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For Janna, and for the valley that raised me, and the

people it was taken from.



To aid in the progress of anthropological science by obtaining
measurements of a large number of skulls of the aboriginal races of

North America.

Office of the Surgeon General, United States Army, circular on the

collection of Native crania for the Army Medical Museum, 1868

Set apart for the absolute and undisturbed use and occupation of the

Indians herein named.
Treaty of Fort Laramie, 1868, Article II

The ownership or control of Native American cultural items... shall be ...
in the case of Native American human remains and associated funerary

objects, in the lineal descendants of the Native American.

Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, 1990
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A Note on Terminology

A book about the dead of many nations has to choose its
words, and the choices carry argument.

[ use Native, Native American, and Indigenous, capital-
ized, to mean the first peoples of this continent, and I prefer
the name of the specific nation, Pawnee, Lakota, Winnebago,
Mashantucket Pequot, wherever the record allows it, because
the conquest worked in part by dissolving distinct peoples
into a single category, and the least a book can do is keep them
distinct. The word Indian runs through these pages inside the
names of the laws and institutions that used it, the Code of
Indian Offenses, the Genoa Indian Industrial School, the Bu-
reau of Indian Affairs, and inside quotations from the period,
where changing it would falsify the record. I have kept it in
those places and used Native in my own voice.

[ have tried to write the dead and the ancestors rather than
the remains, except where I am describing how an institution

classified what it held. When I write that a museum held re-
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mains, [ am using the institution’s own word for its catalog,
and that word is itself part of what this book is about.

Spellings of Native words and names follow common
scholarly usage, and where a single word or person comes
down to us rendered several ways, I have noted the vari-
ants rather than silently choosing one. Pawnee names in
particular reached the record through ethnographers who
heard them across a language barrier, and I have flagged
the places where the same name attaches to more than one
person, so that the rescuer of the Morning Star captive is
never confused with the head chief who signed away the
homeland.

Repatriation, here, means the return of the dead and of sa-
cred and funerary objects to the nations they were taken from,
the process the Native American Graves Protection and Repa-
triation Act of 1990 wrote into federal law. I use the word for
the returns that law made possible and for the older demand,

far older than the law, out of which the law came.
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Introduction: The Conquest You

Cannot Survey

My grandfather kept a pharmacy on the main street of North
Loup, Nebraska, a town of a few hundred people set down
on a river whose name I could not have told you the mean-
ing of. I was born in Lincoln, and the city is where my life
was officially lodged, the address on the records, but I was
raised in the Loup valley, every weekend and most of every
summer, in the cool dim back room of that store where the
prescriptions were compounded and the air held the mingled
smell of paper, alcohol, and dust. A bell rang when the front
door opened. Shelves of remedies ran to the pressed-tin ceil-
ing. Out past the glass the main street gave way after a few
blocks to the river and then to the immense and almost un-
bearable light of the central plains, the kind of sky that makes
a child feel both enormous and erased. I have not, in all the
years since, stood on any ground I called home with the same

conviction. New York held my work and my adult life, and



INTRODUCTION: THE CONQUEST YOU CANNOT SURVEY

Washington before it, and New Jersey now, and none of them
ever became home in the way that valley was home before I
was old enough to know what a home is built on.

We said the river’s name the way you say any word
worn smooth by handling, without hearing it. Loup. It is
the French word for wolf. The trappers who wrote it down
were translating, because the people who had lived along the
north bank of that water for centuries were the Skidi, whom
the French knew as the Wolf People, the northernmost of
the four bands the Americans lumped together and called the
Pawnee. The river still carries the name those people were
known by, and it carries it the length of the whole drainage,
the North Loup and the Middle and the South braiding
down out of the Sandhills toward the Platte. I learned what
the word meant when I was past fifty. For the better part of
a lifetime I loved a place and never understood that it was
named for a people who had been taken off it.

That is the condition this book begins in, and it reaches far
past me. It is the ordinary inheritance of the American who
was handed the continent without the knowledge of what the
handing cost. We are raised among the names and trained
not to hear them. Nebraska itself is such a name, carried over
from the Otoe and Omaha words for flat water, the Platte
described in a tongue older than the state that took the de-
scription for its own. Nine counties wear Native names. So

do the rivers and the towns and the lakes and the bluffs, Om-



INTRODUCTION: THE CONQUEST YOU CANNOT SURVEY

aha and Otoe and Pawnee and Niobrara, Ogallala and Wahoo
and Weeping Water, a whole gazetteer of the dispossessed
pressed into the mouths of the people who replaced them. A
child in that country could not avoid speaking the words of
the removed, and almost no child was told that was what they
were. The forgetting was deliberate, built like the towns and
the survey lines, and set down on top of something.

A few miles up the valley from my grandfather’s store
stood Fort Hartsuff, and | went there as a boy the way other
children go to playgrounds, climbing on the grout walls the
Army had poured from local lime and gravel in 1874. The fort
was raised to protect the settlers of the upper Loup and to
protect the Pawnee from the Sioux who rode down the river
to raid them. By the time the walls had cured, most of the
Pawnee had already been marched south to Indian Territory,
and the protective half of the fort’s purpose had quietly
expired. What remained was its other work. The fort was a
sign of government in a country the government did not yet
hold, and the settlers it was meant to shelter came, and kept
coming. My own people, Bohemian immigrants who came
to the braided plains for land they could never have owned
in the old country, were among those the emptied valley
received. Down the same river sat Genoa, which had been
the Pawnee Agency before the removal and became, after

it, one of the largest Indian boarding schools in the United



INTRODUCTION: THE CONQUEST YOU CANNOT SURVEY

States. I grew up inside a finished sentence and was taught
only its last clause.

[ say all this without the comfort of having worked it out
asachild, because I did not. As aboyIloved the valley with the
uncomplicated love a boy gives the place that formed him, the
cottonwoods along the water, the heat coming off the Sand-
hills in August, the church suppers and the gravel roads and
the particular quality of the quiet, and I would have told you,
had you asked, that it was empty country, that nothing much
had ever happened there. That is what the forgetting feels
like from the inside. That is what the forgetting protects. It
feels less like a lie being told than like peace, like a clean and
ordinary landscape with no argument in it, and the absence
of the argument is the argument’s last move. The Pawnee had
been removed so completely that their absence had stopped
registering as an absence. A removed people leaves a silence,

and a settled people learns to hear that silence as nature.

The histories tell the conquest of Native America as two
thefts. One is the theft of the land, recorded in hundreds of
treaties, nearly all of them broken in whole or in part, in the
survey, the allotment, and the deed. The second is the killing
of the people, by powder and by disease and by the deliberate
starvation of those whose means of feeding themselves had
been taken from them. Both thefts are documented past ar-

gument, and this book accepts them as settled ground. What
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INTRODUCTION: THE CONQUEST YOU CANNOT SURVEY

it adds is a third theft, harder to see because it left no acreage
and no body count, and because the thing it took cannot be
measured in either.

A people’s authority over its own dead was seized. The
right to decide how the dead are mourned, where they rest,
which direction they face, and whether they remain present
to the living or are made to disappear. This is the conquest
you cannot survey. Land can be mapped and corpses can be
counted, and so the theft of land and the theft of life left
ledgers that historians have read for a century. The bond
between a community and its ancestors fits in no ledger.
That absence is why the third theft has stayed under-counted
in the histories, and the work of this book is to follow the
accounting Native people forced into law and memory and
to set it beside the other two thefts where it belongs.

Why should the dead be the measure, and not the land or
the lives? Because a people’s hold on its dead is the thread by
which it holds itself. Every nation, ours included, knows its
own continuance through the dead, in the graves it tends, the
names it keeps, the ancestors it can point to and stand among,
the duties the living owe the gone. Take a people’s land and
you impoverish it. Kill its members and you shrink it. Sever
its bond to its ancestors, though, scatter and hide and shelve
its dead, and you cut the cord that carries a people forward in
time, that makes this generation continuous with the last and

answerable to the next. The dead are how a culture knows it is
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a culture and not a crowd of the currently living. The seizure
of the dead was therefore, whether its agents understood it
or not, an attack on continuance itself, and the return of the
dead now is far more than a question of bones and boxes. It
is a people reattaching itself to its own past, reclaiming the
right to say where it came from and so to say who it is.

International law and the public rituals of modern states
have long recognized the gravity of this, even as the United
States looked away from it at home. We treat the recovery
of a nation’s war dead as a sacred duty and send teams across
oceans decades later to carry back the bones of soldiers. We
count the desecration of a cemetery as an attack on a whole
people, and the law of war requires the respect and the return
of the dead. The deliberate destruction of a group’s graves and
monuments has a name in the vocabulary of atrocity, because
the world knows that to erase a people’s dead is to erase the
people. All of that recognition existed, and the same country
that extended it elsewhere spent a century doing to the Native
dead precisely what it condemned when others did it. The
seizure described in this book happened in full view of that
standard. It was the deliberate withholding, from the people
of this continent, of a respect for the dead that the conquerors
claimed as the first mark of civilization.

Consider what there was to seize, and consider it through
the people whose river raised me, because they show how far

a culture of the dead can reach. The Skidi were a sky peo-
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ple who held themselves the children of two stars, descended
from the marriage of the Morning Star and the Evening Star.
They built their houses as models of the heavens, set their
planting calendar by the stars, and laid out their villages to
answer the order of the sky. The full shape of that belief, the
lodge and the calendar and the star map on the ground, be-
longs to a later chapter. Even in outline it makes one thing
certain. A people who keep their houses, their calendar, their
towns, and their origin in the stars are a people who have
thought as hard as any on earth about where a life goes when
it leaves the body, and they did not leave that question to
chance.

[ want to be exact at the outset, because the easy version of
this argument is false and a careful reader would take it apart
in a sentence. The seizure was not a matter of forcing a peo-
ple who buried in trees to bury in the ground. Native peoples
kept no single rite for the dead. The nomadic peoples of the
high plains raised their dead on scaffolds and in the forks of
trees, lifted toward the open sky. Earth-lodge Pawnee, despite
their religion of the heavens, most often buried their dead
in the ground near their villages and on the bluffs above the
rivers. The woodland peoples of the eastern country exposed
the body and later gathered the larger bones into mounds.
These practices carried cosmology and practical sense at once,
and they varied from nation to nation as widely as the lan-

guages did. The argument turns on authority and continuity,
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on the thread that ran from the living to the dead and back,
and on the cutting of it. The shape of the grave is a smaller

matter than who held the right to dig it.

The thread was cut by three instruments, and the work
this book attempts is to treat them as one campaign rather
than three separate cruelties.

The first instrument was criminal. In 1883 the Depart-
ment of the Interior, without troubling to ask Congress for
a law, issued a Code of Indian Offenses and stood up courts
on the reservations to enforce it. The code reached past poli-
tics and past warfare and into mourning itself. It forbade the
give-away, the ceremony in which a dead person’s goods were
distributed through the living community so that the loss fell
on no one alone, and it made a crime of destroying the prop-
erty of the dead, a funerary custom among many nations, and
a crime of the healer’s work, so that the medicine people who
tended the dying and the grieving could be jailed for tending
them. The penalty for keeping faith with the dead in the old
way was the withholding of a family’s rations or imprison-
ment in the agency jail. Here is the answer to the question
that has haunted me since I first understood it. People be-
came outlaws on their own land because the way they cared
for their dead was written into a federal code of crimes. The

federal government did not move to protect Native religious
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practice, the mourning and the healing among it, until the
American Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1978, and even
that act proved more a declaration of policy than an enforce-
able right. I was already a boy on the Wolf River by then. A
federal policy that recognized a people’s freedom to bury its
dead in its own way is younger than I am, and the federal
right to reclaim the Native dead from the institutions that
held them is younger still, by another twelve years. I stood
behind a counter in North Loup dispensing remedies by the
bottle on the same ground where, within living memory, a
Pawnee healer doing the older work could have been arrested
for it. One medicine was a licensed trade. The other had been
a crime.

The second instrument was the lost grave. The boarding
schools took children from their families across the con-
tinent, cut their hair, forbade their languages, gave them
English names, and buried the ones who died far from home
in institutional cemeteries under those borrowed names,
and then the government lost them. At the Genoa school,
in the river valley where I was raised, at least eighty-six
children are known to have died, and the cemetery that held
the school’s dead has since vanished from the maps, present
on a plat in 1899 and again in 1920 and simply gone by
1958, so that the resting place of dozens of the Genoa dead
is unknown to this day, sought with ground-penetrating

radar in a field that gives up nothing but dirt. At the Carlisle
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school in Pennsylvania the failure is starker. When one
nation came in 2017 to bring its children home and opened
a grave marked for a single Arapaho boy, the grave held two
other children instead, neither of them the one named on
the stone, because the cemetery had been moved in 1927 to
clear the ground for construction at the post and the dead
had been reburied so carelessly that the Army can no longer
say with certainty who lies where. A scaffold keeps the dead
visible and known. The institutional grave, misplaced and
mismarked, makes them invisible and unfindable, and that
inversion is the whole work of the second instrument.

The third instrument was the specimen. Through the
nineteenth century and into the twentieth, the bones of
Native people were collected for science, dug from graves
and battlefields and taken from the freshly dead, measured
and numbered and shelved in the museums and universities
and the medical collections of the Army. The dead became
property, the holdings of institutions, reference material in a
drawer. I do not have to leave the state to make this concrete.
The historical society of Nebraska, the agency charged above
all others with remembering the place I love, held in its col-
lection the remains of roughly a thousand Pawnee ancestors,
the dead of the Wolf People who had been removed from my
river. When the Pawnee asked for them back, the society’s
director defended the holdings by comparing a bone to a

book, and saying he did not believe in burning books. The
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INTRODUCTION: THE CONQUEST YOU CANNOT SURVEY

dead of a people were, in that sentence, a library. The third
instrument is the reduction of an ancestor to an object that a
stranger may keep, study, and decline to return.

Two conditions made the three instruments possible,
and they must be carried beneath the whole argument rather
than set beside it as separate causes. The first is the sheer
speed of dying. Smallpox and the other imported diseases,
and later the engineered mortality of removal and confine-
ment, produced death faster than any people on earth could
perform its rites. The Pawnee lost roughly half their number
in the decade after they were driven to Indian Territory, in a
country where the disease never let up. A funerary tradition
is built for the ordinary rhythm of loss, and it breaks under
a flood, and the flood itself began the severance the policies
would complete. The second condition is the theft of the
land, which was never separable from the theft of the graves.
A people removed from its ground is removed from its dead.
A homesteader’s plow turning new furrows turns them
through a burial ground, and the deed that gives one family
a quarter section gives it, without a word, the bones beneath.
To take the land was to take the dead. My own inherited
acreage is not innocent of this, and the book will not pretend
that it is.

[ have anchored all of this in one Nebraska valley because
it is the ground I can speak for, and the pattern is national, its

scale only now being counted. The boarding schools alone
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INTRODUCTION: THE CONQUEST YOU CANNOT SURVEY

numbered more than four hundred across the country, a sys-
tem that ran for the better part of a century, and a federal
investigation opened in 2022 confirmed what survivors and
descendants had said for generations, that children died in
those schools in great numbers and were buried at or near
them, many in graves the government never marked and can-
not now find. One newspaper’s investigation documented the
graves of more than eight hundred children at the schools
they had been sent to, and the true number runs higher. The
specimen collections run to the tens of thousands of ances-
tors held in museums and agencies and universities, a census
of the stolen dead that the repatriation law of 1990 was writ-
ten to undo and has undone only in part. The Wolf River
is where I can stand, but the dead this book is about lie un-
der schoolyards and in museum drawers from Pennsylvania
to California, and the reckoning their descendants are now

forcing is continental.

If the story ended in the lost grave and the shelved bone,
it would be one more chronicle of an injustice gone cold. It
does not end there, and the reason I can write this book now,
rather than as an elegy a century late, is that the dead are mov-
ing. The reversal is underway, in my lifetime and in my own
valley, and it is the spine of everything that follows.

The Pawnee were central to it. Led by a tribal attorney

named Walter Echo-Hawk and a tribal historian named
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Roger Echo-Hawk, the Wolf People fought the Nebraska
State Historical Society for the return of their thousand
ancestors, and the society, as Echo-Hawk has said, fought
them at every step and ignored them for years. In 1989 the
Nebraska legislature, on a bill carried by a single stubborn
state senator, passed a law requiring the return of Native
dead and the objects buried with them, and that state law
became the model for the national act Congress passed the
following year, the law that now reaches into every museum
and agency in the country that takes federal money. The
law that brings the dead home across America was forged
over the bones of the people of my river. In 1990 the Pawnee
carried more than four hundred of their reclaimed ancestors
back to their Nebraska heartland and reburied them in the
ground they had been taken from, near Genoa, on land
restored to the nation for the purpose. The children are
coming home too. The first were disinterred from Carlisle
in 2017, and the transfers have continued, child by child, to
grounds their descendants choose. In May 2026, a federal
appeals court ruled that the repatriation law may reach two
Winnebago boys, Samuel Gilbert and Edward Hensley, who
died at Carlisle in the 1890s and whose nation, a Nebraska
nation, has fought the Army for years to bring them back.

[ will not let this resolve into a redemption, because the
truth of it is harder and better. The Army resisted the Win-

nebago and lost only on appeal. More than a hundred chil-
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dren remain in the ground at Carlisle. Dozens of the children
who died at Genoa were buried in a cemetery that vanished
from the maps, and have never been found. And the Pawnee,
having won their ancestors back, now rebury them in places
they will not name, because experience has taught them that
the dead in this country are still at risk of being taken a sec-
ond time. A people forced for a century to lose its dead must
now choose to hide them in order to keep them. It is a true
ending, and an unfinished one, and it measures how deep the

seizure ran and how far the return still has to go.

A reader has every right to ask, by now, who [ am to write
this. [ am not a Native man, and this book will never pretend
to carry a Native voice. To speak for the people whose dead
are its subject would be both a falsehood and a failure, the
easiest thing in the world for a reviewer to expose and the
surest way to betray the people the book means to honor. I
make no such claim. The ground I can stand on is narrower,
the standpoint my own history gives me. [ am an heir of the
settlement, accounting for the land I was given. I was raised
on the homeland of a removed people, in a valley a fort helped
empty for my own immigrant family, on a river named for the
dead, and I was taught none of it. That ignorance is the thing
[ set out to examine; to examine it honestly is the opposite
of pleading it. An accounting written from inside the inheri-

tance, by one of the people who benefited and did not know,
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is rarer and harder to dismiss than another outsider’s sym-
pathy, and the discipline that follows from it runs through
every page. Where the matter is one of belief or practice or
memory that belongs to the people themselves, I route the
authority to them, to their scholars and their historians and
their own words, and I say plainly where my standing ends.
This is also why the argument here departs from the
strong recent histories it stands beside, and it owes those
histories a debt even where it turns from them. David
Wallace Adams, in his account of the boarding schools, gave
us the institution as a machine of assimilation, the classroom
as the engine of erasure. The subject in these pages is the
cemetery rather than the classroom, the school read as a
means of hiding the dead. David Treuer, writing against
a century of elegy, argued that Native life did not end at
the Wounded Knee massacre in 1890, that the reservation
became a place of endurance and renewal rather than a
graveyard. The matter pursued here is the one Treuer’s title
raises and then moves past, death itself and who holds power
over it. Ned Blackhawk has shown how thoroughly Native
nations shaped the course of the American republic, how
the history of the country cannot be told without them at its
center. From that wide canvas this book narrows to a single
seized thing, the relationship between the living and their
dead, followed from the scaffold to the courtroom. Roxanne

Dunbar-Ortiz named the whole history as settler genocide
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and refused every euphemism that had softened it. Her frame
leaves one dimension implicit, that a genocide reaches a
people’s death as well as its life and land, the authority over
its own ancestors, the thread between the living and the
gone. To each of these writers the debt is real, and from each

the book departs at the grave.

The book descends through the seizure, climbs through
the return, and then descends again, beneath both, to the
death and the dispossession the rest was built on. It begins
on the Wolf River, in the world the Pawnee made and the re-
moval that took it, because one valley shows the whole shape
in little. From there it turns to what the conquest found
and meant to destroy, the Native ways of keeping the dead
present, then to the law that made the mourning of them
a crime, the dance in which a cornered people tried to call
its dead back and the massacre that answered it, the school
that hid the children it killed, and the science that turned
ancestors into specimens. It follows the return: the law that
at last compelled it, the institutions that went on holding the
dead in defiance of that law, the Pawnee ancestors carried
back to the river they were taken from, the lost children of
the school sought in the ground, and the market that still
trades in the dead and drives the recovered ones into hidden

graves. Then it digs beneath the seizure and the return alike,
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to the mass dying of the epidemics and the slow engineered
death of the reservation that overwhelmed the rites and
made the severing easier, and to the theft of the ground the
dead were taken from, the allotted prairie and the seized
Black Hills. It stops at the strange bargain of the present, in
which a people may run a casino on its own authority and
yet must sue for years to bring home a child dead a century
ago. And it ends with the meaning of the return, the long
and unfinished work of repatriation, partial and shadowed
and in places impossible, the first sustained answer the dead
have been given, which turns the story rather than closing it,
and with the valley where the book began, whose dead were
taken and shelved and at last carried back. The dead are the
measure of the wound and of the healing alike, the thread

the chapters follow from the scaffold to the courtroom.

So I begin where I was raised, behind a counter that dis-
pensed one people’s medicine on the ground of another’s, be-
side a river that says the name of the Wolf People to any-
one who will listen for it. The body returns to the earth or
to the air, by the old rites or the new, and the betrayal out-
lasts the body and the rite alike. What the conquest took at
its deepest reached past the soil and the breath, to the power
of a people to decide for itself where its dead would lie and

how they would be kept. The dead are a true measure of both
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the wound and the healing, lost and reclaimed, hidden and
brought home, alongside the acreage restored and the count
of the living. This book follows them. It begins on the Wolf
River, and it will end there, because the dead of that valley
were taken, and shelved, and at last carried back, and the ques-
tion they leave is the one the whole continent is only now be-
ginning to answer: whether a people may once more bury its

own.
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Chapter One: The Wolf River

The Wolf People were on the Loup before the river wore a
French name, and they had lived in that country longer, by
the reckoning of the state’s own historians, than any nation
still in existence has lived anywhere in Nebraska. They were
the Skidi, the northernmost of the four bands the Americans
lumped together and called the Pawnee, and they held the
north bank of the Loup in as many as thirteen villages of
earth and timber, settled people who would have found the
word nomad an insult. The four bands together, the Skidi
and the Chaui and the Kitkahahki and the Pitahawirata, the
Wolf and the Grand and the Republican and the Tappage,
called themselves Chahiksichahiks, which a translator once
rendered as Men of Men, and at the height of their strength
they numbered as many as twelve thousand. They were
among the great peoples of the central plains, farmers and
hunters both, and they had been in the valley of the Platte

and the Loup and the Republican so long that no one can say
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CHAPTER ONE: THE WOLF RIVER

when they came, only that they were there before the French,
before the Spanish, before the horse.

The Pawnee spoke a Caddoan tongue, kin to the languages
of the lower Mississippi and the Texas plains, which set them
apart from the Siouan and Algonquian peoples around them
and marked them as old arrivals from the south, settled on the
central plains long before the nations that would later crowd
them. For most of the eighteenth century and into the nine-
teenth they were a power on the prairie, holding the river
valleys of what is now Nebraska and northern Kansas, trad-
ing with the Spanish to the southwest and the French to the
east, sending their war parties against the Comanche and the
Sioux, and ranging out twice a year onto a sea of buffalo that
seemed beyond counting. When the explorers and traders of
the early republic first came up the Platte, they came as suppli-
cants into a country the Pawnee controlled, and they wrote of
villages larger than many of the towns they had left behind in
the east. This is the stature the rest of this chapter watches col-
lapse, and the collapse cannot be felt without it. The Pawnee
were a great people taken apart, and the taking apart is the
subject of everything that follows.

To call them farmers undersells them. The Pawnee built
domed lodges of packed earth over a frame of timber, large
enough to hold thirty or forty people and their stores, and a
single village might gather five hundred souls in a dozen or

fifteen of those lodges set high on the bluffs above the river,
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with the corn and beans and squash planted in the fertile bot-
toms below. Twice a year they left the lodges and went out
onto the plains after buffalo, in summer and again in win-
ter, and then returned to the villages and the fields. This was
an old and balanced life, half agricultural and half nomadic,
tuned to the seasons of two different worlds, and it had sus-
tained a large population for centuries on ground that later
farmers would find merciless.

The work of that life fell along clear lines and bound the
people to the lodge and the field and the herd at once. The
women owned the lodges and the gardens and did the farm-
ing, planting the corn in the bottoms in the spring and tend-
ing it through the summer, and the great earth house was un-
derstood as a woman’s domain, a model of the universe and,
in the Pawnee way of seeing, a kind of womb, its daily round
of cooking and storage and birth standing for the generative
power of the world itself. Men hunted and fought and car-
ried the ceremonies tied to war and the bundles. Over all of
it stood the priests, who kept the sacred bundles and read the
stars and set the times for the rites that opened and closed
the year, and the doctors, who healed by powers received in
dream and vision. This was a whole and self-governing so-
ciety, with its own division of labor, its own learned class,
and its own law, a civilization by any honest measure, and the
men who would shortly call it savagery in order to dismantle

it knew almost nothing about it.
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What ordered that life, and what makes the Pawnee essen-
tial to this book from its start, was the sky. The Skidi were a
sky people in a sense more thoroughgoing than almost any na-
tion on the continent. By their account the world was made
by Tirawa, the power above, who set the lesser powers in the
heavens and gave them their work: the Sun and the Moon, the
Morning Star and the Evening Star, the North Star that does
not move, and four stars stationed at the corners of the sky to
hold the heavens up. Human life itself was a marriage of stars.
The first boy was born when the Sun took the Moon. The
first girl was born when the Morning Star, the warrior, over-
came the Evening Star after a long and difficult pursuit, and
from the union of those two stars the people descended. To
be Skidi was to understand yourself as the child of the morn-
ing and the evening lights, and to keep faith with the powers
that had made you.

They built that cosmology into the houses they lived in.
The earth lodge was a model of the universe. Its dome was
the dome of the sky, its floor the earth, and the four central
posts that held the roof stood for the four stars at the cor-
ners of the heavens, each post set toward its quarter of the
world and painted the color that belonged to it. The doorway
of the lodge opened to the east, toward the place the Morn-
ing Star rises, so that a person stepping into the house en-
tered it the way the stars enter the sky. The altar stood at

the west, in the domain of the Evening Star, where creation
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was renewed. And the lodge was an observatory as much as a
dwelling. The priests sat at the western altar and watched the
heavens through the long eastern entrance and through the
smoke hole at the crown of the dome, and when the Pleiades
rose through that smoke hole after sunset in the early spring,
the people knew the season had come to ready the ground
and to open the sacred bundles for the ceremonies of planting.
The Pawnee read the calendar of their survival in the stars,
and they did it from inside a house built as a small replica of
the stars, and a people who live that way have thought as care-
fully as any on earth about where a life goes when it leaves the
lodge of the body.

The order ran outward from the single lodge to the whole
nation. The Skidi kept many villages, and each held a sacred
bundle that had come down from one of the stars, a wrapped
collection of objects that carried the village’s share of the peo-
ple’s history and ceremony and identity. When the villages
gathered for the great rites, they arranged themselves on the
ground to mirror the positions of their stars in the sky, so
that the map of the living people answered to the map of the
heavens, and four of those villages, standing for the four cor-
ner stars, took turns leading the ceremonial year. The sky was
the blueprint of Pawnee life, not a backdrop to it, and the peo-
ple lived inside it.

That same sky religion had, generations before the events

of this chapter, included a rite this book will treat in full later
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and will not sensationalize here. In the spring, in the years
before reform, the Skidi sometimes offered a captive girl to
the Morning Star, in a ceremony that re-enacted on earth
the Morning Star’s conquest of the Evening Star that had
brought the first human life. It was rare, and it was contested
within the nation, and Pawnee leaders moved against it: a
chief remembered as Knife Chief worked to end it in the
early decades of the nineteenth century, and the last such
sacrifice took place in 1838, decades before the removal and
well within the span of Pawnee self-correction. I raise it
now for one reason only. A book that means to honor a
people cannot hide the hardest parts of their history, and a
book that means to be believed cannot let a reader think it
has. The Pawnee were a people, with a people’s full range of
greatness and difficulty, and they had themselves wrestled
down a lethal rite long before the United States arrived to
criminalize their ordinary and peaceful care of the dead.

Hold that sequence in mind. It will matter.

The river still says their name to anyone who listens for it.
French trappers, working the water a century and more be-
fore my grandfather opened his store on it, knew the Skidi as
the Wolf People and set the river down in their own tongue
as the Loup, the wolf, and the name took the whole drainage.
The Loup gathers from three forks, the North and the Mid-
dle and the South, that braid down out of the Sandhills and
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run together toward the Platte, and Pawnee villages stood
along that system for as far back as the record reaches. The
reservation the Pawnee were finally penned onto sat on the
lower Loup, near where it meets the Platte, at a place the Mor-
mons had named Genoa. My own valley lay up the north fork,
deeper toward the Sandhills, in the country around North
Loup and Ord, which was the corridor the Sioux rode down
when they came south to raid. I grew up at the wild upper
end of a river named for a people who had been farming its
lower end since before France had a word for the animal on
its banks, and no one I knew, including me, could have told

you that.

The unmaking of Pawnee Nebraska was not a single act,
and the honest account refuses the comfort of one villain and
one date. Pressure came from several directions at once, and
the worst of it came from the north. The Lakota, the peo-
ple the Americans called the Sioux, had pressed down on the
Pawnee for the better part of a century, raiding the villages
and the hunting camps, and the war between the two nations
was old and bitter long before any white settler reached the
Loup. When the United States arrived to negotiate, it nego-
tiated the Pawnee out of their land in stages. A treaty in 1833
took the Pawnee country south of the Platte. The treaty of

1857, signed at Table Creek, took nearly all of what remained

25



CHAPTER ONE: THE WOLF RIVER

and left the four bands a narrow reservation on the Loup Fork
in what is now Nance County, and the head chief Pitaresaru,
whose name stood first among all the signers, accepted it in
exchange for a federal promise that the government would
protect his people from the Sioux. The promise was not kept.
On their shrinking reservation the Pawnee went hungry as
the buffalo thinned, and they remained exposed to the raids
the treaty had pledged to stop.

What the 1857 treaty gave the Pawnee was a reservation
on the Loup Fork and a set of promises the government
would spend the next seventeen years failing to keep. The
Mormons who had founded Genoa in 1857 were forced off
the land in 1860, their log houses bought up to serve as the
first agency buildings, and a special agent set the Pawnee
to the plow. Good land it was, too, a thousand acres under
cultivation by 1861, the Skidi keeping two villages to the
west and the other three bands together in one, the old earth
lodges clustered now inside a boundary drawn by someone
else. The promises around that ground were another matter.
Six dollars a person in direct payment over the first five
years was less per acre than the Pawnee had been given in
1833, and the government was quick to take even that back.
In 1859, after a band of Pawnee frightened some settlers
along the Elkhorn, an episode in which four Pawnee died
and no white person was killed, the government docked ten

thousand dollars from the tribe’s annuities to pay the settlers’
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claims, over the warning of the Pawnee’s own agent that the
claims were likely invented. A people could be billed for the
fear it caused and charged nothing for the deaths it suffered.
That arithmetic, the asymmetry of whose loss counted, runs
through the whole of this history, and it will run through
the chapters on the dead.

Then came the missionaries. In 1869, under the policy
President Grant called peace, the federal government handed
its reservations to Christian churches to run, and the six in
Nebraska went to the Hicksite Quakers, who took charge of
the schools, the rations, and the souls. The Quakers meant
well by their own lights and did great harm by anyone else’s.
They saw farming as salvation and pressed it on the Pawnee
through years of drought and grasshoppers that would have
broken any farmer. They worked to dissolve the Pawnee
Scouts, the one institution that gave Pawnee men standing
and pay. And in the schools they ran, they forbade the speak-
ing of the Pawnee language and the practice of the Pawnee
religion and required the children to take daily instruction
in Christianity. Read that date again. The schools on the
Pawnee reservation were suppressing Native language and
Native worship in 1869, fourteen years before the Code
of Indian Offenses made such suppression the law of the
land, and the parents understood exactly what was being
done to their children, which is why, in that first year of

Quaker control, only one Pawnee child in five attended. A
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reservation school for the unmaking of a people was running
on the Loup a generation before the boarding school rose on
the same ground at Genoa to perfect it.

Here the record turns to its sharpest irony, and the book
will not soften it. The same Pawnee men who could not get
the protection they had been promised against the Sioux were
recruited by the United States Army to fight the Sioux on the
Army’s behalf. The instrument of that recruitment was a Ne-
braska man named Frank North, who had come to the terri-
tory as a boy, worked as a clerk and interpreter at the Pawnee
Agency, learned the language, and earned the trust of the peo-
ple. Commissioned in 1864 and rising to the rank of major,
North enlisted and led the Pawnee Scouts, a battalion that be-
came one of the most effective fighting forces on the north-
ern plains. In 1867 the Scouts were given the work of guard-
ing the crews who were laying the Union Pacific track across
Nebraska, and when a Cheyenne war party derailed a train
at Plum Creek, the Scouts ran them down. In July of 1869,
fifty Pawnee Scouts rode with Colonel Eugene Carr’s expedi-
tion into Colorado and fought at Summit Springs, where the
Cheyenne Dog Soldiers under Tall Bull were broken and Tall
Bull was killed, by North’s own hand according to the men
who were there, though a camp scout named William Cody
would later sell the public a different story. The Scouts kept

their own ceremonies in the field and refused to be drilled

28



CHAPTER ONE: THE WOLF RIVER

like regular soldiers, and North, who knew better than to try,
let them fight in their own way.

Sit with what that means. The track the Scouts guarded
carried the settlers who would fill the land once the Pawnee
were gone from it. A people defended the road that delivered
their own replacement, and helped the Army break the other
nations of the plains, and were removed anyway. To enlist
was a rational choice, made by men who hated the Sioux more
than they yet grasped the machine they were inside, and who
took the rifle and the pay because the alternative was hunger
and exposure on a reservation the government would not
guard. Calling them dupes mistakes the trap for a failure of
their judgment. The trap was total. The Pawnee could fight
for the United States or against it, and either way the United
States took their country. There is a final turn of the screw in
the story of Frank North that says everything about how the
conquest would be remembered. After the Scouts were dis-
banded, North went into business with William Cody, and
in time he managed Pawnee performers in Cody’s Wild West
show, where the conquest of the plains was restaged night
after night as entertainment for paying crowds, the fight at
Summit Springs among its set pieces. The men who had lived
the thing were hired to perform a cartoon of it. The disposses-

sion became a show, and the dispossessed played themselves.
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The cruelty of that exposure had a mechanism, and the
United States had built part of it. The Lakota had come onto
the plains later than the Pawnee, a people made powerful by
the horse and the gun, pushing west and south through the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries into country the Pawnee
had long held, and the Loup valley was the natural road for
their raids. Their advantage turned deadly with the treaty of
1833, because in giving up their weapons and renouncing war
in exchange for a protection they were promised, the Pawnee
became a disarmed people facing an enemy under no such
restraint, an enemy that by the accounts of the period had
sworn their extermination, and the smallpox that had already
cut deep into the nation left it weaker still. The protection
never came. And the treaty of 1868 that sent the Lakota to
a reservation in Dakota also granted them the right to hunt
along the Republican, two hundred miles to the south, in the
same buffalo country the Pawnee could not live without, so
that the government had arranged by its own paper for its
disarmed wards and their armed enemies to meet on the same
ground. Massacre Canyon was the meeting that arrangement
was always going to produce.

The last great hunt ended in a canyon. By the summer
of 1873 the Pawnee were hungry enough that their Quaker
agent, William Burgess, shocked by the poverty he found
among his wards, set aside his objection to the buffalo hunt

and let them go. On the third of July a party left Genoa for the
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grounds along the Republican, two hundred and fifty men
with a hundred women and fifty children, led by Sky Chief,
an aging leader counted among the ablest the Pawnee had,
with Sun Chief and Fighting Bear beside him and a young
agency farmer named John Williamson, whom the Pawnee
called Curly Head, riding along as trail agent. They crossed
from the Loup to the Platte and followed it west, then turned
south to the Republican, and for three weeks they hunted
the country along the Beaver and the Prairie Dog and made
their surrounds, and the hunt went well. After a month
and several hundred buffalo killed, the party made camp
near present-day Trenton, in Hitchcock County, for one last
chase before the long haul home. They had been warned
that Sioux were in the country, but the warning came from
white hunters, and the Pawnee, with reason, suspected a
trick to drive them off the herd. On the morning of the fifth
of August a combined force of Oglala and Brulé Lakota, a
thousand strong and by some counts half again that many,
came down on the camp without warning. Sky Chief was
among the first to die, cut down as he butchered a buffalo
above the canyon, and Williamson, who had tried and failed
to convince him of the danger, never saw him alive again.
The warriors who could fight, men whose names survive
in the record as Curly Chief and Riding In and Ruling His
Son, held a line and sent the women and children and horses

fleeing down the six-mile gash in the prairie toward the
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river. By the end of the day at least sixty-nine Pawnee were
dead, and the higher counts run past a hundred and fifty,
most of them women and children, and the dead were left
where they fell, within and atop the canyon walls. The place
has been called Massacre Canyon ever since, and historians
count it the last large battle between Native nations on the
continent.

The old monument at the site claims that the slaughter
drove the Pawnee out of Nebraska, and careful historians
have corrected the marker, because the removal had many
causes and the claim of a single one flatters the story. What
can be said exactly is this. The Pawnee never made another
buffalo hunt in Nebraska after that August. That hunt had
been their independence, the one activity that fed them
outside the government’s ration and the agent’s plow, and
the canyon took it. The bodies in that canyon were buried
where they lay, in the Nebraska ground, and within two years
the survivors would leave that ground behind. Whether the
dead in the canyon were the decisive blow or one weight
among grasshoppers and hunger and broken treaties and
the relentless arithmetic of settlement, the people who lived
through it carried the memory into the decision to go, and
the going followed close behind.

The hunt was ending for every nation on the plains in
those same years. The buffalo that had fed the grassland peo-

ples for centuries were being destroyed on a scale with no
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equal in the history of the continent, killed for their hides
by commercial hunters who left the meat to rot, the south-
ern herd gone by the late 1870s and the northern herd fol-
lowing within a decade, and the railroads that crossed the
grass carried the hunters in and the hides out. Some of the
officers charged with subduing the plains nations understood
the slaughter as a gift, a way to starve a free people onto the
ration without firing a shot, and said so. For the Pawnee the
canyon had already closed the hunt, and even had it not, the
herds themselves were going, and a people whose indepen-
dence rested on the buffalo was being stripped of the buffalo
as a matter of policy and profit at once. The reservation and

the ration waited at the end of that destruction.

The removal came in 1874 and 1875, and the government
that had spent decades pressing for it could not be troubled
to manage it well. The Pawnee left their reservation in waves,
the first groups in the autumn of 1874 and the last not until
October of 1875, and they went largely on their own, with lit-
tle of the help the government had promised, marching south
toward Indian Territory through cold and want. Hundreds
died on the way and in the first years after arrival, of disease
and starvation and exposure, in a hot and unfamiliar country
where the corn would not grow as it had on the Loup and the
buffalo were already finished. The dying did not stop when
the marching did.
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What waited at the end of the march was worse than what
they had left. The agent had chosen new ground for them on
Cherokee land in Indian Territory, between the forks of the
Arkansas and the Cimarron, south of the Osage, in what is
now Pawnee County, Oklahoma. The nation’s own cultural
office today calls that road the Pawnee Trail of Tears, and the
name is earned. Some two thousand Pawnee reached the ter-
ritory, already a fraction of the twelve thousand the nation
had counted at its height, the rest burned away by a century
of smallpox and war. They tried to rebuild the world they
had lost, the bands taking separate tracts and farming them
together, the chiefs and priests and doctors holding the old
order in an attenuated form, an echo of the village life of the
Loup surviving for a while on the southern plains. But the
ground would not grow their corn and beans and squash, the
buffalo that might have fed them were being killed off to the
last herds and were gone by 1880, and the deaths kept coming.
By 1900 the federal census counted six hundred and thirty-
three Pawnee alive. A people of twelve thousand had been
brought, in two generations, to the size of a single crowded
village, and every one of them lived four hundred miles from
the graves their ancestors lay in.

The head chief did not live to make the march. Pitare-
saru, whose name the Americans wrote as Petalesharo and
translated as Man Chief, was the same chief who had signed

the 1857 treaty first among all the bands and who had spent
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twenty years trying to hold his people’s ground by negotia-
tion, getting them permission to hunt when the government
would have kept them at the plow, criticizing the dishonest
agents, defending what sovereignty the chiefs had left. He
had resisted removal at first and then, worn down, agreed
to it with what one account calls a heavy heart, and in 1874,
before the wagons rolled, he was shot in the leg by men no
one would identify and died of the wound, the manner of his
death never settled. By the tradition kept in Genoa, the shoot-
ing happened at the Loup crossing south of town on the first
day of the march, and he refused to let them take the leg, and
the gangrene killed him within days, and he was buried south
of the river he had defended in council for two decades.

Set his death beside what the removal cost the living. The
people who walked south left behind their land and, with
it, the graves of their forebears and the sacred places tied to
their ceremonies, an uprooting that was spiritual as much as
physical. That cost is the hinge of this entire book. A peo-
ple removed from its ground is a people removed from its
dead. The Pawnee who walked south in 1874 left their ances-
tors in the Nebraska earth and could not take them, and the
ground that held those ancestors passed, by treaty and survey
and deed, into other hands, including in time the hands of my
own family. The first theft, the theft of the land, was already
the theft of the graves, and no one at the time thought to call

it that.
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While the Pawnee were leaving, the Army was building a
fort to protect them. On the fifth of September, 1874, on the
North Loup near the present village of Elyria, up the valley
from where I would later spend my summers, soldiers began
raising a post they first called simply the Post on the North
Fork of the Loup River and renamed that December for a
Civil War general, George Hartsuff. They built it out of a con-
crete they mixed from local lime and sand and gravel, a grout
so durable that the buildings stand today when nearly every
other small prairie post has melted back into the ground. The
fort’s stated purpose was to shield the settlers of the upper
valley and to protect the Pawnee from the Sioux who rode
down the North Loup to raid them. By the time the walls had
cured, the protective half of that purpose had quietly expired,
because most of the Pawnee were already gone south, and the
fort’s reason for being had walked out from under it before it
was finished.

What the post did instead is the part worth keeping. Fort
Hartsuff was a sign of the United States planted in a coun-
try the United States did not yet hold, and a garrison on the
prairie drew settlers the way a lit window draws travelers in
the dark. It guarded the homesteaders. It also multiplied them,
because the presence of soldiers and a paymaster and a mar-
ket for crops turned a dangerous frontier into a place a Bo-

hemian or a Dane might risk a family. The fort sat on the
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wagon road that ran from Grand Island up to the Black Hills
goldfields, and that gold was itself stolen, taken out of coun-
try the United States had guaranteed to the Sioux by treaty in
1868 and then seized when the metal was found. The whole
apparatus of the conquest was legible from the parade ground,
the removal of one people and the dispossession of another
and the rush of settlers into the cleared space between them,
all of it served by a single small fort of poured stone.

The fort’s one real fight tells the same story upside down.
In April of 1876 a detachment rode out to deal with a band
of Lakota who had been harassing settlers northwest of
present-day Burwell, and in the skirmish that followed,
remembered as the Battle of the Blowout, First Sergeant
William Dougherty was killed and three soldiers were later
given the Medal of Honor. The only blood the post drew in
anger was drawn against the Sioux, the same people it had
been raised to fend off, and it was drawn after the Pawnee
it was built to protect had already been marched off their
land. The fort outlived its purpose, served the settlement
instead, and was abandoned in 1881 once the Sioux had been
pushed into the Dakotas and the settlers no longer needed
the reassurance. Eighty years after that, a doctor from Ord
gave the ruin to the state, and it became a park, and a boy
from down the valley climbed on its grout walls on summer
afternoons without the faintest idea that he was playing on

the masonry of a removal.
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The emptied valley filled fast, and my people were among
those who filled it. Under the Homestead Act of 1862, any
head of a family could claim a quarter section of the public
domain, a hundred and sixty acres, free and clear after five
years of living on it and working it, and the land it offered
had been made public by precisely the treaties and removals
this chapter has traced. The Bohemian and Czech and Dan-
ish and German families who took up the Loup country had
come to America for exactly this, for ground a poor family
could own outright, which the old country would never have
allowed them, and the homestead laws handed it over in quar-
ter sections. They were not cruel people, and most of them
never saw a Pawnee. They arrived into a story already writ-
ten, took the ground that had been cleared for them by treaty
and army and removal, and built the towns whose names I
grew up saying. The section lines went down across the old
village sites and across whatever graves the plow happened
to turn, and the new owners kept the Native names on the
rivers and the counties and the towns while the named peo-
ples were four hundred miles south, dying.

