corners of Arizona, New Mexico, Utah and Colorado meet, arose the greatest civilization of the Southwest,

  that of the Hisatsinom. Or, as the Navajo named them, the Anasazi, “The Ancient Ones”.




  THE ANCIENT ONES




  Originally desert nomads, the earliest Anasazi, the “Basket Makers”, began living in pit-houses of a distinctive round shape around AD

  500. Some 200 years later, the Anasazi underwent a phenomenal cultural flowering They took up pottery, developed irrigation, farmed maize, farmed cotton, made cotton cloth, and they began to build

  above ground with stone and adobe. They had become the people of the Pueblos.




  The essential Pueblo dwelling was a rectangular room, constructed out of stone laid in mud mortar; its joy was that it could be adjoined or even topped by another such. In other words, the basic

  unit could make an apartment block. Which is exactly what happened, most impressively at Pueblo Bonito in Chaco Canyon, New Mexico, where a D-shaped complex rose five storeys high and housed maybe

  1,500 people. Until 1882 it was the biggest apartment block in America.




  Chaco Canyon was the epicentre of Anasazi civilization; aside from Pueblo Bonito, the ten-mile length of the valley contained eight other towns (“Great Houses”) and the overall

  population was some 5,000 people. Radiating from the canyon to the rest of the Anasazi world were extensive, straight-arrow roadways, 400 miles of them, down which trading goods flowed and pilgrims

  tramped. Some of the religious rituals were played out in the pueblos’ plazas, others took place in cylindrical kivas similar to those of the Mogollon. The kiva, which was

  descended into by the smokehole in the roof, was a room for ceremony and also an earthly representation of the Anasazi’s original dark underwater home. In the floor of every kiva was

  dug a hole, symbolizing sipapu, the entrance to the world. Some kivas, such as the Great Kiva at Chetro Keti, were fifty feet in diameter, able to accommodate 500 people, the roof supported

  by enormous timbers dragged by hand from the mountains forty miles away.




  The Chacoan civilization was bright and brief. Within 200 years it had gone, and the canyon was abandoned to shadows. Exactly why the Anasazi quit – in quite orderly manner – the

  canyon is unknown. A blistering 50-year drought from about AD 1130 is a likely cause. There was also turmoil in the turquoise trade which generated much of Chaco’s

  wealth, when the major customers, the Toltecs in Mexico, fell to the “barbarian” Chichimecs.




  This was not quite the end of the Anasazi. At Mesa Verde, in southern Colorado, the Anasazi were still to fashion their remarkable cliff-dwellings; one of these alone, the Cliff Palace,

  contained 220 rooms and 23 kivas. To farm their fields on the mesa top, the Mesa Verde Anasazi had to climb sheer rock faces. In all likelihood, the Anasazi’s adoption of

  cliff-dwelling was prompted by the aggression of nomadic tribes.




  By AD 1300 the cliff-dwellings too had been abandoned. Again the “why” is a mystery. One reason advanced is that Anasazi settlements had simply become too

  large for the democratic-minded Anasazi to cope with. Accordingly, they walked away from their cliff-civilization, to Hopi, Acoma, and to the east, where the big river flowed.




  According to Native myth, the Anasazi centres were abandoned because Snake, who oversaw rain and fertility, left the people. So most of them followed his trail, until they reached a river, where

  they once more built stone towns, albeit on a less grand scale than before.




  In 1540, when Coronado stumbled on the Rio Grande Valley, he found no less than one hundred stone towns (“pueblos”) inhabited by the descendants of the Anasazi.




  They live there still.




  







  The Mound Builders
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  Across in the Southeast, meanwhile, another great corn-fed civilization had arisen, that of the Temple Mound Builders, so named for the religious edifices which topped their

  great earth tumps. Also called the Mississippian culture in nod to its stronghold in the bottomlands of the Mississippi and Ohio, it arose around AD 750, lasted into the

  historic period, and would penetrate as far westwards as Oklahoma, and northwards to Wisconsin.




  The Temple Mound Builders did not spring pure-formed out of the air, but were the culmination of other local cultures, dating back to at least 1000 BC and the Adena of

  Ohio, who constructed earthen mounds as burial sites for their deceased. Many traits of Adena culture were carried on by a successive mound-building culture, the Hopewell, which radiated out from

  Ohio to Indian villages in the midwest and east. More sophisticated agriculturalists than the Adena, the Hopewell (to whom the Corn Mothers came in about AD 100), were also

  major-league artisans, securing obsidian from Yellowstone, tortoiseshell from the Gulf of Mexico, silver from Ontario, bear teeth from Wyoming, all fashioned for adornment, religious ritual or as

  grave goods. One of the Hopewell people’s most distinctive artefacts was a tubular stone pipe with animal effigies; in the pipe they smoked tobacco, not for pleasure but for ceremony. It was

  due to the Hopewell that pipe-smoking became universal amongst the Indians of North America.




  Their mounds were more impressive than those of Adena, looming as high as forty feet into the sky, their massive size suggesting that a priestly class of overseers existed to mobilize and

  organize the massive labour force required for their construction. More impressive even than the Hopewell’s mounds were their elaborate earthen banks, built to define and protect their sacred

  sites. Of these, the Great Serpent Mound, near Chillicothe in Ohio, is the exemplar, a dramatic snake effigy which twists and coils along a ridge for a quarter of a mile, before its jaws seize a

  gigantic egg.




  By AD 500 the Hopewell culture was in terminal decay. In its stead arose the Mississippian, the benefactors of a new strain of corn, which was so dramatically productive

  it became almost the sole sown crop. As in the Southwest, the shift to major cropping of corn encouraged more complex political and social structures; nowhere was this more clearly seen than in the

  Mississippian capital of Cahokia.




  CAHOKIA




  Over the river from modern-day St Louis, Cahokia gathered within its pallisaded walls over 10,000 people, ruled over by a small nobility, themselves under the tutelage of

  an absolute monarch, the Great Sun chief. Whereas the Adena-Hopewell cultures had built earthen mounds for funerary use, the Mississipians built theirs as the base for houses and temples; the Great

  Sun at Cahokia lived on the flattened top of the Monk’s Mound, which covered 16 acres, was 100 feet high and contained 22 million cubic feet of earth, all of it raised by hand. There were

  another 100 smaller mounts in Cahokia.




