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      I take SPACE to be the central fact to man born in America, from Folsom cave to now. I spell it large because it comes large
            here. Large and without mercy … Some men ride on such space, others have to fasten themselves like a tent stake to survive.

      
      Charles Olson, Call Me Ishmael

      
      But there are things which you have said to me which I do not like. They were not sweet like sugar, but bitter like gourds.
            You have said that you want to put us on a reservation, to build us houses and make us medicine lodges [hospitals]. I do not
            want them. I was born upon the prairie, where the wind blew free and there was nothing to break the light of the sun. I was
            born where there were no enclosures and everything drew a free breath. I want to die there and not within walls.

      
      Ten Bears (Comanche) at Medicine Lodge, Kansas, 1867

      
      … to really tell about this whole extraordinary culture – in Texas and the Southwest, all the way to California – of aimless
            wandering, this mobile, uprooted life: the seven-mile-long trailer parks, the motorcycles, the campers, the people who have
            no addresses or even last names.

      
      Truman Capote, Capote: A Biography
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      PROLOGUE

      
      Looking back at my own American wanderings, they seem to flow together as one; memories strung out on a single cord of highway,
         fourteen years long and headed nowhere in particular. I like to think I have tasted freedom, but I also recognise the signs
         and snares of addiction. After a while, wandering generates its own momentum, its own set of cravings, phobias and justifications.
         I like to think of it as an adventure, a perpetual seeking out of new horizons and experiences, but like so many endeavours
         of this kind, it has also been an act of flight – away from a point in space and time, away from routines and responsibilities,
         away from a state of mind. And when it began, escape was my only concern.
      

      
      In 1985 I was living in a grim and squalid council estate in east London – broke, unemployed, fresh out of university, hating
         just about everything English, and hating the weather with a special vehemence. Every winter, when the cold, damp gloom descended
         and the sky closed over, I felt trapped and claustrophobic, sentenced to another long stretch in a small, dank, overcrowded
         prison. It’s not an uncommon reaction to the English winter. I just had a bad case of it: maybe it was a childhood spent in
         Malaysia, Kuwait and other sunny places.
      

      
      In winter, my drinking increased, and my politics turned fiery and anarchistic, only to mellow with the first good week of
         summer. Come November and I was ranting in the pub again, denouncing the nanny state and its unbridled police force, railing
         against the constrictions of class and accent. By the time February trudged around, I was ready to behead the Royal Family,
         or at the very least pull them off the public teat. It depressed me deeply that the British paid taxes, and often willingly,
         towards this symbol of their subjugation and class inferiority.
      

      
      The council estate was situated between a gasworks and a six-lane motorway, in the concrete, high-rise wasteland of Bromley-by-Bow.
         Grey mould grew up the wall of my unheated bedroom, a drunken wife-beater lived in the flat below, Thatcher scolded from the
         TV. Weaselly adolescent burglars sheltered from the rain in the urine-scented stairwells, smirking and cupping their cigarettes,
         like something out of Dickens, or J. G. Ballard – ‘Got robbed didja, mate? Nah, don’t know nuffink about it. Prob’ly one of
         ’em black cunts, innit? Pakis ain’t got the bottle for it, huh-huh-huh.’
      

      
      I remember walking to the dole office in the pissing rain, head down and shoulders hunched, and everyone else on the streets
         in the same posture. Dead fish in the poisoned canals, a Monday morning sky the colour of rain-darkened concrete. I remember
         an old man muttering to himself at a bus stop, losing his words in the wind. His face was completely caved-in – a physical
         deformity of some kind, the legacy of a beating perhaps, but I fancied it was from a lifetime of putting up with England.
         ‘Teabags’, the Americans called us, and I could see their point.
      

      
      I had studied American history, and like so many Londoners I was well versed in American popular culture, or so I thought.
         I read American authors almost exclusively, played American music as an occasional nightclub DJ, witnessed the inevitable
         films and TV shows and advertising images. I had been to California a couple of times as a teenager. I had friends in New
         York and Philadelphia. America was the obvious escape route. In my mind it was the antithesis of England: a wide, sunny land,
         loose and freewheeling, with no resemblance whatsoever to an old teabag.
      

      
      I worked as a security guard that winter and hoarded my wages for a plane ticket. The next summer I left behind a woman I
         loved, flew to New York, and spent two months renovating a house for friends in Philadelphia. At the end of it, I had eight
         hundred dollars in my pocket. Where to next? I had read Kerouac at an impressionable age and a cross-country road trip sounded good to me.
      

      
      We started west in an ageing burgundy sedan, three American friends and me, a twenty-two-year-old Englishman, having the time
         of his life. I had taken road trips around Europe before, but this was a different feeling. There was a continent ahead, 2700
         miles wide, and no border crossings or language barriers to break its flow. There was a stretching-out of possibility, a promise
         of freedom and adventure, that you don’t find on the German autobahn, or the M3 to Basingstoke. Even the place names ahead
         had a musical, mythical ring to them:Chattanooga, Memphis, Amarillo, Oklahoma, Santa Fe.
      

      
      Part of it, of course, was the accumulated weight of all those books, films, songs, TV shows, music videos and commercials.
         Forget the Statue of Liberty. The road is America’s pre-eminent symbol of freedom, and this is understood by consumers of
         American culture all over the world. As I write this, a street urchin in Kathmandu, a merchant banker in Bonn and a failed
         pimp in Caracas are all dreaming about driving across America in a pair of Levi’s and a fast car. A factory girl in Liverpool,
         gutting chickens on a conveyor belt, is dreaming about Thelma and Louise.
      

      
      We slept the first night in a locust-swarmed campground, somewhere in West Virginia, and crunched out of there at dawn, leaving
         two parallel lines of dead insects in our wake. Then a long day on the mountain backroads of Kentucky and Tennessee: tall,
         rangy men with beards and baseball caps staring at the out-of-state plates; loaded rifle-racks in the pick-up trucks; strange
         preachers baying on the radio – ‘Hide ye in the blood of Jesus! Git warshed in the blood of the Lamb!’
      

      
      We stopped at a liquor store near Black Mountain, Kentucky, bought a bottle of Old Weller 107, and drove on, passing the bottle
         around the car. Drunk on arrival in Nashville and then a long night rattling around the bars. Children, I wish there was a
         better way, but where else are you going to mingle with the locals? (Skinny black dealer in the men’s room wants ten bucks
         for a wrap of chewing tobacco – ‘That’s the cold dynamite shit right there, man. That’s the shit God smokes.’)
      