This is the ordinary texture of settlement, and it is why
the forgetting was so complete and so comfortable. A man
inherits a theft by being born after it, onto the cleared ground,
and being taught the names without the history. No hatred is

required for the bequest to pass. My grandfather’s pharmacy
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on the main street of North Loup, the farms of my family, the
church and the school and the whole modest decency of the
life I loved there, all of it stood on the far side of a removal
that no one ever mentioned, because by the time my people
arrived there was nothing left in the valley to remind them.
The Pawnee had been removed precisely so that there would
be nothing left, and the silence they left behind had long since
stopped sounding like a silence to the people living in it.

[ have to be careful here not to turn my own family into
villains, because they were not villains, and the careful truth is
harder than blame. My grandfather compounded medicines
for sick children and sat up with dying neighbors and was, by
every account that reached me, a good man in a good town.
The farms my people worked were won by labor that broke
bodies, in winters that killed and summers that burned, on
ground that gave up nothing easily. None of that is in ques-
tion, and none of it is the point. A decent life lived in good
faith on stolen ground is still a life lived on stolen ground, and
the decency does not transfer to the title. The hard thing this
book asks of an heir of the settlement is to hold both truths
at once, the genuine goodness of the people who raised me
and the genuine theft that put them where they were, and to

refuse the comfort of letting either one cancel the other.

Everything this book argues is already present in that one

valley, compressed, if you know where to look, and the place
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tolook is Genoa, on the lower Loup, the same ground at three
different moments in time. Before the removal, Genoa was
the Pawnee Agency, the administrative center of the reserva-
tion, the place from which the last buffalo hunt set out in 1873.
After the removal, on the same land the Pawnee had been
cleared from, the government built the Genoa Indian Indus-
trial School, opened in 1884 and grown into one of the largest
Indian boarding schools in the country, more than four thou-
sand children passing through it over its life, drawn from
more than forty nations to be stripped of their languages and
remade. The place the Pawnee had been emptied out of was
filled with the children of other emptied peoples. That school,
as later chapters will show in full, buried the children who
died there in a cemetery it then lost, and the lost graves of
Genoa are sought to this day in a field that gives up noth-
ing. And then, a century after the removal, the ground at
Genoa received the Pawnee dead again. In 1990 the nation
carried more than four hundred of its ancestors back from the
museum shelves where they had been held as specimens and
reburied them in their Nebraska heartland, near the agency
they had been driven from, on land restored to them for the
purpose. One valley, one stretch of river, holds the entire se-
quence that follows across the continent: the people of the
place removed, their land and their graves taken together, the
ground reused to erase the children of still other nations, and

at the long last the dead carried home.
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The Pawnee themselves are not gone, and this book will
not let them be spoken of only in the past tense. Their na-
tion lives in Oklahoma as the Pawnee Nation, and its peo-
ple have come back to Nebraska again and again, to stand at
Massacre Canyon where their ancestors fell, to work with the
state’s archaeologists on the history of that ground, and to re-
bury the dead returned to them from the museums. The Wolf
People who were marched off the Loup in 1874 have descen-
dants who carry the bundles and the songs and the names,
who fought the legal battles the later chapters will tell, and
who decide, now, where their recovered ancestors will rest.
The continuity is the point. Removal was meant to be an end-
ing, and the Pawnee who return to the canyon and the agency
ground are the living proof of its failure. They were exiled,
and they have been coming home.

So the Wolf River is where I begin, for two reasons. I love
it more than any ground I have ever stood on, and the val-
ley that raised me is the argument in miniature. The love is
itself part of the evidence. A man can be formed by a place
and never see what the place is built on, can call a stretch
of river home with his whole heart and never once think to
ask whose home it was first, and whose dead lie under the
home he was given. That blindness is the ordinary condition
of the inheritor, neither innocence nor malice, and the work
here is to look directly at the thing the inheritance was built

to hide. The Pawnee left their ancestors in this ground and
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walked south, and a sky people who had buried their dead
by their own rites on their own land for longer than mem-
ory reached lost the authority to do so. The question that loss
leaves behind, the question the whole continent is only now
beginning to answer, is whether a people driven off its land
may ever again hold authority over its own dead, and the first
place I learned to ask it was a river named for the wolves, run-

ning past a pharmacy where I did not yet know to listen.
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A traveler crossing the central plains in the middle of the nine-
teenth century would sometimes come upon a scaffold stand-
ing alone against the sky. Four posts, or a platform lashed into
the high fork of a cottonwood, and on it a wrapped figure,
and around or beneath it the things a life had needed, a pipe,
a knife, sometimes the body of a horse killed so its owner
would not walk into the next country on foot. The newcom-
ers who left accounts of these scaffolds reached almost with-
out exception for the same words, and the words were savage
and heathen and the exposure of the dead. They saw abandon-
ment. They saw a failure to do the one decent thing, which
in their world was to put a body in the ground and out of
sight. What they were looking at was the opposite of aban-
donment. It was the most deliberate keeping a people could
give its dead, lifting them up where the living could see them
and the sky could take them, in the open, between the earth

that had fed them and the heavens they were going to. The
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scaffold held the dead up in the open, impossible to overlook,
the opposite of putting them out of sight.

I begin with that misreading because it contains the
whole of what is to come. The conquest this book describes
would end by hiding the Native dead, burying them under
reassigned names in cemeteries it then misplaced, sealing
them in drawers in the basements of museums, making them
disappear so completely that their descendants would spend
the late twentieth century and the early twenty-first trying
to find them again. And the conquest began among people
who had built their entire relationship to death around the
refusal to make the dead disappear. The peoples of the plains
and the woodlands kept their dead present. They kept them
visible, or near, or fed, or carried, or sung, by a hundred
different methods that all answered the same need, which
was to hold the dead inside the life of the community rather
than seal them away from it. To understand what was seized,
a reader has to start here, with the visible dead, and with
the people who would have found the hidden grave and the
numbered bone the true savagery.

I have to set down a guardrail before I go a step further,
because the easy version of this chapter would be false and a
careful reader would catch it at once. [ am not claiming that
Native peoples raised their dead into the air while the set-
tlers buried theirs in the ground, so that the conquest can be

drawn as a war of the scaffold against the grave. There was
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no single Native way of death, any more than there was a
single Native language or a single Native nation. The prac-
tices ran the whole range that human beings have ever in-
vented for the dead, and they differed from people to people
as widely as everything else differed. What united them was
never the shape of the burial. It was the principle underneath
every shape, that a people governed its own dead and kept
them woven into the common life of the living, and it is that

principle, not the scaffold, that the conquest would seize.

Consider the range honestly, because the range is itself
part of the argument. The nomadic peoples of the high plains,
the Lakota and the Cheyenne and others who followed the
buffalo and could not tend a fixed grave, raised their dead on
scaffolds and in the forks of trees. Among the Cheyenne the
platform might be lashed into a tall cottonwood or, where
no fit tree stood, built on four posts driven into the ground
and raised eight or ten feet, the body shrouded in a robe or a
bright blanket and laid up with the things it had used, a pipe,
a weapon, sometimes a lock of the dead person’s own hair,
while the women of the family wailed below and the men
cut their own skin in grief. Often this was a first stage rather
than a final one. After the flesh was gone, the family might
take the bones down and bury them, or carry them, or place
them in a second resting place, so that the scaffold was a pas-

sage rather than a destination. A warrior killed in battle was
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sometimes set upright against a rock or a tree with his face
turned toward the enemy, so that even in death he kept his
station. None of this was carelessness. Every part of it carried
meaning, the height, the wrapping, the goods, the direction
the body faced, and all of it was performed in the open where
the people could see it done.

The earth-lodge peoples did otherwise in the main, and
the most important of them for this book did so. The Pawnee,
whose sky religion ran deeper than that of almost any na-
tion on the continent, who held themselves to be the chil-
dren of the Morning Star and the Evening Star and built their
houses as models of the heavens, buried the greater number
of their dead in the ground, near their villages and on the
bluffs above the rivers where they had lived. Their practice
was never the single thing the settlers imagined. The Pawnee
historian Roger Echo-Hawk has documented that the peoples
of the Central Plains, the Pawnee among them, laid their dead
on scaffolds, in the forks of trees, and in the earth, and that
the forms varied among the four Pawnee bands and across the
generations, with earth burial the most common. Here is the
guardrail made flesh. A people can hold its whole cosmology
in the sky and still commit most of its dead to the ground, and
keep more than one rite besides, because burial form follows
from how a people lives and what a family chooses, the settled
differing from the nomadic and the band from the band, and

not from some hierarchy of belief in which the sky is up and
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therefore better. That a single sky people used several forms
at once is the surest proof of what this chapter has been say-
ing, that the shape of the burial was never the thing that mat-
tered, only the authority to choose it and the thread it kept to
the dead.

The peoples of the eastern woodlands had practiced
their own forms for far longer than either, for thousands
of years before the first European reached the coast. From
the Ohio and Mississippi valleys to the Gulf, ancient peoples
raised earthen mounds over their dead, sometimes exposing
a body until the flesh was gone and then gathering the
cleaned bones, sometimes the bones of many, into a single
great mound built up across generations. The mounds were
cemeteries and monuments and acts of collective memory at
once, some of them larger at the base than the pyramids of
Egypt, the work of societies that had organized enormous
labor around the keeping of their dead. Descendants of the
mound builders still lived beside those mounds when the
settlers came, and the settlers, unable to believe that the
people they were dispossessing could have raised such things,
invented a vanished white race to explain them, and then
dug into the mounds for the skulls and the grave goods. The
vanished-race story was a lie, and a useful one, because a
mound built by some lost people belonged to no one living
and could be opened without guilt. When the Smithsonian’s

own investigators finally settled the question at the end of
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the nineteenth century, they confirmed what the Native
nations had said all along, that the mounds were the work of
the ancestors of the people still living beside them. By then
the digging had long since become a national pastime. The
mounds of the eastern dead became, across the nineteenth
century, the richest hunting ground of all for the collectors of
Native remains, a fact this book sets down here and returns
to in the chapter on the specimen.

The variety ran on past the plains and the mounds, to peo-
ples whose practices were different again. Navajo people of
the southwest stood at the far opposite pole from the Lakota
who kept the soul in the home, because they held that the
dead carried a dangerous power and that the spirit was best
not lingered near, and so they buried quickly and quietly and
kept their distance from the place afterward. The Creek and
the Cherokee and other peoples of the southeast used fire in
their rites, fire understood as a force of cleansing and passage,
to free the spirit and send it safely on. A traveler who saw a
Lakota scaffold and a Cherokee fire and a Pawnee grave and a
Navajo silence and concluded that he had seen a single thing
called the Indian way of death had seen nothing at all. He had
flattened four answers into a caricature, and the flattening

was itself a small rehearsal of the larger erasure to come.

Beneath the variety ran a logic, and the logic is the heart

of this chapter. Whatever the method, the dead were kept
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present, and the community held the authority over them.
The clearest illustration I know belongs to the Lakota, and
it is worth describing in full, because nothing in the settler
world resembled it and nothing shows more plainly what the
conquest would later forbid.

The Lakota practiced a rite the holy man Black Elk num-
bered among the seven sacred ceremonies the people had re-
ceived, the Keeping of the Soul, Wan4gi Yuhépi. When a per-
son died, a lock of hair, in practice a long braid, was taken
from the body and held in the smoke of burning sweetgrass
or sage until it was purified, and then it was wrapped in sa-
cred buckskin to make what was called the soul bundle. The
bundle was given into the care of a Keeper, most often a close
relative, who placed it in a specially prepared tipi and who
vowed to live, for as long as he held it, a life without conflict
or anger, in harmony with everyone around him. The soul
in the bundle was treated as a living member of the house-
hold. It was fed every day. Family and community came to
the lodge to sit with it, to eat near it, to be in its company, so
that for the length of the keeping the dead person remained
quite literally present at the center of the people’s daily life.
The keeping lasted about a year. When the time came, a cere-
mony released the soul, beginning with a buffalo hunt and the
building of a special lodge and the smoking of the pipe, and
at the end the bundle was carried out of the lodge, and the

moment it reached the open air the soul was let go, to travel
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the spirit road the Lakota saw in the band of the Milky Way
and to come at last to Wakan Tanka. Black Elk said of this rite
that it purifies the souls of the dead and that, through it, the
love of the living for one another is increased.

Stand that beside the misreading of the scaffold with
which this chapter began. The settler who called the scaffold
an exposure of the dead, a heathen failure to bury, was look-
ing at a people who, in another of its ceremonies, kept its
dead in the home for a year, fed them daily, and gathered the
whole community to sit in their company before releasing
them with grief and ceremony to the stars. They lived with
their dead rather than hiding them away. The Keeping of
the Soul is the purest expression of the principle this book
is about, the dead held inside the life of the living, and it is
precisely this kind of intimacy with the dead that the coming
chapters will watch the United States criminalize, interrupt,
and at last make impossible.

The releasing of the soul ended, as many Plains funerals
ended, in a give-away. The possessions of the dead, and
often the prized goods of the grieving family besides, were
distributed through the community, handed to relatives and
neighbors and sometimes to the poor and the visiting. To the
settler economy this looked like waste, the impoverishment
of a family at the worst possible moment, the throwing away
of property that should have been kept or inherited. It was

something else entirely. The give-away spread the weight of
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a death across the whole community so that no household
carried the loss alone, and it kept the dead present in a
different way, scattering their belongings into many hands
so that the person went on circulating through the daily life
of the people as the robe on a neighbor’s shoulders or the
horse in a relative’s herd. The dead stayed among the living
as gifts. A culture that gives away the goods of its dead has
decided that grief is a public matter and that the dead belong
to everyone, and both of those decisions are the reverse of
the private, sealed, property-bound death the conquerors
took for the only civilized kind.

It is worth pausing on what the conquerors thought a
civilized death looked like, because that picture became the
standard against which Native practice was judged and found
wanting, and then the template forced upon it. In the world
the settlers brought, the dead were sealed in a coffin and
lowered into a marked plot in a churchyard or, by the middle
of the century, in one of the new garden cemeteries laid out
at the edges of the growing cities. The grave was individual
and permanent and owned, a piece of real estate with a stone
giving a name and two dates. Grief was a private matter,
composed and indoor, worn in black cloth for a season and
then folded away. The property of the dead did not circulate
through the community as gifts; it passed by will and law to
named heirs, the estate kept intact and inherited. Every part

of this the settlers took for decency itself, the only respectful
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way to treat the dead, and every part of it was the reverse of
what the Lakota and the Pawnee did. The Native dead were
kept present; the settler dead were put away. The Native
dead belonged to the community; the settler dead belonged
to a family and a deed. Neither way was wrong, and that is
the point a reader has to hold, because the conquest erased
it. One way was cast as civilization and the other as savagery,
and the United States set out to replace the second with the
first by force of law.

Grief itself was made visible on the body. Among the
Lakota and many other Plains peoples the mourners cut
their hair, and covered themselves in ashes, and tore their
clothing, and painted their faces dark, and keened aloud
at the resting place, and in the sharpest grief, most often
for a child, a mourner might gash the skin or cut away the
tip of a finger. I record these customs plainly and without
sensation, because they were grief refusing to be hidden,
sorrow written on the flesh where the community could see
it and share it, the exact reverse of a world that would soon
teach the mourner to compose the face and keep the loss
indoors. The settler buried his dead and his grief together
and out of sight. The Plains mourner wore both in the open.

And over the dying and the dead stood a figure this book
must name now, because the naming will matter terribly
in the next chapter. The one who sat with the dying, who

carried the prayers and the songs across the passage, who
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tended the grieving and conducted the rites, was the healer,
the medicine person, the holy man or woman whose author-
ity came from dream and vision and from the trust of the
people. Hold that figure in mind. The person whose work
was to carry a soul from this world to the next, to do for a
Lakota or a Pawnee family what a priest did for a Christian
one, was within a few decades of these scenes going to be
classified by the United States government as a criminal and
arrested for the practice of his calling. The visible dead had

their keepers, and the keepers were about to be outlawed.

The dead went somewhere, and where they went was, for
the peoples of the plains, most often the sky.

The Lakota mapped what came after death more fully than
almost anyone. By their teaching, as the Lakota scholar Craig
Howe has described it, a spirit comes from a star to each child
at birth and travels with the person through life, and at death
it leaves the body and returns to the sky. A person was held
to have more than one soul, and at death one of them set
out along the spirit road of the Milky Way, where it came
to an old woman who weighed the life it had led. She sent
the worthy on to the spirit world, a country of unending buf-
falo where the dead rejoined their kin, and turned the others
back toward the earth to be born again and given another

chance to live well. A people who believed this held its chil-
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dren sacred, because the newly born were the ones just ar-
rived from the spirit world and nearest to it still, and it held
its dead present in the most literal way a belief can manage, as
relatives gone ahead to a country the living would follow and
the newborn had only lately left. Death, in this understand-
ing, was a passage around a circle rather than a fall off the
edge of one.

This is the place to return to the Pawnee, because no peo-
ple on the continent had thought longer or harder about the
heavens, and because the Pawnee are the thread this whole
book follows.

The Skidi Pawnee were, in the phrase the ethnographers
used, the great star specialists. Scholars who recorded their
world at the turn of the twentieth century, George Dorsey
and the Pawnee ethnographer James Murie, who was himself
ason of the people he studied, and later Von Del Chamberlain,
whose book on Skidi cosmology takes its title from the idea
that for the Pawnee the stars had come down to earth, all de-
scribe a religion in which the sky was a working blueprint for
life on the ground. The cosmology set out in the first chapter,
the descent from the marriage of stars, the lodge raised as a
model of the heavens, the villages laid to the order of the sky,
the planting timed by the Pleiades, formed a single working
system, and at the center of it stood the sacred bundles. A peo-
ple who organized birth and architecture and agriculture and

politics around the stars did not leave death out of the pattern.
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The bundles are worth dwelling on, because they were
the Pawnee answer to the need the Lakota soul-keeping
also answered, the need to keep the past present. Each was
a wrapped gathering of sacred things that carried a village’s
share of the people’s origin and history and ceremony,
handed down across the generations and opened only by the
keepers who knew its songs. To hold a bundle was to hold
the thread that ran back to the star-powers the people had
come from and forward to the children who would inherit
it. A bundle was a lineage made into an object, ancestry a
person could carry, and a people organized around such
things understood itself as one body extended through time,
the dead and the living and the unborn all members of it.
That understanding, that a people is continuous with its
dead and its descendants, is the precise thing the seizure this
book describes would set out to cut.

What the Pawnee did with their own dead is less famous
than what the Lakota did, and the record of it is thinner, but
the ethnographers who worked among the Pawnee set down
enough to see the shape of it. The Pawnee most often buried
in the earth, and they did it quickly. Where the Lakota might
keep a soul for a year, the Pawnee, by Dorsey and Murie’s
account and by the earlier description of the missionary
John Dunbar, prepared the body and buried it within hours
of death, rarely keeping it more than a day or two. Speed

was its own kind of care. But before the burial there was a
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gathering, and the gathering is where the Pawnee kept the
dead present in their own way. When an important person
died, the people came to the lodge to mourn, and in the case
of a respected elder the members of the band would each lay
their hands upon the body, a touch that was also a prayer, the
hope spoken through the fingers that the one who touched
might himself live to reach such an age. A person of rank
was painted with a sacred red ointment, dressed in the finest
clothes, and wrapped in a buffalo robe. Then the women
carried the body to the grave, and the relatives and friends
followed it, the record says, howling and weeping, grief loud
and public and unhidden. The Pawnee did not keep their
dead in the home for a year as the Lakota did, and the scaffold
was never their common way as it was the Cheyenne’s, and
they kept their dead present all the same, in the crowd that
came to touch an elder one last time and the procession that
wept its way to the grave.

And the Pawnee dead went where a sky people’s dead
would go. The belief, as it was recorded, held that the soul of
the dead ascended to the heavens and became a star, joining
the powers the people had come down from, so that a nation
born of the marriage of the Morning Star and the Evening
Star returned at death to the company of the stars. There was
an exception, and it is a telling one. Those who had died of
disease, or who had shown cowardice in battle, did not rise

to become stars; their spirits went instead to a village of the
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dead in the south. The sky was for those who had lived and
died well, and the Pawnee mapped even the afterlife with
the same care they gave the night. As with death, so with the
dying. The Pawnee understood serious illness to come often
from witchcraft, from anger and hostility turned against a
person, and the ones who fought it were the doctors, the
healers whose power came from the animal spirits and who
were gathered into societies that renewed that power in
ceremonies twice a year. These were the people who stood
at the Pawnee deathbed, as the holy people stood at the
deathbeds of every nation on this continent, and they were
among the first the United States would move to outlaw.
There is a hard irony in the same record I am drawing on,
and honesty requires that I name it. George Dorsey, who
preserved so much of what we know about how the Pawnee
honored their dead, was also a curator at the Field Museum
who spent years collecting Native human remains for that
museum’s shelves, and who raided Native graves on the
northwest coast to do it. The same discipline that wrote
the dignity of the Pawnee dead into the record was, with
the same hands, turning Native dead into specimens. That
contradiction sits at the center of this book, and the chapters
ahead will return to it.

It is here, inside this sky religion, that the hardest fact
about the Pawnee lives, and [ am going to set it down fully and

carefully, because | promised in the first chapter that I would,
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and because a book that asked you to honor the Pawnee while
hiding their most difficult practice would deserve none of
your trust. The Skidi, alone among the Pawnee bands and
nearly alone among the peoples of the plains, performed for
a time a human sacrifice. It was called the Morning Star cer-
emony. Its logic was the logic of everything else in their reli-
gion. The Morning Star, the male power of the east, the war-
rior who had overcome the Evening Star to bring the first
human life, was understood to require, at long intervals and
according to a priest’s dream, an offering that re-enacted that
first conquest, so that the fertility of the earth and the success
of the people would be renewed. A girl was taken in a raid on
an enemy people, most often a girl of around thirteen, and she
stood in the ceremony for the Evening Star, the female power
of the west. In the time before the rite she was cared for ten-
derly, fed well, kept warm, and dressed with honor, treated
with a gentleness that makes what came at the end harder to
bear, for the weeks or months until the morning came. The
preparations took four days. A scaffold was built. And at the
rising of the Morning Star she was killed.

[ will not describe the killing, because the details add
nothing that the fact does not already carry, and because to
linger on them would be to do again, in prose, the thing the
sentimental newspapers of the 1820s did when they turned
a Pawnee child’s death into a thrill for parlor readers. What

matters is the truth held in balance. A child was killed, and
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that is a horror, and this book does not soften it or explain
it away. And the killing was a religious act inside a coherent
and sophisticated cosmology, performed by priests who
believed the life of the people depended on it, a sacrament
with a terrible cost rather than an outburst of cruelty, which
is a harder and more human thing to sit with than the
cartoon of savagery the rite was later used to prove. Both
of those statements are true at once, and a reader who can
hold only one of them will misunderstand everything that
follows. The Pawnee were neither the gentle children of
nature that sentiment wanted nor the savages that conquest
wanted. They were a people, with a people’s full capacity for
beauty and for evil, and the proof that they were a people in
the fullest moral sense is what they did about the Morning

Star next.

They turned against it themselves. This is the part of the
story that the conquest could never afford to tell, because it
demolishes the justification on which so much of the con-
quest rested.

Around the year 1817, in the Pawnee country on the
Loup and the Platte, a captive girl of the Comanche, a people
the Pawnee knew by another name, had been taken for
the Morning Star, and the ceremony had reached its last

morning. The whole nation was gathered. The girl was
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bound. And a young Skidi man, the son of a chief named
Knife Chief who had long opposed the sacrifice and been
overruled by the priests and the people, walked out through
the assembled crowd, climbed to the girl, and cut her loose.
He had readied two fast horses with provisions. He carried
her down, put her on one and mounted the other, rode her
clear of the camp, and brought her toward the country of
her own people, and then he came back to his. His name
was Petalesharo. The gods the Pawnee feared would punish
such a sacrilege punished no one. No crop failed because the
offering had been denied. The sky did not fall. A young man
had reasoned, against the full weight of his people’s belief,
that the rite was wrong, and had acted on it at the risk of his
life, and the world had not ended, and the people saw it.

The story did not stay in Nebraska. Two members of
Stephen Long’s expedition, the naturalist Edwin James
among them, carried it east, correcting a garbled earlier
newspaper tale, and missionaries told it, and it reached the
sentimental reading public of the eastern cities, who could
not get enough of it. A poem of eleven stanzas called The
Pawnee Brave ran in a New York paper in the winter of
1821 and was recited in parlors. That same year Petalesharo
traveled to Washington with a delegation of Plains chiefs,
met President Monroe, and sat for the painter Charles Bird
King. The young women of a Washington seminary, having

begged to see the visiting Indians dance and then having
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heard the story of the rescue, raised the money to have a
silver medal struck, engraved with an image of the deed and
the words To the Bravest of the Brave, and they presented it
to him. The American public wept over the Pawnee Brave
and his chivalry.

There is a fact from those same years that should be set
beside the medal, because it shows what the sentiment was
worth. The same expedition that carried Petalesharo’s story
east, Stephen Long’s, the one whose naturalist Edwin James
helped spread the tale of the Pawnee Brave’s mercy, had the
year before, in 1820, come into possession of the skull of a
Pawnee man who had been killed in 1818. James, who chron-
icled the expedition and who would help make a Pawnee a
national hero for sparing one life, wrote of the skull that the
party thought it no sacrilege to give it a place upon one of
their packhorses. The same men, in the same few years, wept
over a Pawnee’s mercy and pocketed a Pawnee’s skull, and saw
no contradiction, because in the mind that did both things the
Indian who showed mercy was a noble character in a story
and the Indian who had died was a specimen for a packhorse,
and neither was quite a person with a claim on the respect
owed the dead. A historian of the Pawnee repatriation has
put the asymmetry exactly: to the settlers and the men of sci-
ence, their own burial grounds were sacred places for honor-
ing the dead, while Native graves were sites of curiosity and

profit. The tenderness America felt for Petalesharo and the
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disregard it showed the skull on the packhorse came from
a single mind, and the chapters ahead trace what that mind
built.

I owe the truth a further correction, because the romance
got this wrong and the romance is still repeated. Petalesharo’s
rescue did not end the Morning Star sacrifice. The rite went
on, at long intervals, for another twenty years. The last
known sacrifice took place on the twenty-second of April,
1838, when a Lakota girl of about fifteen, remembered by the
name Haxti, was offered, and after that there were no more.
Its ending came from two directions at once, and honesty
requires naming both. Pressure from the United States and
its agents pushed against the rite from the outside. And, as
the historians of the Pawnee are careful to record, the Skidi
themselves increasingly wished it stopped, the current that
Knife Chief and his son had swum against in 1817 having
become, over two decades, the will of much of the nation.
The Pawnee abolished their own human sacrifice. A people
examined the most extreme thing it did, found it wrong, and
over a generation put an end to it, by its own conscience as
much as by any outside hand. That is moral self-government
of the highest kind, the same faculty by which any people
corrects itself, and the Pawnee exercised it over their own
dead and their own rites before the United States had taken

those rites away from them.
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One matter of names, so that no reader is confused now
or later. The Petalesharo who cut the Comanche girl loose,
the young man of the rescue, lived from about 1797 to about
1836, and the accounts of his death are divided, some giving
the smallpox that swept the Pawnee in that decade and
carried off more than half the nation, others a fight with the
Cheyenne near the Platte. He is not the same man as the head
chief who appears in the first chapter, the Pitaresaru also
written Petalesharo, the Man Chief who signed the treaty of
1857 and was shot at the start of the removal and died of the
wound in 1874. The name was a title of honor borne by sev-
eral distinguished men across the Pawnee generations, and
the records of the nineteenth century frequently confused
them. This book keeps them apart. The rescuer belongs
to this chapter, to the story of a people governing its own
conscience. The head chief belongs to the last chapter of the
homeland, to the story of a people losing its land. They were
different men who carried the same proud name, and they

stood at the two ends of the same fall.

Now the argument can be stated in full, because the
ground has been laid to carry it. What the conquest was
about to seize from the peoples of this continent had nothing
to do with burial method and everything to do with two

things bound together, and they are the load this whole
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book bears. The first was authority, the right of a people to
decide for itself how its dead would be treated, where they
would rest, how they would be mourned, and whether a rite
should be kept or abandoned. The second was continuity, the
unbroken thread by which the dead remained present to the
living and the living remained answerable to the dead, the
thread that runs through the scaffold and the soul bundle and
the give-away and the mound and the grave alike, however
different those forms appear on the surface.

Hold the evidence of this chapter against those two words.
The authority was real and it was exercised, never more
plainly than when the Pawnee confronted and ended their
own Morning Star sacrifice, an act of self-correction that no
outside power compelled and that proves, past any argument,
that these were peoples fully capable of governing their own
dead by their own conscience. The continuity was real and it
was elaborate, built into the year-long keeping of a Lakota
soul in the family lodge, into the hands of a whole band laid
one by one on the body of an elder, into the give-away that
scattered a life through the community, into the scaffold
raised where everyone could see it and the spirit road traced
in the stars. These peoples did more than dispose of their
dead. They held them, governed them, kept them present,
and sent them onward by their own authority, and they had

done so for as long as there had been peoples on this land.
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That is what makes the next part of the story the particular
crime it was. When the United States moved against the Na-
tive dead, it told itself it was rescuing a savage people from
a barbarism beyond their control. The truth ran the other
way. It took the power of self-government over the dead away
from peoples who had just demonstrated, in the abolition of
the Morning Star sacrifice, that they possessed that power in
full. The government that would shortly make the give-away
a crime, that would jail the medicine people for sitting with
the dying, that would forbid a family to destroy the property
of its dead, that would bury Native children under stranger’s
names and lose their graves, that would lift Native bones from
the earth and number them onto museum shelves, had ended
nothing of its own and corrected nothing in itself. It simply
took, from peoples who had governed their dead since before
there was a France to name their rivers, the authority to go
on doing so. The visible dead were about to be made invisible
by a power that called the making civilization.

The scaffold still stood against the sky, in the years this
chapter has described, with the wrapped figure on it and the
goods of a life around it and the whole open country able to
see that here a people had honored its dead and lifted them
toward the heavens they believed in. Within the span of a
single long life that openness would be gone, driven into hid-
ing, replaced by the lost grave and the labeled drawer. How

that happened, by what law and what school and what sci-
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ence, and how the dead were finally taken from the sky, from
the earth, and from the keeping of their own people, is the
story the next chapters tell. It begins, as the unmaking of so
much else began, with a stroke of the federal pen, and with

the criminalizing of grief.
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Grief

In the spring of 1883 the United States government wrote
down a rule, and the rule held that a Native man who gave
away or destroyed the property of a dead relative, in the man-
ner his people had practiced for as long as they had buried
their dead, was a criminal. The rule went further than the
prohibition. It provided that if such a man were brought be-
fore the court the government was building to try him, he
could not answer the charge by explaining that he had been
in mourning and that the destruction was a rite of his peo-
ple. The fact that he grieved was, the rule said in plain words,
no sufficient answer. A people’s way of mourning its dead
had been made an offense, and the grief behind the mourn-
ing had been ruled out in advance as a defense for it. This is
where the seizure of the Native dead begins in law. Not with

a grave robbed or a child buried under a false name, both of
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which were coming, but with a clause in an administrative
code that turned the act of mourning into a crime.

The chapter before this one described a world in which
the dead were kept present, in which a Lakota family fed a
soul in its lodge for a year, a Plains community scattered the
goods of the dead through the give-away so that grief was
shared and the dead went on circulating among the living, a
Pawnee band laid its hands one by one on the body of an elder,
and the healer sat at every deathbed to carry the dying across.
Within the lifetime of a person who had stood at one of those
scaffolds, every one of those acts had been written into federal
rules as a punishable offense. The give-away became a crime,
and so did the destruction of a dead relative’s property, and so
did the practice of the healer. The document that did this was
called the Code of Indian Offenses, and this chapter is about
what it did and why, because the why is worse than the what,

and the why opens onto everything that follows.

The first thing to understand about the Code is that no
legislature ever passed it. It was never a statute at all, only a
set of administrative rules, written inside the Department of
the Interior and imposed on a whole class of human beings by
the stroke of two officials’ pens. The mind behind it belonged
to Henry M. Teller, a lawyer and former militia general from

Colorado who served as Secretary of the Interior in the early
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1880s. In a letter dated the second of December, 1882, Teller
wrote to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs to lay out what
he regarded as the great hindrances to the civilizing of the
Indians, and he named them: the old dances, plural marriage,
the influence of the healers, and the customs by which Native
people handled property, including the property of their dead.
The Commissioner, Hiram Price, agreed, and on the thirtieth
of March, 1883, Price issued the rules that gave Teller’s wishes
the force of policy. The rules went out to every United States
Indian agent in the country, with the instruction that each
agent see to it that they were strictly enforced.

No Congress debated this. No court reviewed it. The Con-
stitution of the United States guarantees the free exercise of
religion, and the men who wrote and enforced the Code sim-
ply proceeded as though that guarantee did not reach the peo-
ple on the reservations, who were, in the law of the period,
wards rather than citizens, and whose religion the govern-
ment treated as an obstacle to be removed rather than as reli-
gion at all. Looking back at this history, the Native American
Rights Fund sets its span from 1883 to 1978 and states the
plain fact of it, that for those years the United States made it
illegal for Native people to practice their religions. The rules
became known among the people they governed by a name
that cuts to the heart of the matter. They called it the Reli-

gious Crimes Code.
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How could the government do this in a country with a
First Amendment? The answer lies in the legal status the
United States had assigned to Native people, who occupied a
peculiar place in the law, classed as wards of the government
rather than as citizens or as members of foreign nations,
dependents whose affairs Congress and the executive could
manage almost without limit under a doctrine the courts
had built and would name plenary power, the near-total au-
thority of the federal government over Indians. A ward had
no standing to claim the Bill of Rights against his guardian.
Native people in the United States would not even be made
citizens until 1924, four decades after the Code, and the
constitutional protections other Americans took for granted
were simply not extended to them on the reservations in the
years the Code was enforced. The free exercise of religion
was a right of citizens, and the people whose religion the
Code criminalized had been placed, by the law of their
conquerors, outside the circle of those who could claim it.

The machinery of enforcement was as revealing as the of-
fenses themselves. The Code created at each agency, except
the agencies of the Five Civilized Tribes, a body called the
Court of Indian Offenses, made up of three judges who were
to be Indians, drawn where possible from the agency’s own
police force. On its face this looks like a gesture toward self-
government, Native judges hearing Native cases. The sub-

stance was the reverse. The judges were appointed for one-
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year terms by the Commissioner in Washington and could be
removed at any time at his discretion. They were paid noth-
ing. No man who practiced plural marriage could serve. And
every order the court issued was subject to the approval or dis-
approval of the agent, the federal official who ran the reserva-
tion, with appeals running back up to the Indian Office that
had written the rules, never to any independent court. The
agent could compel witnesses and enforce the court’s orders
with the police. What the Code built, in other words, was a
tribunal that wore a Native face while answering entirely to
the agent and the Commissioner, a way to make Indians the
visible instruments of a law written in Washington against
their own ways, while every lever of real power stayed in
white hands.

The reach of that arrangement into a reservation’s daily
life is easy to underestimate from this distance. The agent
stood at the center of everything. He controlled the rations
on which survival depended, ran the police, appointed and
removed the judges, approved or vetoed every sentence, and
held the keys to the agency prison, so that the whole machin-
ery of the Code converged in one man’s hands at each agency,
and that man could turn the practice of a people’s religion into
a question of whether its children ate. The historical record
of these courts is more tangled than their design, and honesty
requires the tangle. A recent study in the Michigan Law Re-

view, examining the dockets the agents reported to Washing-
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ton, finds that the courts became, in places, something their
authors had not intended, sites where Native judges slowed
enforcement, declined to convict, and turned the machinery
to their own people’s protection, so that the courts of Indian
offenses were also, in the study’s phrase, courts of Indian re-
sistance. The same study counts more than fifteen hundred
discrete cases catalogued in the Commissioner’s reports in the
courts’ first twenty-one years, and those are only the cases spe-
cific enough to be tallied. Behind the dry lines were families
that buried their dead in haste and silence, ceremonies held
with lookouts posted, healers who practiced by night, and the
constant calculation of how much of the old life could be kept
without losing the week’s food. A law governs behavior with-
out being enforced in every instance. It needs only to be en-
forced enough, and unpredictably enough, that no one can
be sure of safety, and the Code was enforced that much and

more.

Now to the crime of grief itself, which sits in the seventh
of the Code’s rules. The rule reads, on its surface, as a prohibi-
tion on theft and the destruction of property. Any Indian who
willfully took or destroyed the property of another Indian was
to be deemed guilty of an offense, made to return the property
or its value, and confined in the agency prison for up to thirty

days. But the rule does not stop there, and the clause it adds is
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the one that matters for this book. It provides that it shall not
be a sufficient or satisfactory answer to the charge that the
person accused was at the time a mourner, and so justified in
taking or destroying the property according to the customs or
rites of the tribe. Read that clause slowly, because it is doing
something precise and terrible. It anticipates the defense. It
knows that the destruction of a dead person’s goods was a rite
of mourning, a thing done in grief and according to the peo-
ple’s understanding of what death required, and it forecloses
that defense in advance. The law took aim at Native mourn-
ing directly, with open eyes, rather than stumbling onto it by
accident while going after theft. It named the mourning, and
it declared that grief was no excuse.

To see what was being criminalized, recall the customs the
earlier chapter set down. Across many of the Plains nations
and beyond them, the death of a person was answered by
the distribution or the destruction of that person’s property,
and often the prized goods of the grieving family besides.
The give-away handed the dead’s belongings out through
the community. In other cases the goods were destroyed
outright, a lodge taken down, horses killed, possessions
broken or burned, so that the family kept nothing of the
one who had died. To the people who practiced it, the act
was grief made into action, a way of marking that a death
had torn a hole in the world and that the living would not

carry on holding the dead’s things as though nothing had
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happened. It was also, in many understandings, a release, a
way of freeing the dead to go on rather than binding them to
the goods they had left behind. The Code looked at this act,
in which a people expressed its deepest grief and enacted its
understanding of death, and it saw a crime, and it made sure
the grief that drove the act could not be pleaded to excuse it.

Why would a government care? Why would the Secre-
tary of the Interior of the United States trouble himself with
whether a grieving family on a reservation gave away its dead
father’s horses? The answer is in Teller’s own letter, and it
is the most important thing in this chapter, because it strips
the civilizing language away and shows the machine under-
neath. Teller did not justify the rule by calling the destruction
of property cruel, or wasteful in some moral sense, though
he gestured at both. He justified it as an obstacle to the ac-
quisition of property. The value of property as an agent of
civilization, he wrote, ought not to be overlooked, and the
great obstacle to it was the widespread custom of destroying
or distributing a man’s property on the death of a member of
his family. He complained that a man so stripped of his goods
became discouraged and gave up trying to become a property
owner, and that attachment to the dead and the fear of seem-
ing mean kept him from saving his property even as it was
destroyed before his eyes. The mourning custom, in Teller’s
mind, was a brake on accumulation, and accumulation was

the engine of the civilization he meant to impose. The crime
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of grief was, at its root, an economic measure dressed in the
language of uplift.

Hold that fact against the thesis, because it confirms it
from an unexpected direction. The seizure of the Native dead
was never only about the dead. It was bound from the start
to the seizure of everything else, and here, in the founding
document of the religious suppression, the binding is explicit.
The same logic that drove the government to break up trib-
ally held land into individually owned allotments, the logic
that a Native person could be civilized only by being turned
into a property-accumulating individual, drove it to criminal-
ize the way that person mourned. The give-away and the de-
struction of the dead’s goods were communal acts that moved
wealth outward and released it rather than concentrating it
and passing it down a bloodline. They were, to the reform-
ers, the economic enemy. And so the government attacked a
people’s grief, telling itself the grief offended a moral sense,
when what the grief actually did was redistribute property,
and the whole project of conquest by assimilation required
that property be accumulated and inherited rather than given
away over the bodies of the dead. The dead, in this account-
ing, were in the way. The customs that honored them moved
wealth in the wrong direction, and so the customs had to go,
and the grief behind them had to be ruled no defense.

There is a precise mechanism hidden inside Teller’s com-

plaint, and it is worth naming. The civilization the reformers
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imagined ran on inheritance. A man accumulated property
across his life, kept it from the claims of the wider community,
and passed it at his death to his own children, who began from
that inherited base and accumulated further, the wealth con-
centrating down a bloodline across the generations. That is
how property built the kind of society the reformers meant to
make. The give-away and the destruction of the dead’s goods
broke the mechanism at the decisive moment, the moment of
death, scattering the wealth outward to the community or de-
stroying it outright instead of funneling it down to the heirs.
A people that gave away its dead’s property could not gather
wealth into a family line, and a people that could not gather
wealth into a family line could not become the society of accu-
mulating, inheriting individuals the reformers required. The
crime of grief struck at the exact point where a communal
people’s relationship to property and its relationship to the
dead met, the deathbed and the grave, and it struck there be-
cause that was where the old way most stubbornly refused the
new.

Criminalizing the give-away ran wider than the United
States, and the parallel to the north shows how deep its logic
went. In 1884, the year after Teller and Price set their rules,
the Canadian government amended its Indian Act to ban the
potlatch, the great gift-giving ceremony of the nations of the
Pacific Northwest coast, and made participation in it a crime

punishable by months in jail. The potlatch was many things
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at once, a feast at which a leader gave away his accumulated
wealth to mark a marriage, the naming of a child, the pass-
ing of a title from a chief to his heir, and, among its func-
tions, the marking of a death and the honoring of the one
who had died. It was, in part, a mortuary rite, a give-away
that answered death as the Plains give-away did, and Canada
criminalized it for the reason the United States criminalized
the give-away on the plains. A prime minister called the pot-
latch a debauchery of the worst kind. Officials and missionar-
ies called it wasteful and excessive and a barrier to progress.
What actually offended them was the thing at its center, that
aleader proved his greatness by giving his wealth away rather
than hoarding it, which stood the Western equation of wealth
and worth on its head. Two governments, on the same conti-
nent, in the same two years, looked at the practice of giving
away property to honor the living and the dead and decided
it was a crime, because in both countries the conversion of
communal peoples into individual accumulators of property
could not proceed while the give-away survived. The Cana-
dian ban outlasted the American enforcement, staying on the
books until 1951, and along the way the agents confiscated the
masks and coppers and regalia of the outlawed ceremonies
and shipped them off to museums, which is a road this book
will travel again.

The attack on the give-away was one prong of a larger as-

sault on Native property, and seeing the other prong makes
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the first one legible. In the same decade, the United States
set out to break up the tribal landholdings of Native nations
and convert them into individual allotments, a quarter sec-
tion to a head of family, on the theory that a Native person
could be civilized only by being made the private owner of
a piece of ground. The General Allotment Act, the Dawes
Act, became law in 1887, four years after the Code, and it
carved the reservations into individually owned parcels and
opened the vast remainder to white settlement. The two poli-
cies were the same policy aimed at two kinds of property. Al-
lotment broke the communal hold on the land. The Code
broke the communal customs that moved movable wealth,
the give-away and the destruction of the dead’s goods, the
practices by which a people shared and released property in-
stead of accumulating and inheriting it. There is an irony in
the detail that Teller himself, by the time the Dawes Act came
up, opposed allotment, distrusting its particular mechanism,
and the irony sharpens the point rather than weakening it,
because the property logic was bigger than any one official’s
view of any one statute. The age had decided that the Na-
tive future lay in the individual ownership and inheritance
of property, and everything that stood in the way, the held
land and the given-away goods and the mourned-over horses
killed at a graveside, was marked for removal. Squarely in the

way stood the dead. The customs that honored them were the
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enemy of inheritance, and so the law came for the customs,

and the grief inside them was ruled no defense.