  Cahokia was the capital of the Temple Mound people from around AD 850 to 1150, during which period they aggressively expanded their civilization. Like the Hopewell the

  Mississippians sat at the centre of a spider’s web of trade routes – along which goods were carried by foot or by traders in dugouts – which reached up to the gold streams of

  Canada and down to the conch waters of the Gulf of Mexico. Lavish ceremonial centres appeared at Etowah (Georgia), Spiro (Oklahoma), and Moundville (Alabama) and other points in the Southeast, for

  it was the rituals and motifs of the Death Cult that bound the various Mississippian chiefdoms together. The Cult was well named; one of its principal practices was the torture-sacrifice of enemy

  warriors, whose severed heads would later be displayed on poles around the temple. Purification came from an emetic, the cassina-based “Black Drink”, taken “until the blood

  comes”.




  But just as empires rise, so they surely fall. By the time the conquistadors tramped to the Mississippi, Cahokia had long been left to the weeds. So had Moundville and Etowah. Yet across the

  south, the Whites encountered numerous still-extant nations of Temple Mound Builders, including the Taensa, the Cherokees, Timucuas, Coosas, Muskokees, Mobiles, Quapaws, and Chickasaws. Of them

  all, it was the dog-eating Natchez nation, some 5,000 strong, who practised the old Mississippian culture in its strongest form, complete with caste system ruled over by the Great Sun. Even into

  the eighteenth century, French accounts tell of the Great Sun carried around on his litter, resplendent in swan-feather headdress, and so absolute a ruler that if he demanded “the life of any

  one of them [his subjects] he comes himself to present his head”. The Natchez were a fascination to the French, who wrote more about them than any other Indian nation of the lower

  Mississippi. A great deal of the ink was devoted to the extreme promiscuity of Natchez girls, although the preening tattooed Natchez warriors and the cross-dressed homosexuals had their share.

  Eventually, in 1731, the Natchez fell out of favour with the French, who sold the Great Sun into slavery in Santo Domingo; most of the rest of the Natchez went into exile among the Cherokee,

  Chickasaws and Creeks. After 2,000 years, the temple mound tradition of the Southeast was at its end.




  While Mississippian society was always strictly hierarchical (the mass of the Natchez, incidentally, were termed “Stinkards”), in the woodlands of the East, a very different, even

  democratic, civilization flowered.




  







  The League of Five Nations
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      Dekanawideh [Deganawida], the determined man, “setting his teeth together,” as his name would indicate, vowing to master himself and save his people

      from destruction, wandered from the crowd, and reached the side of a smooth clear-running stream, transparent and full of fishes. He sat down, reclining on the sloping bank, gazing intently

      into the waters . . . He was deep in thought and did not notice, perched on the top-most point in the pinery, the Great White Eagle . . . Under the bird’s keen eyed scouting protection

      Dekanawideh’s “great idea” evolved itself into specific form. Drafting a plan as he sat on the grass, trusting merely to his memory did not prove satisfactory.




      Taking an eagle feather, placing it upon the ground, “That,” he said, “shall represent the great idea . . .”




      Such is the story handed down for the ages, not from father to son, but from mother to children.




      – JOHN OJIJATEKHA BRANT-SERO




      Mohawk historian, 1901


    


  




  The Iroquois were ancient inhabitants of the Woodlands of what is now New York State. Surrounded by Alonquian-speakers, the Iroquois nations – the Senecas, Mohawks,

  Oneidas, Onondagas and Cayugas – were skilled husbanders of the region’s game and flora, and increasingly successful farmers of corn (seventeen varities of it, no less), squash,

  sunflower and beans. By about AD 1300 the Seneca tribe alone was harvesting more than a million bushels of corn per annum.




  The tending of the Iroquois’ gardens and fields was done by the women. Indeed, women controlled Iroquois, or Hodenosaunee, society. Kin relations and property were inherited through the

  mother, and each clan (a de facto extended family) was presided over by “mother of the household”, the oldest woman. The clans lived in longhouses, covered in elm bark, which

  were oftentimes 150 feet or more in length; on ground-level beds slept the clans, while upper-storey platforms were used for the storage of food, goods and clothes. When a man married, he left his

  own clan to live in the longhouse of his wife. To prevent domestic strife, it was taboo for him to speak with his mother-in-law. If he was killed in war, his wife was entitled to an enemy captive

  as compensation; she could marry him or torture him as she chose. (The Iroquois were great torturers; sometimes they punished captives for days by ever more imaginative methods.) Even the chiefs

  were chosen by a council of “Mothers”.




  Women were also part of the tribe’s priesthood, the Keepers of the Faith. As befitted a people who tended more and more to farming, the pre-Columbian Iroquois held regular communal

  observances in which the Three Sisters – Corn, Beans and Squash – were feted and thanked. Meanwhile, the malign spirits which always lurked near were driven out by the healing

  False-Face Society, who impersonated the spirits with hideous wooden masks, or by the Husk Faces, whose masks were of braided maize-husk. Evil could also be combatted by the accumulation of

  orenda, the spiritual force which was present in all things. To further help the individual and the tribe in time of illness, shamans or “medicine men” were utilized, whose

  curing powers came through dreams.




  In dealing death to their neighbours, the Iroquois were unremittingly ferocious. So blood-red, indeed, were their stone-headed tomahawks that the Iroquois nations threatened to annihilate each

  other in a cycle of revenge feuds. They were saved from their own private oblivion by a Huron holy man named Deganawida, who had a vision in which he saw the Five Nations united under a Tree of

  Great Peace. Together with a Mohawk noble-convert, Hiawatha (as immortalized in Longfellow’s “Song of Hiawatha”), he spread the word of peace and government to the five tribes,

  who eventually held a great council, at which Deganawida the Peace maker planted a white pine tree:




  

    

      1. I am Dekanawidah and with the Five Nations’ Confederate Lords I plant the Tree of Great Peace. I plant it in your territory, Adodarhoh, and the Onondaga Nation, in

      the territory of you who are Firekeepers.




      I name the tree the Tree of the Great Long Leaves. Under the shade of this Tree of the Great Peace we spread the soft white feathery down of the globe thistle as seats for you, Adodarhoh,

      and your cousin Lords.




