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This book is dedicated to the memory of David Arapene Cuch (1978–2007), great-great-great-great-great-grandson of Wakara.
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There’s always someone looking out for the Utes.


—josephine la rose cuch (1916–1970), great-great-great-granddaughter of wakara
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A Note on Terms and Sources


The two most important terms in this book are “Native American” and “settler American.” By Native American, I mean the peoples indigenous to the lands that are today known as the United States of America. Of course, there was no single Native American people in presettler history. And today, there is no single Native American identity. When possible, I name specific tribes by their federally recognized names (i.e., the Ute Indian Tribe of Utah) or their name in their Native languages (i.e., the Nuche). When possible, I also refer to specific bands (i.e., the Timpanogos). On occasion, I also use the term “Indian” to speak to a historical (and often) racist understanding of America’s Native peoples. By “settler American,” I mean the peoples and their descendants who mostly emigrated from European nations to the United States. These diverse peoples became settler Americans when they displaced Native Americans from their lands through war, disease, slavery, and environmental degradation. Wakara’s life and legacy speak to the distinctions between and similarities among settler and Native American histories, experiences, and identities.


Wakara’s unique place in the Native and settler histories of the American West leads us to consider another key term: “empire.” Understandably, applying the concept of empire to Native nations has elicited controversy among scholars of Native American history because it risks imposing Eurocentric ideas on Native societies that functioned very differently from the European and American empires that vied for dominance in the early American West. Still, I describe Wakara as creating an empire because many of his actions fit standard understandings of that concept; that is, through violence, coercion, and indirect colonization, Wakara sought to expand his economic and political control over other sovereign peoples and nations, including sometimes over members of his own tribal nation and band. Still, Wakara’s Native empire was not the same as the Euro-American empires with which he formed alliances, traded, raided, and warred. His relationships with other peoples were at times exploitative. At other times, they were based on reciprocity. He deployed violent raids as well as diplomacy to expand his influence. But, unlike the builders of Euro-American empires, he did so not to seek permanent and exclusive control over land and peoples. Instead, through a dynamic use of peacemaking and war making—which, as we will see, often took a particularly Native form of trade in Indian slaves—Wakara sought to further expand his network of commerce and kinship across racial, tribal, national, and even religious boundaries.


This book uses two other key terms. The first is “Mormon,” the colloquial name for members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. I use “Mormons,” “Latter-day Saints,” and “Saints” interchangeably to refer to the largest branch of the religious movement established by Joseph Smith Jr. in 1830, whose headquarters are in Salt Lake City, Utah. I also use “Mormon” as an adjective. The other term is “Timpanogos,” Wakara’s band of origin. Part of the broader Shoshonean, Numic-speaking peoples of America’s Great Basin, the Timpanogos were absorbed into the wider Northern Ute people starting in the 1860s. As I argue throughout the book, tribal boundaries among Numic-speaking Utes, Paiutes, and Shoshones were fluid before the arrival of settlers who sought to dominate, in part, by dividing Numic peoples into distinct tribes and pitting them against each other. The contemporary Timpanogos Nation is not recognized at the federal or state level. Some of its members are descendants of “mixed-blood” Northern Utes whose tribal memberships were terminated in the 1950s as part of governmental efforts to force Native Americans to abandon Native identities and land claims and to assimilate into the broader American culture. The chief executive of the Timpanogos Nation, Mary Meyer, claims that the Timpanogos’ tribal origins were Shoshone, not Ute. Along with other members of the Timpanogos Nation, Meyer has sued for recognition and to win hunting and fishing rights on the Northern Utes’ Uintah and Ouray Reservation.


Of course, the most frequent term that I use in this book is a name, “Wakara,” whom Anglo settlers called “Walker.” The exact pronunciation of Wakara’s name has been lost to history. Based on my conversations with Numic-language experts and speakers, including Emeline Root (Ute Indian Tribe of Utah) and Koralene Tapoof (Ute Indian Tribe of Utah), and based on the work of linguist Thomas Givón, we have concluded that “Wakara” is the closest spelling for the sound of the Numic word for “yellow” or “brass,” which is believed to be a translation of Wakara’s name.


Readers will note that I avoid using the term “chief” when referring to Wakara and other Native American leaders. I do so for two reasons. First, as my Ute mentors Forrest Cuch (Ute Indian Tribe of Utah) and Larry Cesspooch (Ute Indian Tribe of Utah) have taught me, contemporary Utes object when non-Natives apply “chief” to Natives because in some uses “chief” has become a term of derision. Second, the Anglo-American understanding of chief as a permanent leadership position over all community decisions does not reflect the situational leadership model present in Ute culture. Through group consensus, certain leaders were assigned temporary and specific leadership roles; for example, Wakara assumed the role of “war chief” or “captain” when battling White settlers. During the Timpanogos’ annual fish festivals, fish “captains” oversaw the fishing harvests. After the appointed service was complete, these leaders returned to their positions as members of the collective community.


Almost all contemporaneous written accounts about Wakara come from White settlers whom Wakara befriended and with whom he raided, traded, and warred. Following many others, in this book I write about the problems that such an archival imbalance poses for accurate historical narration. In citing historical sources (journals, letters, etc.), I have modernized and corrected spelling, unless the spelling choices convey meaning or tone.


In collaboration with Wakara family historians and genealogists, this book makes novel claims about who Wakara’s children were and what happened to them before and after Wakara’s death. These claims rely upon genealogical work that combines written records (e.g., federal and tribal census rolls, church records, military service documents), oral histories, and genetic testing, which together create a vast family tree. This tree begins with Wakara and his wives. Today, it spans more than eight generations, stretches out across the entire American nation (and beyond), includes citizens of at least five tribal nations, and counts thousands of members. This living testament to Wakara and his family’s resilience, combined with the history of displacement and genocide that this book narrates, makes Native American genealogy particularly complex and sensitive. I am grateful to the many Wakara descendants who have contributed to filling out this multibranched family tree. At the request of some of these family members, I do not cite a public tree in this book. However, scholars and, most importantly, family members seeking to learn more about Wakara’s family tree are welcome to contact me, and I will connect those interested with the appropriate family and tribal representatives.


Finally, the research on the topics covered in this book, from settler colonialism to rematriation, from Indigenous resource management to Indian slavery, fills literal libraries. To keep the notes from running as long as the book itself, I have limited citations to the scholarship most impactful on and/or most closely related to my own work.
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The American Great Basin. As a prolific horse thief, slave trader, and sometime friend, sometime foe to explorers and settlers, Wakara (ca. 1815–1855) dominated the region during the 1840s and early 1850s. (Map by Wenjie Wang)





















Introduction


Wakara’s Remains


Kanosh stared down into the emptied graves. Gone from the tombs, constructed out of huge sandstone slabs, were the bodies of Kanosh’s son and brother. Gone too were the remains of Kanosh’s fellow Ute leader, the most famous and feared Native American in the early American West: Wakara (often anglicized as “Walker”).


The date was August 16, 1874, late summer in the Utah Territory and nearly twenty years since Wakara’s death and burial. Anger and sorrow welled up in Kanosh’s chest as he stood on a 7,000-foot-high ledge in the Pahvant Mountains. Sun beat down on Kanosh’s crease-lined face. The head of the Pahvant Band of Utes, Kanosh untied the handkerchief wrapped around his neck. He wiped away tears and sweat that collected in his large, white mustache.


Earlier that day, Kanosh, along with two of his Pahvant lieutenants and two Mormon settlers, had saddled their horses. They rode up a zigzagging mountain path canopied by Gambel oaks. Their destination was the fifty-acre field of sandstone above Kanosh’s farm and homestead. Today, White locals call the field “the Cow”: From a distance the field resembles a mooing cow. Local Native Americans, however, have long called it “Walker’s Mountain,” home to a massive Ute burial ground of more than 100 graves.1
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Ute Leader Kanosh (ca. 1821–1884). Carte de visite by Charles R. Savage (ca. 1877). (Courtesy of the Church Archives, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints)








It was a Sunday morning, normally a time Kanosh and his fellow Mormons devoted to church. The Ute leader had been baptized into the faith years before. Still, Kanosh and his party spent the Sabbath making the arduous journey up Walker’s Mountain to investigate reports that outsiders had recently been to the Ute cemetery—and with nefarious intentions.


