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Alvin M. Josephy, Jr.

The Longest Trail

Alvin M. Josephy, Jr., was born in 1915 in New York City. He went to school at Horace Mann and Harvard, worked as a screenwriter in Hollywood, as a print and radio journalist in New York, and as a World War II Marine Corps combat correspondent in the Pacific; his recording of the amphibious landing at Guam was broadcast nationwide. After the war he became an editor at Time magazine and then American Heritage. On assignment with Time in Idaho in the early 1950s, he encountered the Nez Perce tribe of Indians. That meeting changed his life—and that of many others. Fifty years of books and articles on American Indian and western history followed. He was also a technical advisor on the film Little Big Man, a noted book and magazine editor, and an advocate for Indians. Josephy worked with Stewart Udall in the Kennedy administration, wrote an influential Indian “white paper” for the Nixon administration, and served as chair of the founding board of the National Museum of the American Indian in Washington, D.C. Many of his books remain in print. He and his wife, Betty, bought a small ranch in the heart of Nez Perce Country in eastern Oregon in 1963, where the family spent summers for more than forty years. Josephy died in 2005, a year after Betty’s passing.
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Foreword

A Man of Honor: Alvin Josephy, an Appreciation

Alvin Josephy’s work seeped into my life and foreshadowed my path in ways neither of us could have anticipated. My awareness of him began as a child, in my grandparents’ living room on the Umatilla Reservation, when he visited with Grandpa, Gilbert E. Conner, the only living grandson of Ollokot, younger brother of Young Joseph. In 1926, Grandpa had been secretary of the “Remnants Committee,” an assemblage representing remnants of the families involved in the 1877 war, including Yellow Wolf and Josiah Red Wolf. Alvin and Grandpa spent hours discussing the genealogy and intricate history of the descendants of Wellamotkin, father of Old Joseph.

That Alvin sought to represent our kinship and geographic relationships was indicative of his attention to detail. Notably, an illustration in The Nez Perce Indians and the Opening of the Northwest, the book that grew from those original interviews, represents village headmen and not modern Tribal identities—an apt and accurate depiction of our pre- and early-contact societal structure. It was white leaders who insisted on “head chiefs” and distinct tribal boundaries.

Decades later, I would come to appreciate that Alvin had conducted research in an unprecedented manner among western historians at that point in time, as he listened studiously to numerous Cayuse, Nez Perce, and Palouse elders on the Nez Perce, Colville, and Umatilla reservations. He trusted the oral accounts they provided.

I remember him telling me then that we—Tribal members—needed to write our own histories. He lamented that he had been told stories and given material that he could not use because it would be dismissed as hearsay if he used it in his work. But, if we recounted our oral history in the first-person narrative, it would be genuine, authentic.

The year that Alvin’s Red Power was published I joined other Tribal and some non-Indian students in forming “Nanuma Natitayt,” the first Indian club at our high school. When I took my first college anthropology class, Red Power was required reading. When the United States v. Washington decision on treaty fishing rights was announced, I worked with my colleagues at “Indians Into Communications” in Seattle on a special newspaper edition and interviewed lead attorney Mason Morisset for a televised special on the case. Shortly thereafter, Now That the Buffalo’s Gone was published with the chapter “The Great Northwest Fishing War,” detailing the long history leading up to the Boldt Decision. For Alvin, western history—especially that regarding Indians—was still unfolding.

During one of his visits, Alvin told me he would send me a proof of his autobiography, A Walk Toward Oregon. I said it was kind of him but not necessary. He said he hoped that he’d gotten the part about his relationships with Tribal people right. I was puzzled. He said he had always been somewhat struck by the fact that Indian people welcomed him into their homes and trusted him with their stories—when they had been given no good reason to continue to trust white men. I told him that our old people relied on their intuition, assessing character, discerning who had a good heart and who did not. Clearly, they had decided he meant well by them. Little did they realize in the 1950s and ’60s that he would later influence the Nixon administration’s support for the Indian Self-Determination Act of 1975, an act that would pivot the course of our future.

In 1999, I was in Washington, D.C., for the groundbreaking of the National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI). In 2000, when Alvin visited Tamástslikt Cultural Institute for a book signing, he paid our permanent exhibit galleries an extraordinary compliment. He said, “This feels Tribal. I hope our museum will.” I was back in Washington in 2004 with the Umatilla delegation in the incredible grand procession on opening day. Alvin, as the founding chair of the NMAI Board of Trustees, was front and center in both the groundbreaking and the opening ceremonies. Roughly two decades after his term, I had the privilege of chairing the NMAI Board.

My last occasion to work with Alvin came with Lewis and Clark Through Indian Eyes, his own last book. The only instruction Alvin gave the Indian contributors was to say what we wanted to say from a Tribal point of view. I struggled with the piece and was relieved when my mother helped me frame what I wanted to say by sharing things her father had told her. I was also calmed by the notion that Alvin Josephy would review and prepare the writing for publication. As an undergraduate journalism student, I had come to value editing. Alvin didn’t change a word. He did exactly what he said he would do: let us each tell our stories in our own words.

Alvin was a man of his word. He was a man of honor who wielded influence with humility. He cared deeply about the future of Indian people. In his lifetime, he contributed much to help shape that future, seeking no acclaim for the work. And, perhaps for me the most important measure of his affinity, he loved our country in Northeast Oregon.

Sísaawipam

Roberta Conner

Pendleton, Oregon

September 2013


Introduction

Why an anthology of Josephy writings on American Indians now, a decade after his death and three, four, and five decades after most of the material was written? The answer is wrapped in his multiple writing personae and in his early conversion to Indian advocacy. In his 2000 memoir, A Walk Toward Oregon, he says that by 1959, well into research on the Nez Perce but before his first book on Indians was published, he and his wife, Betty, had become advocates for American Indians.

It all began with a chance assignment from Henry Luce himself to Alvin, then a Time staff writer, to do a story on Idaho. The assignment—ironically from a man widely known for his antipathy to Indians—brought this New York–bred easterner together with a number of Indians who “influenced and changed” the rest of his life. It inspired a twelve-year investigation of the Nez Perce tribe and the historical context of the Nez Perce War, a subject of little interest to historians at the time. The Nez Perce Indians and the Opening of the Northwest, published in 1965, quickly established itself as a seminal work and the cornerstone of Josephy’s accomplishments as a historian of the American West and of the American Indian.

