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INTRODUCTION

The View from Mantle Rock


My great-great-great-grandmother Elizabeth Hilderbrand Pettit walked the Cherokee Trail of Tears in 1838.1 She was the great-granddaughter of the famous Cherokee leader Nanyehi, who became Nancy Ward. Nancy Ward worked tirelessly for peace between the Cherokees and the white invaders (Europeans, and later, Americans).


Despite Cherokee efforts at peace, from Nancy Ward until John Ross, the chief during the time of the Trail of Tears, the American government forced the entire Cherokee tribe from their prosperous homes in the Appalachians and sent them west to land that later became Oklahoma. The government proclaimed that the Cherokees were savages and were not using the land for agriculture and civilization the way God intended it to be used, the way the descendants of European settlers were using it. About halfway through the journey, at Mantle Rock in extreme northwest Kentucky, the Cherokees and their American army escorts had to stop for a long time until they could cross the icy Ohio River.


While camped at Mantle Rock, Elizabeth had time to look east toward her homeland and to reflect on the events that had led up to the Trail of Tears. Even before their first contact with Europeans about a century earlier, the Cherokees were not savages. Their society was based on agriculture and settled villages. The Europeans, and later, the Americans, knew this only too well, because in order to conquer the Cherokees, English (then American) soldiers had to pull up cornstalks from their fields one by one in order to starve them out, something that would have made no sense if the Cherokees were hunters and gatherers.


Next, Elizabeth looked west into a future she could not imagine, into what Cherokees called the Darkening Land, where spirits go when they die. She was at the cusp between two worlds—the old Native American world, and the new world dominated by white Americans.


The Cherokees, as well as other Native Americans, were not savages, running through the trees, gathering nuts and berries, leaving hardly a footprint behind them. They made intense and profitable use of the landscape. This book is about the largely forgotten landscape that Native Americans created before European contact.


Starting in 1492, Europeans thought they had found a wilderness, untouched by human hands. But North America was not a wilderness. When the Europeans arrived in North America, a great Native civilization of clean cities and healthy people had just collapsed, leaving behind mysterious burial mounds and a continent-wide trade network (chapter 1). With the controlled use of fire (chapter 2), Native Americans had transformed thick forests into open woodlands and expanded the ranges of prairies. Through organized hunting, the Natives controlled the populations of prey animals such as passenger pigeons (chapter 3). When Native populations grew large enough, they developed agriculture (chapter 4), including irrigated crops (chapter 5), and even orchards (chapter 6). From the ruins of the collapsed civilization, Natives developed a system of government from which the Founding Fathers derived some of their ideas of democracy. The Native transformation of North America into a productive landscape is what this book is about.


The Europeans, and later, Americans, looked directly at the results of Native fires, farms, and orchards and didn’t recognize them as being anything other than the effects of nature. They looked at earthwork mounds left by earlier civilizations and saw nothing but little hills. The white pioneers were probably unaware that the very trails on which they walked and rode had been established and maintained by Natives for many centuries as a continent-wide trade network.


We will probably never know what North America, without Native impact, would have been like. About fourteen thousand years ago, the glaciers of the most recent ice age began to melt, revealing new soil, on which trees, grasses, and shrubs began to grow. As the glaciers retreated northward, the land itself, freed from its burden of ice, began to spring back to higher elevations, and sea level began to rise from the infusion of glacial meltwater. Bands of vegetation, and the ranges of animals, moved northward. Tundra, the coldest vegetation zone in the world, used to be found in Kansas, but after a few thousand years of global warming it retreated to northern Canada. By about five thousand years ago, the vegetation of North America was approximately what it is today.


But even as the glaciers retreated, the ancestors of modern Native Americans (sometimes called Paleoindians) entered a land truly unpopulated by other humans. Right away, they began setting fires and hunting. Both natural and Paleoindian fires occurred, but at the same time and in the same places. This impact was profound enough that, even now, scientists are unsure to what extent the prairies of central North America were the product of natural fires and to what extent they were the product of fires deliberately set by Native Americans. There is no wilderness against which to compare the effects of Native American activities. All we can do, as I do in this book, is to examine the scientific, archaeological, and historical evidence and try to reconstruct the surprising past.



IN ELIZABETH’S FOOTSTEPS

The day I visited Mantle Rock, it was breathlessly hot and humid. Far away from the nearest large city, Mantle Rock is a natural sandstone arch. It is surrounded by a forest of sugar maple, shagbark hickory, American elm, and hophornbeam. I looked around at the intense greenery and thought about how beautiful a place this was (see figure I.1 on next page). It is less than a mile away from the Ohio River.


It was very different when, 181 years earlier, Elizabeth Hilderbrand Pettit was there. The United States government forced as many Cherokees as they could find, even the ones hiding back in the hollows of the Appalachian forests, to leave everything behind so that white Americans could take over their farms, livestock, orchards, and houses. The year 1838 had a ferociously cold winter. Over a thousand Cherokees in the Hilderbrand contingent—one of the dozen contingents on the Trail, this one led by Elizabeth’s cousin Peter—camped in the snow and ice. The Rock itself provided little shelter; most of the Cherokees camped out under the bare branches. Many Cherokees were ill and died at this place.



The Cherokee Nation in the Nineteenth Century

The federal government kicked the Cherokees off of their land because white Americans desired it. But they needed, or at least wanted, an excuse to justify this action. The excuse they gave was that the savage Native Americans were not using the land to its full potential.


But Elizabeth knew this was a lie. She knew that the landscape of eastern North America was not just a spot of earth on which her tribe lived
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Figure I.1. Mantle Rock, Kentucky, where the Hilderbrand contingent of the Cherokee Trail of Tears stopped in the winter of 1838. Author photo.




but was a landscape her tribe helped to create. She was neither hunter nor gatherer; she herself had a farm and livestock in the Cherokee Nation.