What Kanosh found left the Ute leader livid. “The body of Shot, Kanosh’s brother, and Stambo, Kanosh’s son, are entirely gone. Stolen,” reported Kanosh’s longtime friend and local Mormon leader Reuben McBride in a letter to his superiors back in Salt Lake City, the capital of the Utah Territory and the central stake of the Mormon Kingdom. McBride, a seventy-one-year-old convert from upstate New York who helped establish the first Mormon settlement on Kanosh’s ancestral homelands, had never seen the Ute leader so upset.2


Before that day, many thought Kanosh had done well for himself by throwing his lot in with the Mormons. Ever since the Mormons fled to the Intermountain West in 1847 to escape religious persecution, Kanosh had acted as a peacemaker between the settlers and Utah’s Native peoples whose land they colonized. Kanosh cut his hair in the Mormon style. He became a private landowner and farmer. And Kanosh was married to several Native wives at a time. Still, most Utah Natives were wary of Mormons’ colonization and way of life. This was especially true of Kanosh’s fellow Utes, who, before the Mormons’ arrival, had been the region’s most formidable tribe.


To the Mormons, Kanosh appeared the rarest thing, a Native who had been civilized. But, according to another local Mormon, Thomas Callister, the grave robbing brought out the true Indian in him. “I am satisfied had we not held a controlling influence over Kanosh and his men,” Callister wrote to the Mormon leader and prophet Brigham Young back in Salt Lake City, “the war whoop and the scalping-knife would have been heard and used in our defenseless towns, as the result of this dastardly act.”3


Kanosh’s losses on Walker’s Mountain were painful. But the grave robbers had not been hunting Kanosh’s relatives. They were after Wakara, the legendary horse thief, trader of enslaved Natives, cavalry leader, and defender of Native sovereignty, who had died suddenly in January 1855 and was buried in a massive tomb next to Kanosh’s family plots.


The grave robbers had been successful. “The once sacred… burying ground of the great Chief Walker,” wrote McBride, had been “desecrated.” Before it was robbed, Wakara’s grave had contained the bodies of the Ute leader and several other Natives who had been killed to join Wakara in the “happy hunting grounds” beyond the veil. But in August 1874, McBride reported that he and the visiting party “found but fragments remaining of the should be quiet sleepers.”4
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“Sketch of Walker, War Chief of the Utahs. Taken from life by W. W. Major in Council Sept. 4, 1852.” William Warner Major, the first settler artist to work in Mormon Utah, painted this portrait during a September 1852 peace meeting in Salt Lake City between the Wakara-led Utes and the Washakie-led Shoshones. (Courtesy of the Peabody Museum of Anthropology and Ethnology, Harvard University)








IN THE 1840S, WAKARA BECAME A LIVING LEGEND in the American West. Newspapers in small towns and big cities chronicled his horse-thieving exploits. Best-selling books authored by famed western explorers described Wakara as the “captain” of a feared and respected pan-tribal cavalry. For a time, Wakara also raided with the celebrated mountain men Thomas “Pegleg” Smith and Jim Beckwourth.


Starting in the early 1840s, Wakara and his cavalry dominated the 700-mile crescent of commerce known as the Old Spanish Trail. At the west end of the trail, they stole horses by the thousands from the California ranchos, then ran their bounties east, over high mountain passes and across expansive deserts, to markets in New Mexico. Wakara’s raids earned him the title of “the greatest horse thief in history.” By stretching thin the region’s human and horse resources in an attempt to defend against his raids, Wakara also contributed to the fall of Mexico-era California to the United States.


Wakara also became the region’s most merciless trader of enslaved Natives. On his way to and from California to raid horses, Wakara hunted and captured Paiutes—mostly women and children—in southern Utah. Wakara traded his captives for more horses, guns, and food along the trail. But he sold most of them in the New Mexican slave markets of Taos, Santa Fe, and Abiquiú. Each slave he sold earned Wakara a small fortune in cattle, trade goods, or cash worth tens of thousands of dollars in today’s money. Young women and girls fetched the highest prices: They made the best house servants, field hands, and concubines.


Wakara’s cavalry also exacted tribute from caravans moving goods and people along the Old Spanish Trail. Wakara even forced famed (and well-armed) western expeditions, including those led by “the Pathfinder,” future presidential candidate John C. Frémont, to pay for the privilege of passing along the West’s most vital overland route. Still, many of these expeditions, which were commissioned to map paths for wagon roads and rail lines, came out ahead in their encounters with Wakara. His familiarity with every inch of the Old Spanish Trail made him an invaluable, though rarely acknowledged, cartographer. Fluent in Spanish and several Native languages and conversant in English, Wakara knew the region better than anyone. Drawing in the air with sign language and on riverbanks with sticks, rocks, and sand, Wakara created maps of the best river crossings, mountain traverses, watering holes, and supply outposts. The explorers sketched these details into their journals, which were later printed in Washington, DC, as official government maps of the emerging West.


In this way, Wakara helped shape what became on paper the geographical and political boundaries of the American Southwest. And Wakara’s empire of flesh provided the horse and human power that surveyors and colonists—many with the very maps Wakara helped create stuffed in their satchels—relied upon to further explore and settle what became Utah, as well as large sections of New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada, and California.


Wakara himself became one of the most influential forces in the colonization of the West. Soon after the Mormons arrived in the Great Basin in 1847, Wakara struck a bargain with Brigham Young. In exchange for Mormon cattle and guns and promises to buy his horses and enslaved Natives, Wakara approved of and personally oversaw the establishment of the first Mormon settlements outside the Salt Lake Valley. Like his fellow Ute leader Kanosh, Wakara was also baptized into the faith. He even became the first Native American in Utah ordained into the Mormon priesthood. Yet his participation in the colonization of Utah was not born out of religious fealty; Wakara used the Mormons’ imperial systems of colonialism, commerce, and religious conversion to expand his own Native empire. He directed the Mormons to build settlements on lands of his rivals within his own Ute nation. The Mormons then displaced or massacred these rivals, allowing Wakara to consolidate power among the Utes. These settlements also lined his pockets. They became new nodes on Wakara’s own network of markets for his Native captives and stolen horses.


In the early 1850s, Wakara’s fame increased as Americans from coast to coast read in newspapers about his and Brigham Young’s partnerships, violent fallouts, and reconciliations, as the two leaders vied for control over Utah’s Great Basin. The Ute leader preferred diplomacy and trade over conflict. But Wakara also used violence—or the threat of violence—when necessary to defend his empire, his lands, and his Ute nation’s sovereignty against the settlers. Starting in the summer of 1853, after the Mormons began to destroy the Utes’ sacred fishing and hunting grounds and tried to take over Wakara’s slave trade, war broke out between the settlers and Wakara’s Utes. Wakara did not start the war; Brigham Young did. Still, sometimes with Wakara’s blessing and sometimes acting on their own, Utes conducted a series of attacks against Mormon settlements, including those Wakara had helped found just a few years before. Hundreds of settlers abandoned their farms and ranches and took shelter in Mormon forts, leaving their crops to wither and die in the hot Utah sun. At the same time, Mormon militias massacred scores of Ute men and boys, many of whom were noncombatants. The Mormons also captured Ute women and children, forcing them to work as servants in their homes and fields. In 1854, Brigham Young sued for peace and conceded to Wakara’s demands. The Mormon prophet promised to buy Wakara’s Native slaves, agreed to supply Wakara with more Mormon cattle, and swore not to encroach further into Wakara’s territory without his permission.5


On January 29, 1855, six months after the conclusion of this conflict, dubbed the “Walker War” by the Mormons and much of the rest of America, Wakara died suddenly. His burial ceremony reminded some settler observers of the funerals of the pharaohs of ancient Egypt. Befitting his stature as the “King of the Mountains,” Wakara’s followers killed a dozen of his favorite horses, which they then laid in a circle around his grave. They also slit the throats of two women (often described as Wakara’s wives) and two children (often described as Paiute slaves) to join Wakara in the afterlife. Inside his massive stone crypt, these members of Wakara’s death party were buried next to the departed leader, along with his favorite saddle, hunting and fishing gear, guns, ammunition, and a letter of friendship from Brigham Young. Outside the tomb, an enslaved Paiute boy was also buried up to his neck, so that scavenging animals would feast on him instead of Wakara. The boy died a few days later.


