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“… then the wide-spread ruins of our cloud-capp’d towers, of our solemn temples, and of our magnificent cities, will, like the works of which we have treated, become the subject of curious research and elaborate investigation.”

DeWitt Clinton, “The Iroquois: Address Delivered before the New York Historical Society, Dec. 6, 1811”








MUTATIONS OF THE COUNTRY

Where does power come from and where does it go? The United States has long been haunted by premonitions of decline, by memento mori of fallen empires real and imagined. Thinking that ancient Indigenous earthworks were the ruins of a lost white civilization akin to the America of his day, the poet William Cullen Bryant mused on that “disciplined and populous” race: “The gopher mines the ground / Where stood their swarming cities. All is gone; / All—save the piles of earth that hold their bones.” Bryant’s buoyant 1832 ode to US expansionism was tempered by these backward glances, notes of unease connected with the “restless murmurs” that many people sensed arising from the land itself. Was there a limit to empire? Was the promise of America as a “second creation”—a world born anew into the ingenious hands of its European discoverers—hiding something more sinister?

Much inspirational literature prepared young people to mine this second creation for profit, tracing an arc of history in which all of nature had ripened to fall into their grasp. “Millions of years before the earth was prepared for the habitation of man,” wrote the author of How to Achieve Success, “nature’s great laboratory was at work, for the accomplishment of a PURPOSE… to meet the demands of civilization.” Intending that civilization to run on steam, oil, and electrical power, God formed “store-houses of inexhaustible wealth, only waiting for the necessities of man to unlock their doors and bear away the treasure.” It’s no coincidence that Charles H. Kent, the author of these stirring lines, was a land agent by profession. The first step to success was acquiring land, enclosing nature’s storehouses under private title. The rest, according to Kent, was as simple as turning a key in a lock.

From these rhetorical heights of entitlement, there was still the ever-present possibility of a fall. “Yes, the world is advancing,” thundered Kent; “we must keep pace with the advance, or be crushed beneath its ponderous wheels.” While Bryant looked backward at the vanished mound-building civilization with confidence that the United States would inherit and exceed its accomplishments, Kent looked forward and saw that there would be no resting place. The only way to elude failure was to outrun it—thus the need for How to Achieve Success and countless similar titles cascading from the nineteenth century’s lightning-fast steam-powered presses. In a somewhat circular manner, the sources of power opened up by American enterprise fueled perpetual anxiety about their exhaustion.

A century later, we might recognize Kent’s sanctified quest for “inexhaustible wealth” and its shadow, the fear of losing power, at the core of many present-day political convulsions. White supremacy, neofascism, and climate change denial each in related ways assert that unlimited strength and resources are a birthright that loyal Americans must defend against creeping threats. Lodged deep under the callus of American exceptionalism are the complex, brutal mechanics of the “second creation,” the human choices that, without the self-propelling cover of divine sanction, would appear to merit restitution. Rather than engaging with the problem of justice inherent in honest accountings of American history, the imperative to “keep pace with the advance” conjures a darkly fantasized future where the ruins of US civilization whisper in “restless murmurs” to some alien poet. There can be no question of how current Americans, caught between denial and fatalism, might decide to use power differently.

Perhaps this seems like a trite psychological diagnosis when the stakes are immediate and deathly real. But the anxiety of origins is a motive force, a gnawing worm whose trail guides the American imagination. If the nation’s power came from someone else and will go to someone else, holding on to it requires not just a physical grip (“from my cold dead hands,” cries patriot Charlton Heston) but a narrative grasp of what the nation is and where it came from. Controlling the past and the story of origins is essential to controlling the future.

There’s an alluring poetry about tracing powerful forces to their origins. Rivers were a special focus of nineteenth-century scientific expeditions seeking their remotest sources. Such mappings laid the groundwork for colonization in North and South America, Africa, and Asia, but they also sought a spiritual mastery of the terrain, contemplated the essence of power itself in the humble springs from which great rivers cascaded. British explorers raced to the headwaters of the Nile, so obsessed with finding its source that the victors persisted until ulcers ate through their feet. This part isn’t poetic; neither is the fact that scores of African workers died hauling around “great men” such as Livingstone and Stanley. Yet the origin quest was celebrated in Europe as part of man’s heroic struggle to wrest secret knowledge from nature and bring the light of Christianity to the places Europeans shaded “dark.” Science and faith are not just ornaments for empires—they produce the belief that these empires are necessary and good.

Decades before the famous Livingstone expedition, the American Henry Rowe Schoolcraft set out to find the source of the mighty Mississippi River. It lay somewhere west of Lake Superior, a land that settlers regarded as wilderness. Schoolcraft had failed at various pursuits in his early life and, like so many others, sought redemption on the frontier. Rigid, self-promoting, and sometimes egomaniacal, he saw the work that lay ahead for American empire—taking Indigenous land and disciplining Indigenous people—and threw in his lot with this business.

First in 1820, and again in 1832, Schoolcraft got himself hired as a scientist on military expeditions in present-day Minnesota, promising to find the Mississippi’s source and map it for the United States. The second time, becoming somewhat desperate, he split off from the main party with an Indian guide. Ozaawindib, or Yellow Head, identified in reports as the leader of a nearby Ojibwe village, agreed to bring Schoolcraft and his military escort to the requested place. The deceptively simple term guiding entailed drawing up maps, finding passable routes, and wrangling men laden with bulky supplies across difficult terrain. They slogged up a series of tributaries to a lake, where Schoolcraft planted an American flag and called it a day with his feet mercifully intact. Claiming the privilege of first discovery, he named the lake Itasca.

In Schoolcraft’s reports we get one kind of origin quest: a white explorer locates and names the source of a river. Yet the real story of that event is how settlers, through narrative, attempted to remake the land and people for white consumption. In the years that followed, Schoolcraft kept changing his strategy, as though uncertain if the trick had worked. Ozaawindib told Schoolcraft the name of the lake was Omashkoozo-Zaaga’igan, or Elk Lake, widely used not only by Ojibwe who frequented the place, but by white traders and missionaries. Schoolcraft wanted a new name to fit the occasion, something more heroic that would appeal to readers back east. At first, it seemed that he had made up Itasca entirely from his imagination, splicing together the Latin words veritas and caput to mean “true source.”

However, Schoolcraft also knew that his readers were intrigued by exotic depictions of Native people. Two decades after the expedition, he declared that the name’s origin was Ojibwe. “Having previously got an inkling of some of their mythological and necromantic notions” during his years living among the Ojibwe, he spun a story that he attributed to Ozaawindib. According to the popular version, Itasca was the beautiful daughter of a powerful spirit. She caught the eye of the god of the underworld, who wanted to marry her and “bear her away to the gloomy regions of the dead.” When she resisted, a violent storm wrecked her lodge and buried her under a hill of rock and sand. Beneath the hill she wept for her lost family until her tears formed the lake that bore her name.

White readers enjoyed the resemblance to the Greek myth of Persephone, abducted to the underworld by Hades; unfortunately, later investigations by the Minnesota Historical Society found no such story among Ojibwe residents of the area. Was it a pure fabrication? Or was it some stranger “mutation of the country,” as Schoolcraft cryptically described it? Perhaps his wife Jane, a talented Ojibwe writer and the source of many Schoolcraft stories, had furnished it for the occasion. In ways that he refused to specify, he enlisted Indigenous words and ideas in his history of white discovery.

Part of his agenda in promoting this and other “Indian legends” was to make Indigenous culture fit European gender norms. In a sentimental poem, he described Itasca, a chaste Indian maiden, lying “within a beauteous basin, fair outspread,” a passive sexual object. “Flitting shy,” she “so long concealed” her location from aggressive men—it’s hard not to see a projection of Schoolcraft’s Victorian ideals of female modesty and male desire. These efforts paint a picture of masculine conquest over passive, feminine nature. Despite much confusion among local historians about exactly where Schoolcraft got “that name Itasca,” they admitted that it “took” in the country’s imagination.