In the nineteenth century, the Cherokees still raised corn as they had in previous centuries, though they now used plows and oxen rather than digging sticks to prepare their fields. Beef and pork replaced venison as their source of meat. The Cherokees even made themselves as white as possible in terms of their society and social economy. In place of traditional thatch-roofed longhouses, they now had white-style houses with porches and barns. They had long before started using horses, which came from Europe, both to ride and to draw their carriages. They not only learned to write, but the Cherokee leader Sequoyah developed a Cherokee writing system. Many Cherokees had adopted Christianity, and the Nation was full of churches, many of them with Cherokee preachers. The Nation even had a constitutional government modeled after that of the United States, including a Cherokee Supreme Court. As Cherokee leader John Ridge said in 1832, addressing the US federal government,



You asked us to throw off the hunter and warrior state. We did so—you asked us to form a republican government: we did so—adopting your own as a model. You asked us to cultivate the earth, and learn the mechanic arts. We did so. You asked us to learn to read: we did so. You asked us to cast away our idols, and worship your God. We did so.




White settlers saw them do all of these things. To believe that Natives were wild savages, the white settlers had to disbelieve what they saw with their own eyes.


It almost seems as if the Cherokees were saying, We have white farms, white livestock, white houses, white churches, even a white government. What more could you want? Can’t you just leave us alone?


And there was yet another way in which the Cherokees emulated their white neighbors. The Cherokee Nation had a long history of including women in their decision-making processes. Perhaps Elizabeth’s thoughts could best be summarized in the words that Becky Hobbs and Nick Sweet put into their musical Nanyehi over two hundred years later: “Cherokee women have always done and will always do what they want.” But the new 1827 Cherokee constitution excluded women from the government. Nancy Ward was the last female leader in the tribe by the time of her death in 1822. In effect, the Cherokee Nation was saying to the white Americans, We even disenfranchised our women, just like you. What more could you want? Won’t you just leave us alone?2


The answer was no, so long as the whites did not have Cherokee land. All of it. Through a series of treaties, Cherokees had been forced to give up large parcels of their homeland. The white Americans, particularly the residents of Georgia, wanted the rest of it. And not just the land, but also the gold mines of Dahlonega. The lust for gold that would eventually destroy the California Natives and the Sioux tribes of the Black Hills got an early start in the Cherokee Nation. The result was the Trail of Tears.





The Cherokee Nation before the Nineteenth Century

Elizabeth probably knew a little bit about the history of the North American continent. She knew that the whites had come from Europe, far across the ocean, from a land Nancy Ward’s uncle had visited in 1730. She knew that the Europeans had carried out atrocities against the Natives, starting with Christopher Columbus. She also knew that the Europeans had brought many deadly diseases, which caused repeated waves of epidemic illness among the Cherokees, including the 1738 smallpox epidemic which had scarred the face and the personality of Nancy Ward’s warrior cousin Tsiyu Gansini (Dragging Canoe). Before the white immigrants came, plagues were nearly unknown in America (chapter 7).3 And Elizabeth knew that, before the Europeans, the Native tribes had sustained themselves by planting crops.


Elizabeth could not have known that, about six hundred years before her time, a large Native civilization had flourished along what is now the Mississippi River drainage system, a civilization even the Natives had forgotten about, a civilization with a large-enough population that it could not have survived on hunting and gathering. Elizabeth would have known even less about the Native tribes who migrated from Siberia about fifteen thousand years ago, something which in her mind was concealed behind a screen of mythology. Perhaps at that time the wild-man image of Natives was true, just as it was for European tribes at the same time. Elizabeth knew that the Cherokees were not savages and had not been savages for a very long time.







THE DARKENING LAND

When Elizabeth arrived in what would later be Indian Territory and then Oklahoma, she received a plot of land and enough money and provisions to start a new farm pretty much like her old one. For Elizabeth herself, the Trail led to her old life in a new place. Cherokee cattle would replace the bison hunted by the Caddo and Comanche, who already lived in the territory chosen by the United States government as the new Cherokee homeland.


Elizabeth could not imagine the white transformation of the landscape. The white impact included the deliberate near extinction of the bison in the late 1800s; enough soil erosion that Oklahoma dust would darken the sky in Washington, DC, in the 1930s; and the industrial pollution and pesticides of the late twentieth century. She could not imagine that she would have a great-great-great-grandson who would grow up in a California valley that looked like an agrarian paradise but was an artificial and toxic one (chapter 8). And she could not imagine that there would even be such people as environmentalists. What we call environmentalism was something that, to Natives, was just the most sensible way of making a sustainable living (chapter 9). Elizabeth could not have imagined that people in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries would look to Native tribes for ideas about how to save the land, looking right past the benefits of Native land management to see a vague spirituality based largely on the gathering and use of Indian medicinal plants.


It is impossible for me to write, or for you to read, a comprehensive book about Native Americans and the land. I have written mostly about the Cherokees, because that is my tribe and I know a lot about it from my family history. And I know about Native agriculture and fire, and their ecological impacts, as a scientist. But I know that other tribes have had similar experiences. All Native tribes suffered conquest, and the other Oklahoma Native tribes had their own Trails of Tears.


We can never go back to the way the continent was even when the Natives managed it. But we can, by making use of Native insights, harm the landscape a little less and, maybe, create a sustainable future. It is my hope that this book will help the United States turn away from its environmental devastation and give the successful patterns of Native land management, as described in this book, a try. 










1

WELCOME TO AMERICA

Before 1492

When Christopher Columbus “sailed the ocean blue,” the continent we today call North America (north of Mexico) just might have been the best place in the world to live. Especially, as I mentioned in the introduction, if you were a woman.

Pre-Columbian North America was not a utopia, although Sir Thomas More might have based the original 1516 “Utopia” on fragmented stories he had heard from explorers returning from North America.1 But compared to every other place on Earth, North America was healthy and prosperous.

Rutger Bregman, a Dutch author, wrote Utopia for Realists in 2017.2 One of his basic points was that Earth, all of it, is a better place for almost everyone to live than it was just two centuries ago. Even people living at the poverty line in the United States are better off than over 80 percent of the people in the rest of the world. Bregman points out that in 1820, 84 percent of people lived in what we would recognize as extreme poverty. By 1981, this was reduced to 44 percent, and by 2015, to just 10 percent.