The local settlers who witnessed the burial firsthand in 1855 and the Americans who penned the most widely read narratives of the West’s pioneering era professed shock at the high body count of Wakara’s funeral. In truth, they were also relieved. By pointing to Wakara’s “savagery” toward settlers and other Natives, settlers succeeded in misdirecting attention away from their own violence—in the form of disease, environmental degradation, their own trade in Native slaves, and wars of extermination—which put hundreds of thousands of Native Americans in the ground.


Wakara’s infamy in life did not guarantee that in death he would rest in peace. When Kanosh’s party visited Walker’s Mountain nineteen years after his passing, they found that the grave robbers were in fact headhunters. They took the skulls and tossed aside most of the rest of the bones to become snacks for scavenging animals.


Following his 1874 visit with Kanosh, Reuben McBride wrote to his superiors in Salt Lake. He asked them if they had information about the grave robbing. For McBride, Kanosh, and the others who visited Walker’s Mountain, the question of who stole these skulls “yet remain[ed]… a mystery.”6


THIS BOOK IS ABOUT SOLVING THAT MYSTERY. It’s not only about uncovering who stole Wakara’s remains. It’s also about how and why Wakara’s remains were stolen and what happened to them afterward. More importantly, this book tells the story of how and for what Wakara died and how and for what Wakara lived. We will find that the answers to these questions appear straightforward. But these answers lead to more questions and mysteries, which will prove difficult to unravel; for these mysteries are woven into the fabric of the origin story of America.


At the center of this origin story is a massive cover-up. Wakara spent most of his life raiding and trading horses and humans in what would become the American Southwest. Yet this cover-up will prove much vaster than the territory that Wakara dominated in the 1840s and 1850s. In fact, it will prove as wide as the entire American continent and extend centuries before and after the forty years of Wakara’s life. This cover-up implicates conquistadors and colonists; America’s longtime pariah religious people, the Mormons, as well as Christian missionaries of every denominational stripe; famed western explorers, presidents, and Supreme Court justices; and archaeologists, anthropologists, and historians. This cover-up also implicates me, the author of this book. Most likely, it also implicates you, the reader.


This book challenges Manifest Destiny, the dominant origin story of the American West, which is an extension of America’s central origin story as a wild wasteland that Euro-American Christians had a mandate from God to tame and civilize. Manifest Destiny holds that the West was won by fearless cavalries who conquered and killed Indians and by intrepid cowboys and pioneers who transformed a feral and unformed wilderness into an expansive American continent dotted by fecund farms, bustling cities, and thriving industries, all knitted together by networks of roads, train rails, and telegraph lines.


Yet Wakara’s life and legacy show that Manifest Destiny is more myth than history. After all, this book argues that Wakara should be counted among the founding fathers of the American West. Wakara’s influence should be compared to the influence of Junípero Serra, the founder of mission-era California, and Brigham Young, who led the Mormons to what they believed was their promised land in Utah’s Great Basin. Like Serra and Young, Wakara built new trade routes and industries. He oversaw the establishment of new settlements. He helped create the geographical and political boundaries that would become the American West. And like Serra and Young, Wakara often did so through violent means, including the enslavement of Native Americans.


Just as important, as a defender of Native territory and certain Native lives, Wakara deserves to be counted among the greatest Native American leaders. Such leaders include Crazy Horse (Thašúŋke Witkó), the famed Lakota warrior; Black Hawk (Ma-ka-tai-me-she-kia-kiak), the celebrated Sauk war leader; and Ouray, Wakara’s fellow Ute leader and one of Native America’s most skilled diplomats. Like Black Hawk and Crazy Horse, Wakara’s pan-tribal warriors stalled and, for a time, reversed settler colonial expansion. And like Ouray, Wakara negotiated peace and trade deals with American settlers in hopes of preventing further colonial growth and destruction of Ute homelands.


Wakara was a singular figure in the history of the American West. Still, the purpose of this book is not to romanticize Wakara. “He was a great man, but probably not a good one,” Rena Pikyavit, an elder associated with the Kanosh Band of Paiutes, the multitribal band that Wakara’s fellow Ute leader Kanosh first established in the 1860s, told me. Wakara was no innocent. He died with blood on his hands—the blood of the Navajos, Shoshones, and Paiutes he enslaved, sold, and killed; the blood of the fellow Utes he helped displace; and the blood of settlers whose killings he condoned. Yet Wakara was also a man of his time. As Rena has observed, Wakara was “a man doing what he believed was necessary to preserve his way of life, his land, his people.” Or as Forrest Cuch, direct descendant of Wakara and my Ute mentor and friend, has put it, “Wakara was not some character in the White man’s story. He was not some noble savage. He was not some evil Indian. He was a man. A human being.”


Wakara’s humanity has been forgotten, and it has been forgotten on purpose. Forgetting Wakara is not just a sin of omission. It’s a case study in the cover-up of Native Americans’ participation in the creation of America. It’s also a case study in the cover-up of the continued Native American presence and resilience in America.


Wakara’s America exposes this cover-up. It brings to light a history that the narrators of the origins of the American West have obscured, ignored, or failed to imagine in their full complexities. To prop up the myth of Manifest Destiny, Wakara had to be removed not just from the land—by displacing his people, destroying his way of life, and, ultimately, digging up his remains—but also from the history books. There is no place in the creation story of America for a figure like Wakara who played a central role in colonizing the American West and who fought as an anticolonial warrior.


In response, Wakara’s America is a work of historical reimagination. It presents a new narrative of the origins the American West. It tells a history in which Wakara took advantage of the settler colonial system to expand his personal wealth and power and the wealth and power of his followers. It also tells a history in which Wakara fought with words of diplomacy and, on occasion, acts of violence against settler colonialists when they threatened Native lives, lands, and sovereignty. In doing so, Wakara made unparalleled contributions to what is today the American West.


STILL, WAKARA’S AMERICA AIMS TO DO MORE. Reimagining the history of the American West with Wakara at its center risks perpetuating Manifest Destiny’s most dangerous myth: that it succeeded. Like other revisionist histories about Native-settler relations, this book centers Native Americans’ participation in the creation of America. Yet, ironically, by studying Native America as a part of history—not as a part of today—some revisionist histories have perpetuated the myth that settler Americans succeeded in eliminating Native American lives and culture from the American landscape. Relegating Native Americans to the past has often meant that settler Americans do not believe that Native Americans exist in the present—or at least, that they do not exist in a meaningful way.7


This is not a new phenomenon. Since the earliest days of the colonization of what would become New England, Anglo-American authors depicted Native Americans as haunting the landscape and terrorizing settlers and their descendants. In the late seventeenth century, the Puritan theologian Cotton Mather described Indians as “Sooty Devils” who took bodily possession of innocent New Englanders. A little more than a century later, the American “renaissance” novelist James Fenimore Cooper’s Chingachgook embodied settlers’ greatest fear: that Indians would silently and without remorse strike them down when they least expected it. Yet Chingachgook also embodied the settlers’ ultimate triumph over Indians. When this “last of the Mohicans” died, the Indian threat was also removed from the American landscape. In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, Indian ghosts and burial grounds—in Stephen King’s horror novel Pet Sematary, in films like The Blair Witch Project and the Amityville Horror franchise, and in TV shows including Buffy the Vampire Slayer—continued to haunt Americans’ imaginations. In doing so, these pop culture Indian ghosts performed vital political and cultural work of embodying national guilt—as spectral manifestations by which settler Americans remember the nation’s original sin of Native genocide and displacement. At the same time Indians as ghosts have allowed settler Americans to forget that many Native American communities have survived the centuries-long attempts to eradicate them.8


Thus, it’s not surprising that when many settler Americans encounter living and breathing Natives, they often act as if they’ve seen a ghost. Or as Forrest Cuch has said, settlers view “us as if we are dinosaurs.” “It’s like Jurassic Park. They think we’ve been engineered out of some amber from the ancient past.” Against the blinding and deafening gale-force winds—created by a cacophony of school lessons and mass media, natural history museums, roadside historical markers, patriotic holidays, political speeches, and ongoing Supreme Court rulings, which claim that Native Americans were at best passive actors in American history and have no meaningful presence in America today—Native Americans shout, “We are still here!”


