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“Brother Keen, with his infinite Indigenous and academic knowledge, brings forth amazing truths about ancient North American cultures the modern world was unaware of. Not only are the ancient earthworks extensive and scientifically and astronomically complex but Keen unveils they are all connected across the entire continent, mirroring the heavens. Simply incredible research.”

SCOTT WOLTER, HOST OF HISTORY 2 (H2) CHANNEL’S AMERICA
 UNEARTHED, WORLD-RENOWNED FORENSIC GEOLOGIST, AND
 PRESIDENT OF AMERICAN PETROGRAPHIC SERVICES

“Careful analysis by Taylor Keen of the placement and designs of earthworks of the Indigenous people of North America reveals far more complex planning and design was involved than just random location selection of mounds for burials, as we were taught to think. His geographical analysis reveals the sacred earthworks designs were far more advanced and esoteric in nature, something he is uniquely qualified to understand as Indigenous himself and a member of several esoteric orders. He proves definitively the intricate level of knowledge of astronomy, heavenly body movements, mathematics, and cosmology involved in the creation of these earthworks, not only at a local level, but incredibly as long-range alignments as well. This revelation, Keen explains, was something that was dismissed and suppressed by early nineteenth-century archaeologists who breached and destroyed the sacred earthworks and burial mounds as part of the promotion of ‘manifest destiny,’ with the intent being justification of taking tribal lands for settlement. Keen’s incredibly important work gives a whole new perspective on the history of North America.”

JANET WOLTER, COAUTHOR OF
 AMERICA: NATION OF THE GODDESS

“The official history of the United States begins with Spanish contact in the late fifteenth century. The oral traditions and legends of the various Native peoples of North America, however, stretch back much earlier, into the opaque mists of preliterate times. With a member of the Earthen Bison Clan of the Omaha Tribe to serve as our guide, Rediscovering Turtle Island leads the reader along near-forgotten, overgrown paths that twist and turn throughout a resacralized landscape, decorated with ancient landmarks, populated with whispering ghosts and supernatural beings. The sacred geography of America will never again appear the same.”

P. D. NEWMAN, AUTHOR OF NATIVE AMERICAN SHAMANISM
 AND THE AFTERLIFE JOURNEY IN THE MISSISSIPPI VALLEY

“Taylor Keene has written a fascinating story of North America that integrates scholarship and mythology in a very entertaining and readable way. His linkage of some of the North American creation stories to the places where they are told and their representations in carvings and drawings is fascinating. He interweaves aspects of North America’s history, cosmology, and geography from an Indigenous perspective, which, combined with the sharing of his own life experience, uplifts us and demonstrates how we are all related.”

LEWIS MEHL-MADRONA, M.D., PH.D., AUTHOR OF
 NARRATIVE MEDICINE, REMAPPING YOUR MIND,
 AND COYOTE WISDOM

“What could be more fascinating than the origin of mankind itself? The premise is staggering and the consequences far-reaching. Keen’s hard work pays off immensely in Rediscovering Turtle Island, and readers will be gripped by that experience on every page.”

SIDIAN M.S. JONES, COAUTHOR OF 
THE VOICE OF ROLLING THUNDER
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FOREWORD

CHARLES C. MANN

The book you are holding in your hands is special, as is its author, Taylor Keen. I’m going to explain why I think this, but to do that I’ll first need to muddle around a bit, like a dog circling around before finding its place on the carpet.
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About fifteen years ago, I went to Xinjiang, in far northwestern China, on a research trip. I was writing a book that was partly about the consequences of trade across the Pacific, which began in the 1560s, soon after Spain conquered the Philippines. Xinjiang had felt many of those consequences, and I was there to try to learn from local scholars a little about what had happened.

Harsh, dry, and ringed by mountains, Xinjiang was often eerily beautiful. It was one of the most remote places I’d ever been. In villages, I was (understandably) an object of curiosity. Kids followed me around. Twice, local officials asked if they could take selfies with me.

A few days of traveling about made it obvious that this region was different from the rest of China, and that difference had a lot to do with its history. Northern Xinjiang was originally inhabited by Uyghur people (Turkic-speaking Muslim farmers, who mostly lived around oases). Southern Xinjiang’s first peoples were Dzungar, nomadic Tibetan Buddhists. Both had fought for centuries to keep their culture intact against waves of foreign invaders, most of them from eastern China.

Wanting to learn more about this, I found a bookstore with several histories of the region, originally written in Chinese but translated into English, all inexpensive paperbacks. I bought the books and began looking through them.

