
Myths That Hide The American Indian

by Oliver La Farge of Harvard University

Forget the stereotypes. The red man was of many tribes, with variations much broader than tradition 
supposes.

Ever since the white men first fell upon them, the Indians of what is now the United States have been hidden from 
white men’s view by a number of conflicting myths. The oldest of these is the myth of the Noble Red Man or the 
Child of Nature, who is credited either with a habit of flowery oratory of implacable dullness or else with an 
imbecilic inability to converse in anything more than grunts and monosyllables.

That first myth was inconvenient. White men soon found their purposes better served by the myth of ruthless, 
faithless savages, and later, when the “savages” had been broken, of drunken, lazy good-for-nothings. All three myths 
coexist today, sometimes curiously blended in a schizophrenic confusion such as one often sees in the moving 
pictures. Through the centuries the mythical figure has been variously equipped; today he wears a feather headdress, 
is clothed in beaded buckskin, dwells in a tepee, and all but lives on horseback.

It was in the earliest period of the Noble Red Man concept that the Indians probably exerted their most important 
influence upon Western civilization. The theory has been best formulated by the late Felix S. Cohen, who, as a 
profound student of law concerning Indians, delved into early white-Indian relations, Indian political economy, and 
the white men’s view of it. According to this theory, with which the present writer agrees, the French and English of 
the early Seventeenth Century encountered, along the East Coast of North America from Virginia southward, fairly 
advanced tribes whose semi-hereditary rulers depended upon the acquiescence of their people for the continuance 
of their rule. The explorers and first settlers interpreted these rulers as kings, their people as subjects. They found 
that even the commonest subjects were endowed with many rights and freedoms, that the nobility was fluid, and 
that commoners existed in a state of remarkable equality.

Constitutional monarchy was coming into being in England, but the divine right of kings remained firm doctrine. All 
European society was stratified in many classes. A somewhat romanticized observation of Indian society and 
government, coupled with the idea of the Child of Nature, led to the formulation, especially by French philosophers, 
of the theories of inherent rights in all men, and of the people as the source of the sovereign’s authority. The latter 
was slated in the phrase, “consent of the governed.” Both were carried over by Jefferson into our Declaration of 
Independence in the statement that “all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable Rights” and that governments derive “their just powers from the consent of the governed. …”

Thus, early observations of the rather simple, democratic organization of the more advanced coastal tribes, filtered 
through and enlarged by the minds of European philosophers whose thinking was ripe for just such material, at 
least influenced the formulation of a doctrine, or pair of doctrines, that furnished the intellectual base lor two great 
revolutions and profoundly affected the history of mankind.

In the last paragraph I speak of “the more advanced” tribes. Part of the myth about the first Americans is that all of 
them, or most of them, had one culture and were at the same stage of advancement. The tribes and nations thai 
occupied North America varied enormously, and their condition was anything but static. The advent of the white 
men put a sudden end to a phase of increasingly rapid cultural evolution, much as if a race of people, vastly superior 
in numbers, in civilization. and above all in weapons, had overrun and conquered all of Europe in Minoan times. Mad 
that happened, also, the conquerors would undoubtedly have concluded, as so many white men like to conclude 
about Indians, that that peculiar race of light-skinned people was obviously inferior to their own.

Human beings had been in the New World for at least 15,000 years. During much of that time, as was the case in 
the beginning everywhere, they advanced but little from a Palaeolithic hunting culture. Somewhere around 
2,500 B.C.  farming began with the domestication of corn either in Peru or in Meso-America in the vicinity of 
western Guatemala. Farming brought about the sedentary life and the increased food supply necessary for cultural 



progress. By the time of the birth of Christ, the influence of the high cultures, soon to become true civilizations, in 
Meso-America was beginning to reach into the present United States. Within the next 1,500 years the Indians of 
parts of North America progressed dramatically. When the white men first landed, there were three major centers 
of high culture: the Southeast-Mississippi Valley, the Southwest, and the Northwest Coast. None of the peoples of 
these regions, incidentally, knew about war bonnets or lived in tepees.