Reimagining the history of the American West with Wakara at its center is more than an academic exercise. I hope that Wakara’s America changes people’s views about the present and the past, about the living and the dead. This book is not a history of erasure and extermination. It chronicles an ongoing story of resistance, survival, and resilience.


Accomplishing these goals requires a different kind of history writing. Native American mentors with whom I’ve worked to write this book, as well as Indigenous scholars whose works I’ve learned from, have taught me to approach Wakara’s history as connected to—even in contact with—the present. That is, the past and the present touch and inform each other. Such an approach is fundamentally different from Settler America’s understanding of history as unfolding in a straight line. As the great Native American historian and theologian Vine Deloria Jr. (Standing Rock Sioux) wrote in God Is Red, “The very essence of Western European identity involves the assumption that time proceeds in a linear fashion; further it assumes that at a particular point in the unraveling of this sequence, the peoples of Western Europe became the guardians of the world.” But settler colonialism is an ongoing process, not a series of events. As such, how the story of settler invasion is told and understood has also changed over time. Its logic justified first the killing of Native peoples, then the digging up of the graves of dead Native ancestors and denying their place in the history books, then treating contemporary Native peoples like ghosts or long-extinct dinosaurs—all of which, we will see, happened to Wakara and his descendants. Still, Indigenous scholars, including J. Kēhaulani Kauanui (Kanako Maoli), have argued that settler colonialism went through these transformations because Native people refused to die off. In fact, history has shown that Native Americans relentlessly “exist, resist, and persist” against Settler America’s ongoing efforts to destroy and replace them.9


In contrast, a Native American approach to history is not linear. Instead, it’s spatial. Vine Deloria Jr. described moving from a settler history to a Native one as “a transition from thinking in terms of time to thinking in terms of space.” Even more specifically, a Ute approach to history invites us to “stand in the center of the circle,” as Larry Cesspooch, the Northern Utes’ most prominent spiritual leader, has explained to me. This history is not a march through time and across space. Instead, this history is time spent in space, until that space becomes a specific place—a homeland.10


For example, a few years ago, when I first talked to Rena Pikyavit and her husband, Rick, about the robbing of Wakara’s grave, they refused to acknowledge that it ever happened. “He’s still there,” they insisted, buried on Walker’s Mountain. Rick and Rena are elders of the Kanosh Band of Paiutes, which includes some of Wakara’s Ute descendants and whose ancestral homelands include the burial site. They told me that the stories of his grave robbing are made up. Just another set of lies in the long string of lies written down by Whites to justify stealing their homelands, Rick explained. For if Wakara’s and the other Ute and Paiute ancestors’ remains were removed, then their descendants’ claims to the land would be broken. “We aren’t traditional [Natives] if we aren’t connected to our own land,” Rick said.


Rick and Rena’s insistence that Wakara “is still here” among the trees, rocks, and mountains that make up their peoples’ homelands is another way of saying, “We are still here.” They are watching over him and these lands, as their tribal founder Kanosh believed it was his duty to do. After all, Utes and Paiutes believe that at the beginning of time, God (Sünawav in Ute) made them caretakers of their lands and all that lives and dies upon these lands. So even if Wakara’s physical remains were stolen, because the land is a part of Wakara, Wakara’s spirit remains a part of the land.11


This spatial approach to history also invites us to reimagine America’s past as relational—that is, “great men” like Wakara who shaped the lives of others were also shaped by their relationships to others. This means exploring Wakara’s relationships with his family and with his own Timpanogos Band; his relationships to famed mountain men and other western explorers; his relationships to Mormon settlers and government officials; and his relationships to the Natives he enslaved. It also means exploring Wakara’s relationships with nonhuman animals. This includes his relationship to the fish—specifically, as we will see, the June sucker—that were native to Wakara’s home waters in and around Utah (Timpanogos) Lake and that sustained the bodies and defined the identities of the Timpanogos “Fish Eaters,” as they were called by their fellow Utes. This also includes Wakara’s relationship with horses—specifically the Spanish colonial horses—that he raided, traded, and rode and that made him a living legend.


History as relationships also means exploring Wakara’s connections to the environment—the waterways, the mountains, the deserts—that make up the geography of the American Southwest. This geography shaped Wakara. It affected where, when, and how he traveled. In turn, Wakara helped shape the region’s geography literally on the ground. Wakara helped shape and improve the Old Spanish Trail—clearing and expanding mountain passes, digging wells to create watering holes, burning fields to promote the growth of prairie grasses to feed his horses. Wakara also shaped the region’s geography literarily on paper when he shared his unrivaled knowledge of the region with explorers who then created official government maps of the American Southwest.


Each member of what we might call these “ecosystems of relations”—from mountains to mountain lions, from fish to Fish Eaters, from ants to the arches and natural bridges in Arches National Park—is connected to and reliant upon the others. This is so because, as Ute elder and language scholar Emeline Root has told me, each of these relations is part of God’s creation and is endowed with “the spirit of God,” or Puha (power or life force) in Ute and Paiute and other Numic languages. Likewise, as Wakara descendant Forrest Cuch has written, such a belief in the omnipresence of Puha means that “when native people speak of ‘all my relations,’ the term refers to the entire living earth, not just blood relatives.” Among the Utes, an “elder may mourn over a toxic waste dump as if a family member were critically ill, just as their heart will rejoice when a flock of birds flies north in the springtime.”12


Finally, this reimagining of history as spatial and relational also means expanding the sources from which we draw to narrate Wakara’s story. Written archives, mostly created and kept by Euro-American settlers and storytellers, have bound Wakara and other Native Americans in history, reducing them to what I call “paper Indians” of the settler historians’ own invention. Settlers folded these paper Indians into puppets who did and said anything they wanted them to. Settlers then called these paper Indians’ words and deeds “savage” and “heathen,” while they named their own words and deeds “civilized” and “Christian.” Settlers then justified their deployment of violence and other tools of displacement against actual bodies of Native Americans as righteous acts against Indian aggression. As such, written archives are insufficient and often inaccurate foundations upon which to reconstruct the Settler American West Wakara helped create and the Native American West Wakara defended. For that reason, here I explore archives of biology, geography, and archaeology, and I employ other methods, including ethnohistory, ethnozoology, and climatology, to name a few.13


These expanded resources and methods—along with a focus on space and place, on relationships among land, people, plants and animals, air, and water—contribute to a process of writing history not as a straight line. Instead, it’s writing history as an ever-widening circle. For example, Larry Cesspooch has told me that Wakara is sending new people into the world to tell his story. These people include Wakara’s own kin. Many of these descendants have been exiled by the legacy of anti-Indian policies to far-flung parts of America. But even on the Uintah and Ouray Reservation, due to arbitrary laws related to “blood quantum” and tribal disenrollment, some Wakara descendants have been denied tribal affiliation. Other descendants had long been oblivious of their ancestor Wakara’s history but are now rediscovering his life and legacy. Such rediscoveries open the possibility that history moves in cycles, not in straight lines.14


SUCH A CYCLICAL VIEW OF HISTORY demonstrates, as I argue in Part I, “Wakara’s Burial,” how Manifest Destiny not only removed Wakara and his people from the land. In the written histories of the founding era of the American West, Manifest Destiny also covered up Wakara’s unparalleled role in creating the American West itself. Wakara’s America is not gone. In many ways, it is the American West we see today. Such a cyclical retelling also shows that key elements of Wakara’s Native—specifically Ute—ways of life also are not gone. They are in diaspora, sequestered in far-flung corners of Utah and across the country and boxed up on dusty shelves in governmental storage facilities from Salt Lake City to Washington, DC.