      We place you upon those seats spread soft with the feather down of the globe thistle, there beneath the shade of the spreading branches of the Tree of Peace. There shall you sit and watch

      the Council Fire of the Confederacy of the Five Nations, and all the affairs of the Five Nations shall be transacted at this place before you, Adodarhoh, and your cousin Lords, by the

      Confederate Lords of the Five Nations.




      2. Roots have spread out from the Tree of the Great Peace, one to the north, one to the east, one to the south and one to the west. The name of these roots is The Great

      White Roots and their nature is Peace and Strength.




      If any man or any nation outside the Five Nations shall obey the laws of the Great Peace and make known their disposition to the Lords of the Confederacy, they may trace the Roots to the

      Tree and if their minds are clean and they are obedient and promise to obey the wishes of the Confederate Council, they shall be welcomed to take shelter beneath the Tree of the Long

      Leaves.




      We place at the top of the Tree of the Long Leaves an Eagle who is able to see afar. If he sees in the distance any evil approaching or any danger threatening he will at once warn the people

      of the Confederacy.




      The Great Law


    


  




  So was the Confederacy of the Iroquois born. The date was around 1450. The territory governed by the Confederacy was envisioned as a giant longhouse that stretched from Lake Erie to Lake

  Champlain, with the Mohawks the Keepers of the Eastern Door, the Senecas the Keepers of the Western Door. The Onondagas, positioned at the centre, were the “fire keepers” for all the

  Hodenosaunee, the “people of the longhouse”. To the Onondagas also fell the keeping of the wampum belts that recorded tribal treaties and history. (White wampum came from the whelk

  shell; the more valuable purple wampum came from the shell of the quahog clam.)




  The Confederacy brought more to the Iroquois than peace; it brought democracy and government. Although certain posts were hereditary, clan mothers selected fifty male rotiyanehr to

  represent the clans at the Grand Council, where the Mohawks and Senecas sat to the east of the council fire, the Oneidas and Cayugas to the west. Decisions were be consensus, or the casting vote of

  the Onondagas:




  

    

      9. All the business of the Five Nations Confederate Council shall be conducted by the two combined bodies of Confederate Lords. First the question shall be passed upon by

      the Mohawk and Seneca Lords, then it shall be discussed and passed by the Oneida and Cayuga Lords. Their decisions shall then be referred to the Onondaga Lords (Fire Keepers) for final

      judgement.




      The same process shall obtain when a question is brought before the council by an individual or a War Chief.




      10. In all cases the procedure must be as follows: when the Mohawk and Seneca Lords have unanimously agreed upon a question, they shall report their decision to the Cayuga

      and Oneida Lords who shall deliberate upon the question and report a unanimous decision to the Mohawk Lords. The Mohawk Lords will then report the standing of the case to the Firekeepers who

      shall render a decision as they see fit in case of a disagreement by the two bodies, or confirm the decisions of the two bodies if they are identical. The Fire Keepers shall then report their

      decision to the Mohawk Lords who shall announce it to the open council.


    


  




  The rotiyanehr were chosen as being the wisest, fairest, most altrusistic of the clan’s men. According to the Great Law, “With endless patience, they shall carry out their

  duty. Their firmness shall be tempered with a tenderness for their people. Neither anger nor fury shall find lodging in their minds, and all their words and actions shall be marked by calm

  deliberation”.




  Any rotiyanehr who fell below such high standard were removed, sometimes ruthlessly so:




  

    

      This string of wampum vests the people with the right to correct their erring Lords. In case a part or all the Lords pursue a course not vouched for by the people and heed

      not the third warning of their women relatives, then the matter shall be taken to the General Council of the women of the Five Nations. If the Lords notified and warned three times fail to

      heed, then the case falls into the hands of the men of the Five Nations. The War Chiefs shall then, by right of such power and authority, enter the open council to warn the Lord or Lords to

      return from the wrong course. If the Lords heed the warning they shall say, “we will reply tomorrow.” If then an answer is returned in favor of justice and in accord with this Great

      Law, then the Lords shall individually pledge themselves again by again furnishing the necessary shells for the pledge. Then shall the War Chief or Chiefs exhort the Lords urging them to be

      just and true.




      Should it happen that the Lords refuse to heed the third warning, then two courses are open: either the men may decide in their council to depose the Lord or Lords or to club them to death

      with war clubs. Should they in their council decide to take the first course the War Chief shall address the Lord or Lords, saying: “Since you the Lords of the Five Nations have refused

      to return to the procedure of the Constitution, we now declare your seats vacant, we take off your horns, the token of your Lordship, and others shall be chosen and installed in your seats,

      therefore vacate your seats.”




      Should the men in their council adopt the second course, the War Chief shall order his men to enter the council, to take positions beside the Lords, sitting between them wherever possible.

      When this is accomplished the War Chief holding in his outstretched hand a bunch of black wampum strings shall say to the erring Lords: “So now, Lords of the Five United Nations, harken

      to these last words from your men. You have not heeded the warnings of the women relatives, you have not heeded the warnings of the General Council of women and you have not heeded the warnings

      of the men of the nations, all urging you to return to the right course of action. Since you are determined to resist and to withhold justice from your people there is only one course for us to

      adopt.” At this point the War Chief shall let drop the bunch of black wampum and the men shall spring to their feet and club the erring Lords to death. Any erring Lord may submit before

      the War Chief lets fall the black wampum. Then his execution is withheld.




      The Great Law


    


  




  Iroquois democracy, it should be noted, enjoyed universal suffrage. Every Iroquois, regardless of position or gender, had a vote. By the Iroquois Constitution or Great Law:




  

    

      93. Whenever a specially important matter or a great emergency is presented before the Confederate Council and the nature of the matter affects the entire body of the Five

      Nations, threatening their utter ruin, then the Lords of the Confederacy must submit the matter to the decision of their people and the decision of the people shall affect the decision of the

      Confederate Council. This decision shall be a confirmation of the voice of the people.




      94. The men of every clan of the Five Nations shall have a Council Fire ever burning in readiness for a council of the clan. When it seems necessary for a council to be

      held to discuss the welfare of the clans, then the men may gather about the fire. This council shall have the same rights as the council of the women.