      
      We slept by the side of the road, in campgrounds, or not at all, driving through the night and taking turns at the wheel.
         Oklahoma passed in darkness and dawn rose somewhere over the Texas panhandle. The land had turned from green to brown in the
         night and lay perfectly flat to the horizon in all directions. There were no more trees and something extraordinary had happened
         to the sky. I had assumed that all skies in the world were pretty much the same size and I wasn’t prepared for this one. It
         had risen up during the night and spread itself outwards and doubled or tripled its dimensions. I got out of the car and stood
         in the West for the first time, turning a slow circle and following the unchanging horizon with my eyes, gazing up at the
         sky, dizzied and awestruck by this stark new world of space and light and wind.
      

      
      Strange and austere as it appeared, there was also something eerily familiar about the landscape, like a fragment returning
         from a long-forgotten dream. Maybe it was an echo from my childhood in the deserts of the Middle East. My favourite place
         as a boy in Kuwait was an escarpment that overlooked a big, flat, empty expanse of rock and sand. Maybe it was the sense of
         being dwarfed by the power and immensity of the natural world, contacting some deeper human pulse. Maybe it was just fake
         Hollywood memories, the high, lonesome, cinematic romance of the Western plains. Whatever the underlying reason, I felt compelled
         by the landscape and intoxicated by the space in a way I had never experienced before.
      

      
      Gas pumps like tombstones in a West Texas ghost town, cattle grazing at an abandoned drive-in. A broken windmill. Then twenty
         miles of nothing. We drove on into New Mexico and the high plains faded into desert. Buttes and volcanic cones and mesas appeared
         on the horizon, the land turned gold in the afternoon light and the sky expanded even further. In the far west we began to
         see the faint blue outline of the Sangre de Cristos, the Blood of Christ Mountains, the southernmost range of the Rockies,
         visible from ninety miles away. ‘You have to get over the color green,’ wrote Wallace Stegner about the aesthetics of the
         Western landscape. ‘You have to quit associating beauty with gardens and lawns; you have to get used to an inhuman scale.’ For me, it happened instantaneously. Gazing out of the car window, flowing down the highway
         through that barren expanse of rock and sky, I felt as if I had found something missing from me.
      

      
      I could tell you more about that trip – drinking green chartreuse with a black drugstore cowboy in Santa Fe, sunset at the
         Grand Canyon, a long, gruelling, addled night in Las Vegas – but let’s move ahead to its conclusion, or lack of one. Arriving
         in LA, reaching our destination, the other three seemed relieved and elated, but as far as I was concerned we had run out
         of road. All I wanted to do was turn around and keep driving. I hitched up and down the California coast for a week or so,
         then found a pick-up truck that needed delivering in New Orleans.
      

      
      Driving back out into the Mojave Desert, leaving behind the smog and the sprawl, the last of the pink-tiled subdivisions and
         auto dealerships, I felt an overwhelming surge of freedom and release. Leaving London, leaving Philadelphia, Nashville and
         Santa Fe, I had felt the same way, and I sensed then that this feeling could be habit-forming.
      

      
      In New Orleans I was befriended by a black street hustler. We spent two days roaming the French Quarter bars, stopping in
         at his friends’ parties, catching up on the latest gossip from the pimps and the whores and the Bourbon Street conmen. At
         the end of it he cold-cocked me with a brick in the doorway of my motel room. I woke up hours later, next to the brick. Everything
         was gone – the money and traveller’s cheques under the mattress, all the clothes I wasn’t wearing – and the bathtub was ringed
         with dirt and fur. While I lay unconscious on the floor, my new friend had taken the time to wash his dog.
      

      
      For two weeks (waiting for the traveller’s cheques to be reimbursed) I slummed it with the French Quarter winos and street
         flotsam, who kept me supplied with food and Mad Dog wine, free of charge, and regaled me with conspiracy theories. Cops, ex-girlfriends,
         space aliens, Nazi bankers, Jewish bankers, organ-harvesting cabals, the CIA – who could fathom the dimensions of the plot
         against them? I slept in the car park of the Marriott Hotel on Canal Street, and took to spending my mornings at the Marriott pool, posing as a hotel guest and writing long letters
         about my experiences to friends in England.
      

      
      People liked those letters, and when I finally made it back to London, they encouraged me to try writing feature stories for
         British magazines. I managed to sell a few of them, and set up another trip to America with the proceeds. For about six years,
         that was the shape of my life: I travelled around America until I ran out of money, went back to London and sold stories to
         raise another stake. Then I started selling more stories and stopped going back to London altogether.
      

      
      I based myself in Austin, Texas, for a while, then Moab, Utah, then Tucson, Arizona, criss-crossing the country in between,
         taking long trips into Mexico, but always returning to the wide-open spaces of the American West. I slept in cheap motels,
         campgrounds, other people’s houses, and the back of whatever vehicle I happened to be driving. Twenty-five dollars a day,
         for food, beer, cigarettes and gasoline, and I was happy. When the funds ran low, there was always a story to be found somewhere.
      

      
      My plan was to live this way for the rest of my life. Wandering became a manifesto, an obsession, a solution to all problems.
         Possessions were a pointless encumbrance, ambition was a trap, mortgages were obscene (paying for your own jail cell), and
         romantic entanglements were something to be wary of. Emotional barriers arose, and remained in place for many years: why risk
         falling in love when you’re always leaving town in a week or two? Why not keep it casual and see you next time I’m passing
         through?
      

      
      I developed a taste for extended camping trips in the deserts of Arizona and Utah, walking for days until I felt I had reached
         the middle of nowhere, the back of beyond.
      

      
      ‘What’s out there?’ people wanted to know. Londoners, in particular, were puzzled.

      
      ‘Nothing,’ I would say. ‘Space, silence, rocks. It’s very beautiful.’

      
      ‘I see. And what exactly do you do out there?’

      
      ‘Eat, sleep. Walk around mostly.’

      
      Sometimes I went into the deserts with friends. More often, I ended up going alone, for a few nights or a week, sleeping under
         the stars and finding shelter in a cave on the rare occasions that it rained. I bathed in rivers where I found them, lived
         on beef jerky and trail mix, gazed into a fire at night. I went feral, you might say, until I tired of my company, or ran
         out of food or water. Then I would head back into the nearest town, to socialise in the bars, pick up supplies, and move on.
      

      
      What was I running from? What was I afraid of? These questions never occurred to me. I was young and untroubled by doubt.
         I woke up grinning in the morning, convinced that I had unlocked the riddle of human freedom. It was simple: never spend more
         than two weeks in the same place.
      

      
      Along the way, in campgrounds, truckstops, bus stations and roadhouse bars, in cafés and motels, freight yards and boxcars,
         and hitch-hiking by the side of the road, I met others of a similar bent – Americans who had abandoned sedentary civilisation
         for the nomadic life; men – and they were nearly always men – who looked at the same set of walls for too long and began to
         climb them. It was rare to run across them in the Northeast, more common in the South and the Midwest. In the West, between
         Texas and California, between the Missouri River and Seattle, they were everywhere.
      