Indigenous realities are obscured from this origin story on many levels. For instance, Ozaawindib did not appear in history simply to lead explorers to the Mississippi’s source. Kai Minosh Pyle, a Two-Spirit Métis and Sault Ste. Marie Nishnaabe writer, realized that “there were two Ozaawindibs” in the historical record because scholars hadn’t recognized that Schoolcraft’s guide lived for much of her life as a woman within Ojibwe society. Schoolcraft frequently praised Ozaawindib’s prowess and strength, which he touted as virtues of Indian masculinity. Pyle explains that Ozaawindib was an agokwe, someone deemed male at birth, but who often filled female roles and partnered with husbands. This was not always an easy position, yet it was largely respected among Ojibwe people, while white writers, when they dared to, described it with horror. For Pyle, recognizing Ozaawindib means recognizing how colonization erased gender-diverse figures and traditions, which many Two-Spirit, queer, trans, and gender-nonconforming Native people seek to understand today as part of their history. Agokwe could go to war and sometimes traveled in male dress, which is how Schoolcraft may have encountered Ozaawindib in 1832. Though they traveled together for weeks, perhaps Ozaawindib chose not to elaborate on her life; it’s equally possible that Schoolcraft lacked insight or purposely censored this aspect of Ojibwe society.

European gender and sexual norms were widely used as a tool of colonial discipline, a blunt instrument to break and recast Indigenous relations. Ozaawindib faced disapproval from some—Pyle found that her father may have pressured her to live as a man—yet could play a powerful role in Ojibwe society. More broadly, Indigenous people across the continent organized their families and nations in many ways that did not fit the passive feminine and active masculine ideals of the Euro-American ruling class, which also did its best to stamp out unacceptable queerness among its own kind. Making a case study of “savages” helped to keep the white population in line, proud of the repressive structures they might otherwise have questioned. Schoolcraft’s work of “discovering” Indian culture, as revealed by Native informants concerned for their own status and survival under colonial rule, was an effort at remaking it as straight, monogamous, and ripe for conversion to Christianity. Whatever eluded these boundaries was left off the map. On the way to Lake Itasca, the expedition party crossed a river that settlers later named after Schoolcraft; the Ojibwe named it for Ozaawindib.

Because of Schoolcraft’s wild inconsistency and evasiveness, Itasca remains a mystery. Many of his peers found his stories farcical. “There is no such word nor even any remotely resembling it in the Ojibway language,” wrote one missionary working in the region. Yet Schoolcraft’s reversal after he claimed to have invented the name suggests that there’s more to the story. Buried among his mountains of papers, a handwritten version of the Lake Itasca myth has a completely different plot from the published version, set in a more recognizable Ojibwe universe. Kai Pyle also notes that many Dakota speakers in the region today regard Itasca as a Dakota name. If nothing is certain, these flashes of recognition might be what matters. While Schoolcraft was known to make up fake Native sources, he was just as likely to erase real ones when it suited him, and his actual sources often took advantage of his credulity. The “mutations of the country” can twist in both directions, out of the hands of the would-be namers.

The Minnesota state legislature embraced Schoolcraft’s “true source” and made it a park dedicated to the idea of the nation’s most iconic river—the Mississippi, praised in story and song as a symbol of something like the American spirit. Yet, to the nonexpert, Lake Itasca was unimpressive. In the summer, its flow was barely a trickle. It failed to evoke the Mississippi’s awesome “magnitude and power.” In the 1930s, the chief ranger called his own park “swampy, muddy, and dirty.” Officials became determined to remake Itasca into a more fitting shrine to American enterprise. They built a concrete dam across the lake’s mouth, ensuring a steady stream of water, and raised the banks with trucked-in topsoil. The project superintendent described this as restoring the lake’s “natural form,” in which it had never previously existed. When tourists—the state estimates a half million per year—take pictures by the historical marker, they may not realize that the scene was elaborately constructed to look like the single, iconic source of the mighty Mississippi.

To designate a specific spring as the origin, someone has to decide at every juncture which is river and which is tributary, hundreds or thousands of choices in succession. Ozaawindib had this intricate knowledge of a region webbed with waterways, and Schoolcraft claimed the singular discovery. To tell a larger story about origins, we can ask, of all the tributaries that run together, which are remembered and which are obscured? Who named them and how did the naming itself do the work of conjuring power? Merely tracing the mutations of the country can’t restore what has been taken or destroyed; time’s river can’t flow backward. Yet the past gives force to present demands. It can burst the channels of monuments and history books, as many streambeds swell with rain.



A desire for power isn’t bad. Struggles for freedom are struggles for empowerment. Yet they’re also struggles against a deep-seated power structure, racial, economic, and technological, built up over hundreds of years. That structure often seems immovable and inevitable. It has real material foundations, but just as real are the evolving narratives, philosophies, and justifications that twine through it, supporting and making possible each new articulation. Stories about the what and why of entrenched power are just as necessary as its armories, and it just as inexorably produces them. We need these stories in advance to even imagine what power might look like.

This is why seekers of power are tellers of stories. To begin with, someone must have faith in them. Schoolcraft constantly flexed his expertise, his mastery of Indian culture and “the Indian mind,” and implied that this knowledge would win for the United States of America everything that had been Indian. Military force and settler violence took the land, but stories told by scientists, poets, and religious visionaries gave meaning and purpose to these actions. They were more than mere propaganda; they formed the moral and spiritual grid of the nation’s power, which is not inevitable, but is remade in the minds of each generation and can be unmade.

Even the most literal sources of power—the materials that we burn in engines and pack into bombs—were not simply found in nature. People had to believe in the possibility of their value, and that very belief shaped their transformation into national icons. Oil was a medicinal substance that welled up from underground streams on the land of the Seneca Nation, encroached upon by western Pennsylvania and New York. The first oil wells were drilled there by speculators whose story of petroleum as a miraculous blessing created vast new markets for their product. Uranium, which Diné historians Esther Yazzie-Lewis and Jim Zion regard as “a monster” slumbering in the mountains of their homeland, became “our friend Mr. Atom” to mainstream Americans in the years after World War II, when they were promised safety and prosperity through nuclear development. As the story is told and retold, the harm that these uses of power cause becomes a necessary sacrifice. This book is about the process that fuses materials and narratives, that turns land into property, matter into energy, and desire into a desperate faith.

The four sections that follow linger on four sites where Americans extracted literal power from the landscape and symbolic power from history. They’re not the most well-remembered places, having worn out their usefulness and lapsed into unruly states. In the arc of their exploitation, they show the subtle threads that pull together land, minerals, knowledge, and people in the service of an expanding empire. Each site represents a different resource and the set of stories and beliefs that made it such a tantalizing treasure.

To sooth the conscience of fortune-seekers who left a trail of fire, flood, and ghosts, their stories affirmed that this was indeed the destined course of history. Beneath such fantasy lies a haunted landscape; both victims and perpetrators can haunt, and they are often bound together by the forces that made them. Kent’s “ponderous wheels” of progress that crushed so many were what Eve Tuck and C. Ree call “an engine for curses.” Haunting—“the relentless remembering and reminding that will not be appeased”—is not just the work of ghosts, but of the living, and is the purpose of this history. Each site in this book harbors counternarratives, forces of resistance both human and nonhuman that defied exploitation and embodied alternatives.
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A stock certificate from the Pennsylvania Rock Oil Company depicts a Lady Liberty figure beckoning prospectors to the oil frontier, the cornucopia at her feet overflowing with the land’s bounty.




[image: Image]
The “Atomic Frontier Days” festival in Richland, Washington, celebrated the convergence of settler history—the covered wagon—with the dawning nuclear age in the US west.



Throughout, I use the term American in reference to the United States and its residents, not as a negation of the rest of North and South America, but as a shorthand for the myths and politics of US national identity with which the book is engaged. I will introduce Indigenous peoples and places in Indigenous languages and in English and alternate between these depending on context. I’ve adopted the terms and spellings that specific Indigenous nations use in their public communications, while acknowledging that these are not fixed, unanimous preferences, and they continue to change.