Bregman makes a broad, sweeping generalization that blinds us to a great deal of important information. He said that for 99 percent of history, 99 percent of humanity was “poor, hungry, dirty, afraid, stupid, sick, and ugly.” He wrote that “the lives of almost everyone almost everywhere have almost always been grim.” He made a vivid contrast between modern and medieval Europe. For example, the murder rate in Western Europe today is forty times lower than it was in medieval times.

This is true if one compares modern with medieval Europe. But this comparison does not hold true for pre-Columbian North America. While medieval Europe must have been grim, at that time North America was not. Most people in the world now live better lives than anyone did in pre-contact North America, but the comparison I wish to make in this chapter is between medieval Europe and North America at that same time.

At the time of European contact, North America was more densely populated than most people realize. A centralized civilization, now called the Mississippian, rivaled any in Europe or Asia. It had just collapsed, though most of its economic activities (such as agriculture and trade) continued after the collapse. During the Mississippian civilization, people and their environment were healthy. The cities were relatively clean. The inhabitants were probably well-fed, strong, and had few diseases. There was very little poverty. Even the captives from rival tribes had a better life than the average European peasant, and many captives were adopted into the tribes as citizens. The people lived in freedom, at least more freedom than could be found anywhere else in the world. In particular, women suffered far less oppression in North America than in the Old World. Their opinions, though secondary to those of men, were taken far more seriously in the Native American councils of power than probably anywhere else in the world.

The many separate tribes, each with their own language, seemed to be constantly at war with one another. Most Native men, at least part of the time, were warriors. In Mexico, the Aztec Empire was exquisitely cruel. The priests offered almost daily human sacrifices (of captives from other tribes) to their sun-god. The European conquistador Hernán Cortés was disgusted by the bloodshed that he saw, and it took a lot of bloodshed to disgust a conquistador. It is possible that the Mississippian civilization north of Mexico was just as cruel as that of the Aztecs, though archaeologists have found comparatively few skeletons of Mississippian human sacrificial victims. At any rate, the centralized Mississippian empire had just been replaced by a strong and sustainable confederacy of large villages. Warfare was constantly in the background of Native American life, except when it was in the foreground. But the same thing can be said about Europe at that time.


THE BEGINNING

About fifteen thousand years ago, according to most historians, the ancestors of Native Americans migrated out of what is today Siberia.3 Or it may have been earlier. The 2023 discovery of twenty-thousand-year-old fossilized footprints in New Mexico may cause us to revise our historical timeline.4

During the course of about a half millennium, the First Americans filled every habitat from forest to desert, from seashores to the highest mountains on the two continents, right to the chilly tip of South America. They had no goal in mind, but merely moved to new places that had more game and plant foods. There were separate and perhaps earlier waves of immigration from Siberia, mostly along the Pacific coast, leaving artifacts at such places as Monte Verde5 in Chile and on California’s Channel Islands.6

The “Paleoindians,” in tribes now forgotten, left arrowheads and spear points with a distinctive design, called Clovis tips, and carved a few petroglyphs. But their populations were small and their impact on the land was minor. Some scholars have claimed that the Paleoindians drove numerous species of large mammals—such as mammoths, mastodons, and giant ground sloths—to extinction by overhunting (chapter 3). This “Pleistocene extinction,” however, occurred at a time when Native populations were still small.7 Overhunting by Paleoindians may have contributed to, but is unlikely to have been the main cause of, the Pleistocene extinction, which occurred throughout the Northern Hemisphere, not just in North and South America.

As Native populations grew, they began to have a significant effect on the North American landscape. At first, it was mostly by the controlled use of fire (chapter 2) and by communal hunting (chapter 3). Humans had used fires in their hearths for at least three-quarters of a million years, long before the evolution of modern Homo sapiens. But the newcomer Homo sapiens in North America did not just cook dinner but set fires to, and transformed, entire habitats.

As their populations grew even more, Native Americans developed agriculture (chapter 4). The Natives in Mexico bred what are some of the most important crops in the world today, including maize, certain types of beans, squash, tomatoes, chili peppers, and many others. The Natives of highland South America domesticated potatoes. In this way, Native Americans had a major and lasting worldwide impact on modern agriculture. At first they did not have agricultural fields, but they had gardens to supplement their hunting of wild game. And where there was not enough water, they dug canals (chapter 5). They also maintained fruit and nut orchards (chapter 6).

Sometime before 1100 CE, the population of Natives reached a critical mass, and their villages, already connected by strong networks of trade, began to amalgamate into an empire supported by large-scale agriculture: the Mississippian culture.





WELCOME TO CAHOKIA

American tourists spend a lot of money to visit medieval European and Asian sites, not realizing that there was a great medieval civilization right here in North America. Even travelers who like to visit American historical landmarks usually go to Revolutionary and Civil War sites. If they are interested in Native American history, they are likely to visit places known for battles between Natives and whites, such as Sand Creek or Little Big-horn. The Mississippian civilization, whose cities once rivaled those of Europe, has been largely erased from the landscape and from memory.

When Europeans first became aware of the Aztecs of Mexico and the Incas of Ecuador and Peru, they could hardly believe that the reddish-skinned pagan Natives could have produced these civilizations themselves. Yet there they were, with huge pyramids and large buildings built of carefully worked stone. And with lots of gold and silver. To Spanish eyes, these Native American civilizations were ripe for conversion and conquest.

It was clear to the conquistadors that these civilizations had antecedents. The Mayas dominated Central America long before the Aztecs; their temples and even their astronomical observatories were still visible under the jungle vines of Yucatan and Central America. The Moche and other civilizations that preceded the Incas were also evident in abandoned cities such as Tiwanaku on the Altiplano of Bolivia. Many Europeans imagined that these predecessors of the Aztec and Inca civilizations must have been immigrants from the ancient Old World civilizations such as the Egyptians and Babylonians. Some scholars imagined that Native languages were similar to and derived from ancient Middle Eastern languages. Some even believed that the Native Americans were the remnants of the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel, even though there is no clear evidence—even from the Bible—that these ten tribes were in fact lost. Amateur historians even imagined that Aztec pyramids were imperfect copies of Egyptian pyramids.