To my surprise, all were written from the point of view of the invaders from eastern China. After a few cursory pages about the millennia-long history of Xinjiang, the books skipped to the seventeenth-century Qing Dynasty, which began China’s serious efforts to take over the area. After that, the histories recounted how Xinjiang had finally become part of China. The Uyghur and Dzungar peoples were described as, variously, “brave,” “savage,” and “primitive,” but the implicit view was that they were fated to disappear and become good citizens of modern China, indistinguishable from all the others. Their version of the story—or even the idea that they might have their own version of the story—wasn’t a factor.

A little bit later, the penny dropped.
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About 400 years ago, my ancestors joined the horde of Europeans who were invading Turtle Island (the name many of North America’s first peoples use for their home). They came to a place that was a thriving tumult of cultures, languages, beliefs, and ways of life. There were more religions than all of Asia, more language families in what is now California than all of Europe, and an incredible variety of cuisines. There were desert peoples, forest peoples, peoples of the plains and mountains and shorelines—a crazy-quilt jumble of different ways to be human.

My ancestors and the other newcomers built a new nation and a new culture here. But they did that by suppressing all those hundreds of other nations and cultures. Or, at any rate, they tried to suppress them.

Like all people, my ancestors told stories about themselves, and how they got where they were. They wrote histories of the United States, of North America, and the Americas as a whole. That history formed the backdrop of countless novels, movies, poems, and songs. In all of those stories, my ancestors put themselves in the starring role, and told the stories in their own voices.

Nothing in itself is wrong with that. In fact, though, most of those other nations, societies, and cultures—the first peoples of Turtle Island—survived. They came through everything my ancestors could throw at them and are still standing. And so there’s been a yawning gap. The real Turtle Island—the real North America—is a chorus of voices. But a huge number of those voices have gone unheard. One reason why is that for a very long time the chronicles—the histories, the novels, the movies, the epic poems and songs—were almost all written by people like me (in fact, by me personally—I wrote one of those histories). Even when Native people did tell their tales in first person, it was almost always through a non-Native scholar, writer, or editor.

That is beginning to change. The book in your hands is evidence of that. It is, I believe, just one of the first droplets in what will be a river of stories from cultures all over this beautiful country we share. Over time, those previously overlooked voices will change the way everyone here thinks about their past, confronts the present, and faces the future.

It’s hard for me to imagine anyone better equipped to be at the front of this new movement than Taylor Keen.
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Taylor Keen is a lot.

A member of the Omaha Tribe and an enrolled Cherokee citizen, he grew up in both nations and has a name from each—“Bison Mane,” from his mother’s people, the Omaha, in Nebraska; “Blackberry,” from his father’s people, the Cherokee, in Oklahoma. (I am, of course, giving the English translation of both names.) His mother, Octa, a nurse, was directly descended from the legendary Omaha chief Big Elk. His father, Ralph, was chief justice of the Cherokee Supreme Court, then called the Judicial Appeals Tribunal.

Taylor lived up to his distinguished lineage. As a student, he was a standout as much on the Rugby pitch as in the classroom. He got his undergraduate degree at Dartmouth College and went to work for Bath Iron Works, a shipbuilding firm in Maine. Encouraged by a mentor, the Cherokee leader Wilma Mankiller, he applied to Harvard as a joint-degree candidate at the Kennedy School of Government and Harvard Business School. He was accepted but deferred his admission to work with the Omaha on reinvesting their gaming profits into housing and small loans to tribal members’ businesses. Once at Harvard, he picked up two master’s degrees—one in public policy, and an MBA—all the while serving as a Fellow in the Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development.

After graduating, he worked for Worldcom, where he helped build the first fully redundant, transatlantic, fiber-optic communications network. The project was successful, his colleagues enjoyable, and the paycheck substantial, but after two years he realized that it was not where his heart lay. He returned to Oklahoma, where he served as vice president of Cherokee Enterprises, the nation’s business arm, and a tribal councilor.

Anyone who has been around Indigenous politics knows how tumultuous it can be. In 2007, Taylor got tired of the dust-ups and moved to Omaha, where he founded his own consulting firm. At the same time, he joined the faculty of Creighton University’s College of Business Administration and, later, became board chairman of the Blackbird Bend Corporation, the Omaha Nation’s gaming operation, where he helped put the nation’s two casinos on firm footing.

That’s a lot of verbiage.* Maybe the simplest way to put it is that Taylor is somebody who stands easily in many worlds. The world of today, with its giant economic enterprises and burgeoning technology. The world of the future, teaching kids, Native and newcomer alike, how to make their way. The world of the past, with its timeless values.