The term Indian, imposed by Europeans in reference to the Native people of North America, was ubiquitous until the 1960s and has been rejected and reappropriated since then by some of the diverse groups it claimed to define; today, the terms Indigenous or Native are more favored by these groups in the US, and I generally use them when speaking from a contemporary perspective, while using Indian in the context of historical sources. Grouping Indigenous nations together under any single term can reinforce racism and colonialism—each nation has its own name and history—yet it has also provided a self-definition for the varied Indigenous political identities and movements discussed in this book. I describe white US residents as settlers, white people, or Europeans so as not to leave whiteness an unspoken assumption. In revisiting histories of US power, my aim is not only to expose threads of destructive myth-making, but to foreground continuous Indigenous presence and knowledge in the poetry, scholarship, art, and science of Native thinkers whose work I encourage readers to seek out.



As an agent of Manifest Destiny, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft had few natural gifts—the source of his power was Bamewawagezhikaquay, or Jane Johnston, an Ojibwe woman who married him in 1823. Jane Johnston and her community took him in and shared their political influence and historical knowledge. In return, he made them the raw material for his theories of white superiority. Building a career as an Indian expert, he extended his reach into archaeology, a field consumed by debates over whether ancient North America had once been inhabited by a lost white race. In the same way that Schoolcraft tried to speak for and claim the knowledge of his wife’s Ojibwe family, he also assumed the uncanny ability to speak for the monuments of the lost race. Perhaps the United States could have taken Indian lands, the material foundation of all its future power, without elaborate myths and alternative histories that placed wandering Celts in prehistoric Ohio. Yet scholars labored to sustain this possibility because it played an important part in securing white resource claims—as archaeologist Berenika Byszewski puts it, “the logic of settler colonialism is embedded in the colonization of antiquity as a national and scientific space.”

Promoters of the early oil industry also anchored their new power in the Indigenous past. Most explicitly, Spiritualist mediums claimed to channel Indian spirits from the afterlife, who told them where to drill profitable wells. This book’s second section shows how petroleum brought Manifest Destiny into the industrial age. Spiritualists and other faith communities interpreted vast underground oceans of fuel as a gift placed there by God to drive America’s endless growth.

By the early 1900s, though there was no shortage of oil, businessmen envisioned a new and spectacular source of energy: damming rivers for hydroelectric power. Eventually, every major river in the United States except for the Yellowstone was dammed in the name of economic development, flooding Native lands and disrupting water-based lifeways. In Conowingo, Maryland, dam construction also threatened massive artworks carved in stone by Native people centuries before colonization. As white residents protested the dam and tried to save the petroglyphs, some of them gained the insight that even their race did not protect them from dispossession by the forces of capital. Some argued that the dam should be publicly owned, so that those who paid the price would also control and benefit from the power. Yet the story that won out arranged the petroglyphs, Indians, settlers, and private industry in a predetermined arc of progress with a divine justification.

The book concludes in the southwestern United States, which in the 1940s and ’50s became the most radioactive place in America. This was the site of the Los Alamos National Laboratory, linchpin of the top-secret race to build an atomic bomb during World War II. National defense easily justified the risks and sacrifices of developing an unpredictable new power source, especially when most of those sacrifices came from Native and rural communities around uranium mines and bombing ranges. The birth of the nuclear age forced Americans to reckon with the twisted timeline of power. Despite global dominance, the nation could be obliterated in an instant. Our radiation will outlive us for hundreds of thousands of years. Such uncertain futures further motivate the colonization of the past—the physicists of Los Alamos took refuge from their deadly work by collecting Pueblo pottery.

At each of these sites, new origin stories evolved in tandem with the needs of the moment, always concealing or justifying casualties. Manifest Destiny, the idea that certain deserving white Americans were chosen by God to rule from sea to sea, was not a single policy or campaign—some US leaders opposed territorial expansion, while others schemed to seize the entire North American continent. A belief with many permutations can still converge on the same result. It is completely obvious that this logic served resource extraction and the murder of Indigenous people. Yet it becomes easy to dismiss a simple Oregon Trail version of Manifest Destiny as a thing for history books, which ended with the closing of the Western frontier; another bad, antiquated prejudice. In fact this belief never stopped mutating; it’s just one name for a state of anxious consumption. American culture continues to produce new stories that justify the violence of the past and fantasize its recurrence in an apocalyptic future.



These stories are settler-colonial narratives and narratives of racial capitalism, a term that Cedric J. Robinson coined for the global social-economic system founded on extracting value from non-white people. Despite assurances by European priests and scientists that Indigenous North Americans had no souls or legal standing, settlers felt lingering unease about the high costs of their gambit, whether it could succeed, whether they would be haunted by their crimes. Popular fiction from the early nineteenth century was rife with curses cast by dispossessed Indians; a hostile landscape seemed to swarm with vengeful spirits. Putting to rest this superstitious guilt fell to a motley assortment of scholars, antiquarians, archaeologists, and outright fabulists who offered an alternative history of the continent.

They crafted a redemption narrative, wherein white people got to ancient America first and were subsequently usurped by invading Indians, in terms that frankly mirrored the actual genocide occurring against Native people at that time: a Mound Builder’s family is “butchered, amid their shrieks, with all his race,” in William Cullen Bryant’s poem. Many, like Bryant, openly affirmed that the present conquest was merely cosmic justice. The myth of a lost white race weaves through each of the stories in this book. As historian Jason Colavito has relentlessly documented, this myth is still central to white supremacist conspiracy theories today and often appears in mainstream cable television shows whose audiences would rather speculate about extraterrestrials and Vikings than accept the Indigenous origins of the country’s ancient monuments.

Oddly, though, settler narrative has another move that exposes the disingenuousness of the first. In addition to righteously conquering Indians, white people wanted to consume them and become them. The Boston Tea Party featured wealthy merchants in war paint and feathered headdresses, asserting native status before they even had a nation. Philip J. Deloria unfolds this long legacy of appropriation, from elite fraternal societies to the Boy Scouts and Indian Princesses, in his classic book, Playing Indian. Nineteenth-century Spiritualists went so far as to don buckskin and channel the spirits of Black Hawk and Tecumseh, who conveyed “deep blessings of the heart” to settlers and graciously forgave all wrongdoing. A white Lady Liberty in Indian headdress graced the American penny for half a century, the fulfillment of the Boston Tea Party’s demand that elite, white “natives,” rather than the British crown, control the wealth of the continent. The desire for symbolic ownership was as real as the drive for material wealth. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, from the bleak oil fields of Pennsylvania to the vivid hills of the Painted Desert, white entrepreneurs tried to transmute indigeneity into spiritual currency.
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The first minting of the “Indian Head” penny from 1859, the same year that the first commercial oil well was opened in western Pennsylvania.



The point of fully flaying out these origin stories is for those who challenge power to know the mutations of the country. We have to go down the obscure paths of haunting and damnation to become unsettled, to recognize the landscape not as a canvas of endless opportunity, but a dense layering of desires, strategies, betrayals, and resistances. This uncanny sediment, supposedly natural yet made by human agency, determines where each of us stands. Recognizing that is not cause for guilt and flagellation on the part of individuals, but for thinking beyond individual causes. It demands a practice of thinking with the land and with the past, something like what Anishinaabe scholar Vanessa Watts calls place-thought, that changes our orientation toward the future.

Reckoning with “hard histories” seems to always leave a wake of reactionary fear, stirring in many white Americans an angry defense of their identity and possessions. Such feelings thrive in a society where justice means punishment and survival is a zero-sum game—any revelation of truth becomes an existential threat, any assertion of wrong a demand for personal retribution. They are feelings inherent to racial capitalism, with its twined logics of individual responsibility and hereditary vice. There’s no way to challenge power without excavating these feelings and unspooling their historical permutations, now so embedded in the neutral “common sense” of US political discourse. Bristling at the elusive notion of “social justice,” Eve Tuck and C. Ree call for “a different sort of justice—one that dismantles, one that ruins.” Snaking through the topographies of domination, seeing from the ground how they accrue their false, towering inevitability, I hope that we can ruin them.