The Code reserved a special hostility for the healer, and
the sixth of its rules was written to break him. The figure
who in the previous chapter stood at every deathbed, who
carried the prayers and the songs across the passage and con-
ducted the rites of the dead, was named in the Code as a so-
called medicine man, and his usual practices were declared an
offense. That rule is sweeping. A healer could be convicted
if his influence was found to hinder the civilization of the
tribe, if he used any artifice or device to keep the people under
his influence, if he worked to keep children from the agency
schools, or if he used what the Code called the arts of a con-
jurer to keep the people from abandoning their heathenish
rites and customs. The penalty was confinement in the agency
prison for not less than ten days, and the rule held him there
with a condition that tells you its real aim. He was to be con-
fined until he produced evidence, satisfactory to the court and
approved by the agent, that he would forever abandon the
practices the Code forbade. The sentence had no fixed end. It
ended when the healer renounced his calling for good.

Teller’s letter is candid about the reasoning here too. He
described the healers as imposters and as the anti-progressive
party, and he made a revealing argument that the govern-

ment had rendered them unnecessary by supplying each
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agency with skillful physicians who treated the Indians for
free, so that the healer’s services were not required even for
the simple remedies he might recommend. The argument
mistakes the whole nature of what the healer did, as the
conquerors mistook nearly everything about the people they
were remaking. The healer was the keeper of the relation-
ship between the people and the powers, the one who stood
between the living and the dead at the moment of crossing,
the Native equivalent of the priest a Christian would have
wanted at his own deathbed. To jail him until he renounced
his calling did something far graver than remove an inferior
doctor. It removed the person who conducted the death of a
Pawnee or a Lakota the way a minister conducted the death
of a settler, and it did so by making the conducting of that
death a crime.

Consider what that severance meant in practice, because
the practical effect is the cruelest part. A people can hold its
beliefs about the dead in its heart no matter what a law says.
But the rites of death are acts before they are anything else,
things that must be performed, by particular people who
know how, at the moment of a death, and a rite that cannot
be performed is a rite broken whatever the heart still holds.
By criminalizing the healer, the government did more than
insult a people’s religion; it attacked the death relationship
at its functional center, removing or driving into hiding the

one person whose knowledge made the proper passage of the

80



CHAPTER THREE: THE CRIME OF GRIEF

dead possible. A family that could not call the healer, because
the healer was in the agency prison or in hiding for fear of
it, could not bury its dead as its people had always buried
them. The thread between the living and the dead survives
in the doing, not in feeling alone, and the Code went after
the doing, and after the people who did it.

Return for a moment to the Lakota Keeping of the Soul,
which the second chapter described, because it shows how
far the criminalizing of the healer reached. That rite was far
more than a single graveside ceremony. It was a year-long
keeping, the soul held in the lodge and fed and visited and
then released to the spirit road, and it required a Keeper who
knew the songs and the observances and lived the year in
the prescribed way under the guidance of holy people. A law
that jailed the holy people until they renounced their calling
reached past the single funeral into the whole long architec-
ture of mourning a people had built, the year of keeping, the
release, the give-away that ended it, and it pulled the keystone
out. You cannot keep a soul for a year by the old rite when
the people who know the rite are in the agency prison and
the give-away that completes it is itself a crime. The Code
did not have to name the Keeping of the Soul to destroy the
conditions that made it possible, and what was true of that
rite was true of the death observances of nation after nation,
each of which depended on practitioners and ceremonies the

Code had placed under the threat of hunger and jail.
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It is worth being precise about what a half-century of this
did to a people’s hold on its dead, because the damage went
past the suffering of those who were jailed or starved. A rela-
tionship between the living and the dead is carried forward by
being practiced, by the rites performed at each death, by the
children watching the give-away and learning what a death
asks of them, by the healer training the next healer, by the
whole apparatus of remembrance enacted in the open genera-
tion after generation. Break that practice for fifty years, drive
it into the dark, jail its experts, forbid its ceremonies, and
even where the belief survives in the heart the chain of trans-
mission frays. Some songs are not sung where they cannot be
sung, and they are forgotten. Rites get performed wrong, or
partly, by people who learned them in fragments and in fear.
A healer dies in the prohibition without ever having trained
a successor in the open. The Code did not need to extinguish
the relationship between a people and its dead in order to
damage it grievously; interrupting the handing-down of that
relationship for long enough was sufficient, and fifty years
was long enough to do real and lasting harm, harm the repa-
triation movement of our own time is still working to repair.
This is the quieter half of the crime of grief, less visible than
the jailing of a particular mourner and longer in its reach, the
slow starving of the knowledge by which a people kept faith
with its dead.
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The death rites did not stand alone in the Code, and to be
accurate about the document I have to set the crime of griefin-
side the wider suppression it belonged to. Its fourth rule, the
one the government enforced most often, struck at the great
ceremonies. The sun dance, the scalp dance, the war dance,
and what the Code called all other so-called feasts assimilat-
ing to them, were made offenses, punished for a first convic-
tion by the withholding of rations for up to ten days and for
a second by the withholding of rations for fifteen to thirty
days or by imprisonment. Teller’s letter justified this with a
passage of pure invective, claiming that the dances served to
stimulate the warlike passions of the young rather than to
gather them for amusement, that the warrior at such a feast
boasted of murder and rape in language that ought to shock a
savage ear, and that the young were thereby taught that cru-
elty was the road to fame. The description is a libel, the projec-
tion of a conquering people onto the conquered, and it mat-
tered, because it was the official justification for outlawing
the ceremonial life of dozens of nations. Many of those cer-
emonies carried the people’s relationship to the dead inside
them, the give-aways that accompanied them, the honoring
of those who had died, the renewal of the bonds that death
had strained, so that the assault on the dances was, among
other things, a further assault on the dead.

Of all the ceremonies the Code outlawed, the one it pur-

sued hardest was the Sun Dance, the great summer renewal
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ceremony of the Plains nations, days of fasting and prayer and
sacrifice at the center of the Lakota religious year and the re-
ligious year of many peoples beside them. The agents hated it
and hunted it, and under the Code it became something a peo-
ple could be starved or jailed for holding. So the people held it
where the agent could not come. They moved it, disguised it
as a Fourth of July gathering, broke it into pieces, dropped the
parts the agents watched for most and kept the rest, and car-
ried the whole of it forward in memory and in secret across
the decades of prohibition. The Sun Dance returned to the
open only when the suppression eased in the middle of the
twentieth century, and when it returned it was intact, because
the people had kept it alive underground through fifty years
of a law that called it a crime. The survival of the Sun Dance
is the survival of the give-away and the death rites in minia-
ture, the proof that a people’s central ceremonies could be
driven into hiding and could wait there, whole, for the day
they could be danced in the light again.

The lever that drove the whole Code was hunger. With-
holding rations is the penalty that appears again and again in
its rules, and to understand why it was so effective a reader
has to remember the first chapter of this book. The Native
peoples of the plains had been stripped of the buffalo and con-
fined to reservations where they could not feed themselves,
and they had been made dependent on the rations the gov-

ernment issued, which is to say dependent on the same agents
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who enforced the Code. A people that cannot feed itself and
must take its food from the hand of the government can be
starved into compliance, and the Code made that threat the
heart of its enforcement. Obey, or do not eat. Practice your
religion, mourn your dead in your own way, call your healer,
and your family’s rations would be held for ten days, for thirty
days, again and again, with the agency prison waiting behind
the withheld food. This was the choice the Code put to a
grieving people, and it is a measure of the authority that peo-
ple refused to surrender that so many of them went on, in
secret, doing what the Code forbade.

For the practices survived. They went underground,
which is a different thing from dying. The sun dance was
held where the agent could not see it; the give-away was done
quietly; the healers practiced in hiding, and families found
ways to bury their dead by the old rites in spite of the law,
and the knowledge was passed down in the dark against the
day it could be carried in the open again. Such survival under
a half-century of prohibition is itself the strongest evidence
for the argument this book makes, that the authority of a
people over its own dead is not something a government
can abolish by decree, however much suffering the attempt
inflicts. The Code drove the relationship between the living
and the dead into hiding, and the trying is the crime, because

it did real damage even where it failed to do total damage.
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The Code never worked alone, and the boarding school
that a later chapter takes up was its partner from the start.
The same Teller letter that called for the rules complained
that the healers kept children out of the agency schools, and
the suppression of the religion and the seizure of the children
were two halves of one design. While the Code criminalized
the ceremonies of the adults, the schools removed the young
from the reach of those ceremonies altogether, so that even
the underground transmission of the old knowledge would
find no one to receive it. The missionaries pressed from a
third direction, and the collectors from a fourth, because the
same decades that criminalized the give-away and the pot-
latch saw the agents confiscating the sacred objects of the out-
lawed ceremonies, the bundles and the masks and the regalia,
and feeding them into the museums then filling their cases
with Native things. The suppression of a people’s religion and
the collection of that religion’s objects went forward together,
the one making the other possible, and both of them lead to-
ward the chapter on the specimen, where the dead themselves

end up on the shelf.

The Pawnee lived under this law like everyone else. By
1883 they had been removed from the Loup to Indian Ter-
ritory, and their agency in what is now Oklahoma was not

among the Five Civilized Tribes’ agencies the Code exempted,
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so the rules reached them in full. The customs the previous
chapter described, the swift burial and the laying on of hands,
the procession of mourners who followed the body howling
and weeping, the doctors whose power came from the ani-
mal spirits, all of it now fell under a code that classed the doc-
tors as criminals and the destruction of a dead relative’s goods
as an offense that grief could not excuse. The suppression
had reached the Pawnee even before the national Code, be-
cause the first chapter of this book showed the Quaker agents
of Grant’s Peace Policy forbidding the Pawnee language and
the Pawnee religion in the agency schools as early as 1869,
fourteen years before Teller and Price set their rules to paper.
That suppression was older than the Code itself. The Code na-
tionalized it, gave it a court and a schedule of penalties, and
made it the uniform policy of the United States toward every
people it had conquered.

[ find that I cannot write this chapter as cold legal history,
and I am not going to pretend the detachment I do not
feel. As a child in a Nebraska school I was taught the First
Amendment, taught it as one of the glories of the country,
the promise that no government here could tell a person
how to pray or forbid him from praying at all. I was not
taught that in the same decades the country was making
that promise to people like me, it was running a Religious
Crimes Code against the people whose land my town stood

on, jailing their healers until they renounced their calling
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and forbidding their families to bury their dead by their own
rites and threatening to starve anyone who disobeyed. The
two facts belong to the same country and the same years, and
the gap between them is the gap this whole book lives in, the
distance between the freedoms the settlement claimed for
itself and the freedoms it denied to the people it displaced. A
country can hold both. The hard work is to stop letting the
first fact hide the second.

The Code was the settled policy of the Indian Office
for half a century, no brief aberration the country quickly
corrected. It was revised and expanded over the following
decades rather than repealed, the list of offenses lengthened
and the machinery refined. Its enforcement eased only in
the 1930s, when a reform-minded Commissioner of Indian
Affairs, John Collier, ordered the agents to stop interfering
with the religious and cultural life of the people in their
charge, part of the broader turn in federal policy that came
with the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934. Even then the
country did not affirmatively protect the right of Native
people to their own religion. That did not come until the
American Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1978, and even
that law proved weaker in the courts than its name promised.
The arithmetic is stark. For roughly a century, from 1883
into living memory, Native people in the United States had
no secure legal right to mourn and bury their dead in the way

their own traditions required. A grandmother alive today
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was born into a country where her people’s funeral was a

crime.

The Code of Indian Offenses is the first of the three instru-
ments, and its place in the sequence is exact. Before the dead
could be hidden, as the boarding schools would hide the chil-
dren who died in them, and before the dead could be shelved,
as the museums would shelve the bones they dug from the
ground, the living had to be forbidden to keep the dead in
the old way. That is what the Code accomplished. It made
the maintenance of the relationship between a people and its
dead a punishable offense, criminalized the healer who con-
ducted the passage, criminalized the give-away and the de-
struction that grief required, and ruled in advance that the
grief itself was no defense. And it did all of this, in the words
of the man who designed it, to remove an obstacle to the
acquisition of property, which is to say that the first blow
against the Native dead was struck in the service of the same
hunger for property that drove the taking of the land.

With the rites driven into hiding and the healers under
threat of the agency prison and the grieving forbidden to
honor their dead in the open, the relationship between the
living and the dead had been cut in law, and the dead them-
selves now lay exposed. They were exposed to the school that

would take Native children far from home, bury the ones
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who died, and lose their graves. They were exposed to the
science that would come with shovels to the burial grounds
and the mounds and carry the dead away to be numbered
on a shelf. Those are the instruments the next chapters take
up. And there is one more thing to record before we follow
the dead into the school and the museum, because it belongs
to this story of a people forbidden its religion. When the
suppression became total, when the buffalo were gone and
the land was taken and the dances were outlawed and the
dead could not be mourned in the open, a prophet arose
on the plains with a vision that the dead would return, that
the buffalo would come back and the lost world would be
restored, and a people that had been forbidden to keep its
dead began to dance to bring them back. The United States
answered that dance with the guns at Wounded Knee. The

dance for the dead is where this book goes next.
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Picture the dance. Several hundred people stand in a great cir-
cle on the open ground, hands joined, and they move slowly
to the left, sidestep by sidestep, around and around, while the
singers raise the songs that have no drum behind them, only
the voices and the shuffle of feet on the earth. It goes on for
days, four or five days, the circle turning through the daylight
and into the night and into the next day, the dancers fasting,
some of them weeping as they go, until one and then another
stiffens and trembles and falls, and lies still on the ground for
a time, and then rises to tell what was seen. And what was
seen, again and again, by dancer after dancer across the whole
of the western country in the years 1889 and 1890 and the
years just after, was the dead. The fallen dancer had walked
in the other country and met a mother who had died, a child
carried off by the fever, a husband killed in a fight years gone,
and had found them well, and young, and living the old life
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in a land thick with buffalo, and had been told that they were
coming back, all of them, that the dead were on their way
home.

This was the Ghost Dance, and it is the hinge of this book.
The chapters before it have traced a descent, the taking of the
land and the buffalo, the removal of a people from its coun-
try, the criminalizing of the way it mourned, the jailing of
the men who carried its dead across. This chapter stands at
the bottom of that descent and at the beginning of the long
climb back, because the Ghost Dance was the moment when
the relationship between the living and the dead, hunted and
outlawed and driven into hiding, rose up instead into the
open as a mass movement of hope, and danced. A people that
had been forbidden by federal rule to give away the goods
of its dead, forbidden to call the healer to a deathbed, forbid-
den even to plead its grief as a defense, answered that pro-
hibition with the most extravagant refusal imaginable. It did
more than insist on keeping its dead present in memory. It
danced to bring them bodily back, to undo death itself and
the conquest along with it, to reverse the whole catastrophe
and restore the world the dead had lived in. The dance for the
dead is the seizure’s mirror image, the relationship the law
had tried to sever returning at full strength, and it is where

the long recovery has its first beginning.
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The vision came to a Paiute man in western Nevada on
the first day of January, 1889, during a total eclipse of the sun.
His name was Wovoka, which is given as meaning the Cutter,
and among the white ranchers he worked for he was known
as Jack Wilson, the name of the family on whose land he
and other Paiutes lived and labored. He came from a line that
knew this kind of work. His father, or the man remembered
as his father, had been a holy man named Tavibo, who had
stood near Wodziwob, the prophet of an earlier Paiute dance
of the dead that had risen and faded twenty years before. That
first Ghost Dance, around 1870, had promised much the same
restoration and had spread through the Great Basin and into
California and Oregon before its prophecies failed and it sub-
sided, so that when Wovoka rose, he rose into a tradition his
own people already half remembered. When the sun went
dark that January day, Wovoka fell into a fever or a trance,
and in it he was taken up to the other world and stood be-
fore God, and God showed him the dead alive and the old life
restored, and gave him a teaching to carry back.

The teaching was, at its heart, gentle. Wovoka came back
and told his people, and then told the messengers who began
to arrive from far away, that the dead would return and the
buffalo would return and the earth would be made new and
the whites would be taken off it, and that all of this could
be brought nearer by the right way of living and the right
way of dancing. The way of living he taught was peace. They
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were to harm no one, to tell no lies, to refuse the whiskey
that was destroying them, to work, and to live at peace with
the whites who were among them, because the change was
coming by the hand of God and not by the hand of war. For
the dance itself he prescribed the round dance, performed for
five days at a stretch, the circle turning, the songs rising, un-
til the dancers passed over in their trances and met the dead
and came back with word of them. The name the movement
carries in English, the Ghost Dance, is a rough rendering of
a Paiute phrase closer to the dance of the spirits, and the ren-
dering half misses the thing. The dancers ached to be reunited
with their beloved dead. Fear of ghosts had no part in it.

It spread like fire in dry grass. Messengers from one na-
tion after another made the long ride to Nevada to hear Wo-
voka and to carry his teaching home, and within a year the
dance had reached across the Great Basin and out over the
Plains, to the Arapaho and the Cheyenne and the Kiowa and
the Caddo and the Wichita, to the Shoshone and the Ban-
nock, and east to the Lakota in the Dakotas and the nations
gathered in the Indian Territory that is now Oklahoma. The
conditions that carried it are not hard to read, because they
are the conditions the earlier chapters of this book described.
These were peoples whose land had been taken, whose buf-
falo had been destroyed, whose children were being shipped
to distant schools, whose ceremonies had been outlawed and

whose healers had been jailed, who were dying of disease and
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hunger on reservations they could not leave, and who were
being told by every agent and missionary that their old world
was finished and their only future lay in becoming someone
else. Into that despair came a teaching that the old world was
not finished, that the dead were coming back, that the buffalo
would darken the plains again, and that the people had only
to dance and to live rightly and to wait. It is no mystery that
they danced.

The form of the dance, beneath the local variations, was
much the same wherever it traveled. The people cleared a
wide circle of ground, and at its center they often set a tree
or a pole hung with offerings, a thing of cloth and feathers
and tobacco, around which the dancing turned. There was
no drum, which set the Ghost Dance apart from almost every
other Plains ceremony, only the joined hands and the shuf-
fling step and the unaccompanied voices carrying the songs.
The dancers painted their faces, many of them with the sa-
cred red, and wore the feathers of the eagle, and the leaders
moved among them waving eagle-wing fans and pressing the
dancers toward the trance, sometimes holding a feather or a
bright stone before a dancer’s eyes until the sight blurred and
the body swayed and went down. The dancing ran for the
prescribed days with little food and less sleep, the circle turn-
ing until exhaustion and faith and the hypnotic round of the
songs carried one dancer after another over the edge into the

vision country, and when it was finished the people broke
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their fast together. It was a discipline as much as a celebra-
tion, a deliberate means of crossing into the land of the dead
and returning, performed in the open air under the sky the

dead had gone up into.

Hold on to what the dance was about, because it is easy
to let the politics of it, the fear it caused and the soldiers it
brought, crowd out the center, and the center is the dead. Ev-
ery account of the Ghost Dance, the sympathetic and the hos-
tile alike, returns to the same fact, that the thing the dancers
sought and the thing they found in their trances was reunion
with the people they had lost. The whole movement was built
on the promise that death was not final and the conquest was
not final, that the long line of the dead, the ones taken by the
smallpox and the cholera and the measles, the ones killed in
the wars and the removals, the ones who had died of plain
heartbreak on the reservations, were alive in the near coun-
try and were coming home. A man danced until he fell so
that he could cross over and see his dead and bring back the
assurance that they lived. A mother danced to hold again the
child the fever had taken. The dance gave grief somewhere
to go in a time and place where grief had been made a crime,
and it gave the dead a way to remain present and, more than
present, awaited, on the threshold of return.

Set that against the chapter just past. The Code of Indian

Offenses had made the give-away a crime and jailed the healer
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and ruled that a mourner had no defense, and its deeper work,
as that chapter argued, was to sever the thread between a peo-
ple and its dead, to break the long architecture of mourning
by which the dead were kept inside the life of the living. The
Ghost Dance was that thread snapping back. It took the rela-
tionship the law had tried to cut and made it the center of a
continent-wide religion, the dead now danced toward rather
than only remembered, the reunion rehearsed nightly in the
falling and rising of the dancers rather than only hoped for.
A government can forbid a funeral. It is harder to forbid a
people to long for its dead, and hardest of all to forbid that
longing once it has become a faith that the dead are coming
back. The Ghost Dance was the refusal at the heart of this
book carried to its furthest point, the insistence that the dead
belong to the living and the living to the dead, raised against
the whole weight of the conquest and sung in the open for
anyone to hear.

It is worth saying plainly what kind of thing this was. A
people had been told, by every instrument the last chapters
described, that its dead were gone and its world was over and
its only path forward lay in forgetting both. The Ghost Dance
was the answer that the dead were not gone, that the world
was not over, and that forgetting was the one thing the people
would refuse. Set aside the question of whether the prophecy
could come true, which is the question the soldiers and the

agents fixed on, and what remains is a claim about the dead
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so absolute that no government could meet it, the refusal of
a people to accept that the ones it had lost were beyond re-
call. The conquest could take the land and the buffalo and the
children, could outlaw the funeral and jail the healer, and it
had done all of that. The one thing it could not do was make
a people stop reaching for its dead, and the Ghost Dance was
that reaching made visible, danced in the open by the tens of
thousands.

Much of what we know of it we owe to one man, and
his work is worth pausing on. James Mooney, an ethnogra-
pher for the Smithsonian’s Bureau of Ethnology, set out in
the early 1890s to understand the movement while it was
still alive, and he did the thing too few of his contemporaries
thought to do. He went and asked. He traveled to Nevada and
sat with Wovoka in his own home, and he followed the dance
from reservation to reservation across the Plains, recording
the ritual and writing down the songs of seven different na-
tions, and he came away convinced of what the agents and the
generals refused to see, that the Ghost Dance was a legitimate
religion and not a war plot. Mooney set it inside a long his-
tory of comparable movements, the prophets who had risen
among the Delaware and the Shawnee and the peoples of the
Columbia, to show that a conquered people turning to a vi-
sion of renewal was a human pattern as old as conquest itself.
His study, published by the government in 1896, remains the

foundation of everything written since, an act of attention
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that preserved a movement its own country was trying to
crush.

The songs Mooney saved are the surest window into the
heart of the thing, because they were born out of the dancers
themselves rather than handed down as doctrine from Wo-
voka, each one often rising from a single dancer’s vision dur-
ing the trance and then carried back into the circle to be sung
by all. They are short, and many of them are almost unbear-
ably tender, and a great number of them are about the dead.
A song would carry the voice of someone calling to a mother,
telling her that the singer was on the way to her, or describ-
ing the father seen again in the other country, or speaking of
the whole people gathered once more with the relatives death
had taken. The dance was sung in the language of family, of
the particular beloved dead each dancer was aching toward,
and to read those songs even now, more than a century later,
is to understand that the Ghost Dance was at bottom an enor-
mous collective act of grief and longing, a people singing its
dead toward home. That this was heard by the United States
as the noise of an uprising says more about the listeners than
about the song.

Mooney was right to place the dance in a line, because
it was not the first time a conquered people on this conti-
nent had answered catastrophe with a prophet and a vision
of restoration. Generations before Wovoka, a Lenape holy

man had preached a turning away from the white man’s goods
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and a return to the old ways, and the Shawnee prophet Ten-
skwatawa, brother of Tecumseh, had carried a kindred mes-
sage through the Ohio country in the years before his peo-
ple’s defeat. Along the Columbia, the prophet Smohalla had
taught his followers to refuse the settlers’ plow and hold to
the earth as their mother. The Ghost Dance stood at the end
of that long line of refusals, the last and largest of the visions
by which Native peoples, pressed to the wall, reached for a
power that could undo the conquest when no earthly power
could. That the visions never did undo it takes nothing from
what they were, the repeated insistence of peoples being de-

stroyed that their destruction was not the final word.

No people took the dance more wholly to heart than
the Pawnee, and the Pawnee story is the one to follow here,
because in their hands the dance for the dead became a
recovery of what had been stripped away. By the time the
teaching reached them, the Pawnee had been carried down
from the Loup to the Indian Territory, and the years there
had been cruel. The epidemics that had cut them in half on
the plains had followed them south. Government policy set
them to farming ground that would not reward the effort
and pressed on them the whole apparatus of the suppression
the last chapter described. Their old life of the great hunts

and the star ceremonies and the earth lodges was within
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living memory and slipping fast out of reach, and the young
were being taught to be ashamed of it. The Pawnee, looking
at the government and at the failing farms and at the graves,
were a people with every reason to listen when word came
that the dead and the old world could be brought back.

The dance came to them in the early 1890s, carried south
and east from the Arapaho and the other Plains nations who
had taken it up first, and among the Pawnee it found its
prophet in a man named Frank White, a ceremonial leader
who received the teaching, had his own vision, and brought
it before the elders of the people. He did more than import a
foreign rite. He took it to the old people and laid his vision
before them, and they considered it and accepted it, and
what grew from that meeting was a Pawnee form of the
dance, sung at first in the borrowed songs of the Arapaho
and the Wichita and then in songs the Pawnee made for
themselves. What happened next is the part that matters
most, and the anthropologist Alexander Lesser set it down in
a study of the Pawnee Ghost Dance that remains the fullest
account we have, built on the memories of Pawnee people
who had lived it, among them a man named Mark Evarts.
The Ghost Dance, Lesser showed, became for the Pawnee
an engine of revival. Because the doctrine called the people
back to the old ways, the things that had been fading were
suddenly worth remembering again, and the dance became

the occasion to bring them back, the old dances and the old
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songs and the old societies, the clothing and the regalia, the
doctor performances and the games, the whole texture of a
life that had been sliding into the graves of the elders.

The clearest case, and the one that says the most, is the
hand game. The Pawnee had an ancient guessing game, a con-
test of hiding and finding played with concealed counters,
once a gambling game and a kind of ritual enactment of war,
played by the men. It had nearly been forgotten, remembered
best, in Lesser’s telling, by a people starved for the simple
joy of play, ground down by hunger and grief and the long
prohibition on its own happiness. The Ghost Dance brought
it back, and in bringing it back transformed it into a sacred
game, played now by women and men together as an act of
faith rather than by men alone as a show of war, woven into
the ritual of the dance, its outcomes read as signs of good for-
tune and the favor of the powers. A nearly lost game, recov-
ered and made holy, became one of the richest products of
Pawnee ceremonial life in those years. Think about what that
means against the argument. A people forbidden to keep its
dead, dancing to bring the dead back, used that dance to re-
cover the culture the suppression had been killing, so that the
dance for the dead was at the same time a dance for the dead’s
whole world, the games and songs and ways that the conquest
had been burying along with the people. For the Pawnee the

Ghost Dance was reclamation, a way of gathering up a scat-
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tered inheritance and holding it together through the hardest
years, and reclamation is the second half of the story it tells.
The Pawnee did not take the dance secondhand and leave
it at that. In 1904, more than a decade after they had first
received it, three Pawnee men made the long trip west to
Walker Lake in Nevada to sit with Wovoka himself, to hear
the doctrine from its source and to learn the correct form of
the ceremony, down to the use of a specially painted tipi. A
people the government had written off as a remnant, set to
failing farms in a country far from its own, sent emissaries
across half a continent to a Paiute prophet to be sure it was
dancing its dead home in the right way. They were holding
on to their dead with both hands, long after the conquest had
pronounced those dead and that whole world finished.
There is a sharp lesson, too, in how differently the same
dance was answered in two places. Among the Pawnee and
the other nations of the Indian Territory, the Ghost Dance
was allowed to go on. After the killing in the north that this
chapter will come to, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs
himself went down to the Territory, looked at the dancing
there, saw that it threatened no one, and let it continue,
and continue it did, among the Pawnee and their neighbors,
for more than twenty years. The same dance, the same
doctrine of the returning dead, was met in the Territory
with tolerance and on the northern plains with cannon. The

difference had nothing to do with the dance and everything
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to do with the fear of the people doing the dancing, and the
Lakota, who had destroyed Custer’s command at the Little
Bighorn within recent memory, were feared as the Pawnee

were not.

For among the Lakota the dance fell into a desperation
deeper than almost anywhere else, and took on, in places, a
harder edge. The teaching reached them through their own
messengers, for in 1889 a party of Lakota that included two
men who would become the movement’s leading apostles
among their people, Short Bull and his brother-in-law Kick-
ing Bear, made the long trip west to Nevada to hear Wovoka,
and came home in 1890 carrying the dance that promised
to restore their world. Wovoka had preached peace, but his
word traveled far and through many mouths, and by the
time it had passed through that desperation, on agencies
where the people had lately been broken up onto shrunken
reservations and had just had their rations cut and their
last good land taken, the teaching of patient waiting had
acquired among some an edge of deliverance and reckoning.
The Lakota added to the dance a thing the Paiute had never
taught, the ghost shirt, a garment of white cloth painted with
figures of the sun and the moon and the stars and the birds,
and they came to believe that a man who wore it in the dance

was protected, that the bullets of the soldiers could not pass
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through it. It is one of the most heartbreaking beliefs in the
whole history of the conquest, this faith that the holiness of
the dance and the painted shirt could turn aside the rifles,
and the chapter has to record it plainly, because it stands at
the door of what happened next.

The dancing terrified the settlers of the Dakotas and the
agents on the reservations, who understood almost nothing
of what they were seeing and read in the circling crowds and
the trances and the talk of a coming new world the signs of
an armed rising. The newspapers fed the panic, filling their
columns with reports of a Messiah craze and a coming In-
dian war, and the settlers called it the Messiah War and de-
manded protection. Agents wired Washington for soldiers,
and the government sent them, the largest concentration of
the Army since the Civil War flowing onto and around the
Lakota reservations in the late autumn of 1890. As the troops
came, the dancers withdrew. Short Bull led some three thou-
sand people to a natural fortress of high tableland in the Bad-
lands that the soldiers came to call the Stronghold, and there
they went on dancing, out of the Army’s easy reach, while
couriers passed back and forth trying to talk them down. The
men in Washington and the men in the field spoke of the
dance as an outbreak and of the doctrine as a craze, and some
of them knew better even as they said it. The general in over-
all command would write that too much had been made of

the Ghost Dance, that it was only the surface sign of a deep
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and long-standing trouble, the way a rash is the surface sign
of a sickness underneath, and he was right, and the soldiers
came anyway.

The first of the dead was Sitting Bull. The Hunkpapa
Lakota leader, the man who had held out longest against
the reservation and who stood in the government’s mind as
the dangerous center of any Lakota resistance, was living at
Standing Rock, and the authorities, fearing he would lend
the dance his enormous prestige, sent the agency police to
arrest him before dawn on the fifteenth of December, 1890.
That arrest went wrong in the way such things go wrong.
His people gathered and resisted, a shot was fired, and in the
struggle that followed Sitting Bull was shot in the chest and
then in the head by the Lakota policemen sent to take him,
and he died there in the cold outside his own cabin. With his
death the fear among his people turned to flight, and a part
of his Hunkpapa band fled south across the frozen country
to join another leader they hoped would keep them safe.

That leader was Spotted Elk, a chief of the Miniconjou
Lakota whom the soldiers knew as Big Foot, a man with
a long reputation as a maker of peace among his people,
and who was at that moment gravely ill, burning with the
pneumonia that would soon have killed him without any
help from the Army. Hearing of Sitting Bull's death and
fearing for his own people, Spotted Elk led his band, several

hundred strong and made up mostly of women and children,
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south through the December cold toward the Pine Ridge
agency, hoping for the protection of the old chief Red Cloud.
They did not reach it. On the twenty-eighth of December
the Seventh Cavalry found them and stopped them and
escorted them to a camp on a creek called Wounded Knee,
and there the soldiers settled the Lakota for the night, and
there, in the dark, the rest of the regiment came up, until five
hundred soldiers ringed a camp of perhaps three hundred
and fifty Lakota, most of them women and children, and on
the hill above the camp the soldiers set four Hotchkiss guns,
rapid-firing cannon that could rake the whole of the ground
below. The regiment was the Seventh Cavalry, Custer’s old
command, brought to its ruin at the Little Bighorn fourteen
years before, and whatever the official orders said, there

were men in its ranks who had not forgotten.

The morning of the twenty-ninth of December, 1890, was
clear and bitterly cold. The colonel in command ordered the
Lakota disarmed, and the men were brought out and set in a
circle while the soldiers went through the camp and through
the men collecting weapons, the rifles and then the knives
and the axes, the work growing tenser as it went. A holy man
moved among the dancers and the warriors, and as the search
pressed on he began the steps of the Ghost Dance and called

out to the people to keep their hearts strong, telling them that
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the soldiers all around had many bullets but that those bullets
could not touch them, and he threw a handful of dust into
the air. What happened in the next instant has been argued
about ever since, a struggle over a rifle, a shot fired by a man
who may not have understood the order to give it up, a single
report cracking across the frozen camp. After that there was
no more arguing to be done. The soldiers fired into the coun-
cil circle at point-blank range, and the Hotchkiss guns on the
hill opened on the camp, throwing their exploding shells into
the lodges and into the crowd of women and children, and the
killing went on, down into the ravine where the people ran
for cover and along the creek for two miles and more as the
soldiers hunted the fleeing, until the snow of Wounded Knee
was covered with the Lakota dead.

The count has never been settled and never will be. The
lowest serious estimates put the Lakota dead near a hundred
and fifty, the higher ones near three hundred, and the truth
is somewhere in that terrible range, with the proportion that
haunts every account holding steady across all of them, that
something close to half the dead were women and children.
Some twenty-five soldiers died as well, a good many of them,
the record suggests, struck by their own comrades’ fire in the
chaos of shooting into a camp they had surrounded on every
side. Spotted Elk, the sick chief who had come seeking refuge,
was among the killed, and the photograph taken of his body

afterward, frozen half-upright in the snow with his hands
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locked in the cold, is one of the images by which the whole
history of the conquest is remembered. A blizzard came in
over the field, and the bodies of the Lakota lay where they
had fallen, freezing into the postures of their dying, for three
days, until the weather broke.

The wounded were their own chapter of the horror. The
survivors who could be moved, the great majority of them
women and children, were loaded into wagons and hauled the
long miles to the Pine Ridge agency, where they reached the
village after dark and were left lying in the open wagons in the
cold, because the barracks were full of the soldiers who had
shot them. At last the agency’s Episcopal mission was opened,
its benches carried out and hay strewn over the floor, and the
torn and bleeding people were carried in. It was the fourth
day after Christmas. The little church was still hung with the
greenery of the season, and across the front of it, above the
place where the minister would stand, ran a banner lettered
for the holiday that read, Peace on Earth, Good Will to Men.
The man who worked through the night over the wounded
beneath that banner was Charles Eastman, a Santee Dakota
physician, Western-trained and newly posted as the agency
doctor, who had come to Pine Ridge believing much of what
the conquest told itself about its own goodness. Three days af-
ter the killing, when the blizzard lifted, it was Eastman who
led the party out across the frozen field to look for any who

still lived, and who found a few, among them infants still
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alive beside their dead mothers. He never wholly recovered
his faith in the country that had done this, and he gave much
of the rest of his life to standing in the gap between his peo-
ple and that country, including, in a bitter turn this book will
meet again, a stretch of years helping the government issue
Dakota people English names. The banner over the wounded
said what the country believed about itself. The floor of the
church said what it had done.

Then the burial party came, soldiers and hired civilians,
and they did to the dead of Wounded Knee the thing this book
has been circling from its first page. They dug a single long
pit on the hill where the Hotchkiss guns had stood, and they
gathered the frozen bodies, the men and the women and the
children and the infants, and they threw them in together,
scores of human beings tipped into one trench in the ground
and covered over. There was no give-away, and no healer to
carry the souls across, because the healers had been outlawed
for seven years by then and the man who had danced and
promised that the bullets could not pass had died with the
rest. No mourners were permitted to gash their arms or to
wail the dead by name, no scaffold was raised to the sky, no
bodies were prepared with red paint and wrapped in robes
and laid in the earth by their own people in their own way.
The Lakota who had danced to bring their dead home were
themselves made dead and put into a pit by the hands that

had killed them, denied in death every rite that the second
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chapter described and that the third chapter showed the gov-
ernment had already made a crime. If you want the seizure of
the Native dead in a single image, it is the trench on the hill at
Wounded Knee, the dead of the dance for the dead shoveled
into the frozen ground without a word of their own said over
them.

The country, in the years that followed, gave the Seventh
Cavalry some twenty Medals of Honor for what was done at
Wounded Knee, and they have never been taken back, though
the descendants of the dead have asked and asked. A Pentagon
review ordered in 2024 recommended that the soldiers keep
them, and in the autumn of 2025 the Defense Department
made that refusal final, over the objection of the Lakota na-
tions and the National Congress of American Indians. I set
that fact down without ornament, because it does its own
work. A nation hands out its highest military decoration for
a massacre, and a century later cannot bring itself to rescind
the medals, and in the gap between those two facts you can
read the whole difficulty this book is trying to name, the long
inability of the country to see what it did to these people and

their dead as the thing it plainly was.

The histories usually call Wounded Knee the end. The end
of the Indian wars, the end of the Ghost Dance, the end of
armed Native resistance on the plains, the closing of the fron-

tier, and as a matter of the old narrative of conquest it served
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as all of those endings at once. But the dance for the dead
did not entirely die in the snow at Wounded Knee, and the
refusal that the dance expressed did not die at all. In the In-
dian Territory the Ghost Dance went on, among the Pawnee
and their neighbors, for two more decades, and the Pawnee
revival it carried, the recovered hand game and the rescued
songs and the dances brought back from the edge of the grave,
went on with it, so that the thing the conquest meant to end
became, in the south, a means by which a people held on
to itself. The longing the dance carried, the insistence that
the dead remain present and that the people remain whole,
passed down through the hard generations that followed and
surfaced again and again, most visibly when the descendants
of the Wounded Knee dead returned to that same ground in
1973 and held it for seventy-one days to force the country to
look at what it had done and was still doing.

Wovoka himself outlived his movement by forty years. He
never took back the doctrine of peace, and after the killing
in the Dakotas he was sickened by what had been made of
his teaching, having preached no war and watched it end in
a massacre, and he told those who still came to him to put
away any thought of fighting. He lived out his life quietly in
Nevada and died there in 1932, an old man visited to the end
by pilgrims from the nations that had carried his dance, his

vision of a world made new and a people reunited with its
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dead never fulfilled and never quite abandoned. The dance
he started has never entirely stopped.

There is one more thread to carry forward from Wounded
Knee, and it leads straight into the chapters ahead. The things
stripped from the dancers and the dead, the painted ghost
shirts above all, were carried off the field as trophies and cu-
riosities and souvenirs, and a number of them traveled, in the
end, into the glass cases of museums, where a ghost shirt of
that era can be found in the national collection in Washing-
ton to this day. That taking of the things of the dead was the
near edge of a larger one, because the same decades that filled
the museums with Native shirts and pipes and regalia were
filling them with Native bodies, the skulls and skeletons gath-
ered from battlefields and burial grounds and shipped to the
institutions of science. The dead of Wounded Knee went into
a trench without their rites. Other Native dead, in their tens
of thousands, would be given no grave at all, only a number
and a drawer.

That is where the seizure turns next. The Code had bro-
ken the rites by which the living kept the dead. Wounded
Knee had shown what the conquest would do to the bod-
ies of the dead it made. What came after was the taking of
the dead who already lay in the earth and the taking of the
children who would die far from home, the boarding schools
that would bury Native children under stranger’s names in

cemeteries they then misplaced, and the museums that would
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lift the ancestors out of the ground and carry them off to be
shelved a thousand miles from their country. We turn now
to the hiding of the dead, and it begins with the children and

the schools.
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In the autumn of 1895 five Winnebago boys were sent
thirteen hundred miles east, from the Nebraska country their
own people had been pushed onto, to a boarding school in
Pennsylvania, and within a few years two of them were dead
and buried in the school’s cemetery, and there those two
have stayed for more than a century and a quarter, while
their tribe has gone to federal court to try to bring them
home. The two came with the others on the seventh of
September, each enrolled to stay five years. The older boy
was nineteen, and the school called him Samuel Gilbert. He
died about six weeks after he came, of what the records set
down as pneumonia. The younger was seventeen, and the
school called him Edward Hensley. He lasted almost four
years, most of them spent working off the school grounds
in the homes of local white families, and then he died of
pneumonia too, in the summer of 1899. Two boys sent east to
be made into something else, dead before they were grown,

put into the ground far from everyone who had loved them
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and left there. In May 2026, a federal appeals court ruled for
the first time that the law might at last let their people take
them home.

This is the second instrument. The chapter on the Code
showed how the United States forbade the living to keep their
dead. The chapter on the Ghost Dance showed what it did
when a people refused to give its dead up. What this chapter
describes is the next turn of the seizure, the point at which the
dead themselves began to be taken and hidden, and it starts, as
so much of this story does, with the children. The boarding
school was built to take Native children from their families
and their languages and their religions and their names and
to remake them into imitation white people, and when the
children died in that remaking, in their hundreds and their
thousands, they were buried where they had been sent, un-
der the names the school had given them, in cemeteries the
country then moved or misplaced or simply forgot. The lost
grave is the title of this chapter and the center of its argument.
To hide a people’s dead, a government does not have to burn
them or scatter them. It has only to bury them somewhere
their people cannot find them, under a name their people did

not give them, and then lose the map.

The model for the whole system was the school those two

Winnebago boys were sent to, the Carlisle Indian Industrial
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School, and the man who built it believed he was doing a kind-
ness. Richard Henry Pratt was a career soldier, a cavalry offi-
cer who had fought against the nations of the southern plains,
and the school grew straight out of a prison. In 1875 the Army
had shipped seventy-two Cheyenne, Kiowa, Comanche, and
Arapaho men, taken as the southern plains were being sub-
dued, to Fort Marion, an old Spanish fortress at St. Augus-
tine in Florida, and had given Pratt charge of them. He took
off their irons and their old clothes, dressed them as soldiers,
set them to drill and to lessons in English, and put some of
them on display for the tourists who came to see tamed In-
dians. A few of the prisoners died in Florida, far from their
country, and were buried there, and the shape of the thing to
come was already set, Native people carried a thousand miles
from home, stripped of what marked them as themselves, and
some of them dying and staying in the eastern ground. Out
of that prison Pratt drew the lesson that became Carlisle, that
the way to deal with the Native person was to take him young,
take him far, and remake him whole.

In 1879 Pratt got permission to use an abandoned army
barracks in the town of Carlisle, in southern Pennsylvania,
far from any reservation, and there he opened the first off-
reservation boarding school for Native children in the coun-
try. The first students came from the Rosebud reservation
in Dakota, Lakota children handed over by parents who had

been given little choice and who could not have known what
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awaited. Pratt put his philosophy into a sentence that has out-
lived everything else about him. Speaking to a national gath-
ering of reformers in 1892, he said that the only good Indian,
in the cruel old saying, was a dead one, and that he agreed
with the sentiment in just one sense, that all the Indian in the
race should be dead. Kill the Indian in him, he said, and save
the man. The phrase is usually cut down to four words, kill
the Indian, save the man, and the cutting keeps the horror
while losing the self-congratulation, because Pratt thought
himself a friend to the Native peoples, a progressive opposed
to the soldiers and settlers who wanted them simply extermi-
nated. His mercy was to offer them the chance to stop being
themselves.

The method was total, because Pratt understood that a cul-
ture lives in a thousand small things and that to kill it you
have to reach them all. The children arrived and their long
hair was cut, which for many of the nations was itself an act
done only in mourning, so that the children were put into
the posture of grief on their first day. Their own clothes were
taken and burned and replaced with uniforms. They were for-
bidden to speak their languages, under punishment, and for-
bidden the songs and the prayers of their people. They were
drilled like soldiers, marched to meals and marched to chapel,
set to manual trades. And they were sent out, under the sys-
tem Pratt called the outing, to live and labor in the homes of

white families in the surrounding country, which he praised
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as the supreme Americanizer, and which kept a child like Ed-
ward Hensley away from the school and away from the other
children of his own kind for years at a stretch. The school
stood until 1918, and in its thirty-nine years some ten thou-
sand children from more than a hundred and forty nations
passed through it.

