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Introduction: Maps



In 1721 at Charles Town (now Charleston) in South Carolina, the colonial governor, Sir Francis Nicholson, met a visiting delegation of Indian chiefs from villages in the Piedmont. Later known as “Catawbas,” they thought of themselves as belonging to a loose confederation of eleven villages. The chiefs gave the governor a deerskin decorated with a map that represented their villages as a network of linked circles. We now know the map from two paper copies made by Nicholson’s secretary and sent to England. The copyist added the English language labels: translations and representations of the explanations orally conveyed by the chiefs when they delivered their gift.


Rather than represent natives as one common mass of Indians, the map introduced the governor to a complex network of diverse peoples. At the privileged center of the map, the maker represented the eleven Catawba villages as named circles: Casuie, Charra, Nasaw, Nustie, Saxippaha, Succa, Suttirie, Wasmisa, Waterie, Wiapie, and Youchine. The map also names two more-familiar native peoples—the Cherokee and Chickasaw—but sets them on the fringe. The map warns us to beware of how much nuance we lose when lumping the many native peoples together as Indians.
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1. In 1721, an English colonist created this copy of a deerskin map of South Carolina’s Piedmont region, originally drawn by a group of Catawba chiefs. The map places eleven Catawba villages in the center of a complex network of native people.


The Catawbas gave the map to educate the newly arrived governor to native diplomacy. Rather than depict geographical proportions, the map conveys social and political relationships between peoples, both native and colonial. The thirteen native peoples appear as circles of varying sizes and locations, with the largest and the most central—for the Nasaw—enjoying a pride of place. By omitting many other Indian peoples in the region, the map assured Nicholson that the Catawba peoples, and especially the Nasaw, were his special and indispensable friends who served as his proper conduit into the wider native world of the vast interior. Of course, maps made by other native peoples altered the hierarchy and centrality of villages. In 1723 Nicholson collected a similar map made by the Chickasaws, who gave themselves centrality with strong links to the Choctaw and Cherokee and to the English at Charles Town, but with only a marginal place allotted to the Catawba.


The 1721 Catawba map also represents only two colonial polities: Charles Town appears on the left as a cross-hatching of lines at right-angles, while a box named “Virginia” occupies the lower right corner. Living in oval wigwams in circular villages surrounded by palisades, the Catawba felt spiritually safest in rounded forms, which reflected the natural cycles of seasons and lives. In stark contrast, the Indians identified the colonists with their square and rectangular buildings in towns platted as grids: alien and unnatural forms that seemed odd. The well-rounded natives thought of the newcomers as squares.


The map represents an Indian bid to incorporate the newcomers into a native nexus of diplomacy and trade in the hope that the colonists could learn how to coexist in a shared land. Parallel lines connect both Charles Town and Virginia to the native circles. The lines represented paths of safe conduct for traders and diplomats in a world that could otherwise turn violent. To contact the Nustie, for example, good manners demanded sending representatives (and presents of trade goods) first to the Nasaw. Far from accepting subordination to the Virginians or the Carolinians, the Nasaw cast themselves as the brokers of commerce and power in a world dominated by native peoples and conducted in native ways. In this map, Indians hold the center, while the colonists remain marginal.


The self-assurance of the map jars our conventional assumptions about colonial history, which casts Indians as primitive, marginal, and doomed. We do not expect to find natives acting as the self-confident teachers of colonists cast as rather obtuse, but redeemable, students. Indeed, the map offers an alternative vision of coexistence on native terms.


In the lower left-hand corner, near Charles Town, the map seems to depict a deployed parachute. But modern eyes trick us into assuming that the subsequent English labels define a consistent up and down (or north and south). In fact, the Nasaw intended viewers to circle around the map to view it from every angle without privileging any one side. The apparent parachute is, instead, a ship with a central mast mounted by a pennant and linked by ropes to the deck. In addition to a grid of streets, Charles Town impressed natives as a harbor filled with ships capable of crossing the Atlantic. Ultimately, the map represents the meeting of two different but increasingly interpenetrated networks: the native-made circles and paths of the interior, and the colonial entrepôts of transatlantic commerce.


Brought together in 1721, the Catawba map-givers and the English colonial governor jointly speak to the efforts by historians in recent years to grasp the interplay of the “Atlantic” and “Continental” dimensions of colonial history. “Atlantic historians” examine the interdependence of Europe, Africa, and the Americas through the transatlantic flows of goods, people, plants, animals, capital, and ideas. “Continental historians” seek to restore the importance of native peoples to the colonial story. Rather than treat Indians as unchanging and doomed primitives, the continental approach emphasizes the natives’ ability to adapt to the newcomers and to compel concessions from them.


The new combination of Atlantic and continental history challenges the older history of colonial America that emphasized the English cultural “seeds,” first planted at Jamestown in Virginia in 1607 and at Plymouth in New England in 1620. According to the older view, “American history” began in the east in the English colonies and spread westward into a vast continent without a prior history. In this old history, the continent’s Indian peoples and Spanish and French colonies seemed relevant only as enemies, as challenges that brought out the best in the English as they remade themselves into Americans.


Known as “American exceptionalism,” the old history offers a national origins myth, where common English colonists escaped from the rigid customs, social hierarchies, and constrained resources of Europe into an abundant land of both challenge and opportunity. Rising to the challenge, they prospered by working hard to turn the forest into farms. In the process, they became entrepreneurial and egalitarian individualists who could be ruled only by their own consent. Inevitably, they rebelled against British rule to form an independent and republican union of states destined to expand to the Pacific. American exceptionalism casts the colonial period simply as an Anglophone preparation for the United States, defined as a uniquely middle-class society and democracy.