      
      For whatever personal reasons – a peripatetic childhood, a well-travelled father and grandfather, a fear and loathing of routine,
         commitment and responsibility – I found myself adrift in a roadside culture of wandering rootlessness. It was not a community
         but rather an aggregation of loosely knit subcultures, crossing and recrossing the same ground on parallel lines: oilfield
         roughnecks, migrant harvest workers, footloose ranch hands and rodeo cowboys, truck drivers and troubadours, itinerant traders
         and vendors, perpetual tourists, and a legion of drifters, grifters, hoboes and tramps.
      

      
      I started writing about them, and reading about their historical predecessors, tracing back the lines of connection. What
         drove a man to spend his life in motion? Was it a natural human impulse, recognised and obeyed, or was it a disease of the
         soul? Why was the type so prevalent in America, and the American West in particular?
      

      
      The more I read, the more I came to see the history of the West as another act in that ancestral human drama: the conflict between wanderers and the sedentary, between nomads and the
         civilised state – a conflict that was still embodied in the lives of the people I interviewed, and often at the forefront
         of their minds.
      

      
      It seemed like a useful prism to look through, but it scrambled many of America’s most cherished ideas about itself. Reading
         the diaries and accounts of the frontiersmen, for example, it became impossible to see them as the proud vanguard of civilisation,
         leading its triumphant westward march across the continent. Nine times out of ten, civilisation is what the frontiersmen were
         running away from. They lived more like nomadic Indians than civilised Europeans, as wandering hunters and trappers in the
         wilderness, wearing buckskins and moccasins, taking Indian wives, learning Indian languages and scalping their enemies. When
         civilisation caught up with them, they moved on, fleeing its confinements all the way to the Pacific.
      

      
      The cowboys and Indians on the Western plains, from a nomadologist’s point of view, were on the same side. For one thing,
         it was the United States Army, and not the cowboys, who did most of the fighting against the plains tribes. Cowboys and Indians
         did skirmish from time to time, but they shared a similar philosophy of land use, based on freedom of movement, and the ability
         to follow the seasonal grazing patterns across the untrammelled space of the plains. Only when sedentary farmers arrived in
         Kansas and Nebraska and began fencing off the open range and the waterholes did the cowboys reach for their six-guns and go
         to war.
      

      
      The war was lost, the range was fenced and divided between private landowners and the government. In the same era, the 1870s
         and 1880s, the last free-roaming tribes were defeated and penned in reservations. The history of North America, like that
         of all continents, is one of taming and settling, of nomadic cultures succumbing to the steadily expanding gridwork of civilisation
         and the state. In Europe the process happened gradually, over thousands of years, and was resolved a long time ago. In the
         American West it happened within a lifetime and you still meet people whose grandparents lived through it.
      

      
      In the West today there are still huge tracts of land that remain outside the gridwork of fields and cities, and nomadic beliefs and behaviour patterns have endured, as a kind of mutant, atavistic
         strain in the culture, lodged in folk memories and family traditions, and romanticised by popular culture. Who has not driven
         across the plains and imagined cowboys, Indians and roaming herds of buffalo? How many minds hold the image of John Wayne
         and a horse’s ass, receding into a celluloid sunset?
      

      
      No conquest is strictly one-sided, especially one which happened in such recent memory. Something of the vanquished always
         rubs off on the victors. There are always ghosts, and in the American West, the ghosts are nomadic horsemen, riding free and
         unfettered across the land.
      

      
      Freedom is a murky concept in this day and age; perhaps it always has been. When Americans start talking about it, the British
         tend to sneer and chuckle, and mutter something about the freedom to shoot each other with handguns and behave in a gauche
         manner. The British have been subjugated for so long that they consider American rhetoric about freedom to be naive, windy
         and deluded. And given the bullying, dictator-friendly record of American foreign policy, and its own internal history of
         racial oppression, talk of America as the champion of liberty often sounds hypocritical.
      

      
      Americans certainly love to trumpet and bellow their freedoms to each other and the rest of the world, but it is not always
         clear what they are referring to, other than myth. With a few exceptions, most notably the right to bear arms, the liberties
         supposedly guaranteed to them by the Bill of Rights have either been severely truncated or decimated entirely, legislated
         away over two centuries in the name of national security, public safety, Christian values and patriotism.
      

      
      The fact that the Bill of Rights has been gutted with so little popular outcry tells us something about how freedom is understood
         in the American mainstream. Above all, it is a rhetorical construct, a patriotic rallying cry, but it is generally agreed
         to have something to do with private property rights, unfettered capitalism, low taxation, class mobility and the ability
         to vote politicians out of office. Free speech is valued highly too, except during wartime, or in the more politically correct universities. In brushstroke summary we might call it an immigrant’s creed of
         liberty. It addresses the typical immigrant concerns – economic opportunity, social mobility, access to political power –
         and it is clearly traceable back to the philosophies of the European Enlightenment.
      

      
      Lurking in the American psyche, however, there exists an entirely different conception of liberty, with no roots in European
         political philosophy. We might summarise it as a nomad’s creed: that freedom is impossible and meaningless within the confines
         of sedentary society, that the only true freedom is the freedom to roam across the land, beholden to no one. Call it stubborn
         and anachronistic, doomed, hubristic and naive, but if there is one belief that unites the characters in this book, as they
         range back and forth across the centuries, this is it.
      

   
      
      
      

      
      A Tibetan dignitary, visiting America for the first time, sits by the Green River in Utah, looking out over the mountains
            and the high windcarved desert plateaus. His name is T.T. Karma Chopel. He has come to America to study the workings of its
            democracy but that is not in his thoughts now.

      
      Something in the landscape and the great sweep of sky reminds him of his homeland. He thinks of yaks and yak herders, making
            their endless migrations across the Tibetan plateaus.

      
      He knows there are no yak herders in America but he assumes there must be some equivalent. ‘Who are your nomads?’ he asks.

   
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      Notes from an all-night truckstop on the outskirts of Albuquerque. Drinking coffee in a red vinyl booth, gazing out of the
         window at the gas pumps, I watch the nomads come and go in the night, making their desert crossings: a gang of bikers en route
         to the rendezvous in Sturgis, South Dakota; six migrant workers in a rattletrap jalopy, following the ripening harvest from
         Texas to Montana; a vanload of tie-dyed teenagers, headed for the next Phish concert or Rainbow Gathering; truck drivers,
         travelling salesmen, rambling flea-market vendors; an itinerant preacher in a camper rig nailed together from planks of wood
         and scrap metal: ‘Rev. Dale Billings – Travelling Revival – Sinners Welcome.’
      