What this did to a child is recorded in one of the most
famous pairs of photographs in American history, the before
and after pictures the school made of a Navajo boy it renamed
Tom Torlino. In the first he arrives in his own clothes and
long hair and the ornaments of his people, looking out at the
camera as himself. The second, made after time at the school,
shows his hair cut short, his body buttoned into a stiff dark
suit, his face lit and posed to read as someone else entirely.
The school made such pairs as proof of its success, evidence
that the savage could be turned into the citizen, and they sur-
vive now as evidence of something the school did not mean to
record, the deliberate erasure of a person. Multiply that boy
by the thousands who were processed the same way, and add
the ones who did not survive the processing, and you have
the human material of the lost graves, children unmade first
and then, some of them, buried under their new names a long
way from the people who would have known the old ones.

Carlisle was the first and the model, and the model
multiplied. The government built off-reservation boarding

schools on the Carlisle pattern across the West, and it funded
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church-run schools besides, Catholic and Protestant, until
a child taken from a reservation might be sent to any of
hundreds of such places. Attendance was, in practice, no
choice at all. The same lever the third chapter described,
the withholding of rations from a people made dependent
on them, was turned on parents who tried to keep their
children home, and agents and police took children from
families who resisted, so that the word the survivors and
their descendants use for the whole business is removal, not
schooling. It ran, in one form or another, from early in the
nineteenth century into the second half of the twentieth,
more than a hundred years of taking Native children from
their homes, and across that long span the number who
passed through it ran into the hundreds of thousands. The
boarding school was a central and sustained instrument of
federal policy, no brief or marginal episode, aimed at the
organ by which a people continues itself, the raising of its

young.

Begin with the names, because the renaming is where the
hiding of the dead actually starts. A child who came to Carlisle
with a Winnebago name left the intake process as Samuel
Gilbert or Edward Hensley, fitted with a first and last name
in the English style, sometimes chosen from a list, sometimes

borrowed from a teacher or a famous man or pulled out of the
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air. The reformers told themselves this was a gift, a civilized
name for a civilized future, a way of folding the child into
the property-holding, surname-inheriting order the earlier
chapters described. Whatever the intent, it cut the thread of
identity that ties a person to a family and a people. A name in
most of these cultures did the work of a relationship rather
than a label. It was given in ceremony, it carried lineage and
meaning and sometimes the memory of an ancestor, and to
strip it away and replace it with Samuel Gilbert was to cut the
child loose from the web that would later have known where
he came from and where he belonged.

The country was doing this on purpose and at scale, and
it did not stop at the schoolhouse door. The chapter before
this one ended with Charles Eastman, the Dakota physician
who tended the wounded at Wounded Knee, and there is a
detail in his later life that belongs here. Some years after the
massacre, the Indian Service hired Eastman for a particular
task, to travel among the Dakota people and give them family
names that would translate cleanly into English, names that
could be entered on the government’s rolls and used to hold
and pass down allotted land. A Dakota man who had him-
self been renamed, set to renaming his own people, so that
the machinery of property and inheritance could fasten onto
them. The renaming was a policy, pursued from the schools
and the agencies alike, and its effect on the dead was exact and

lasting. When a child died under a school name, the school
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name went on the grave. The boy’s own people, searching for
him a generation later, would be searching for a name that
had been invented for him by the institution that took him,
and the gap between the name on the stone and the name in
the family was one more wall between a people and its dead.

The taking itself broke things that no return can mend,
and the families knew it from the first morning. A parent who
watched an agent or a policeman carry off a child to a school a
thousand miles away often did not know where the child was
being sent, could not read the rare letter that came back, and
in the worst cases never saw the child again and never learned
where the child was buried. The schools did not always trou-
ble to tell a family that its child had died, and when they did,
the body usually stayed where it had died, in the school ceme-
tery, beyond the reach of any parent too poor and too closely
held to the reservation to travel east and stand at the grave. A
great many Native families across these generations carried
a particular wound this book keeps naming, the wound of
a dead relative they could not bury and a grave they could
not find, and for the parents of the boarding-school dead that
wound was inflicted by a government that had taken the child
in the first place. The lost grave was a sorrow of the mothers
and fathers who could not mourn their children, even more
than of the historians who cannot count them.

The schools did their deepest damage to the living, and it

bears on the dead. Pratt’s outing system, which he called the
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supreme Americanizer, sent children for months and years
into the homes of white families as servants and field hands,
paid little or nothing and kept apart from anyone who shared
their language, so that the work of erasure went on even in
what was called the summer holiday. A child held that way for
the length of a childhood came out, if the school succeeded,
unable to speak with his own grandparents, ignorant of the
prayers and the stories and the names of his people, taught to
be ashamed of the things that had made him who he was. The
schools broke, in a single generation, languages that had been
spoken for thousands of years, and a language carries inside
it the whole of a people’s understanding of life and death, the
words for the rites, the names of the powers, the songs sung
over the dying. To take the language from the children was
to cut the cord along which a people hands itself down, and
the relationship between the living and the dead is among
the first things that cord carries. A people that cannot teach
its young the words for the dead and the way of the dead will
lose its hold on the dead whether or not a single grave is ever
disturbed. The boarding school, in this sense, did to the en-
tire architecture of Native continuity what the Code had done
to the funeral and what the museum would do to the bones,
reaching for the line that runs from the ancestors through the

living to the children, and trying to cut it.
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They died in numbers that the country is only now
making itself count. The boarding schools were factories
of disease, crowded dormitories full of children from many
nations with no shared immunities, fed poorly, worked
hard, and given medical care that ran from thin to none.
Tuberculosis moved through them, and so did trachoma
and measles and influenza and typhoid, and behind the
named diseases ran the thing the records sometimes called
homesickness and sometimes did not name at all, the slow
dying of children taken from everyone they knew and held
among strangers in a place built to erase them. At Carlisle
the school cemetery holds at least a hundred and ninety-four
children, a great many of the early dead drawn from the
families of the Apache prisoners, and Carlisle was one school
among hundreds.

There was a practice that made the dying harder to
count and belongs in any honest account of it. When a
child fell gravely ill, with tuberculosis especially, a school
would sometimes send the child home to the reservation to
die, which spared the institution a death on its books and
handed the family a child already past saving. The federal
investigators of our own time noted exactly this, that the
toll of the schools runs higher than the deaths recorded on
school grounds, because an unknown number of children
sickened in the schools and died after they were sent away.

A child who died that way died at home, which was a mercy
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of a kind, and died of the school all the same, counted in no
one’s reckoning, the death folded invisibly into the general
dying of the reservations. Between the children buried in lost
or moved cemeteries on the school grounds and the children
sent home with the schools’ diseases to die uncounted, the
true scale of the killing is past full recovery, and the country’s
long refusal to keep the record is the reason.

The national reckoning had to wait until our own decade.
In 2021 the discovery of unmarked graves at a former resi-
dential school in Canada sent a shock through Indigenous
communities on both sides of the border, and the United
States Secretary of the Interior, Deb Haaland, herself a citi-
zen of Laguna Pueblo and the first Native American to hold
a cabinet office, launched the first comprehensive federal
investigation of the boarding schools the government had
run. The findings, released across two volumes in 2022 and
2024, drew the shape of the thing for the first time. It had
comprised more than four hundred federal schools across
thirty-seven states and territories, operating from 1819 into
the 1960s. The investigators confirmed that at least nine
hundred and seventy-three Native children had died in the
schools, and they were careful to call that a floor and not
a ceiling, a count held down by records that were often
never kept or since lost. They located at least seventy-four
marked and unmarked burial grounds at sixty-five of the

schools. They found that the government had spent, in
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today’s money, more than twenty-three billion dollars to run
the system over the better part of a century, and they called
on the United States to apologize for it, an apology a sitting
president went on to make in 2024.

The investigation was more than a count, because along-
side it the Interior Secretary went out across the country to
listen. On a tour she called the Road to Healing, Deb Haaland
sat in community after community and heard the survivors
of the schools, old men and women now, tell what had been
done to them, the beatings for speaking their languages, the
hunger, the labor, the children who went into the infirmary
and did not come out. For most of a century the country had
not wanted to hear any of this, and many of the survivors had
never spoken of it even to their own families, carrying it in
silence and handing down its damage without its story, in the
broken languages and the wounded parenting and the griefs
that had no name. The breaking of that silence is itself part
of the recovery this book is tracing, because a people cannot
bring its dead home from a history the country refuses to ad-
mit happened. The first work of the return was to make the
country say, in its own official voice, that the schools had ex-
isted and the children had died and the graves had been lost.
Until that was said, the lost graves were not even officially
lost, only forgotten by a country that had never agreed to look

for them.
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Read those numbers with the argument in mind. At least
nine hundred and seventy-three children, almost surely far
more, died in federal custody after being taken from their
families to be stripped of their cultures, and the country could
not even say with confidence how many there were or where
most of them lay, because it had not troubled to keep track.
That failure to keep track is the story itself, not a footnote to
it. A child who dies and whose grave is recorded and tended
and known can be visited and mourned and, if it comes to
that, brought home. A child who dies and is buried without a
reliable record, under an assigned name, in a cemetery that is
later moved or plowed under or forgotten, has been hidden,

and the hiding is the second seizure this chapter is about.

The cemeteries themselves tell it. Take Carlisle again. The
graves of the children who died there are not where the chil-
dren were first buried. In 1927, when the Army wanted the
land for its own use, it moved the school cemetery to a new
spot beside a road, lifting and reinterring the bodies, and in
the moving some of the remains were lost, mismatched, or
never accounted for, so that the rows of small headstones
standing there now, many carrying only a name and a nation
and a date, and some carrying the word unknown, are not a
reliable map of who lies beneath them. A cemetery is meant

to be the one place where a society keeps faith with its dead,
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where it promises that this person was here and will be re-
membered in this spot. The boarding-school cemetery broke
that promise twice over, first by holding children who should
have been at home among their own dead, and then by losing
even the record of which child was which. A headstone that
reads a single English name and the word unknown is the
lost grave in its purest form, a marker that has forgotten the
person it marks.

Set this against the care the same country lavishes on its
own honored dead. The United States raised a national ceme-
tery at Arlington and keeps the records of its war dead with
enormous diligence, and it sends teams around the world to
recover the bones of soldiers lost in old wars and bring them
home to be buried under their own names with full honor.
The country knows how to keep faith with the dead it chooses
to. It tends even the graves of the Confederate soldiers who
fought against it and the enemy prisoners who died in its
camps. The children who died in its boarding schools, in its
own custody, taken from their families by its own policy, it
could not be troubled to keep track of, and it let their cemeter-
ies be moved and lost. The difference has nothing to do with
capacity and everything to do with whose dead the country
decided were worth remembering, and the lost graves of the
boarding schools are the plainest measure we have of where

Native children stood in that reckoning.
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And some of the cemeteries are lost entirely, which brings
this chapter home to the ground this whole book stands on.
In 1884, five years after Pratt opened Carlisle, the government
opened a school of the same kind in the little town of Genoa,
in the valley of the Loup River in Nebraska. The choice of
ground was its own quiet cruelty, because Genoa sat on land
that had until lately been the Pawnee reservation, the agency
country the Pawnee had been removed from only a decade
before, when they were sent down to the Indian Territory.
On ground from which one nation’s people had been pushed
out, the government built a school to take in the children of
many nations and push the Indian out of them. At its height
the Genoa school held nearly six hundred children at a time,
and over the half century it stood, until it closed in the 1930s,
more than four thousand three hundred children from many
peoples lived there.

Some of them never left. The researchers and tribal mem-
bers who have spent years reconstructing the school’s history,
working through superintendents’letters and old newspapers
and the recollections of former students, have so far docu-
mented at least eighty-six children who died at Genoa, a toll
recent reporting puts closer to ninety, with names still being
recovered and some likely never to be known. Records of the
dead point to the same killers as everywhere else, tuberculosis
and typhoid and measles, with at least one death by an acci-

dental shooting and another from an injury. Of the known
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dead, the records place only nine in a cemetery on the school
grounds and show thirty-seven sent home to be laid among
their own people, while the resting place of the remaining
forty is unknown. After the school closed and the town grew
up around the old campus and the memories thinned, the lo-
cation of that cemetery was lost, and where most of the Genoa
dead lie cannot now be said with certainty, the records too
thin and too scattered for anyone to fix who rests where or
how many remain in the ground near the town.

The effort to find them has fallen to people for whom this
is anything but abstract. The search has been led by the Ne-
braska Commission on Indian Affairs and its executive direc-
tor, Judi gaiashkibos, a citizen of the Ponca Tribe whose own
mother and aunts were sent to the Genoa school in the late
1920s, working with tribal historic preservation offices and a
project at the state university that has tried to reassemble the
school’s scattered record. They have pored over a 1920 county
plat map that marks the cemetery, walked the ground with
trained cadaver dogs, and swept it with ground-penetrating
radar, and the work has been slow and inconclusive, the soil
and the century guarding their secret. gaiashkibos has said
plainly what the search is about. The children, in her words,
were treated as throwaway children no one talked about, hid-
den and buried under the ground, and the country has not

honored them until it takes the darkness away and brings
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them back. America, she has said, needs to take these little
children home.

The search at Genoa has the quality of a town slowly turn-
ing to face something in its own backyard. A piece of the
old stone gate still stands, an interpretive center keeps the
school’s record, and a neighborhood of ordinary houses has
grown up over part of the ground where the campus sprawled
across hundreds of acres. Long before the state and the tribes
took up the work, it was residents of Genoa themselves, a few
people unwilling to let the thing stay buried, who spent thirty
years digging through documents and walking the fields, try-
ing to find where the children lay. The difficulty is real, and
more than bureaucratic. A century of plowing and building
and forgetting lies over the graves, the wooden markers that
may once have stood are long gone, and the ground gives up
its evidence grudgingly, a possible anomaly here, an inconclu-
sive reading there, nothing yet certain enough to let anyone
say with confidence, here are the children. The people doing
the work have been clear that the decision about what to do if
the graves are found, whether to mark them where they lie or
to lift the children and send them home to their nations, be-
longs to the tribes whose ancestors attended the school, and
not to the state or the town. The first task is only to find them,
to move the children from the lost to the merely buried, and

even that has so far stayed out of reach.
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The Pawnee, whose ground Genoa stood on, did not
escape the schools by having been removed from it. Their
children were taken too, sent to the boarding school on
their reservation in the Indian Territory and to the great
off-reservation schools at Carlisle and Chilocco and Haskell,
made to cut their hair and drop their language and answer
to new names like every other nation’s children. A people
already cut in half by disease and war and stripped of its
homeland now watched its young carried off to be stripped
of the rest, and some of those Pawnee children, like the
children of so many nations, died in the schools and were
buried far from the Loup. The nation that had been removed
from the ground where Genoa was built was feeding its own
children into the same kind of machine the school on its old
land was built to be. The seizure did not spare the people
whose country had become its setting.

[ have to stop on Genoa, because Genoa is mine in a way
the rest of this book’s geography is not. The Loup valley is
the country I came from, the river whose name carries the
Pawnee in French translation, the ground my own family set-
tled after the Pawnee were gone. I grew up a short drive from
that town, and through all the years of my childhood there I
did not know that on a piece of old Pawnee land down the
valley stood the remains of a school where the children of
many nations had been sent to be unmade, and that some-

where in the dirt nearby lay the bodies of more than eighty
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of them whose graves no one could find. The settlement [ am
the heir of took the Pawnee land, and then built on that land
an instrument for taking other nations’ children, and then let
those children’s graves be lost, and then raised generations
of us, me among them, who never heard a word of it. The
lost grave at Genoa is in my own home valley, under ground
my people have farmed, and the not-knowing was part of the

inheritance.

The recovery has begun, and it is the same recovery [ have
traced since the Ghost Dance, the refusal of Native peoples to
let their dead stay taken. Beginning in 2017, the Army, which
controls the Carlisle cemetery, started returning children to
their nations, disinterring the remains at the request of the
closest living relatives and carrying them home at govern-
ment expense, and over the years since, a steady procession
of children has gone back, to the Rosebud and to Alaska and
to the other nations whose families traveled to Pennsylvania
to walk their relatives home more than a century after they
were taken. Each return is a small reversal of the hiding, a
child lifted out of the ground a thousand miles from home
and carried back to be buried at last among his own people
and by their own rites, the rites the third chapter showed had
once been made a crime.

The returns are small ceremonies of repair, and they are

worth picturing. A family or a tribal delegation travels to
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Pennsylvania, to the cemetery beside the road, and waits
while the Army’s contractors open a grave that has held a
child for more than a century. What comes up is little, after
that long, bone and buttons and the remnants of a coffin,
and it is gathered with care and wrapped and carried west
in a procession the families lead, back to the reservation the
child was taken from, to be buried again among relatives and
under the prayers of the child’s own people. The first such
return, in 2017, brought two Northern Arapaho children
home to their families in Wyoming, won by a woman of
that nation who had pressed the Army for the better part of
a decade to give them back; a third child, Little Plume, was
recovered only the next year, after the grave marked for him
was opened and found to hold two other children instead,
neither of them the boy named on the stone. In the years
since, children have gone home to the Rosebud Sioux, to
Alaska, to the Dakotas, and to other nations, a few at a time,
each return requiring a family to come forward, a grave to
be opened, a long way home to be traveled. It is slow, and it
is partial, and a great many of the children in that cemetery
and in the lost cemeteries elsewhere will never be claimed,
because no one now living knows they are there. Each child
carried home, even so, is a refusal of the hiding, a small
undoing of the thing the schools did, a dead child restored to
the people who can at last say the right words over the right

grave.
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The instrument of these returns is a law this book will
come back to, the Native American Graves Protection and
Repatriation Act, which Congress passed in 1990 after a long
fight led by Native people, and which for the first time made
the return of Native human remains and burial objects a le-
gal right rather than a favor granted at an institution’s plea-
sure. It was written mainly with the museums in mind, the
vast collections of Native dead that the next chapter takes up,
and whether it reached the children buried in the boarding-
school cemeteries was for years an open and bitterly fought
question. The returns the Army has carried out were done
partly outside that law and partly under its shadow, and the
case of the two Winnebago boys became the test of whether
the law’s promise extended to these particular dead.

When the Winnebago Tribe of Nebraska asked the
Army in 2023 to return Samuel Gilbert and Edward Hensley
under that law, the Army said no, arguing that the statute
did not reach children buried in its cemetery. The tribe
sued in 2024, and a federal district court agreed with the
Army and threw the case out. On appeal, on the fourteenth
of May, 2026, the United States Court of Appeals for the
Fourth Circuit reversed that dismissal and held, in the first
ruling of its kind, that the repatriation law could reach the
children of the boarding-school cemeteries, that their buried
remains could be exactly the kind of holding the law was

written to address, and that the tribe was entitled to press
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its claim. The judge who wrote the opinion put the matter
in language as plain as the facts deserve, observing that
the government had kept and buried the remains of two
Native schoolchildren without their families’ or their tribe’s
consent, after forcing them from their homes and after they
had died in the government’s care, and that nothing in the
law barred the tribe from seeking to bring them back to be
buried by its own traditions. The Winnebago chairman said
the ruling brought the tribe joy, and that the law had been
meant all along to honor a right, the right of Native people
to bury their own dead, that had for too long been ignored.
That May 2026 ruling is worth sitting with for what it
carries, because it is the whole movement of this book com-
pressed into a single case. Two boys were taken from a Ne-
braska reservation in 1895 to a school built to erase them.
They were renamed, they died in the government’s keeping,
and they were buried far from home under the names the
school had given them, and there they were left for a hun-
dred and thirty years while the country that took them forgot
them. And then their own people, refusing to forget, used a
law their own elders had fought to pass to stand before a fed-
eral court and demand them back, and the court at last said
that the law was on their side. The hiding of the dead and the
unhiding of the dead, the seizure and the return, are both in
that one story. And the return is not yet finished, because the

ruling did not itself bring the boys home, and the case went
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back down to the lower court to grind on. The arc bends to-

ward the homecoming. It has not arrived.

This lost grave is the second of the three instruments,
and its logic is worth stating beside the first. The Code
criminalized the rites by which the living kept the dead,
striking at the relationship at the moment of mourning.
The boarding school struck at the same relationship from
another side, reaching it through geography and forgetting
rather than through law, placing the body where no funeral
by its own people could attend it, far from home, under a
stranger’s name, in a cemetery the country would lose. Both
instruments cut the thread between a people and its dead.
The first cut it by statute, the second by distance and neglect.
And both have met the same refusal, the insistence of Native
peoples that their dead belong to them and must come home,
an insistence that has lately begun to win in courtrooms and
on the old school grounds alike.

There remains the third instrument, and it did not bury
the Native dead at all. It dug them up. While the schools
were burying children under assigned names in cemeteries
that would be lost, another arm of the same civilization was
going into Native graves and mounds and battlefields with
shovels and crates, lifting the dead out of the ground and

carrying them off to be cataloged and shelved and stored
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as objects of science in the museums of the country, rather
than hidden again in the earth. The boarding school hid
the Native dead by losing them in the ground. The museum
took them out of the ground entirely and made them into
specimens. That is the seizure in its final form, and it is

where this book goes next.
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For most of the twentieth century, in a building in Lincoln,
Nebraska, the state kept the remains of nearly a thousand
Pawnee people on shelves. They had been dug out of the
ground of Nebraska, out of village sites and graves along the
rivers the Pawnee had lived on, and they had been cleaned
and numbered and boxed and written into a catalog, and
there they sat, the ancestors of the people whose name in
French gives this book its river, held as a scientific collection
by the historical society of the state that had been built on
their land. No one had buried them, and no one had lost
them in the way the boarding-school children were lost.
They had an address, a catalog number, a place on a labeled
shelf. They were specimens.

This is the third instrument, and it is the strangest of
the three, because the first two at least left the dead in the
ground. The Code forbade the rites by which the living
kept their dead. The school buried the dead far from home

under stranger’s names and let the graves be lost. What
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the museum did was the opposite of burial. It went into
the graves and the mounds and the battlefields and lifted
the dead out of the earth, and it carried them away to be
measured and numbered and stored and studied, reclassified
from ancestors into objects, from relatives into data, from
human dead into the property of an institution.

To forbid a people’s funeral is to attack the relationship
between the living and the dead at the moment of death. To
lose a people’s graves is to attack it through distance and for-
getting. Digging the dead up and shelving them as specimens
denies that the relationship ever existed, declaring that these
were never anybody’s beloved dead at all but only material,
bone to be catalogued like rock or shell. That denial is the
coldest form the seizure took, and it is the one that filled the
museums of the country with one of the largest collections of

stolen human remains ever assembled.

The digging up of Native graves is older than the United
States. Chip Colwell, an anthropologist who spent a career
inside the museum world and has written hard about what
it did, traces the first probable looting of a Native grave to
the Pilgrims, who in 1620, soon after they landed, opened a
grave near the Massachusetts coast out of curiosity and car-
ried off the finer things they found in it. The founders kept

up the habit. Thomas Jefferson, sometimes called the father
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of American archaeology for it, dug into a burial mound on
his Virginia land in the 1780s and cut a trench through the
dead to see how they were layered. From the start, the Native
grave was treated by the newcomers as a thing to be opened, a
curiosity, a site of study, a source of objects, and the people in
those graves were treated as the former tenants of a land that
was passing into other hands, their dead no better protected
than the soil.

The mounds in particular drew a special greed, fed by a
lie the country told itself for most of the nineteenth century.
Across the Ohio and Mississippi valleys stood thousands of
earthworks, some of them enormous, raised over centuries
by the ancestors of the living Native nations, and rather than
credit those nations with the achievement, white Americans
invented a vanished race of mound builders, a lost civilized
people, sometimes imagined as wandering Israelites or
strayed Europeans, who had supposedly built the mounds
and then been destroyed by the savage ancestors of the
present Indians. The myth was useful in two directions
at once. It robbed the living Native peoples of their own
past, and it cast them as usurpers on land that some superior
vanished race had improved, which made dispossessing them
feel less like theft. Under cover of that story the mounds
were dug open by the thousands, for the pots and the copper
and the pearls inside them and for the bones, by farmers and

treasure hunters and gentlemen of science alike. It took the
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Smithsonian’s own survey, completed in 1894 under Cyrus
Thomas, to prove what Native people had never doubted,
that the ancestors of the American Indians had built the
mounds, and by then countless of those mounds and the dead

inside them had been carried away.

The casual plunder became a science in the hands of a
Philadelphia physician named Samuel George Morton. Be-
tween 1830 and his death in 1851 Morton gathered the largest
collection of human skulls in the world, almost a thousand of
them, from every part of the earth, and he measured them,
and on the measurements he built a ranking of the races of
mankind. In 1839 he published the book that made him, Cra-
nia Americana, a volume of lavish illustrations and exhaus-
tive numbers arguing that skull size tracked intelligence and
that the races could be ordered by it, with Europeans at the
top and Native Americans and Africans below. Of the Native
peoples Morton wrote that the structure of the Indian mind
appeared different from the white man’s, and he set down
that they were as a race adverse to cultivation and slow in
acquiring knowledge. He began this work in earnest in 1830,
the year Andrew Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act, and
that is no coincidence. The science arose alongside the re-
movals and the wars and fed on them, and one of the plates

in Crania Americana is the skull of a Seminole man killed by
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American troops, the bullet hole still in it. The dead of the
conquest were becoming the evidence in a science built to
prove that the conquest was the natural order of things.
Morton did not, for the most part, dig up his own skulls.
He sat at the center of a continent-wide web of suppliers,
army officers and diplomats and doctors and collectors who
robbed graves and battlefields and shipped him heads from
across the Americas and beyond, and his collection grew
on that traffic. His work became the foundation of what
was called the American School of ethnology, taken up and
pushed further by men like Josiah Nott and George Gliddon,
whose 1854 compendium Types of Mankind argued that
the races were separate creations, unequal from the start,
an argument the defenders of slavery seized on gratefully,
and lent the authority of the great Harvard naturalist Louis
Agassiz. The skull science gave the country what it wanted,
a stamp of nature on a hierarchy it was already enforcing
with removal and the whip. More than a century later the
scientist Stephen Jay Gould went back through Morton’s
own figures and argued that the measurements had been
bent, consciously or not, to deliver the ranking Morton
already believed in. Later researchers contested that reanaly-
sis, remeasuring the surviving skulls and finding Morton’s
numbers largely accurate, so that whether he fudged his
figures is still argued. The dispute leaves the deeper point

untouched. Sound or not, the measurements were taken to
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rank the races and to prove a hierarchy the measurer already
held, and craniometry collapsed within a generation because
the hierarchy it served was false. The science was never
neutral. It was conquest and slavery looking into a mirror
and calling the reflection biology.

Notice what the science did to the people whose skulls it
measured, because it is the template for everything that fol-
lowed. A skull came into the collection and was assigned a
number. Onto it or beside it in the catalog went the race, the
sex, the estimated age, sometimes a note on the supposed id-
iocy or criminality of the person, the cranial capacity in cubic
inches, the place it had come from. What almost never went
into the catalog was the person’s name. A human being who
had been somebody’s child and somebody’s parent, who car-
ried a name given in ceremony and belonged to a people who
knew it, entered the collection as a number and a set of mea-
surements and a race, the whole of the life boiled off, leaving
the skull as a data point in an argument about who was supe-
rior to whom. The erasure of the name, which the last chap-
ter found at the heart of the boarding school, is here too, per-
formed on the dead. A named person cannot be a specimen,
because he is somebody. To make the dead into specimens the
science first had to make them into nobodies, and it did so by

the thousands.
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The Army turned the method into policy. In 1867 the
Surgeon General of the United States issued an order, Circu-
lar Number Two, calling on Army medical officers to collect
the crania of Native people, together with samples of their
weapons and dress and food and medicine, and to send them
to the Army Medical Museum in Washington. A second
circular the following year, in 1868, spelled out the cranio-
logical collecting in detail and supplied the language quoted
among this book’s epigraphs, and from 1868 the surgeons set
about it. The stated purpose was to build a collection for the
study of craniometry, to do for the institution what Morton
had done for himself, to amass Native skulls in numbers
large enough to rank the Native peoples by their heads. The
collection that resulted was gathered by means this book
has to name even though they sit hard on the page. Army
surgeons and the men who sold to them took the heads of the
Native dead from the battlefields where the Army had killed
them, from fresh graves, from the burial scaffolds where the
Plains peoples laid their dead in the open air, from the camps
where prisoners died, and in some cases from the bodies of
people killed for a bounty. More than four thousand crania
were gathered this way. In time, about half of them passed to
the Smithsonian.

The detail of the burial scaffolds deserves a moment,
because this book has stood beneath them before. The

second chapter described the platforms on which several of
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the Plains peoples laid their dead, raised into the open air
and the weather as an honored way of return, the practice
white observers so badly misread as neglect. Those scaffolds
were among the places the collectors worked. A surgeon or
a hired hand could ride out to where a people had placed its
dead in the open, take down a body or a head, and crate it
for Washington, and the visibility that had made the scaffold
a target for the missionary’s disapproval made it an easy
mark for the collector’s shovel. The dead a people had lifted
toward the sky in trust were pulled down and boxed for a
museum, and the openness meant as honor became the thing
that delivered them into the catalog. What one culture had
built as the most respectful of returns, another treated as a
convenience of supply.

Read that against the chapter on Wounded Knee. The
Army that fired the Hotchkiss guns into the camp and
shoveled the Lakota into a trench was the same Army whose
Surgeon General had standing orders to collect Native
heads for science, and the battlefields of the Indian wars
were among the places the collectors worked. Those dead
were killed by one arm of the government and harvested by
another, the body counted twice, once as an enemy destroyed
and once as a specimen acquired. The science it was all
done for did not even endure. By the end of the century
craniometry had begun to collapse as a credible enterprise,

its racial rankings exposed as the prejudice they were, and
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the great collection of skulls the Army had gathered fell into
disuse, sitting unwanted until the Army, wanting the storage
space, shipped the bulk of it across town to the Smithsonian.
The people in those boxes had been killed and beheaded
and crated and sent to Washington to serve a science that
abandoned them within a generation, leaving them as what

they have been ever since, inventory.

The great museums each wanted their own collection,
and the man who built the largest was a Czech immigrant
named Ales Hrdlicka, the curator of physical anthropology
at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History
for the first four decades of the twentieth century. Hrdlicka
traveled the world to gather skeletal remains and assembled
the Smithsonian’s enormous physical anthropology collec-
tion, and he did it with a coldness toward the dead and the
living that struck even his contemporaries. He believed in
the racial hierarchy of the skull measurers and pursued it
past the point where the science had been discredited, and
he scavenged brains as well as bones, building a collection
of human brains drawn from the bodies of people, many of
them Native and Black, taken without consent. In the 1930s
he dug some thousand individuals out of a single site, the
Uyak site at Larsen Bay on Kodiak Island in Alaska, and
shipped them to Washington. When the Larsen Bay com-

munity asked for those ancestors back, in the years around
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the passage of the repatriation law, the Smithsonian argued
that science would lose an irreplaceable resource and that
the dead had little connection to the living villagers, until
in 1991 the institution gave way and returned the remains
of roughly a thousand people for reburial, in one of the first
great repatriations and a sign of what was now possible.
Hrdlicka was the most prodigious of the collectors, and
far from the only one. The Field Museum in Chicago sent
its young anthropologist George Dorsey out on collecting
expeditions through the West and the Northwest Coast,
where he opened graves and gathered remains and the ob-
jects buried with them. Harvard’s Peabody Museum, under
Frederic Ward Putnam, funded the digging that seeded the
early collections at Harvard and at the American Museum of
Natural History in New York and at the Field Museum, and
helped build the anthropology department at the University
of California, which holds to this day more Native dead taken
from graves than any other institution in the country. Even
Franz Boas, the German immigrant who would become the
founder of American cultural anthropology and a famous
critic of the racial science of the skull measurers, robbed
graves on the Northwest Coast in the 1880s to feed the
collections and the trade, writing that it was unpleasant
work to steal bones from a grave but that someone had to
do it, and selling what he took to help pay for his studies.

The anti-racist and the racist collected alike, because the
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collecting was about possession in the end, more than about
any theory, about the museum’s need to hold the largest and
most complete assemblage of the vanishing race, and the
dead were the material.

Once gathered, the dead were put to two uses that com-
pounded the first insult. Many of them were placed on public
display. The natural history museums that rose in the great
cities built halls of man in which Native skeletons and skulls
stood in glass cases beside the bones of apes and the mounts
of extinct beasts, arranged to tell a story of human ascent in
which the Native peoples figured as a primitive stage, and
crowds filed past to look at the dead of a living people exhib-
ited as natural history. Skulls served as teaching tools in the
lecture halls, passed hand to hand, drilled and labeled. A Na-
tive grandmother dug from the prairie might end her long
career as an object in a vitrine, gazed at by schoolchildren
on a museum outing, with a card beside her giving her tribe
and her catalog number and nothing of her name. The other
use was commerce. The bones had value, and a market grew
up around them, dealers and pothunters and museum agents
buying and selling Native remains and the goods buried with
them, the great institutions competing to purchase the finest
collections and outbidding one another for the dead. Boas, by
his own account, helped pay for his studies by peddling the
skulls he robbed. A people’s ancestors had become at once

the exhibits that drew the public and the merchandise that
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moved through a trade, looked at for the price of admission
and sold by the crate, and in neither use was there room for
the thought that the bones had ever belonged to anyone who
loved them.

The collectors knew, many of them, exactly what they
were doing. There is ample evidence in their own words
that they understood grave robbing to be sacrilege, that they
knew the Native peoples found it monstrous, that they dug
at night and went armed because the living tried to stop
them. Native people resisted the collectors however they
could, hid their dead, moved their burials, confronted the
diggers, and were overruled every time by the proposition
that the needs of science outweighed the feelings of a race the
country had decided was vanishing anyway. The reasoning
fed on itself. The Indians were dying out, so their remains
had to be gathered before they were gone, and the gathering
treated them as already gone, as a closed chapter of natural
history rather than as the parents and grandparents of people
standing right there asking the diggers to stop.

The collecting could reach the scale it did because the dy-
ing had reached the scale it did. That same century that built
the museums was the century in which the epidemics and the
wars and the starvation of the reservations were killing Na-
tive people faster than at any time before, and the two facts
were joined at the root. The diseases that ran ahead of the set-

tlers, the smallpox and cholera and measles that earlier chap-

150



CHAPTER SIX: THE SPECIMEN

ters described, left fresh graves and emptied villages across
the continent, and the wars left battlefields, and the reserva-
tions left cemeteries full of the dead of hunger and despair.
The collectors followed the dying. Where a people had just
been struck down was where the bones lay, and the men with
the crates went there. Over all of it hung the conviction that
the Native peoples were a vanishing race, doomed by nature
to disappear, and that conviction turned the collecting into
a duty. If the Indians were going extinct, the scientists told
themselves, then their bones and their objects had to be gath-
ered now, before the last of them was lost, and preserved for
the study of a vanished people. The logic was monstrous in a
precise way. It treated living people as already dead, hurried
to harvest them before they finished dying, and in the har-
vesting helped confirm the disappearance it claimed only to
record. The salvage of a vanishing race was a self-fulfilling
errand, and the Native dead were what it salvaged.

The most exact measure of what the science thought of
the dead is the case of a man called Ishi. Ishi was a Yahi man
from California, taken up in 1911 as the supposed last sur-
vivor of his people and installed in a museum in San Fran-
cisco run by the anthropologist Alfred Kroeber, where he
lived out his last years, distressed, by the accounts, to be living
among the unearthed bones of other Native dead held there
for study. When Ishi died of tuberculosis in 1916, his wish had

been plain, to be cremated whole in the manner of his people.
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The university performed an autopsy instead, and Kroeber,
who had advised against it, on his return sent Ishi’s brain to
Hrdlicka at the Smithsonian to be added to the collection of
brains and measured for race. There Ishi’s brain sat in a jar
for more than eighty years, while his ashes rested in a ceme-
tery far away, until Native people and a few scholars tracked it
down and the Smithsonian returned it in the year 2000, and
Ishi was at last made whole and buried in secret in his own
country. A man who had spent his last years grieving the un-
earthed dead around him was himself cut apart and shelved
against his stated will. If the science could do that to its most
famous and most sympathized-with Native subject, the man
whose face was in the newspapers, it is not hard to imagine
what it did to the anonymous thousands.

Ishi’s brain was one of hundreds. The Smithsonian’s
collection came to include a collection of human brains as
well as skeletons, removed from the dead and preserved
in jars, a great many of them taken from Native and Black
people who had died in hospitals and on reservations and
were cut apart without the knowledge or consent of their
families. The records of that collection, brought to light only
in recent years, hold cases as small and terrible as any in
this book. In 1928 a ten-year-old Tlingit boy named George
Grant, the youngest of six children, died of tuberculosis
in a government hospital in Juneau, Alaska, and a doctor

there removed his brain and sent it east, where it entered
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the Smithsonian’s collection and stayed for the better part
of a century, until the institution returned it to his people
in 2007. A child dead of a curable disease in a government
hospital, his brain taken on the spot and shipped across the
country to be measured for race, is the whole logic of the
specimen reduced to one small body. The science that did
this saw material where a grieved Tlingit boy should have
been, and it took the material, because the taking was what

the science was.

By the time the collecting was finished, the dead had been
reclassified so completely that it is easy to miss the enormity
of it. The numbers alone are past grasping. The Smithsonian,
when the reckoning came at the end of the 1980s, held some-
thing on the order of eighteen thousand Native dead. Across
the country, by the estimate of scholars who have studied
the collections, more than a thousand museums and universi-
ties and agencies held roughly two hundred thousand Native
skeletons, along with a million or more burial objects taken
from the graves with them, and those who know the hold-
ings best suspect the true count of the dead ran higher, per-
haps into the millions once the smaller and private collections
are added in. A Pawnee woman buried by her family on the
Loup, with the rites the second chapter of this book described,

had become over the intervening decades first a grave to be
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opened, then a set of remains to be removed, then a specimen
to be numbered, then a line in an inventory, then, under the
law, a thing a museum owned.

That last step was the law’s doing. The Antiquities Act
of 1906, written to stop the looting of archaeological sites,
swept Native human remains into the same category as the
pots and the arrowheads, protecting them as objects of an-
tiquity, the property of the United States, to be excavated
by permit and kept in public institutions. A Pawnee scholar,
James Riding In, put what that meant into three words that
ought to end the argument, that under this regime his people
were things. The dead of the Native peoples had been moved,
by science and law together, out of the category of human
dead and into the category of property, and a thing cannot
be mourned and cannot be buried by its descendants and can-
not be reclaimed by the people it came from, because it does
not belong to them. It belongs to whoever holds the catalog.
This is the seizure of authority over the dead carried to its
absolute end. The earlier instruments attacked the bond be-
tween a people and its dead from outside, forbidding the rites,
losing the graves. The museum rewrote what the dead were,
answering the question of who holds authority over a Native
body after death permanently in favor of the institution, by
defining the body as a specimen and a possession from the
moment it left the ground. A people whose dead are the le-

gal and scientific property of a museum a thousand miles off
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has lost more than the right to mourn. It has lost the stand-
ing even to ask, because the law and the science agree there
is nothing there to ask about, only a holding, only data, only
bone.

There is a particular violence in the catalog that deserves
naming. To measure a thing is to declare that it is the kind of
thing that can be measured, an object with dimensions and
no inner life, and to enter it in a ledger is to declare that it is
the kind of thing that can be owned and exchanged. When
the science took a Pawnee skull and recorded its capacity in
cubic inches and its place of origin and its catalog number,
the missing name was the least of it. The recording made a
claim about what the dead were, that they were objects of the
same order as the pots beside them on the shelf, knowable
by measurement and ownable by acquisition. The whole ap-
paratus of numbers and labels and inventories, which looks
like neutral record-keeping, was the means by which a person
was converted into a thing. And the conversion ran one way
only, in the minds of the men who performed it. A skull could
become a specimen, but a specimen, once it was a specimen,
could never again be allowed to become a grandmother, be-
cause to admit that would be to admit that the enterprise had
been the desecration of the dead from the first. The catalog
was less a description of what the dead were than the means

of deciding it.
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That had to be overturned before any of the dead could
come home, and it was overturned, as so much in this book
was, by the Pawnee, on home ground.

The Pawnee dead in Lincoln had come there the way the
rest had, out of the ground of their own country. Across the
twentieth century, as Nebraska was farmed and built and
dammed, Pawnee village sites and cemeteries along the Loup
and the Platte and the Republican were dug, by archaeolo-
gists and by the crews of public works, and the Pawnee dead
who came up were carried to the historical society and added
to its collection. The people whose removal the first chapter
of this book described had been taken to Oklahoma alive,
and now their ancestors, left behind in the Nebraska graves,
were being lifted out of the homeland and shelved in the
capital of the state that had replaced them. It was the seizure
completing a circle. The land had been taken, the people
had been removed, and now the dead the people had left in
that land were being gathered up by the new owners and
made into a collection, so that even the graves the Pawnee
had been forced to leave behind were not let alone. When
the Pawnee came back for them, they were coming back to
their own country as much as to a museum, to recover the
ancestors the removal had stranded in the ground of home.
When the Pawnee learned in the 1980s that the Nebraska
State Historical Society held the remains and the grave

goods of nearly a thousand of their ancestors, dug from
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sites across the state, they asked for them back. In 1988 a
Pawnee man named Lawrence Goodfox Junior made several
formal requests to the society for the return of the dead
and the things buried with them. The society’s executive
director, James Hanson, refused even to answer, and a long,
public, nationally watched fight began. The argument the
society and the scientific establishment behind it made was
the argument museums made everywhere in those years,
that the remains were irreplaceable scientific data, that to
study them was to learn and to bury them was to destroy
knowledge, that the bones belonged to science and through
science to all of humanity, and that the wishes of the present
generation of Native people could not be permitted to empty
the shelves the study of the human past depended on. It was
the specimen argument in its purest form, the insistence that
the dead were data first and ancestors hardly at all.

The Pawnee did not accept it, and neither, when they
heard it laid out, did most of Nebraska. The tribe joined
with the other nations the government had removed from
the state and with the Native American Rights Fund, where
a Pawnee attorney named Walter Echo-Hawk had made
repatriation the central fight of his career, calling the seizure
and desecration of Native graves and dead bodies the most
grisly problem facing Indian people. Walter Echo-Hawk
and his brother Roger, a historian, carried the Pawnee case

to the public and the legislature, and the public answered.
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Something close to seventy percent of Nebraskans, when
they were asked, sided with the Pawnee against the historical
society, agreeing that a people had a right to its own dead.
In 1989 the Nebraska legislature passed Legislative Bill 340,
sponsored by the Omaha senator Ernie Chambers, requiring
the return of Native remains and burial goods held by institu-
tions in the state. It was among the first laws of its kind in the
country, and the next year it became part of the foundation
on which Congress built the national law that would make
the return of the Native dead a right everywhere.

The fight in Nebraska ran for years and made headlines
and editorials across the country, and it was, at bottom, a
collision between two understandings of what the bones
were. On one side, the historical society and its allies in
archaeology spoke of data, of irreplaceable evidence about
diet and disease and migration that reburial would destroy
forever, of a scientific trust held on behalf of all humankind.
The Pawnee spoke of relatives, of grandmothers and grand-
fathers torn from their graves and held against their will and
against every value the people held about the dead, of a debt
the living owed the dead that no quantity of science could
cancel. For a long time the institutions had simply outlasted
such claims, secure in laws and customs that treated the re-
mains as theirs, and the Pawnee victory turned on changing
that ground rather than on winning the old argument on its

own terms. By carrying the case to the legislature and the
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public, the Echo-Hawks and their allies moved the question
out of the museum, where the curators set the rules, and into
the arena of rights, where a people’s claim to its own dead
could be weighed against a scientist’s claim to study them
and be found to outweigh it. That move, from the museum'’s
authority to the people’s right, is the move the national law
would shortly make for the whole country. Nebraska made
it first, over the dead of the Pawnee, on the Pawnee’s old
ground.

The return itself came in the autumn of 1990. On the tenth
of September a delegation of Pawnee citizens drove up from
Oklahoma to Lincoln, to the museum where their ancestors
had been kept, and they went through the inventory box by
box, checking the catalog against the dead, accounting for
some five hundred people. Then they loaded the boxes into
vehicles and drove west, into the central Nebraska country
that had been the Pawnee homeland, to put their ancestors
back into the ground. The Pawnee way, when a person dies, is
for the relatives to stay with the body from the death until the
burial, and so the delegation built a fire and made coffee and
stayed awake through the night with their ancestors, keeping
the vigil the dead were owed, the vigil that had been impos-
sible across all the decades the dead lay on a shelf. An elder
among them, Francis Morris, said that everything they did
was done with much respect, that around the remains they

were serious, because to them these were relatives and not a
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collection of old bones or unknowns, kin come home at last.
In the morning they reburied more than four hundred of their
ancestors in the Pawnee heartland, near the town of Genoa.