From his initial focus on the Nez Perce, Alvin’s interaction with Indians of other tribes in the Northwest and then throughout the hemisphere led to a flurry of research and writing. Books and articles about Indians past and present began to flow, beginning with The Patriot Chiefs in 1961 (he had interrupted work on the Nez Perce history to write this book), continuing with the classic Indian Heritage of America, a National Book Award finalist, and ending with the elaborately illustrated 500 Nations: An Illustrated History of North American Indians. Articles appeared in Life, American Heritage, Audubon, and many other publications, both academic and those meant for the general public.

Alvin Josephy was a friend and mentor to the editors of this volume for more than thirty years. And in that time we learned much about the intensity and commitment that lay behind an exterior of quiet reserve. In 2001, in Olympia, Washington, while on a tour with Alvin in connection with the publication of his memoir, we learned that he had discovered the extraordinary Gustavus Sohon drawings of Northwest Indians, forgotten in state archives, as he researched his book on the Nez Perce tribe. These are some of the only images of important tribal leaders of the mid-nineteenth century and are now widely published. In Lewiston, Idaho, Nez Perce Indians—friends and the sons and daughters of friends—came to say hello and thank him for his work and friendship.

Also on that book tour across Oregon, Idaho, and Washington, veterans of World War II in the Pacific came to say that they too had been at Guadalcanal, Guam, or Iwo Jima. Some had read his first book, The Long and the Short and the Tall: The Story of a Marine Combat Unit in the Pacific, published in 1946, shortly after the war’s end. Others had already picked up the new memoir and read the chapter that was the signal event in their own lives. Almost sixty years on, they quietly mouthed the names of beaches and battles, which sometimes brought them to tears. Alvin listened and responded, nodding and trading a few words, and signed their books—perhaps with a “Semper Fi,” the Marine Corps motto. (Once, on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota in dark Indian days, a Marine Corps emblem on a humble shack led to conversation and friendship—Alvin, like many of his Indian friends, was forever a marine.)

It is important to an understanding of Josephy’s writing career that he came to Indian affairs less than a decade after his time in the Pacific. He had covered the war from foxholes and wrote hundreds of stories about the troops in the front lines. He trusted the interview method and the stories that followed. When a young Nez Perce Indian told him some raw truths about his heritage, Josephy saw a “great American epic” that had been largely omitted from the narrative of “American” history. When he found first-person accounts of Indian life recorded by an eccentric Washington rancher named Lucullus McWhorter, published by a small press in Idaho, he decided that he would tell the Nez Perce story as part of the broader history of the Pacific Northwest.

Alvin had told us on publication of his first book on Indians, The Patriot Chiefs, that he found it most often under “Natural History” on bookstore shelves, and that he had determined then to begin his personal campaign to move Indians into American history on bookshelves and in American minds. He knew that the full, authentic story of Indian Country must be told from the Indian point of view, as well as from documents and narratives from a white world. On the tour for his memoir, he still found some of his books misplaced under “Insects and Dinosaurs,” thus The Longest Trail is one more effort for Alvin to help “get it right.”

Other ideas that inform this book are here as well. The title The Patriot Chiefs was, Indians told Josephy over the years, the first time anyone had called their ancestors, who had fought for their lands, families, and cultures, “patriots.” Indians did not “vanish,” as has been often predicted—and sometimes proclaimed as government policy—but are part of America still, living on reservations and in towns and cities across the country. The fact of their survival as Indians and members of named Indian tribes is a kind of miracle. And their participation in American life today, in accordance with treaties signed by their ancestors and white governments thirsty for settlement land and “peace” with tribes, is a matter of fact and consequence to all of us, especially as Indian lands and treaties involve the nation’s waters, forests, and fish—our natural resources.

—

Who really was Alvin Josephy? When asked how Alvin identified himself, a family member said simply, “He identified himself as a writer.” And a writer he certainly was—screenwriter, novelist, newspaper, radio, and magazine journalist, historian. Josephy first put pencil, pen, and typewriter to paper as a professional in his teenage years. Then, after an economy-forced departure from Harvard College during the Depression, it was on to Hollywood, to the New York Herald Tribune (among other journalistic venues), to the Marine Corps as a combat correspondent, to Time Inc., to American Heritage as an editor of books and magazines—these last at a time when he was writing respected history about Indians and the West (though without benefit of PhD or collegiate lectern). As he moved into the publishing world as a principal editor at American Heritage Publishing Company, there came a different challenge for his devotion to words—and pictures as well. The task called for little writing but entailed commissioning of other writers to put words on paper, suggesting ideas for articles and books, worrying about deadlines and an array of administrative details, and driving for higher book sales and magazine circulation. Alvin clearly was good at his job. He was responsible for the highly successful series of American Heritage book publications, and by the 1970s had become editor-in-chief of American Heritage, as well as supervising all the company’s magazines.

Josephy had become a respected writer and editor on Indian and western issues, but unlike most other historians and journalists, his activities led to strong personal relationships with the people he wrote about, and then to full-throated activism on behalf of American Indian rights and Indian social, political, and economic progress. His first appearance on the national stage was the preparation of a report on Indian affairs at the request of the Nixon administration. That report (which appears in this volume in abbreviated form) has been credited as a key influence in Nixon’s proposal to change the entire direction of federal policy toward the Indians, from Eisenhower’s “termination” of Indian reservations and treaties in the 1950s to the concept of self-determination for Indian peoples. The Nixon presidential legacy is shadowed by scandal and resignation, but under his administration, urged on by Alvin Josephy, Indians began a slow but steady progress never thought possible before that time.

For Josephy, activism was a way of life, and he operated at many levels. At the request of Governor Nelson Rockefeller, Josephy joined others in righting a sinking ship at the Heye Museum of the American Indian in New York City, and eventually helped steer its consolidation with the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C. Josephy was the founding board chair of the National Museum of the American Indian, which has sites both in New York and on the National Mall in Washington, D.C. On a more local and personal level, he often acted as an informal travel guide, for example, writing a four-page letter charting the most historically important views along the route from Boise, Idaho, to Wallowa Lake, Oregon (as well as the best place to stop for pancakes). It was written for the benefit of three New York City visitors to the opening session of a literary event called the Fishtrap Gathering, in 1988. The event and the organization, Fishtrap, which he helped form, continue to this day.