Marxists use the term hegemony for the self-reinforcing common sense that justifies the ever-deepening exploitation of land and people, against all rational evidence that this is a path of death. I talk about it with the language of faith, narrative, and prophecy because the ability of any abstract entity—state, society, economic system—to carry this off seems almost supernatural. Understanding how this supernatural aura became so firmly attached to economic calculations and political agendas is a powerful thing in itself. The feeling has teeth, indeed it is geared into our survival, making failure and poverty synonymous with betrayal of national values. It’s important to carry around a deep genealogy of that feeling, to understand how it shapes each of our psyches, whether it has allured us or done us violence—and for most people, it does both.

One way of noticing how power works against us is to pay attention to fear. Within narratives of progress, growth, and triumph are instructions about what to fear, usually personified in the enemies whom the United States has overcome. Native peoples, the first enemies of US empire, served as a template for later adversaries, all carefully cataloged by the human sciences based on racial and national characteristics. The hazards of stagnation, degeneracy, and exhaustion that weakened others can always strike at home—must perpetually be guarded against. While the United States extended its military reach overseas, the arrival of immigrants on American soil became a threat of invasion that seeded hereditary weakness into what eugenicists thought of as the “breeding stock.” This siege mentality has been a hallmark of white supremacy from the Plymouth Plantation to the southern border wall that galvanized voters in the 2016 election.

Threats from outside were directly mapped onto threats from within, of being overrun by deviants who would sap the nation’s ability to continue producing and profiting. Perhaps the land’s bounty would run out, or God would withdraw his favor. Many people looked at ancient North American earthworks and feared that the United States would fall like the builders of these ruins had fallen. Both attracted and repelled by the idea of fateful repetition, they developed a rich fantastical attachment to their imagined predecessors whose world had ended, who vanished with hardly a trace. Imagined kinship with a lost white race, or even with “vanishing Indians,” pushed out of awareness the fact that the Indigenous world had survived its attempted obliteration, and could well outlive the United States.

At the moment it’s easy to believe that the American march of progress has become a march to apocalypse; people of all political stripes are on an end-times footing. Oddly, it’s a fantasy common to the powerful and the oppressed of a capitalist system that it would finally go up in a disaster-movie conflagration. This way of thinking has shaped how settlers read the landscape from the beginning, a flickering shadow of doubt that now blocks the sun. Navigating in this darkness is difficult; the system’s compulsive reaction is to conquer more frontiers and leverage more unilateral power, to flee the past through anxious consumption.

I’d like to tell a story about something new that rises out of the ruins of the myth of America, but we also need to know what ground we’re standing on, what’s beneath the ground and under the water. I don’t think it’s wrong to dream of hidden things or speak to the dead—these are essential sources of knowledge. This book is a kind of dreaming back over places that were mined for an empire’s power, to let different visions and voices surface from all that remains.






PART 1 TONGUES FROM TOMBS







The myth of the Mound Builders

The citizens of Elizabethtown, Virginia, began tunneling into a sixty-foot-high earthen mound in the early spring of 1838. Located near the confluence of Grave Creek and the Ohio River, the mound was built by Indigenous Adena people more than two thousand years ago. Overseeing the excavation was a young man named Abelard Tomlinson, a scion of the town’s founding family, which had owned the mound for the past half-century. His grandfather, Joseph Tomlinson II, had carefully preserved it from destruction.

During Joseph’s time, settlers flooded the fertile Ohio and Mississippi Valleys, fought ruthless wars against the Shawnee, Muskogee, Cherokee, Miami, and other nations, and demolished thousands of Indigenous earthworks as a nuisance. Curiously, these settlers claimed the land as a “terra nullius,” an empty place without history, provided for them by God. How did they make sense of this seeming contradiction? Indigenous presence, in towns, farmlands, roads, and earthworks, led European Americans to build an elaborate set of myths that secured their ownership of the continent on the heels of overwhelming military force. Though they had many competing theories about the mounds’ non-Indian origins, interpreters found that the sense of mystery itself made the past available to the colonial imagination. Beyond simple possession, there was power in telling and retelling these stories.

The Grave Creek Mound, once the centerpiece of a sprawling earthworks complex, survived long enough to attract tourists who came to marvel at its incredible size. They praised its “great and simple magnificence”—one journalist called it “literally the Pyramid of the West.” That comparison speaks volumes, as early nineteenth-century Americans often complained that they had no ancient monuments. They pined after Egypt’s pyramids, the Greek Acropolis, Europe’s castles and cathedrals. The French philosopher Diderot praised “the poetics of ruins” for inspiring grand sentiments, casting the heroic individual into relief against the “ravages of time,” but ruins also created feelings of national identity and inheritance. Settlers looked at earthworks with a certain wishfulness, wondering what they were for and who built them. Perhaps there had been civilization in North America, but where was its Rosetta Stone? Why did it not speak from beneath the dust of ages? Abelard Tomlinson and his neighbors saw their chance to capitalize on this mystery.
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A stylized Grave Creek Mound depicted in 1839. At the base of the mound stands the farmer with his plow, a pastoral vision of the hardy pioneer who has cleared the land and placed it under orderly cultivation.



For Abelard’s grandfather Joseph Tomlinson II, the “mammoth mound” was not much of a mystery at all. When he traveled to Grave Creek from Maryland in 1770, he inferred that the mound complex marked the ancestral graves of Native people, possibly the Shawnee, who occupied the area. They were its rightful owners under British law until 1768, when it was signed away in the Treaty of Fort Stanwix—by another group, the Iroquois Six Nations, without Shawnee consent. This made the situation tense when white “pioneers” flooded in. Human bones crunching under the farmer’s plow would seem to mock the promise of virgin soil—there was no denying that untold generations had lived and died on the land that guidebooks for settlers promoted as an “unpeopled wilderness.” These settlers, promised one guide, “would flow in a current unrivaled… into the interior of the country,” to lead an “easy, free, and plentiful” life in their solitary log cabins.

This bucolic picture belied that settlers such as Tomlinson were the advance guard of Indian extermination. In the newly independent United States, which declared the Ohio Valley up for grabs, they carried out a style of warfare far beyond the scope of a professional army. Rather than defeat enemy soldiers in battle, the procedure was to send civilian families to live on enemy territory and have them fight off the original population in the name of self-defense. This was by no means a pursuit for solitary cabin dwellers; settlers, moving westward in extended kinship groups, formed militias and ranger patrols that hunted for Indians. They burned Native towns and farms, establishing cycles of mutual retaliation that spared neither women, children, nor the aged.

At Grave Creek, Tomlinson and his neighbors built a private fort in 1774; as violence escalated, state militias and the Continental Army arrived to protect their embattled citizens, taking up the same scorched-earth methods as the frontier rangers. Military men took a scientific interest in Native earthworks, imagining them as ancient fortifications. Major General Richard Butler “went to see ‘the Grave,’ ” that is, the Grave Creek Mound, in 1785, taking thorough measurements and notes, on his way to threaten the Shawnee with annihilation unless they signed a land-cession treaty.

Unified Shawnee, Muskogee, and Cherokee resistance spanned twenty years, until the 1795 Treaty of Greenville banished them west beyond Cincinnati. The settlers’ reward for decades of bloodshed was free land, though they were often outsmarted by wealthy investors who had already surveyed and filed claims on their homesteads; the Tomlinsons lost a chunk of land to none other than avid real estate speculator George Washington. In the early United States, “land became the most important exchange commodity for the accumulation of capital and building of the national treasury,” writes historian Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz. “The centrality of land sales in building the economic base of the US wealth and power must be seen.”