      95. The women of every clan of the Five Nations shall have a Council Fire ever burning in readiness for a council of the clan. When in their opinion it seems necessary for

      the interest of the people they shall hold a council and their decisions and recommendations shall be introduced before the Council of the Lords by the War Chief for its consideration.




      96. All the Clan council fires of a nation or of the Five Nations may unite into one general council fire, or delegates from all the council fires may be appointed to unite

      in a general council for discussing the interests of the people. The people shall have the right to make appointments and to delegate their power to others of their number. When their council

      shall have come to a conclusion on any matter, their decision shall be reported to the Council of the Nation or to the Confederate Council (as the case may require) by the War Chief or the War

      Chiefs.




      97. Before the real people united their nations, each nation had its council fires. Before the Great Peace their councils were held. The five Council Fires shall continue

      to burn as before and they are not quenched. The Lords of each nation in future shall settle their nation’s affairs at this council fire governed always by the laws and rules of the

      council of the Confederacy and by the Great Peace.


    


  




  The Iroquois Constitution had an influence beyond the Indian world. It was held in high esteem by White colonists, and its echo can be detected in the US Congress’ seeking of consensus

  between the Senate and the House on the passage of bills.




  That said, the Confederacy had a selfish military purpose, as well as a high political principle. It allowed the united Iroquois to place thousands of warriors in the field, who from 1649

  onwards ruthlessly subjugated the Hurons, Eries, Illinois, Tobacco, and others. Hundreds of prisoners were tortured and killed; equally, hundreds of others were adopted.




  Yet it was not just Indians who would come to dread the sound of the Iroquois war-cry. Over the next 150 years, the White intruders to the east would find the People of the Longhouse their most

  democratic but also their most intractable enemy.




  







  The Buffalo Plains
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  The Great Plains stretch lonely and unforgiving for 2,000 miles from Texas to Alberta, walled in the west by the Rockies and beginning in the east where the Woodlands of the

  Iroquois dwindle out. Covered by grass, oftentimes scorched by the sun in the big sky, the Plains seemed to offer little to the post-Clovis Indian.




  Save one irresistible lure. Twenty five million bos bison Americanus. A scale-model of the Pleistocene-era buffalo, the shaggy bison provided protein, robes, fuel (chips), awls (bones)

  and scores of other goods. A dozen cured buffalo hides made a tipi home. Buffalo leather could also make war shields, kettles and even coracle-like boats. The brains in the skull, cracked open with

  a buffalo hoof, helped tan the hide. Horns were used for drinking cups. Large bones were weapons. The Blackfeet tribe extracted no fewer than eighty-eight commodities from the buffalo, excluding

  food.




  The trick was to kill the 900 kg beast. Early Plains Indians – who were pedestrians – commonly hunted the buffalo by stampeding the herd into a funnel-shaped drive which led over a

  cliff-edge. The Blackfeet called such a killing site a pis’kun, or deep blood kettle. Some kettles, such as the Estipah-Sikikini-Kots

  (‘Where-he-got-his-head-smashed-in’) kettle in southern Alberta were used for millennia by the Plains tribes, and would have been places of enormous ceremonial importance; there

  medicine men (shamans) would have invoked the spirits for help in the slaughter, and enticed the buffalo to their doom by iniskims, buffalo-attracting stones. Since Indians believed that the

  buffalo, like every animal, was an other-than-human person, the beast had to give its consent to die, which was obtained by prayer and reverence.




  That said, thousands of buffalo would have been killed at each pis’kun annually, with much wastage. The fur-trader Alexander Henry observed that in a kill on the Vermilion River

  “the bulls were mostly entire, none but the good cows having been cut up”; Alexander was writing in AD 1809, but there is little reason to suppose that archaic

  Indians were more economical than their ancestors.




  For the Indians who exclusively hunted buffalo, life was truly nomadic, with their tipis and scant possessions hauled around by dogs. There seem to have been few such tribes; most Indians in

  aboriginal days were part-time buffalo-hunters, travelling out of the woods and mountains for a twice-yearly hunt. In February they took buffalo for robes; in the autumn, when the buffalo were fat

  off summer grass, for meat.




  From the early centuries AD, maize civilization started to spread to the Plains. Prominent among the maize-growers were the Caddoans, who pushed into eastern Texas, where

  they built their beehive “grass-houses” and erected palisades and moats around their villages. Yet even for these Hopewell farmers, the buffalo was a temptation too much, and they would

  leave regularly their static packed villages for the hunt. Alongside all the other uses of the buffalo already mentioned, the Caddo found another: they used the beast’s scapulae for hoes.




  The Great Plains, as far as the archaeologist’s trowel can tell, were always in people motion. Tribes came and went, moved on, migrated and emigrated. A snapshot in time, say 1540,

  provides the following disposition of tribes. In the north and west were the distinctly unagricultural Blackfeet and Shoshoni, plus wandering bands of Comanche and Apache; around Lake Winnipeg were

  the Ojibwa and Cree; to the south of Winnipeg, in descending order, were the Sioux (then Minnesota rice and maize eaters), the Pawnee, Omaha, Iowa, Missouri, Kansa, Osage, Witchita and Caddo;

  living along the Missouri in earth-lodges were the semi-agricultural Arikara, the ancient Mandan, and the Hidatsa; this is not to forget the Tonkawa and Karanka of south Texas, who ate buffalo and

  occasionally each other. Perhaps 150,000 Indians in total lived on the Buffalo Plains.




  In 1540 the conquistador Coronado blundered on to the Plains, whose vast expanse then drummed with a sound long forgotten in North America: that of horses’ feet. The first horse on earth

  had evolved on the self-same soil 40 million years before, but had become extinct in its homeland towards the end of the Pleistocene era. The Spaniard’s reintroduction of the horse changed

  life on the Plains unforgettably and exhilaratingly.




  When in 1603 the Spanish began to settle in earnest along the Rio Grande, they forbade the Indians the use of the horse. Neither the Indians nor the horse were tractable to Spanish wishes.

  Horses escaped, Indians raided. By about 1640 the southern Apache were mounted, and not long afterwards the Kiowa were trading horses to the Witchita, and so the horse revolution proceeded north.

  The Comanche were horsed by about 1700, the tribes of the central Great Plains by the 1720s.