Keep that place name in mind, because the book has been
to it. Genoa is where the government built the boarding
school on the old Pawnee reservation, the school whose
dead children lie in a cemetery no one can now find. And
Genoa is where the Pawnee, in 1990, brought four hundred
of their ancestors out of a museum and put them back into
the Pawnee earth with the rites the third chapter showed the
government had once made a crime. On the same ground
where one arm of the seizure had taken Pawnee land and
hidden other nations’ children, the recovery took its first
great step, the dead lifted off the shelf and returned to the
country they came from, mourned at last by their own people
in their own way. The vigil by the fire was the keeping and
the give-away that the Code had outlawed, performed a
century later over ancestors reclaimed from a catalog. The
bond the whole seizure had labored to sever, between a
people and its dead, was being knotted back together by

hand, one reburial at a time, on the banks of the Loup.

The Pawnee reburial was the beginning of the great re-
versal, and the law that grew partly from it would carry the

reversal across the country. In 1989 Congress directed the
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Smithsonian, holder of those eighteen thousand dead, to be-
gin inventorying and returning them, and in 1990 it passed
the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act,
which required every museum and university and agency that
took federal money to inventory its Native dead and its sacred
and burial objects, to tell the tribes what it held, and to return
what the tribes claimed. For the first time in the history of the
country the law declared that the Native dead were relatives,
not specimens or property, and that their people had the right
to bring them home. The specimen, as the controlling legal
category for a Native ancestor in a covered collection, was
abolished.

That was the turning, and it is where this book turns
too, from the taking to the giving back. The reader should
not close this chapter believing the dead are home, though.
Thirty-five years after the law, by the most careful counting
available, more than ninety thousand Native ancestors are
still held in the museums and universities of the United
States, still in the boxes, still on the shelves, a great many of
them retained under the claim that they cannot be tied to any
particular living tribe and so need not yet be returned. Some
of the largest and most respected institutions in the country
are among those that have given back the least.

The reasons the dead are still held are worth stating, be-
cause they are the specimen argument in newer clothes. For

decades the law contained a loophole wide enough to drive
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a collection through, letting institutions keep remains they
declared culturally unidentifiable, unable to be tied to a par-
ticular present-day tribe, and the museums classified tens of
thousands of ancestors that way and held them on that basis,
the old claim of science restated as a problem of paperwork.
Investigative reporting in recent years has laid out how many
remain and where, and named the great universities and mu-
seums that sit at the top of the list, and a tightening of the
rules has at last begun to push the unaffiliated dead toward
return. The brains in the jars came to light only in the last
few years, and the institutions that hold them are being made,
slowly and under pressure, to account for them. Every step of
this has been resisted, and every step has been won the way
the Pawnee won theirs, by Native people refusing to accept
that their ancestors are data, and by a public that, asked the
question plainly, tends to agree that the dead belong to their
own. The return is real, and grudging, and unfinished, and
the holding institutions have conceded little they were not
forced to concede.

The seizure took a century, and the return is decades along
and nowhere near finished, and the dead who wait in the
storerooms are waiting still as these words are written. How
the return was won, where it has reached, and how much of
it remains undone is the story the rest of this book has to tell.

It begins with the law the Pawnee helped to make, and with
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the long fight to force a country to hand back what it had told

itself, for a hundred years, was only bone.
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Return

In the winter of 1987, in Union County, Kentucky, ten men
paid a farmer ten thousand dollars for the right to dig up his
field, and then they rented a tractor and spent the better part
of two months tearing open the graves of a Native town. The
field had been a village of the Caborn-Welborn people, lived
in for two and a half centuries before the Europeans reached
the Ohio valley, and as many as a thousand people lay buried
in its cemeteries. The diggers wanted the things that had been
buried with the dead, the pots and the pipes and the shell and
the beads that would sell, and to get them they broke open
some six hundred and fifty graves and threw the bones aside.
When the state archaeologists reached the place, in the cold
of late December, they found human remains scattered across
the ground, skulls set on the piles of backdirt, the bones of
infants and children flung wherever the shovels had left them.

The looters were charged, in the end, with a misdemeanor,
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the crime of desecrating a venerable object. Across the river
in Indiana and Illinois, and in most of the rest of the country,
what they had done would not have been a crime at all.

That is where the matter stood as late as the end of the
1980s. The dead of nearly every other American were pro-
tected. A person buried in a marked grave, in a recognized
cemetery, under a name the law knew, could expect to rest,
and disturbing that rest was a serious offense. The Native
dead had no such protection. Their graves were old and often
unmarked, the law did not count them as cemeteries, and the
bodies in them had been defined, since the Antiquities Act
of 1906, as objects of antiquity, the property of the United
States or of whoever owned the land, to be dug and kept and
studied and, on private ground across much of the country,
sold. The 1980s had brought a boom in this trade, pothunters
grown sophisticated and well equipped, some of them using
heavy machinery and even aircraft to find and strip the rich-
est sites, feeding a market that paid well for what came out of
Native graves. A people could watch its ancestors bulldozed
and carried off to a dealer and discover that no law had been
broken.

This chapter is about how that changed, and about the
people who changed it, because the change came as no gift
from the country that had done the taking. It was forced, over
more than two decades, by Native people who refused to ac-

cept that their dead were anyone’s property, and it produced,

165



CHAPTER SEVEN: THE RIGHT OF RETURN

at the start of the 1990s, the first laws in the history of the
United States to hold that the Native dead were relatives with
a right to come home. The asymmetry at the heart of the old
order was, in the end, the thing that brought it down, because
once the country was made to look at the matter squarely, the
double standard could not be defended. A grave was a grave,
or it was not, and a nation that protected the rest of one per-
son and quarried the rest of another, by the single difference
of race, was practicing a discrimination as plain as any in its
history.

The framing as a civil-rights matter was no rhetorical
decoration. The right to a decent and undisturbed burial
is among the oldest the common law recognizes, older
than the country, woven into the idea that the dead are
owed something by the living, and the United States had
extended that right to everyone within its borders except
the people who had been here first. A settler’s grave was
sacred ground, protected by statute and sentiment alike. An
Indian’s grave was a site, an archaeological resource, a place
to dig. The difference was drawn on the one line the country
had been drawing since its founding, between those whose
humanity it fully recognized and those whose humanity it
held in doubt, and the bones in the museum drawers were
the proof of where the Native peoples had been placed. A
religious dimension ran through it as well, straight back
to the third chapter of this book. The rites the Code had
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once criminalized, the keeping and the mourning and the
return of the dead, were the practice of living religions, and
a people forbidden its dead, or unable to recover them from
a museum, was a people prevented from practicing its faith.
To frame repatriation as religious liberty, as the 1978 act had
begun to do, was to say that the country’s promise of free
worship had never been kept for the people whose worship
centered on the land and the ancestors in it. The movement
asked the United States to extend to the Native dead two
rights it claimed to guarantee everyone, the right to rest and

the right to worship, and to admit that it had withheld both.

The woman most often called the founder of the modern
repatriation movement came to it through exactly that
asymmetry, and by accident. Maria Pearson, whose Yankton
Dakota name was Hai-Mecha Eunka, Running Moccasins,
was a member of the Turtle Clan of the Yankton Sioux who
had married an engineer with the lowa highway department
and was raising her children in the southwest corner of
Iowa when, in 1971, road construction near the town of
Glenwood turned up human remains. Twenty-eight people
came out of the ground, and the difference in what happened
to them taught Pearson everything she needed to know. The
remains of the twenty-six who were white were promptly

reburied. The remains of the two who were Native, a woman
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and her infant daughter, were boxed and sent to the state
archaeologist to be studied. Pearson learned of it from her
husband, and the wrong of it would not let her go.

She took it to the top. Pearson went to the lowa state-
house to see Governor Robert Ray, arriving unannounced
and in the traditional dress of her people, and sat outside his
office until he agreed to see her. By her account the strength
to do it came from her grandmother, a Yankton woman long
dead, whose voice she heard in the prairie wind through
the cottonwoods telling her to stand and protect where her
ancestors lay. When the governor asked what he could do
for her, she answered with a sentence that holds the whole
movement in it, that he could give her back her people’s
bones and quit digging them up. Out of that confrontation,
and out of the years of meetings with legislators and archae-
ologists and anthropologists that Pearson kept up afterward,
came the Iowa Burials Protection Act of 1976, the first law
in the United States written specifically to protect Native
American remains, extending to ancient and unmarked
graves the same shelter the law gave to marked cemeteries
and providing for the reburial of the Native dead the state’s
diggers turned up. Iowa had done what no government in
the country had done, and the law it passed became one of
the models the national law would later follow. Pearson,
the founding mother of the thing, went on lobbying for it

nationally for the rest of her life.
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Pearson’s fight did not end with the lowa law, and her
standing in the movement grew as the years passed. She
chaired the Indian Advisory Council of the lowa state archae-
ologist’s office from its creation, served successive governors
as their liaison on Native affairs, and kept up the national
lobbying that would help carry the federal law through,
so that by the time she died, in 2003, she was widely hon-
ored as the founder of the modern repatriation movement,
sometimes called the Rosa Parks of the graves-protection
cause for the single act of refusal that started it. A British
documentary made her story known abroad, and she was
twice put forward for the Nobel Peace Prize. What is worth
holding onto in her story is how ordinary its beginning was.
She was a mother raising her children in a small lowa town,
married to a highway engineer, and she became the founder
of a national movement because she could not accept a thing
the rest of the country had accepted without noticing, that
the bones of white settlers were reburied and the bones of
a Native woman and her baby were sent to a laboratory,
and that the difference was thought to need no explanation.
The movement that produced the federal law was built, in
large part, by people like Pearson, who looked at a routine
injustice that everyone around them treated as normal and
refused to treat it as normal, and who kept refusing, in office
after office and hearing after hearing, until the law was made

to change.
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While Pearson worked from the grass roots in lowa, a
Cheyenne and Muscogee woman named Suzan Shown Harjo
carried the fight at the national level for just as long. Her ac-
count places her own beginning in 1967, when she stood in
the Museum of the American Indian in New York, the Heye
collection, and understood that the sacred things of Native
peoples and the bones of Native dead were being held there
as property, and resolved to get them back. From that year
she gave her life to it, through pioneering Native radio and
through theater, through the National Congress of American
Indians, which she led across the second half of the 1980s,
through coalition after coalition of nations that had every rea-
son to distrust one another and joined anyway around the
single shared demand that their ancestors and their sacred
objects be returned. Harjo has said that in nearly every meet-
ing across those decades, from 1967 to the final drafting of
the law in 1990, a Native person asked some version of one
question, why did they chop our heads off. It is the question
the chapter on the specimen answered, asked by the people
who had to live with the answer, and it was the engine of
the whole effort, the refusal to accept that the heads in the
museum drawers had ever stopped being the heads of some-
body’s grandparents.

Harjo’s road ran through the institutions as well as the
heart. As executive director of the National Congress of

American Indians in the second half of the 1980s, she had a
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national platform and used it, pressing the repatriation cause
alongside the fights for treaty rights and tribal sovereignty
and the survival of Native languages, treating the return
of the dead as one front in a larger war for the standing of
Native peoples in American life. As early as 1984 she had
opened talks with the secretary of the Smithsonian, Robert
McCormick Adams, about the dead and the sacred objects
the institution held, and she served through the 1980s as a
trustee of the Heye museum in New York, the same collection
that had set her on this path in 1967, working from inside
the museum world as well as against it. When the National
Museum of the American Indian Act was drafted, she was
one of its authors, and she made sure the law that created
the new museum also carried the provisions that compelled
the old collections to begin giving the dead back. Hers was
the long institutional patience a movement needs alongside
its moral fire, the willingness to sit in the meetings and draft
the language and work the committees across two decades,
so that when the moment came the law was ready and the
coalition was built. The fury in the question she kept hearing,
why did they chop our heads off, was matched in her by the
patience to turn the fury into a statute.

The movement built its law the way such things get built,
one smaller victory at a time. In 1978 the long campaign pro-
duced the American Indian Religious Freedom Act, a decla-

ration of policy that Native peoples held the right to practice
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their religions, including the rites for the dead that the Code
had once criminalized, and in its first year that act enabled
the first returns of sacred items from federal holdings. The
religious-freedom law had little force of its own, as its own au-
thors came to admit, yet it set down the principle that every-
thing later rested on, that the Native relationship to the dead
and the sacred was a matter of religious liberty and not of a
museum'’s discretion. Through the 1980s the demand sharp-
ened from a request for goodwill into a claim of right. The
people pressing it stopped asking the museums to be gener-
ous and began insisting that the law compel them, and the
difference in posture was the difference between a petition
and a movement.

No one did more to turn the question into law than the
Pawnee, whose fight I have already followed. While Harjo
worked the national ground, the Pawnee attorney Walter
Echo-Hawk, of the Native American Rights Fund, made
repatriation the center of his career, and his brother Roger,
a historian, supplied the documented past, and together with
their nation they pressed the case that filled the sixth chapter,
the recovery of nearly a thousand Pawnee ancestors from
the Nebraska State Historical Society. The Nebraska law
that fight produced in 1989, requiring the return of Native
remains held by institutions in the state, joined the Iowa law
of 1976 as a working model for the federal statute, a fresh

demonstration that a legislature could side with a people’s
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dead over a museum’s collection and that the public would
stand behind it. Walter Echo-Hawk carried the argument
into Congress as well, telling a Senate hearing in 1989 that
the desecration and seizure of Native graves and dead bodies
was the most grisly problem facing Indian people. The two
state victories, in lowa and Nebraska, were pieces of the

foundation on which the national law was about to be raised.

What moved the matter from the work of activists into
the conscience of the public were a few events that put the
desecration where the country could not avoid looking at
it, and Slack Farm was the sharpest of them. The bulldozed
cemetery in Kentucky, the scattered bones, the skulls on the
backdirt, were photographed and written up and carried into
the national press, and the images did what no testimony had
managed, making ordinary Americans see a Native graveyard
treated as a quarry and feel the wrong of it. Native people
from many nations, and a good many of their non-Native
neighbors, organized around the site, formed committees
against the desecration, and gathered for a reburial of what
could be recovered. The lesson of Slack Farm reached past
the greed of the looters to the law that had allowed them.
A thing every onlooker recognized as the violation of a
graveyard was, in most of the country, perfectly legal, and
that recognition built a public support for changing the law

that no abstract argument had managed to build.
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A second flashpoint stood in Illinois, at a place called Dick-
son Mounds, where the matter on display was the museum
rather than the looter. There, from the 1930s onward, a mu-
seum had been built over an excavated burial ground, and vis-
itors filed through to look down at more than two hundred
Native dead left lying exposed in the earth exactly where the
diggers had uncovered them, the skeletons of a people turned
into a permanent exhibit for the paying public. Through the
late 1980s and into the early 1990s Native people fought to
have the display closed and the dead covered, against a state
reluctant to give up a popular attraction, and the struggle be-
came one of the most visible in the country. The exhibit was
finally resealed in 1992. Dickson Mounds made plain, to any-
one who would look, what the chapter on the specimen de-
scribed in the abstract, that the country had been treating Na-
tive dead as a public spectacle, and that the practice had de-
fenders who spoke of education and science while schoolchil-
dren walked the boards above the open graves of somebody’s
ancestors.

Between the looter’s tractor at Slack Farm and the mu-
seum’s enclosure at Dickson Mounds, the public was shown
both faces of the seizure within a few years of each other,
and it recoiled from both. The first showed the Native dead
as plunder, dug for profit and sold by the crate. The second
showed them as exhibit, kept and displayed by respectable in-

stitutions in the name of knowledge. They looked like oppo-
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sites, the criminal and the curator, and they were the same
proposition wearing different clothes, that the Native dead
were available, that they could be taken and held and used be-
cause they were not, in the eyes of the law and the culture,
fully the dead of a people with rights. Once the public had
seen that proposition clearly, in the photographs from Ken-
tucky and the controversy from Illinois, the ground under the
old order began to give way, and the politicians who had been
pressed by Native people for years found that they could now

move.

The political path ran through the Senate, where in 1987
a select committee on Indian affairs had been established, and
where its chairman, the Hawaii senator Daniel Inouye, made
the return of the Native dead one of his causes. Bills to pro-
tect Native graves and to compel the museums to give back
their holdings were introduced and argued through the late
1980s, and the hearings brought the two sides into the same
rooms, the tribal leaders and traditional religious people on
one side, the curators and the physical anthropologists on
the other, with the fate of tens of thousands of the dead be-
tween them. The committee understood that a law imposed
over the flat opposition of the museum and scientific world
would be fought at every turn and obeyed grudgingly if at
all, and it encouraged the formation of a body to seek com-

mon ground. That body, the Panel for a National Dialogue
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on Museum and Native American Relations, brought tradi-
tional tribal leaders and tribal governments together with an-
thropologists and the representatives of the great museums
to work out what a law might say, and it reported to the
Senate committee in February of 1990. The statute that fol-
lowed eight months later tracked the panel’s recommenda-
tions closely, which is the reason a bitterly divided field could
finally live with the result.

The resistance was real, and it came mostly from the
world of science. The museums held collections built over
a century and counted in the millions of objects, and many
archaeologists and physical anthropologists regarded the
Native dead as an irreplaceable scientific archive, a record of
ancient diet and disease and migration and human variation
that reburial would erase forever and that belonged, they
argued, to the knowledge of all humankind rather than to any
present-day tribe. Their professional bodies lobbied through
the drafting, pressing to keep as much of the collections
as possible available for study and to set the standard for
return as high as they could manage. The fear they spoke
aloud was the emptying of the shelves, the loss to science
of material they had spent careers gathering and reading.
The fear beneath that one, less often spoken, was that the
whole enterprise might be judged, in the new light, as the
desecration it had always looked like to the people whose

ancestors filled the boxes.
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Against the scientists stood the Native position, argued
by Harjo and the Echo-Hawks and a generation of tribal lead-
ers, that no scientific value could outweigh a people’s right to
its own dead, that the dead were relatives and not data, and
that knowledge built on the robbing of graves was knowledge
that should never have been gathered and could be given up
without apology. The law that emerged was a compromise
between these positions, and like all compromises it satisfied
no one entirely and left seams that would tear later. Each side
gave something. The tribes accepted a process, a set of proce-
dures and proofs and timelines, rather than the immediate re-
turn of everything they claimed. The museums accepted, for
the first time, that the dead were not finally theirs, that a Na-
tive nation could compel the return of its ancestors and its
sacred things, and that the era of holding the Native dead as a
matter of right was over. That much, both sides understood,

was a genuine turning, whatever the compromises around it.

The turning took the form of two laws, a year apart, both
signed by President George H. W. Bush. The first, in Novem-
ber of 1989, was the National Museum of the American In-
dian Act, which Harjo helped to draft. Its more famous pur-
pose was to create the National Museum of the American In-
dian, built at last on the National Mall out of the old Heye

collection, so that a capital full of monuments would hold a
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monument to the first peoples of the continent. Its quieter
and, for this book, more consequential provision directed the
Smithsonian Institution, which held some eighteen thousand
Native dead, the largest such collection in the country, to in-
ventory those remains, to identify where they had come from,
and to notify and return them to the nations they belonged
to. The institution that had been the great repository of the
seizure was ordered, for the first time, to begin giving the
dead back.

The Smithsonian had not come to this willingly. The
institution that held the largest collection of Native dead in
the country had, like the rest of the museum world, defended
its holdings as scientific patrimony, and it took years of
pressure from Harjo and others, and the talks with Secretary
Adams, to move it. Its mandate in the 1989 law settled the
question by statute, directing it to inventory its dead, identify
their origins, and return them, and the institution set up a
repatriation office to do the work. One of the first great tests
came almost at once, far from Washington, in the Alaskan
village of Larsen Bay, whose people had been asking since
1987 for the return of the roughly thousand ancestors that
the Smithsonian’s own curator had dug out of their ground
in the 1930s. The institution resisted, pleading the loss to
science and the difficulty of tying ancient remains to living
villagers, and then, in 1991, it gave way, and the thousand

were returned and reburied. That case showed both things at
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once, that the new law had teeth and that the holders would
make each nation fight for what the law already said was
theirs. The Smithsonian, it should be added, was placed by
these laws on a track of its own, governed by the museum
act rather than by the general repatriation statute, and it
would report its returns differently and less fully than the
institutions the broader law covered, a distinction that would
matter later when the country tried to count how much had
actually come home.

The second law, signed on the sixteenth of November in
1990, was the Native American Graves Protection and Repa-
triation Act, and it reached beyond the Smithsonian to nearly
the whole country. It required every museum, university,
agency, and other institution that received federal money to
inventory the Native dead and the burial and sacred objects
in its possession, to summarize what it held, to consult with
the tribes and their traditional religious leaders, to notify
them of what it had, and to return what they claimed. The
reach of the law was as wide as the federal dollar, which is to
say that it touched almost every museum and university in
the United States, and it shifted the burden at last onto the
holders, requiring them to account for the dead they kept
rather than leaving the tribes to discover, somehow, where
their ancestors had been taken.

The law named four kinds of things that had to be dealt

with, and the naming itself did important work. There were
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the human remains, the ancestors themselves. There were the
funerary objects, the things buried with the dead as part of
the rite of burial. A third category held the sacred objects,
the items needed by religious leaders for the practice of the
people’s religion. And there were the objects of cultural pat-
rimony, the things that belonged to a whole nation rather
than to any individual and that no individual had ever had
the right to sell or give away. By defining these categories the
law recognized, in its own dry language, a set of truths the
seizure had denied, that the dead were dead and not speci-
mens, that the things in the graves belonged to the dead and
their descendants, that a people’s sacred objects were not cu-
rios, and that some things were the property of a nation in
a way that placed them beyond the reach of any market. The
act also reached forward, requiring that tribes be consulted
whenever Native remains were uncovered on federal or tribal
land, and it reached at the trade directly, making it a federal
crime to traffic in Native human remains and cultural items
taken in violation of the law. Behind the proposition that the
Native dead were not for sale there was now, for the first time,
the force of criminal law.

The law looked forward as well as back, and the forward-
looking part answered Slack Farm directly. Alongside the
duty to return what the museums already held, the act set
rules for the future, requiring that when Native remains or

objects were found on federal or tribal land, the work stop
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and the affiliated nations be consulted before anything was
removed, and giving control over what happened next to the
people whose dead they were. The bulldozing of a known
burial ground, the thing that had been a misdemeanor in
Kentucky and no crime at all across the river, was now, on
the lands the federal law reached, a federal offense, and the
trade that had made it profitable was a federal crime. The
law could not protect every grave, since much of the looting
went on across private ground beyond its reach, and the
digging did not stop. What the law did was end the official
sanction, withdraw the government’s permission, and put
the weight of the United States, for the first time, on the side
of leaving the Native dead in the ground.

The law also built the machinery to carry itself out,
though the machinery would prove slower than its makers
hoped. Every covered institution had to produce, on a sched-
ule, an inventory of the human remains and funerary objects
it held and a summary of the other sacred and patrimonial
objects, and to send notice to the nations that might claim
them. A nation could then file a claim, and on a showing that
the dead or the objects were affiliated with it, the institution
was required to return them. To oversee the process and
resolve the disputes that were certain to arise, the law created
areview committee drawn from Native nations and from the
scientific and museum worlds, and a federal program was set

up to administer the apparatus, publish the notices, and keep
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the national record of what was held and what was returned.
On paper it was a complete system, running from the shelf
to the grave. In practice it depended on the institutions to
inventory honestly, to consult in good faith, and to return
promptly, and where an institution chose to drag its feet, to
read the standard of affiliation as strictly as it could, or to
classify its dead as unidentifiable, the system gave the tribes
little quick recourse beyond the same slow pressure that had
won the law in the first place. The law had changed the rule.
Changing the practice was left to the same patient, grinding
work that the change of the rule had taken, carried on now
nation by nation and institution by institution across the

whole country.

Set beside the three instruments I have traced, the achieve-
ment of these two laws is exact and large. The Code had used
the law to forbid the rites by which the living kept their dead.
The schools and the museums had used the law, the Antiqui-
ties Act foremost among them, to define the Native dead as
property and as specimens. For a hundred years the law had
been an instrument of the seizure, the means by which the
relationship between Native peoples and their dead was at-
tacked and then denied outright. With the laws of 1989 and
1990, the law changed sides, at least within the field it reached.

It said, for the first time in the history of the country, that the

182



CHAPTER SEVEN: THE RIGHT OF RETURN

Native dead were relatives, not specimens or property, that
their people held a right to them that outweighed a museum'’s
claim to study them, and that the institutions of the country
were obliged to give them back.

Run down the three instruments and see what the change
undid. The specimen, as the controlling legal category for a
Native ancestor in a covered collection, was abolished, the
dead lifted out of the class of owned objects and restored to
the class of persons with descendants. The lost grave acquired,
in principle, a road home, since the law that compelled the
museums also obliged them to find the families and nations
the dead belonged to. And the rites the Code had once made
a crime stood now as the protected religious liberty of a free
people, the give-aways and the keeping and the vigils that the
earlier chapters watched being outlawed and then performed
in defiance now carried the sanction of federal law. The re-
lationship between the living and the dead, which the whole
seizure had labored across a century to sever, was recognized
at last by the United States as a relationship that the United
States was bound to respect. The recovery this book has been
moving toward was, with these laws, written into the coun-
try’s code.

There is a way of seeing these laws that makes them larger
than their administrative detail, and the people who made
them saw them that way. A society reveals what it believes

about a group of people by how it treats that group’s dead.
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To hold a people’s ancestors as specimens, to display them, to
deny that they could be mourned or buried or reclaimed, was
to make a statement about the standing of the living mem-
bers of that people, that they were not quite persons in the
full sense, that their dead, and so they themselves, belonged
to a lower order. To reverse that, to write into law that the
Native dead were relatives owed return and rest and rite, was
to make the opposite statement, that the Native peoples were
peoples in the full sense, with the same claim on their an-
cestors that any people has. The repatriation laws were, in
this light, a partial reckoning, the United States conceding
on the ground of the dead a recognition it had withheld on
nearly every other ground, that the people it had conquered
were living nations with rights, not a vanishing remnant or
a scientific curiosity. That reckoning did not stay within the
country’s borders. The example of the American laws gave
weight to the same demand elsewhere, as Native and Indige-
nous peoples in other settler countries pressed their own mu-
seums and governments to return their dead, and the princi-
ple that a people owns its ancestors and may bring them home
spread outward from the fight that Pearson and Harjo and the
Pawnee had won. What had begun as one woman'’s refusal to
let a mother and child be sent to a laboratory became part of a
worldwide insistence that the dead of the conquered are not

the property of the conquerors. The principle, once fixed in
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American law, became a point by which Indigenous peoples

in other countries could steer their own fights.

It would be a false ending to leave the chapter there, on
the triumph, because the compromise that made the laws pos-
sible also built their failures into them, and the people who
fought hardest for them knew it on the day they passed. The
balance the law struck between a people’s rights and science’s
claims was a real balance, which is to say that science kept
a great deal. The largest concession was a category the law
allowed for remains a museum declared culturally unidentifi-
able, dead it claimed could not be tied to any particular living
nation, and into that category the institutions would place
tens of thousands of ancestors and hold them, the old argu-
ment of science restated as a question of affiliation and pa-
perwork, the power to decide affiliation, and so the power to
keep, left with the same holders the law was meant to compel.
A second concession was the standard of proof, since affilia-
tion had to be shown and the showing could be made hard,
and the burden of making it fell back onto the nations seek-
ing their dead. The law called for inventories and consulta-
tion and return, yet it set no hard deadline that could not
be stretched, provided no great fund for the enormous labor
of carrying it out, and left the holding institutions to police

themselves, so that the giving back, real as it was, would move
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at the pace the holders chose. None of this was hidden at the
time. The people who fought for the law took the compro-
mise with open eyes, judging that a law with seams was bet-
ter than no law, that a right with weak enforcement was still
aright and could be strengthened later, and that the principle,
once written down, could not be unwritten. They were right
about the principle, and right as well that the seams would
have to be fought over for decades, which is, in large part,
the story of the years since.

The clearest illustration of how that demand for proof
could be turned against a people came in the longest of all
the repatriation fights, over a man the scientists called Ken-
newick Man and the tribes of the Columbia Plateau called the
Ancient One. His nearly complete skeleton, some nine thou-
sand years old, eroded from a riverbank in Washington State
in 1996, and the Umatilla and the nations beside them knew
him at once for an ancestor and moved to bring him home,
while a group of anthropologists sued for the right to study
him instead. The courts, in 2004, sided with the scientists,
holding that remains so old could not be shown to belong to
any living tribe and so lay outside the reach of the repatriation
law, the same logic of affiliation and proof the law had con-
ceded. It took until 2015, when geneticists read the DNA the
scientists had kept him to study, to establish what the tribes
had said from the first day, that the Ancient One was more

closely related to living Native people than to any other pop-
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ulation on earth. Only then, after two decades in a museum
drawer, was he returned to the Columbia Plateau nations and
reburied, in 2017, in ground they chose not to disclose.
Suzan Shown Harjo put it as plainly as anyone, that the
laws were strong statements of policy that needed muscle, and
that the work of putting muscle behind them would go on
long after the signing. The dead did not come home in a wave
in 1991. They began to come home, slowly, unevenly, and
against continuing resistance, a few hundred here and a few
hundred there, each return the fruit of a particular nation’s
particular labor against a particular institution’s reluctance,
and a great many of them have not come home yet. The law
the Pawnee and the Yankton and the Cheyenne and Musco-
gee helped to make, that Pearson and Harjo and Inouye and
the Echo-Hawks and a generation of Native people built out
of two decades of meetings and hearings and bulldozed graves
and a grandmother’s voice in the cottonwoods, opened the
road home. It did not walk the dead down it. How far the
dead have traveled in the decades since, how many remain
on the shelves, and what it has taken to bring back the ones

who have returned, is where this book turns next.
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Chapter Eight: Still on the
Shelves

In January of 2024, the great museums of the United States
began to cover their dead. At the American Museum of Nat-
ural History in New York, the halls given over to the Eastern
Woodlands and the Great Plains were closed to the public
and their cases shrouded. At the Field Museum in Chicago,
display cases that had stood for generations were curtained
over. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Harvard’s Peabody,
the Cleveland Museum of Art, and others followed, draping
or emptying the cases that held Native American remains and
the objects taken from Native graves. For more than a cen-
tury these institutions had shown the Native dead and their
belongings as a centerpiece of their anthropology, and now,
almost in a single month, they hid them, because a change in
the federal rules had made it unlawful to display such things

without the consent of the people they had been taken from,
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and the museums did not have that consent, and in most cases
had never asked for it.

The covering of the cases was the most visible sign of a
reckoning that had been long in coming and was, even then,
far from finished. The last chapter ended on the triumph of
1990, the laws that abolished the specimen and gave the Na-
tive dead a right to come home. This chapter is about what
happened in the thirty-five years after, and the short version
is that the law changed the rule and did not, for a long time,
change the practice. The dead did not come home. Most of
them, three decades on, were still where they had been, in the
boxes and the drawers and the storerooms, held by the same
institutions under a new name, and the story of how that hap-
pened, and of what has at last begun to force the dead out of
the storerooms and toward home, is the story of the recov-
ery as it actually unfolded, slow and grudging and incomplete,

rather than as the law had promised it.

Begin with the scale of what was left undone, because it
is staggering. When the law passed, its authors expected that
within about ten years the museums and universities would
inventory their holdings and return the tens of thousands of
ancestors they held. Three decades on, by the analysis that
the investigative newsroom ProPublica published in 2023

from the federal data, the institutions had returned fewer
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than half of the roughly two hundred and ten thousand
human remains they had reported holding in the first place.
More than a hundred thousand Native American, Native
Hawaiian, and Alaska Native ancestors were still held then,
more than three decades after a law had told the holders
to give them back. A century of taking had been answered,
across the long stall, by the return of less than half. The dead
waited in the institutions in numbers that no amount of
administrative language could make small, and behind every
number was a person who had been somebody’s relative and
was still, after all of it, in a box on a shelf.

The cost of the delay cannot be read off the figures,
because it falls on people, and on time. The dead in the
storerooms have descendants, living people who know that
their ancestors are held in a box in a city far away and who
have spent their own lives trying to bring them home. Many
of those people have died waiting. The elders who began
the fights of the 1970s and 1980s, who testified and traveled
and pressed the institutions year after year, did not all live to
see their nations’ ancestors returned, and the work passed to
their children and grandchildren, who inherited the boxes
along with the struggle. For a people whose understanding
of the dead requires that the dead be returned to the earth
and mourned in the proper way, the decades of delay are no
bureaucratic inconvenience. They are decades in which a

wound the people know how to heal is held open by someone
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else’s refusal, in which grandparents and great-grandparents
cannot be put to rest because a museum has not gotten
around to releasing them. The slowness the institutions
treated as a regrettable matter of process was, on the other
side of the transaction, a continued harm inflicted on living
people, generation after generation, and the people bearing
it have said so plainly, that they feel the injury for as long as
their ancestors are held. The figures count the dead. They
have never counted the grief, which has run the whole time.

The reason so many stayed was a single word in the law’s
machinery, and it had done more to keep the dead than
any open defiance could have. The category was culturally
unidentifiable. Under the law, dead who could be affiliated
with a present-day tribe had to be returned, and the dead
who, in the institutions’ judgment, could not be tied to
any living nation were left in the institutions” hands. That
judgment belonged to the holders, which meant the power
to decide what counted as identifiable, and so the power to
decide what to keep, rested with the museums the law was
meant to compel. And the museums used it. By the time of
the reckoning, the great majority of the Native dead still held
in the country, more than a hundred thousand of them, had
been declared culturally unidentifiable by the institutions
that held them, set into a category that excused their return.
The specimen had been abolished as a legal term in 1990,

and the unidentifiable ancestor had quietly taken its place,
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the same dead held on the same shelves for the same reasons,
relabeled.

To call a person culturally unidentifiable was, more often
than not, a choice rather than a fact. The institutions reached
the judgment by setting the standard of proof high and by re-
fusing the kinds of evidence that Native nations could actually
bring. A tribe might know, from its own oral history, that a
place had been its people’s country and that the dead taken
from it were its ancestors. A tribe might point to the plain
geography of the matter, that the remains had come out of
the ground of its homeland. The institutions, for years, were
free to wave such evidence away as unscientific and to declare
that without a demonstrable biological or documentary link
the dead remained unidentifiable and could be kept. What
looked, in the federal database, like a neutral finding that cer-
tain remains could not be connected to anyone was, under-
neath, the same proposition the museums had argued since
the nineteenth century, that the dead were theirs to define
and theirs to hold, dressed now in the language of cultural

affiliation and inventory categories.

The institutions that held the most and returned the least
were, by and large, the oldest and most prestigious in the
country, which is its own kind of indictment. The same ProP-

ublica analysis found that ten institutions and agencies held
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about half of all the remains still waiting, and the list read
like a roll of the country’s great names. Harvard, through its
Peabody Museum, held thousands of ancestors and had made
only about half of them available for return. The University
of California at Berkeley held more Native dead taken from
graves than any other institution in the United States. The
American Museum of Natural History, the Field Museum,
Yale’s Peabody, the University of Pennsylvania museum, all
of them sat high on the list of holders, and many of them,
decades into the law, had returned only a fraction of what
they held. They were the temples of American science and
learning, the institutions that trained the country’s archaeolo-
gists and anthropologists and that the public trusted to know
better, and they were the ones still holding the bodies.

The largest holder of all kept its own count, on its own
terms, partly out of view. With the biggest collection of Na-
tive dead in the country, the Smithsonian had been placed
by the laws of 1989 and 1990 on a separate track, governed
by the museum act rather than by the general repatriation
statute, and it reported its holdings and its returns less fully
and less publicly than the institutions the broader law cov-
ered, so that the national database that exposed everyone else
gave only a partial view of the national museum. It had done
real work, returning thousands of ancestors through its repa-
triation office since the early 1990s. It had also, it emerged in

the early 2020s, held onto things that should have shocked
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even a country grown used to this history, a collection of hu-
man brains, hundreds of them, gathered in the early twenti-
eth century from the bodies of Native and Black people and
others, taken without consent and kept in jars in a storage fa-
cility in Maryland. The revelation of that brain collection, re-
ported in detail by a major newspaper, forced the institution
to convene a task force and to begin, under public pressure,
to reckon with what its own most celebrated scientists had
assembled. The largest and most trusted scientific institution
in the country was found, in the third decade of the law, to be
holding organs cut from the conquered dead, which is a mea-
sure of how far even the leaders of the reckoning still had to
go.

Part of the reason the great research institutions held on
was that they were research institutions, and the dead were,
to them, research. Across the decades of the law, even under
a federal mandate to return the ancestors, museums and uni-
versities went on studying them, and the studying gave them
a reason, in their own minds, to keep them. Federal science
agencies made it worse by paying for the work. The National
Science Foundation and others awarded universities and mu-
seums millions of dollars to study Native remains, and an in-
stitution could then point to ongoing research as proof that
the dead were scientifically valuable and that return should
wait until the work was done. A retired curator at one of

the great natural history museums, defending the practice,
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argued that the studies might even help identify which liv-
ing nations the dead belonged to, and so serve repatriation,
though he later acknowledged that excluding the tribes from
the decisions about that research had been wrong. The argu-
ment had a circular cruelty to it, the dead kept because they
were being studied and studied because they were being kept,
and the law that was supposed to end both used to justify con-
tinuing each. Worst of all, some of the studies were destruc-
tive, sampling and grinding away bone for chemical analy-
sis of diet and ancestry, so that ancestors who had lain intact
in a drawer for a century were partly consumed in the same
decades they were supposed to be going home. A people seek-
ing the return of a grandparent might find, when the institu-
tion at last released the remains, that part of the grandparent
had been ground to powder for a study the family was never

asked about.

That the great institutions could have done otherwise,
had they chosen to, is plain from the places that did. The
home ground of this book is one of them. The Nebraska
State Historical Society, which the sixth chapter showed
fighting the Pawnee tooth and nail in the 1980s, became after
the law one of the institutions that actually did the work,
and over the decades that followed it returned the great bulk

of what it held, nearly seven hundred ancestors and tens of
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thousands of objects, most of them to the Pawnee Nation,
working through site after site across the state until only a
few dozen sets of remains were left to hand back. A state
historical society in a small state, with none of the wealth or
the staff of Harvard or the Smithsonian, all but finished the
job that the richest institutions in the country claimed was
too hard and too slow to complete. The contrast is the whole
argument. The work could be done. Nebraska, having once
resisted as fiercely as anyone, chose to do it, and the giants,
for the most part, chose not to, and dressed the choice as a
difficulty.

What changed in Nebraska, and what the giants resisted
changing, was the basic relationship. The state archaeologists
who had once treated the Pawnee dead as their scientific
property came, through the work of repatriation itself, into a
different posture, consulting the Pawnee, deferring to what
the Pawnee knew, treating the return of the ancestors as the
point of the work rather than as an interruption of it. Those
relationships, grown out of the consultations, outlasted the
returns and changed how the archaeology of the state was
done. The lesson Nebraska learned, that a museum could
give the dead back and survive, that the giving back could
even enrich the institution’s understanding rather than im-
poverish it, was available to every institution in the country.

The ones that refused to learn it faced no real obstacle. They
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held on because they wanted to, and because, for thirty years,

nothing made them stop.

What began to make them stop was being counted, and
being seen. In the early months of 2023, ProPublica published
the results of a long investigation it called the Repatriation
Project, built on the federal data that every covered institu-
tion was required to file, and for the first time it laid the whole
picture before the public in a form the public could grasp. It
built a database, open to anyone, that let a person look up any
of the more than six hundred institutions under the law and
see how many Native dead it held, where those dead had been
taken from, and how many it had actually returned. The re-
porting, led by a journalist named Mary Hudetz, a citizen of
the Crow nation, named the great holdout institutions and
put hard numbers to a thing that had been kept comfortably
vague, that the country’s most respected museums were sit-
ting on the bodies of more than a hundred thousand Native
people and had been for decades. Nearly fifty local and re-
gional newsrooms took the data for their own areas and re-
ported on the institutions their readers knew, and the ab-
straction of a national failure became, in city after city, the
concrete fact of the museum down the street and the univer-
sity across town. The figures were the institutions’ own, self-
reported and therefore a floor, since some holders subject to

the law had never reported at all.
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The exposure did what exposure does. Institutions that
had stalled for thirty years issued apologies and announced
new commitments to do the work, hired staff, and began at
last to consult the tribes they had ignored. The accounting
mattered because the seizure had always depended, in part, on
not being looked at squarely, on the comfortable vagueness
that let a great museum hold ten thousand ancestors without
the public quite registering what that meant. To make the
country count the dead, institution by institution, and to pub-
lish the count, was to strip away the vagueness and force the
question that the numbers posed, why, decades after alaw had
told you to return these people, are they still in your basement.
Many of the new commitments would prove thin, promises
made under the glare and underfunded once the glare moved
on. The counting still changed the weather. It made the hold-

ing visible, and a thing that is visible is harder to keep doing.

The decisive change came from the government, in the
dry language of the Federal Register, and it closed the loop-
hole that had held the dead. In December of 2023 the Depart-
ment of the Interior issued a thorough revision of the regu-
lations that carried out the law, and the new rules took effect
on the twelfth of January in 2024. They did several things
at once, and together they amounted to a reversal of the bal-

ance that had let the institutions hold on. They eliminated the
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category of culturally unidentifiable human remains outright,
removing the box into which a hundred thousand ancestors
had been filed. A second change reset the standard for affilia-
tion so that a single line of evidence, including a tribe’s own
oral history, could establish that the dead belonged to a peo-
ple, ending the institutions’ freedom to demand a scientific
proof that suited their wish to keep. A further rule required
museums and agencies, throughout the process, to defer to
the traditional knowledge of the tribes and Native Hawaiian
organizations rather than to overrule it. And they set dead-
lines, giving the institutions five years to consult and to bring
their inventories into line, and for the first time they put real
enforcement behind those duties, so that an institution could
no longer hold the dead indefinitely and call it lawful.

The rule that drew the most immediate notice, and that
explains the covered cases of the chapter’s opening, was
a new duty of care, and within it a requirement that an
institution obtain the free, prior, and informed consent of
the affiliated tribes before it could exhibit, allow access to,
or conduct research on Native human remains or cultural
items. The phrase free, prior, and informed consent was
borrowed from the United Nations declaration on the rights
of Indigenous peoples, and it inverted the old order com-
pletely. For more than a century the museums had displayed
and studied the Native dead as a matter of course, asking no

one’s permission, and now they could do neither without
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the permission of the descendants. That is why, when the
rule took effect, the great institutions covered their cases.
They could not certify that they had the consent the rule
required, in many cases had never sought it, and could not
lawfully keep the dead and their belongings on view while
they had not. The shrouding of the halls at the natural history
museums was the old order being made, overnight, to ask
permission it had never thought it needed.

The covering of the cases was a strange and telling specta-
cle, and worth describing for what it revealed. At the Amer-
ican Museum of Natural History, the president wrote to the
staff in late January of 2024 to announce that two of the mu-
seum’s older halls would be closed, because they displayed ob-
jects the new rule said could not be shown without consent
the museum did not have. The Field Museum draped its cases.
So did the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which most visitors
do not think of as a holder of Native dead at all. The Cleveland
Museum of Art put opaque panels over three cases. Institu-
tions that had shown these things for generations, that had
built galleries and trained docents and printed guidebooks
around them, discovered in a single month that they could
not lawfully keep them on view, and rather than seek the con-
sent the rule required, which would have meant admitting
they had never had it, they hid the objects behind cloth and
panel. The shrouded case is an honest image of the whole sit-

uation, because it concedes the wrong without yet repairing
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it. A museum that drapes a display of Native dead is admit-
ting that it should not have been showing them, and is also,
for the moment, still holding them, the cloth a confession and
a delay at once. The reckoning had reached the point where
the old display could not continue, and had not yet reached
the point where the dead behind the cloth went home.