∗ Meso-America denotes the area in which the highest civilizations north of Peru developed, extending from a little 
north of Mexico City into Honduras.

The Southeast-Mississippi Valley peoples (for brevity, I shall refer to the area hereafter simply as “Southeast”) seem 
to have had the strongest influences from Meso-America, probably in part by land along the coast of Texas, in part 
by sea across the Gulf of Mexico, whether direct from Mexico or secondhand through the peoples of the West 
Indies. There is a striking resemblance between some of their great earthen mounds, shaped like flat-topped 
pyramids, with their wood-and-thatch temples on top, and the stone-and-mortar, temple-topped pyramids of Meso-
America. Some of their carvings and engravings strongly suggest that the artists had actually seen Meso-America 
sculptures. The full list of similarities is convincingly long.

There grew up along the Mississippi Valley, reaching far to the north, and reaching also eastwards in the far south, 
the high culture generally called “Mound Builder.” It produced a really impressive art, especially in carving and 
modeling, by far the finest that ever existed in North America. The history ot advancing civilization in the New 
World is like that of the Old—a people develops a high culture, then barbarians come smashing in, set the clock 
part way back, absorb much of the older culture, and carry it on to new heights. A series of invasions of this sort 
seems to have struck the Mound Builders in late prehistoric times, when they were overrun by tribes mainly of 
Muskhogean and Iroquoian linguistic stock. Chief among these were the ancestors of the well-known Five Civilized 
Tribes—the Seminoles, Creeks, Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Cherokees. When white men first met them, their 
culture was somewhat lower than that of the earlier period in the land they occupied. None the less, they 
maintained, in Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Georgia, the highest level east of the Rockies. A late 
movement of Iroquoian tribes, close relatives of the Cherokees, among them the Iroquois themselves, carried a 
simpler for in of the same culture into Pennsylvania, New York. Ohio, and into the edge of Canada.

All of these people farmed heavily, their fields stretching for miles. They were few in a vast land the whole 
population of the present United States was probably not over a million. Hunting and fishing, therefore, were 
excellent, and no reasonable people would drop an easy source of abundant meat. The development of their 
farming was held in check quantitatively by the supply of fish and game. They farmed the choice land, and if the 
fields began to be exhausted, they could move. They moved their habitations somewhat more freely than do we, but 
they were anything but nomadic. The southern tribesmen lived neither in wigwams nor tepees, but in houses with 
thatched roofs, which in the extreme south often had no walls. They had an elaborate social structure with class 
distinctions. Because of their size, the white men called their settlements “towns.” The state of their high chiefs was 
kingly. They were a people well on the road towards civilization.

The Natchez of Mississippi had a true king, and a curious, elaborate social system. The king had absolute power arid 
was known as the Sun. No ordinary man could speak to him except from a distance, shouting and making 
obeisances. When he went out, he was carried on a litter, as the royal and sacred foot could not be allowed to 
touch the ground. The Natchez nation was divided into two groups, or moieties: the aristocracy and the common 
people. The higher group was subdivided into Suns (the royal family), Nobles, and Honored Ones. The common 
people were known simply as Stinkers. A Stinker could marry anyone he pleased, but all the aristocrats had to 
marry out of their moiety, that is, marry Stinkers. When a female aristocrat married a Stinker man, her children 
belonged to her class; thus, when a Sun woman married a Stinker, her children were Suns. The children of the men, 
however, were lowered one class, so that the children of a Sun man, even of the Sun himself, became Nobles, while 
the children of an Honored One became lowly Stinkers.

This system in time, if nothing intervened, would lead to an overwhelming preponderance of aristocrats. The 
Natchez, however, for all their near-civilization, their temples, their fine crafts and arts, were chronically warlike. 
Those captives they did not torture to death they adopted, thus constantly replenishing the supply of Stinkers (a 
foreigner could become nothing else, but his grandchildren, if his son struck a royal fancy, might be Suns).

The Indians of the Southeast knew the MexicanWest Indian art of feather weaving, by means of which they made 
brilliant, soft cloaks. The Sun also wore a crown of an elaborate arrangement of feathers, quite unlike a war bonnet. 