  With the horse, the buffalo was no longer a big chore, just a big target. Moreover, equus made it easy to follow the buffalo on its migration, and easy to carry off the haul at the kill;

  whereas a dog could carry seventy-five pounds of meat the horse could carry hundreds of pounds. Tribes surged onto the Plains to become horse-riding exultant nomadic hunters of the buffalo. At

  least nine tribes – including the Teton Sioux, the Crow and Arapaho – abandoned digging-sticks entirely. “We lost the corn,” say the Cheyenne, who fled farming in North

  Dakota in circa 1770 to become fully-fledged equestrians by the time the explorers Lewis and Clark encountered them in the Black Hills in 1804. Of course, the new arrivals did not enter a

  population vacuum; as the Shoshoni complained to Lewis and Clark, that tribe had been “driven into the mountains by the Pawkees [Piegan] or the roving Indians of the Sascatchawain” who

  were equipped with guns garnered from the Whites in the East.




  Buffalo, horse and gun. It was these three items that birthed the historic Plains Indian culture. Typical of this culture – which borrowed heavily from the Shoshoni – was complete

  exploitation of the buffalo, emphasis on warfare as a way of achieving social status, scalping, sun dances, and whole-time use of the tipi.




  The tipi of the pedestrian Plains Shoshoni was a mere eight feet in diameter, its small size regulated by the fact that a dog had to transport it; the true tipi, as pulled by a Big Dog (as some

  tribes called the horse) was larger, at fifteen feet, and consisted of a large semi-circular cover over a conical frame of three or four poles, depending on tribal preference. A picture of life

  inside a Plains tipi in the 1830s has been left us by the artist and traveller George Catlin. He writes here of a Sioux “wigwam”:




  

    

      Inside of these tents, the fire is placed in the centre, the smoke escaping out at the top; and at night the inmates all sleep on buffalo-skins spread upon the ground, with

      their feet to the fire; a most safe, and not uncomfortable mode. When you enter one of these wigwams you have to stoop rather awkwardly; but when you are in, you rise up and find a lofty space

      of some twenty feet above your head. The family are all seated, and no one rises to salute you, whatever your office or your importance may be. All lower their eyes to your feet, instead of

      staring you in the face, and you are asked to sit down.




      A robe or a mat of rushes is spread for you, and as they have no chairs you are at once embarrassed. It is an awkward thing for a white man to sit down upon the ground until he gets used to

      it, and when he is down, he don’t know what to do with his legs.




      The Indians, accustomed to this from childhood, sit down upon, and rise from, the ground with the same ease and grace that we sit down in, and rise from, a chair. Both men and women lower

      themselves to the ground, and rise, without a hitch or a jerk, and without touching their hand to the ground. This is very curious, but it is exceedingly graceful and neat. The men generally

      sit cross-legged; and to sit down they cross their feet, closely locked together, and extending their arms and head forward, slowly and regularly lower their bodies quite to the sitting posture

      on the ground: when they rise they place their feet in the same position, and their arms and head also, and rise to a perfectly straight position, apparently without an effort.




      The women always sit with both feet and lower legs turned under and to the right or the left, and, like the men, lower and raise themselves without touching the ground.




      When you are seated, to feel at ease your legs must be crossed, and your heels drawn quite close under you, and then you can take the pipe when it is handed to you, and get a fair and

      deliberate glance at things around you.




      The furniture in these wigwams is not much, but it is very curious in effect, and picturesque, when we look at it. The first startling thing you will meet on entering will be half-a-dozen

      saucy dogs, barking, and bristling, and showing their teeth, and oftentimes as many screaming children, frightened at your savage and strange appearance.




      These hushed, you can take a look at other things, and you see shields, and quivers, and lances, and saddles, and medicine bags, and pouches, and spears, and cradles, and buffalo masques

      (which each man keeps for dancing the buffalo dance), and a great variety of other picturesque things hanging around, suspended from the poles of the tent, to which they are fastened by thongs;

      the whole presenting, with the picturesque group around the fire, one of the most curious scenes imaginable.




      In front of these wigwams the women are seen busily at work, dressing robes and drying meat. The skin-dressing of the Indians, both of the buffalo and deerskins, is generally very beautiful

      and soft. Their mode of doing this is curious: they stretch the skin, either on a frame or on the ground, and after it has remained some three or four days with the brains of the buffalo or elk

      spread over the fleshy side, they grain it with a sort of adze or chisel, made of a piece of buffalo bone.




      After the process of “graining”, and the skin is apparently beautifully finished, they pass it through another process, that of “smoking”. For this, a hole of some

      two or three feet in depth is dug in the ground, and a smothered fire kindled in the hole with rotten wood, producing a strong and peculiar sort of smoke; and over this a little tent, made of

      two or three buffalo-skins, and so closed as to prevent the smoke from escaping, in which the grained skins hang for three or four days. After this process, the dresses made of these skins may

      be worn repeatedly in the rain, and will always dry perfectly soft – a quality which, I believe, does not yet belong to dressed skins in civilized countries.




      “Drying meat” is done by cutting it into thin slices and exposing it in the sun, hung upon poles, where it dries, and is successfully cured, without salt and without smoke.




      Life Among the Indians


    


  




  The Sioux liked to decorate the outside of their tents with pictographs, believing these had supernatural powers to ward off misfortune and sickness. Sometimes use of

  pictographs was restricted to men of rank; only high-status Blackfeet, for instance, were allowed to paint the cross of the Morning Star at the top of their tipis.




  Status among Plains Indian men came almost exclusively from war honours. Accordingly, warfare was a way of life for the Plains Indian male. On occasion the resultant wars between the tribes

  could be deadly – the west never was Arcadia: at Crow Creek in South Daokota in 1325, 500 Arikara were massacred by other Indians – but usually they were ritualized, perculiarly

  bloodless affairs. There were certain differences between the tribes as to what was the most daring exploit in war, but generally to “count coup” – that is, to harmlessly touch an

  enemy with a hand or weapon – was the top glory-winner, with rescuing a downed comrade second, and stealing enemy horses third. Soldier societies jealously administered the war honours, which

  were recorded on tipis and warbonnets (a fashion item thought to have originated with the Teton Sioux). Men not inclined to the rufty-tufty warriordom had no other career prospects apart from

  shamanism or transvestism. Berdache not only dressed as women but performed women’s work.