The evidence for the independent evolution of Central and South American civilizations soon became overwhelming. By the time Gregory Mason wrote his popular book Columbus Came Late in 1931,8 most people knew that the Mayans, Aztecs, and Incas were completely American civilizations, even though some popular books, including one from a major publisher as recently as 2020, still claim that Native American civilizations were derived from the Old World.

The apparent similarities between Native American and Old World civilizations were due to convergence—that is, the independent evolution of social structures in response to the same needs and opportunities, and based on the same human nature. For example, Egyptian and Aztec pyramids may look alike at first glance. But the Egyptian pyramids were burial structures, not intended to be climbed. Mayan pyramids, in contrast, were also burial structures but had steps that led to ceremonial sites at the top. They, like the Egyptian pyramids, had four sides, but this could be a human instinct; the four directions are forward, backward, right, and left, and probably would be so for any bilaterally symmetrical motile animal in the universe.

Nor is it surprising that the alignments of megalithic structures would follow astronomical coordinates. The Natives of America, like the people of the Old World, would have noticed and been intensely interested in the apparent movement of the sun from its lowest to its highest arc and back, and the dates on which the sun appeared to retreat and to return. Such apparent solar movements would give people advance, and reliable, indications of the changes in the seasons. They could order their lives around the movements of the sun. Native Americans, like the people of the Old World, had sufficient intelligence and motivation to figure this out. The Native Americans developed their own astronomical knowledge.

The Mayan and Tiwanaku civilizations collapsed because their land use and tribal wars were unsustainable, as explained in Jared Diamond’s book Collapse.9 The Mayan collapse was caused by the intersection of an unsustainable civilization and a drought, neither of which by itself might have brought about the end of Mayan civilization.

The Mississippian culture of North America also had large cities. Cahokia, located in what is today southern Illinois, was perhaps the largest. The biggest mound in Cahokia—known as Monk’s Mound, because a couple of centuries ago there was a monastery on top of it—commands a view of the surrounding countryside of forests and grasslands. To the west, on the Missouri side of the Mississippi River, you can see St. Louis. Aside from an interpretive center, there is hardly anything at Cahokia today. Concrete stairs allow visitors to walk, or occasionally run, to the top of Monk’s Mound (figure 1.1).

That’s about all there is today. When I visited, I tried to imagine what it was like nine hundred years ago, at the peak of Mississippian civilization. At that time Cahokia may have had twenty thousand inhabitants, as many people as London had at the same time, and larger than Philadelphia’s population during the American Revolution. Centuries ago, from the largest mound, you could see many other earthen mounds, inside of which bodies of important people and luxury artifacts were buried. On platforms at the tops of the mounds, warrior-priests carried out religious ceremonies,



[image: fig_14_1.jpg]
Figure 1.1. Today, Cahokia’s mounds are preserved by the state of Illinois. Hundreds of people climb Monk’s Mound, with the aid of a concrete staircase that was not present during the Mississippian era (top). From there, one can see numerous smaller mounds (bottom). Author photos.



through which they kept countless thousands of people spiritually enthralled to them, the way churches in Europe were doing at the same time.

There would have been the bustle of many thousands of people at Cahokia. In workshops all around the mounds, craftsmen made ornaments and tools. Archaeological analyses have shown that many of the artifacts found in other city-mounds in North America were made here. The artifacts that were not actually made on-site were imported along the networks of trails that spread throughout the continent, as far as you could see in any direction you cared to look. Artifacts were made from shells from the Gulf of Mexico, copper from the Great Lakes region, and soft stone used for pipe bowls from regions such as what is today southwestern Minnesota. Cahokia was also the hub of trade for log barges going up and down the Mississippi River, just as St. Louis is today a hub for ship traffic. The river is now hidden by trees, but nine hundred years ago you could see the river, because the Natives managed the landscape with fire, in addition to having extensive agricultural fields.

With all the religious splendor and manufacturing activity, Cahokia might have resembled a major European city. Many square miles of farmland—mainly maize, beans, and squash—spread all around, to feed not only the thousands of residents but the thousands of visitors who came for religion and trade. These throngs of people were in a hurry. The wealthy wore colorful costumes and jewelry; the less wealthy wore plain clothes of fiber and leather.

Shouts of pleasure would have mixed with screams of agony as the warrior-priests ordered mass executions of captives. In a pit in Mound 72 at Cahokia, numerous young women were sacrificed, and four young men were killed, their elbows linked, and their heads and hands cut off. This suggests that Cahokia was not just a big city but the capital of a brutal empire. Evidence of Mississippian human sacrifice, however, is rare.10

No one knows how far Cahokia’s sphere of military influence extended, but its sphere of economic influence included most of eastern North America. Unlike any of the famous empires of Mexico, South America, Europe, Asia, or Africa, the physical structures of the Mississippian culture have nearly vanished from geography—and from memory. They are now just mounds of earth.

As I noted previously, most of the food came from crops, especially maize. But the inhabitants also ate meat. For this, they hunted deer and other mammals, and caught fish (chapter 3). Natives had domesticated turkeys. North America did not have native species of mammals that could be domesticated, with one exception: dogs. Dogs were mainly used to transport items on travois, which are little platforms which the dogs dragged in the dirt, and for defense. There were no wild cattle. North American sheep and goats were not the passive grazers that were found in Eurasia, but rather wild animals that scampered on the cliffs. Deer, elk, and their relatives have never been domesticated. An animal species suitable for domestication has to be willing to follow the herd, and to be enclosed. Enclosing a deer? The Natives would have had as much success with this as did the little boy in Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’s The Yearling.

Cahokia is very different today. What was once the richest place on the continent is now one of the poorest. Novelist Richard Powers has quipped that it’s visited only by schoolchildren under duress. It is right next to the economically depressed East St. Louis. I stayed at just about the only motel in the vicinity and had to eat at the local convenience store, where I watched homeless people sifting through the garbage.