      
      From the shadowed canyons between the parked Kenworths and Peterbilts (where they drink malt liquor and denounce their enemies)
         bearded, furrow-faced road tramps and drifters emerge into the sodium glare, shambling across the forecourt to bum cigarettes
         and spare change.
      

      
      Across the interstate, parked in neat, orderly rows at an electrified campground, are forty or fifty RVs, Recreational Vehicles,
         the huge, luxurious motorhomes favoured by the peripatetic retirees of the Southwest. RV brandnames: Wanderer, Sundowner,
         Sunchaser, Airstream, Nomad.
      

      
      Through a Western truckstop window in the early hours of the morning, it seems like half of America is perpetually on the
         move: picking up and making a fresh start somewhere else, travelling for a pay cheque, or just travelling to be travelling, moving
         for the sake of motion. Wanderlust, restlessness, itchy feet, antsy pants, white-line fever. There is more of it here than
         in Europe, or anywhere else in the industrialised world: the nagging conviction that a better life lies somewhere down the
         road, or on the road itself. Does it begin on the inside, or filter in from the outside? Is it nature, nurture or disease?
      

      
      Here’s what the sedentary doctors have to say. Dromomania: an abnormal, obsessive desire to roam. Drapetomania: an uncontrollable
         desire to wander away from home. A nomad, of course, would produce vigorous arguments to the contrary: that being sedentary
         is a forced, unnatural and oppressive condition for human beings. That the desire to travel is an innate human urge – a genetic
         legacy perhaps, from the million years we spent as wandering hunter-gatherers. This was Bruce Chatwin’s big idea, that humans
         have similar migratory instincts to certain birds and animals. Why is a human baby calmed by the motion of rocking and swaying?
         he asked. Because, for 99.9 per cent of our evolutionary span, this is what human babies experienced as the natural rhythm
         of life, strapped to their mothers’ bodies in slings or cradleboards, ‘rocked into contentment by the gentle swaying walk’.
      

      
      The sedentary doctor smiles a patronising smile: a dromomaniac can always produce a good reason to roam, just as an alcoholic
         can always find a good reason to take another drink. And, like alcoholism, it is a disease that afflicts a disproportionate
         number of men. But what does a sedentary doctor know? Has he ever experienced the pure rush of freedom that comes from leaving
         it all behind – the debts, the ties, the possessions and responsibilities – and launching out into the wide blue yonder? Has
         he ever been secretly tempted?
      

      
      ‘Truck driving is the ultimate fulfilment of the American dream.’ This is the bold claim of Mike Hatfield, twenty-four, from
         Reno, Nevada, hauling a load of mattresses across the country, taking time out for a cup of coffee and a bowl of chilli. Slim,
         bespectacled, well read, cheerful – you would never pick him for a trucker.
      

      
      ‘Forget the little house on the prairie,’ he says. ‘Forget the white picket fence, the house in the suburbs, the monthly mortgage
         payment, the two-car garage and the rest of that crap. Americans dream about the road. We dream about burning down the house
         and saddling up the horse, and it’s been that way ever since the plains were knee-deep in buffalo shit.’
      

      
      Mike turns out to be a Western history enthusiast, an amateur scholar of sorts. The cab of his Peterbilt and the sleeper compartment
         behind are full of books, ranging from pulp gunfighter fiction to the learned, historical tomes of Bernard DeVoto and Walter
         Prescott Webb. The books are well thumbed, dog-eared and coffee-stained, with scrawled comments spidering up the margins and
         key passages underlined in pencil. The marked passages all address the same theme. ‘After the Indians came the cowboys and
         prospectors and railroad men, and they were just about as loose-footed and freedom-loving and prone to rambling. I’m a quarter
         Cheyenne Indian, and three-quarters Scotch-Irish cowboy. The way I look at it, I was born to roam.’
      

      
      He gives me a ride east into Texas, eating little white pills, chain-smoking Marlboros, and talking a blue streak through
         the night. We are out on the vast tableland emptiness of the Staked Plains, the Llano Estacado, the windswept heartland of
         the old Comanche country, when the first grey light appears in the east. Mike pulls over to the side of the road and brews
         up some coffee on a camp stove. He is an aficionado of the dawn and will often stop to watch it rise.
      

      
      The first rim of sun crests the horizon and a pale apricot light spreads across the blue-grey plain, with the moon still visible
         in the west, and the coyotes yammering and howling, celebrating the night’s hunting perhaps, or the simple fact of being a
         coyote. Our shadows take form behind us, elongated like figures in a funfair mirror.
      

      
      There is a line of telephone poles along the side of the road. The wires hang in loose stitches across the sky. There is a
         barbed-wire fence clogged with tumbleweeds, and beyond the fence the eye leaps out to the horizon across forty or fifty miles of smooth, pure space.
      

      
      ‘Look at this country,’ Mike says. ‘It wasn’t made for settling down in. It’s too big and dry and wide-open. The Lord intended
         man and beast to move about in a country like this. The Comanches knew it, the cowboys knew it, the buffalo knew it. Man,
         can you imagine? All this covered with buffalo, just black with buffalo all the way to the horizon. That’s how big the herds
         got, as far as you could see.’
      

      
      No one knows how many bison used to roam the Great Plains. The estimates vary between 50 million and 125 million. Whatever
         the number, it is safe to say that no large wild animal ever grew so numerous, anywhere on Earth, and the key to their success
         in this environment was mobility. The herds grazed into the wind, which blows almost constantly on the plains. The species
         evolved with the wind, developing huge shaggy heads and shoulders, for facing down the howling winter blizzards, and small,
         lean, short-furred, curiously pert hindquarters. In the course of a normal year, the winds on the Great Plains shifted counter-clockwise
         through all four quarters of the compass, so the herd migrations formed a rough circle or ellipse, three or four hundred miles
         across, passing through cooler locations in summer and warmer ones in winter, always moving towards fresh grazing and water.
      

      
      Occasionally, the wind blew too long from the southwest and buffalo in their thousands trailed off into the deserts and died
         of starvation and thirst. The Montana herds sometimes ended up in the far, frozen north of Canada, lured to their deaths by
         a soft, persistent, northerly breeze in the early part of winter. But these were rare and inconsequential events. Maybe you
         can grasp the figure of 60 million or 125 million. Mike and I have tried and failed.
      

      
      It took less than thirty years to bring the herds to the brink of extinction, and most of the killing was done in a single
         decade, the 1870s. By 1883, only two or three hundred buffalo were left, kept for nostalgia’s sake on private ranches. White
         hide-hunters did most of the killing, working with the approval of the white authorities, and most of the white population, who saw the slaughter of the buffalo as the final solution to the Indian problem.
         The problem, as always, was how to dispossess the Indians of their land. There was an element of imperialist conspiracy at
         work, but it was capitalist economics, the emergence of a booming market for buffalo leather in the East and Europe, which
         accounted for the speed and rapacity of the slaughter, and sent five thousand freelance hide-hunters out on to the plains.
         Killing and skinning buffalo was exhausting, filthy, dangerous work – up to your shoulders in gore most of the time, and constantly
         watching for Indians – but for a while the market paid enough to make it worth the risk. Enough, that is, for whiskey and
         a whore and a gambling spree, when you got back to town and sold your hides.
      