  Scalping had religious purpose. Scalps empowered the taker, but were also a means by which mourning could be ritually transferred from the tribe to its enemy. Scalp dances were not enjoined in

  joy but in relief that normal life could begin again. As befitted a religious rite, scalping imposed exacting obligations on the taker, who might be required to live on a diet of thickened milk,

  fish and no sex for months. The Sioux, incidentally, liked to scalp more than the top of the head; if they had time in battle they would de-skin the entire face as well.




  Most raids for scalps and for honours occurred in the summer, which was also the time for assembly and ceremony. The greatest of the Plains ceremonies was the Sun Dance, another Sioux

  institution which became widespread the Plains across. Overseen by the men’s and women’s societies, the Sun Dance required participants to go without food and water for days (usually

  four) whilst staring fixedly at the top of a central pole which toted some representation of the sun. Some partakers also tortured themselves as Catlin recorded in 1843:




  

    

      An inch or more of the flesh on each shoulder, or each breast was taken up between the thumb and finger by the man who held the knife in his right hand; and the knife, which

      had been ground sharp on both edges, and then hacked and notched with the blade of another, to make it produce as much pain as possible, was forced through the flesh below the fingers, and

      being withdrawn, was followed with a splint or skewer, from the other, who held a bunch of such in his left hand, and was ready to force them through the wound. There were then two cords

      lowered down from the top of the lodge, which were fastened to these splints or skewers, and they instantly began to haul him up; he was thus raised until his body was suspended from the ground

      where he rested, until the knife and a splint were passed through the flesh or integuments in a similar manner on each arm below the shoulder, below the elbow, on the thighs, and below the

      knees.




      In some instances they remained in a reclining position on the ground until this painful operation was finished, which was performed, in all instances, exactly on the same parts of the body

      and limbs; and which, in its progress, occupied some five or six minutes.




      Each one was then instantly raised with the cords, until the weight of his body was suspended by them, and then, while the blood was streaming down their limbs, the bystanders hung upon the

      splints each man’s appropriate shield, bow and quiver, and in many instances, the skull of a buffalo with the horns on it was attached to each lower arm and each lower leg, for the

      purpose, probably, of preventing by their great weight, the struggling, which might otherwise have taken place to their disadvantage whilst they were hung up.




      Illustrations of the Manners, Customs and Condition of the North American Indians, 1848


    


  




  To fortunate Sun Dancers a vision would be given. Sitting Bull of the Hunkpapa Sioux received one in 1876 in which he envisioned dead US soldiers “falling into our

  camp”.




  And they did so, on the Rosebud and on the Little Big Horn. By that time the Indians of North America had been fighting the Whites for more than 350 years, ever since a certain Ponce de Leon

  landed in Florida.




  







  PART II




  [image: ]




  Encounter




  

    Native America, 1513–1840


  




  

    

      But if you do not [submit] . . . we shall powerfully enter into your country, and shall make war against you . . . We shall take you, and your wives, and your children, and

      shall make slaves of them.




      The Spanish Requerimiento




      Where today are the Pequot? Where are the Narragansett, the Mohican, the Pocanet, and other powerful tribes of our people? They have vanished before the avarice and

      oppression of the white man, as snow before the summer sun . . . Will we let ourselves be destroyed in our turn, without making an effort worthy of our race? Shall we, without a struggle, give

      up our homes, our lands, bequeathed to us by the Great Spirit? The graves of our dead and everything that is dear and sacred to us? . . . I know you will say with me, Never! Never! . . .




      Sleep not longer, O Choctaws and Chickasaws, in false security and delusive hopes . . . Will not the bones of our dead be plowed up, and their graves turned into plowed fields?




      Tecumseh, Shawnee chief, July 1811


    


  




  







  Prologue
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  It was on 12 October 1492 that the isolation of the Indians was ended forever, when a lost Christopher Columbus bumped into the Bahamas. Believing himself to be in the East

  Indies, he termed the natives of the archipelago, “Indios”.




  The inappropriateness of the name, the sheer accidental nature of the encounter never augured well.




  These “Indios” Columbus found to be primitive yet charming: “So tractable, so peacable, are these people”, Columbus wrote to his sponsors, the King and Queen of Spain,

  “that I swear to your Majesties there is not in the world a better nation. They love their neighbours as themselves, and their discourse is ever sweet and gentle, and accompanied with a

  smile; and though it is true they they are naked, yet their manners are decorous and praiseworthy.”




  Despite, or perhaps because, of the “tractable, so peacable” nature of the Arawaks, Columbus promptly proceeded to claim their land in the name of Spain, force their conversion to

  Christianity and then enslave them. On his first voyage, Columbus took ten Arawaks home as slaves. All but two died.




  The Arawaks had also given Columbus a fatal gift: gold. Within a year, Columbus was back in the Caribbean, putting the Indians to work (as slaves) digging and panning for gold. So hard was the

  labour, so brutal were their overseers that the Indians of Hispaniola (Haiti, the Spaniard’s first base) revolted. Five hundred years of war between Native and Invader had begun.




  The Spaniards put down the insurrection with spectacular savagery, massacring entire villages, hanging individuals on the 340 gallows they erected, burning others, and shipping thousands off to

  Spain. Wrote one Spaniard sympathetic to the Indians, the famous missionary Bartolome de Las Casas: “It was a general rule among the Spaniards to be cruel; not just cruel, but extraordinarily

  cruel so that harsh and bitter treatment would prevent Indians from daring to think of themselves as human beings or having a minute to think at all. So they would cut an Indian’s hands and

  leave them dangling by a shred of skin and they would send him on, saying, ‘Go now, spread the news to your chiefs.’” They would test their swords and their manly strength on

  captured Indians and place bets on the slicing off of heads or the cutting of bodies in half with one blow. They burned or hanged captured chiefs.




  Those whom the Spaniards spared disease (probably swine influenza) did not. “So many Indians died that they could not be counted”, wrote a Spanish observer, “all through the

  land the Indians lay dead everywhere. The stench was very great and pestiferous.” The first Americans had no resistance to European dieases. Many plagues – influenza smallpox, measles

  and others – would overwhelm them in the years to come.




  How many native people lived on Hispaniola when Columbus arrived is unknown. Possibly there were eight million of them. By 1520, there were 20,000. By 1535 there were none.