In cloak and crown, carried shoulder-high on a litter, surrounded by his retainers, his majesty looked far more like 
something out of the Orient than anything we think of ordinarily when we hear the word “Indian.”

The Natchez were warlike. All of the south-easterners were warlike. War was a man’s proper occupation. Their 
fighting was deadly, ferocious, stealthy if possible, for the purpose of killing—men, women, or children, so long as 
one killed—and taking captives, especially strong males whom one could enjoy torturing to death. It is among these 
tribes and their simpler relatives, the Iroquois, that we find the bloodthirsty savage of fiction, but the trouble is that 
he is not a savage. He is a man well on the road towards civilization.

With the Iroquois, they shared a curious pattern of cruelty. A warrior expected to be tortured if captured, although 
he could, instead, be adopted, before torture or at any time before he had been crippled. He entered into it as if it 
were a contest, which he would win if his captors failed to wring a sign of pain from him and if he kept taunting 
them so long as he was conscious. Some of the accounts of such torture among the Iroquois, when the victim was 
a member of a tribe speaking the same language and holding to the same customs, are filled with a quality of mutual 
affection. In at least one case, when a noted enemy proved to have been too badly wounded before his capture to 
be eligible for adoption, the chief, who had hoped that the man would replace his own son, killed in battle, wept as 
he assigned him to his fate. At intervals between torments so sickening that one can hardly make one’s self read 
through the tale of them, prisoner and captors exchanged news of friends and expressions of mutual esteem. 
Naturally, when tribes who did not hold to these customs, including white men, were subjected to this treatment it 
was not well received.

This pattern may have come into North America from a yet more advanced, truly civilized source. The Mexicans—
the Aztecs and their neighbors—expected to be sacrificed if they were captured, and on occasion might insist upon 
it if their captors were inclined to spare them. They were not tortured, properly speaking, as a general rule, but 
some of the methods of putting them to death were not quick. What we find in North America may have been a 
debasement of the Mexican practices developed into an almost psychopathic pleasure among people otherwise just 
as capable of love, of kindness, of nobility, and of lofty thought as any anywhere—or what the conquistadores found 
in Mexico may have been a civilized softening of earlier, yet more fearful ways. The Aztecs tore fantastic numbers of 
hearts from living victims, and like the people of the Southeast, when not at war said “We are idle.” They were 
artists, singers, dancers, poets, and great lovers of flowers and birds.

The Iroquois and Muskhogeans had a real mental sophistication. We observe it chiefly in their social order and 
what we know of their religions. The Iroquois did not have the royalty and marked divisions of classes that we find 
farther south, but their well organized, firmly knit tribes were what enabled them, although few in numbers, to 
dominate the Algonqiuans who surrounded them. The Iroquois came nearer to having the matriarchy that popular 
fable looks for among primitive people than any other American tribe. Actual office was held by the men, but the 
women’s power was great, and strongly influenced the selection of the officers.

Five of the Iroquois tribes achieved something unique in North America, rare anywhere, when in the Sixteenth 
Century they formed the League of the Five Nations—Senecas, Onondagas, Mohawks, Cayugas, and Oneidas—to 
which, later, the Tuscaroras were added. The league remained united and powerful until after the American 
Revolution, and exists in shadowy form to this day. It struck a neat balance between sovereignty retained by each 
tribe and sovereignty sacrificed to the league, and as so durable and effective a union was studied by the authors of 
our Constitution.

The league was founded by the great leader Hiawatha. Any resemblance between the fictional hero of Longfellow’s 
poem and this real, dead person is purely coincidental. Longfellow got hold of the name and applied it to some 
Chippewa legends, which he rewrote thoroughly to produce some of the purest rot and the most heavy-footed 
verse ever to be inflicted upon a school child.

The Iroquois lived in “long houses,” which looked like extended Quonset huts sheathed in bark. Smaller versions of 
these, and similarly covered, domed or conical structures, are “wigwams,” the typical housing of the Northeast. 
Many people use the word “wigwam” as synonymous with “tepee,” which is incorrect. A tepee, the typical dwelling 
of the Plains Indians of a later period, is a functional tent, usually covered with hides or, in recent years, canvas, and 
one of its essential features is that it is the shelter of constantly mobile people. A tepee, incidentally, is about the 
most comfortable tent ever invented, winter or summer—provided you have two or three strong, competent 
women to attend to setting it up and striking it.