Perhaps, in moments of reflection, Tomlinson weighed his flimsy land titles against the fact of the Native monuments and saw why those he antagonized would fight to the death rather than abandon their ancestors. He wrote about Cherokee travelers who detoured off their routes to visit the Grave Creek Mound. The Shawnee, Cherokee, Haudenosaunee, and other groups had history at that bend in the Ohio and may have held a living connection to the site. There was no innocent misunderstanding, but rather a cold calculation of what could be taken with enough force. With Indian removal seemingly complete, Tomlinson became committed, perhaps superstitiously, to the preservation of what he previously fought to erase. He refused to demolish the Grave Creek Mound for development. Despite local curiosity, no one was allowed to break its surface.

The past became past very quickly in those times, as if to compensate for the perceived lack of history by stretching living memory out to the horizon. A few decades after the Treaty of Greenville, new arrivals to the Ohio Valley listened to old-timers spin romantic yarns about the “Indian wars.” The elaborate earthworks around Grave Creek were leveled and covered with wheat. A magazine illustration shows the Grave Creek Mound towering over Tomlinson’s fields, a pleasing contrast between wild ancient ruins and modern civilization. A farmer with his plow rests from his labors at the mound’s base. In addition to Native people, others have been erased from this picture: Virginia’s settlers did not arrive alone to develop the land. As one historian notes, “The high incidence of slave ownership in western Virginia is remarkable.”

What the local chronicles call “homesteads” were in many cases small plantations. The heads of middling families, including Tomlinson, held between three and ten African-descended people in bondage, while the wealthiest held upward of fifty. The events of these people’s lives, and even their names, are poorly documented. In 1804, an enslaved man named Mike is said to have crossed the Ohio River to freedom. He belonged to Joseph Tomlinson, who rallied a gang of neighbors to hunt him down, as they had once hunted Indians. Caught in an ambush, Mike stabbed and killed Tomlinson’s son, Robert, before he was captured. The next night, while the group camped by a creek, two other travelers reportedly witnessed Joseph Tomlinson execute Mike in retribution; his body, they said, was left unburied. The brutality of the Indian wars, premised on the defense of white property, was neither gone nor forgotten, though it transpired in a twilight realm apart from official memory.

By the 1820s, in Joseph Tomlinson’s last years, waves of sightseers and settlers coursed down the Ohio River, which served as a nineteenth-century superhighway to the frontier. His grim investments had paid off: Elizabethtown, which he named for his wife, on the land he staked out five decades earlier, was valuable real estate. The Grave Creek Mound “became one of the standard curiosities of the valley… pointed out to travellers by the captains and crews of vessels.” “Every tourist mentioned it,” wrote one archaeologist of the sensation it caused. Locals began to see the mound as more than an obstruction to progress.

Curiosity proved contagious—a letter to the local paper urged citizens to “Awake! Awake!” and “rally our full force” to discover what treasures lay inside. Joseph Tomlinson died in 1825, among the last residents with any memory, however distorted, of the Indigenous world they had methodically destroyed. Scientific opinion held that Indians were “warlike, indolent, and impoverished” nomads, and arrivals unfamiliar with the recent past argued that there certainly weren’t enough of them to build such a massive structure. For many, Grave Creek presented a profound mystery, a blank canvas for the “sublime imaginations” of onlookers.



This is why, in 1838, Abelard Tomlinson, with the blessing of the uncle who had inherited the site, disobeyed his grandfather’s wishes and exposed the mound’s contents to an eager public. He would sink $2,500 into the excavation, roughly a year’s middle-class wages. This sizable fund came from local doctor James W. Clemens, who in turn borrowed it from neighbors. Abelard was coy about his and Clemens’s motives, citing “curiosity or some other cause,” but to investors they promised a share of the riches within. Elizabethtown was dreaming of buried treasure, an obsession that swept the country in the early nineteenth century with reports of ancient hoards unearthed in caves, swamps, and Indian mounds. The Mormon prophet Joseph Smith got his start digging for money in the hills of western New York; only when that failed did he come upon the spiritual treasure of the Book of Mormon. This was the settler’s fantasy of discovering not just land to be worked, but exponential riches placed there by Providence.

Accounts of the Grave Creek excavation do not mention whether any of the laborers were enslaved; a few could have belonged to the elder Tomlinsons, just like the mound itself. Abelard’s generation was, by and large, not wealthy enough to hold slaves, who posed a financial risk because so many emancipated themselves by navigating across the river to the free state of Ohio, and often onward to Canada. On the river’s southern bank, Abelard and his crew spent three weeks digging a horizontal shaft into the mound; a hundred feet in, they broke through to a hollow cavern. In the musty, timber-framed chamber, they found shell beads, copper jewelry, and human remains. They reported that the first skeleton was perfectly intact, “not one tooth missing,” while another nearby had crumbled, bone fragments mingling with ivory ornaments.

Local doctor Thomas Townsend, who joined the dig as an amateur naturalist, identified the skeletons as “dignified chiefs and renowned kings,” given the immense labor required for such a burial. An ancient people “raised this structure, no doubt, for posthumous fame, and for a national monument.” There was much debate among naturalists and antiquarians about the racial history of North America—whether “our modern Indians” had been its only inhabitants. Many argued that, because Indians lived in small wandering bands, the Grave Creek Mound was far beyond their capacity to build. Townsend seems to have followed the commonsense thinking of earlier generations in arguing that Native people did build the mounds. Before European invasion, “the population of many of the Indian nations… was adequate to the performance of this apparently great work,” he asserted, noting that the Osage had constructed a burial mound along the Wabash River within the past fifty years. Townsend sent his report of the excavation to newspapers and magazines, but his would not be the authoritative opinion. His former medical partner, Dr. Clemens, the financial backer of the dig, was an equally learned physician with a reputation as a polymath. One of his scholarly interests was North America’s pre-Indian lost race.

Clemens, Tomlinson, and the treasure hunters of Elizabethtown faced a major disappointment: no jewels or gold were in the mound to compensate their effort. Any settler could turn over a field and find Indigenous beads and stone points, perhaps unwelcome evidence of the recently usurped population. The only way to “make the mound ‘pay,’ ” as a cynical archaeologist put it, was to capitalize on its tourism value. Accordingly, Tomlinson turned it into a full-on tourist trap. For ten cents, visitors could walk through a paved tunnel to the mound’s center, gaze at the skeletons by candlelight in their vaulted chamber, and ascend a spiral staircase to a three-story pavilion on the precipice with refreshments and souvenirs. It was important not to identify the human remains as Indian; instead, they were the “ancient kings of Grave Creek,” entombed in mysterious and mighty splendor. National newspapers trumpeted the discovery. The Cincinnati Gazette, turning up its nose at this chintz, bewailed the fate of the “wild wood monument… trimmed, tunneled, and cut up into apartments for trinket exhibitions.”
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        An illustration from 1850 shows Tomlinson’s pavilion atop the Grave Creek Mound, surrounded by symbols of advancing civilization: the shepherd with his flock, the broad public road, and the snug private home. The museum inside the mound was shuttered in 1846, and the pavilion became a tavern and dance hall.

    

    Clemens, who was personally on the hook for $2,500, likely had a strong hand in this scheme; his son believed that it was Clemens who prevailed on Tomlinson to open the mound to begin with. Aside from the financial stake, there was the scholarly and political one. The 1830s was the decade of Andrew Jackson’s brutal campaign of Indian removal. Jackson won the 1828 presidential election on a wave of populist fervor that he gratified by seizing the last remaining Native lands east of the Mississippi for white settlers. The federal government broke its treaties with the Cherokee, Seminole, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Muskogee, sending them on deadly forced marches across hundreds of miles to “Indian Territory” in present-day Oklahoma.

Indian removal was not just a military operation. As official policy and as a general patriotic zeitgeist, it shaped how scholars and ordinary citizens thought and wrote about Native people. Just as early investigators were beginning to glimpse the complexity of Native languages and cultures, Jackson’s administration incentivized them to cover it up. With the power of research funds and the government printing office, officials boosted scholarship claiming that Indians were naturally doomed to extinction by the superior white race—the army was merely speeding up the inevitable. They also nurtured the widespread belief that North American earthworks were built by an ancient lost civilization. The more science could deduce about this vanished empire, the weaker the argument for Native land rights in the present day.