While Josephy’s activism on behalf of American Indians never flagged, from the 1960s to the end of his life, yet another persona developed on a more or less parallel track. In his autobiography Josephy writes that during his work on a Heritage book about Yellowstone Park, “I became aware of a strange, redemptive change that had come over me.” The impact of the writings of men like Wallace Stegner, Peter Matthiessen, Justice William O. Douglas, and the poet Paul Engle, and the images of the photographers Edward Weston and Ansel Adams, merged with his empathy for the Indian identification with the natural world, as well as with his own love for the “unspoiled parts of the West.” Josephy turned his back on the “unrestrained exploitation of the earth,” which he had so strenuously promoted as a Time Inc. journalist. Over time he became a “conservationist,” or what is called in early twenty-first-century terminology an “environmentalist.” This new commitment was reflected not only in his writing (three examples of which appear in this volume), but also in practical political involvement as a close advisor to President Kennedy’s secretary of the interior, Stewart Udall. In later years, Josephy was known not only to have clashed with forces such as power and coal companies, but also to have been in close relationships with writers such as Edward Abbey (of Monkey Wrench Gang fame); William Kittredge, dean of environmental writers in the West; and the well-known southwestern writer and environmentalist Jack Loeffler.

There we have him. Alvin M. Josephy, Jr.—writer, editor, historian, activist, environmentalist. But one still may ask—how did the son of a cultured, upper-middle-class German-Jewish New York family become a devoted citizen and distinguished historian of the American West and defender of a tiny population of threatened Native Americans? The answer may come from two directions. First, the character of the man. He had a powerful intelligence, wide-ranging curiosity, relentless (some would say insufferable) perseverance, and a surfeit of what a famous sociologist, Pitirim Sorokin, called an “instinct for combinations” (this last being the ability and desire to bring things together, people of varying types and dispositions or ideas of disparate nature, all toward a positive result). Second, Alvin Josephy’s innate motivation, perhaps a hundred generations in the making, was to help the world to a better place.

As editors, we learned much about Alvin Josephy and about American Indians in the preparation of this book. In the end, we hope it helps others learn what Indians have thought and done over five hundred years of American history. We all must continue to learn even more about how and why it is important for Indian voices to be heard, for Indians to be involved in national conversations—about resources, religion, and politics—today, and for generations to come.

Marc Jaffe

Williamstown, Massachusetts

Rich Wandschneider

Joseph, Oregon

November 2014


Editors’ Note

The editors have provided headnotes for each of the chapters in this volume in order to identify properly each selection and set it in context as much as possible.

There remains the question of bringing certain facts and comments into the present. In some instances footnotes have been provided, but in a few cases, especially the closing pages of chapter 13, the “Michigan speech,” we have allowed the text to stand as historically accurate.

In addition, we have invited contributions from authoritative American Indian voices to provide contemporary views of Josephy’s writings.
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PUTTING AMERICAN INDIANS INTO AMERICAN HISTORY


Listening to Indians

A Commentary by Clifford Trafzer

In late July 1944, Alvin Josephy waded ashore on the Pacific island of Guam with the attacking force of U.S. Marines. His recording of that walk, under intense fire, remains the only such eyewitness radio account of an amphibious landing in World War II. Josephy may have met Indians before the war, but his encounter with Navajos on Guam was significant in the context of his involvement with the Indian world thereafter. These Navajos were members of the Code Talkers, who gained fame as communications personnel using a never-broken code based on the Diné language. As he describes in his memoir, A Walk Toward Oregon, Josephy’s encounter with the Navajos taught him the hard truth behind the myths about the famous Kit Carson and his Indian-fighting exploits. Most telling, however, for Josephy, was a Navajo response to one marine who questioned the Indians’ patriotism. “We’re fighting for our country, too.”

Josephy’s connection to Indians was taken up again when, as briefly referred to in the introduction to this volume, he met Bill Stevens, a Nimípu, or Nez Perce Indian, on the reservation near Lewiston, Idaho, while on assignment with Time magazine. In that small town on the banks of the Clearwater and Snake Rivers, Stevens shared stories about his tribe’s history and the government’s theft of Nez Perce land. Josephy wanted to know more. Thus began his research into the history of the Nez Perce people that culminated in a masterpiece, The Nez Perce Indians and the Opening of the Northwest.

Unlike most historians of his time, Josephy listened and learned from Nez Perce people, and came to understand that in order to write about Native Americans he had to learn about their cultures, religions, kinship structures, and relationships with newcomers. He studied the people from the inside out rather than the outside in.

During the 1950s and 1960s, most historians examined tribal people as if under a magnifying glass. They did not enter American Indian worlds through oral histories, ceremony, families, feasts, powwows, songs, and stories. They felt no obligation to know the culture and spirit of Indian people, but wrote from documents written by non-Indian trappers, explorers, missionaries, agents, soldiers, politicians, and newspaper editors. Josephy certainly used written sources, but he also conducted oral histories and listened to the testimony of Yellow Wolf, Mourning Dove, Five Wounds, and Sanclow (Mary Moses), as well as L. V. McWhorter, William Brown, Andrew Pambrun, George Kuykendall, and others. He listened and learned from Native Americans and then wrote their histories, excerpts from which are offered in the following pages.

Even today, most Americans know little about American Indian cultural history, and what they do know often comes from outdated school textbooks and from television and movie stereotypes. Today, even though the History Channel, PBS stations, and FNX (First Nation’s Experience) offer far more authentic documentaries about Native Americans—and American Indian authors, filmmakers, and journalists have opened their diverse worlds—basic misunderstandings still exist. And in the Age of Indian Gaming the general public lives in the mistaken belief that all Indians are rich with casino wealth and still receive government checks.

Josephy was ahead of his time in throwing aside the Eurocentric context within which most history about native peoples in the Americas was being written and understood. As he points out, white settlers’ values, including the accumulation of wealth, empire, architecture, roads, conquests, and written records, were derived from Europe. Although the Inca, Maya, Olmec, Aztec, and others also built empires, most Native Americans lived in worlds based on spirit, family, foods, village, or band life, with a reverence toward the natural world. Most important, Josephy challenged the destructive image of Native Americans as lazy, stupid, backward, uncivilized, and savage. Many whites still assumed Indians were without an understanding of government, economies, education, or belief in God. Non-Indians still portrayed Indians as childlike worshippers of Satan who posed a threat to Christ and His white children. It was too often thought that the United States offered Indians democracy and the light of civilization—things, ironically, already known to Native Americans.

The seven excerpts from Josephy’s writing, which compose the first part of this volume, demonstrate the broad scope of his knowledge, as well as his deep understanding of the place of Indian peoples and their leaders in American history. They open windows and shed light on a world too often clouded by myth and sheer ignorance.

First, in the opening chapter of 500 Nations, Josephy explores Native Americans’ rich oral literature about how their worlds came to be and how to live the good life. Their versions of creation conflicted with God giving mankind “dominion” over plants, animals, places, and resources; Indian songs and stories explained that man is only part of creation, not the ruler of animate and inanimate things. Josephy reminds us that before 1492, Native Americans lived in towns, villages, and communities all across North and South America. For thousands of years before the arrival of Europeans, Native Americans had enjoyed successful modes of government, education, the military, religion, medicine, trade, and agriculture. He describes the Mississippian, Anasazi, and Hohokam cultures, which disappeared, and the Haudenosaunee, who remain today in parts of the Northeast and whose political structure inspired the Founding Fathers of colonial times.