The great tribes we have been discussing showed their sophistication in a new way in their response to contact 
with Europeans. Their tribal organizations became tighter and firmer. From south to north they held the balance of 
power. The British success in establishing good relations with many of them was the key to driving the French out 
of the Mississippi area; to win the Revolution, the Americans had to defeat the Iroquois, whose favor up to then had 
determined who should dominate the Northeast. The southern tribes radically changed their costume, and quickly 
took over cattle, slaves, and many arts. By the time Andrew Jackson was ready to force their removal, the 
Cherokees had a stable government under a written constitution, with a bicameral parliament, an alphabet for 
writing their language, printing presses, a newspaper, schools, and churches.

Had it not been for the white men’s insatiable greed and utter lawlessness, this remarkable nation would have 
ended with a unique demonstration of how, without being conquered, a “primitive” people could adapt itself to a 
new civilization on its own initiative. They would have become a very rare example of how aborigines could receive 
solid profit from the coming of the white men.

After the five Civilized Tribes were driven to Oklahoma, they formed a union and once again set up their 
governments and their public schools. Of course we could not let them have what we had promised them; it turned 
out that we ourselves wanted that part of Oklahoma after all, so once again we tore up the treaties and destroyed 
their system. None the less, to this day they are a political power in the state, and when one of their principal chiefs 
speaks up, the congressmen do well to listen.

The tribes discussed until now and their predecessors in the same general area formed a means of transmission of 
higher culture to others, east and west. Their influence reached hardly at all to the northwards, as north of the 
Iroquois farming with native plants was difficult or impossible. On the Atlantic Coast of the United States the tribes 
were all more or less affected. Farming was of great importance. Even in New England, the status of chiefs was 
definite and fairly high. Confederacies and hegemonies, such as that of the Narragansetts over many of the 
Massachusetts tribes, occurred, of which more primitive people are incapable. Farther south, the state of such a 
chief as Powhatan was royal enough for Europeans to regard him as a king and his daughter as a true princess.

To the westward, the pattern of farming and sedentary villages extended roughly to the line that runs irregularly 
through Nebraska and Kansas, west of which the mean annual rainfall is below twenty inches. In wet cycles, there 
were prehistoric attempts to farm farther west, and in historic times the Apaches raised fair crops in the eastern 
foothills of the southern tip of the Rockies, but only the white men combined the mechanical equipment and the 
stupidity to break the turf and exhaust the soil of the dry, high plains.

An essay as short as this on so large a subject is inevitably filled with almost indefensible generalizations. I am 
stressing similarities, as in the case of the Iroquois-Southeast tribes, ignoring great unlikenesses. Generalizing again, 
we may say that the western farmers, whose cultures in fact differed enormously, also lived in fairly fixed villages. In 
the southern part, they built large houses covered with grass thatch. At the northwestern tip of the farming zone 
we find the Mandans, Hidatsa, and Crows, who lived in semi-subterranean lodges of heavy poles covered with earth, 
so big that later, when horses came to them, they kept their choice mounts inside. These three related, Siouan-
speaking tribes living on the edge of the Plains are the first we have come to whose native costume, when white 
men first observed them, included the war bonnet. That was in the early Nineteenth Century; what they wore in 
1600, no one knows.

The western farmers had their permanent lodges; they also had tepees. Immediately at hand was the country of the 
bison, awkward game for men on foot to hunt with lance and bow, but too fine a source of meat to ignore. On 
their hunting expeditions they took the conical tents. The size of the tepees was limited, for the heavy covers and 
the long poles had to be dragged either by the women or by dogs. Tepee life at that time was desirable only for a 
short time, when one roughed it.