Part II, “Wakara’s Fish,” details how, for generations, Wakara’s Timpanogos Band sustained themselves by eating the native fish that swam in what they called Timpanogos Lake, today named Utah Lake, the third-largest freshwater lake west of the Mississippi River. Wakara’s fish-eating Utes also managed the native fish of this lake, home to the most abundant and diverse fishery of the Great Basin, including varieties of trout, chubs, and suckers. Within a generation of their arrival, Mormon settlers had killed off or displaced Wakara’s fish-eating Utes and all but destroyed the Timpanogos’ fisheries through overfishing, irrigation, and urban sprawl. This difference, in how Wakara’s Timpanogos and Brigham Young’s Mormons understood their relationship to the fish of Timpanogos (Utah) Lake, is the difference between Native and Settler America. Through trial and error, Natives learn to live in balance with the nonhuman animals, plants, and geology of a place until it becomes their homeland, while settlers move into another people’s homeland and exploit its resources to maximize their settlements’ short-term growth. And yet, today, through fits and starts, settler and Native Americans are partnering to return native fish—most importantly, the long-endangered June sucker, which was among the Timpanogos’ favorite—to Utah Lake and to other native waterways. In doing so, they are beginning to end this long season of diaspora and to restore life-giving relationships among the land, water, people, and animals.


Fish made Wakara’s ancestors into a people of a place: the Nuche (“the People” in Ute) of the Timpanogos (“Rocky” in Ute) River and Lake. Part III, “Wakara’s Horse,” shows how the acquisition of the horse remade the Timpanogos and other Numic speakers (namely the Shoshones and Comanches) into horse peoples and nations. Soon after the Spanish reintroduced the horse to the Americas in the sixteenth century, through raiding, trading, and warring with other Natives and settlers, Native horse nations reshaped the ecological and political borders of the Southwest and beyond. Imported European ideas of race and ethnicity also reshaped the region’s ethnic borders, including the creation of distinct Ute, Paiute, Shoshone, and Comanche identities among Numic peoples, whereas before such identities were fluid. During the 1840s, Wakara emerged as the greatest horse raider in history. He made himself and his followers wealthy, powerful, and feared. His unrivaled raids and trades of horses and slaves with settlers also provided American settlers the enslaved humans and stolen horses that sped up the American conquest and colonization of the Southwest. Wakara’s decade of dominance marked the high point of Ute horse culture. Since his death, settler Americans and the settler American state have tried to wipe out the remnants of this culture. Despite these efforts, the deep, even spiritual connection between the Utes and the horse has survived in and beyond their traditional homelands. And in one corner of the Great Basin, feral herds of Spanish mustangs—descendants of the horses that Wakara stole from California in the 1840s—continue to thrive despite governmental efforts to cull them.


Part IV, “Wakara’s Slave,” narrates the history of “Indian slavery” in the American Southwest, which was practiced by both Natives and settlers. Wakara’s equestrian band bought and sold other Native peoples, especially their pedestrian Paiute neighbors, as if they were property. But Wakara also used slavery to build kin and trade networks. He even gave his own blood relations to settler families and expected the settlers to reciprocate. When they arrived in 1847, the Mormons introduced what they claimed was a new kind of Indian slavery to the Great Basin. In order to free them from slavers like Wakara and from their own Indian “heathen” families, Brigham Young commanded his followers to “buy up” the youngest Indian captives as fast as they could and raise them in Mormon homes as their own children. To the public, Young presented his new slave ideology as pure Christian benevolence in the face of pure savagery. But such grand proclamations covered up violence and abuse. Like antebellum Southern plantation owners, Mormons often bought, sold, and traded Indian slaves to work in the homes, fields, and bedrooms of their masters. This settler Indian slavery also destroyed Native families. Age and gender were key. Removing Native girls and women from their communities meant no more Native mothers to birth and raise future generations and carry on claims to Native lands and traditions. Yet, recently, using genealogical records and DNA data, descendants of Wakara’s daughters who were raised in Mormon homes, as well as descendants of Wakara’s mostly female slaves purchased by Mormon settlers, who often became Mormon polygamous wives, are rediscovering their long-lost kin. They are also rediscovering in their family histories their Native matriarchs whom their White settler patriarchs worked to forget.


The written record of the “Walker War” has long portrayed the ten months from July 1853 to May 1854 as a Wakara-led campaign of guerrilla attacks against the bodies, buildings, and farms of Wakara’s peace-loving Mormon brethren. Part V, “Brigham’s War,” argues that it was Young who wanted the conflict. Slavery removed Native women and children from the land. War killed off Native men. But because the settlers controlled the written narrative, they had the power to portray Wakara as the aggressor and themselves as innocent victims. Naming the war after Wakara was thus another cover-up, which continued the legacy of blaming Natives for wars that settlers started. This practice began at the beginning of American history itself. In the 1600s, Young’s (and my own) Puritan ancestors blamed the Natives, whose land they settled on and stole, for starting “Indian wars,” when the Puritans were the ones who instigated these conflicts.


Part VI, “Wakara’s Skull,” details how “science” became a final front in the settlers’ campaign of Native American extermination. Following the Civil War, the US Army fanned out across the West to kill Natives who refused to relocate to reservations. Medical doctors embedded in army companies and in Indian agencies collected skulls from battlefields as well as from Native graves. They then shipped these remains back to Washington for “study.” Settler scientists claimed that Natives had smaller crania than White settlers, which meant that Natives were incapable of participating in the American experiment of self-government. And thus, Natives were destined to go extinct as the White American republic continued to expand from sea to sea.


I conclude by narrating present-day efforts by Wakara’s tribal, spiritual, and lineal descendants to complete the circle of history: to end this (long) season of diaspora of Wakara’s fish, horses, and slaves and his own remains. Wakara’s descendants are also beginning to restore to the historical narrative a more complete recounting of how together Native and settler Americans—through relationships forged in violence and cooperation—helped create the American West. Historically, such restoration projects have been described in terms of “repatriation.” Yet repatriation is a legalistic process that empowers the very settler state that committed cultural extermination and genocide against Native peoples to oversee the process by which ancestors’ skeletal remains and sacred objects are returned to the people and land from which they were stolen. Instead, Native activists and scholars call for “rematriation.” As Steven Newcomb (Shawnee/Lenape), executive director of the Indigenous Law Institute, describes it, rematriation “restore[s] a people to a spiritual way of life, in sacred relationship with their ancestral lands, without external interference” by the settler state. Rematriation inverts the structures of settler colonialism that have systematically alienated Native peoples from their identities, cultures, lands, and bodies. Rematriation emphasizes ways of knowing and acting that are relational, spatial, and cyclical, not binary and linear, as settler religion, science, and law have long taught. Such efforts include reintroducing Native fish species to their ancestral waters, protecting feral herds of Spanish mustangs, and passing on Ute horse culture from generation to generation. Such efforts also include preserving Ute sacred histories about Nuche homelands. And finally, such efforts aim to bring the remains of Wakara and the other ancestors buried with him back to Nuche homelands.15


ALMOST AS COMMON AS THE PROCLAMATION “We are still here” among Native Americans and Indigenous peoples across the world is the refrain “Our ancestors are always with us.” Ute spiritual leader Larry Cesspooch takes this relationship between contemporary Utes and their ancestors a step further. In fact, he collapses the distance between them altogether.


“We are our ancestors,” Larry has told me. He means this in a very specific sense. “Wakara is out there among the Utes.” So are all Ute ancestors embodied in the Utes of today. For example, Larry points to his cousin, Forrest Cuch, who has spent forty years defending Indigenous sovereignty around the world. Larry declares that Forrest is the spiritual, perhaps even physical, embodiment of Antonga. Known to the settlers as Black Hawk, Antonga, one of Wakara’s kin, led the last of the “Indian Wars” in Utah in the 1860s.