  The same fate consumed all the inhabitants of the surrounding islands in the Caribbean. And it awaited the Indians on the mainland of the Americas, in Peru, in Mexico, and then in what would

  become the United States.




  







  Blood on the Flowers
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  Florida is one of the bountiful places on Earth, possessed as it is by the sun and the waters. So abundant is the life in its seas that Indians of the region were able to

  build, against all laws of anthropology, static, complex societies based on fishery not agriculture. Pre-eminent among the tribes were the Calusa, with their vast shell-island capital at Calos

  (near Fort Myers), where the chief’s hall was able to sit 2,000 “without being very crowded”.




  The Calusa were great sailors, trading over the Keys and as far as Cuba. They would have heard early about the strange cruelties of the bearded strangers.




  In 1513 the conquistador Juan Ponce de Leon landed in Florida (named by him after the April “Feast of Flowers”, Pascua Florida, when he discovered it). Failing to find gold, he fell

  back on raids for the conquistador’s second favourite commodity, slaves. Here too, de Leon was luckless; when he landed in San Carlos Bay, the alerted Calusa warriors attacked in eighty

  canoes, and after two days of pitched battle forced the conquistadors off. Thus was the first blood spilt between European and Native American in the United States.




  Eight years later, in 1521, de Leon returned to Calusa country, this time as the would-be leader of a Spanish settlement. Behind a barrage of Spanish fire-power, a fort was built but the

  settlers succumbed steadily to the Calusa’s poisoned arrows. When de Leon himself was injured in the thigh, they fled to Havana, where de Leon died of his wound.




  For fifty years the Spanish left the Calusa alone, choosing instead to invade the lands of the tattoed Timucuan on Florida’s Gulf coast and build a fort at St Augustine (the first

  permanent white settlement in the USA). Then in 1566 Pedro Menendez de Aviles sailed into the Calusa’s main harbour, indicating a desire to parlay.




  Both sides hankered after diplomacy. Spanish guns had made the Calusa’s enemies, the Timucuan, powerful enough to threaten Calusa tributary towns; alliance with Spain would enable the

  Calusa to retain their dominance. For his part Menendez wanted the gold and the captives the Calusa took from the frequent Spanish wrecks along their coasts. To bind the alliance, the Calusa chief

  Carlos II, proposed that his sister should be married to Menendez. The Spaniard baulked at the miscegenous idea, and was only tempted into matrimony when Carlos offered his people’s

  conversion to Christianity. Menendez, accompanied by his new Calusa wife, now baptized Dona Antonia, beat an undignified hasty retreat to Havana.




  Outside of Greek mythology, Dona Antonia became one of the few women to cause a war. She was alternatively abandoned and then held hostage by Menendez, who further angered the Calusa by

  politicking with their enemies, the Tocobagas. “Menedez has two hearts,” Dona Antonia complained. “One for himself and one for Tocobaga, but none at all for me or my

  brother.”




  Determining to rid Calusa of the Spaniards, Carlos II ejected a Jesuit missionary and attempted the seizure of a Spanish galleon. Menendez reacted with all the terror of the conquistador

  challenged. After tricking Carlos to a meeting, he beheaded him and installed a puppet chief at musket-point. Civil war among the Calusa ensued, before the mass receded into the jungle, burning

  their capital behind them in an Indian turn at scorched earth. Bereft of Calusa provisions and manpower, the enraged Spaniards held the country, but meaninglessly so: starving, they had little

  option but to quit, salving their pride by condemning the Calusa’s lands as unfit for agriculture.




  With the Spanish gone, the Calusa trickled back to their capital, and went on much as before. Years later, they traded with more peaceable Spaniards, but never converted to Christianity.

  Eventually the European’s diseases triumphed where Menendez’s arms had not. By the eighteenth century, the once mighty Calusa were reduced to small bands and were driven by

  English-backed Indians from north Florida into the Keys. A few hundred surivived to be incorporated into what are now the Miccosukee and Seminole nations.




  The Calusa were not the only vanished tribe of Florida. The Timucua, after being gathered into Spanish missions for conversion, rebelled unsuccessfully in 1656, their population further depleted

  by pestilence and the pure lucklessness of being caught in imperial wars of the white invaders. By 1736 the Timucua had vanished. So too had the Apalachee, from near Tallahassee, who were

  subjugated and carried into exile by the English and their Creek mercenaries in 1704. Today, the Apalachee exist only in a word. Appalachian.




  DE SOTO’S RAMPAGE




  Juan Ponce de Leon’s failure to find the yellow metal did not deter other conquistadors for questing for gold in the land of flowers.




  Hernando de Soto landed at Espiritu Santo, Florida, in the summer of 1539, along with 550 soldiers and gangs of workmen. They included smiths, to make slave collars. De Soto brought horses,

  attack dogs, and pigs too, the latter doubling as larder and scourge of Indians in ambush. Turning north, de Soto began hacking his way through the packed Timucuan nation, with its statehouses and

  vast crop fields, grabbing all and sundry to act as manacled bearers. Uncomprehending chiefs were read the Requerimiento, the legal device the Spanish used to sanction their conquests in the

  name of God and Iberia, before submitting by the grace of the conquistador’s fire-power. Many resisted. The Timuacan chief of Acuera informed de Soto that “I and all my people have

  vowed to die a hundred deaths to maintain the freedom of our land.” Unfortunately for the Timuacans they lost the pitched battle they took to the Spaniards. When their chief was captured, he

  gamely managed to land de Soto such a blow with his fist that he knocked two of the conquistador’s teeth out. At this, de Soto’s men fell on the Timucuan captives, slashing them with

  their swords, bit by bit, until they died.




  After wintering near Tallahasee, the Spaniards continued with their trail of death and destruction, entering into what are now Georgia and South Carolina in spring 1540. At Cofitachequi on the

  Savannah River, the Spaniards encountered the Creeks, who were “more civilized than any [Indians] . . . seen in all the territories of Florida, wearing clothes and shoes”. A young Creek

  chieftainess, adorned in feathers and furthers, came to greet de Soto with canoes laden with gifts. So captured was de Soto with the loveliness of the chiefteness that he called her “the Lady

  of Cofitachequi”. According to de Soto’s secretary, “She was a young girl of fine bearing; and she took off a string of pearls which she wore on her neck, and put it on the

  Governor as a necklace to show her favour.”