The theory of a lost race, generally referred to as the Mound Builders, had circulated since the early nineteenth century, even though many authorities, not the least of them Thomas Jefferson, clearly identified the Indigenous origin of earthworks based on archaeological evidence. However, this recognition was double-edged: those in the Indian-builders camp also dismissed mounds as primitive and uncivilized, inherently lacking value because of their makers’ race. It’s sometimes hard to believe that the two camps are describing the same physical objects, so different are the values and imagined pasts projected onto them. Euro-American opinions would fall into this binary for the next hundred years: mounds were either unremarkable piles of dirt made by Indians, or incredible monuments built by a lost race.

Today’s archaeologists see the Mound Builders’ immense popularity as a case study in how genocide and dispossession overwrite Indigenous history. Lost-race narratives furnished a usable past for proponents of Manifest Destiny, since if Indians overthrew the ancient Phoenician or Celtic kingdoms of the Ohio Valley, it was only fair play that Europeans, heirs to the mantle of civilization, would overthrow the Indians in turn. These narratives proved so compelling for white Americans that critical archaeologists faced a long battle to debunk them and establish a pre-Columbian history based on their scientific standards. That battle is by no means over today—historian Jason Colavito documents the many recent appearances of lost-race myths in mainstream outlets such as the History Channel, with the shows America Unearthed and Search for Lost Giants, and in white supremacist groups whose members perversely insist that they are “the real Native Americans.”

While archaeologists fought for the scientific authority to reconstruct the past on their terms, Native nations have always preserved the histories of their homelands in spoken and written tradition. Earthworks, including conical mounds such as Grave Creek, animal effigies, and vast geometric forms precisely aligned with the celestial map, are vital to many Native communities today—they are places of origin and of communication between upper and lower worlds. Indigenous studies scholar Chadwick Allen calls them “living earthworks vocabularies,” a way of writing “through the medium of the land itself.” While the word sacred is often used to describe these varied sites, they could have many purposes, from politics to commerce, astronomy to sports. Through external form and layered internal structure, they embody Native science, history, and artistic and spiritual relations with place.

Current archaeologists increasingly cooperate with Native communities to prioritize their knowledge, indeed, many Native people have become archaeologists, reclaiming the power to interpret their own sites. Native community leaders and academics have led the fight for access to earthworks within parks and on private land. In Newark, Ohio, the Moundbuilders Country Club—its name evoking the priority claim of the lost white race—built a golf course atop the Octagon Earthworks in 1910, and, as of 2021, only grants full access to nonmembers on four days each year. Dr. Christine Ballengee-Morris, an arts education professor and member of the Eastern Band of Cherokee, describes golfers yelling and throwing golf balls at her group. A coalition of local activists and archaeologists, including Ballengee-Morris, pressed the state historical society to end the country club’s lease, a process which is still playing out in court.



Before archaeology took this turn toward engaging, however unevenly, with Indigenous knowledge, its colonial function meant that experts saw Native North America through the lens of white supremacist racial hierarchies. Until the twentieth century, many professionals were just as invested in Mound Builder myths as amateurs were—indeed, there were fewer distinctions between professional and amateur. For instance, the self-taught surveyor Ephraim George Squier completed a renowned work of systematic archaeology in his 1845-47 survey, Ancient Monuments of the Mississippi Valley, published by the Smithsonian Institution. While Squier rejected the idea of lost Phoenician or Assyrian tribes, he too felt the need to genetically distinguish the creators of ancient earthworks from modern Indians. He proposed that a separate race, “Toltecans” from Central America, came to the Mississippi Valley to build mounds. This “extinct race, whose name is lost to tradition itself,” was perhaps overthrown by the later savage Indian population. While Squier and his partner, Edwin Davis, were seen as setting a new bar for professional excavations, they also produced science that seemed to affirm the policy of Indian removal.

There was another reason that experts such as Squier could not, or would not, imagine a past where ancestors of North America’s present-day Indigenous people built the mounds. The professional study of human societies past and present—as it took form in archaeology, history, linguistics, ethnology, and physical anthropology—was founded on an explicit racial hierarchy widely embraced by nineteenth-century scientists. Often simply termed race science, this guiding principle ranked humanity from primitive to civilized based on traits such as phrenological skull shape, skin color, and historical-geographic origins, bundled together as an immutable natural category that revealed the proper place of enslaved Africans, dispossessed Indians, and European conquerors. Crucially, as Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz points out, the Indigenous peoples of North America did not share this concept of race at the onset of colonization. For millennia they had lived as many distinct nations, with a wide range of languages, religions, politics, and cultures. The idea of a unitary “Indian” essence was imposed from outside, and the diverse peoples suddenly lumped together as the “red race” could not immediately organize their resistance along this axis.

Race science was a practical tool for governing subjugated populations. It held that physical traits correlated precisely with mental traits, and thus a person’s intelligence, virtue, and capability could easily be read at a glance, on a face or in a cranium. Dr. James Clemens sent one of the skulls stolen from the Grave Creek mound to Philadelphia phrenologist Samuel G. Morton for analysis. Morton, a founder of academic race science, collected thousands of skulls pillaged from grave sites, cemeteries, and executions around the world, using their shapes to classify the mental traits of the races to which they belonged. Even before Darwin’s theory of evolution made its debut, scientists inspired by animal breeding spoke of human races as “stocks,” each with fixed hereditary qualities. Both academics and the public embraced the promise of race science to validate the social order. Museums rushed to build their own archives of racial difference, driving a market in stolen human remains and grave goods.

Only a few dissenters agreed with Frederick Douglass that “pride and selfishness… never want for a theory to justify them.” “When men oppress their fellow-men,” Douglass observed of race science’s white promoters, “the oppressor ever finds, in the character of the oppressed, a full justification for his oppression.” Just as archaeologists denied that Indians could build the mounds, they also denied that Black Africans built the pyramids of Egypt, a position that Douglass roundly demolished in this 1854 speech.

Another central concept for mound investigators was the law of diffusion, which, in its extreme form, held that a single advanced civilization was the source of all human inventions, transmitted to lesser (that is, nonwhite) cultures by trade, travel, or conquest. Antiquarians who saw a resemblance between the Egyptian pyramids and the mounds of North America did not hesitate to propose that light-skinned Egyptians, the inventors of civilization, had crossed the Atlantic and built an empire in Ohio. Squier protested against the errors of diffusionism, pointing instead to the “inevitable results of similar conditions” that lead disparate peoples to develop in similar ways. Still, as the study of humanity became professionalized in universities and government institutions—the Smithsonian Bureau of Ethnology was established in 1879 to map the “human terrain” of westward expansion—experts continued to fit their observations within the framework of racial hierarchy, even as they dismissed the fantastical voyages of Egyptians or Israelites.

Squier’s Smithsonian surveys showed that mound architecture was complex, labor-intensive, and carefully planned, disproving the view that mounds were primitive, maybe even geological accidents. To be plausible, an argument for the mounds as civilization had to include some hint of their racially superior origin. When Squier reached for the Toltecans of Central America, readers would quickly have recognized the “demi-civilized race” that had, since the early 1800s, become a popular Mound Builder candidate. Renowned naturalist Benjamin Smith Barton first nominated them in a 1787 book where he proposed that Danish Vikings had come to North America, built the mounds, then gone south to become the Toltec civilization of Mexico. Picking up the Toltec thread thus evoked, for many readers, the possibility that Europeans were the true first Americans. Squier was aware of this association and, without endorsing it, threw a bone of credibility to its supporters.