The second area of Meso-American influence was the Southwest, as anthropologists define it—the present states 
of New Mexico and Arizona, a little of the adjacent part of Mexico, and various extensions at different times to the 
north, west, and east. We do not find here the striking resemblances to Meso-America in numbers of culture traits 
we find in the Southeast; the influence must have been much more indirect, ideas and objects passing in the course 
of trade from tribe to tribe over the thousand miles or so of desert northern Mexico.

In the last few thousand years the Southwest has been pretty dry, although not as dry as it is today. A dry climate 
and a sandy soil make an archaeologist’s paradise. We can trace to some extent the actual transition from hunting 



and gathering to hunting plus farming, the appearance of the first permanent dwellings, the beginning of pottery-
making, at least the latter part of the transition from twining and basketry to true weaving. Anthropologists argue 
over the very use of the term “Southwest” to denote a single area, because of the enormous variety of the cultures 
found within it. There is a certain unity, none the less, centering around beans, corn, squashes, tobacco, cotton, 
democracy, and a preference for peace. Admitting the diversity, the vast differences between, say, the Hopi and Pima 
farmers, we can still think of it as a single area, and for purposes of this essay concentrate on the best-studied of its 
cultures, the Pueblos.

The name “Pueblo” is the Spanish for “village,” and was given to that people because they lived—and live—in 
compact, defensible settlements of houses with walls of stone laid up with adobe mortar or entirely of adobe. Since 
the Spanish taught them how to make rectangular bricks, pure adobe construction has become the commoner 
type. They already had worked out the same roofing as was usual in Asia Minor and around the Mediterranean in 
ancient times. A modern Pueblo house corresponds almost exactly to the construction of buildings dating back at 
least as far as 600 B.C. in Asia Minor.

The Pueblos, and their neighbors, the Navahos, have become well enough known in recent years to create some 
exception to the popular stereotype of Indians. It is generally recognized that they do not wear feathers and that 
they possess many arts, and that the Pueblos are sedentary farmers.

Farming has long been large in their pattern of living, and hunting perhaps less important than with any people 
outside the Southwest. Their society is genuinely classless, in contrast to that of the Southeast. Before the Spanish 
conquest, they were governed by a theocracy. Each tribe was tightly organized, every individual placed in his niche. 
The power of the theocracy was, and in some Pueblos still is, tyrannical in appearance. Physical punishment was 
used to suppress the rebellious; now more often a dissident member is subjected to a form of being sent to 
Coventry. If he be a member of the tribal council, anything he says at meetings is pointedly ignored. If he has some 
ceremonial function, he performs it, but otherwise he is left in isolation. I have seen a once self-assertive man, who 
for a time had been a strong leader in his tribe, subjected to this treatment for several years. By my estimation he 
lost some thirty pounds, and he became a quiet conformist.

The power of the theocracy was great, but it rested on the consent of the governed. No man could overstep his 
authority, no one man had final authority. It went hard with the individual dissident, but the will of the people 
controlled all.

The Pueblos had many arts, most of which still continue. They wove cotton, made handsome pottery, did fine work 
in shell. Their ceremonies were spectacular and beautiful. They had no system of torture and no cult of warfare. A 
good warrior was respected, but what they wanted was peace.

The tight organization of the Pueblo tribes and the absolute authority over individuals continues now among only a 
few of them. The loosening is in part the result of contact with whites, in part for the reason that more and more 
they are building their houses outside of the old, solid blocks of the villages, simply because they are no longer 
under constant, urgent need for defense.

It is irony that the peace-loving southwestern farmers were surrounded by the worst raiders of all the wild tribes 
of North America. Around A.D. 1100 or 1200 there began filtering in among them bands of primitives, possessors 
of a very simple culture, who spoke languages of the Athabascan stock. These people had drifted down from 
western Canada. In the course of time they became the Navahos and the Apaches. For all their poverty, they 
possessed a sinew-backed bow of Asiatic type that was superior to any missile weapon known to the Southwest. 
They traded with the Pueblos, learned from them, stole from them, raided them. As they grew stronger, they 
became pests. The Navahos and the northeastern branch of the Apaches, called Jicarilla Apaches, learned farming. 
The Navahos in time became artists, above all the finest of weavers, but they did not give up their raiding habits.
These Athabascans did not glorify war. They made a business of it. Killing enemies was incidental; in fact, a man who 
killed an enemy had to be purified afterwards. They fought for profit, and they were about the only North 
Americans whose attitude towards war resembled that of the professional soldier. This did not make them any the 
less troublesome.