WELCOME TO SPIRO

Spiro, in what is now Oklahoma, was almost as large as Cahokia at the same time, but probably had a smaller resident population. Its people seem to have been mostly pilgrims who came for religious observances. But, like Cahokia, it had mounds in which artifacts, and bodies, were buried. Like Cahokia, Spiro was on a major waterway, the Arkansas River, accessible from numerous trade networks.

Spiro is today a little Oklahoma town on a bend of the Arkansas River, surrounded by acres of hayfields. It is not on the road to anywhere at all. To the north and east is the Arkansas River. The only way out of Spiro is the way you came in. Almost nobody visits the Spiro archaeological site, even those who live just a few miles away. I got lost looking for it and had to ask for directions. We finally had to ask Siri how to get there.

I eventually found the Spiro Mounds Archaeological Center. The day I was there, I was almost the only visitor. I stood near a mound of earth, partially covered with trees and shrubs, about fifteen feet above the surrounding plains. There were other mounds nearby, making a total of twelve, all but one of which are now just little swales of earth. Spiro Mounds looks just like any other pasture and woodland in the eastern Oklahoma countryside.

These little mounds are all that remain of what was, around the year 1100, perhaps the largest human-built structures in North America north of Mexico, maybe even larger than those at Cahokia. Like Cahokia, Spiro was one of the major cities of the world, equal in size and importance to many famous European cities. It was a totally Indigenous civilization, unrelated to anything in Europe or Asia, and with probably very little connection (aside from the crops) to the Mayans who lived at the same time.11

In addition to Cahokia and Spiro, there were perhaps hundreds of other cities and mounds throughout what is now Ohio, Wisconsin, Oklahoma, Missouri, Louisiana, and Georgia. One of them is Etowah Mound near Cartersville, Georgia (figure 1.2). At least sixty sites have been explored, but others may remain undiscovered. In 2023, remains of a Mississippian-era village were found in Lake Mendota, in Madison, Wisconsin, though whether it was a metropolis, as its discoverers claim, remains to be seen.


[image: fig_17_1.jpg]
Figure 1.2. Etowah Mound, near Cartersville, Georgia, was one of the secondary cities of the Mississippian Culture, similar to and much better preserved than Spiro Mounds in Oklahoma. This mound, like Cahokia, has been reconstructed.

Author photo.



The Mississippian was a major civilization, built of perishable materials and without written records. The modern tribes descended from them (such as the Caddo) have no traditional knowledge of the Mound Builder culture of their own past. Scholars deduced the connection between the Mississippians and modern tribes by similarities in art forms. When botanist William Bartram traveled through much of what is now the southern United States in the eighteenth century, he saw many mounds, but the Natives told him they knew nothing about them.12 Certainly by the time of European contact, nobody was building mounds or great cities in North America anymore.




TRADE NETWORKS

While the Mississippian civilization itself vanished before our year 1350, much of the economy did not. The Mississippian complex was gone, but much of its economic structure remained in the Iroquois and Powhatan confederacies in New York and Virginia, which were active when the first Europeans arrived. In particular, the advanced systems of agriculture that had supported millions of people in Mississippian times were still in use, though not supporting as many millions of people as before. The Europeans observed Native villages surrounded by wooden palisades and their agriculture, noting that many of the trade objects the Europeans got from the Natives had come from a great distance. In place of a civilization with great cities, the Europeans encountered trade networks of large villages. These trade networks may have been the strongest component of Mississippian civilization. They allowed that civilization to emerge, and they persisted after it fell.

For decades I hiked the trails of Turkey Mountain on the west side of the Arkansas River opposite Tulsa, Oklahoma. Only when I started writing this book, however, did I realize that these trails were exactly the sort that unified the North American Native tribes and villages for many centuries (figure 1.3). The dirt trails were like the ones on which messengers and traders traveled from one village to another during the pre-contact millennium, carrying leather bags of trade goods and wearing moccasins. The pre-Columbian Natives had no horses. All Native horses were descendants of the ones that the Spaniards brought to southwestern North America in the sixteenth century. Of course, the Natives had no wagons either, or oxen to pull them. They had wheels, but used them only on toys. I looked at the trail with new eyes, seeing my hikes as a continuation of the activities of my Native ancestors.



[image: fig_19_1.jpg]
Figure 1.3. A modern trail on Turkey Mountain, west of Tulsa, Oklahoma, resembles trails that were part of the trading network of the Mississippian Culture. Due to its strategic placement, this trail might itself have been a Mississippian-era trail. Author photo.



Since the trails followed the contours of the landscape, very few of them now remain. They have been covered by modern roads and highways, which follow the same paths as the original trails.

The Arkansas River was a major conduit of trade by Native barges. All the barges heading down to Spiro would have gone this way. There had to be trails on both sides of the Arkansas River to accommodate the flow of trade goods going east or west across the river. Turkey Mountain might be one place where you can still see the original trails. Modern roads run parallel to the Arkansas River, on both the east and west sides, but the road on the west side is about a mile away from Turkey Mountain, inconveniently far from the river for Mississippian-era foot traffic. There had to be a trail along the west side of the river from which the porters could get a good view of it.

I realized that some of the trails I hiked on Turkey Mountain—along the crest, and along the east-facing bank—might actually be the same ones the Mississippian Natives used for their trade networks. They may have been the same trails used by the Osage tribe, who occupied the area after the Mississippian civilization collapsed. They may have been the trails used by the Muskogee tribe, which was sent here by the United States federal government from their homeland in Georgia and Alabama in 1832, just before the Cherokee Trail of Tears.