      
      The meat was left to rot on the prairie, fouling the air for hundreds of miles around. It was a fine, fat, lazy time to be
         a wolf, or a vulture, or any scavenger of carrion, and a terrible, hungry, world-wrenching time to be an Indian. Not that
         Indians hadn’t contributed to the slaughter. As subsistence hunters, they had barely dented the herds, but by the 1870s they
         too were entangled in the market economy. They needed more hides than they used to, to trade for guns, ammunition, iron cooking
         pots, steel knives, needles, awls, cloth, mirrors, coffee, sugar, whiskey and other products of white civilisation on which
         they had become dependent. And contrary to popular belief, Indians did not always use every part of the buffalo. If, for example, an Indian was being pursued, or travelling alone, or needing trade goods
         in a hurry, or craving whiskey, he might take the hide and the tongue, leave the carcass to rot, and think little of it.
      

      
      Nevertheless, Indians were horrified by the way the hide-men laid waste to the herds, killing relentlessly and methodically
         until no animals were left, and then moving on to the next herd, wasting unimaginable quantities of meat. Surely this was
         a sign of sickness or insanity. Indian hunting practices were not always as tidy and thorough as they are remembered, but
         the plains tribes did feel a deep, religious reverence for the buffalo, which gave up its life in a sacred transaction so
         that Indians could live. The great herds had seemed as timeless and elemental as the grass or the wind, and when they disappeared Indians refused to
         believe it at first, saying the buffalo had gone up to Canada or taken refuge underground. Even the white hide-hunters were
         astonished that they had killed themselves out of a living in so short a time.
      

      
      Later, a new market arose, and a rabble army of bone-pickers went out on to the plains. The bones were stacked in immense
         ricks by the railroad, sixty or seventy feet high, waiting to be shipped east and ground into fertiliser, turned into buttons,
         combs and glue. Men posed in front of the bone-ricks for photographers, with shabby hats and bristling moustaches, looking
         like mean, proud, haunted, belligerent dwarfs. If all the bones had been loaded at once, calculated the Topeka Mail and Breeze, they would have filled a freight train 7575 miles long, more than twice the distance from San Francisco to New York.
      

      
      By the end of the great slaughter, in 1883, all the nomadic plains tribes had been corralled into reservations, to be forcibly
         instructed in the arts of Christian piety, private property ownership and sedentary farming. By 1886 the footloose trail cowboy
         was gone from the plains too, working on ranches now and sleeping in bunkhouses, fenced off the open range by the settlers
         he despised. His heyday had lasted only twenty years, and represented the last gasp of mounted nomadism in North America.
         There were still a few wandering outlaws, recalcitrant Indians and horse thieves left out in the back country and the canyons,
         but in short order they were hunted down and brought in, and the West was pronounced conquered, tamed and settled.
      

      
      Travelling around the region today, it doesn’t always feel that way. Settlement, and the feeling of settlement, does not occupy
         the land, in the same way that it does back East, or in Europe. It is not just the vast, empty spaces, or all the drifters
         on the highway, or the ghost towns, being seeded back into prairie by the wind, or the dying family farms, defeated by the
         harshness of the climate and the machinations of corporate agriculture. The restless, rootless, migratory history of the West
         is also evident in its cities.
      

      
      In Albuquerque, Phoenix, Tucson and Las Vegas, urban populations are growing faster than anywhere else in the country, yet
         these booming, sprawling, modern cities have a flimsy, impermanent presence, at least to an eye trained in Europe. You drive
         through miles of trailer parks and mobile-home encampments, through brave new suburbs and utopian retirement communities –
         frame and sheetrock dream homes, built on a vanishing water supply, designed to make a fast buck for the development company
         and fall apart in twenty or thirty years: ‘disposable homes’, to borrow a phrase from a friend of mine who builds them for
         a living. In Phoenix, the most transitory of Western cities, 40 per cent of the population has lived there for less than five
         years, and 50 per cent say they plan to leave as soon as they get the chance.
      

      
      Maybe it’s just a matter of time. Maybe in another hundred years the wide open spaces will be gone, or reduced to islands
         in a sea of concrete, and the inhabitants will come to feel rooted in place. Given time, perhaps, the settlement of the West
         will be completed, but there remains a formidable obstacle that never existed in the East or in Europe.
      

      
      Except for a small, soggy corner in the Pacific Northwest, aridity is the dominant characteristic of the American West, the
         organising principle of its geography and biology, and the ultimate limit on its ambition of never-ending growth. The underground
         aquifers, which took millions of years to form, by slow accretion of scant rainfall, are plummeting dramatically. The major
         river of the Southwest, the Colorado, is already so tapped for irrigation that it no longer reaches the sea. Aridity explains
         why the grass on this prairie grows in separate bunches, rather than close-packed turf, why there are no trees rooted in the
         soil, why the rivers and the towns are so far apart. A buffalo seeking water and a truck driver seeking breakfast must travel
         the same approximate distance to find what they need to move on.
      

      
      Aridity literally creates space. Where there is no moisture to mist up the air, and no trees to block the view, the human
         field of vision expands dramatically. From the ramparts of Bryce Canyon in Utah you can see for 180 miles on a clear day –
         London to Manchester – and still wonder what lies over the horizon. Unless some kind of technological rain dance is devised, it seems
         likely that the West will remain dominated by big empty spaces, and a certain type of human being will feel compelled to wander
         across them. First rule of nomadism: open space invites mobility.
      

      
      ‘It is geography at bottom, a hell of a wide land from the beginning,’ wrote Charles Olson in Call Me Ishmael, ‘a stretch of earth – seas on both sides, no barriers to contain as restless a thing as Western man.’ Asked to define America
         in a sentence, Gertrude Stein said, ‘Conceive a space filled with moving.’
      

      
      ‘I think of myself as a latter-day cowboy,’ says Mike, driving on for Amarillo. ‘But it doesn’t have anything to do with Western
         movies, or Marlboro billboards, or any of that bullshit. It’s in my blood. My family has been roaming around the West for
         four generations, and a hell of a lot longer if you count my grandmother’s people.’
      

      
      Mike’s great-grandfather crossed these plains on horseback, driving herds of Longhorn cattle from south Texas to the rail-heads
         at Dodge City and Ogallala, and up to Montana and the Dakotas. When the range was fenced, he went to Wyoming and worked on
         cattle ranches, between stints as a rustler and spells in jail. At the age of fifty he married a woman in San Francisco and
         they raised three children on her father’s ranch in Nevada.
      