The last high culture area occupied a narrow strip along the Pacific Coast, from northern California across British 
Columbia to southern Alaska, the Northwest Coast culture. There was no Meso-American influence here, nor was 
there any farming. The hunting and fishing were so rich, the supply of edible wild plants so adequate, that there was 



no need for farming—for which in any case the climate was unfavorable. The prerequisite for cultural progress is a 
food supply so lavish that either all men have spare time, or some men can specialize in non-food-producing 
activities while others feed them. This condition obtained on the Northwest Coast, where men caught the water 
creatures from whales to salmon, and hunted deer, mountain sheep, and other game animals.

The area was heavily forested with the most desirable kinds of lumber. Hence wood and bark entered largely into 
the culture. Bark was shredded and woven into clothing, twined into nets, used for padding. Houses, chests, dishes, 
spoons, canoes, and boats were made of wood. The people became carvers and woodworkers, then carried their 
carving over onto bone and horn. They painted their houses, boats, chests, and their elaborate wooden masks. They 
made wooden armor, including visored helmets, and deadly wooden clubs. In a wet climate, they made raincloaks of 
bark and wore basketry hats, on the top of which could be placed one or more cylinders, according to the wearer’s 
rank. The chiefs placed carvings in front of their houses that related their lineage, tracing back ultimately to some 
sacred being such as Raven or Bear the famous, so-called totem poles.

I have said that the finest prehistoric art of North America was that of the Mound Builders; in fact, no Indian work 
since has quite equaled it—but that is, of course, a matter of taste. The greatest historic Indian art was that of the 
Northwest Coast. Their carvings, like the Mound Builder sculptures, demand comparison with our own work. Their 
art was highly stylized, but vigorous and fresh. As for all Indians, the coming of the white men meant ruin in the end, 
but at first it meant metal tools, the possession of which resulted in a great artistic outburst.
Socially they were divided into chiefs, commoners, and slaves. Slaves were obtained by capture, and slave raiding was 
one of the principal causes of war. Generosity was the pattern with most Indians, although in the dry Southwest we 
find some who made a virtue of thrift. In the main, a man was respected because he gave, not because he possessed. 
The Northwest Coast chiefs patterned generosity into an ugliness. A chief would invite a rival to a great feast, the 
famous potlatch. At the feast he would shower his rival and other guests with gifts, especially copper disks and 
blankets woven of mountain sheep wool, which were the highest units of value. He might further show his 
lavishness by burning some possessions, even partially destroy a copper disk, and, as like as not, kill a few slaves.
If within a reasonable time the other chief did not reply with an even larger feast, at which he gave away or 
destroyed double what his rival had got rid of, he was finished as a chief—but if he did respond in proper form, he 
might be beggared, and also finished. That was the purpose of the show. Potlatches were given for other purposes, 
such as to authenticate the accession of the heir to a former chief, or to buy a higher status, but ruinous rivalry was 
constant. They seem to have been a rather disagreeable, invidious, touchy people. The cruelty of the 
southeasterners is revolting, but there is something especially unpleasant about proving one’s generosity and 
carelessness of possessions by killing a slave—with a club made for that special purpose and known as a “slave-
killer.”

The Meso-American culture could spread, changing beyond recognition as it did so, because it carried its food 
supply with it. The Northwest Coast culture could not, because its food supply was restricted to its place of origin.
North and east of the Northwest Coast area stretched the sub-Arctic and the plains of Canada, areas incapable of 
primitive farming. To the south and east were mountains and the region between the Rockies and the Coastal 
ranges called the Great Basin. Within it are large stretches of true desert; most of it is arid. Early on, Pueblo 
influences reached into the southern part, in Utah and Nevada, but as the climate grew drier, they died away. It was 
a land to be occupied by little bands of simple hunters and gatherers of seeds and roots, not strong enough to 
force their way into anywhere richer.