There is some truth to the traditional picture, for many British colonists did find more land, greater prosperity, and higher status than they could have achieved by remaining in the mother country. And (save for in the West Indies) British America did lack the aristocrats of the mother country, creating a social vacuum that enabled successful lawyers, merchants, and planters to comprise a colonial elite that favored commercial values.


But American exceptionalism offers a selective story that obscures the heavy costs of colonization. Thousands of colonists found only intense labor and early graves owing to diseases and Indian hostility. And those who succeeded bought their good fortune by taking lands from Indians and by exploiting the labor of indentured servants and African slaves. Between 1492 and 1776, North America lost population, as diseases and wars killed Indians faster than colonists could replace them. During the eighteenth century, most colonial arrivals were African conscripts forcibly carried to a land of slavery, rather than European volunteers seeking a domain of freedom.


The traditional story also obscures the broad cultural and geographic range of colonial America, which extended far beyond the British colonies of the Atlantic seaboard. Many native peoples encountered colonizers not as westward-bound Englishmen but as Spanish heading north from Mexico, Russians coming eastward from Siberia, or as French probing the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River. Each of those colonial ventures interacted in distinctive ways with particular settings and diverse Indians to construct varied Americas—all of which contributed to the later United States. Colonial America was far more than a simple story of the English becoming Americans.


Colonial societies did diverge from their mother countries—but in a more complex and radical manner than imagined within the narrow vision of American uplift for English men. Colonial conditions produced an unprecedented mixing of African, European, and Indian cultures. The world had never known such a rapid and intense intermingling of peoples—and of microbes, plants, and animals from different continents. Everyone had to adapt to a new world wrought by those combinations.


The Indians also lived in a new world transformed by the intrusion of diverse newcomers bearing alien diseases, livestock, trade goods, weapons, and Christian beliefs. Resilient and resourceful, some natives seized opportunities to turn the new plants and animals to their own advantage. For example, on the Great Plains during the eighteenth century, the Indian peoples acquired horses that endowed them with a new mobility and prowess as buffalo hunters and mounted warriors. The mounted Indians defied colonial intrusions and even rolled back settlements along the southern Great Plains. Similarly, the Navajo people of the American Southwest became newly rich by appropriating European sheep and looms to their own ends, producing distinctive and beautiful wool cloth.


Because of their resilience, Indians became indispensable to the rival European empires in North America. On their contested frontiers, each empire needed Indians as trading partners, guides, religious converts, and military allies. By the late seventeenth century, the empires competed to construct networks of Indian allies—and tried to unravel those of the other powers.


We need to recall the very different cultural landscape of colonial America, where natives hoped to integrate the newcomers, who dwelt in a world of square buildings and properties, into a network of circles and paths. To understand the true sweep of colonial America and the pivotal importance of native peoples, multiply by a thousand the circles and the relational paths of the Nasaw map. Extend that array across the continent with links to British squares up and down the Atlantic seaboard; Spanish squares in Florida, Texas, New Mexico, and California; French squares in the Mississippi and St. Lawrence watersheds; and even Russian squares in the far northwest along the Aleutian islands and the Alaska coast. That dense and complex picture belies the imperial fantasies of textbook maps where the claims of vast European empires cover the continent, prematurely submerging the many native peoples. Indeed, it took four centuries of trial and error, struggle and setback for Euro-Americans to dominate the continent. During the long colonial era, the natives of the vast interior could oblige sojourning traders and soldiers to play by the rules of native diplomacy. Circles were not squares, but both had to share paths between them.





Chapter 1

Encounters



The settlement of North America began long before 1492 and came from Asia rather than Europe. About 15,000 to 12,000 years ago, the first Americans migrated from Siberia in northeast Asia. The migrants came in small groups that ranged far and wide in pursuit of the grazing herds of large, hairy, and meaty (but dangerous) mammals, including wooly mammoths. Armed with stone-tipped spears, the hunters either came in small, hide-covered boats working along the coast or walked into North America during an Ice Age that locked up more of the world’s water in polar ice caps, lowering the ocean levels by about 360 feet and connecting Siberia to Alaska. Little did they realize that the bridge would vanish beneath the rising Pacific Ocean when the global climate warmed about 10,000 years ago. A second wave of migrants, Athapaskan speakers, followed about 9,000 years ago and eventually migrated to the American Southwest, where they became known as Apache and Navajo. A third wave arrived about 5,000 years ago, when the ancestors of the Inuit settled the Arctic coast of North America while their Aleut cousins occupied the islands south and west of Alaska.


Meanwhile, the descendants of the first pulse had spread southward and eastward across North America and beyond into South America. Known to scholars as “Paleo-Indians,” they initially lived by hunting and gathering in small bands of about fifteen to fifty people. Thanks to an abundant diet of big game, the Paleo-Indian population grew rapidly. As bands became too large for a locale to sustain, they subdivided and most moved on. By about 9,000 years ago (perhaps earlier), natives had reached the southernmost tip of South America, about 8,000 miles from the Bering Strait.


Meanwhile, the global warming gradually shrank the arctic grasslands and expanded the temperate forests in North America. Climate change and the spread of highly skilled hunters combined to exterminate most of the largest mammals including the mammoths. Obliged to adapt, the nomadic bands adopted new and more diversified strategies to tap a broader range of food sources. Learning their local environments more intimately, they harvested a broader range of foods, including shellfish, fish, birds, nuts, seeds, berries, and tubers. Their hunting evolved into the patient and prolonged tracking of smaller, more mobile mammals: especially deer, antelope, moose, elk, and caribou. Gender structured roles as men fished and hunted while women harvested and prepared wild plants.
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