      
      Mike’s grandfather was another roaming ranch-hand, moving from one bunkhouse to the next across the northern plains. He married
         a woman from the Northern Cheyenne reservation in Montana, and they had four children together, raised in six different houses.
      

      
      Mike’s father did a little cowboying in his younger days, got sick of the wages, and became an oilfield roustabout, following
         the work around Texas, Oklahoma, Wyoming and up into Alaska and the Yukon territory. He married a blackjack dealer in Reno
         at the age of forty and tried his hand at settling down. Two years later he was gone, back to the oilfields, and promising
         to send money for the baby.
      

      
      ‘I was raised by my mom,’ says Mike. ‘Dad would show up once or twice a year, they would have a fight, and he would leave. What did they fight about? The usual stuff. He wanted us
         to come with him up to Fairbanks, or Billings, or the Yukon, or wherever the hell he was working that season, and live in
         a tent or trailer, depending on how much of his wages he was drinking at the time. Mom wanted to stay in Reno, and keep us
         fed on that steady pay cheque.’
      

      
      When he turned twenty-one, Mike enrolled in truck-driving school. He took out a loan to buy a second-hand truck, and he has
         been on the road for three years now. He gets his mail sent to his mother’s house in Reno, but he feels no roots or ties there,
         or anywhere else, and home is the cab of his Peterbilt. ‘This is the closest thing you’re going to find to freedom in modern
         America,’ he says. ‘There’s a lot of bullshit with insurance and regulations and taxes, and I might never get out of debt,
         but I’m still a free man on the move, and I believe that’s how I’m meant to live.’
      

      
      Mike says I’m asking the wrong questions, that I have it all twisted inside-out. ‘You’re asking why there’s all these people
         living on the road, and the real question is why anyone would want to stay put. Why would you want to live in the same damn
         box all your life, or maybe a bigger box if you work hard enough and kiss enough ass?’ Spoken like a true nomad. The same
         sentiments have been voiced over the centuries by Bedouins, Kazakhs, Mongols, Apaches, Comanches, Crows, Sioux and Mike’s
         own Cheyenne ancestors. Nomads have always scorned the sedentary as weak, craven dupes who have sold out their freedom in
         exchange for security and comfort. And the sedentary have always stereotyped nomads as unruly, irresponsible and morally reprehensible
         – a threat to hearth and home, to law and order, and to civilisation itself – while simultaneously envying and romanticising
         their lives.
      

      
      I want to know about Mike Hatfield’s love life, his capacity for emotional connection. His Cheyenne great-grandparents travelled
         within a tightly knit mobile community, with wives, children, grandparents, siblings, cousins, in-laws and childhood friends
         in tow, but that is no longer possible. A commitment to nomadism in modern America usually entails a rejection, or a postponement, or an escape from all of this. ‘What about wives,
         kids, raising a family?’ I ask him. ‘What about belonging to a community?’
      

      
      ‘I belong to a community,’ he says, and strikes up a conversation on the CB radio to prove his point. ‘As far as raising a
         family goes, hell, raise them on the road. There’s a buddy of mine who drives with his wife and daughter in the truck. They’re
         on some kind of home-schooling programme and his wife spends four or five hours a day teaching the kid. That kid is eight
         years old and she’s smart as a whip. She can tell you all about Civil War battlefields, and Indian massacre sites, and the
         Congress and the Senate in DC, because she’s been to all those places and seen them with her own eyes. They’re not just some
         old thing she’s read about in a schoolbook, or the teacher told her about.’
      

      
      This is where Mike Hatfield sees himself in ten or fifteen years, rolling down the highway, in a bigger truck, with a wife
         and kid next to him and a mobile connection to an internet homeschooling programme. ‘In the meantime,’ he adds, ‘I’m happy
         to pick up women where I find them, have a good time and say my farewells. I don’t take advantage of women. I’m upfront about
         it. They know I drive a truck.’
      

      
      For me, the love ’em and leave ’em strategy so common among wandering males started by default. Short of celibacy, it didn’t
         seem like I had a choice, because I could never persuade a woman to quit her job, give up her house or apartment, and live
         on the road with me. With experience, and a few false unhappy starts, I discovered that the key to making this strategy work
         was not to fall in love. Love spoiled everything and it wasn’t worth the heartache. So I learned to make do with sex and companionship,
         on a fleeting or intermittent basis, and I usually ended up with women who were cheating on their boyfriends or husbands.
         Which persuaded me further that love and commitment were a sucker’s game.
      

      
      Recently, I came to the decision that this was unhealthy, that I was missing out on something important. I made a heartfelt
         and committed decision to curb my wanderings and get serious with a woman in Tucson, who happened to be cheating on her boyfriend.
         The boyfriend was in France and she wasn’t serious about him and I really liked her, so I rented a nice little house in Tucson,
         bought a bed and a few thrift-store furnishings, and we moved in together. Three weeks later, I was climbing the walls and
         she left in a rage, putting a motorcycle boot through a glass panel in my front door. My truck was being repaired so I loaded
         up a backpack with clothes and books and started hitch-hiking east.
      

      
      I wasn’t always this way. In London I was a long-term-relationship man: three years, then four years. In London I managed
         to live under the same roof for four years. It’s true that I was often surly and discontented under that roof, and longed
         to get out of England, but I thought in terms of moving to another city, in another country, and making a permanent home there.
         In London I would not have reacted to a relationship break-up by walking out to the highway and raising my thumb.
      

      
      These restless, roaming urges, this ache for the balm of motion: it was something that happened to me in America, something
         that happened to a persistent minority of all Europeans who crossed the Atlantic, all the way back to the beginning. The internal
         feelings of restlessness and dislocation, which all emigrants bring with them to some degree, came into contact with all that
         space and possibility, and a culture of mobility that dated back to the Indians. Much as Europeans tried to recreate their
         sedentary societies and close-knit, coercive communities under these conditions, they weren’t always successful.
      

      
      ‘Many crept out through a broken wall,’ wrote John Winthrop, the first governor of the Massachusetts colony. He was referring
         to the thin but steady exodus of disaffected Puritans – usually rebellious young men and ‘disgraced’ young women – who ran
         off into the wilderness and never returned. They became roaming hunters, trappers, wives, mothers, traders, and many of them
         joined up with Indian tribes. These were the first English-speakers to turn nomadic in America, and there were Frenchmen and
         Spaniards who pre-dated them. If you dig down to the roots of American wanderlust, it is a process of going native, of Europeans being conquered by America – by the immensity of its geography
         and the nomadic cultures they found here. And I have come to think of myself as some bastard, postmodern footnote to this
         tradition.
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      CHAPTER 2

      
      
         We ever held it certain that going towards the sunset we would find what we desired.
         