In only one other area was there a natural food supply to compare with the Northwest Coast’s, and that was in the 
bison range of the Great Plains. But, as already noted, for men without horses or rifles, hunting bison was a tricky 
and hazardous business. Take the year 1600, when the Spanish were already established in New Mexico and the 
English and French almost ready to make settlements on the East Coast, and look for the famous Plains tribes. They 
are not there. Some are in the mountains, some in the woodlands to the northeast, some farming to the eastward, 
within the zone of ample rainfall. Instead we find scattered bands of Athabascans occupying an area no one else 
wanted.

Then the white men turned everything upside down. Three elements were most important in the early influence: 
the dislodgment of eastern tribes, the introduction of the horse, and metal tools and firearms. Let us look first at 
the impact on the centers of high culture.

White men came late to the Northwest Coast, and at first only as traders. As already noted, early contact with 
them enriched the life of the Indians and brought about a cultural spurt. Then came settlers. The most advanced, 



best organized tribes stood up fairly well against them for a time, and they are by no means extinct, but of their old 
culture there are now only remnants, with the strongest survivals being in the arts. Today, those Indians who are in 
the “Indian business,” making money from tourists, dress in fringed buckskin and war bonnets, because otherwise 
the tourists will not accept them as genuine.

The tribes of the Atlantic Coast were quickly dislodged or wiped out. The more advanced groups farther inland 
held out all through colonial times and on into the 1830’s, making fairly successful adjustments to the changed 
situation, retaining their sovereignty, and enriching their culture with wholesale taking over of European elements, 
including, in the South, the ownership of Negro slaves. Finally, as already noted, they were forcibly removed to 
Oklahoma, and in the end their sovereignty was destroyed. They remain numerous, and although some are 
extremely poor and backward, others, still holding to their tribal affiliations, have merged successfully into the 
general life of the state, holding positions as high as chief justice of the state supreme court. The Iroquois still hold 
out in New York and in Canada on remnants of their original reservations. Many of them have had remarkable 
success in adapting themselves to white American life while retaining considerable elements of their old culture. 
Adherents to the old religion are many, and the rituals continue vigorously.

The British invaders of the New World, and to a lesser degree the French, came to colonize. They came in 
thousands, to occupy the land. They were, therefore, in direct competition with the Indians and acted accordingly, 
despite their verbal adherence to fine principles of justice and fair dealing. The Spanish came quite frankly to 
conquer, to Christianize, and to exploit, all by force of arms. They did not shilly-shally about Indian title to the land 
or Indian sovereignty, they simply took over, then granted the Indians titles deriving from the Spanish crown. They 
came in small numbers—only around 3,000 settled in the Southwest —and the Indian labor force was essential to 
their aims. Therefore they did not dislodge or exterminate the Indians, and they had notable success in modifying 
Indian culture for survival within their regime and contribution to it.

In the Southwest the few Spaniards, cut off from the main body in Mexico by many miles of difficult, wild country, 
could not have survived alone against the wild tribes that shortly began to harry them. They needed the Pueblo 
Indians and the Pueblos needed them. The Christian Pueblos were made secure in their lands and in their local self-
government. They approached social and political equality. During the period when New Mexico was under the 
Mexican Republic, for two years a Taos Indian, braids, blanket, and all, was governor of the territory. Eighteen 
pueblos survive to this day, with a population now approaching 19,000, in addition to nearly 4,000 Hopis, whose 
culture is Pueblo, in Arizona. They are conservative progressives, prosperous on the whole, with an excellent chance 
of surviving as a distinctive group for many generations to come. It was in the house of a Pueblo priest, a man 
deeply versed in the old religion as well as a devout Catholic, that I first saw color television.

The Spanish, then, did not set populations in motion. That was done chiefly from the east. The great Spanish 
contribution was loosing the horses. They did not intend to; in fact, they made every possible effort to prevent 
Indians from acquiring horses or learning to ride. But the animals multiplied and ran wild; they spread north from 
California into Oregon; they spread into the wonderful grazing land of the high Plains, a country beautifully suited 
to horses.