None of the modern trails could be the direct, uninterrupted descendants of the pre-contact trails. During the 1920s, Turkey Mountain was an oil field. You can still see iron pipes, cement structures, and iron cables left over from petroleum extraction. In many cases, the corporations that profited from Tulsa oil extraction obtained their oil leases from the legitimate Native owners by kidnapping them and taking them out of the county, or out of the state, or in one case, even out of the country (a ploy used by a prominent Tulsa oil man in the early twentieth century) to get them to sign over their oil rights.13 In some cases, the Native owners mysteriously died. The trail on which I hiked was not only historically drenched in oil but also in oppression and blood. When the remaining oil under Turkey Mountain was no longer profitable to extract, the corporation abandoned the operation. The City of Tulsa obtained it for what is now Turkey Mountain Urban Wilderness. (There are no turkeys; it is not big enough to be a mountain; and it is certainly not a wilderness.)

The trade networks were important not only in the forested eastern part of North America but also in the plains. Some tribes specialized in hunting, others in agriculture; then they would meet at major trade centers. The hunters would exchange extra meat for agricultural and manufactured goods. These trade centers included locations on the Missouri River (for the Mandan), the Republican and Platte Rivers (for the Pawnee), the Canadian and Red Rivers (for the Caddo), and the Rio Grande (for the Pueblo).14 Each culture bartered what it had in order to obtain what it did not have.




CLEAN CITIES AND HEALTHY PEOPLE

Whatever else can be said of cities such as Cahokia and Spiro, we can be fairly certain that they were clean. While we have no proof of it, it is difficult to avoid this inference. Big cities of pre-Columbian North America were almost certainly not cesspools the way London was at the same time. If they were, the Natives, no matter how few diseases they brought with them from Siberia, would probably have developed their own diseases that the Europeans, foisting their dirty selves upon the Natives, would have taken back to Europe. As it was, it appears that the only disease the Europeans took back with them was syphilis, which is not associated with human wastes.


Clean Cities

Whenever humans build cities, and live in concentrated areas, they need to have some way to deal with wastes if the cities are to be sustainable and livable. Medieval European cities did not do this. Running-water toilets were widespread in Roman times and known as far back as Cretan times, but post-Roman Europeans generally saw no need for waste disposal. Homes sometimes had porcelain chamber pots. People would empty the chamber pots directly into gutters from their windows; this is supposedly the origin of the habit of the gentleman walking on the street side, so that he was more likely than the lady to get doused by carelessly emptied chamber pots. In some cases, people would stick their butts out of upper-story windows and relieve themselves directly into the street. Gutters were runnels of human waste. Some streets had names that reflected this ill fame—for example, Pyssynge Alley (now Chick Lane) and Shitebourne (now Sherbourne) Lane in London. Professional waste haulers were supposed to properly dispose of the wastes, but often did not. Human wastes mingled with animal wastes and blood from slaughterhouses.15

Sometimes street sweepers would clean away the ordure, and sometimes not. Public toilets were poorly maintained. In London, people counted on the tidal surges of the Thames to flush out the wastes. But frequently, waterways would get jammed with human wastes, which would then overflow during heavy rains. Some outhouses were just holes where the wastes would fall into a river or into the garden.

By 1420, London city officials decided something had to be done. They inspected all parts of the city and found waste problems everywhere they looked. Here is a partial report of one example (with partially modernized spelling):


The common privy at Ludgate is defective and perilous and the ordure thereof rotteth the stone wall and maketh an orrible stench and a foul sight… it is a disgrace to the City that so foul a nuisance should be so often complained about but yet no remedy has been ordered… dung in the highway all through the year and for casting out hot piss that had stood under a horse for a month so that no man can pass there for the stink.



Perhaps none of this was very noticeable to people, many of whom never bathed, a habit lampooned by Mark Twain in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court.

Dumping wastes inside the towns and cities is something that Europeans should have known to not do. There is a specific command in the book of Leviticus (chapter 23, verses 12 and 13) which says, “You must have a place outside the camp to go and relieve yourself. Take a digging tool so that when you relieve yourself you can dig a hole and cover up your excrement.” On nature trails where outhouses are not available, the National Park Service instructs hikers to dig what are technically known as “cat-holes,” in good Leviticus tradition. Most Europeans could not read or write, and most Bibles before the King James Version were in Latin, but at least the priests should have known the importance of public hygiene.

This accumulation of wastes in public places was not unique to Europe, but in other places it was less common. Marco Polo in the fourteenth century expressed his astonishment that the Chinese city now called Hang-zhou had a series of canals that constantly carried the wastes away.

In Native American villages, people relieved themselves outside of the camp—in the case of the Cherokees, outside the palisade walls—in stark contrast to European practice at the time of first contact. Moreover, Native Americans had a tradition of bathing. Among the Cherokees, bathing was obligatory at least once a year, during the Green Corn Festival, when all litter in the streets and houses was swept away. In some cases, Natives took baths daily. When the Spaniards captured some Natives to present before the king and queen, the Natives were offended by the filthy conditions on board the ship and, as soon as they had a chance in Europe, they ran and jumped into a river to bathe.

Europe was pockmarked with reeking cities, while North America was like a breath of fresh air.




Healthy People

Not only that, but Native Americans were generally healthier than Europeans. One major reason for this was the more equitable distribution of wealth. Europe had teeming millions of poor people, undernourished and regularly devastated by plagues. I have read a lot of Native American history without ever encountering any reference to slums or to pre-Columbian plagues.16

Another reason is that Native Americans had a healthier diet. The result was that Native Americans avoided two of the major problems of European nutrition: scurvy and ergot.

Scurvy results from inadequate vitamin C. While nobody before the modern era of medicine and nutrition knew about vitamins, it was occasionally noticed that people who ate more fresh fruits and vegetables were healthier. Limes were particularly high in vitamin C. Since scurvy was a particular problem on long sea voyages, the British navy eventually required all sailors to eat preserved limes (leading to the nickname “limeys”). European peasants had some access to fresh vegetables such as turnips and carrots, which have a lot of vitamin C, but less so than Native Americans, who ate lots of vegetables and fruits.