         Alvar Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca,
 Adventures in the Unknown Interior of America

      

      
      Let’s pick up the author in 1530, at a low point in his odyssey. He is naked and emaciated, with long hair and a long, matted
         beard, grubbing for cane roots on the shores of Galveston Island off the Gulf coast of present-day Texas. He has spent the
         last two years living with the Han and Capoque Indians – wandering hunter-gatherers who eke out a hungry existence on roots,
         shellfish and seasonal blackberry harvests – and for the last year he has been their slave. His hands are perpetually raw
         and bleeding from the cane. His body is covered in lacerations. But it is a miracle that he is still alive, with so many of
         his companions dead, and he holds on to this thought.
      

      
      He has made it through hurricanes, shipwrecks, mutinies, fevers, Indian attacks, extended periods of thirst and starvation.
         He has seen Spanish noblemen reduced to eating their horses and, later, to eating each other. Does he recall that hubristic
         moment when the armada first made land in Florida? Rations were low, half the horses were already dead, a series of storms
         had blown the ships hundreds of miles off course. The conquistadors raised their flags and banners, exhibited their written
         credentials to an empty beach, and declared a thousand miles of unseen land, and all its inhabitants, to be in the possession of His Most Sacred Caesarian Catholic Majesty, Emperor Charles V of Spain.
      

      
      They marched inland, in their medieval armour and plumed helmets, weighed down with lances, swords and harquebuses, and the
         padres walking alongside in cassocks. Three hundred men and forty horses, propelled into the swamps and jungles of the New
         World by Europe’s hunger for gold and empire. The expedition’s commander was Panfilo de Narvaez; vain, arrogant, greedy, red-bearded
         Narvaez. In a day or two, he assured them, they would come upon a fabulous city filled with gold, another Tenochtitlan, which
         his rival Cortés had sacked eight years before in Mexico.
      

      
      Cabeza de Vaca (the name means Head of a Cow) was the expedition’s second-in-command and treasurer, charged with collecting
         the Spanish crown’s share of the expected plunder. He came to America as a man of finance and war, thirty-eight years old
         and steeped since childhood in the ethic of the conquistador. His grandfather, Pedro de Vera, had led the bloodthirsty conquest
         of the Canary Islands, and Cabeza de Vaca grew up in a household staffed with the copper-skinned Guanche slaves he had taken.
      

      
      After five months of wading and hacking their way up the Florida peninsula, fighting off hostile tribes, disease, quicksands
         and starvation, forty of the men were dead, and all the horses eaten. They had found no golden cities, and they had lost contact
         with their ships. Soon after they landed Narvaez had sent the fleet up the coast, with a hundred men, and they were never
         seen again, presumably shipwrecked. In desperation the men cobbled together crude rafts, using their swords and belt-buckles
         for tools, horsehair and palm fibre for rigging. Hoisting their shirts for sails, they set off on a horror voyage along the
         Gulf coast. After six or seven weeks at sea – capsizings, drownings, more storms, men dying of hunger, thirst and dysentery
         – a freak wave washed the survivors ashore on the beaches of Galveston Island. They were too weak to fight, or even to move.
      

      
      A hundred Han and Capoque warriors came down to the beach, naked and copper-skinned, with joints of cane through their noses and nipples, and armed with flint spears and bows and arrows. The warriors took pity on the shivering, skeletal
         castaways, bringing them food, building fires to keep them warm, and agreeing to shelter them in their huts. Dead Spaniards
         washed up on the beach, and as the survivors wept for their companions, the Indians wept along with them.
      

      
      Then the Hans and Capoques discovered that a group of Spaniards on the mainland had been eating each other and their hospitality
         turned to revulsion and disgust. There were rumours of cannibal tribes further down the coast, but among the Hans and Capoques,
         who lived with terrible hunger for most of the year, eating human flesh was strictly taboo. To make matters worse, the Indians
         started dying from disease. It was probably dysentery, from which the Spaniards were dying themselves, but the Hans and Capoques
         blamed it on the sorcery of these pale, bearded, cannibalistic strangers. Some of the Spaniards were killed or turned out
         to starve, and the rest were made into slaves.
      

      
      The King’s treasurer grubs for roots in the cane-brakes, beaten and abused, a naked wretch kept alive only for the value of
         his labour. Does he remember the Guanche slaves from his boyhood, and the way his grandfather treated them? If so, he doesn’t
         mention the irony in his account of his adventures, penned years later as a report to the Spanish King. He consoles himself
         by remembering the suffering of Christ. Despite all that God has done to him and his companions, Cabeza de Vaca’s faith has
         never been stronger. Surely God has spared his life for a special purpose. How else to explain the miraculous events during
         last season’s blackberry harvest?
      

      
      The Han and Capoque bands were gathered on the mainland coast, where the blackberry plants grew, holding the annual dances
         and festivities. Cabeza de Vaca met up with two other Spanish captives there, Castillo and Dorantes. Watching these extraordinary-looking
         men, talking their incomprehensible tongue, the Indians wondered if they also possessed extraordinary spiritual powers. The
         Spaniards were taken to some huts and instructed to heal the sick.
      

      
      Cabeza de Vaca and his companions scoffed at the idea, and protested their incompetence, but the Indians refused to give them
         any food until they tried. Still protesting, ‘disclaiming any responsibility for our failure or success’, the three Spaniards
         leaned over their patients and blew on them – a technique they had been shown by the native shamans. For good measure, they
         made the sign of the Cross, recited Ave Marias and Paternosters, and prayed to the Catholic God.
      

      
      To the joy of the Indians, and the amazement of the Spaniards, the patients all declared themselves healed. ‘In consequence,
         the Indians treated us very kindly,’ writes Cabeza de Vaca, who attributed the miracle to divine intervention. ‘They deprived
         themselves of food to give us, and presented us skins and other tokens of gratitude.’
      

      
      It didn’t last long. Soon after the healings, Cabeza de Vaca fell ill himself and almost died, which ruined his reputation
         as a medicine man. Ever since he recovered, a year ago, the Capoques have made his life a torment. Maybe it is religious faith
         that stops him giving in to despair and resignation. It certainly helps, but he also possesses extraordinary resourcefulness
         and physical endurance – call it the will to live. Of the four hundred men who sailed with the Narvaez expedition, there are
         maybe eight or ten still alive, enslaved by various tribal bands on the island and the mainland, and Cabeza de Vaca is the
         only one to make a successful escape.
      

      
      Sometime in early 1530 he slipped away from the Capoques and waded across the shallow channel which divides Galveston Island
         from the mainland. He ran errands for the various tribes he encountered, in exchange for food, and little by little he was
         able to carve out a niche for himself as a wandering trader. The Indian trade networks had broken down because so many tribes
         were at war with each other. As a lone, neutral merchant, easily identifiable by his strange, bearded appearance, Cabeza de
         Vaca was free to trade and travel between dozens of hostile tribes.
      