  Certainly, the chieftainess hoped that such diplomacy, such largesse would cause de Soto to spare her nation. It did not. He ordered his men to plunder the graves at the temple mound, and dig

  out the chests of pearls they had learned were buried there. De Soto then kidnapped the chieftainess to act as his guide through the Appalachian Mountains. The Lady later escaped, taking with her a

  large box of plundered pearls.




  After a stumbling and starving detour through Cherokee country, where the “Tsalagi” gave them dogs to eat, the Spaniards turned southwest to Creek country again, entering

  Mississippian civilization of Coosa in July 1540.




  Accompanied by a thousand men in feathered headdresses, dressed in a robe of marten skins, the paramount chief of the Coosa greeted de Soto, and escorted him to the Coosa capital. With a

  wiliness beyond his youthful years, the Coosa chief proved de Soto’s equal in diplomatic manoeuvering, and managed to persuade him out of his country.




  De Soto and his column of soldiers and slaves then tramped onto towards Choctaw territory, where he seized the Mobile chief, Tascalusa. There were the usual Spanish demands for gold and bearers.

  These the Tascalusa agreed to gather at the town of Mabila.




  And so a trap was set for de Soto. Behind the fortifications of Mabila was an army of warriors. Over the stockade walls they poured, forcing the Spaniards to retreat, until de Soto steadied

  them. The battle which followed was the greatest de Soto’s men fought with the Indians. Eventually, the Spaniards drove forwards into the town, breaking down its wooden walls with their

  battle axes, crowding the Mobile into their houses. To the blast of trumpets and the beating of drums, de Soto ordered the buildings afired. Amid the terrible swirling smoke and flames, the Mobile,

  a Spaniard recalled, “fought with a desire to die”.




  After nine hours, as the sun set, the sound of battle died away. In the silence and smoke, even the hardbitten Spanish soldiers stood shocked. Around them, between the burned out buildings, the

  streets were deep with thousands of Mobile dead, perhaps as many as ten thousand of them. The Spaniards suffered only two fatalities.




  De Soto’s men spent the winter in Chickasaw country. So aggrieved were the Chikasaw by de Soto’s depradations that they slaughtered nearly all his horses and eleven of his men.

  Recovering, de Soto marched off once more, reaching the Mississippi in May. As de Soto’s men built barges on the shore for the crossing, they were visited by chiefs of the Azuixo (the

  Arkansas):




  

    

      The Indians came presently down the river; they leaped on shore, and declared to the Governor, that they were subjects of a great lord, whose name was Aquixo, who was lord

      of many townes, and governed many people on the other side of the river, and came to tell him on his behalfe, that the next day he with all his men would come to see what it would please him to

      command him.




      The next day with speed, the cacique came with two hundred canoes full of Indians with their bowes and arrowes, painted, and with great plumes of white feathers, and many other colours, with

      shields in their hands, wherewith they defended the rowers on both sides, and the men of warre stood from the head to the sterne, with their bowes and arrows in their hands. The canoe wherein

      the cacique was, had a tilt over the sterne, and hee sate under the tilt; and so were other canoes of the principall Indians. And from under the tilt where the chiefe man sat, hee governed and

      commanded the other people. All joyned together, and came within a stones cast of the shore. From thence the cacique said to the Governour, which walked along the rivers side with others that

      waited on him, that he was come thither to visit, to honour, and to obey him. because he knew he was the greatest and mightiest lord on the earth: therefore he would see what he would command

      him to doe. The Governour yielded him thankes, and requested him to come on shore, that they might the better communicate together. And without any answere to that point, hee sent him three

      canoes, wherein was great store of fish, and loaves made of the substance of prunes, like unto brickes. After he had received all, he thanked him, and prayed him againe to come on shore, and

      because the caciques purpose was, to see if with dissimulation he might doe some hurt, when they saw that the Governour and his men were in readinesse, they began to goe from the shore; and

      with a great crie, the crossebowmen which were ready, shot at them, and slue five or sixe of them. They retired with great order; none did leave his oare, though the next to him were slaine;

      and shielding themselves, they went farther off. Afterward they came many times and landed: and when any of us came toward them, they fled unto their canoes, which were verie pleasant to behold

      for they were very great and well made, and had their tilts, plumes, paveses and flagges and with the multitude of people that were in them they seemed to be a faire armie of gallies.


    


  




  Across the Big River, it was plunder and kidnap as usual for de Soto. In Arkansas, the people abandoned their towns as he neared, but his raiding parties stole the unwary and the unprepared.

  Only gold still eluded him. After months careering around Arkanasas, the disillusioned de Soto began the return journey. On reaching the Mississippi again, at Guachoya, he “took to his

  pallet”. Even in illness, he demanded the rights of the conqueror, sending a message to the town on the opposite bank that he was the “Child of the Sun” and should be obeyed. The

  chief of the haughty Natchez tribe, inheritors of the old earth-mound culture, was distinctly underawed, and told de Soto to go and dry up the river if he truly was the Child of the Sun. Too

  enervated to punish such trans-Mississippi insolence, de Soto had an innocent village nearby razed to the ground. Commented one Spaniard: “The cries of the women and children were such as to

  deafen those who pursued them . . . About one hundred men were slain; many were allowed to get away badly wounded that they might strike terror into those who were absent.”




  De Soto committed no more depredation, for he died shortly afterwards. His men journeyed around Louisiana and east Texas, then elected to escape down the Mississippi. On the river they were

  attacked by flotillas of painted Natchez canoes, their awnings fluttering in the river breeze, and even when they passed from Natchez territory they were not safe. Other tribes attacked and

  harassed the Spaniards, killing ten of them, until they were finally driven out into the Gulf on 18 July 1542.




  The de Soto expedition was over. Its impression on the tribes of the southeast was deadly and indelible. Disorientated by the failure of their religions and their chiefs to protect them,

  hopelessness spread through the people. But not as quickly as the microbes the Spaniards left behind.




  When another Spaniard, Tristan de Luna, visited the southeast less then twenty years after de Soto, he found it a ghost land. Temple mounds were unkempt, maize fields were unworked, the roads

  empty. The Coosa capital, which once boasted 500 houses, was near deserted. Some Old World disease, even perhaps the one which killed de Soto himself, had annihilated the Indians of the

  Southeast.
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