In his essay centered on Indian-white relations in the region bordering Long Island Sound—presently Connecticut, Rhode Island, and parts of Massachusetts—during the seventeenth century, Josephy describes typically shifting patterns of peaceful coexistence descending into divisiveness, violence, and war, all motivated by fear and hatred on the part of whites along with the inevitable pressures of the settlers’ need for more and more land. Perhaps the most definitive episode of the history of such conflict was the Pequot War, in which white forces persuaded Indian tribes to join in attacks on the powerful Pequots. The war culminated in a massacre at a major Pequot village on the Mystic River. The invaders killed men, women, and children; set dogs on those who fled; and set the village aflame. Puritans and Pilgrims sold survivors into slavery and eased their guilt by comparing their campaign to David’s wars in the Old Testament.

In the third excerpt we move to a biographical profile. Josephy points to Tecumseh, the early nineteenth-century Shawnee leader, as “the greatest Indian,” among the nine patriot chiefs in his volume of the same title. The reasons are clear—and instructive for an understanding of the achievements possible for nations in the face of an encroaching white society. Tecumseh had the political vision to see, and fear, that if Indian people did not halt American expansionism, their lands, especially those north of the Ohio River, would be lost forever. That vision and the force of his personality led him to the formation of an intertribal confederacy unlike any seen before or since. Tecumseh and his allies fought valiantly on the side of the British in the War of 1812, but lost his life and his cause at the Battle of the Thames in Upper Canada. What he did not lose was his place in American history.

In his essay on the Hudson’s Bay Company, Josephy details the development and expansion of an enterprise of fur trappers and traders in the northern regions of the American West, including present-day Canada. Despite the huge impact of the company on the economic and cultural life of Indians, its story is in a curious way no more than a sidebar in standard treatments of American Indians. Josephy points to one of the great ironies of American Indian history: that the entity offering in principle and in fact the fairest treatment of native peoples was an organization whose motivation was nothing other than more and more profit. It was capitalism in its purest form.

Josephy is at his best in the final excerpts in Part I, describing the decline of Indian power from the 1850s diplomatic submission to the Nez Perce military surrender in 1877.

In 1853, the United States split the Oregon Territory, creating a second half—Washington Territory. President Franklin Pierce had appointed Isaac I. Stevens governor and superintendent of Indian affairs, and as surveyor of a northern railroad route. Stevens arrived in Olympia, Washington, full of himself and convinced he could liquidate Indian title to the lands, and place Indians on reservations in short order. He coerced coastal and Puget Sound tribes to sign treaties and forged the names of Chief Leschi and his brothers on the Medicine Creek Treaty. Deep tensions arose among coastal tribes who reported their discontent to relatives on the eastern side of the Cascade Mountains, where, at the Walla Walla Council, Indian leaders emphasized their spiritual relationship with the earth, explaining that they could not sell their land. In the end, they capitulated, fearing that if they did not sign, the government would steal all their land. Reluctant chiefs, including Chief Old Joseph, signed the 1855 Nez Perce Treaty.

The Walla Walla Council and treaties had many consequences for the tribes. They lost millions of acres and billions of dollars’ worth of resources. The United States sent agents to manage reservations and limit Indian movement across the Plateau and mountains. And when miners discovered gold—crucial to the Union cause in the Civil War—and overran the Nez Perce Reservation, the government officials’ answer was to shrink the Nez Perce Reservation to one-tenth its original size, reducing it by 6,932,270 acres. At a Lapwai Council in 1863, the Nez Perce Chief Lawyer and fifty-one of his followers signed what “non-treaty” bands—non-signers—soon called the “Thief Treaty,” and the Commissioners sent it to Washington where the Senate and President Abraham Lincoln signed it into law.

For many years after 1863, many Nez Perce leaders refused to acknowledge the Thief Treaty, and Chief Joseph’s band lived quietly in the Wallowas. But with the end of the Civil War and Custer’s debacle at the Little Bighorn, General William T. Sherman ordered his field commanders to place all non-reservation Indians onto reservations. Negotiations took place between agents and chiefs, Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce tried again and again to use diplomacy and patience to resolve differences. But in the end, General Oliver O. Howard showed the Indians “the rifle,” threatening them to either move onto the Idaho reservation or face war. Chief Joseph later explained, “We were like deer. They were like the grizzly bears.” The result, though not inevitable, due to the extraordinary endurance and military creativity of Chief Joseph’s fleeing band, was that the grizzly caught the deer just miles short of escape into Canada.

After the Nez Perce War, the Bannock, Cheyenne, Apache, Ute, and others fought American politics of concentration, reservations, and assimilation. They resisted the government that sought to destroy Native American economies, religions, political systems, and family structures. Then came Wovoka, the Paiute Ghost Dance Prophet, who urged his people to remain native but live in peace with whites. He asked them to dance and sing in four-day intervals to hasten a spiritual event and return to their old lives with plenty of game, seeds, vegetables, and fruit. Tribes across the American West adopted elements of the Ghost Dance and added to the prophet’s doctrine. This last breath of resistance was peaceful, but ended with the impact of bullets on December 29, 1890. The 7th Cavalry had its answer to the defeat at the Little Bighorn in the massacre at Wounded Knee. The cause of Indian survival had an answer as well. Wounded Knee serves as a symbol of American treatment of Native Americans, confining them on reservations, suppressing religion, and forcing assimilationist policies.

Neither soldiers nor government officials could conquer or destroy Native Americans. They survived reservation agents, boarding school superintendents, and entrepreneurs eager to steal Indian lands and resources. Indians did not vanish as whites had predicted. Indians did not assimilate, but they acculturated into American society, where they have made their mark in many ways on their native soil. Alvin Josephy spent his life doing what he could to work with and for American Indian people, providing a voice for Indians in the hope of changing the way non-Indians presented the history of Native America. His work offered an important step for Indian people to follow. Now they would write their own stories and help build a new history centered on Native Americans and their interpretations of the past. After recounting his life history, Nez Perce Chief Yellow Wolf explained: “Nobody to help us tell our side—the whites told only one side. Told it to please themselves.” Then along came Alvin Josephy.