Ergot poisoning was also something that plagued European peasants but not Native Americans. In both places, most people ate grains, but in North America the major grain was maize, while the peasants of Europe ate mostly bread, often made of rye. Rye plants were often infested with a fungus known as ergot (Claviceps purpurea). This fungus created reproductive structures that looked a lot like rye grains, but were darker. The fungus got harvested and replanted along with the rye, and ground with it into flour. Bread made from this infected rye flour contained a poison, lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD), which was not inactivated by the baking process. Thus, it was common for rye bread to have low doses of this poison.

People who ate this bread were often ill. The poison would constrict blood flow to extremities and would affect the nervous system. Symptoms of ergotism included the death of extremities such as fingers and toes, as well as mild to extreme convulsions and hallucinations. The fungus grew better in areas with cool, wet growing seasons, such as Central Europe. They were less common in areas where the winters were cold enough, such as Scandinavia, or the summer dry and hot enough, such as Italy, to restrict the growth of the fungus.

People understood that rye flour was less healthy than wheat flour, which only rich people could afford. Ergotism made its human victims more susceptible to many other diseases, both low-level chronic diseases and occasional outbreaks of severe disease. No equivalent type of food poisoning is known for maize.17

Sometimes ergot outbreaks could have severe effects. Many historians have linked ergotism to witch and werewolf crazes. It was usually poor people in Central Europe, who ate a lot of rye bread, who accused one another of being—or believed themselves to be—witches and werewolves, and outbreaks of these crazes often occurred after cold growing seasons. These resulted from hallucinations brought on by consuming LSD. This never happened with Native Americans, although it occasionally showed up among European immigrants to America, as in the witch hunts of the late seventeenth century in Salem, Massachusetts. But even apart from outbreaks of hallucinations, European peasants suffered the chronic effects of low-level ergotism.

Good nutrition also calls for the right balance of amino acids in protein. The right balance requires proteins from both grains and legumes, such as beans and peas. Native Americans had access to more legumes in their food, although beans and peas were not uncommon in the diets of European peasants. Europeans probably had a protein balance not very different from that of Native Americans.

Because they were cleaner and had more—and healthier—food than Europeans, Native Americans were undoubtedly better fed, bigger, and stronger than the European invaders.






WELCOME TO HEAVENER

The voyage of Christopher Columbus began an uninterrupted assault by Europe on North America. There were earlier contacts between Europe and North America, but they were all temporary. The most famous pre-Columbian contact was between Native Americans and Viking armies.

Wherever they went, the Vikings cruelly slaughtered any people they found. When they came to what they did not know at the time was North America, a land they called Vinland (now Newfoundland), they referred to the Natives as skraelings, which roughly translates as “miserable people.” The Viking warrior attitude was captured in a T. C. Boyle short story (“We Are Norsemen”), in which Vikings slaughtered Native Americans just to put them out of their misery. Nonetheless, the Vikings encountered resistance in North America that they could not overcome, and they eventually retreated.

Compared to their failure in America, the Vikings were fairly successful in Europe, despite Europe’s technological superiority to America. Vikings conquered part of what is now England and Ireland, producing a territory known as the Danelaw. They conquered part of France, now known as Normandy. They even took their boats on major rivers in what is now Russia.

One possible reason for the nearly unique Viking failure in North America is that they were sick and small, like other Europeans, while the Native Americans were healthy and strong. Nearly every illustration of Vikings shows them as muscular and tall. This is undoubtedly wrong. When Richard Fleischer directed the 1958 movie The Vikings, starring Kirk Douglas and Tony Curtis, he wanted to model the Viking ship after an actual archaeological specimen. The actors who played the warrior roles, however, could not fit into the ship. The set designers had to rebuild the ship, leaving more legroom for the actors. The actors were men of ordinary modern build, resulting from ordinary modern nutrition and exercise. Native Americans were also free of European diseases. Against the strong, healthy Native Americans, the miserable Vikings didn’t stand a chance.18

Heavener, like Spiro, is a little Oklahoma town on the Arkansas River and is not on the road to anywhere. The main thing this town can boast about is a rock which bears carvings that say, in the Old Norse runic alphabet, Glome Dahl, or “Glome Valley.” Many local people, as well as aficionados of alternative history, believe this carving was actually made by a Viking long before Columbus. Most scholars have concluded that the runic carvings were made by a Swedish immigrant in the nineteenth century. If so, it would be one of many fake runic carvings in northeastern Oklahoma, one of which is at an undisclosed location on Turkey Mountain.

The faculty lounge at Southeastern Oklahoma State University has a painting on the wall. It shows Native Americans agitated at the approach of a Viking warship coming down the Arkansas River. If any Vikings made it to what is now Oklahoma, that is not how they did it. If a Viking army had tried to fight its way down into what is now Oklahoma, they would have left a trail of bones and artifacts, none of which have been found.

While the average Viking warrior was cruel and bloodthirsty, there must have been a few exceptions—individuals who, at least in their private thoughts, wondered if the people they tried to conquer were really as miserable as their leaders said. It is possible that when one or a few Vikings looked at the skraelings, they saw generally happy, healthy people with plenty of wealth to accommodate their needs. They saw productive gardens, and nobody was starving. It looked like a pretty good life. This same idea was reinforced later when Natives kidnapped European children, who often did not want to go back to their “civilized” way of life. Examples include Eunice Williams in Deerfield, Massachusetts,19 and Cynthia Ann Parker in Texas.

But what if one of these Vikings decided to run away from the others and spend his life with the skraelings? This would have been very easy to do. After getting away from the other Vikings, he could have left town in a couple of hours by traveling on one of the numerous trails used for intertribal trade. The Natives might have welcomed the Viking escapee, who might have provided valuable inside information that helped them to eventually expel the Norse invaders.

Take that, Leif Eriksson!

Despite occasional discoveries that suggest a genetic input from Europe in Native Americans,20 the overwhelming evidence is that Native American genes came from Siberia during a relatively brief immigration event about eleven thousand years ago. Any Viking or any other white genetic input was so slight as to be undetectable among modern Native Americans.21

But that doesn’t mean it never happened.