The people who had fought the longest understood the
change as fundamental. A Choctaw attorney named Shannon
O’Loughlin, who led a national association on Indian affairs,
said that doing away with the culturally unidentifiable cat-
egory and requiring deference to tribal knowledge put the
tribes, for the first time, in the driver’s seat, where the law
had always claimed to put them and never quite had. The re-
form took the power the institutions had used to keep the
dead, the power to decide affiliation and to set the terms of
proof, and moved it toward the nations seeking their ances-
tors. It did not, by itself, carry a single ancestor home. What
it did was remove the legal machinery by which the dead had
been kept, so that the slow work of return could no longer
hide behind a category, and the holding institutions could no

longer treat their own reluctance as the law’s permission.

The returns, under the pressure of the counting and
the new rules, began at last to come in numbers. The year

2023, the year of the Repatriation Project, was a record,
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with institutions returning some eighteen thousand ances-
tors. In 2024, the third-largest year on record, more than
ten thousand more were brought home. By early 2025, by
ProPublica’s accounting and the federal program’s own,
nearly sixty percent of the remains ever reported under the
law had been repatriated, leaving at least ninety thousand
still to come home, the figure moving at last after years of
near-stillness. Some of the work was being done well, in
deep collaboration with the affected nations. The American
Museum of Natural History, even as it covered its older halls,
had spent years and many millions rebuilding its hall of the
Northwest Coast peoples in partnership with those nations,
so that the new hall presented living cultures speaking for
themselves rather than dead specimens arranged by curators.
The thing that had seemed, for thirty years, immovable was
moving, and the dead who had waited longest were, a few
thousand at a time, going home.

What a return actually looks like, on the receiving end, is
worth holding against the figures. When a nation recovers its
ancestors from an institution, the work does not end at the
loading dock. The remains must be received with the proper
care, kept according to the people’s way until they can be re-
buried, and put back into the earth with the rites the dead
are owed, often by people who have spent years on the paper-
work and the consultations that led to the day. A repatriation

is a funeral, decades late, for relatives the family was never
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allowed to bury. The numbers that climbed in the mid-2020s
were, each of them, some nation’s long-deferred funeral fi-
nally held, the grief that an earlier chapter described being
given, at last, its proper work.

It would be wrong, even so, to end this chapter on a clean
upward curve, because the recovery remains both unfinished
and bounded by limits the reforms did not touch. The most
basic limit is who counts as a people under the law. The act
protects the federally recognized tribes, of which there are
several hundred, and the Native Hawaiian organizations, and
it does not reach the more than four hundred Native com-
munities that lack federal recognition, the nations the United
States has never formally acknowledged, who have no stand-
ing to claim their own dead and must work through a rec-
ognized tribe if they can find one willing. A people the gov-
ernment refuses to recognize as a people cannot, under this
law, bring its ancestors home at all, and the dead of the unrec-
ognized nations wait outside even the imperfect remedy the
recognized ones have won.

Federal recognition is itself a product of the same history
of conquest and bureaucracy that filled the museums. A na-
tion might have been broken up, terminated, or simply never
enrolled by a government that found it convenient to stop
counting them, and the descendants of such a people, fully
Native and fully aware of who their ancestors were, have no

standing under the law to bring those ancestors home. The
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2024 reforms, for all that they strengthened the hand of the
recognized tribes, went the other way on this point, dropping
the law’s references to non-federally recognized groups and
refusing claims based on geographic affiliation alone, so that
an unrecognized people can now act only by persuading a rec-
ognized tribe to make the claim on its behalf. The dead do not
know which nations Washington has chosen to recognize. A
people that the United States dismembered and then declined
to acknowledge is still a people, and its ancestors in the mu-
seum drawers are still its ancestors, and the law that returns
the recognized nations’ dead leaves theirs on the shelf, com-
pounding the original theft with a denial of the standing to
undo it.

The other great limit is money, and it is the one most
likely to stall the present momentum. The work of repatria-
tion is slow and expensive, requiring trained staff, careful in-
ventories, long consultations, and the physical care and trans-
port of the dead, and the law that demands the work has never
come with the funding to do it. For decades the institutions
pleaded poverty as a reason for delay, and while the plea was
often a cover for reluctance, the underlying problem is real,
and it falls hardest on the tribes, who bear much of the cost of
reclaiming their own ancestors. The recent surge in returns
has depended on sustained federal effort and money, and that
effort is fragile, exposed to every shift in the budgets and pri-

orities of Washington, so that the dead who are coming home
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now are coming home on funding that could be cut, in a po-
litical climate that could turn, leaving the work half done as
it has been left half done before.

The pattern of promise and underfunding has repeated it-
self often enough to be predictable. When the exposure came,
dozens of institutions apologized and pledged to do better,
and a review of those pledges found that only a fraction of the
institutions making them committed any new money or staff
to the work, which meant that many of the apologies were, in
effect, the old delay restated in the language of contrition. An
institution can announce a commitment to repatriation, hold
a press event, and then assign the actual labor to a single over-
worked staffer or to no one, and the dead stay where they are
while the institution enjoys the credit for having meant well.
The tribes have learned to read these announcements warily,
having heard versions of them for thirty years. Repatriation
done properly is genuinely costly, and the cost is the kind an
institution can always find a reason to defer, a careful inven-
tory here, a round of consultation there, each step reasonable
on its own and the whole adding up to another decade of the

dead in storage.

Set the whole of it against the argument I have been
making. The seizure of the Native dead took a century and

was carried out by the law, the school, and the museum
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acting together. The recovery was won, in principle, in 1990,
when the law changed sides and declared the Native dead to
be relatives with a right to come home. What this chapter
has shown is the long gap between the principle and the
practice, the thirty-odd years in which the institutions held
the dead under a new name and the law’s promise went
largely unkept, and the recent and still-incomplete closing of
that gap, forced by the patient pressure of Native nations, by
the exposure that made the country count what it held, and
by the reforms that finally took the power to keep the dead
out of the hands of those who had kept them. The dead are
coming home now, faster than before, and a great many of
them, more than ninety thousand by the most recent counts,
are still in the boxes, still waiting.

The deepest point is the one easiest to lose in the numbers.
A category on a federal form, culturally unidentifiable, did the
same work for forty years that the word specimen had done
for a century before it, and the continuity between them is the
argument compressed. The seizure depended less on cruelty
for its own sake than on a way of classifying the Native dead
that placed them outside the circle of persons who are owed
return and rest and rite, and once a people’s dead are outside
that circle, everything else follows, the digging, the shelving,
the studying, the keeping, the long refusal to give them back.
That 1990 law tried to redraw the circle to include the Native

dead, and the institutions answered with a new category that
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put most of them right back outside it, and the fight of the
decades since has been, at bottom, a fight over that bound-
ary, over whether a Native person in a museum drawer is a
relative or a specimen, an ancestor or an unidentifiable set of
remains. The 2024 reforms redrew the boundary again, more
firmly, and the dead began at last to cross it in numbers. The
boundary is the whole matter. Everything I have described,
from the burial scaffolds to the brain jars, turns on which side
of that line the country has been willing to place the people
it conquered, and the slow, contested, unfinished movement
of the dead from the wrong side to the right side is what the
recovery, finally, is.

The covered cases in the great museums are the right im-
age to hold, because they say both things at once. They say
that the old order has been made, at last, to stop, that the ca-
sual display of the conquered dead can no longer go on as if
nothing were owed. And they say that the work is not done,
that behind the shrouds and in the storerooms the dead are
still held, still being counted and consulted over, still waiting
for the long process of return to reach them. The recovery is
real, and it is unfinished, and what it has taken to bring home
the ones who have come home, and what it will take to bring
home the rest, is measured in the labor of particular nations
reclaiming particular ancestors, one homecoming at a time.

To one such homecoming, the one this book began near, the
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return of the Pawnee dead to the country of the Wolf River,

the next chapter turns.
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Chapter Nine: Home to the Wolf

River

For half a century, a person driving the highway near Salina,
Kansas, could follow a billboard off the road to a low build-
ing set over a pit, pay an admission, and look down at the
bones of a hundred and forty Native people laid out in the
earth where they had been buried eight hundred years before.
The place was called the Indian Burial Pit, and it operated as a
roadside attraction from the 1930s into the 1980s, the dead ar-
ranged below a viewing rail for the entertainment of tourists,
with postcards on sale and a sign on the interstate to bring
the cars in. The dead in that pit were the ancestors of the
Pawnee and their relatives the Wichita and the Arikara, peo-
ple of the farming villages that had stood on the central plains
long before the United States existed. They had been buried
with their heads to the south, facing the east, by people who

knew exactly what they were doing and meant the dead to
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rest. And for fifty years strangers paid to file past them, and
the state of Kansas let it happen, and the dead did not rest.
This is the chapter in which the dead of that pit, and many
thousands of other Pawnee dead scattered through the mu-
seums of the country, come home. The book began on the
Wolf River, in the Loup country of Nebraska from which the
Pawnee were driven in the 1870s, and it has traveled outward
from there through the whole machinery of the seizure, the
law that criminalized the grief, the schools that lost the chil-
dren, the museums that shelved the dead. It returns now to
the home ground, and to the people whose river gives the
book its name, because the Pawnee became one of the nations
that led the long fight to reverse the seizure, and because the
story of how they brought their ancestors back from the pits
and the drawers and the storerooms, and laid them again in
the earth of their homeland, is the recovery made concrete,
particular, and personal. It is the argument embodied in the

labor of one people reclaiming its own dead.

The pit near Salina had been opened in 1936 by a local
couple with no training in archaeology, who dug into a low
rise east of town and found the dead of an old village laid
several layers deep, more than a hundred of them, and who
grasped at once that the find could be made to pay. Rather

than record the site and leave the dead in peace, they built
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a structure over the excavation and turned it into a business,
and for the next five decades the Salina Burial Pit was a fixture
of the regional tourist trade, a curiosity advertised alongside
the usual roadside wonders. The dead belonged to the Central
Plains Tradition, the farming culture that flourished on the
plains from about a thousand to about thirteen hundred in
the common era, ancestral to the Pawnee and the Wichita and
the Arikara who came after them. What the tourists looked
down at was a cemetery, opened and roofed and sold, the dead
held in the posture of their burial while the living shuftled
past and paid.

The obscenity of the thing was not lost on the Pawnee,
and it is worth hearing how it struck them when they came
upon it. A Pawnee man who would later serve his nation as
its historic preservation officer, Joseph Reed, recalled mem-
bers of the tribe finding the site’s plaque along the highway
in the early 1980s, the roadside sign that pointed the way to
the displayed dead, and described the feeling of seeing such
a thing for the first time as a blow to the body. To a Pawnee,
the open pit was the violated grave of relatives, advertised on
a billboard, rather than the educational exhibit about a van-
ished people that the signage proclaimed, and the casual cru-
elty of it, the admission fee and the postcards and the dead
kept on view for anyone with the price of a ticket, condensed
into one roadside stop everything I have described about the

way the country had learned to treat the Native dead. The pit
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near Salina was the seizure at its most naked, stripped of the
dignifying language of science and reduced to its essence, the
conquered dead as a thing the living could own and display
and sell.

Salina was not unique, only unusually frank about what
it was doing. Across the country, through the middle of the
twentieth century, excavated Native dead were put on display
in much the same spirit, arranged in glass cases and open pits
for the instruction and amusement of the public, at county
museums and state parks and roadside stops, their burial pos-
tures preserved and labeled. A burial mound in Illinois was
roofed over and shown the same way, the dead left in the
ground and the building put up around them, until it too was
closed under public pressure. What set Salina apart was the
nakedness of the commerce, the admission fee and the post-
cards and the highway sign, which dispensed with the pre-
tense that the display served science or education and pre-
sented the dead plainly as a paying attraction. The pretense
mattered, because it was the pretense, more than the com-
merce, that had kept such displays respectable. A museum
that showed the Native dead in a hall of anthropology could
tell itself it was teaching, and a roadside pit that charged a dol-
lar to look could not, and so the pit was the easier target and
the first to fall. The principle underneath them was the same,
that the conquered dead were a resource the living could ex-

hibit, and the closing of the pit near Salina was the leading
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edge of a reckoning that would, in time, reach the halls of
anthropology as well.

Closing it took years, and the effort that closed it became
part of the foundation of the national law. From the 1970s,
the Kansas Historical Society and Native representatives
pressed the state to reclaim the site and rebury the dead, and
in the 1980s a Pawnee attorney named Walter Echo-Hawk,
working with the Native American Rights Fund, took up
the cause as part of a larger campaign to win legal protection
for Native graves. The pressure produced a state law, the
Kansas Unmarked Burial Sites Preservation Act, passed in
1989, which extended to all human remains in Kansas the
protection that the law had always given to marked graves,
and which became one of the models for the federal statute
that followed. In 1989 the state bought the site, negotiating
an agreement with the Pawnee Nation of Oklahoma that the
people who worked on it called, with deliberate weight, the
Treaty of Smoky Hill, after the river beside which the dead
had lain. The naming was pointed, an answer in kind to a
country that had signed treaties with the Pawnee and broken
them, a treaty this time to give the dead back.

The reburial came in 1990, and it was done according to
the protocols of the nations whose dead these were. Repre-
sentatives of the Pawnee, the Arikara, and the Wichita came
to the pit that had held their ancestors on display for fifty

years, and they covered the exposed dead with blankets and
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shawls, wrapping them as the living are wrapped for burial,
and then the pit was filled, more than a hundred tons of clean
sand poured in over the covered dead, and sealed beneath a
cap, and the ground above was planted over and fenced. The
roadside attraction was gone. Where the viewing rail had
been there was prairie grass, and under it the dead lay again
in the earth, covered, at rest, no longer for sale. The billboard
came down. A Pawnee artist would later paint that billboard
from memory, the sign that had pointed the way to his ances-
tors’ violated grave, as a way of insisting that the wrong be
remembered even though the sign itself was gone. The dead
near Salina had been brought home in the only sense that mat-
tered, returned from display to burial, and the place that had

profited from them was put back under grass.

Salina was one site, and a small fraction of the whole.
The Pawnee dead were scattered across the country in
numbers that took years even to count, because the taking
had gone on for generations and through many hands. Ne-
braska, through its historical society, held the largest share,
hundreds of Pawnee ancestors dug out of the villages and
cemeteries of the Loup and Platte country across the early
and middle decades of the twentieth century, excavated, as
the society’s own account acknowledges, to study mortuary

customs and health and disease and the demography of the
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dead. The Smithsonian held more, gathered through the
channels the sixth chapter described, the army’s collecting
and the museum’s. Smaller museums across Nebraska and
Kansas and beyond held Pawnee dead by the handful and the
dozen, donated by amateur diggers, cataloged and shelved
and largely forgotten. To bring the Pawnee home meant
finding them first, tracing them through the catalogs and the
field notes of a dozen institutions, and then reclaiming each
group through whatever law or agreement applied, a labor
of years before the first reburial could be planned.

The people who organized that labor, and who turned the
Pawnee griefinto a national movement, were two brothers of
the Pawnee Nation, and the country owes them more than it
knows. Walter Echo-Hawk, a lawyer with the Native Ameri-
can Rights Fund, carried the legal fight, and his brother Roger
Echo-Hawk, a historian trained in the field, did the research
that grounded the claims, documenting where the Pawnee
dead had come from and establishing that the people in the
museum drawers were the ancestors of the living Pawnee.
Together, in 1994, they wrote a book called Battlefields and
Burial Grounds that told the Pawnee story within the larger
national struggle and gave the movement much of its history
and its argument. Their work in the late 1980s drew inter-
national attention to the Pawnee effort and helped set the le-
gal and ethical precedents that shaped the federal law. Walter

Echo-Hawk testified before Congress in 1989 on the desecra-
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tion and expropriation of Native graves, putting the Pawnee
case before the lawmakers who would write the statute, and
the agreements he negotiated, with the state of Kansas, with
the state of Nebraska, and with the Smithsonian, became part
of the structure of the recovery itself.

The two brothers brought different gifts to the work, and
the combination was part of why it succeeded. Roger Echo-
Hawk had trained as a historian, taking a graduate degree
in history under a distinguished scholar of Native America,
and he brought to the repatriation fight the documentary
discipline it needed, reconstructing from records and oral
tradition where the Pawnee dead had been taken from and
how they had moved through the hands that collected them.
He had also studied his nation’s own traditions of death and
burial, and wrote on Pawnee mortuary practice with the
authority of a scholar who was also a member of the people
he described, so that the claims the lawyers made rested on a
foundation of careful history rather than on assertion alone.
Walter Echo-Hawk carried that foundation into the hearing
rooms and the negotiations, where the documentary record
met the law. Their book of 1994 set the Pawnee struggle
within the national one and became a standard account
of how the reburial movement was won, written by two
men who had helped to win it. It is a particular kind of
authority, the history of a people’s dead told by that people’s

own historian, and it is the authority this book has tried
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throughout to defer to, the principle that the people whose
dead are at issue are the ones with the first right to speak
about them.

The legislative record of those years is, in large part, a
Pawnee record. The Kansas law of 1988 and 1989, the Ne-
braska law of 1989 that the third and sixth chapters described,
the reburial agreement with the Smithsonian reached in 1989
and written into the museum act, and the federal repatriation
law of 1990, all of them bear the mark of the Pawnee cam-
paign and the Echo-Hawk brothers’ work. A people that had
been removed from its homeland and reduced, by the count
of the nineteenth century, to a remnant, took the grief of its
scattered dead and made of it a body of law that changed how
the entire country was required to treat the Native dead. The
Pawnee did not win these things for themselves alone. Those
laws returned the ancestors of hundreds of nations, and the
precedent they set, that the Native dead are relatives with
a right to come home, became the principle on which the
whole recovery rests. The home ground of this book turns

out to be, as well, one of the springs of the national remedy.

The Nebraska reburials came home, fittingly, to Genoa,
and the choice of ground carried its own weight. Genoa lies
on the Loup, the Wolf River, in Nance County, on what had
been the last land the Pawnee held in Nebraska, the reserva-

tion set apart for them by the Table Creek treaty of 1857 and
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held less than twenty years before the removal to Oklahoma
in the 1870s took it. It was also, as the fifth chapter recounted,
the site of the Genoa Indian Industrial School, the boarding
school built on the former Pawnee agency, where the chil-
dren of many nations were sent to be remade and where some
of them died and were lost. So the ground at Genoa held, in
one small compass, the treaty, the removal, and the school
built on the emptied land. To bring the Pawnee dead home
to Genoa was to lay them down in the center of their own
dispossession, the place from which the living Pawnee had
been driven and on which the machinery of erasure had then
been built, and to reclaim it.

The reburial at Genoa took place in September of 1990,
and a stone marker at the cemetery there records it in plain
words, in memory of four hundred and three Pawnees re-
buried by the Pawnee Nation, with the date and a line wishing
the dead rest forever. The number on the stone is only part
of the total. Across the reburials of 1990 and 1995, close to
a thousand Pawnee and their relatives were returned to the
earth at Genoa, brought back from the historical society and
the museums and the other places that had held them. Among
them were six men who had served as Pawnee Scouts, sol-
diers who had fought for the United States Army and whose
remains had ended, like so many others, in a collection. The
marker at Genoa is a modest thing, a stone at the edge of a

cemetery in a small Nebraska town, and it marks one of the
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largest acts of repatriation the country had then seen, the re-
turn of hundreds of a people’s dead to the ground of their
homeland, accomplished by the people themselves.

That six of the returned were Pawnee Scouts carries its
own bitter weight. The Pawnee had sent men to ride with
the United States Army on the plains in the years of the wars,
scouts whose service the army valued, and the country re-
paid some of them, in death, by collecting their remains as
it collected the remains of the people the army fought. A man
could fight for the United States and still end as a specimen in
its museums, his service no protection against the logic that
turned the Native dead into objects. Bringing those six home
to Genoa returned to the earth men who had served the same
nation that had failed, in the end, to honor their graves.

The long work of the Pawnee reburial was coordinated,
for many years, by a man named Francis Morris, the repatri-
ation coordinator for the Pawnee Nation of Oklahoma, and
the figures he gave over the years measure the scale of what
the nation accomplished. By his count, the Pawnee reburied
between twelve hundred and thirteen hundred of their ances-
tors in all in the decades after 1990, the running total across
every institution that had held them rather than the count
at any single site, bringing them back from one collection af-
ter another and returning them to the earth, until the nation
could say that it was near the end of its repatriation, that the

great majority of its scattered dead had been recovered and
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laid to rest. The work did not move quickly. Each reclamation
required the institution to inventory its holdings, to publish
a federal notice so that other nations could make competing
claims, and to wait out the process the law prescribed, so that
a single reburial might be years in the preparing. The Hast-
ings Museum in Nebraska held the largest single collection of
Pawnee dead still in a museum’s hands, the remains of dozens
of people and possibly far more, and arranging their return
was the patient work of years. The Pawnee did that work, site
by site and year by year, until the dead were nearly all home.

The case of the Hastings Museum shows what each of
these returns actually required. The remains it held had come
to it largely through one local collector, an amateur who dug
Pawnee sites across the region in the early twentieth century
and donated what he found, so that bones taken from a
Skidi village near Genoa were cataloged into a museum in
the 1940s with a number and little else, the people they had
been reduced to an accession. Returning them, decades later,
meant the museum had to inventory the holding, determine
through its records and through Pawnee oral tradition
that the dead were Pawnee ancestors, and then publish a
formal notice in the Federal Register announcing its intent
to repatriate, so that any other nation with a claim could
come forward before the transfer proceeded. Only after that
waiting period could the dead be released to the Pawnee

for reburial. The museum reported holding the remains of
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dozens of people, and the Pawnee believed the true number
might run to several times that, which meant that even
counting the dead was contested and uncertain. Multiply
that process by the scores of institutions that held Pawnee
dead, each with its own records and its own pace and its
own notice to publish, and the decades the reclamation took
stop looking like delay and start looking like the sheer arith-
metic of reclaiming a people scattered through a country’s

museums one collection at a time.

The ground that received many of the later reburials was
given back by a Nebraskan, and his story is the settler-heir’s
part in the recovery made plain. Roger Welsch, a Nebraska
author and folklorist who had spent his life writing about
the plains, owned sixty acres near Dannebrog, in the Loup
country that had been Pawnee homeland before the removal,
and he gave that land to the Pawnee Nation for use as a re-
burial and cultural site, so that the nation would have ground
of its own in Nebraska on which to lay its returning dead.
For a descendant of the settlers to deed a piece of the coun-
try back to the nation it had been taken from, so that the na-
tion’s dead could rest in it, reversed the founding transaction
in miniature. The legal path had to be cleared first: the Na-
tive American Rights Fund helped arrange the transfer, and

Walter Echo-Hawk obtained an opinion from the Nebraska
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attorney general confirming that the Pawnee could lawfully
bury their dead on the private land, a question that had to be
answered because the dead were being returned to ground
the nation did not, in the law’s eyes, any longer own. The
Pawnee responded by adopting Welsch into the nation and
seating him as their representative on the Nebraska Commis-
sion on Indian Affairs, and Francis Morris spoke of him as a
man who was Pawnee at heart and trusted with everything
the nation had. On that ground the reburials have continued,
and a settler’s sixty acres became, by the deeding of it back, a
piece of recovered homeland, where the dead who could not
rest in a museum drawer rest now.

On that land near Dannebrog, and at Genoa, and at the se-
cret grounds the nation keeps for the purpose, the reburials
have continued into the present, each one a funeral decades
late for relatives the living were never allowed to bury. The
rites are the nation’s own, grounded in the mortuary tradi-
tions that Roger Echo-Hawk documented in his scholarship,
the careful wrapping of the dead, the attention to the proper
way, the old knowledge of how a Pawnee is returned to the
earth. Many of the reburial sites are kept secret, known only
to those who need to know, both to guard the graves against
the kind of disturbance that put the dead in museums in the
first place and out of respect for the ancestors being laid to
rest. The secrecy is itself a measure of the history, a people re-

burying its dead in hidden ground because the open graves of
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its past were violated, taking care that the returned ancestors
will not be taken again. The dead are brought home quietly,
and where they lie is not advertised on any billboard.

The care taken in the reburials answers, point for point,
the carelessness of the taking. Where the dead had been dug
out with trowels and shovels and carried off in boxes, they
are returned wrapped and handled according to the old way,
by people who understand what the rites require. Where the
dead had been numbered and cataloged as specimens, they are
reburied as relatives, mourned by their own. At the pit near
Salina, the reburial parties covered the exposed dead with
blankets and shawls before the ground was closed over them,
dressing them as the living dress their dead, an act that re-
stored in a gesture the dignity the display had stripped away
for fifty years. The keeping of the reburial sites in secret be-
longs to the same care, a refusal to let the returned dead be-
come, ever again, a location on a map that a curious or ac-
quisitive stranger could find. Everything about the way the
Pawnee have done this work has been the opposite of the way
the dead were taken, deliberate where the taking was careless,
reverent where the taking was commercial, private where the
taking was put on public display. The manner of the return is
itself a statement, that these are persons owed the full obser-
vance of death, and that the observance, however late, will be

given.
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What the present-day work looks like, on the ground,
came into view in a recent account of a single return, and
it is worth setting down for its human weight. A museum-
affiliated collection in Baltimore held the remains of three
Pawnee ancestors, two adults and a child, dug long ago from
the earth of Nebraska, and when the institution at last moved
to return them, a Pawnee woman named Marti Only A Chief
drove across the country to bring them home. She made the
long drive east more than once, through heavy rain that hid
the road, to New York and then to Baltimore, to take back
the last of the ancestors before the season’s final reburial.
The dead were carried home to Nebraska, to the country
where the Pawnee had lived in the early 1800s, and laid in
the secret ground, and the account of that day records a small
thing that holds the whole meaning of the work, that the sun
came out only once, at the moment the men laid the relatives
to rest. She said that she always tells herself she will not cry
during these reburials. The labor of bringing the Pawnee
home is carried, still, by particular people making long drives
to retrieve particular ancestors, and burying them, and not

crying, or trying not to.

The dead were not the only thing the Pawnee brought
home, and the parallel return of the living culture lights up

what the reburials mean. When the government forced the
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Pawnee off the Loup and the Platte in the 1870s, the people
carried with them the seeds of the corn that had fed them for
centuries, and tried to plant them in the unfamiliar ground
of Oklahoma, where the old varieties failed and much of the
seed was lost over the decades. Early in the present century, a
Pawnee woman named Debra Echo-Hawk, who holds among
her people the title of Keeper of the Seeds given to her by the
nation’s culture committee, set out to recover the old vari-
eties from wherever surviving seed could be found. One va-
riety, a corn the Pawnee call by the name of the eagle, had
dwindled to a last few seeds before it was sent back to Ne-
braska and planted again in the river country where it had
always grown. It grew. The society Debra Echo-Hawk leads
now keeps more than twenty varieties of the ancestral corn,
grown out by Pawnee gardeners and others who have joined
the effort, so that the farming knowledge that defined the peo-
ple on the Loup is alive again, and out of that planting came
a renewed tie between the Pawnee and the Nebraskans who
helped them grow it, and a series of cultural gatherings in
the Platte country. The corn and the dead make a single story
when they are set side by side. Both were carried out of the
homeland in the 1870s, the seed in the people’s hands and the
dead in the ground the people were forced to leave, and both
have been brought back to the Nebraska river country, the
seed to grow and the dead to rest. A people reclaiming its an-

cestors and a people reclaiming its corn are the same people
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refusing the disappearance that was planned for it, gathering
back into the homeland the things that make it itself.

The deepest meaning of the homecoming lies in what the
Pawnee believe about the dead, and the return closes a cir-
cle that the seizure had broken. The sky religion of the Skidi
Pawnee, described in an earlier chapter, was a worked-out
astronomy rather than a vague reverence: its priests watched
the stars closely, ordered the ceremonies by the movements
of particular stars and constellations, and held that the peo-
ple had been placed on the earth by the powers of the sky, to
which the dead returned and among which they became the
lights themselves, so that the night over the homeland is, to
the Pawnee, populated by the ancestors. Not far from the pit
near Salina, on the Kansas prairie, figures carved into rock
are read by the Pawnee as constellations, the patterns of the
night sky set down in stone by people who knew them inti-
mately, and a present-day Pawnee preservation officer speaks
of those carvings as records of a sky knowledge largely lost
over the centuries. To take a Pawnee from the earth of the
homeland and shut the remains in a drawer in a distant city
was to cut the dead off from that passage and that sky, to hold
the ancestor in a limbo the people’s own understanding had
no place for. To bring the dead back and return them to the
homeland soil was to set them once more within that order,
under the same sky their ancestors had charted, free to take

their place among the lights. The reburials were more than
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a matter of decency, though they were that as well. They re-
paired a cosmology, restoring a relationship between a peo-
ple, its dead, and the stars that the seizure had been designed,
whether its agents knew it or not, to sever, a setting of things
back, in the fullest sense the Pawnee would give the word,

into their proper order.

[ stand, in writing this, on the settler’s side of the story,
on the ground the Pawnee were driven from, which is the
ground my own people came to. The Loup country where the
Pawnee dead have been coming home, the country of Genoa
and Dannebrog and Fort Hartsuff and the river the French
named for the Wolf People, is the country I was raised in, set-
tled by immigrants like my own forebears on land that had
been Pawnee within living memory of the first homestead-
ers. Those dead returning to that ground are returning to a
homeland that became, in the interval, my homeland too, and
there is no way to tell this story honestly from where I stand
except to hold both of those facts at once, that the country is
beloved and that it was taken. The example that matters, for
a settler-heir, is the one Roger Welsch set, a Nebraskan who
did more than acknowledge the history, who gave a piece of
the taken country back, so that the dead of the people it was
taken from could lie in it again. That is a model of what ac-
knowledgment can become when it stops being a sentiment

and turns into an act.
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There is a particular force in the fact that the Pawnee, of
all nations, did this. In the nineteenth century the Pawnee had
been counted among the peoples expected to vanish, their
numbers cut down by disease and war and removal until the
census-takers and the ethnographers wrote of them in the
past tense, a people being studied precisely because they were
thought to be ending. The dead in the museums had been col-
lected under that assumption, gathered as the relics of a race
on its way out, worth preserving because the living were pre-
sumed to be disappearing. And it was that supposedly van-
ishing people who organized one of the most consequential
reclamations in the country’s history, who helped write the
laws, who recovered better than a thousand of their ancestors
and laid them back in the homeland, and who are still here to
do it. The recovery, in their hands, refutes the premise on
which the seizure was built. A people cannot be both vanish-
ing and standing in a Nebraska field reburying its dead by its
own rite under its own law, and the Pawnee, by doing the sec-
ond thing, gave the lie to the first. The home ground of this
book turns out to be one of the places where the disappear-
ance was both planned and defeated, and the defeat is written
in the returned dead.

The Pawnee homecoming is the argument made flesh,
and it shows the recovery for what it is at its best. That
seizure took the Pawnee dead from the earth of their home-

land, stripped them of the rites and the rest the people’s
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understanding required, and held them as specimens and
curios and tourist attractions, severing the dead from the
living and from the sky. The recovery, carried out by the
Pawnee themselves over thirty-five years, reversed each
part of that. It found the scattered dead and reclaimed them,
returned them to the ground of the homeland, restored the
rites, and gave back to the living the authority over their
own ancestors that had been taken from them along with
the bodies. Twelve or thirteen hundred Pawnee dead are
home, near the end of a return that a people once counted as
vanishing accomplished by its own patient labor and its own
law. The work is nearly finished for the Pawnee, and for
many other nations it has barely begun, and the difference
between those two facts is the measure of how much of the
recovery is still to come. What the Pawnee have done on the
Wolf River is the showing of what is possible, one people,
one homeland, the dead brought back to the earth they were
taken from and the broken continuity made whole. To what
the recovery still owes, and to the nations whose dead are

not yet home, the next chapter turns.
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Return

On arainy day in September of 2023, in a small military ceme-
tery beside a road in southern Pennsylvania, a crew working
for the United States Army spent some eleven hours open-
ing two graves while representatives of two Native nations
stood and watched. The graves held two boys who had died
as students at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School more than
a century before, a thirteen-year-old of the Spirit Lake peo-
ple named Edward Upright and a thirteen-year-old of the Sis-
seton Wahpeton Oyate named Amos LaFromboise, and the
people who had come to stand by the graves had come to take
the boys home. What the digging brought up, after that long
in the ground, was little, the way it always is, a few bones and
buttons and the remnants of a coffin, gathered with care and
wrapped for the long way west. The boys who had been car-
ried east as children to be remade, and who had died there and

stayed in the eastern ground for a hundred and thirty years,
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were going back to the country they had been taken from, to
be buried among their own people and under their own rites.

This is the second great front of the recovery, and in
some ways the hardest to write about, because the dead in
question are children. The ninth chapter followed one nation
reclaiming its ancient dead from the museums and the pits
and laying them again in the homeland. This chapter follows
the nations reclaiming the children the boarding schools
buried, the sons and daughters carried off to the eastern
schools and the schools across the West, who sickened and
died far from home and were buried, often under assigned
names, in cemeteries that the country then half forgot. The
fifth chapter showed how those children were lost, how the
schools became machinery for hiding the dead. This chapter
shows the long work of finding them and bringing them
home, and it shows, as well, the children who cannot be
brought home, because the hiding was so thorough that
no one now living knows where they lie. The return of
the children is real, and it is partial, and the line between
the children who come home and the children who stay
lost is drawn, cruelly, by nothing more than the accident of

whether a record survived.

The cemetery in Pennsylvania is the place to begin,
because it is where the recovery of the children has gone fur-

thest. Carlisle, the first and the model of the off-reservation
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boarding schools, took in something like ten thousand
Native children from more than a hundred and forty nations
across nearly forty years, and it buried in its cemetery at least
a hundred and ninety-four of them, the children who did not
survive the remaking. The Army, which has held the ground
since the school closed, controls that cemetery still, and
for decades it sat largely undisturbed, the small headstones
with their Native names and their dates a few years apart
standing in rows beside the road. What changed was partly
a matter of records. A digital archive built over years from
the school’s own files made it possible, at last, for a family to
search for a child by name and find the date of death and the
place of burial, so that the descendants of the children buried
at Carlisle could learn, often for the first time, exactly where
their relatives lay. The Army, for its part, notified all of the
federally recognized nations that it held their children in its
cemetery, and invited the families to bring them home.
None of the finding would have been possible without
the records, and there is a bitter irony in that. The same bu-
reaucratic impulse that had cataloged and numbered the chil-
dren in life, that had filed their tribal affiliations and their
dates of admission and their causes of death, left behind a pa-
per trail their descendants could one day follow. A digital re-
source center spent years scanning the school’s files, the en-
rollment cards and the letters and the death notices, and put

them where anyone could search them, so that a family in
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Wyoming or South Dakota could type a name and find an an-
cestor who had vanished into the eastern school four gener-
ations before. For many families the search was the first they
had ever learned of where their child had gone and that the
child had died, the loss having been buried along with the
body. The bureaucracy that took the children thus supplied,
despite itself, the means of finding them, its scrupulous fil-
ing of the lives it was destroying turned a century later into
the thread that led the families back. Where the records sur-
vived, the children could be found, and the whole difference
between a child who comes home and a child who stays lost
would come to rest on whether some clerk’s paper had been
kept.

The first family to do so had to fight for the better part of
a decade. A woman of the Northern Arapaho nation named
Yufna Soldier Wolf pressed the Army for years to release
three Arapaho children buried at Carlisle, among them a
relative of her own family, and met delay and resistance at
every turn before the Army agreed to open the graves in
2017. Even then the records betrayed the work: when the
crew opened the grave marked for one of the three, the
remains inside did not match the child’s recorded age and
sex, an early sign of the disorder that would trouble every
disinterment to follow, and that boy, Little Plume, was not
recovered and carried home until the following year. The

two children who could be identified went home to their
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families in Wyoming and were reburied on the reservation,
the first of the boarding-school dead to make that trip, won
at the cost of one determined woman’s decade against the
resistance of the United States Army. The return opened the
way for others. In 2021 the Rosebud Sioux brought home
nine of their children, and in the years since, the Army
has run an annual disinterment each late summer and fall,
opening the graves the descendants request and returning
the children a handful at a time. By the late autumn of 2025,
after eight years of the program, the Army had returned the
remains of fifty-eight children to their nations, which left
more than a hundred graves with Native names still standing
in the cemetery, the children whose families had not yet
come, or could not, or chose to let them rest where they lay.
The returns that followed grew into something the coun-
try had not seen, processions of the dead crossing it from east
to west. When the Rosebud Sioux brought their nine chil-
dren home from Carlisle in 2021, the remains were carried
by road across several states over several days, the small car-
avan stopping in Native communities along the route where
people came out to meet the children and to pray, so that the
trip home became a moving ceremony witnessed by nation
after nation. At the reservation in South Dakota the children
were received by relatives who had never known them, de-
scendants of the families that had sent them east more than

a century before, and were buried in home ground with the
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rites of their people. The same pattern has held for the other
returns, the long drive west, the welcome at the borders of
the homeland, the reburial among relatives. There is a partic-
ular weight in the image of a child’s remains carried a thou-
sand miles across the country that took the child, met at each
stage by people insisting that the child was theirs and was
coming home. The processions reverse, in literal motion, the
removals the schools imposed, the children who were carried
east in railroad cars to be remade now carried west in the care
of their own people to be laid to rest. What the schools sent
away as raw material for assimilation, the nations bring back
as relatives, and the bringing back is done in the open, slowly,
and in full view, the opposite of the quiet erasure that sent the
children east.

The children returned carry names that the school’s
records preserved and that the nations have, in many cases,
chosen to make known. Edward Upright of Spirit Lake and
Amos LaFromboise of the Sisseton Wahpeton Oyate, the
two boys taken home in 2023, had died at thirteen. Among
those scheduled in later years were a child of the Seminole
Nation of Oklahoma and a long roll of Cheyenne and Ara-
paho children whose names the tribes released, children
with names like Dora Morning and Nannie Little Robe
and Percy Whitebear, taken from their families in the years
around the turn of the twentieth century and dead within

a few years of their arrival. Other nations have asked that
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the names of their children be kept private, and the Army
has marked those returned graves, and the graves found to
hold the wrong child, simply as unknown. The children are
a roll of the dead of a system that meant to erase their names
along with everything else about them, and the recovery of
even the names, from the school’s own paperwork, is a small
reversal of the erasure.

The names matter more than they might seem to, given
everything the schools did to erase them. A child arriving at
one of these schools was commonly stripped of the name his
family had given him and assigned a new one, an English
name chosen by the staff, as the fifth chapter described, so
that the erasure of the self began with the erasure of the name.
When such a child died and was buried, it was often the as-
signed name that went on the record and the stone, the fam-
ily name gone, so that the grave itself continued the work
of unnaming. To recover the children now, the descendants
must often work back through the assigned names to the chil-
dren beneath them, matching a school’s English label to a fam-
ily’s lost son or daughter. Every child correctly named and
brought home is therefore a recovery of more than remains.
It is the restoration of an identity the school had set out to
dissolve, the child reclaimed as himself, under his own peo-
ple’s understanding of who he was, after a century filed under

aname a stranger gave him. The graves marked unknown, by
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contrast, are the erasure holding, the children whose names

the system took and the recovery cannot give back.

What the returns require, and what they restore, is worth
describing with care. A family or a delegation from the na-
tion travels the long way to Pennsylvania, to the cemetery be-
side the road, and stands through the hours it takes to open a
grave that has held a child since the 1880s or the 1890s, a pro-
cess that can run most of a day in the rain. The remains are
lifted and wrapped and carried home in a procession the fam-
ily leads, west across the country to the reservation the child
was taken from, where the child is buried again among rela-
tives and under the prayers and the rites of the child’s own
people. Those rites are the ones the third chapter showed
the government had once tried to make a crime, and they are
given now to children who were denied them in life and in
death, the funeral a hundred and thirty years late and held
at last by the right people in the right place. The return is a
burial that the seizure had prevented, the closing of a grief
that had been held open across four and five generations.

Some of the nations have been able to insist that the
return be done in their own way, and the Army has, in
some cases, agreed. In 2023 the Office of Army Cemeteries
signed an agreement with the Sisseton Wahpeton Oyate

under which it disinterred and returned two children and
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also provided buffalo robes to wrap them and firewood for a
sweat lodge built at the cemetery, so that the children could
be prepared for the way home according to the people’s
own observance. A historian of that nation who helped lead
the effort stood in the cemetery as the work was done. The
willingness of the Army to bend its procedures to the nations’
rites was hard-won and partial, but where it happened it
mattered, because it meant the children were received back
into their people’s care in the manner their people required,
rather than merely dug up and handed over. The difference
between an exhumation and a homecoming lies exactly there,
in whether the dead are treated as remains to be transferred
or as relatives to be welcomed, and the nations have fought,
grave by grave, to make it the second thing.

The fight has been made harder by the carelessness of the
records the schools kept, which has reached out of the past
to wound the recovery itself. When the Army’s crews have
opened the graves, they have found, again and again, that the
child in the ground does not match the child on the stone.
A grave thought to hold a Wichita boy of fifteen held some-
one else entirely. A grave opened for a boy of the Catawba
nation held instead the remains of a female teenager. The re-
mains of a child of the Puyallup and a child of the Catawba
proved inconsistent with the records under which they had
been buried. In each case the misidentified remains were re-

buried and the grave marked, now, as unknown, the child’s
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name lost a second time. A coordinator for the Cheyenne and
Arapaho nations, who led their reclamation and watched two
of her people’s expected children turn out to be other than the
records said, called it a federal atrocity that the graves could
not be trusted, and set out to work with forensic scientists to
identify the misplaced dead, a labor she expected to be long.
The schools had recorded the children so poorly, buried them
so carelessly, that more than a century later their own descen-
dants, standing at the marked graves with the Army’s permis-
sion and the Army’s equipment, cannot always be sure which
child they have found. Each such grave is a child lost twice,
once by the careless burial under a name that may not have
been his and again when the descendants who traveled across
the country to bring him home open it and find a stranger,
and the schools left enough of the records wrong that some

of the children will never be correctly named.

The role of the Army in all of this is itself a tension the
recovery has had to hold. Carlisle’s cemetery sits on an ac-
tive Army post, and the disinterments are carried out by an
Army office under an Army regulation, which means that the
return of the boarding-school children, unlike the museum
returns governed by the repatriation law, has proceeded as a
matter of military administration rather than of legal right.

The Army transfers a child to whichever relative or nation
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can demonstrate the closest familial connection, on terms the
Army sets, and it has at times refused to release children when
the requesting nation would not accept its conditions. There
is something hard to swallow in the arrangement, that a na-
tion seeking to bring home a child the government took and
buried must apply to the military for permission, meet the
military’s standards of proof, and accept the military’s terms,
and may be told no. The same institution whose nineteenth-
century surgeons gathered Native skulls from the battlefields,
and whose school this cemetery served, now keeps the gate
on the children’s return, granting it as a kind of favor rather
than acknowledging it as a debt.

The officials who run the program have at times shown
a willingness to adapt, bending the rules to accommodate a
nation’s rites, as the Sisseton Wahpeton agreement showed,
and the program has, year by year, brought children home.
The underlying posture has remained that of an institution
conferring a benefit it controls rather than meeting an obli-
gation it owes, and that posture is exactly what makes the
Winnebago case matter, because the difference between the
Army’s discretion and the nations’ right is the difference be-
tween a homecoming the Army may grant or refuse and a
homecoming the law requires it to allow.

That distinction, between a favor the Army grants and a
right the law guarantees, is exactly what one nation went to

court to establish, and its case has become the test of whether
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the boarding-school dead are covered by the repatriation law
at all. The Winnebago Tribe of Nebraska, whose two boys
Samuel Gilbert and Edward Hensley had died at Carlisle in
the 1890s and lay beneath headstones that misspelled even
the name of their nation, asked the Army to return them,
and the Army refused, taking the position that its own disin-
terment process, and not the repatriation law, governed the
children in its cemetery. The tribe sued in 2024, and a fed-
eral district court dismissed the case, holding that the law did
not reach the Army’s cemetery. On appeal, in May 2026, the
federal court of appeals reversed that decision in a divided rul-
ing, holding that the remains the Army held could constitute
a holding or collection within the meaning of the repatria-
tion law, and that the law’s protections could therefore apply
to the children at Carlisle. The tribe’s chairman, Coly Brown,
said the boys had been ignored for too long. The decision rec-
ognized, at least at the pleading stage and within the Fourth
Circuit, the principle the Army had resisted, that the children
buried at the boarding schools are not the military’s to keep at
its discretion, and that their nations may claim them as a mat-
ter of right. If the law governs these graves, the Army loses
the discretion to set its own terms, and the children’s return
falls instead under the statute’s timelines, its duty of consul-
tation, and its presumption in favor of the descendants. The

ruling did not bring the boys home, the case having been sent
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back to the lower court to grind on, but the principle had been

placed beyond the Army’s power to deny.