An important voice for today. A storyteller’s voice.
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While he was working for the Omaha, Taylor founded Sacred Seed—which is how I came to meet him. Sacred Seed is a nonprofit that preserves Native American heritage by collecting, growing, and disseminating the seeds of maize (corn) and other traditional Indigenous foods. I met him one hot summer morning in one of Sacred Seed’s gardens. That day, he had protected himself against the sun with a moisture-wicking shirt and a red, white, and blue baseball cap. Around his neck hung a shell gorget: a mother-of-pearl disc with an eagle-and-wolf design styled after Keen’s Cherokee ancestors.

The Sacred Seed plot was in downtown Omaha, not far from the freeway. To my eye, the area looked like any rundown neighborhood that had been strafed by urban renewal. The forces of gentrification had set up their familiar redoubts: a hip deli, a natural-therapy center, a condo complex with postmodern filigree, and, of course, an art gallery. Across the street from a dead gas station was Keen’s cornfield.

Purple-and-white Cherokee maize grew on two low mounds, mixed with other crops: black Trail of Tears beans (another Cherokee variety), Lakota squash (compact, orange), and Mongolian giant sunflower (an Asian version of this American plant, which Keen chose because its immense height amused him). Omaha tradition refers to these species as the Four Sisters. Another mound housed different variants of the sisters—Arikara sunflower, for instance. Smaller mounds featured flowering plants (milkweed, tobacco) and prairie species (little bluestem, Indian plantain). Paths cut through the garden in an artful manner that suggested attention from the gallery nearby.

The maize had already tasseled out, fifteen to twenty long spikes rising from the top of every plant. From the spikes emerged tiny green packets that looked a bit like seeds. As the plant matured, the packets opened. Out dropped two purple cylinders, each about the size of a rice grain, dangling from the packets on thin white stems like airplane oxygen masks. When conditions were right, the cylinders opened and released puffs of purple pollen.

Softly murmuring old Peyote music songs, Keen took some of the pollen cylinders from one plant and sprinkled their contents over the silk on other plants. When a mote of pollen touched a threadlike silk, the silk would develop a thin, interior tunnel—a pollen tube—that traveled down the silk and carried the genetic material from the pollen to the ovary at the bottom of the silk. After pollination, each thread of silk would create one maize kernel.

In about 2009, not long after his arrival in Omaha, Taylor told me, he was called by a friend, Deward Walker, a retired anthropologist at the University of Colorado. “He said, ‘Young man, what are you doing to protect your corn?’ I said, ‘Do what?’ And he told me—begged me—to stop our corn from disappearing.” Industrial agriculture, which prizes uniformity, was effectively wiping out most maize varieties, including those from Native peoples. Walker told Taylor he should ensure their survival. Taylor was struck by his urgency, but he had never farmed and didn’t know how to do what Walker wanted.

Despite his lack of experience with the hoe, events in his life kept nudging him toward picking it up. He learned that Cherokee people in Oklahoma were bringing back their traditional maize. He began looking for Omaha seeds: squash seeds, bean seeds, maize seeds. In 2016 he was asked to identify some old Omaha artifacts at the Buffalo Bill Center of the West, in Cody, Wyoming. He was nervous about the responsibility, he said, and as the trip to Cody approached he prayed for strength.

Among the artifacts at the museum was a plastic bag, sealed in old yellowed packing tape. He slowly lifted the tape with his knife. Inside was a century-old ear of maize, husk still intact. It had been mounted on a stick. Four blue lines had been painted down its sides. Maize, a product of sun and earth, was a symbol of the protective Mother. This painted object had been used to bless newborn children. The U.S. government had suppressed Indigenous religions and their artifacts, formally banning most of them in 1883. Nothing like this painted maize had been seen for more than 100 years.

“I felt a shock,” Taylor told me. “I was being told to grow my corn—this corn.” It was a message he was at last ready to hear. Sacred Seed’s maize, he said, “isn’t for the market.” He said, “I don’t sell it. I don’t object to markets but this is for something else.” His name in Omaha is Ba’gee-zha (referring, as I mentioned, to the fur ruff on a bison’s head and neck). With a smile, he showed me his hands, stained purple by Cherokee pollen. “This is for Ba’gee-zha,” he said.

Sacred Seed came into existence at about the same time as dozens of other programs to bring back customary forms of food and agriculture. Indigenous seed banks in the Northeast and Southwest, tribal-run fishing grounds on the West Coast, Native agricultural programs in the Southeast—all, like Sacred Seed, are efforts to restore traditional practices in a context that fits the time we are living in.