      
      
         My principal wares were cones and other pieces of sea-snail, conches used for cutting, sea-beads, and a fruit like a bean
            which the Indians value very highly, using it for a medicine and for a ritual beverage in their dances and festivities [probably
            mesquite beans, possibly peyote]. This is the sort of thing I carried inland. By barter I got and brought back to the coast
            skins, red ochre which they rub on their faces, hard canes for arrows, flint for arrowheads, with sinews and cement to attach
            them, and tassels of deer hair which they dye red.
         

         This occupation suited me; I could travel where I wished, was not obliged to work, and was not a slave. Wherever I went, the
            Indians treated me honourably and gave me food, because they liked my commodities. They were glad to see me when I came and
            delighted to be brought what they wanted. I became well-known; those who did not know me personally knew me by reputation
            and sought my acquaintance.
         

      

      
      For nearly two years he lived like this, barefoot and naked, toting his wares back and forth over hundreds of miles of present-day
         Texas, ranging as far north perhaps as Oklahoma. He became as inured to hunger, cold, thirst and exhaustion as the Indians
         were. Between journeys he stayed in their villages and encampments. He shared their food, learned something of their customs,
         and by the time his odyssey ended he could speak six of their languages. In the vicinity of present-day Austin, Texas, as
         near as we can guess, he became the first white man to see buffalo in North America, and mistook them for a species of wild
         cattle.
      

      
      
         They have small horns like the cows of Morocco; their hair is very long and flocky like merinos’. Some are tawny, others black.
            In my opinion, the meat is finer and fatter than the beef of [Spain]. The Indians make blankets out of the skins of cows not
            full grown; and shoes and shields from the full-grown. These cattle come from … a northerly direction, and range over a tract
            of more than 400 leagues [1100 miles; an accurate estimate]. Throughout this whole range, the people who dwell nearby descend and live upon them and distribute
            an incredible number of hides into the interior.
         

      

      
      In the winter of 1532, Cabeza de Vaca met a band of travelling Quevenes, who told him they had seen three ‘men like himself’
         – the three other survivors of the Narvaez expedition. They were living as slaves among the Mariames and Yguaces, on the Texas
         coast, perhaps near present-day Matagordo Bay. When Cabeza de Vaca asked how his colleagues were faring, the Quevenes began
         slapping and kicking him and jabbing arrowheads into his chest, to demonstrate how the Mariames treated their captives.
      

      
      Cabeza de Vaca went to the coast to try and persuade them to escape and was made a slave himself. Once again, he was back
         to the wood and water duties, the endless grubbing after roots, the beatings and the cuffings, all of which were nothing compared
         to the hunger. Once a year, in the autumn, the Mariames and Yguaces went inland and feasted on the prickly pear cactus harvest.
         For the rest of the year they lived on bitter roots, seafood, a very occasional deer and the reserves of fat built up during
         the annual feast. Famine was so prevalent among the Yguaces that they would eat absolutely anything to quell their hunger
         pangs:
      

      
      
         spiders and ant eggs, worms, lizards, salamanders, snakes and poisonous vipers; also earth and wood – anything, including
            deer dung and other matter I omit. I honestly believe that if there were stones in that country they would eat them. They
            save the bones of fish they consume, of snakes and other animals, so they can afterwards pulverise and eat them, too.
         

      

      
      During his time among the Hans and Capoques, Cabeza de Vaca had been struck by the kind, gentle way in which Indians treated
         their children, and he was surprised to see that the Mariames and Yguaces had a custom of killing their offspring. They spared
         a few of the boys, although many were buried alive, and fed all their newborn daughters to the dogs. When they needed a wife, they bought one from the neighbouring tribes, for the price
         of a bow and two arrows.
      

      
      
         They say they do this because all the nations of the region are their enemies, with whom they war ceaselessly; and that if
            they were to marry off their daughters, the daughters would multiply their enemies until the latter overcame and enslaved
            the Mariames, who thus preferred to annihilate all daughters than risk their reproduction of a single enemy. We asked why
            they did not themselves marry these girls. They said marrying relatives would be a disgusting thing; it was far better to
            kill them than give them to either kin or foe.
         

      

      
      In recent decades the idea has become lodged in the cultural mainstream that North America was a peaceful, harmonious Eden
         before the European conquest, peopled by gentle-hearted, noble-spirited environmentalists. It’s an idea which attracts understandable
         support among modern American Indians, or Native Americans if you prefer, although some find it patronising – a new twist
         on the old Noble Savage routine and of no use in solving their current problems. As Vine Deloria, the acerbic Sioux writer,
         has pointed out, it is white liberals who have led the glorification of the historical Indian, for their own reasons; and,
         by some quirk, it is often vegetarian pacifists who worship these long-dead, meat-loving warriors most devoutly. How would
         a white liberal react, I wonder, if thrust back in time to a Mariame camp in the 1540s?
      

      
      ‘The men bear no burdens. Anything of weight is borne by women and old men, the people least esteemed.’

      
      The idea of pre-conquest America as a benevolent utopia is interesting on many levels. One could take it as evidence of white
         guilt, the conquerors’ belated sympathy for the conquered. One could use it to show the old human nostalgia for a lost paradise,
         which is as prevalent among whites as present-day Indians. Perhaps the arrival of the idea in the cultural mainstream reveals
         more about contemporary society, its spiritual yearnings and its mounting sense of environmental guilt. As a historical theory,
         however, casting pre-conquest Amerindians as gentle, New Age saints is as naive and lopsided as a Hollywood Western; another
         childish search for heroes and villains.
      

      
      Leaving aside the difficulties of generalising about so many diverse cultures, you could make a legitimate argument that aboriginal
         North Americans enjoyed a richer life of the soul than we do, and a closeness to nature that we have lost. But it was a life
         of incredible hardship and physical suffering, at least to a modern mind, and violence was an integral part of it. Everywhere
         Cabeza de Vaca travelled, he found war, brutality, famine and slavery, just as he found love, honour, kindness and generosity.
         By his account, American Indians in their untouched state were neither saints nor devils but human beings much like any other,
         with the usual proportion of flaws and virtues, and the full range of human emotions.
      

      
      One might have expected a Spanish nobleman, and especially one who had endured the humiliations of slavery, to rail against
         the barbarism, savagery and idolatry of the natives, but throughout his narrative Cabeza de Vaca describes Indians in a calm,
         balanced, tolerant and sometimes admiring tone. He is impressed, among other things, by their skill in war, the acuteness
         of their senses and their ability to be happy with so little. Of the baby-killing Mariames and Yguaces, he also writes:
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