Larry’s idea that “we are our ancestors,” along with Rick and Rena’s notion that Wakara “is still here,” means that I, the author of this book, also have a relationship to my own ancestors. It also means that I have a relationship to Wakara and the places and people that he shaped and that shaped him. They shaped me too.


Indigenous historians—and, increasingly, non-Indigenous historians—reject the idea that historians are objective observers, set apart from the events they narrate. Instead, historians cannot help but write from their own point of view. Often when they speak or write, Indigenous scholars name their tribes, clans, and bands of origin. Following their example, an increasing number of settler scholars name their own family history on the American continent and before. Doing so makes it clear from whom and from where they come and how those identities inform their relationship to history. In this book, I include my own personal narration, conscious not to further colonize Wakara’s history by once again displacing Native history with settler history. My intention is to implicate myself and my family, so that I recognize, as I hope my non-Native readers do, how our lives might also be implicated in Wakara’s life and legacy.16


I was born in what is today Casper, Wyoming, to parents with English, German, Polish, and Swedish ancestry. Casper is built on the ancestral lands of the Lakota, Arapaho, Cheyenne, and Crow tribes. Most summers, the Shoshones and Wakara’s Utes also hunted bison on these lands. After my parents’ divorce, my mother and I left Wyoming. We eventually settled in Oneonta, New York, on the lands of the Oneida peoples of the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Confederacy. Still, many summers, I returned to the West to visit my father and stepmother. We spent much of this time hiking and camping throughout the West, including in Utah’s national parks, which occupy some of Wakara’s ancestral lands as well as the lands that Wakara’s Old Spanish Trail passed through. Yet the Native American history of, and continued presence in, these national parks has been at best ignored—and at worst covered up.


My familial connection to the erasure of Native American lives and history goes back further. In my search for Wakara’s ancestors using genealogical records, I discovered my relationship to Edward Converse, a founding father of colonial New England. Converse, my eleventh-great-grandfather, was a member of John Winthrop’s Puritan fleet that first came to Massachusetts in 1630 seeking refuge from religious persecution in England. Like the Mormons in Utah, Edward Converse established colonies that were, in part, missionary outposts to Native Americans, which also became Indian killing fields. My family’s claims—and those of many other American families like my own—to American identities and American lands were made possible by the displacement and genocide of Native Americans.


The point of implicating our own histories in the history that we write is not to shame settler Americans like me and like many of you. To the contrary, the point is to liberate us from shame. It’s to show us that, as I argue about Wakara, we are not bound by history. If Larry Cesspooch is right that Wakara is present today, embodied in contemporary Utes, then our ancestors are here in us too.17


We, settler Americans like me and like many of you, have the ability—and the responsibility—to do better than our ancestors. As my colleague Margaret Huettl (Anishinaabe) has told me, “The way settler colonialism unfolded was not inevitable. There were alternatives for settlers and Natives to live together on this land that we now call America.” My hope is that a historical reimagining of the Settler America that Wakara helped build and the Native America he defended leads to a moral reimagining. My hope is that with this knowledge, we are empowered—I, the author of this book, and you, the reader—to reimagine relationships between settler and Native Americans. My hope is that we are also empowered to reimagine our collective relationships with the American land that we all call home.18
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Part I


Wakara’s Burial















Chapter 1


Wakara’s Last Days


Wakara did not see the end coming. In the final months of 1854, Wakara, the famed Ute leader, horse raider, and slave trader, was at full strength. At about forty years old, Wakara wasn’t a young man by the standards of the early American West. Still, despite his advancing age and average size—he stood five feet, seven inches tall—Wakara’s stamina and speed were legendary. Admirers and enemies alike agreed that his physicality was surpassed only by his intelligence and audacity.


Wakara was especially formidable from his perch on a colonial Spanish horse, descendants from the breed that the Spanish brought to the Americas in the early 1500s. From California to Kansas, on the backs of these compact, clever, and nimble horses, Spanish and Mexican vaqueros and Comanches, Apaches, and other master horse people like Wakara’s Utes traversed snowy mountain passes, raced across dry, open deserts, and crisscrossed seas of grasses to expand their competing empires.


In the 1840s, astride his mounts—which he decked out in his signature brass-colored caparisons, embroidered saddles, and clanging metal cones that announced his arrival from miles away—Wakara and his cavalry dominated the 700-mile Old Spanish Trail that since the 1820s connected New Mexico, the Ute and Paiute homelands, and the California ranchos. From the New Mexican outposts of Santa Fe, Taos, and Abiquiú, the trail curved northwest around impassible canyons of the Colorado River toward Wakara’s homelands in central Utah. It then sloped southwest, traversing Paiute territory in southwestern Utah, cut across the Nevada desert, and ended at the missions-turned-ranchos near the California coast.


History and legend record Wakara participating in horse and slave raids on the same day at distant points on the Old Spanish Trail. In 1840, in one single raid, Wakara and his cavalry allegedly stole 3,000 horses from the California ranchos at San Luis Obispo and San Miguel. Yet competing claims from traders and raiders of wrangling alongside Wakara reflect more the Ute leader’s reputation as the most merciless trader of Indian slaves and “the greatest horse thief in history” than some magical ability to transport himself across space and time. Western mountain men and horse thieves tried to bolster their own reputations by borrowing from Wakara’s. Who could blame them? After all, though today few people even know his name, Wakara was a founding father of the American Southwest.1


In December 1854, at his winter home at Summit Creek, seven miles southwest of the picturesque Mormon settlement of Parowan, Wakara laid plans for a springtime trading blitz. He planned to visit the Mormons in the north, then New Mexican settlements in the south. He also hoped to move further into Navajo territory, though he recognized he would need more men and horses to fulfill that ambition. While he envisioned expanding his own Native empire, Wakara also kept a lookout for further Mormon incursions into Ute territory. A few days before Christmas, Wakara dispatched his brother Sanpitch to have a talk with the Mormons who were building another mission among the Paiutes in southwestern Utah. That land, Sanpitch warned the missionaries, belonged to Wakara. They should not erect any permanent houses on it, lest those houses be taken down.2
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The Old Spanish Trail (1820s–1840s). The trail was the most important overland trade route in the Southwest. Much of the trail was first blazed by Utes trading with New Mexicans and raiding Paiutes in southern Utah. (Map by Wenjie Wang)








In early January 1855, Wakara and his main lodges started their trek north. The lodges comprised fifty men, women, and children, along with a caravan of dozens of horses, several oxen, sheep, goats, cows, and a handful of Paiute slaves. By mid-January, Wakara began to feel ill. Each day he grew weaker. His coughing fits grew more intense.


In hopes that Wakara would regain his strength with a bit of rest, the lodges set up camp near Wakara’s farm just south of Fillmore, then the political capital of the Utah Territory. Within a week, Wakara could no longer walk. He struggled to remain conscious. Wrapped in buffalo robes and huddled in his tent, Wakara told his men that he was going blind. To alleviate his suffering, Wakara ordered his followers to kill two Paiute children and a few horses as an offering to the Great Spirit.


The offerings did not work. But the business of Wakara’s Native empire had to continue. On the morning of January 28, Wakara crawled out of his tent. Though the weather was unseasonably warm, Wakara pulled his woolen bonnet over his ears and wrapped his favorite blanket over his shoulders. One of Wakara’s most prized possessions, the blanket was a toll that he collected from John C. Frémont when Wakara and his cavalry intercepted the famed “Pathfinder” in May 1844, as they patrolled the Old Spanish Trail to collect tribute from caravans journeying between New Mexico and California. Wakara’s men then hoisted him upon his horse. So that he would not tumble off his mount, they held him by the shoulders as they rode north toward Fillmore for what would be Wakara’s last business meeting.3


A few years before, the Mormons had chosen the town of Fillmore as Utah’s territorial capital because it lay along one of the proposed routes of the transcontinental railroad. But in the 1850s, two conflicts—a “war” between the Mormon settlers and the Utes that came to bear Wakara’s name and a “war” between the Mormons and the US government that came to bear the Mormons’ name—forced the Latter-day Saints to abandon Fillmore’s partially finished capitol building and relocate their legislative sessions to Salt Lake.
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Utah, 1855. Utah as it was on the eve of Wakara’s death. (Map by Wenjie Wang)








On the road between Meadow and Fillmore, Wakara and his men met an expected Mormon delegation led by David Lewis. The summer before, Brigham Young, the president and prophet of the Latter-day Saints, the territorial governor, and the ex officio superintendent of Indian affairs in Utah, sent Lewis south as a missionary to the Indians. Young’s brief to Lewis, a hard-charging forty-something Southerner and a veteran of the Mormon wars in Missouri, was to firm up the uneasy peace between the Mormons and the Utes that Young had recently established with Wakara. The peace put an end to the bloody and costly “Walker War.”