Taylor, too, has spread his seeds. Some are now growing in the Land Institute, in Kansas, where researchers are trying to learn more about their properties. Another garden is rising at the Tri-Faith Partnership, a Christian-Jewish-Muslim initiative that, with Taylor, is welcoming another spiritual tradition. And still another is at a collaboration with the University of Kansas and the Omaha Tribal Language Program. I have no doubt that by the time you read this Taylor will have found more partners.

This book is like those seeds. It is something informed by the past to be used in the present to build the future. It is for everyone by a very particular someone from a tradition that has all too often gone unheard. It is something from an ancient country that fits into a modern city. It is among the first of many efforts, and it will spread.

Like a puff of purple pollen wafting in the breeze, this book is like nothing most people have ever seen before while being something they will instantly want to know more about.

I hope—I believe—you will get as much pleasure from hearing Taylor’s story in this book as I have learning from him in his cornfield.

A correspondent for The Atlantic, Science, and Wired, CHARLES C. MANN is the author of 1491, winner of the National Academies of Science Keck Award for best book of the year; 1493, a New York Times best-seller; and, most recently, The Wizard and the Prophet as well as the coauthor of Noah’s Choice and The Second Creation. His next book, a history of the North American West, will be published by Knopf in 2025. He lives in Massachusetts.



*And I haven’t mentioned his stints as a trustee of the Nebraska State Historical Society and board member of Humanities Nebraska. Oh, and he was a Golden Gloves boxer. Like I said, Taylor is a lot.


PREFACE

The genesis of this written work began in the early 2000s with the consecutive births of four albino bison, signaling the beginning of the Indigenous prophecy of the Seventh Generation. This prophecy not only ended six previous generations of suffering for Indigenous peoples but was also the genesis of hope; the Seventh Generation of Indigenous peoples would lead tribal nations to stand tall and shepherd in a transformational cultural resurgence. I honor this prophecy through my work and can testify that today an Indigenous cultural resurgence is occurring with tribal language preservation, restoration of Plant and Animal Nation lifeways, sacred geography protection (such as the UNESCO designation of the Hopewell Ceremonial Works), and the desire of First Peoples to represent their own history and to strive to be economically self-reliant. Equally as important, the prophecy of Seventh Generation teaches that non-Indigenous children born after the fourth albino bison would also be the generation that would finally be receptive to the cultural teachings of Indigenous peoples. Together, I believe, we can find solutions for Mother Earth that benefit the planet and our mutual humanity.

This book is the focal point for my attempt as a sixth-generation Indigenous teacher to impart as much knowledge as I can for the seventh generation. I sought to answer some of the most human questions: Where do First Peoples come from? What should we be aspiring to do?

With the passing of the Lakota thought leader Vine Deloria Jr. in the fall of 2005, I lamented the fact that his written works, such as Custer Died for your Sins, God Is Red, and The World We Used to Live In, would not continue. An Osage friend and legal scholar, Elizabeth Homer, challenged me to pick up where Vine Deloria left off and write something that would continue the tradition. After much self-denial, I realized that this would be a tremendously difficult endeavor, but that if I emerged on the other side, I would be better for it, and I might make a meaningful contribution to society.

Another lifelong friend and mentor, Deward Walker, PhD, chair emeritus of anthropology at the University of Colorado Boulder introduced me many years ago to the study of sacred tribal geography as well as the importance of tribal seed stewardship This led to my founding of SacredSeed.Org, which is dedicated to educating others on the importance of Indigenous agricultural lifeways.

I want to acknowledge Dr. William F. Romain, archaeologist, archaeoastronomer, author, and friend, for all his advice and constructive criticism in the preparation of this manuscript. Bill’s academic advice was invaluable, but his honest feedback as a mentor to me as an Indigenous first-time author meant even more to me. WibthaHo, wado, and thank you, Dr. Romain.

This work would not have found a publishing home with Inner Traditions without the vision and wisdom from Richard Grossinger. Richard believed in the work and in myself, and has helped at every step of this work, which is paramount for a first-time author. Many thanks to my project editor, Renée Heitman, copy editor Lesley Allen, Editor in Chief Jeanie Levitan, and all of the staff at Inner Traditions.

My intention with the book was to make something impactful, yet beautiful to the reader. The “heart” of the book was the chapter on Cahokia, where the muse inspired me to share the story of the rise and fall of the Cahokian Empire through the eyes of someone who would become a powerful dynastic leader in that era. I named him Honga, which is a powerful, ancient, and mysterious word for the Omaha people. I believe the name Honga represents the name of an ancient, larger tribe, from whom many Siouan-speaking tribes are descended. This notion embodies the tribal core value of “We are all related.”