If Carlisle is the place where the children can be found
and brought home, the home ground of this book holds
the opposite case, the children who cannot be found at all.
The Genoa Indian Industrial School, on the Loup in the
Pawnee country, took in at its height nearly six hundred
children from many nations and ran for almost fifty years,
and over that time at least eighty-six of its students died, of
tuberculosis and typhoid and the other diseases that swept
the crowded schools, and at least one by an accidental shoot-
ing. Researchers have pieced together the names of many of
the dead from old records and newspapers and a surviving
student’s letter, with others still unrecovered. The records
account for the children unevenly: thirty-seven were sent
home to their families, only nine are recorded as buried in
the school cemetery, and the resting place of the remaining
forty is unknown. That cemetery, after the school closed
in the early 1930s and the campus was broken up and sold,
was simply lost, faded from the maps and out of the town’s
memory until no one could say where on the old campus,
which sprawled across hundreds of acres, the children lay.

The search for that cemetery has become a years-long

labor, and it has so far failed. An 1899 map shows a cemetery
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somewhere on the grounds, and working from that map,
from death records, and from the kind of evidence that can
be assembled a century late, the state’s archaeologists have
brought specially trained dogs and ground-penetrating radar
to the most likely ground. In the summer of 2023 the state
archaeologist dug at a spot on the edge of Genoa where the
dogs had alerted and the radar had shown four anomalies
consistent with graves, and after nearly two weeks of digging
into the baked Nebraska dirt, he and his team found nothing,
no grave, no child, only earth. The cemetery is known to
exist and cannot be located. As the archaeologist put it, they
know there are burials out there somewhere and do not
know where, a sentence that holds the whole condition of
the lost boarding-school dead, the certainty that the children
are there and the inability, after all the forgetting, to find
them. Either the cemetery lies on ground the combined
evidence did not point to, now privately owned and closed
to digging, or it lies where the searchers looked and the
children are no longer in it.

There is reason to think the children of Genoa may have
been disturbed a second time, which would deepen the loss
past repair. The school grounds border a power canal dug
across the Loup country in the years after the school oper-
ated, and a historical document from the time of that con-
struction noted that the cemetery lay in the canal’s path and

that the canal would have to be diverted around the graves
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or the bodies moved elsewhere. What the power district and
the school authorities actually did is not clear from the record,
and so it is possible that the children’s graves were destroyed
or relocated when the canal went through, their remains scat-
tered or reburied in some place no document records. The
hiding that the fifth chapter described, the conversion of the
children from present to lost, may at Genoa have gone all the
way to erasure, the graves themselves destroyed rather than
only forgotten. The radar and the dogs and the patient dig-
ging are searching ground that may no longer hold what they
are looking for. This home ground, the river valley the ninth
chapter watched the Pawnee dead return to, gives back the
Pawnee ancestors and withholds the schoolchildren, and the
difference is only that someone kept a record of the one and
not the other.

The search at Genoa has been carried forward, above all,
by a woman whose own family passed through the school,
Judi gaiashkibos, a citizen of the Ponca Tribe and the head
of the state’s commission on Indian affairs, whose mother at-
tended Genoa in the late 1920s, so that the lost cemetery she
has spent years trying to find holds children who were her
mother’s schoolmates, the dead of the place her own family
survived. She has gone over the records and the maps, stood
at the search sites, and laid sage on the turned earth, fram-
ing the work as a debt owed to children the country threw

away. The children were disrespected, she has said, throw-
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away children no one talked about, hidden and buried under
the ground, and until they are found and honored the coun-
try has not done right by them. Genoa still carries the school’s
traces, a smokestack, a brick trades building turned into a
museum, the wooden beams of an old barn into which stu-
dents once carved their names, but the one thing the town
cannot produce is the cemetery, the place where its dead chil-
dren lie, somewhere along the river, under the grass or un-
der the canal, waiting to be found by people who may never
find it. Her words name the exact wrong the lost cemetery
represents, that a child can be so thoroughly discarded as to
be erased from the earth’s record, buried and then misplaced
by the institution that buried him, and her standing in the
search, as the daughter of a Genoa student, is the standing of
a survivor’s child insisting that the dead children of the same

school be found and named and mourned.

Set the two places side by side and the shape of the thing
comes clear. At Carlisle the records survived well enough
that the graves are marked and the children can be found, and
so, grave by grave, the children are coming home, fifty-eight
of them and counting, carried west to be buried among their
people. At Genoa the records and the cemetery were lost,
and so the children cannot be found, and the dogs and the

radar turn up dirt, and the families have nowhere to bring
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their grief and no child to carry home. The children of the
two schools were equally taken, equally dead, and equally
owed a return; what divided their fates was the paperwork,
whether some clerk’s record happened to survive and some
map happened to be accurate. That such a thing should
decide whether a child comes home or stays lost forever is
the seizure’s final and most arbitrary cruelty.

Genoa is one lost cemetery among many, and the diffi-
culty there is the difficulty everywhere the boarding-school
dead are sought. The reckoning that reached the United
States in force had been set off in 2021 by an announcement
from Canada, where a First Nation used ground-penetrating
radar to identify what it believed were the unmarked graves
of hundreds of children at a former residential school, a
finding that forced both countries to confront how many
Native children had died in these institutions and how
little was known of where they lay. Years on, the Canadian
recovery has run into the same wall as the American one,
the radar anomalies far easier to detect than to confirm, the
actual recovery of remains slow and contested and, in many
places, not yet attempted. The federal investigation in the
United States, which the fifth chapter described, identified
hundreds of boarding schools and counted hundreds of child
deaths while acknowledging that the true number ran far
higher and that many of the burial grounds, like Genoa’s,

were lost or unmarked. The scale of the hidden dead, across
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both countries, is still unknown, and may stay unknown,
because the institutions that produced the dead so rarely
kept the records that would now be needed to find them.
Genoa, with its certain cemetery and its empty radar returns,
is a single instance of a loss that runs into the thousands and
across a continent.

What the children’s return amounts to, then, is the most
heartbreaking and the most incomplete of all the fronts
of the recovery. It is the most heartbreaking because the
dead are children, taken from their parents and dead among
strangers and buried far from home under names not their
own, and because each homecoming is a funeral that the
parents and grandparents who first grieved never lived to
see. And it is the most incomplete because so many of the
children can never be found, hidden by a recordkeeping
so careless, and a forgetting so total, that no love and no
technology can now undo it. Each child carried home from
Carlisle is a real reversal of the hiding, a son or daughter
restored to the people who can at last say the right words
over the right grave. And every child still lost at Genoa, and
in the other lost cemeteries scattered across the country, is
the seizure’s longest shadow, a theft that outlived the thieves
and that no court ruling and no act of Congress can fully
repair. The children are coming home, some of them, and
the rest are still out there in the ground, and the work of the

recovery is a race against the last fading of the records that
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alone can find them. That the return is resisted even where
it is possible, and that the dead who do come home must
sometimes be hidden again to keep them safe, is the dark

turn the next chapter takes up.

248



Chapter Eleven: Hidden Again

When the Pawnee bring an ancestor home now, they bury
the ancestor in a place they will not name. The grave goes un-
marked, its location unrecorded on any public map, known to
a small number of people who will carry the knowledge qui-
etly and pass it to a few others. The ninth chapter described
the Pawnee reburials at Genoa and on the land near Dan-
nebrog, and noted in passing that many of the reburial sites
are kept secret, and that fact is the subject of this chapter, be-
cause it is the strangest and the most telling thing about the
whole recovery. A people that fought for the better part of
two decades to bring its dead home from the museums and
the pits, that helped write the federal law and won the prece-
dents and recovered better than a thousand ancestors, must
now hide those ancestors in the ground to keep them safe.
The dead are home, and they are hidden, because home is not
yet safe. That sentence is the one this book has been building

toward, the place where the recovery stops being a story of
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repair and becomes something harder to name, and it is the
reason the return cannot be told as a simple triumph.

The decision to hide the returned dead is a sober reading
of a history that has not ended, neither superstition nor ex-
cess caution. The Pawnee know, better than anyone, what
happens to a marked Native grave, because their ancestors
spent fifty years on display in a pit beside a Kansas highway
and a century in the drawers of museums, dug up precisely
because someone knew where they lay. A recorded grave is a
target. A known location is an invitation to the looter with
a shovel, the collector with a checkbook, the developer with
a bulldozer, and the institution with a research budget. The
people who lived through the taking learned that the only re-
liable protection for a Native grave is for its location to be
unknown to anyone who might want what is in it, and so
they have made the hard choice to give up the marked grave,
the visited grave, the grave a family can tend, in exchange for
the safety of the grave no one can find.

The ninth chapter gave one face to this practice, in the
Pawnee woman who drove across the country to bring three
ancestors home from a Baltimore collection and buried them
in ground she would not disclose, the place kept secret to
guard against tampering and out of respect for the dead. Her
reburial was a victory, the recovery of stolen ancestors and
their return to the homeland, and it was also a funeral held

in a hidden place that no one will be able to visit, a grave
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with no marker and no name on any map, because a marked
Pawnee grave is not safe. The descendants who hide their
dead this way give up something every grieving family ordi-
narily keeps, the tended plot, the visited stone, the place the
children can be brought to learn who lies there. They give
it up because the alternative, the known grave, has too often
meant the dug-up grave, and they have judged that an ances-
tor unfindable in the earth is safer than an ancestor whose
resting place is recorded. The secrecy is a sacrifice made for
the dead, the surrender of the comfort of the marked grave in

exchange for the security of the lost one.

There is a way of seeing the secrecy that keeps it from be-
ing only a defeat, and it matters to the honesty of this book to
hold it alongside the sorrow. The hiding is the people’s own
decision, made by the people, for their own dead, on their
own authority, and in that it is the opposite of everything the
seizure was. Where the seizure took the dead without asking
and put them as the takers chose, the return brings the dead
home and lays them where the people choose, and the choice
to keep the location secret is itself an exercise of the author-
ity the seizure tried to destroy, the authority of a people over
its own dead. A nation that decides where its ancestors will
rest, and who may know, and on what terms, is exercising

exactly the sovereignty that the whole long fight was about.
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The secrecy is forced by an unsafe world, and it is also, within
that world, a form of control reclaimed, the people deciding
for the dead instead of having others decide for them. Both
things are true at once, the sorrow that the hiding is neces-
sary and the dignity that the hiding is chosen, and an honest
account of the return has to hold them together.

Why home is not yet safe is the question the rest of this
chapter answers, and the answers fall into three kinds. The
dead and their belongings are still bought and sold in a mar-
ket the law has not been able to close. The graves that remain
in the ground are still destroyed by development that the law
does not reach. And the institutions that took the dead in the
first place still hold most of them, and still, in places, resist
giving them back. Each of these is a way the seizure contin-
ues into the present, decades after the law that was supposed
to end it, and together they are the reason a people that has
brought its dead home must hide them rather than mark their

graves.

The market in the Native dead and their belongings did
not end when the federal law banned it. The repatriation
law, in its fourth section, made it a federal crime to traffic
in Native human remains and funerary objects obtained in
violation of the law, and that prohibition has teeth where it

applies, but it leaves large openings. It reaches objects taken

252



CHAPTER ELEVEN: HIDDEN AGAIN

illegally from federal and tribal land, and remains and objects
trafficked out of institutions, and it does little about the vast
quantity of material already in private hands, sold and resold
through auction houses and dealers with provenance too
murky to prosecute. In practice the rule has been hard to
enforce, for reasons the government’s own auditors have
catalogued: the agencies charged with policing the trade
work under resource constraints and competing priorities,
they lack the data to track the movement of Native material
through the market, and proving that a particular object
or set of remains was taken illegally, rather than acquired
before the law or through some untraceable chain of sales,
is difficult enough that prosecutions are rare. A dealer or
collector who keeps quiet about where a thing came from is,
in most cases, beyond practical reach. The result is that the
law condemns the trade in principle while permitting most
of it in fact, a continuing commerce in things taken from
Native graves and Native ceremonies, conducted in the open,
at auction, protected less by any legal right than by the sheer
difficulty of proving the wrong.

The market does not depend only on objects taken a cen-
tury ago, because the looting of Native graves and sites has
never entirely stopped. Across the Southwest in particular,
where the dry ground preserves pottery and other goods,
the digging of ancient sites for salable artifacts has persisted

for generations, a practice that strips graves of the objects
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buried with the dead and often disturbs the dead themselves,
feeding a market that pays well for intact pieces. The federal
Archaeological Resources Protection Act, passed in 1979,
made the unauthorized excavation of such sites on federal
and tribal land a serious crime, and federal agents have at
times mounted large investigations and prosecutions of the
looters and the dealers who buy from them. That protection
again stops at the boundaries of federal and tribal land, leav-
ing sites on private ground exposed, and the enforcement
has been intermittent against a practice that is widespread,
profitable, and entrenched in some communities as a kind
of treasure hunting. The result is that even now, in the
present, Native graves are being opened for their contents,
the dead disturbed so that what was buried with them can be
sold, the same transaction that filled the nineteenth-century
collections carried on by other hands. A people must reckon,
in choosing where to rebury its recovered ancestors, with
the museums and the developers and also the diggers who
are still, today, working the ground for things to sell.

The clearest illustration has come from overseas, where
the law does not reach at all. For years the Pueblo nations of
the Southwest, the Hopi and the Acoma and others, watched
their sacred objects come up for sale at auction houses in
Paris, ceremonial items taken from the pueblos in the late
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. To understand why the

auctions wounded the Pueblo nations so deeply, one has to
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understand what the objects are to them: in the Pueblo reli-
gions they are held to be living beings, presences with their
own life rather than representations, entrusted to particular
keepers and never meant to be owned as property or sold
at all, so that to see one displayed in an auction catalog, lot-
numbered and estimated and offered to the highest bidder,
is a desecration of the same order as the sale of a relative. A
former cultural preservation officer of the Hopi spoke of the
items as carrying the spirit of the ancestors. Representatives
of the nations went to France to plead for the sales to be
stopped, and stood in the auction rooms watching their
sacred beings sold to strangers, and learned that French law
treated the items as ordinary property whose sale could not
be prevented and that the United States had no power to
reach across the ocean and stop it. That powerlessness was its
own injury. What recoveries did come came through private
conscience rather than any court: in 2013 the Annenberg
Foundation quietly bought nearly two dozen ceremonial
items at a Paris auction and returned them to the Hopi and
the San Carlos Apache and the White Mountain Apache,
and in 2016 a sacred shield from Acoma Pueblo, stolen in
the 1970s and offered on a Parisian block, came back only
years later when the American dealer who had consigned it
agreed to give it up. Year after year the pattern repeated, the
nations watching their most sacred things sold to strangers

and being told there was no law to stop it.
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That pattern produced a new law, and the limits of the
law measure how far the commerce still runs. The Safeguard
Tribal Objects of Patrimony Act, which President Biden
signed at the end of 2022, was born directly of the Pueblo
nations’ experience with the French auctions; an attorney
who represented Acoma in the fight, a citizen of the Wyan-
dotte Nation, said it came straight out of the experience of
watching the sales happen over and over with no recourse.
The act created export controls meant to stop sacred items
from leaving the country, set up federal machinery to help
bring home items already sold abroad, and established a
working group to coordinate the effort, the first time the
federal government had tried to govern the export of Native
sacred items. Even as it passed, its architects acknowledged
its limits. It raised the trafficking of Native human remains
from a misdemeanor to a felony on a first offense by the
narrowest of margins, lengthening the maximum sentence
by a single day, and left the trafficking of cultural items
a misdemeanor on a first offense, penalties that remain
modest for a crime against the dead. The congresswoman
who wrote the House bill said plainly that time would tell
whether they were adequate, treating the law as a living
thing to be improved rather than a finished remedy, and it
could do little about the items already in private collections

within the country or about the difficulty of proving a sacred
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object’s origins. A law had been passed, and the larger market,
domestic and undocumented, went on much as before.

How alive the trade remains came home to the people
who monitor it in a detail worth setting down with care. The
Association on American Indian Affairs keeps a watch on the
auction market, sending reviewers through the catalogs and
the lots of sales across the country, a task that exists at all
because the offerings are frequent enough to require it, and
among the baskets and the pots and the beadwork its review-
ers have found human remains offered for sale. At one sale in
Ohio a reviewer came upon what was advertised as a Native
scalp, a braid of human hair mounted in a frame. The orga-
nization’s director, a citizen of the Choctaw Nation, has said
she prefers that a non-Native colleague review the auctions
so that she does not have to see ancestors treated that way, the
spiritual cost of looking being too high. The association has
argued that auction houses should consult tribes before sell-
ing any Native object, that collectors should buy only newly
made Native art rather than old ceremonial items, and that
an unsigned old object is a sign it was never meant for sale,
positions that amount to asking the market to police itself be-
cause the law will not. That a human being’s remains can still
be framed and sold at a public auction in the United States,
generations after the practice was supposed to be unthinkable
and decades after the law against trafficking, is the market’s

afterlife in its rawest form. The dead remain, in the eyes of
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some buyers and some sellers, a category of collectible, and
the only thing standing between an ancestor and the auction

block is, in many cases, a volunteer reading a catalog.

The second reason home is not safe is that the graves still
in the ground are still being destroyed, and the law that pro-
tects them stops at the edges of federal and tribal land. The
repatriation law governs remains and objects on federal and
tribal ground and in federally funded institutions, and it has
little to say about a Native grave that lies on private or state
land in the path of a road or a building or a pipeline. Across
the country, construction and agriculture and development
continue to turn up Native graves, and what happens to
them depends on a patchwork of state laws of widely varying
strength, and on the goodwill of landowners and developers
who are often under no federal obligation to stop. The dead
who were never collected, who still lie where their people
buried them, are exposed to the same indifference that filled
the museums, and the law that was written to bring the
collected dead home does not reach the dead still in the
ground on the wrong side of a property line.

The sharpest recent demonstration came in North
Dakota in the late summer of 2016, in the fight over the
Dakota Access Pipeline. This pipeline, a line of more than

a thousand miles built to carry crude oil across four states,
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had been routed near the Standing Rock Sioux reservation,
and the tribe argued that it threatened both the reservation’s
water and the graves and sacred sites along its path. The
tribe had been given little chance to survey the route, and its
cultural expert, a former tribal historic preservation officer
named Tim Mentz, was unable to walk the ground until a
sympathetic landowner invited him onto private property
to look. Surveying there, Mentz identified what he described
in a federal court filing as scores of cultural features and a
number of graves, stone rings and effigies and burials, in
and beside the pipeline corridor, a find he called one of the
most significant in the state in many years. The tribe filed his
findings with the court, disclosing the location of the sites it
wanted protected.

Two features of the pipeline fight deepen what it shows.
The route had originally been drawn to cross the Missouri
upstream of Bismarck, the state capital, and was moved after
concerns were raised about the risk to that city’s water supply,
so that the line came instead to the edge of the Standing Rock
reservation, shifting the hazard from a mostly white city to
a Native nation, an instance of the way the costs in this his-
tory are moved onto Native ground. And the consultation the
law requires had largely failed before the bulldozing ever hap-
pened. On the one occasion that tribal representatives were
able to show the Army Corps of Engineers the cultural re-

sources along the route, a cemetery and an old village and a
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sacred stone, the Corps officials acknowledged that they had
been unaware of some of the sites, which is an admission that
the process meant to identify and protect such places had not
done so. The legal machinery for protecting Native sites had
run its course and left the most significant find in the state, by
the tribe’s account, undefended in the path of the machines,
which is the failure the bulldozing then completed.

What happened next is the part that has to be told care-
fully, because the facts are disputed and the dispute is itself
revealing. Within roughly a day of the tribe’s filing, on the
Saturday of a holiday weekend, the pipeline company’s crews
graded the stretch of ground the filing had identified. Native
people rushed to the site to stop the work and were met by
the company’s private security with dogs and pepper spray,
scenes that the tribe’s attorney said had not been witnessed
in the country in decades. To the tribal chairman, the demo-
lition was devastating. The company denied that any burials
or sacred sites had been destroyed, and the state’s archaeolo-
gist, after surveys conducted in the weeks that followed, re-
ported finding no evidence of graves in the corridor. The
tribe’s own archaeologists, however, were not permitted to
take part in those verifying surveys, which were conducted
on private land, so that the question of what had been in the
ground and what had been destroyed was answered by the
parties with an interest in the answer and not by the people

whose graves they were.
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The unresolved factual dispute matters less, for the argu-
ment, than the structure the episode laid bare, which is not
in dispute at all. A Native nation identified what it believed
were graves and sacred sites in the path of a major construc-
tion project, on land that had been its own within historical
memory and was now owned by others. It had been given
so little opportunity to survey that its expert could reach the
ground only by a private invitation, after most of the pipeline
was already built. When it disclosed the sites in the only fo-
rum available to it, a federal court, the ground was cleared
within a day. And when the destruction was investigated, the
nation was excluded from the investigation. Whatever lay in
that corridor, the episode showed how exposed Native graves
remain to development, how little standing the descendants
have to protect them, and how easily a grave on private land
can be destroyed and the destruction declared not to have hap-
pened. The dead who still lie in the open country are safe only
to the degree that the people who own the land above them
choose to let them be, which is no safety the descendants con-
trol.

The Standing Rock fight turned, in the end, on a feature
of the law that exposes Native graves everywhere, which
is that the federal repatriation statute protects remains on
federal and tribal land and in federally funded institutions
and stops there. A Native grave on private land, or on most

state land, falls outside its protection, and is governed instead
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by whatever the particular state’s law provides, which ranges
from real safeguards in some states to almost nothing in
others. The pipeline ran largely across private ground, where
the tribe had no federal right even to survey, let alone to halt
the work, and where the protection of any graves depended
on the willingness of the landowner and the company. This
is the situation across much of the country. The dead who
were never dug up and carried to a museum, who still lie
where their people buried them, are protected by the federal
law only if they happen to lie on the right kind of land,
and the great majority of the old burial grounds do not. A
developer who turns up Native graves on private land may,
in many places, be under no federal obligation to stop, and
the descendants may have no standing to make him. The law
that brings the collected dead home leaves the uncollected
dead, still in the ground, largely to chance and the goodwill

of strangers.

The third reason home is not safe is the plainest, and the
eighth chapter laid its groundwork. The institutions that
took the dead still hold most of them. By the accounting the
government itself compiles, federal agencies and museums
have reported holding close to three million Native human
remains and associated funerary objects, and while the great

majority of that number is funerary objects, the human
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remains alone run into the low hundreds of thousands, and
the repatriation process remains unfinished for more than
ninety thousand of them. Tens of thousands of ancestors
long classified as culturally unidentifiable are still held under
the claim that no living nation can be connected to them,
a category the 2024 reforms abolished on paper but whose
practical afterlife still strands a great many of the dead in the
storerooms. The recovery the earlier chapters described is
real, and it has accelerated, and it has still left most of the
museum dead where they have been for a century, on shelves
and in drawers, waiting for a process that grinds slowly and
that many institutions have been in no hurry to complete.
That classification did the seizure’s work in administrative
language, a way of keeping the dead that required no grave
robbing at all, only a designation, and the dead it stranded
are with us still.

The institution that this book has watched most closely
in its resistance, the United States Army, still holds the chil-
dren of the boarding schools on terms it largely sets itself, as
the tenth chapter showed. The Winnebago had to litigate for
years to establish even the principle that the federal repatri-
ation law reaches the children buried at Carlisle, and the rul-
ing that established it sent the case back for more proceedings
rather than bringing the two boys home. Other children re-
main in that cemetery, and the children of Genoa remain lost,

and the Army continues to administer the returns it does al-
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low under its own military regulation rather than as a matter
of the nations’ right. The same government that spent the
nineteenth century gathering Native skulls, and that ran the
schools where the children died, remains in the twenty-first
century a holder of Native dead and a gatekeeper of their re-
turn, conceding ground slowly and under pressure and liti-
gation rather than acknowledging the debt and discharging
it. The government that committed the original wrong has
made itself the authority over the remedy, the dead still held
by the hand that took them while that hand decides, at its own

pace, how much to let go.

Put the three together and the shape of the seizure’s after-
life is clear. The dead are still sold, where the law cannot reach
the market. The dead are still destroyed, where the law cannot
reach the land. And the dead are still held, where the institu-
tions that took them have not finished giving them back. The
law of 1990 was a turning point, and the reforms since have
strengthened it, and none of that has made the country a place
where a Native grave is safe. A people that has brought its an-
cestors home must still reckon with a market that would buy
them, a development pattern that would destroy them, and
a museum system that has not finished returning them, and
in that world the only sure way to keep a returned ancestor

safe is to bury the ancestor where no one who might want
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the remains can find them. The secrecy of the reburials is the
precise measure of how unfinished the recovery is, the proof
in a single practice that the dead are not yet safe at home.

That is the dark truth, and the honest reframe set beside it
is the one this chapter began with. A people should not have
to hide its dead. That it must is the clearest evidence that the
seizure is not over, that the authority and the safety the recov-
ery was supposed to restore have not been fully restored, that
home remains a place of danger for the Native dead. And the
hiding is also, within that unsafe world, the people’s own act,
a refusal of the marked grave that the looter and the devel-
oper and the collector could find, a decision made by the peo-
ple for their dead on the people’s own authority. The Pawnee
who bury an ancestor in an unnamed place keep the dead, by
the only means an unsafe country leaves them, in their own
hands and their own knowledge, where no one can take them
again, rather than surrendering them to oblivion. The dead
are home, and they are hidden, and the hiding is both the
wound and the protection, the sign of how much is still owed
and the means by which the people guard what they have re-
covered.

What it means to live on this ground, knowing all of this,
is the question the book keeps returning to, and the secret
graves sharpen it. Somewhere in the country I was raised in,
along the same river, Pawnee ancestors lie in places kept from

me and from everyone outside the few who tend them, hid-
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den so that the descendants of people like my own forebears,
or anyone else who might want what is in the ground, can
never find them. There is a hard justice in that exclusion. The
settlers’ descendants are among the people the secrecy is de-
signed to keep out, because it was the settlement and every-
thing that followed it that made the hiding necessary, and an
heir of that history has no claim to know where the protected
dead are laid. The right response is to understand why the
door is closed rather than to feel shut out, to recognize that
the secrecy is a verdict on the safety the country still fails to
provide, and that the proper work of someone in my position
is to help build a country in which the verdict could change,
in which a Native nation could one day mark its ancestors’
graves without fear. Until then the dead stay hidden, and the
hiding is the truest thing the recovery has to say about how
far it still has to go.

Set the protected Pawnee graves beside the lost children
of Genoa, both somewhere along the same river I was raised
on, and the distance between two kinds of hiddenness comes
clear. The children of Genoa are hidden by the country’s in-
difference, lost because no one troubled to keep their graves.
The Pawnee ancestors nearby are hidden by their own peo-
ple’s care, kept secret so they will not be lost again. That same
river country holds both, the dead the country lost and the
dead the people are protecting, and the difference between

the two is the difference between a hiding done to a people
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and a hiding done by a people for itself. What such a recovery
makes possible, despite all of it, and what the dead returned
and guarded might yet mean, is a question this book has to
earn before it can answer, and earning it means widening
the view. The homecomings and their secrecy are the near
ground of the story, the part that can be walked and named.
Behind them stand the forces that made so many dead in the
first place and that shape what their return can mean, the
speed and the slowness of the dying, the theft of the ground
the dead were buried in, and the strange arithmetic by which
the country grants a conquered people some kinds of author-
ity and withholds others. The book turns now to those larger
reckonings, beginning with the fastest and oldest killer of all,
and it returns from them to ask, at the last, what the recovery

of the dead has come to mean.

267



Chapter Twelve: The Speed of
Death

In the summer and fall of 1837, at a fur-trading post called
Fort Clark on the upper Missouri River, a trader named
Francis Chardon kept a daily journal, and as smallpox moved
through the earth-lodge villages around the post he recorded
the dying until he could no longer count it. The dead were
falling so fast, he wrote, that it was impossible to keep
account of them. Those villages near the fort belonged to the
Mandan and the Hidatsa and the Arikara, farming peoples of
the river who lived, like the Pawnee, in round earth lodges
and buried their dead by old and careful custom, and within
a few months the smallpox killed roughly nine in ten of the
Mandan and about half of the Arikara and the Hidatsa, more
than seventeen thousand people along that stretch of river
by the wider count. The dead came faster than the living
could bury them, faster than anyone could number them,

faster than the rites that were supposed to attend each death
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could possibly be performed. A whole order of dying, built
to give each death its time and its observance, simply broke
under the weight of too many dead at once.

That breaking is the subject of this chapter, and it names
a kind of seizure that came before any policy. The book has
argued that the conquest took a people’s authority over its
dead and severed the relationship between the living and the
dead, and it has traced that severance through the things the
government did, the code that criminalized mourning, the
schools that hid the children, the museums that shelved the
ancestors. Before any of those, mass death from introduced
disease began the severance on its own. When a people
loses half or three-quarters of its members in a season,
the relationship between the living and the dead ruptures
without anyone legislating it, because the conditions that the
relationship depends on, the survivors to perform the rites,
the time to perform them, the elders who know how, all
collapse together. The epidemics were the first instrument
of the seizure, and the most total, and they did their work
before the United States had written a single rule about

Native graves.

The scale of the dying across the continent after contact is
hard to hold in the mind, and historians still argue about its

size, but its general shape is clear enough. Waves of diseases
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that had never existed in the Americas, smallpox above all,
and also measles and influenza and cholera, moved through
Native populations that had no prior exposure to them, and
the death tolls in the worst outbreaks ran to the majority of
a people. Whole nations were reduced to fractions of them-
selves within a generation or two, sometimes within a single
year. The diseases often outran the colonizers themselves,
carried ahead of any white settlement by trade and travel,
so that some peoples were devastated by epidemics before
they had ever seen a European. By the time the United States
reached the Great Plains in force in the nineteenth century, it
was moving through a landscape already hollowed by more
than two centuries of recurring epidemic death, among
peoples who had already buried more of their dead than the
living could easily comprehend.

The 1837 catastrophe was not the first to strike the upper
Missouri, which is part of why it cut so deep. A great smallpox
epidemic had swept the same region in the early 1780s, killing
on the order of thirteen thousand of the Mandan, Arikara,
and Hidatsa, something like two-thirds of their whole popu-
lation, decades before most of them had laid eyes on a white
person. Another outbreak struck around 1801. By the time the
steamboat came up the river in 1837, these were peoples who
had already been winnowed by disease twice over within liv-
ing memory, who had abandoned villages and regrouped and

rebuilt after each blow, and who carried in their histories the
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knowledge that the sickness could return and empty a town
in a season. The diseases ran ahead of the settlers, carried by
trade and travel from the points of contact far to the east and
south, so that the Native peoples of the interior met the epi-
demics before they met the colonizers, and met them again
and again across the generations. What the United States en-
countered when it pushed onto the plains was a world al-
ready deep into a long demographic catastrophe rather than
a pristine Native country, its peoples thinned and its villages
haunted by die-offs that had come before any American ar-
rived to see them.

The temptation, looking at numbers like these, is to
treat the dying as a natural disaster, a biological accident for
which no one is responsible, the tragic but blameless result
of pathogens meeting populations without immunity. That
account has a name among historians, the virgin soil thesis,
and it has been challenged hard, because it hides as much
as it explains. Scholars such as David Jones have argued
that immunity alone cannot account for the death tolls,
that populations weakened by malnutrition, displacement,
enslavement, war, and social collapse die of epidemic disease
at far higher rates than populations left whole, and that
the catastrophic Native mortality was shaped at every turn
by the conditions colonialism created. The lack of prior
exposure made the diseases dangerous. What made them

catastrophic was the world the colonizers built around them,
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a world of crowding and hunger and forced movement and
broken communities, in which a disease that might have
been survivable became a killer of the majority. The speed of
death was produced, in large part, by conquest rather than

decreed by biology.

The smallpox that came up the Missouri in 1837 shows
how the conditions did the killing. The disease arrived on
a steamboat, the St. Peter’s, operated by the American Fur
Company, carrying trade goods and infected people up the
river from St. Louis toward the company’s posts in the far
northwest. Steamboat travel on the Missouri was only five
years old, and the boat was the leading edge of a commercial
system reaching deep into Native country, the same system
that bought the furs and sold the goods and would soon
want the land. The virus traveled the infrastructure of that
commerce, from post to post and village to village, carried by
the boats and the traders and the trade itself. The epidemic
was not sent deliberately, whatever later legends claimed,
but it was not a bolt from a clear sky either. It rode into
the heart of the upper Missouri on the machinery of the fur
trade, and it found, waiting for it, peoples whom that same
trade had already concentrated and made dependent and
exposed. Company men knew enough of the danger to send

runners ahead in places, warning the villages to keep away
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from the boat, but the warnings could not hold, because the
whole purpose of the boat was to bring the villages and the
trade goods together, and the people came to the landings to
trade as they always had, and the infection passed to them.
Disease followed the river because the river was the trade
route, stopping where the boat stopped, at Fort Clark and
on toward Fort Union, seeding the villages clustered around
each post.

The peoples it hit hardest were the farming nations of the
river, and the reason is part of the lesson. These nations lived
in permanent villages of packed earth lodges, densely settled,
exactly the conditions in which smallpox spreads fastest, and
they could not scatter to escape it the way the mobile buffalo-
hunting peoples sometimes could. The density that had made
their villages centers of trade and culture made them, in the
epidemic, death traps. The Mandan were nearly destroyed, re-
duced from a populous nation to a remnant of a few hundred,
their villages emptied, their leadership and their knowledge-
holders dead in such numbers that the survivors could not
carry on as a separate people and merged with their neigh-
bors to endure. Their relatives the Arikara, kin to the Pawnee
in language and in the earth-lodge way of life, lost about half
their number. A people could lose, in one summer, the human
substance that its whole social and religious order had been

built to sustain, falling below the critical mass of trained and
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initiated people that a complex ritual life requires, past the
threshold of its own continuance.

What the epidemic did to the funerary order is the part
this book has to dwell on, because it is the heart of the mat-
ter. The peoples of the river buried their dead with care, by
rites that took time and required the living, and the smallpox
overwhelmed all of it. When the dead fall faster than they can
be buried, individual graves give way to mass graves or to
no graves at all, the bodies of the dead outrunning the hands
of the living. The rites that gave each death its passage, the
mourning that the community performed together, the atten-
tion to the proper treatment of the body, became impossible
when there were too many bodies and too few, and too sick,
to tend them. Chardon’s inability to keep account of the dead
was the bureaucratic face of a deeper collapse, the collapse of
a people’s capacity to do for its dead what its understanding
of death required. The relationship between the living and
the dead, the thing this whole book is about, broke first be-
cause the sheer arithmetic of mass death made it impossible
to sustain, before any law forbade it.

An earlier chapter described the care these peoples took
with their dead, the give-away of the dead person’s belong-
ings, the days-long passage of the spirit that the living at-
tended, the mourning observed by the whole community, the
precise treatment of the body. Every one of those practices

assumes what mass death destroys. The give-away assumes
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survivors to receive the goods and a community to witness
the gift. A days-long vigil for the passing spirit assumes at-
tendants with the time and the health to keep it. Commu-
nal mourning assumes a community still standing, and the
proper treatment of the body assumes hands well enough to
perform it. When a third or a half or nine-tenths of a people
dies in a season, every one of those assumptions fails at once.
There are too many dead and too few living, and the living
are sick or grieving or dead themselves, and the dead pile up
faster than any rite can keep pace with, until the choice is be-

tween hasty mass burial and no burial at all.

The Pawnee, the people of this book’s home ground, were
not at the center of the 1837 outbreak, but their own century
was a long version of the same catastrophe, and the numbers
trace it with brutal clarity. At the opening of the 1830s the
Pawnee were one of the largest and most powerful nations
on the Great Plains, numbering on the order of twelve thou-
sand people, living in their earth-lodge villages on the Platte
and the Loup and ranging out to hunt the buffalo. They had
been somewhat sheltered from the earliest epidemics by their
distance from European settlement, but that shelter did not
last. A smallpox epidemic early in the 1830s cut their num-
bers sharply, and the smallpox of the late 1830s took a further

share, perhaps a quarter of those who remained. By the time
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the diseases and the wars and the pressure of encroaching peo-
ples had done their work through the 1840s and 1850s, the
Pawnee had fallen from twelve thousand to roughly thirty-
four hundred, a loss of more than two-thirds of the nation
in a single generation. Disease, warfare, and hunger worked
on the same weakened population at once, each making the
others deadlier, so that a people thinned by smallpox was less
able to defend its villages or feed itself, and a people raided
and starving was more open to the next epidemic. The figure
measures a convergence rather than a single cause.

The worst single blow came in 1849, and it came down
the road that ran through the heart of Pawnee country. A
flood of overland migrants, drawn west by the discovery
of gold in California, poured along the Platte River valley
directly through the Pawnee homeland, and the migration
carried cholera. The disease struck hardest at people already
weakened by hunger, and the Pawnee, their buffalo hunts
increasingly disrupted and their food supply failing, were
badly exposed. In that one cholera year the Pawnee are
recorded to have lost some twelve hundred people, the
heaviest single epidemic blow in a sequence, the cholera of
1849 and a smallpox epidemic in 1852 among them, that
drove the nation’s long decline. The cholera came, in the
most literal way, on the traffic of the conquest, carried by the
wagons of the migrants crossing Pawnee land on their way

to seize a further country. The Pawnee buried their dead
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from a plague that the settlement of the West had delivered
to their doorstep, in the valley that the settlers were even
then passing through to claim. That traffic did not have to
aim at the Pawnee to kill them by the thousand; it had only
to pass through, and the dying followed in its wake.

After the cholera the decline continued, and removal
accelerated it. By the late 1850s the Pawnee, reduced and
pressed and raided, accepted a reservation on the Loup, and
the crops there failed and the raids went on and the people
went hungry. In the mid-1870s, worn down, they accepted re-
moval to Indian Territory in what is now Oklahoma, and the
move and the unfamiliar, disease-ridden country into which
it took them killed them faster still. The census counts tell
the end of the story in plain figures. Around two thousand
Pawnee made the removal; a count soon after recorded about
fifteen hundred; by the early 1890s, fewer than eight hundred
Pawnee remained alive. A nation of twelve thousand in the
1830s had become a nation of a few hundred within sixty
years, the great majority of its people dead of disease and
hunger and the conditions of removal, the steepest losses
falling in the same years the government was taking the
last of their land. As the people died in Oklahoma, their old
country in Nebraska filled with newcomers, the emptying of
the one and the filling of the other proceeding together.

Set against the founding numbers, the census of the 1890s

is almost unbearable to read. A people that had counted
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twelve thousand in the decade of the steamboat counted
fewer than eight hundred, sixty years later, a fall to less than
a tenth of its former size in the span of a single long lifetime.
Numbers at that scale stop being statistics and become a kind
of silence, the absence of the people who should have been
there and were not, the children and grandchildren never
born to the thousands the epidemics and the hunger and the
removal had taken. A nation can survive such a loss, as the
Pawnee did, and still carry forever the shape of the hole it
tore.

The Pawnee dying did to their funerary order what the
1837 smallpox had done on the Missouri. A people reduced
by nine-tenths cannot maintain the ceremonial life that its
full population had supported. The priests who held the sa-
cred bundles and knew the long rituals, the keepers of the
knowledge that an earlier chapter described, died in the epi-
demics like everyone else, and each one who died untimely
took a portion of the people’s knowledge with him, includ-
ing the knowledge of how the dead were to be treated and the
cosmos kept in order. The losses compounded. Fewer people
meant fewer who knew the rites; fewer who knew the rites
meant the rites themselves began to be lost; and the relation-
ship to the dead that the ceremonies maintained frayed for
two reasons at once, because individual mourners were over-
whelmed by their individual griefs and because the people as

a whole was losing the human infrastructure that held its un-
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derstanding of death together. The epidemics attacked the fu-

nerary order at its root, by killing the people who carried it.

It matters to say plainly that this was not, for the most
part, deliberate, and to say just as plainly that the absence
of deliberate intent does not make it innocent. The legends
that grew up around the epidemics, the stories of blankets in-
fected on purpose and smallpox loosed from a bottle, have a
basis in a few real episodes, above all the documented case
at Fort Pitt in 1763, when British officers besieged by Native
forces discussed infecting them with smallpox and apparently
passed them blankets and a handkerchief from the fort’s small-
pox hospital. Fur traders, in scattered accounts, threatened
the Pawnee and other peoples that they could loose smallpox
upon them from a bottle if they were crossed, and a mission-
ary of the period, Isaac McCoy, became convinced that whites
had deliberately spread the disease among the tribes of the re-
gion, the Pawnee among them, and wrote to President Jack-
son and his Secretary of War describing the devastation and
pleading for aid. But the careful historical work on the great
epidemics, the 1837 outbreak above all, does not find deliber-
ate infection behind them, since the diseases were carried by
the ordinary traffic of trade and migration and made lethal by
the ordinary workings of the conquest. The truth this points

to is in some ways more damning than the legend. A conquest
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does not have to plant disease on purpose to destroy a people
by it, if it has already created the crowding and the hunger
and the exposure that turn an epidemic into an extinction.
The blankets at Fort Pitt were real and they were monstrous,
and they were also unnecessary to the result, because the sys-
tem was killing the people anyway.

The clearest proof that the deaths were shaped by choices
lies in what was withheld. A procedure that prevented small-
pox had been understood since the turn of the century, and
in 1832 the United States Congress had passed an act to vacci-
nate Native peoples, a recognition that the government had
both the means and some notion of the duty to protect them.
The program was administered selectively. The nations of
the upper Missouri, the Mandan and the Arikara and their
neighbors, the same peoples the steamboat would reach with
smallpox in 1837, were largely left out of it, whether from offi-
cial indifference, the difficulty of the distance, or a judgment
about which peoples were worth the trouble, so that when
the disease came up the river it came to populations the gov-
ernment had chosen not to protect though it had protected
others and could have protected these. A vaccine existed; a
program to deliver it existed; and the peoples who would die
were the ones it did not reach. That is the signature of a catas-
trophe shaped by decisions rather than of a natural disaster,
the line between the protected and the unprotected drawn

by a government. The historian Jeffrey Ostler, surveying the
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deaths of the removal era, has concluded that the large major-
ity of the Native people who died being forced west in those
decades died of the interrelated effects of starvation, expo-
sure, and disease, a phrasing that refuses to separate the sick-
ness from the conditions that made it deadly. Disease was the
proximate cause, and the conquest was the cause behind it.
To call the epidemics a tragedy and stop there is to grant the

conquest an alibi it has not earned.

The mass dying did something to the way the survivors
were seen, and that something fed directly into the seizure I
have described. A people dying in such numbers, its villages
emptying, its population falling year over year, looked to the
Americans of the nineteenth century like a people on its way
to extinction, and out of that appearance grew the idea of the
vanishing Indian, the conviction that the Native peoples were
a race in its last days, fated to disappear before the advance
of white settlement. That idea was an error, as the survival
of the Pawnee and every other nation would prove, and it
was an enormously consequential error, because it turned a
catastrophe into a license. If a people was vanishing, then its
graves and its bones and its sacred things were about to be-
come the relics of a vanished race, and the men of science
reasoned that these had to be gathered and preserved before

they were lost. So the epidemics did a double work for the
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museums. They produced the dead, in numbers that broke
the funerary order and left graves and remains exposed, and
they produced the belief, the conviction that the living were
vanishing, that made the taking of those dead seem a rescue
rather than a desecration. The die-offs filled the collecting
grounds and supplied the rationale at the same time.