A runaway Viking would have been able to hitch a ride with one of the thousands of traders who united the Mississippian cities from Minnesota to Louisiana, from Pennsylvania to Georgia. A Viking deserter could have traveled throughout the northwestern area of the Mississippian culture. Upon reaching the Arkansas River, he could have voyaged on one of the trade boats to the present location of Spiro, where he would have seen a great city. From there it would have been only a short trip to a secluded little valley south of the Arkansas River, near the present location of Heavener, Oklahoma, where he may have decided this was where he wanted to spend the rest of his life—in Glome Dahl.

My point is not to say that this actually happened, but that pre-contact North America was the kind of continent where a Viking could have comfortably traveled the two thousand miles from Vinland to Heavener without a struggle.





WHAT HAPPENED TO THE MISSISSIPPIANS?

There was probably no single cause for the collapse of the Mississippian civilization. It is possible that the dense urban centers required intense agriculture that led to localized soil degradation. This would have happened at the same time as a continent-wide drought. Perhaps neither factor by itself would have caused agricultural and economic collapse, but the combination of them did. While the cities were no longer political or economic hubs, they were not totally abandoned, retaining some inhabitants.22

The Mississippian empire collapsed the same way the Roman Empire did. The central power (Rome, or Cahokia) lost power, and the peripheral cultures began taking care of their own affairs. The Mississippians apparently maintained a stronger trade network among their component cultures than did the former Roman colonies. But it is possible that, by the time of European contact, the erstwhile Mississippian culture resembled Europe of the late Middle Ages, each kingdom prospering on its own. The difference is that the Mississippians left no writings or stone monuments, and they, unlike the Romans, were forgotten.

While nobody is sure why the Mississippian civilization itself collapsed, one major reason must have been because the oppressive warrior-priests were too heavy a burden for their society and economy. Life went on, but now each village made its own decisions about what to do. The chiefs of each village got together to decide whether, and when, to go to war against another tribe, or against European invaders.

As a matter of fact, the Cherokees (and probably other tribes as well) had a separate peace chief and war chief for each large village. They recognized that the skill sets for waging war and for running the peace were different. This political arrangement was inefficient from the viewpoint of contemporary European civilization. It was certainly a source of endless irritation to the Europeans. Before military officers or representatives of European civilizations could get any tribe to agree to a partnership, they had to sit through endless speeches and ceremonies at which all the Native leaders, including women, got a chance to speak. Getting consensus under these conditions seemed impossible, but this is what the tribes did. It just took a long time.

And it sometimes didn’t work. In the 1780s, the general consensus of the Cherokee chiefs was that they should not go to war against the new United States of America. But one of the most important chiefs thought that war was the only option. When Tsiyu Gansini did not get the consensus of the Cherokees for war, he went off to the vicinity of Lookout Mountain in Tennessee, next to the Georgia border, and formed his own Chickamauga communities. He fought the Americans until his death in 1792.

The Europeans could simply not understand this. They—all of them—were accustomed to having a king give the orders, and that was that. The French, for example, thought that Attakullakulla (Nancy Ward’s uncle) was the king of the Cherokees, and they imprisoned him in Quebec in the 1740s. It took them a while to figure out that he was not the Cherokee king, that the Cherokees had no king, and that Attakullakulla could not order the Cherokees to do anything they did not want to do. Another Cherokee, Moytoy, was not an emperor until the Englishman Alexander Cuming said he was, before taking him on a grand tour of London, which was mainly a publicity stunt.

It is very likely that the Mississippians had absolute rulers. This was, apparently, a political failure. There are Cherokee legends of the Anikutani, who were powerful priests. Was this legend an unpleasant memory of Mississippian dictators? Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto described seeing kings and queens carried on litters, a dense population, and trade networks when he visited what was probably Cherokee territory about 1540. Was this one of the last vestiges of Mississippian power? The Natives learned from their experiences. From that point on, the Natives adopted a system of seeking consensus when making big decisions.

A few Native American leaders were taken to England to be shown to the public and introduced to Parliament and to the king. Here was a chance for the backward savages to learn about the grace and beauty of European civilization.

But that is not what happened. In 1730, several Cherokee leaders including Attakullakulla went to England and met the king. Then, in 1762, Lieutenant Henry Timberlake took a later generation of Cherokee leaders, including Ostenaco, on a ship to England. In both cases the Cherokee leaders created a positive sensation in England. Everybody, even the whores, wanted to meet them.

In 1730, Attakullakulla was not as impressed with the English as they were with him. It has been reported that when Attakullakulla visited Parliament, he asked his hosts where the women were. Cherokee leadership had long included the Women’s Council, which was responsible for specified areas of decision-making. He did not understand how a society could ignore the viewpoints of the women.23

In 1762, before departing for England, Ostenaco gave a speech at William and Mary College in Virginia. One of the students who heard him was Thomas Jefferson, who would become the third president of the United States. Jefferson was predisposed to admire Ostenaco, because his family had cordial relations with Cherokees in Virginia. But Jefferson’s impressions went far beyond ordinary admiration. He later wrote of Ostenaco’s speech,


I knew much of the great Outassete [Ostenaco], the warrior and orator of the Cherokee. He was always the guest of my father on his journeys to and from Williamsburg. I was in his camp when he made his great farewell oration to his people the evening before he departed for England. The moon was in full splendour, and to her he seemed to address himself in his prayers for his own safety on the voyage and that of his people during his absence. His sounding voice, distinct articulation, animated action, and the solemn silence of his people at their several fires, filled me with awe and veneration, although I did not understand a single word he uttered.



When the founders debated American independence, and later drafted a constitution, there was no European model for a democratic system of government. The best example to which they could look was the Iroquois Confederacy. Jefferson, as well as Benjamin Franklin, recognized that the kind of union of free states that the founders desired for America had already been created by the Natives. This fact impressed them much more than the writings of ancient Greeks and Enlightenment philosophers to whom credit for the idea of democracy is generally given. The European philosophers speculated that democracy was possible; the Native Americans showed that it could work. Franklin wrote a letter to James Parker objecting to the notion that Native tribes, such as the Six Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy, were ignorant savages:24
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