1

A Continent Awakes

Alvin Josephy was invited by Kevin Costner, Jim Wilson, and Jack Leustig to write 500 Nations, published in 1994. The resulting elaborately illustrated volume “adheres closely” to the narrative of their similarly titled eight-hour television series, which ran in 1995. At the same time, the book serves well as a brilliant, readable, and authoritative narrative history of the Indian nations of North America. This first chapter tells the earlier story of these nations, beginning with their creation myths, then describes the highly developed and sophisticated civilizations of the Olmecs and Mayas. The story then moves north to the hunting tribes of the Great Plains, and on to the agricultural and trade-based societies of the mound-building Hopewellians and Mississippians. From there Josephy takes us to the Iroquois, whose longhouses were perhaps the very birthplace of American democracy. And finally, we reach the Southwest, where the agriculturally sophisticated Hohokams and the mysterious Anasazi, along with others, survive as the Pueblos, Zunis, and Hopis of today.

This chapter is a summary account but establishes a necessary background that clearly sets the stage for the story to come.

On an unusually mild December day in 1890, a small band of hungry, desperate Miniconjou Sioux—one hundred twenty men and two hundred thirty women and children, led by their ailing chief, Big Foot—hurried across the hills of South Dakota’s Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. The Miniconjous, some on ponies, others in aged wagons or trudging beside their travois, were tired from their long flight.

Fear drove them on. American armies were searching for them, intent on arresting Indians who continued to practice the banned Ghost Dance religion, which the whites believed was whipping them up for war. Long since defeated militarily and penned on reservations, many of the demoralized and helpless Plains tribes had turned to this new religion, which had reached them through Wovoka, a Paiute Indian holy man in far-off Nevada. Wovoka’s message was peaceful: with certain dances, songs, and prayers, the tribes could bring back their dead ancestors, the vanished hosts of buffalo, and the old ways of life that had existed before the coming of the white man. To government agents and the army, the dancing Indians seemed, instead, to be preparing for an uprising. Two weeks before, Indian police, working for a fearful reservation agent, had murdered the great Hunkpapa Sioux chief Sitting Bull, whom the government regarded mistakenly as one of the leaders of the new religion. Then the army had sought to arrest Big Foot, whose Miniconjou band included many of the most devout Ghost Dancers.

In alarm, Big Foot and his people had abandoned their village on the Cheyenne River Sioux Reservation and fled for one hundred fifty miles across the plains and the silent, wintry Badlands, through snow and icy windstorms. Evading pursuing armies, they hoped to find safety on the Pine Ridge Reservation among Oglala Sioux followers of the aging Chief Red Cloud, who had invited them to come. During the journey, Big Foot, whom the Sioux knew as a quiet, generous man of peace and wisdom, often called on to settle quarrels among the bands, was stricken with pneumonia. His people put him in one of the lurching horse-drawn wagons, wrapped like a mummy in an old overcoat, a scarf, and a blanket. Blood dripped from his nose and froze on the floor of the open wagon bed, and the fugitive Miniconjous knew he was dying in the cold.

Now, having reached Pine Ridge, they were close to where they expected to reach Red Cloud’s Oglalas. On this day, December 28, fate ran against them. Early in the afternoon, they topped a ridge. Spread across the lower ground, barring their way about two miles distant, was a long skirmish line of dismounted cavalrymen of the late Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer’s old regiment, the 7th U.S. Cavalry, reconstituted after its disastrous defeat by Northern Cheyennes and Sioux—including the Miniconjous—fourteen years earlier at the battle of the Little Bighorn. Army-employed Oglala scouts had given notice to the military of the arrival of Big Foot’s band on the Pine Ridge Reservation.

The Miniconjous debated what to do. They did not want to fight but decided that there was nowhere to go but straight ahead toward where they would find Red Cloud’s people. Hoping they could parley peacefully with the soldiers, they attached a white cloth to a pole and raised it on the wagon that was carrying the sick chief. The women and children were fearful, and the men were tense but determined to defend the families. As the little band moved down the slope toward the waiting soldiers, the young warriors spread out to the right and left, forming a protective battle line opposite the troops.

At the bottom of the ridge, the Indians halted, and several went forward to ask the troops’ commander, Major Samuel M. Whitside, for a parley. Whitside refused, demanding instead to see Big Foot. The chief’s wagon was driven forward, and Whitside, leaning over from his horse, saw that the Indian was sick. The officer reached down and shook the chief’s hand, then through an interpreter reassured him that if he surrendered, there would be no fighting. According to Whitside’s account, Big Foot agreed to surrender and with his people accompany the troops across the hills to where the cavalrymen had their camp—to Chankpe Opi Wakpala, said the Sioux interpreter, Wounded Knee Creek. That was all right, Big Foot nodded. It was in the direction where his people were going anyway.

So they set off together, troops and Indians, both of them watchful and on edge, and that night they camped together sleeplessly at Wounded Knee Creek. The next morning, a random shot started a panic. By noon, it was over. The mild-mannered chief, Big Foot, and almost two hundred fifty members of his band were dead, some of them lying in heaps where the soldiers had first surrounded them and where Hotchkiss guns had mowed them down. Others were strewn across the frozen campgrounds and in the ravines where screaming survivors had tried to flee from the frenzied hatred of the troops. More than fifty additional Miniconjous, some of whom would not survive, were wounded, and still others who had got away were thought to have died or been wounded. The frightened cavalrymen had also suffered, many by their own cross fire. The army counted twenty-five dead of its own and thirty-seven soldiers and two civilians (an interpreter and a priest) wounded.

In the smoke and agony of the massacre at Wounded Knee on that morning of December 29, 1890, there died the last tortured hope of freedom among the Indian nations of North America. That night it turned suddenly cold, and the snow began to fall gently and covered the fallen bodies. It was the end of a long story of dreams and drama and courage, one that had involved many different peoples of hundreds of Indian nations and had begun in myths and shadows when humans were new-made and still young, fifteen thousand or more years ago….


Creation

In the nineteenth century, most of the Sioux people like the Miniconjous lived on the Great Plains, and it was there that the last of the great battles and confrontations took place between the expanding whites and the resisting Indians whom they were dispossessing. Largely because of the romance and color of the mounted Plains tribes and the skills and fierce determination of their chiefs and warriors, which dime novels, Wild West shows, and movies publicized far and wide, the Great Plains came to be associated in the minds of non-Indian peoples throughout the world as the land of the North American Indians.

What is little understood even today, however, is that almost every community in Canada, the United States, and Mexico was once an Indian community, and those communities before the arrival of the whites were part of hundreds of unique Indian nations that blanketed the entire continent. They reached from the Atlantic to the Pacific and from Central America to the Arctic, with borders between many of them that dated back to far before the time of the Roman Empire. Including Mexico and the Caribbean, it was a continent of perhaps as many as forty million people, some nomadic, but most of them permanently settled in communities that ranged in size up to cities as large and sophisticated as any in the world at that time. Every part of the land and all of the natural world within it was sacred to one Indian nation or another.