From the east, the tribes were pressing against the tribes farther west. Everything was in unhappy motion, and the 
tribes nearest to the white men had firearms. So the Chippewas, carrying muskets, pushed westward into 
Minnesota, driving the reluctant Dakotas, the Sioux tribes, out of the wooded country into the Plains as the horses 
spread north. At first the Dakotas hunted and ate the strange animals, then they learned to ride them, and they 
were off.

The Sioux were mounted. So were the Blackfeet. The semi-civilized Cheyennes swung into the saddle and moved 
out of the farming country onto the bison range. The Kiowas moved from near the Yellowstone to the Panhandle; 
the Comanches came down out of the Rocky Mountains; the Arapahos, the Crows, abandoning their cornfields, and 
the Piegans, the great fighting names, all followed the bison. They built their life around the great animals. They ate 
meat lavishly all year round; their tepees, carried or dragged now by horses, became commodious. A new culture, a 
horse-and-bison culture, sprang up overnight. The participants in it had a wonderful time. They feasted, they roved, 
they hunted, they played. Over a serious issue, such as the invasion of one tribe’s territory by another, they could 
fight deadly battles, but otherwise even war was a game in which shooting an enemy was an act earning but little 
esteem, but touching one with one’s bare hand or with a stick was the height of military achievement.



This influx of powerful tribes drove the last of the Athabascans into the Southwest. There the Apaches and the 
Navahos were also mounted and on the go, developing their special, deadly pattern of war as a business. In the 
Panhandle country, the Kiowas and Comanches looked westward to the Spanish and Pueblo settlements, where 
totally alien peoples offered rich plunder. The Pueblos, as we have seen, desired to live at peace. The original Spanish 
came to conquer; their descendants, becoming Spanish-Americans, were content to hold what they had, farm their 
fields, and graze their flocks. To the north of the two groups were Apaches and Utes; to the east, Kiowas and 
Comanches; to the south, what seemed like unlimited Apaches; and to the west the Navahos, of whom there were 
several thousands by the middle of the Seventeenth Century.

The tribes named above, other than the Kiowas and Comanches, did not share in the Plains efflorescence. The 
Navahos staged a different cultural spurt of their own, combining extensive farming with constant horseback 
plundering, which in turn enabled them to become herdsmen, and from the captured wool develop their 
remarkable weaving industry. The sheep, of course, which became important in their economy, also derived from 
the white men. Their prosperity and their arts were superimposed on a simple camp life. With this prosperity, they 
also developed elaborate rituals and an astoundingly rich, poetic mythology.

The Dakotas first saw horses in 1722, which makes a convenient peg date for the beginning of the great Plains 
culture. A little over a hundred years later, when Catlin visited the Mandans, it was going full blast. The memory of a 
time before horses had grown dim. By 1860 the Plains tribes were hard-pressed to stand the white men off; by 
1880 the whole pattern was broken and the bison were gone. At its height, Plains Indian culture was brittle. 
Materially, it depended absolutely on a single source of food and skins; in other aspects, it required the absolute 
independence of the various tribes. When these two factors were eliminated, the content was destroyed. Some 
Indians may still live in tepees, wear at times their traditional clothing, maintain here and there their arts and some 
of their rituals, but these are little more than fringe survivals.

While the Plains culture died, the myth of it spread and grew to become embedded in our folklore. Not only the 
Northwest Coast Indians but many others as unlikely wear imitations of Plains Indian costume and put on “war 
dances,” to satisfy the believers in the myth. As it exists today in the public mind, it still contains the mutually 
incongruous elements of the Noble Red Man and the Bloodthirsty Savage that first came into being three centuries 
and a half ago, before any white man had ever seen a war bonnet or a tepee, or any Indian had ridden a horse.

Discussion Questions:

a. According to Dr. LaFarge, what were the key myths which hid the Native American from 
contemporary white society? What were the realities of the Native American cultures and 
how were they impacted by the coming of white Europeans after the voyages of Columbus? 
How has this article changed your point-of-view as a historian of the Native Americans?  