Wakara offered Lewis a feeble handshake when they met on the road. Wakara hoped to make Lewis an ally. The two men were already brothers in the gospel of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Lewis had joined the church in his native Kentucky twenty years earlier. Wakara was a more recent convert. In March 1850, he was baptized in the cool spring waters of City Creek in Manti, a Mormon settlement on the eastern side of Utah’s Wasatch Front that Wakara had helped the Mormons establish the year before. Soon after his own baptism, more than 100 of Wakara’s followers were also dipped in the creek—an event that thrilled the Mormons, who believed they were divinely mandated to bring their Christian faith to America’s Native peoples. Wakara ultimately became the first Utah Native to be ordained in the Mormon priesthood.


Beyond their shared religious affiliation, Lewis and Wakara had another thing in common: They were both slavers. Lewis brought at least two enslaved Black girls, whose names have been lost to history, and an enslaved Black man named Jerry with him when he came to Utah in 1851. Over the next decade, the Mormon leadership sent Lewis and other Southern slaveholding converts to southwestern Utah near present-day St. George, where they hoped to build a plantation culture in the image of the antebellum South they had left behind.4


Because of Wakara, slavery was well established in the region that would soon be dubbed Utah’s “Dixie.” The Indian slavery that Wakara practiced was different in its form, though often not in its inhumanity, from “African” chattel slavery. Wakara may have been famous for his horse raiding. But he became feared and made his sizable fortune as the greatest trafficker of Indian slaves in the Old West. Wakara enslaved Navajos, Shoshones, and even other Utes. But his favorite targets were the Paiutes whose women and children he captured in southwestern Utah during his seasonal horse-raiding trips back and forth along the Old Spanish Trail. He then sold his captives to Mexicans at the annual slave auctions in Taos, Santa Fe, and Abiquiú, to the proprietors of the ranchos in California, and to the Mormons after they settled in Utah in 1847.


Lewis and Wakara had met earlier that winter when Lewis traveled to Wakara’s camp near Parowan. During that visit, the Ute leader gave the missionary “a papoose,” a boy about three years old, and told Lewis to bring him to Brigham Young in Salt Lake. The papoose was an expensive gift. At the New Mexico slave markets, Wakara could sell such a child for between $150 and $200, a small fortune in today’s dollars. Such a sale would have likely committed the boy to a lifetime of “labor as Negroes do in the states,” as another slaveholding Mormon convert described the plight of Indian slaves in the Old West. This gift came with strings attached. In return for the Indian boy, Wakara hoped Young would send him “a good gun, a coat, and a white blanket.” Wakara also requested cattle, rifles, flints, some powder, lead, caps, and a “stud colt.” If the papoose wasn’t enough, however, Wakara said he’d pay for these requests with Spanish colonial horses from his prized herd.5


SLAVERY WAS STILL ON WAKARA’S MIND WHEN HE met with David Lewis on the morning of January 28, 1855. Wakara was too weak to dismount, so the two men talked astride their horses. Wakara asked Lewis if he would accompany him to Navajo country in the springtime. The Ute leader was looking for new supplies of Indian captives and new markets in which to sell them.6


Since their first days in Utah, the Mormons professed disgust for Wakara’s slaving. And they had told Wakara as much soon after his baptism and ordination. He was wrong to value enslaved Indians by how much gold or cash they could fetch him at the auctions in Abiquiú or by how many blankets and guns they could fetch him at a rancho in San Bernardino. Learn to read the Book of Mormon, the Saints implored Wakara. In that newly restored gospel, Wakara would discover that Indians weren’t truly Indians at all, members of distinct tribes with distinct cultures and histories. Instead, the Mormons told Wakara that his equestrian Utes and the pedestrian Paiutes upon whom he preyed were in fact descendants of the same ancient Israelite family. According to the Book of Mormon, millennia before, a small group of people who belonged to the oldest of Abraham’s covenant with God fled to the New World and, in the process, forgot their true identities. The forgetfulness of these people, whom the Book of Mormon called “Lamanites” and whom early Mormons claimed were the ancestors of America’s Native peoples, led to the savagery and tribal division that the Mormons said were the hallmarks of American Indians’ way of life. The Mormons believed themselves to be charged with saving the Indians from their savage natures by civilizing them and by restoring them to the knowledge of their true Lamanite identities. Once the Indians had been restored to the faith of their forefathers, the Lamanites and White Mormons would create covenants of faith and marriage and together build a new Zion in America fit for the return of Christ.


Hoping to fulfill this mandate, from their earliest days in Utah, the Mormons coupled colonizing Native lands with missionizing Native people. When Wakara, the most powerful man—Native or White—in the Great Basin, offered to help them with their settlement efforts and asked to be baptized and ordained a Mormon elder, the Mormons took it as a sign that the fulfillment of their divine mandate was at hand. Wakara was also thrilled with this new partnership; yet his excitement focused on more immediate and earth-bound reasons: the opportunity to add to his constellation of trading posts across the Southwest. He was also more than willing to assist the Latter-day Saints in settling Native lands when they belonged not to him but to his rival Native leaders whose territory he coveted for himself.


Despite protestations over the immorality of Wakara’s slaving, within three years of their arrival in Utah Wakara’s Mormon brethren moved to take over the trade in Indian slaves themselves as part of their mission to redeem and civilize Native Americans. But instead of buying enslaved Natives from Wakara, they started to go directly to the source. With payments of cash and cattle, threats of violence, and promises that they’d be cared for in Mormon homes, the Saints coerced Paiute parents to hand over their own children. The all-Mormon Legislative Assembly of the Territory of Utah also passed laws making it legal to hold these children in indenture until they worked off the cost of their own purchase price. And they passed laws making it illegal for non-Mormon slavers like Wakara to transport captured Indians to New Mexico and California and illegal for Mexicans to come to Utah and purchase slaves from Wakara.


Wakara did not like that the settlers had moved to cut him off from his slave supply chain. Nor did he like that they dictated how he traveled and traded on the Old Spanish Trail. Nor did he like that the Mormons expanded settlements without his blessing, especially on his band’s sacred hunting and fishing grounds around Timpanogos (Utah) Lake, among the largest freshwater lakes in the Great Basin, home to one of the basin’s greatest fisheries, and the source of Wakara’s band name.


So Wakara fought back. Starting in July 1853, Ute warriors sporadically attacked Mormon settlements throughout central and southern Utah—including settlements like Manti and Parowan that Wakara had helped to establish. For the next ten months, Wakara’s Utes pilfered Mormon cattle, crops, and horses. They also destroyed settler homes, fences, and farms. The settlers’ losses were so severe that in Parowan the Mormons posted a reward of $15,000—equivalent to $500,000 today—for Wakara’s head.7


Brigham Young was thrilled. Finally, the Mormon prophet had a reason to unleash war on Wakara, his greatest rival for control of the Great Basin. The Mormons’ own militia, the Nauvoo Legion, went on the offensive, attacking Ute villages often with indiscriminate violence. When a group of Ute or Goshute noncombatants sought shelter in the Mormon fort at Nephi, they were “shot down like so many dogs,” recalled one Mormon witness. Their bodies were “picked up with pitchforks [put] on a sleigh and hauled away,” then dumped in a mass grave. As for Wakara, Young didn’t collect his head. But he did send him a peace letter and a gift of tobacco. Young suggested that the tobacco might be laced with poison.8


This series of conflicts, which the Mormons called the “Walker War,” led to the deaths of an untold number of Utes, Paiutes, and Goshutes, along with a dozen White Mormon settlers. Hundreds more settlers abandoned their homes and farms for the safety of Mormon forts. But Wakara and Young both knew that war was bad for business. War disrupted Wakara’s horse and human trading and curtailed Mormon settlement expansion, even forcing farmers to abandon precious crops in their fields before they were ready for harvest. In May 1854, Wakara agreed to a peace parley. But believing that Young had failed to show him the respect he deserved as a fellow “great chief” and as a fellow holy man who also talked with the “Great Spirit,” Wakara demanded that the Mormon prophet travel south to meet him at the center stake of his own Native empire. Young accepted.9


On May 11, 1854, Young and a train of more than 100 wagons, sixteen oxen, fifty mounted militiamen, and a coterie of church apostles, rolled into one of Wakara’s summer camps at Chicken Creek, near the Mormon settlement of Nephi. Wakara met the Mormons’ show of force with his own. Mounted warriors and a dozen Ute leaders stood guard over eighty Ute lodges throughout the camp.