Not unlike today, the most dense populations were along the coasts and the major rivers, around the Great Lakes, and in Mexico, Florida, and the Caribbean islands and California. Six hundred distinct languages were spoken by the different communities, bands, and chiefdoms that made up the nations. There were Indian kings and prophets, artisans and architects, sculptors and poets, mathematicians and doctors. Land and water trade networks interconnected the continent, spreading commodities and ideas. In medicine, sports, military service, dance, religion, diplomacy, art, and a dozen other fields, Indian children could dream of personal accomplishments. And not unlike today, also, all of these possibilities existed in a different way in each nation. Traditions, environment, and form of government all played a role in giving each nation an individual identity and directing it along an individual path. Some were committed by thousands of years of tradition to perfecting an unchanging way of life. Others built massive armies and military empires.

From the very first arrival of Europeans in the Western Hemisphere, the whites marveled at what they saw and wondered where it had all come from. Who were the peoples of these Indian nations, they asked, and where did they originate? The question tantalized generations of non-Indian scholars and scientists, some of whom spent lifetimes trying to prove that the Indians were descendants of seafaring Phoenicians or Chinese, pyramid-building Egyptians, one of the Lost Tribes of Israel, Welshmen, or even survivors of Plato’s legendary lost continent of Atlantis.

The question of their origin never puzzled most Indian nations. All human societies have possessed versions of their own beginnings, and the Indians of North America have been no different. Stories of natural or supernatural creation on their own land or of emergence from another, lower world or of migration from elsewhere have existed among all Indian tribes and, like the white man’s biblical narrative of Genesis, have been clung to as matters of faith and spiritual truth.

Among the Nez Perce and other Indian peoples of the mountainous Northwest, generations of grandparents told children stories of a time when the world was inhabited only by animals, all of whom spoke like humans and had humanlike characteristics. Living by one of the waterways was a fierce monster who kept all the animals in fear by devouring them. Finally, the bold and courageous Coyote, the tribe’s culture hero, jumped down the monster’s throat and killed him by sawing up his heart with a flint. When the monster was dead, Coyote cut its body into small pieces, creating from each part a different tribe. In each case, the group telling the story related that it had sprung from the monster’s heart or blood, which had made it the bravest and wisest of all the tribes.

In the desert Southwest, Hopi, Zuni, and Pueblo descendants of the Anasazis and other radiant pre-Columbian societies possess a body of sacred-origin stories. Some of them tell of the emergence of their people through a hole, known as sipapu, from an underground lake. Others relate in great detail the climb of their ancestors toward perfection through three underworlds and their final emergence through sipapu into the present, or fourth, world. All of them then tell of migrations to the sites that became their homes in this world.

The most common origin stories, however, illustrate a close spiritual bond between the Indians and all of creation within their universe. The Creator, the Master of Life, the Great Spirit, Wakan Tanka—whatever terms the various Native American groups used—breathed life into humans and bound their spirits to those of all else in their universe. “My strength, my blood is from the fish, from the roots and berries…and game,” said a Yakima man. “I…did not come here. I was put here by the Creator.” At the same time, Taos Pueblo elders told their young,


When Earth was still young and giants still roamed the land, a great sickness came upon them. All of them died except for a small boy. One day while he was playing, a snake bit him. The boy cried and cried. The blood came out, and finally he died. With his tears our lakes became. With his blood the red clay became. With his body our mountains became, and that was how Earth became.


Most tribes believed that the people of their nation were created on their land, and their land, where they were created, was the center of the world. But there was a symbiosis between the land and the people. Because of their spiritual attachment, one gave life to the other, and it behooved humans to keep that attachment in balance and harmony by proper conduct and thoughts, lest it harm the people’s well-being.

As might be expected, traditional tribal versions of the Indians’ origins differ greatly from the beliefs of modern-day science. In contrast to the certainties of the Indians’ stories, however, the scientists themselves are still far from possessing all the answers. Since no remains of a pre–Homo sapiens type of man have ever been discovered in the Americas, it is assumed that humans did not evolve there, as they did on other continents, but arrived in the Western Hemisphere after the development of modern man. Most of the scientists and scholars also agree—from archaeological findings in Siberia, Mongolia, and North America, and studies in linguistics, physical anthropology, and other disciplines—that the Indians came in one or more migrations from eastern Asia, crossing a land bridge to Alaska that appeared from time to time during the Ice Age when the formation of huge glaciers caused the sea levels to fall by as much as three hundred feet.

So far, scientists do not agree on much more, including the date of the arrival of the first migrants from Asia. It is thought that the land bridge across what is now the Bering Strait existed sometime between seventy thousand and thirty thousand years ago; again from twenty-five thousand to fifteen thousand years ago; and once or twice more between approximately fourteen thousand and ten thousand years ago. During any of these periods, small bands of Asian hunters and their families, following herds of mastodons and other large Ice Age game animals across the land bridge or along its coasts, could have reached Alaska. From archaeological discoveries, all that is known definitely is that people were living in all parts of North and South America by at least twelve thousand years ago—long before the time of Egypt, Phoenicia, China, Israel, or any other nation known to history. Indeed, gaining increasing acceptance, but still controversial, are finds from Alaska to Chile and from Pennsylvania to California suggesting the presence of people in the Americas even earlier—perhaps as long as thirty-five thousand, or even fifty thousand, years ago.

Whether the ancestors of the Indian nations came in one wave or in separate movements at different times during the Ice Age, once they entered Alaska, they and their descendants continued to hunt the mastodons and other big-game animals, killing them in group attacks with spears, clubs, and ingenious spear-throwing shafts called atlatls, but living also by fishing and gathering wild foods. Gradually, they moved with the animals along ice-free routes on the Alaskan coasts, up the Yukon and other river valleys, and south along the chains of the Rocky Mountains, through natural corridors that existed from time to time between the massive glaciers. Eventually, reaching the vast tundra and forest environments south of the ice sheets, the bands spread toward the Atlantic Coast and to Central and South America.

In their movements, the people often sheltered themselves in caves or beneath overhanging rocks. But it would be wrong to think of them as stereotypical “cavemen,” with stooped shoulders, heavy brows, and dull, brutish features. Physically, they were fully developed modern people, intelligent, sensitive, and already endowed with spiritual impulses that bound them as relatives under a common creator to their natural surroundings and to the various plant and animal sources of their food. In a material way, they were also more advanced than is generally thought. Their chipped stone tools, weapons, and utensils were among the most efficient in the world at that time; in addition, they were adept at fashioning trim hide clothing and basketry sandals, painting various possessions, and making personal adornments and religious objects from stone, horns, bones, walrus-tusk ivory, shells, and other natural materials.