The mysteries of the Mound Builder era illustrate the complexity and depth of ancient Indigenous peoples. To those voices that decried Indigenous peoples as illiterate savages, I respond with evidence in the ancient earthen works, advanced applied mathematics, complex civil engineering and construction techniques, Indigenous urban cities, and far-ranging economic trading empires. We find an Indigenous civilization as profound and ancient as other great societies, such as the Egyptian and Sumerian civilizations.

Recent discoveries such as the Louisiana State University Campus Mounds yield carbon dating back to 11,000 years ago, and fossilized footprints in White Sands, New Mexico, have been carbon-dated to between 21,000 and 23,000 years ago. This changes the entire narrative regarding the true provenance of the antiquity of Indigenous peoples on Turtle Island. While there are critics who challenge these facts, the timeline of the antiquity of Indigenous peoples will only get pushed back further in time. How and when did Indigenous peoples arrive here in what we call the Americas today? I hope to further explore this topic in future editions of this work.

But more important is the beauty of what ancient Indigenous peoples accomplished: a complex archaeoastronomy of earthen works to reflect the heavens above, the Journey of the Souls and a Principia Theologica, a true Indigenous esoteric tradition tied to the original truths of a central humanity found in ancient wisdom across the world. It is my hope that the beauty embodied in the ancient Indigenous past will inspire the next seven generations to continue to forge a legacy that inspires people of the world to love the Earth as their own mother: rediscovering Turtle Island and all her beautiful esoteric mysteries.





A Note to the Reader about the Artwork

While the research for this work involved the study of many Indigenous articles of antiquity, I have been very careful to not include any images that would be considered unsuitable for publication by most Indigenous peoples. I have tried to follow the spirit of the intent of the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) so as not to include any ancestral remains, funerary objects, sacred objects, or objects of cultural patrimony that are directly attributable to any federally recognized tribe. However, there are a few images of some petroglyphs/rock art and carved figurines (not from burial mounds) that are not attributable to any one tribe today and are indicative of a collective history of Indigenous peoples. I felt strongly that education around these topics would outweigh any offense taken by those who disagree with me.
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COSMOGENESIS

The Earth Diver Mythos,
 an Ancient Creation Cosmology


It has always been the prime function of mythology and rite to supply the symbols that carry the human spirit forward, in counteraction to those that tend to tie it back. . . . If we could dredge up something forgotten not only by ourselves but by our whole generation or our entire civilization, we should become indeed the boon-bringer, the culture hero of the day—a personage of not only local but world historical moment.

JOSEPH CAMPBELL,
 THE HERO WITH A THOUSAND FACES





Stories, parables, and myths are forever enduring and are perhaps a lineage that can be traced and compared to tie different cultures together cosmologically and illustrate how cultures are related through story.

The Earth Diver Myth, often referred to as the Diving Bird Myth, is a common oral tradition across many of the tribes of North America. From Algonquian, Athabascan, and Siouan speakers, there are variations of this story, with various creatures being the conduit for the Great Spirit as the successful diver into primordial waters to bring up the clay that shall become the earthen continents.

The following version is a Dhegihan-Sioux derivation that is central to the Omaha, Ponca, Osage, Quapaw, and Kaw tribes. I heard a version of this story much earlier in my life, and it always resonated, like a connection to me from my ancient past.


In the Beginning, our souls were like stars in the sky—thought, but no form. The Teachings tell us that our souls come from the Seven Sisters constellation, and eventually that is to which we will return. There came a point in time that one of those souls asked the question, “Who am I?” And that question burned like a brilliant fire within the young star, so he went to his mother, the Moon, and asked, “Mother, who am I?”

“Oh, my child, now that you have asked that question, everything must change.” And she was sad, as if she knew what must happen next. “Hurry, go tell your father what you have told me.”

And so that star went to his father, the Sun, and asked him, “Father, who am I?”

And his father answered, “Now that you have asked that question, everything must change.” With caution, he added, “Be careful with that question, for that is the most important question we have, as souls.”

But that star was like we are today. We can’t keep a secret very well, especially a good secret, and soon there were four souls who asked that same question. The People Who Move Against the Current know that the teachings say that everything happens in fours, especially the Journey of the Souls. And so, these first four souls began their journey from our true home, the Seven Sisters, and they went through the center of the Spiral, the Milky Way, and were guided by the Morning Star to our temporal home, the mother.

But when they landed on Earth, they found
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