Young pulled back the heavy flap of Wakara’s tent, ducking his head as he entered. Not sure if he was ready to make peace, Wakara refused to rise to greet the prophet. Still, at Wakara’s request, Mormon leaders laid hands upon the Ute leader in prayer. Feeling better, Wakara, Young, and their councils passed a peace pipe. The details could be worked out later, Wakara explained as he puffed on the calumet. Young agreed, taking his turn with the pipe. As a sign of goodwill, Young gave Wakara a peace letter that guaranteed that the Ute leader could trade horses and humans with the settlers without fear of reprisal. In return, Wakara pledged to let the Saints sow their crops in peace. Together, Mormons and Utes would make sure that the road between Salt Lake and the settlements to the south, as well as Wakara’s road, the Old Spanish Trail, would be free of any more bloodletting.10


During the meeting, Young also supplied Wakara with gifts of guns, clothing, cattle, medicine, and foodstuffs upon which Wakara’s Utes increasingly relied. Every year, Mormon settlements grew by thousands. Colonization brought diseases, especially smallpox and measles, which killed thousands of Utah Natives, including many of Wakara’s kin. Colonization also crowded out Utah’s native flora and fauna. Most worrisome, as the settlers cleared land to make way for forts and cabins, dug irrigation ditches, and hoed row crops, they muddied the clear, sweet waters of the Great Basin in which Utah’s native fish had swum for millennia. Declining fish populations—due to overfishing by the Saints and environmental degradation—forced the fish-eating Utes to eat more Mormon wheat and beef. And to fund the acquisition of these calories, Wakara’s Utes increasingly depended on earnings from trading Indian slaves. At the May 1854 peace meeting, in exchange for a few pounds of flour, Wakara gave Brigham Young two Native toddlers whom the Ute leader had recently captured.11


SEVEN MONTHS LATER, IN LATE JANUARY WAKARA envisioned a more hopeful future than the genocide that would come to pass. Wakara expected that the Native empire he had built—an empire that intersected with and crossed over parts of the Mexican, Mormon, and American empires—would remain after him. Yet Wakara believed that he needed his brother in the gospel and fellow “big chief” Brigham Young to help him shore up that future.


So, when Wakara and Lewis met on the Mormon Road between Meadow and Fillmore, he asked the missionary if Young “talked good” about him—that is, if Young saw Wakara as a partner in these empire-building projects. Rest assured, Lewis told Wakara: Young “talked very good [about you].” In fact, as Wakara had requested, Young had given Lewis permission to go with him to the Navajos. Lewis told Wakara that he carried with him another letter from Young to that effect. Wakara was relieved. But he was too weak to hear any more specifics. Wakara told Lewis to come to his camp tomorrow and they’d make their plans. Wakara and his men then turned their horses around and rode back to camp at Corn Creek, while Lewis rode north to Fillmore.12


But Lewis and Wakara never met again. Wakara died the next day, January 29, 1855. Soon after the medicine man stepped out of Wakara’s tent, Ute riders were dispatched to the Mormons at Fillmore. Wakara was dead, the riders told Lewis. Lewis penned a letter to Young to share the news, then sent his own rider to Salt Lake. Lewis wrote that the cause of death was “a cold settled on his lungs,” what today we might call pneumonia.13


Riders were also sent to the Utes spread throughout their homelands. Since it was winter, they were scattered in what they called Lower Earth—the warmer and lower-lying valleys and canyon bottoms of central and southern Utah. But before the end of the day, scores of mourners, including Kanosh, as well as non-Indian onlookers, descended on Wakara’s camp in the shadows of the snowcapped Pahvant Mountains.14


As they congregated, Wakara’s Utes prepared an extravagant send-off for their fallen leader. Before assisting Wakara on his final horseback ride up the mountain to a large stone sepulcher—the “Hawk of the Mountain” would be buried in the rocky ridges and peaks of Upper Earth—they gathered his possessions that would join him in his tomb. Some were symbols of his Ute life: bows and arrows, hunting and fishing traps. Others were symbols of his career as one of the West’s most proficient horsemen, traders, and statesmen: ornate horse tack, metal cutlery, copper bracelets, Spanish beads, and a pocket pistol.


WAKARA’S FUNERAL WAS ELABORATE. It was also deadly. Ute customs mandated company for a legendary leader as he passed into the spirit land. Arapeen, Wakara’s brother and heir to the leadership of the Utes, slashed the throats of two of Wakara’s child slaves (no more than four years old) and two of Wakara’s women, one of whom, it was reported soon after, “was in a delicate condition.” Other women wrapped Wakara in his favorite blanket and wrapped the sacrificed women and children in robes. The bodies were then carried by horseback up a canyon to what Natives would soon call “Walker’s Mountain,” the women singing the death dirge that echoed in the canyon below.15


After climbing through switchbacks that weaved through mountain forests, they reached Wakara’s crypt. To construct it, Wakara’s followers had unearthed sandstone slabs ranging in size from watermelons to bison calves and buttressed the walls with pine logs. The result was a tomb eleven feet wide and eight feet long—big enough, remarked one visitor to the grave, to be “the last resting place of an elephant.” The Utes laid Wakara and his death party on animal skins, covered them with saplings, and provisioned them with dried fish—the defining food staple of Wakara’s Timpanogos Band—and hunting weapons. A dozen of the leader’s horses were also slaughtered, then placed in a circle around the tomb. Other gifts, including a peace letter from Brigham Young, were laid on top of Wakara’s body. The final step was to select a living slave whose task would be to distract scavenging animals. This unhappy duty fell to a teenager who was buried alive up to his neck. During the day, crows and insects picked at his face. At night, dogs, foxes, and wolves snacked on him. The boy died of thirst and exposure a few days later.16


In early February 1855, Wakara’s death made headlines in Utah’s lone newspaper, the Deseret News. The next month, in Los Angeles, The Star and The Southern Californian printed detailed reports of Wakara’s demise. At the same time, telegraph operators on the West Coast tapped out “Walker, the famous Utah chief, died near Fillmore city on the 29th January.” The message then sped east along copper wires, so that by May papers from Pittsburgh to Baltimore, from Yorkville, South Carolina, to Swanton, Vermont, had printed Wakara’s death announcement. Newspaper readers around the country understood the significance of the message. For the previous decade, press coverage of Wakara’s exploits had made the Ute leader a national fixture in the drama of mapping and colonizing the West. As more details reached cities across the country, other reports speculated that Wakara’s end was so abrupt that perhaps it had been hastened by poison.17


During his life, Native and settler Americans alike viewed Wakara as a living legend to be feared and admired. But how they remembered Wakara after his death could not be more different. For Wakara’s Utes, their leader’s elaborate death ceremony marked passage to the spirit world where he would live on as an ancestor for eternity. And his burial on Walker’s Mountain helped stake his people’s claim to their homeland. Settler Americans, however, were titillated by the ceremony’s brutality. To them—especially those who would write the story of the creation of the American West—Wakara’s burial marked the beginning of a time when his legendary life would be remembered too little and his scandalous death and burial would be remembered too much.
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