What Squier directly referred to was the recent work of Samuel G. Morton, the avid skull collector known as the father of race science, who carefully distinguished two tiers of the “aboriginal race of America”: the “Toltecan stock” with its “civilization and refinement,” and their “covetous destroyers… a vast multitude of savage tribes” who begot modern Indians. Morton abandoned the European-origin hypothesis and rested content with the distinction between a higher and a lower aboriginal race. This preserved the idea of an inherently superior “lost race” driven from the land by Indians “whose very barbarism is working their destruction from within and without.” North America before the European invasions was certainly a place of migrations, conflicts, and transcontinental exchanges, recorded in the histories of many Native nations, but that is not the story archaeologists wanted to tell. The framework of scientific racism structured the imaginations of everyone from armchair speculators to experts such as Squier, requiring them to invent a cataclysmic break rather than a continuous history of Indigenous habitation.



Archaeological thought had its mirror in popular literature, producing a genre we might call the mound romance. An account by journalist Timothy Flint, who toured the frontier in 1827, showcases some of the genre’s tropes. Flint began by describing his overwhelming sense of emptiness amid a landscape unbroken by traces of humankind: “No monuments, no ruins, none of the colossal remains of castles… nothing to connect the imagination and the heart with the past.” Flint then turned to the Indigenous earthworks all around him and declared that they would fill the void, providing the longed-for historical connection. However, that connection took the form of a mystery. “When on an uninhabited prairie we have passed at nightfall a group of Indian mounds… [we] asked the phantoms, who and what they were, and why they have left no memorials, but these mounds?” Though he used the standard term Indian mound, he did not consider it a potential clue to the mystery.

Instead, Flint received an answer in the form of a “mental echo,” which told him that a vanished race, not actually Indian, raised the “inexplicable monuments.” Many travelers describe their intuitions about the mounds as the hearing of echoes: “We would interrogate them as to the authors of these mighty works,” wrote William Keating in 1823, “but no voice replies to ours, save that of an echo.” The travelers don’t seem to consider that mistaking an echo of your own ideas for evidence is an odd historical method. It neatly encapsulates how Euro-American visitors sounded the contours of the past, and why they found much there that seemed oddly familiar. Their imaginations were structured by European notions of race and civilization that made the lost-race myth deeply appealing.

It became a commonplace for travel writers and poets to muse upon the silent history contained in the mounds. William Cullen Bryant, in his 1833 poem “The Prairies,” eulogized “a race that has long passed away… a disciplined and populous race”—of course, the Mound Builders. He imagined them yoking bison to plows to cultivate their “ample fields.” Agriculture was another mark of racial superiority, and scholars denied the history of extensive Native American farming prior to colonization. Rather, according to Bryant, it was peaceful white farmers who were overthrown by the “red man… warlike and fierce,” in epic battles upon the mounds. Bryant, a celebrated poet with a huge popular following, wanted his readers to imagine prehistoric North America as a stage where the drama of their own time had already played out once before. Indian conquest of the Mound Builders would be repaid by European conquest of Indians, and the transformation of the wild landscape (back) into an orderly garden.
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        The antiquarian William Pidgeon used visionary fantasy to produce his rendering of ancient “battle mounds.” The notion of earthworks as military structures was widespread in mound romances. “The visitor… can not fail to see, in his imagination, the scenes which have taken place,” Pidgeon affirmed.

    

    Bryant gave few specifics about the lost race, but a slew of mound romances soon filled the gaps. These pulpy novels told of royal intrigues, heroic battles, and doomed love between princesses of the lost race and Indian invaders, bringing the distant past to life for eager readers. While highly entertaining, they also hammered home that Indian aggression against the peaceable Mound Builders justified contemporary Manifest Destiny. The books blurred the distinction between fiction and history; some included footnotes to real archaeological literature, some cited made-up Native informants such as De-Coo-Dah, last of the Elk Nation, while others rested their claims on even murkier authority. Cyrus Newcomb, who produced The Book of Algoonah in 1884, believed that ancient Assyrians built the mounds. He wanted to “assure the scientific world that [Algoonah] is formed from authentic materials,” but wouldn’t quite specify what those materials were.

Eventually, Newcomb revealed that the text had been “communicated by spirits,” with Newcomb as their medium. This helps to explain the rambling, disjointed style: mediums often wrote in a stream of consciousness, letting spirits guide their pen. Algoonah could be a satire of the lost-race myth except that its author, a Colorado “pioneer” who mined gold and silver in the San Juan Mountains, seemed to be a good-faith participant in the Spiritualist and antiquarian circles where such theories were embraced. Though it might seem odd for a grizzled silver miner to hold seances, many treasure hunters sought supernatural guidance to the underground realm, dabbling in the occult and mystical arts. Archaeologist Warren K. Moorehead complained, in 1892, of the many “visions, suggestions, etc.” sent to him by psychic mediums claiming to see the contents of Native earthworks. Algoonah’s reviewers acknowledged that “we may doubt the authenticity of the history,” while still recommending it to “men of science and antiquarians.” One reader found himself “wishing the story were true”; he “at the end adopts it as a truth—in principle—and dislikes to believe otherwise than that it is a truthful account.” This pathway from wish to belief was heavily trafficked.



Such fantastical literature would seem like a poor argument for an archaeological theory. Certainly, those who aspired to make a profession of archaeology hated books such as Algoonah and railed against armchair visionaries. But consider the common approach of Flint, Bryant, and Newcomb: they used imagination to fill in the gaps of what they believed was a lost history, and they did so because that lost history contained a galvanizing message for present-day Americans, such as Newcomb, who sought treasure in the newly conquered West. Newcomb’s book “SHOULD BE READ BY NATIONALISTS,” shouted a reviewer in all caps. “It will infuse them with the spirit that will lead to success.” William Cullen Bryant’s poem “The Prairies” ends with Bryant hearing a whisper from the future, “The sound of that advancing multitude / Which soon shall fill these deserts. From the ground / Comes up the laugh of children, the soft voice / Of maidens, and the sweet and solemn hymn / Of Sabbath worshippers.” The triumph of Christianity over heathen ways was another pillar of lost-race rhetoric and of Manifest Destiny. Bryant’s patriotic prophecy was not founded on material evidence; like Algoonah, it was a performance of spiritual channeling. He claimed to speak with the past and future voices of the land itself.

Abelard Tomlinson, failing to find treasure in the Grave Creek Mound, heeded the call to join the advancing westward multitude. By 1850, he and two of his brothers were digging for gold in El Dorado, California, a seamy Gold Rush boomtown. As with Newcomb, treasure in mounds and in mines seemed linked by a peculiar spiritual alchemy. All was not quiet at the mound that Tomlinson left behind, hollowed out, with the remains of its Indigenous dead on display. Though Grave Creek’s heyday as a tourist trap was short-lived, his haphazard excavation produced one artifact that would become a valuable piece of evidence for the lost race. It was hardly noticed at first; from Tomlinson and his partner, Clemens, the artifact passed into the hands of various antiquarians, who puzzled over its meaning. An aspiring expert on Indian affairs, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, waged an all-out battle to turn the disputed object into his own intellectual treasure.






Henry Rowe Schoolcraft strikes gold

At age twenty-five, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft journeyed west to reinvent himself after an embarrassing business failure. This was the American dream of a second creation—starting anew in a bounteous promised land. Failure, however, dogged his footsteps. First Schoolcraft, trained as a glass manufacturer, bankrupted a glassworks in upstate New York and fled to the Mississippi Valley looking for copper and lead. Demoralized by his fall from grace, he simply wanted to strike it rich—to find a valuable natural resource that he could mine for the rest of his life. Though he found plenty of lead in the ground, he had no capital to get it out, and left behind a pile of unpaid bills. The only way to wring some benefit from the exploit was to publish his geological findings, which eventually drew others to the bountiful lead deposits of the region.