Although their population at first was sparse, here and there the bands came in contact with one another, combined, divided into new groups, or drove one another into less hospitable and accessible areas. Until about ten thousand years ago, these bands shared North America with the great mammoths, mastodons, outsize bison and bears, giant sloths, small prehistoric horses, and other animals of the Ice Age. Then the Ice Age came to an end, the great glaciers receded, and the earth was re-formed. The tundra and evergreen forests at the southern edge of the ice sheets moved north, following the retreating glaciers, and were replaced by great grassland prairies, hardwood forests, and arid plains and plateaus. Jungles grew in Mexico, and virgin woodlands covered North America from the Atlantic Coast to the center of the continent. And in two thousand years, all the mastodons, giant sloths, miniature horses, saber-toothed tigers, and many other animals of the Ice Age became extinct.

In most parts of the continent, the humans studied the smaller creatures that had survived with them and, changing their hunting methods and the size of their spear points, hunted deer, antelope, and other small animals, at the same time relying more on fish and shellfish and the gathering of nuts, berries, grass, seeds, and wild vegetables and fruits. With the passage of time, different groups came to identify themselves with special parts of the land, understanding in some cases that it was the place of their ancestors’ origin or in others that the Creator or other supernatural beings meant them to live there. Century after century, they established spiritual harmony with their particular territory, learning to understand and take care of its resources so that the resources, in turn, would take care of them.

In time, as population increased and the ancient Indians adapted to the different environments, cultural and physical variations began to appear among them. Those along the coasts developed maritime-oriented cultures with economies based largely on their ability to harvest fish and collect shellfish. In the eastern forests and California, woodland peoples learned to use fire to clear the land for new growth that would increase the yield of deer and other animals. In the Canadian North, caribou hunters traveled on snowshoes and employed mannequins to herd frightened animals into corrals. In the Great Basin of the West, one of the harshest and poorest regions on the continent, nomadic bands, living on anything that was edible, including pine nuts and desert reptiles, established a satisfactory and stable way of life that lasted for thousands of years, into the nineteenth century. And in Mexico and river valleys in the East, hunters and gatherers began to turn into part-time farmers, learning below the Rio Grande how to grow corn, beans, and squash and in the eastern woodlands cultivating such edible plants as sunflowers, sumpweed, and goosefoot. In every part of the continent the ancient Indian peoples continued to build relationships with their land, harmonizing their needs with what their natural worlds could provide them, and their spiritual life with the spirits of all of the universe about them.



The Buffalo

Most Indian nations of North America lived in the equivalent of what Christianity would call the Garden of Eden—the place of creation—the place of plenty, the single place on earth most perfect for them. For every nation that place was unique.

“The Crow country is a good country,” said Arapooish, a leader of the Crow Indians of Montana, to white men in the nineteenth century. “The Great Spirit put it exactly in the right place; while you are in it you fare well; whenever you are out of it, whichever way you travel, you fare worse….The Crow country is exactly in the right place. Everything good is to be found there. There is no place like Crow country.”

On the northern Great Plains, long before Arapooish’s time, the ancient peoples lived on a vast homeland of grass cut by occasional rivers and streams lined by trees and underbrush. Small extended families of fewer than twenty-five people moved in seasonal rounds of hunting game and gathering berries, nuts, seeds, and roots. They had no horses; they were people on foot, depending on experience and intelligence to guide them. But among the many foods and natural resources available to them, one animal above all others—the bison—truly provided for them.

“The great Father of Life who made us and gave us this land to live upon, made the buffalo…to afford us sustenance,” said a warrior of the northern Plains. “Their meat is our only food; with their skins we clothe ourselves and build our lodges. They are our only means of life—food, fuel, and clothing.” He, like Arapooish, was talking to whites in the nineteenth century, but he might have been speaking as well for his ancestors of thousands of years before. The ancient Indians of the northern Plains studied, revered, and established strong spiritual relationships between themselves and the buffalo, associating the animal directly with the Creator and centering most of their religious life around the great shaggy beast. And no wonder. No animal, the Indians said, ever gave so much of itself to people. There was almost no part of the buffalo that Plains Indian nations did not use: the tongue and flesh for food; the rawhide for shields, buckets, moccasins, rattles, drums, bullboats, ropes, splints, thongs, and containers; the hair for headdresses, ornaments, and ropes; the tail for brushes; the horns for cups, fire carriers, and ladles; the hooves for glue and rattles; the skull for ceremonies and rituals; the beard for ornamentation; the bladder for sinews, pouches, and bags; the muscles for thread, glue, and sinews; the paunch for the lining of cups, basins, and buckets; the scrotum for rattles; the stomach for medicines and the lining of containers; the bones for clubs, sleds, game dice, knives, scrapers, awls, digging sticks, and other implements and utensils; the chips for fuel; and the hide for clothing, robes, cradles, bags, lodge covers, dolls, and a hundred other products.

For people in small bands who had to move on foot, hunting the large, aggressive buffalo that traveled in huge herds and stampeded easily could be especially dangerous and not always successful. There were more effective ways to hunt, and for that many Plains bands would come together in tribal gatherings near a herd. Cooperatively, they would lay out drive lanes, like avenues across the plains, lining them with piles of rocks and brush behind which their hunters could hide. The drive lanes were funnel-shaped, with their wide mouths near the herd and the narrow ends leading into a stout-walled corral or pound, or to the abrupt edge of a steep cliff or bluff over which the stampeding animals could be driven to their death. The killing site was known to the Indians as a piskun, meaning a deep-blood-kettle, and later-coming whites called the cliff-type hunting sites buffalo jumps.

In southern Alberta is a famous one, used by the people of the northern Plains for more than five thousand years. It is called the Head-Smashed-In Buffalo Jump for an unfortunate Indian of long ago who, legend says, became trapped against the base of the cliff and was crushed under the weight of the falling animals. Today, Head-Smashed-In is a vivid example of what the many buffalo jumps on the northern Plains were like and how they were used.