Still promoting himself as a geologist and mineralogist, Schoolcraft next talked his way into an 1820 War Department expedition through the Michigan Territory, where he made his first, failed attempt at reaching the source of the Mississippi River. The following year, on the strength of his frontier service, he landed a post as an agent for the US Indian Bureau. He was hired through personal connections and didn’t know much about Indians, but this was typical for the notoriously corrupt bureau. Its agents learned on the job. He was stationed in the western outpost of Sault Ste. Marie, at the mouth of Lake Superior, tasked with distributing government rations, “civilizing” the Native population, and negotiating the surrender of their lands. His agency spanned sixty thousand square miles, with a population of more than seventy-three hundred Ojibwe people, whom the English called Chippewa, as well as Odawa, Dakota, and other groups. Schoolcraft did not know a word of their languages.
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Sault Ste. Marie straddles the channel where Lake Superior empties into the lower Great Lakes, marked here as “St. Mary’s Falls.” Schoolcraft was responsible for relations with Native nations throughout the northern part of the Michigan Territory.



This is where he found the treasure upon which he would make his name. It’s not clear that Schoolcraft entered the Ojibwe world with the intention of packaging and marketing its culture. At first he continued to promote his own narratives of exploration and discovery, and finally planted the US flag at the Mississippi’s source in 1832. He also appears to have genuinely fallen in love with Bamewawagezhikaquay, or Jane Johnston, whose Ojibwe mother and Scots-Irish father made up the social elite of Sault Ste. Marie. Jane had a classical education, far superior to Henry’s, wrote poetry, and yet also signified the exotic unknowns of this new milieu, where the twenty-nine-year-old Henry expected to spend the rest of his life. It was hard to get fired from a patronage job at the Indian Bureau.

Cut off from his youthful hopes of profiting from the natural sciences, he began to study the Ojibwe language, Ojibwemowin. Though his language skills were not impressive, Jane Johnston’s were: she was known as a talented writer and storyteller in both Ojibwemowin and English. Jane and her family translated hundreds of Ojibwe stories for English readers. Until this time, not many Europeans took Native culture seriously; they’d long assumed that Indians, along with other colonized peoples, had no culture worth comparing with the accomplishments of Western civilization. Knowledge in translation came from missionaries trying to convert Native people, from the US Army’s efforts to control and exterminate them, and from the French fur traders who lived among the Indigenous nations of the Great Lakes region. Most white Americans heard only lurid tales of tomahawks and scalping and saw stereotypes of noble savages such as Pocahontas depicted in popular plays. On stage, the “Indian princess” converted to Christianity, saved John Smith from her savage tribesmen, and declared Europeans the rightful inheritors of the land, relieving the audience of any unconscious guilt they may have felt for a century of broken treaties.

As these tropes became ubiquitous in the 1830s, the public, and government officials, craved more substantive insight about the “Indian mind,” part of an ongoing effort to catalog racial differences and determine whether the Indigenous population could be “civilized.” Paradoxically, such inquiries also tried to claim presumed Indian qualities as fundamentally American ones, inherited by white people as if courage or loyalty came with the land itself. One British writer credited “the psychological influences impressed on the soil, atmosphere, and objects of the country by its former inhabitants.”

Schoolcraft promised a scientific portrait of the Indian mind from firsthand observation, though this portrait was carefully crafted to please its white audience, rather than its Native subjects. “As we have no architectural ruins in our landscape,” he explained to Jane, “we must take the Indian Character for our fallen columns and our encrusted medals.” He’s still remembered today as one of the earliest North American folklorists and ethnographers. His timing was ideal: the serious study of “popular antiquities,” what came to be known as folklore, was just catching on among leading European scholars and spreading to the United States.

When the brothers Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm began collecting their famous German fairy tales in the early nineteenth century, it was far from children’s play. Romantic philosophers saw folklore as the organic basis of national identity, the authentic heritage that united a particular population. This was a convenient way of justifying the newly drawn political boundaries of Europe in an age of revolutions, as monarchies lost their divine claim to legitimacy. This fad for “traditional ways” marked the beginnings of the nationalism that would fuel the cataclysmic European wars of the twentieth century. By the 1930s, the scientific doctrine that each race has essential moral and mental attributes that stretch back to its earliest history became a rationale for Nazi genocide. However, in the 1830s, the scholarly rediscovery—some would say creation—of national cultures was a nascent project where Schoolcraft might carve a place for himself.

Tracing their collective identity back to age-old folk traditions presented an obvious challenge for the white US population. Schoolcraft offered an ingenious solution: first he “discovered” Native folklore, then he made it white. His ethnological writings constructed an image of the brave, loyal, and family-centered Indian as a model for US national identity, an identity rooted in the New World. Like many of his contemporaries, Schoolcraft urged Americans to reject European moral decadence and embrace these homegrown virtues, transmuting stereotypes of Natives into white nativism. At the same time, he maintained that congenital defects in “the Indian mind,” such as a lack of self-control, erratic emotions, and poor judgment, slated Indians for eventual replacement by whites. Of Ojibwe song, he warned “not to call these wild exhibitions of passion… by the formal terms of poetry and music.” Only a white interpreter could extract the durable value from such ephemeral matter. A rugged class of Europeans had come to the New World who shared a spiritual kinship with these Schoolcraft Indians—indeed, their duty was to take the torch from their predecessors and fulfill the noble destiny that Indians never could.

Public interest in Schoolcraft’s work was sharpened by political concerns of the moment. Andrew Jackson’s Indian Removal Act of 1830 forced tens of thousands of Native people to die or subsist on government rations in the unfamiliar territories west of the Mississippi. Newspaper editorials fretted over the “Indian problem”—as thousands of displaced people starved, the government waffled on whether it had any responsibility for their fate. The question, in all its odious variations, boiled down to whether Native people could become good Christian citizens or whether they were doomed to extinction. The answer could only come from a yet-to-be-born science of colonial management able to diagnose how culture determines human nature, and vice versa—the early version of anthropology that Schoolcraft proffered.

Given the urgent situation, his wares should have been an easy sell. He certainly published many books and secured federal funding for research. However, Schoolcraft’s disagreeable personality and tedious prose, plus a tendency to play fast and loose with facts, meant that his position was always precarious, financially and in the scientific community. His influence on US culture came by way of the well-known authors who pirated his material, most famously Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in The Song of Hiawatha, which drew heavily on Schoolcraft’s 1839 Algic Researches. (Schoolcraft often coined words in the hope of sounding educated; Algic was his pseudo-Latin term for Algonquin-speaking Indians.) Indeed, Schoolcraft encouraged popular writers to produce a stream of faux-Indian tales inspired by his work, helping white Americans feel an intimate connection with the Indigenous people upon whom their country waged war.

Serving as a resource for others was not a satisfactory endgame for a man struggling to put cash in his pockets. During the 1830s and ’40s, Schoolcraft tried to defend his personal monopoly as the authority on Indian culture. The extraction mindset of his lead-mining days carried over into his view of the Ojibwe—he spoke of them with the proprietary air of a discoverer. He believed that he had a right to profit from his discovery, that the nation owed him literary fame, scientific renown, and political power.



In the spring of 1842, Schoolcraft crossed the Atlantic for the next strategic move in his career as an Indian expert. Things weren’t going well in the Michigan Territory—he had served the Democratic Party of Andrew Jackson for more than a decade and immediately lost his job when the Whig Party took over the White House in 1841. He would have to parlay his experience into book deals, research money, or an academic post. Schoolcraft sailed for England to court Europe’s scientific elite and secure an overseas publisher for his work. Relatively unknown there, he hustled his way to an audience with various scholarly societies. His bluster masked a desperate insecurity—as usual, beneath his veneer of gentility, he was going deeper into debt every day. He worried that his Ojibwe legends wouldn’t impress the learned scientific gentlemen—that they would see him for what he was, a self-taught frontier bureaucrat hopelessly out of touch with real scholarship.

To prepare the ground for his arrival, Schoolcraft had sent a raft of letters to these scientific gentlemen promoting his work. He made a fateful decision to bill himself as an expert on the pictographs that Native people inscribed on rock faces and artifacts throughout North America. These reflect diverse, continuous histories of Indigenous literary production—as Louise Erdrich puts it, “People have probably been writing books in North America since at least 2000 BC”—diminished because they did not support the case for Native savagery.
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