First, the peoples’ shamans, or spiritual leaders, went out on the plains and, employing iniskims, small, buffalo-shaped stones that were believed to have the power to attract the bison herds, called to the buffalo to come toward the drive lanes. As the herd moved slowly toward the lanes, the hunters who were hiding emerged suddenly from behind the rocks and brush and, shouting and waving robes, panicked the animals into a thundering rush down the funnel and over the cliff or into the corral or pound. Indians lining the kill areas at the foot of the cliff easily dispatched the stunned and injured animals that had not died in the fall, and Indian women hurried to skin and butcher the slaughtered bison, making use of virtually everything. At one time, the cliff at Head-Smashed-In was a sheer drop of more than sixty feet, but talus from the crumbling cliff edge and the bones of hundreds of thousands of animals who plunged blindly to their death have piled up century after century until the fall is less than thirty-five feet.

The mass hunts were hard work and often dangerous, but they were also a spiritual communion between the people and the bounty, who were giving their lives to sustain the Indians. While the skillful method that drove the bison into pounds or over the cliffs was impressive and could mean the difference between the people’s well-being and starvation, an equally notable accomplishment was the Indians’ ability to coordinate the gatherings for the cooperative hunt. Small bands, scattered over thousands of square miles of High Plains country, had to be brought together—had to know where and when to meet. How it was achieved is still debated. Some believe that an answer may lie in remarkable creations in stone found in various parts of the northern Plains and known as medicine wheels.

Formed by piles of rocks laid out on the ground in a pattern of concentric circles or ovals intersected by spokes radiating out from a central cairn, the medicine wheels were undoubtedly sacred sites, used by northern Plains peoples for vision quests, prayers, and other spiritual purposes. But they may also have allowed the users to create an annual calendar based on the relation of the spokes to the positions of the sun or certain stars. It would have been easy to keep track of the time for traveling to communal hunts, as well as for other things, such as when berries would ripen in a particular valley or when waterfowl would return to a certain lake.

In addition, some archaeologists have speculated that the reckoning of time by the northern Plains bands may not have been the only use of the wheels. Hunting and gathering peoples traveling in small groups needed an intimate knowledge of their territory. The medicine wheels, most of which were located on high points that provided expansive views, may have offered people the ability to familiarize themselves with the land the Creator had given them. Spokes pointed out toward major landmarks and toward other medicine wheels on far-off peaks. Year after year and from one generation to another through the course of centuries, hunters could have used the wheels to learn the shape of their world and, by studying several wheels, construct a mental picture of thousands of square miles of territory. When traveling great distances, for example to the tribal hunts, they would have been able to read the landscape and know where they were and where they were going.

In that sense, the wheels could have been pathfinders and maps as well as calendars. Whatever roles they actually played in the lives of the ancient peoples, however, Indian nations of the northern Plains still hold them sacred. It is hard to imagine otherwise. In their silence and timelessness, the medicine wheels have connected people with the supernatural, the land, and with one another through uncounted generations.



The City of the North: Cahokia

The heart of the continent is bisected by the Mississippi, one of the world’s great rivers. With its hundreds of tributaries, some as major as the Ohio, the Missouri, the Tennessee, the Arkansas, and the Red, the Mississippi’s network links a third of North America by water. Along these rivers and across much of the center of the continent there developed, beginning about AD 700, one of the most spectacular and least known of the great North American Indian civilizations, that of the Mississippians, given that name by archaeologists because their culture appears to have originated along the bottomlands of the middle Mississippi and the lower Ohio, Illinois, and Tennessee Rivers. Known also as Temple Mound Builders for the religious structures that surmounted their huge, flat-topped earthen mounds, they had evolved over many centuries and were the stunning climax of other mound-building societies that had preceded them.

As early as 1500 BC, Indians in some parts of the northeastern woodlands had adopted the practice of burying their dead, along with personal ornaments, tools, and other grave goods, on ridges, knolls, and other elevated sites. Later, some groups began raising dome-shaped mounds of earth above the burials. By about 1000 BC, this simple burial-mound practice, reflecting spiritual motives, developed into the more sophisticated Adena culture, spreading among peoples in the Ohio Valley, New York, and New England who, though they still hunted and gathered wild foods, had domesticated local plants like sumpweed, marsh elder, squash, and sunflowers and had settled down in permanent or semi-permanent villages. Without maize, the population was still small, but the Adena Indians built circular earthworks and large mounds and turned out as well many utilitarian and artistic objects, often of mica and copper.

About AD 200, maize finally reached some of the mound-building peoples, diffusing north, probably from the Southwest or Mexico. Population increased, and a new, vital mound-building culture, the Hopewell (named for the owner of one of its principal sites in the Ohio Valley), replaced the Adena and spread among proliferating Indian farming villages along the rivers of the Midwest and East. Flourishing until about AD 500, the Hopewellian civilization was far more complex than the Adena. Large ceremonial centers, with elaborately constructed earthen walls, contained conical or dome-shaped burial mounds up to thirty feet or more in height and two hundred feet in circumference. Religious leaders and the elite dwelled in the centers, surrounded by the nearby farming settlements and the round or oval-shaped wigwams of the general population.

One of the most distinctive achievements of the Hopewellians was the creation of an amazing trade network that was almost continent-wide and brought to the Hopewellian centers objects and materials from the Atlantic Coast to the Rocky Mountains and from the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico. Hopewellian artists and artisans flourished, using the materials received from the trade to turn out a wealth of articles, including sacred and ceremonial objects, pendants, necklaces, armbands, and other decorative items; panpipes and rattles, tools, spoons and other utensils; and stone pipe bowls sculptured beautifully in the form of humans and animals. Fashioned from copper, bone, antler, stone, and shell, many of the objects were buried in the mounds with their deceased owners.

The mounds and other evidence suggest that Hopewellians had a highly developed social system that included a class structure, with rulers of hereditary rank and privileges; a strong religious system; specialists like artists, traders, and metalworkers; and organized direction over cooperative labor. After AD 500, the Hopewell star faded. It is not known what happened, or why. Perhaps the trade network on which so much had depended collapsed. At any rate, artistic abilities declined, fewer large burial mounds were constructed, and in various places people took to building instead enormous effigy mounds, probably with spiritual functions or meanings, in the shape of birds, animals, serpents, and humans. All along the river valleys, new groups with changing ideas and cultures of their own were emerging. By AD 700, one of them, the Mississippians, with a population increasing rapidly from the harvests of a new, highly productive strain of corn, took over.

Few cultures compare with the endurance and continuity of that of the Mississippians, which lasted for nine hundred years. During its long existence, great Mississippian urban centers—Ocmulgee, Etowah, Moundville, Spiro, and others—arose, from the Atlantic Coast to Arkansas and Oklahoma. Within the centers, earthen mounds, many of them much bigger than any yet seen, were topped by temples or homes of rulers or religious leaders and served as settings for public rituals and spectacles








The Haudenosaunee: Dawn of Democracy
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