So the instruments of the seizure form a sequence, and the
speed of death stands at the head of it. The epidemics broke
the funerary order by sheer scale and reduced the peoples to
remnants, and they did this before the United States had made
any law about Native dead at all. Onto that wreckage the later
instruments were laid. The code criminalized the mourning
rites of a people already struggling to perform them. Board-
ing schools took the children of the survivors. The collectors
took the dead, the dead of the die-offs among them, as speci-
mens of the vanishing the die-offs seemed to prove. Each in-
strument worked on the damage the one before had done, and
the deepest damage, the one that made the rest possible, was
the first, because the mass dying attacked the people through
their bodies rather than their institutions, killing the human
beings in whom the whole funerary relationship lived and
leaving the survivors too few, too sick, and too bereaved to
keep it whole. By the time the government set out deliber-
ately to sever the living from the dead, disease had been do-
ing it undeliberately for three centuries, and the government

was finishing a work the epidemics had begun.
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The dying was meant, by the logic of its age, to be an end-
ing, and it was not one. The vanishing Indian did not van-
ish. Brought down from twelve thousand to fewer than eight
hundred, the Pawnee did not die out; they endured at that
terrible floor, and recovered, and their descendants are the
people who, generations later, would bring their stolen an-
cestors home and rebury them in the country the dying had
swept. That endurance does not cancel the catastrophe, and
this chapter is not a consolation. A nation that loses nine-
tenths of its people has suffered a wound that no later re-
covery undoes, and the dead of those epidemics, buried in
haste or unburied, mourned in overwhelmed and abbreviated
ways or not mourned at all, are a loss beyond repair. But the
premise on which the whole edifice of the seizure rested, that
these were dying peoples whose dead might as well be taken
because the living would soon be gone, was false, and its false-
ness is the ground on which everything this book calls the re-
covery stands. The people the speed of death was supposed
to carry off are still here, and they have been bringing their
dead home.

I think, standing on the home ground this book keeps re-
turning to, of the Platte valley in 1849, the wagons of the gold
rush rolling west through the Pawnee country carrying the
cholera that would kill twelve hundred of the people whose

land the wagons crossed. The migrants were going to seize
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California, and they left behind them, in passing, a plague that
helped empty the Nebraska river country for the settlers who
would come next, my own forebears among them. The dy-
ing cleared the way. A people reduced by disease and hunger
to a fraction of itself could be removed from its land with
less resistance, and its emptied country could be settled by
newcomers who would, many of them, never know that the
ground they farmed had been a homeland swept by intro-
duced plagues a generation before. The speed of death was,
among everything else it was, a means of dispossession, the
first and most efficient clearing of the land. The dying did
not end with the epidemics, though. It continued in slower
forms, in the hunger and the despair and the conditions of
the reservation, a long dying that outlasted the plagues, and

that slower death is the subject the next chapter takes up.
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Chapter Thirteen: The Slow
Death

The previous chapter followed a dying that came in seasons,
the epidemics that killed a third or a half or nine-tenths of
a people in a matter of months and broke the funerary or-
der by sheer speed. This chapter follows a dying that came in
decades, slower and quieter and in some ways harder to see,
the long mortality of the reservation and its aftermath that
has never entirely stopped. The epidemics were a catastrophe
with a shape, a beginning and an end, a death toll that could
in principle be counted. The slow death has no such shape. It
is the steady erosion of life that began when the conditions of
survival were taken away and continues, in the health statis-
tics and the missing-persons reports of the present, into the
country we live in now. The same severance of the living
from the dead that the plagues began and the policies com-

pleted runs on through the slow death, in a people kept dying
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and, in the worst of it, denied even the ability to find and bury

its own.

The slow death began with the deliberate destruction of
the thing the Plains peoples lived on, which was the buffalo.
In the middle of the nineteenth century the bison herds
numbered in the tens of millions, perhaps sixty or seventy
million animals, the foundation of the economy and the
diet and the material life of the Pawnee and every other
Plains nation. Within little more than a decade, in the 1870s
and early 1880s, the herds were reduced to a few thousand,
hunted to the edge of extinction. Two forces drove the
slaughter. One was a commercial market, the demand for
buffalo hides that a new tanning process had made valuable
and the repeating rifle had made easy to supply, which sent
hide hunters onto the plains to kill on an industrial scale,
taking the skins and leaving the carcasses to rot. The other
was a recognition among American military and government
leaders that destroying the buffalo would destroy the peoples
who depended on them. The historian Andrew Isenberg has
described the near-extermination of the bison as a means of
subjugation in the Plains wars, a recognition by army officers
and officials that a people without the buffalo would have to
surrender to the reservation.

The policy was stated openly by the men who held it. A
colonel named Richard Dodge said in 1867 that every dead
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buffalo was an Indian gone. The Secretary of the Interior,
Columbus Delano, wrote in his annual report for 1872 that
the disappearance of the game from the hunting grounds
would help confine the Indians to smaller areas and compel
them to abandon their nomadic life, treating the destruction
of the herds as an aid to federal policy. General Philip
Sheridan, who had pursued the Plains peoples by destroying
their food and shelter in the winter campaigns of the late
1860s, is reported to have welcomed the hide hunters as
men doing more to settle what the army called the Indian
question than the soldiers themselves. The army had used
the tactic before, in its campaign against the Navajo a few
years earlier, when Colonel Kit Carson destroyed the sheep
and the orchards and the cornfields to starve a people into
the surrender that became the Long Walk. Whether the
destruction of the buffalo was a coordinated campaign or, as
the historians more often describe it, a market slaughter that
officials recognized as useful and chose not to stop, the result
was the same. The food was destroyed, and the peoples who
had lived on it were left with the choice of starvation or the
reservation.

For the Pawnee the buffalo had been the center of a whole
way of living, and its loss reached far past hunger. The sea-
sonal hunts had organized the year, drawing the villages out
onto the plains in summer and winter and structuring the la-

bor and the movement of the people around the herds. The
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animal supplied the meat that fed them, the hides that clothed
them and covered their lodges on the hunt, the sinew and
bone and horn that became their tools, and it held a place in
their ceremonial life as well, woven into the rituals and the
understanding of the world. To lose the buffalo was to lose
the armature of an entire society at once, the economy and
the seasonal round and a part of the religion together. A peo-
ple whose life had been built around the hunt, told now to
stay in one place and wait for an issue of government beef,
was watching the structure of its existence pulled down, a loss
that went well past hunger, and the demoralization that fol-
lowed was the predictable response of a people whose whole

way of being in the world had been taken from it.

What replaced the buffalo was dependence, and depen-
dence was a form of control. The treaties that confined the
Plains peoples to reservations promised rations, the gov-
ernment undertaking to feed the peoples whose food it had
helped destroy, and the ration system became the instrument
by which the reservation was governed. The corruption of
that system was a notorious scandal of the era, well beyond
any minor administrative failing: a network of agents, con-
tractors, and traders who supplied the reservations, known
to its critics as the Indian Ring, grew rich on the diversion

of goods meant for the confined peoples, an open secret that
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reform commissions documented and presidents deplored
and almost no one stopped. In practice the result was hunger.
Promised beef arrived as the leanest cattle or not at all,
flour came short of its weight or rotten, and the annuities
guaranteed by treaty were delayed for political convenience
or skimmed before delivery, while the agents who controlled
the issue held the power to withhold food from those who
resisted and grant it to those who complied, so that the ration
became a tool of discipline as much as a means of survival.
Starvation became a recurring feature of reservation winters,
and on more than one reservation the failure of the rations
drove desperate people to the edge of revolt or into the arms
of movements that promised deliverance. A government
that had taken the land in exchange for a promise to feed
the people it had dispossessed kept the promise so poorly
that the people went hungry in plain sight, the theft of their
subsistence compounded by the theft of the goods meant
to replace it. The Pawnee on their reservation on the Loup
knew it, their crops failing and the promised support falling
short, the hunger that the buffalo’s destruction had begun
following them into confinement.

The Pawnee experience of the slow death ran its worst
course after removal. The nation that had been pressed down
to some two thousand people by the time it accepted removal
to Indian Territory in the mid-1870s went on dying in the

new country, where unfamiliar diseases and poor conditions
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and the demoralization of exile killed faster than the people
could replace their losses. A census taken not long after the re-
moval counted about fifteen hundred Pawnee, and the decline
continued until, by the early 1890s, fewer than eight hundred
remained, a nation reduced to a fraction of a fraction within a
single generation of its arrival in Oklahoma. The slow death
and the fast were hard to tell apart in those years, the steady
mortality of poverty and exile punctuated by outbreaks of dis-
ease, the whole of it pressing the population toward a floor
that looked, to the officials who recorded it, like the last stage
of disappearance. Disappearance, though, was not the end of
the story. The Pawnee held at that floor and slowly, across
the twentieth century, began to recover, even as the depth of
the loss measured what the slow death of removal and reser-
vation had done to a people that had numbered twelve thou-
sand within living memory.

Confinement itself, the simple fact of being held in place,
was part of what the slow death was made of. The reservation
was a controlled territory as much as a smaller one, the peo-
ple’s movement off it subject to the permission of the agent,
who could require a pass for travel and punish those who
left without one. A people that had ranged across the plains
with the seasons and the herds was now penned, its mobility,
which had been the condition of its economy and its freedom,
taken away. The confinement bred the crowding that spread

the tuberculosis and the idleness that deepened the despair,
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and it cut the people off from the lands and the resources that
had sustained them. The reservation worked, in this respect,
like a prison whose sentence had no end, and the slow death
was in part the death rate of a confined population, the pre-
dictable toll of holding human beings in a small and impover-

ished space against their will and calling it their home.

On the reservations the people died of the conditions,
slowly and steadily, in a mortality that never rose to the
drama of an epidemic and never fell to nothing. Tuberculosis
became the signature disease of confinement, thriving in
the crowding and the poor housing and the undernourished
bodies that the reservation supplied, and it killed slowly,
over months and years of decline, a fitting emblem of a death
that worked by erosion. Malnutrition weakened resistance
to every illness, and the other diseases of poverty found
their opening in communities that hunger had worn down.
The despair of confinement, the loss of the hunt and the
freedom of movement and the purpose the old life had
carried, settled into the communities and became its own
slow poison. The reservation did its killing without need of
any single dramatic event, the crowding and the hunger and
the demoralization grinding down the health of the people
year after year, a toll that no massacre recorded and that the

demographic decline of the era quietly registered. A people
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could be destroyed this way as surely as by an epidemic, only
more slowly, and with less to mark the destruction as it
happened.

The role of alcohol in this history has to be named care-
fully, because it is the single element most often twisted into
a slander against the people. Alcohol was introduced to Na-
tive communities from the outside, pressed on them through
the fur trade and the whiskey trade as a means of exploita-
tion, used to cheat and to weaken long before the reservations
existed. In the confinement and despair of reservation life it
found wider purchase, and the harm it caused was real and is
real. That harm is the consequence of the conditions, the re-
sponse of dispossessed and demoralized communities to what
had been done to them, and it has been seized upon, again and
again, as though it were instead the cause of their troubles or
a defect in their character. The honest account reverses that.
The drinking followed the dispossession rather than causing
it. A people deprived of its land, its livelihood, its mobility,
and its ceremonial life, and then offered alcohol by the same
society that had deprived it, was suffering an injury inflicted
from without, and to read the suffering as a failing of the suf-
ferers is to complete the injury with a lie.

[t matters to state plainly what this dying was, because the
slow death has been more thoroughly misread than the epi-
demics. The reservation mortality followed from what had

been done to the Native peoples, not from any weakness or
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incapacity of their own, not from a failure to adapt or thrive.
It was the predictable result of a destroyed food economy, of
confinement to land too small and too poor to sustain them,
of dependence on a ration system that kept them hungry, of
the breaking of the social and ceremonial life that had given
their existence its order. A people that slowly dies does so be-
cause others have arranged the conditions of its life to kill it,
never because of some flaw within. The old idea of the van-
ishing Indian had imagined a race fading naturally before a
stronger one, and the slow death exposes that idea as a lie, be-
cause there was nothing natural in it. The dispossession was
deliberate, and its lethal effect worked itself out across gener-

ations in bodies deprived of what they needed to live.

The boarding schools, which earlier chapters treated as
an attack on the children and the graves, were also part of the
slow death, and belong here too. Children taken from their
families and confined in crowded institutions on poor food
died in large numbers of the same diseases that killed on the
reservations, tuberculosis above all, the schools functioning
as another site where Native people died of the conditions im-
posed on them. The deaths were spread thin across decades
and across scores of schools, which is part of why they went
so long unreckoned, a slow accumulation rather than a sin-
gle catastrophe. A child who died at a distant school of a dis-

ease bred by confinement and hunger was a casualty of the
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same slow death that was working on the reservations, and
the long federal effort to count those dead, still underwayj, is
an effort to measure one more stream of a mortality that ran
for generations beneath the notice of the country that caused
it.

The slow death outlived the reservation era. It continues,
measurably, in the present, in a gap between Native and non-
Native life and death that the statistics lay bare. American In-
dians and Alaska Natives have the lowest life expectancy of
any racial group in the United States, on the order of seventy
years, roughly eight years short of white Americans and fif-
teen short of the longest-lived group. They die of diabetes at
more than twice the national rate, and they carry the high-
est poverty rate of any group, with incomes well below and
unemployment well above the national figures. When the
coronavirus pandemic arrived, it cut the average Native life
expectancy by more than six years in the course of the out-
break, dropping it from about seventy-two years to roughly
sixty-five, the sharpest such fall recorded for any population
in the country. A Native physician who studies the gap, Al-
lison Kelliher, has written that the forces shortening Native
lives began generations ago and are still reverberating among
the youngest people today. The numbers describe a people
still dying earlier than its neighbors, of conditions rooted in
poverty and exclusion, more than a century after the reserva-

tion system that produced them.
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The mechanism of the modern slow death has a familiar
shape, because it is the ration system in another form. The
United States took the Native peoples’ land and assumed, in
exchange, certain obligations, among them an obligation
to provide for their health, discharged through the Indian
Health Service that serves much of Indian country. That
obligation has never been adequately funded. The Indian
Health Service operates on a budget that advocates and
the agency’s own analysts put at a small fraction of what
full funding would require, less than a fifth by some recent
reckonings, and it runs with chronic shortages of staff and
facilities, so that for many Native people the care guaranteed
by the nation’s treaty obligations is care that arrives late, or
far away, or not at all. The hungry ration line of the nine-
teenth century and the underfunded clinic of the twenty-first
are the same arrangement, a trust obligation assumed in
exchange for a continent and then discharged at a level too
low to sustain the people it was supposed to serve.

The texture of the present gap shows in its particulars.
Heart disease is the leading cause of death in Indian country,
as in the country at large, followed by cancer and by injuries
and by the chronic illnesses of poverty, and Native people die
of these at ages that would be considered premature among
their white neighbors. The Indian Health Service that is sup-
posed to meet these needs runs, by its own accounting, with

staffing shortages that average around a quarter of its posi-
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tions and reach nearly half in the hardest-to-fill regions, so
that a Native patient may travel hours to a clinic that can-
not fill its vacancies. Because care through the Indian Health
Service is the only care many Native people can reach, and
because that care is so limited, Native people who depend on
it are counted, in the health statistics, among the uninsured.
The disparities reach the beginning of life as well as the end
of it, Native mothers receiving the least early prenatal care
of any group and Native infants dying at the highest rates. In
one state with a large Native population, the gap in life ex-
pectancy between Native and white residents runs to eight
years, and deaths before the age of seventy-five from treat-
able conditions are more than double the white rate, a local
measure of a national pattern.

The diabetes that now kills Native people at twice the na-
tional rate has a history that runs straight back to the destruc-
tion of the food economy. When the buffalo were gone and
the people were confined, their diet was remade by what the
government issued, the rations of white flour and lard and
sugar and later the surplus commodity foods that replaced a
varied diet of game and wild plants and garden crops with a
narrow one of refined starches and fats. Researchers and Na-
tive health advocates have traced the modern epidemic of di-
abetes and obesity in part to this imposed diet, the bodies of a
people adapted over millennia to one way of eating broken by

a few generations of another. The loss extended past the buf-
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falo to a whole foodway, the knowledge and the practice of
feeding a people from its own country, and the disease that
followed is one more form of the slow death, written now
in blood sugar and amputations and early graves. The move-
ment among Native peoples to recover traditional foods and
rebuild food sovereignty is, among other things, an effort to
undo this particular wound, to put back the diet that the con-
quest took away.

The dispossession does not stay in the past, because its
effects are inherited. Researchers and Native communities
have described a historical trauma that passes down the
generations, the cumulative wound of removal and con-
finement and the schools and the loss carried forward in
families and communities long after the original events,
shaping health and well-being in the descendants of those
who endured them. The mechanism is partly social, the
transmission of poverty and disrupted family structures and
broken connection to land and language, and partly, the
research suggests, something carried even more deeply, in
patterns of stress and health that persist across generations.
Whatever its full explanation, the pattern is clear in the
outcomes, a present-day suffering that traces directly to
a historical dispossession. The slow death is in this sense
literally hereditary, the injuries done to one generation

reappearing in the bodies and the life chances of the next,

297



CHAPTER THIRTEEN: THE SLOW DEATH

which is why the gap has proven so difficult to close and why
it cannot be addressed as though it began yesterday.

The slow death falls with particular weight on the young.
A life expectancy eight years short of the national figure
means years taken from individual lives rather than an
abstraction spread evenly across a population, parents who
do not live to old age, children who lose them early, a com-
pression of the generations that a longer-lived society does
not have to reckon with. What makes an inherited mortality
cruelest is that it reaches forward into lives that have only
begun, the conquest still collecting its toll from people born

more than a century after the wars that set it in motion.

The sharpest form the slow death takes in the present, and
the one that returns this book most directly to its subject, is
the crisis of the missing and the murdered. Native women
and girls, and Native people of other genders as well, go miss-
ing and are murdered at rates far above the national average,
a pattern so pronounced and so persistent that it has come to
be called an epidemic in its own right. Surveys conducted for
the federal government have found that more than four in
five Native women experience violence in the course of their
lives, that the rate of sexual assault against them runs well
above the national rate, and that on some reservations Na-

tive women are murdered at many times the rate for women
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in the country as a whole. Murder stands among the lead-
ing causes of death for Native women, a sentence that should
stop a reader, because it describes a population for whom be-
ing killed is a statistically ordinary way to die. The violence
reaches Native women in the cities as much as on the reser-
vations, and it reaches Native men and two-spirit people as
well, though the women and girls have borne the sharpest
edge of it and have given the movement its name. In a single
recent year the Federal Bureau of Investigation logged more
than ten thousand reports of missing Indigenous people, each
one a person who did not come home, the sheer number de-
scribing a level of disappearance that no other community in
the country would be expected to tolerate as ordinary.

The roots of the violence are as structural as everything
else in this history. Sexual violation of Native women was
a feature of the conquest from its earliest days, a weapon of
war and a routine cruelty of frontier and reservation life, and
the law for most of that history treated it as beneath notice.
The boarding schools, by breaking families and communities
across generations, destroyed many of the protections that
had once surrounded Native women and children. Poverty
and marginalization left Native women exposed, in the cities
and on the reservations alike, to predators who understood
that the assault of a Native woman was among the least likely
of crimes to be investigated or punished. Scholars of the crisis,

many of them Native women, have argued that the violence
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is the continuation of a colonial logic that always regarded
Native women as available and expendable, their bodies, like
their peoples’ lands and their peoples’ dead, treated as things
that could be taken without consequence. The crisis of the
missing is the present form of a violence as old as the con-
quest itself, not a sudden affliction.

The crisis is compounded by a failure to count it, which
is itself a form of the old erasure. The data on the missing
and murdered is badly broken, the cases underreported by
families who have learned not to trust the police, miscatego-
rized by officers who record a Native victim as some other
race, or never entered into the national databases at all. One
widely cited study by the Urban Indian Health Institute, exam-
ining seventy-one urban areas, identified more than five hun-
dred cases of missing and murdered Indigenous women and
girls and judged even that a gross undercount, noting that the
overwhelming majority had drawn no national press. In a sin-
gle recent year the federal crime database recorded more than
five thousand reports of missing Native women and girls, of
which a tiny fraction, barely a hundred, were logged in the
federal missing-persons system meant to track them. The un-
dercount is the cumulative effect of a system that has never
regarded Native lives as fully countable, no neutral gap in the
records. A nation that once gathered Native skulls by the tens
of thousands and catalogued them with scientific care cannot,

when its Native women vanish, manage even to count them,
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the body that was once a specimen to be preserved having
become a disappearance not worth recording.

Faced with a government that would not count its dead,
Native people set out to count them themselves. The same
study that exposed the scale of the undercount was the work
of a Native research institute, and it was part of a wider
movement of Native data sovereignty, the determination of
Native nations and organizations to gather the information
about their own people that the state had failed or refused
to collect. Tribal governments, urban Native health organi-
zations, and independent Native researchers have built their
own databases of the missing and the murdered, compiled
their own studies, and pressed the agencies to record Native
identity accurately. The work is an assertion that a people has
the right to know and to name its own losses, to refuse the
erasure that an undercount performs. It belongs to the same
tradition as the repatriation movement and the reburials, a
people insisting on authority over its own, whether its own
are the ancient dead in a museum drawer or the missing
daughter whose case no one else will open.

The vulnerability of Native people in the cities has its
own history, which is also a history of policy. In the middle
of the twentieth century the federal government pursued
a program of relocation, encouraging and assisting Native
people to leave the reservations for the cities in an effort

to dissolve tribal communities into the general population.
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Large numbers moved, or were moved, into urban areas
where they often found poverty and isolation rather than
the promised opportunity, cut off from their communities
and their support and rendered, in the anonymity of the
city, peculiarly invisible. The urban Native population that
resulted is where a great deal of the present crisis of the
missing now falls, women isolated in cities far from kin,
their disappearances easy to overlook precisely because the
policy had scattered them. Relocation was one more chapter
of dispossession, the breaking up of the communities that the
reservations, for all their cruelty, had at least held together,
and its consequence is visible today in the urban cases that

the studies of the missing struggle to count.

The reason the cases go unsolved as often as they do
lies substantially in a maze of jurisdiction that leaves Native
people unprotected on their own land. A Supreme Court de-
cision in 1978, in the case of Oliphant against the Suquamish,
held that tribal courts had no criminal jurisdiction over
non-Indians who committed crimes on tribal land, stripping
tribal governments of the authority to prosecute the same
people who commit a large share of the violence against
Native women. Authority over a crime in Indian country
then depends on a tangle of rules, the land, the offense,

and the identities of those involved determining whether
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a case belongs to tribal, state, or federal hands, so that
responsibility is often unclear and cases fall between the
jurisdictions, investigated by no one and prosecuted by no
one. Tribal police forces are chronically underfunded and
undermanned, patrolling reservations the size of small states.
Federal authorities, who hold jurisdiction over major crimes
in Indian country, decline to prosecute a substantial share of
the cases referred to them. A later decision, in 2021, restored
to tribal officers some authority to detain non-Indians on
their land, a partial repair that left the deeper tangle in place.
Into the gaps created by this fractured authority, perpetra-
tors disappear, and so do their victims, the legal architecture
functioning, whatever its origin, as a shield for the people
who prey on Native communities.

The jurisdictional tangle was built up over more than
a century of federal law, each layer narrowing what a tribe
could do to protect its own. An 1885 statute, the Major
Crimes Act, claimed federal jurisdiction over the gravest of-
fenses committed by Native people in Indian country, taking
those cases out of tribal hands and into federal courts that
were distant and often indifferent. A mid-twentieth-century
law transferred criminal jurisdiction over Indian country in
certain states to the states themselves, adding another author-
ity to the tangle without adding the resources or the will to
use it well. The Oliphant decision then removed non-Indians

from tribal jurisdiction altogether. Together these rulings
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produced a system in which authority over a crime against a
Native person is divided among governments by a logic so
intricate that, in practice, no government reliably exercises
it, and the gaps are widest precisely where the violence is
worst, in cases involving non-Native offenders on tribal
land. The maze functions to shield those who prey on Native
people, whatever the intentions behind its construction, the
accumulated jurisdictional rules of a century leaving Native
communities the least protected populations in the country
on their own ground.

[t is here that the slow death rejoins the central argument,
because the crisis of the missing is a crisis of the dead unac-
counted for. A death can be mourned; a disappearance can-
not, or can be mourned only in a suspended and unresolved
way, the family unable to know whether the missing person
is alive or dead, unable to recover a body, unable to hold a fu-
neral or perform the rites that their understanding of death
requires, kept for years and sometimes forever in a grief that
has no object to lay to rest. The peoples followed here buried
their dead with care because the proper treatment of the dead
was a sacred obligation, the means by which the relationship
between the living and the dead was maintained, and a rel-
ative who vanishes and is never found cannot be given that
treatment. There is no body to bury, no grave to tend, no pas-
sage to perform, only an absence the family carries without

end. The young woman whose murder gave Savanna’s Act its
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name was found; many are not. A country that once took the
Native dead from their graves and carried them to museums
now, when the Native living disappear, fails to find them and
return them, denying the families their dead in a new form.
The seizure began by taking the dead who had been buried,
and it continues by failing to recover the dead who have been
lost, the result for the families the same, a relative they cannot

bury and a relationship with the dead they cannot complete.

The response to the crisis has come, as the response to ev-
ery part of this history has come, from Native people them-
selves. Native women built the movement that forced the
missing and the murdered into national attention, the fami-
lies of the lost carrying photographs and names into marches
and hearings and onto social media, refusing the silence that
had let the disappearances accumulate unnoticed. A red hand-
print painted across the mouth became the movement’s em-
blem, a sign of the silenced, and the demand to stop the theft
of sisters became its slogan. Out of that pressure came federal
action, slow and partial but real. Two laws enacted in 2020,
Savanna’s Act and the Not Invisible Act, took up the failures
of coordination and data that the movement had exposed, the
first directing federal law enforcement to improve how cases
involving Native people are handled and counted, the second

creating a body to fashion a federal strategy with the tribes
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and the families. A member of Laguna Pueblo, Deb Haaland,
who had helped pass those laws in Congress and then became
Secretary of the Interior, established within her department
a unit devoted to the missing and the murdered. Their archi-
tects called these measures beginnings, ways to count the cri-
sis and coordinate a response rather than to end the condi-
tions beneath it, and the crisis has outlasted them. What the
laws register, beyond their provisions, is that the demand to
find and name the lost came from the people losing them, the
same Native initiative that has driven every recovery in this
book.

The crisis does not stop at the border, and the country to
the north has named it more bluntly than the United States
has. Canada conducted a national inquiry into its own miss-
ing and murdered Indigenous women and girls, and its fi-
nal report in 2019 concluded that the violence amounts to
a race-based genocide of Indigenous peoples, a finding the
Canadian prime minister accepted. The Canadian record in-
cludes its own grim landmarks, among them a stretch of high-
way in British Columbia where so many Indigenous women
have vanished or been killed that it is known as the Highway
of Tears. Researchers and Indigenous communities on both
sides of the border have pointed to a connection between
the temporary work camps of the resource-extraction indus-
try, the pipelines and the oil fields, and spikes in violence

against nearby Native women, the transient and overwhelm-
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ingly male labor force of a boomtown bringing a wave of as-
sault and disappearance to the communities around it. The
pattern is continental because the cause is continental, a colo-
nial history that devalued Indigenous life across the whole of
North America and left Indigenous women, on both sides of
an arbitrary line, exposed to a violence that the surrounding
societies have been slow to count and slower to stop.

Set end to end, the slow death describes a single arc, and
its persistence is the point. The buffalo destroyed in the
1870s, the rations withheld in the 1880s, the tuberculosis
of the reservation decades, the life-expectancy gap of the
present, the women who vanish and are never found, belong
to one continuous dispossession rather than standing as
separate misfortunes that befell the same people. They are
the long working-out of a conquest that took the land and
the food and the freedom and never made any of it good.
The fast death of the epidemics had at least the mercy of a
conclusion. The slow death continues, changing form across
the generations, from hunger to disease to the gap in the
mortality tables to the failure to count the missing, each form
rooted in the same original taking. And through all of it the
severance | have tracked goes on, a people kept dying and
kept, in the cruelest of the forms, from finding and burying
its own dead, the relationship between the living and the

dead held open and bleeding across a century and a half.
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[ think, on the home ground, of the Pawnee in the years
on the Loup reservation, hungry as the buffalo vanished and
the crops failed, dying slowly in the country that had been
theirs before it was a reservation, and of the long line that
runs from that hunger to the statistics of the present. The dy-
ing that the settlement of Nebraska set in motion outlasted
the removal of the Pawnee and the opening of the land to my
forebears. It followed the people to Oklahoma and into the
twentieth century and the twenty-first, a slow death that the
taking of the land had begun and that the failure to make the
dispossession good has sustained. The conquest is often imag-
ined as a thing that happened, a closed event in the past. The
slow death is the evidence that it is also a thing that contin-
ues, a dispossession still working itself out in shortened lives
and unrecovered dead. All of it rests on the original taking,
the seizure of the land itself, and how the theft of the ground
and the theft of the dead were finally one act is the subject the

next chapter takes up.
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Chapter Fourteen: Stolen

Ground, Stolen Graves

The chapters before this one have followed the seizure of the
Native dead through the instruments that carried it out, the
law that criminalized mourning, the schools that buried chil-
dren far from home, the museums that turned ancestors into
specimens, and through the conditions that made the seizure
possible, the epidemics and the slow death that emptied the
country of its people. This chapter turns to the land itself, and
to a claim that has run beneath the whole book without be-
ing stated outright. The theft of the land and the theft of the
dead were one act. The dead were in the ground, and when
the ground was taken, the dead were taken with it, passing
into the hands of strangers who plowed the graves, gathered
the bones, and built their farms and their towns on the rest-
ing places of a people they had removed. To understand the
seizure of the Native dead, one has to understand that it be-

gan with the seizure of the Native earth. It is the third of the
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thefts [ set out to name, the taking of a people’s authority over
its own dead, carried out in large part through the taking of
the ground that held them.

A people’s relationship to its dead is also a relationship to a
place. The Pawnee buried their dead in the earth of the Loup
and Platte valleys, the ground they had lived on for centuries,
and the dead stayed there, in the soil of the homeland, part of
the country itself. The graves lay in the land the living used,
set apart in no fenced enclosure at the edge of town in the
way the settlers kept their cemeteries, woven instead into the
same ground that grew the corn and held the lodges, so that
to live on the land was to live among the ancestors and to
belong to the place was to belong to its dead. When a people
was removed from such a country, it was severed from more
than its fields and its hunting grounds, cut off as well from
the graves of everyone who had come before, left behind in
earth that would now be worked by others. The taking of the
land was therefore always also a taking of the dead, whether
or not a single grave was ever disturbed, because it put the
ancestors beyond the reach of the people whose obligation it
was to tend them.

Removal was the most direct form of this severance, and it
was practiced across the continent. When the Cherokee and
the other southeastern nations were driven west in the 1830s
along the route remembered as the Trail of Tears, they left

their dead in the homelands of the Southeast. The Pawnee
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removed from Nebraska left their dead along the Loup and
the Platte. When nation after nation was pushed off its coun-
try and onto a reservation, or off one reservation and onto a
smaller one, the graves stayed behind, in ground that passed
to other hands. A people forced to leave its homeland could
not carry its cemeteries with it, and the obligation to tend
and protect the ancestors, which the living had always under-
stood as binding, was made impossible to keep by the simple
fact of distance and dispossession. Removal did more than
move a people; it abandoned that people’s dead to whatever
the new owners of the land would do with them, which was,

often enough, to dig them up.

The legal machinery that completed the taking of the land,
after the wars and the removals had done their work, was a
statute passed in 1887 and named for the senator who carried
it. Known after Senator Henry Dawes of Massachusetts, the
General Allotment Act of 1887 set out to break up the com-
munal landholding of the tribes and remake the reservation
peoples into individual farmers on individual parcels. Under
it the president was authorized to survey a reservation and di-
vide it into allotments, a hundred and sixty acres to the head
of a family and smaller parcels to others, held in trust for a
period of years and then passing into private ownership. The

reformers who backed the act described it as a kindness, a way
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to lift Native people into the American mainstream by giving
each a farm of his own and dissolving the tribal bond they re-
garded as an obstacle to civilization. Its designers understood
that it would also open enormous quantities of land to white
settlement, and that was a feature of the plan rather than an
accident of it.

Allotment was one half of a single assimilation campaign,
and the boarding schools were the other. The same decades
that broke up the communal land also took the children to
the schools described earlier in this book, and the two poli-
cies pursued the same goal by different means, the dissolution
of the tribe as a people. The land policy would turn commu-
nal Indians into individual property owners; the school pol-
icy would turn Indian children into imitations of white ones;
together they were meant to end the existence of distinct Na-
tive nations within a generation or two. A federal study late
in the 1920s, the Meriam Report, finally documented what
the policy had produced, a landless and impoverished people
rather than the prosperous yeoman farmers it had promised,
and its findings helped bring the allotment era to its end. The
good intentions had paved a road to dispossession, as good
intentions in this history so often did.

The mechanism by which the act transferred the land was
the category of surplus. After every member of a tribe had re-
ceived an allotment, the land that remained, often the larger

part of a reservation, was declared surplus to the tribe’s needs
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and opened to non-Native settlement, sold to homesteaders
or ceded to the public domain. Across the forty-seven years
the policy ran, roughly sixty million acres of such surplus land
passed out of Native hands in this way. The allotments them-
selves were lost in their turn, many of them sold by owners
pressed for cash and often paid less than the land was worth,
others forfeited when owners who had received taxable title
could not pay the property taxes and lost the parcels at fore-
closure. The result was a collapse of the Native land base that
the figures state plainly. In 1887 the tribes of the United States
held about a hundred and thirty-eight million acres. By 1934,
when the policy was at last reversed, that holding had fallen to
roughly forty-eight million acres, a loss of some ninety mil-
lion acres, well over half of all the land Native nations had
retained when the act was passed.

The damage of allotment outlasted the land it took, in
ways that still bind Native communities. The opening of the
surplus brought settlers onto the reservations in great waves,
some of it staged as public spectacle, the rush of homesteaders
onto former reservation land turning a Native country into
a grid of white farms within a season. What allotment left in
Native hands it left fractured, divided among the heirs of the
original allottees down through the generations until a single
parcel might have dozens or hundreds of part-owners, each
holding a share too small to use and too tangled to sell, the

land frozen by its own division. And the checkerboard pat-
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tern, Native and non-Native parcels alternating across a map,
left tribes unable to govern or develop their own territory co-
herently, their authority broken into pieces along with their
land. The act had promised to make Native people into farm-
ers and citizens, and it made many of them landless instead,
leaving those who kept land holding fragments of a homeland
they could no longer use as their own.

What remained was the poorest of what there had been.
Of the land left in Native hands in 1934, nearly half was arid
or semiarid country unfit for the profitable farming the allot-
ment policy had imagined, and much of the rest lay broken
into a checkerboard of Native and non-Native parcels that
made coherent use of it almost impossible. A commissioner
of Indian affairs told Congress in that year that on many
reservations the Native-owned parcels had become mere
islands in a sea of white-owned property, a description that
held then and holds now. The Indian Reorganization Act of
1934 stopped the allotment, extended the trust protections
that remained, and allowed tribes to begin the slow work of
reorganizing and reacquiring, but it could not undo what
had been done. The ninety million acres were gone, and
with them the ground that had held an unknowable number
of Native dead, now the property of farmers and ranchers

and towns.
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Allotment did more than transfer acreage. It dismantled
the communal landholding that had been one of the struc-
tures protecting the dead, scattering a people that had held
its country in common across separate parcels and selling
the spaces between to strangers. A burial ground that had
lain within a reservation, under the care and the watch of
the people whose ancestors rested there, might now sit on
a homesteader’s quarter section, its protection gone with
the title. The act did not concern itself with the graves at
all. Surveys that cut the reservations into parcels took no
account of where the dead lay, and the patents that conveyed
the land to settlers said nothing of the ancestors in the
soil. The dead were simply transferred along with the dirt,
an unmentioned part of the conveyance, passing from the
people who had buried them to owners who owed them
nothing and who would, soon enough, turn them up with
the plow.

The plow is the instrument that joins this chapter’s two
thefts most literally, because the same blade that broke the
prairie for wheat broke into the graves beneath it. As the
settlers took the land and put it under cultivation, they un-
earthed the Native dead by the thousands, turning up bones
and burial goods in the course of ordinary farming, leveling
the burial mounds that stood in their fields, scattering or
pocketing or selling what the soil gave up. The historian

Margaret Jacobs, who directs the Center for Great Plains
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Studies at the University of Nebraska, has written of Native
ancestors who lie in unmarked graves, their resting places
desecrated, their pasts plowed up and displaced, and the
phrase is exact. What the farmer’s plow began, the collector’s
spade continued, and the two were often hard to tell apart,
the relic hunter following the homesteader across the same
ground, the bones that the plow loosened gathered up for
sale or for science.

This was not a marginal practice or the work of a few
ghouls. Grave desecration ran through the whole history of
the settlement, from the earliest colonists, who despoiled
a grave near Plymouth within months of landing, through
Thomas Jefferson, who dug into an Indian burial mound
in Virginia and described the work in his published notes,
to the explorers and soldiers and citizens who followed.
The great mounds of the eastern and central country were
ransacked across the nineteenth century, the Grave Creek
mound in what is now West Virginia opened and its contents
shipped to a museum and tourists later charged admission
to view the bones, the Spiro mounds in Oklahoma cracked
open by treasure hunters in 1935 and their contents scattered
to dealers. By the early twentieth century the digging of
Indian graves was a popular hobby and a thriving trade,
the pothunter and the archaeologist and the museum buyer
working the same sites, and when a federal law in 1906

first tried to regulate the digging of antiquities it classed
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Native human remains as resources to be managed, listing
the dead alongside the pots, an official confirmation that the
ancestors were regarded as things. The unearthing did not
end with the settlement era; construction has kept turning
up what the plow once did, and as recently as the late 1990s,
crews building a store outside Nashville uncovered a Native
cemetery and removed the remains of more than a hundred
and fifty men, women, and children over the protests of
Native people, the development proceeding across the graves
much as the farms had a century before. The pattern is old
and the principle unchanged, that the digging began with
the taking of the land and rode on it, the graves becoming
available the moment the ground that held them changed
hands, and the ground itself remains in the hands that took
it, the dead within it still at the mercy of whatever is built
above them.

There was an argument buried in the desecration, and
scholars of the early republic have drawn it out. To plunder
and destroy the resting place of the Native dead was a way
of asserting that the land was no longer theirs. By the time
of the Revolution, the violation of Native graves had taken
on an ideological cast, white soldiers and citizens contesting,
through the destruction of the dead, the continued owner-
ship of territory the expanding republic meant to claim. A
people present in its graves had a claim on the ground; a peo-

ple whose graves had been emptied and scattered could be
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imagined as gone, as belonging to a vanished past, as having
left the land open for its new owners. Erasing the dead from
the country was a way of completing the claim to the country.
The collecting that filled the museums and the plowing that
cleared the fields served the same end, removing the evidence
that the land had been, and still was, the homeland of a people
with its ancestors in the soil.

It will be said that much of this was inadvertent, that a
farmer who turned up bones in his field meant no desecra-
tion and often reburied or ignored what he found. Some of it
was inadvertent in just that way, and the inadvertence is part
of the indictment rather than a defense against it. A society
that had told itself the land was empty, that the Indians
were vanishing or gone, that the mounds were the work of
some lost race, had prepared itself not to see the graves it
was breaking, and the not-seeing was itself a product of the
erasure this chapter describes. A great deal of the digging,
moreover, was not inadvertent in any sense. The leveling
of known burial mounds, the funded expeditions to gather
skulls, the relic trade that paid for what the plow exposed,
were deliberate, and they treated the Native dead as material
precisely because the land had already been redefined as the

settlers’ own.

No single case shows the seizure of the ground more

sharply than the Black Hills, and none has been litigated
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longer or refused more steadily. The hills the Lakota call
Paha Sapa, in the western part of what is now South Dakota,
were guaranteed to the Sioux by the Fort Laramie Treaty of
1868, which ended the war the Lakota leader Red Cloud had
fought against the army’s forts on the Bozeman Trail, a war
the United States had effectively lost, so that the treaty’s gen-
erous terms reflected that defeat. It set apart the Great Sioux
Reservation, the Black Hills among it, for the absolute and
undisturbed use and occupation of the tribe, and reserved
hunting rights in the unceded country beyond. The treaty
went further than most in protecting the land, providing
that no future cession of any part of the reservation would be
valid unless it was signed by at least three-fourths of the adult
male population, a deliberate safeguard written precisely to
make the kind of coerced minority deal that came in 1877
legally impossible. For a few years the guarantee held.

What broke it was gold. In 1874 the Army sent an expe-
dition into the Black Hills under Lieutenant Colonel George
Custer, given out as a mission to scout a fort site and survey
the country, and the expedition came back reporting gold,
by one account lying near the grass roots. The report ran in
the newspapers, and within a year hundreds of miners had
poured into the hills to dig on land the treaty had reserved
for the Sioux. Army patrols made a show of turning the tres-
passers back and then gave up the effort and turned instead

against the Sioux who resisted, and the war that followed

319



CHAPTER FOURTEEN: STOLEN GROUND, STOLEN GRAVES

produced the defeat of Custer at the Little Bighorn in 1876,
the last great victory of the Northern Plains nations. The
defeat hardened the government’s resolve to take the hills.
A commission carried an agreement to the Sioux in 1876
that would have them give up the Black Hills, and when it
could not gather anything close to the three-fourths of adult
men the treaty required, securing the marks of only about a
tenth of them, the government proceeded anyway. In 1877
Congress passed an act enforcing the agreement, abrogating
the treaty of nine years before, and the Black Hills were gone.
The bishop who had chaired the failed commission said
afterward that he knew of no other case in history of a great
nation so shamefully violating its oath.

The coercion that took the hills wore the form of the ra-
tion system I have already described. Their subsistence ra-
tions, on which a people whose buffalo had been destroyed
now depended, were tied by that agreement to the surren-
der of the land, so that the choice put to them was to cede
the Black Hills or to be starved. Hunger that the destruction
of the food economy had created became the lever by which
the sacred center of the Lakota world was pried loose. The
two seizures, of the means of life and of the land, worked
together, the first making the second possible, dispossession
compounding dispossession in a single coordinated act.

The wrong was recognized in law only after a struggle that

ran most of a century. Those nations regarded the 1877 act

320



CHAPTER FOURTEEN: STOLEN GROUND, STOLEN GRAVES

as the theft it was from the moment it passed, but they had
no way to sue the United States until Congress granted them
the right by a special jurisdictional act in 1920, after which
the claim moved through the Court of Claims and the Indian
Claims Commission and at last the Supreme Court across six
more decades. The legal question was whether the 1877 act
had been a taking of property under the Fifth Amendment,
requiring just compensation, or merely a permissible man-
agement of Indian assets, and the courts found, in the end,
that it had been a taking. General Sherman had described an
Indian reservation, years before, as a tract set aside for In-
dians and surrounded by thieves, a remark meant cynically
that turned out to be an accurate prophecy of what would
happen to the Great Sioux Reservation he helped adminis-
ter. The reservation guaranteed forever in 1868 was dismem-
bered within nine years, and it took a hundred and three more
for a court to say so. Justice that arrives a century late is its
own commentary on the law’s relationship to the Native dis-
possession.

The Sioux never accepted the loss, and the case made its
slow way through more than a century of claims and courts.
In 1980, in United States against Sioux Nation of Indians, the
Supreme Court held that the 1877 act had effected a taking of
property the treaty had reserved for the exclusive use of the
Sioux, rather than the fair exchange the government claimed,

a taking that obliged the government to pay just compensa-
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tion with interest, and it awarded more than a hundred mil-
lion dollars. The Sioux refused it, and the refusal is a living
position rather than a relic of 1980. To take the money, they
have said across the decades since, would be to surrender the
claim to the hills themselves, to convert a stolen homeland
into a closed sale, and the land had never been for sale at any
figure. So the award has sat in the federal treasury, drawing in-
terest and growing past a billion dollars, untouched, while the
demand stands. The Black Hills remain federal land, much of
it national forest and park, the faces of American presidents
carved into a mountain the Lakota hold sacred, and the claim
for the return of the country has never been withdrawn. It
is one of the longest-standing assertions of Native authority
over Native ground in the United States, and one of the clear-
est statements in all of this history of what the seizure had
taken, an insistence that the value of the Black Hills cannot
be converted into a sum, that the ground itself, and not its
price, is the thing at issue, a refusal, sustained across genera-
tions, to let the seizure be made final by a payment.

To call the Black Hills sacred is to understate what they
are to the Lakota. They are spoken of as the heart of every-
thing that is, the center of the world, a place of origin and
vision and ceremony and burial, ground belonged to in the
way a people belongs to its source rather than owned in the
way a field is owned, and the dead and the holy are not sep-

arable there from the land itself. That is why the refusal of
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the money belongs in a book about the seizure of the Native
dead. To take the hills was to take a holy ground, the way to
take a burial site is to take a holy ground, and the seizure of
the Black Hills took a people’s holy ground exactly as the col-
lecting of ancestors took a people’s holy dead, the thing taken
in both of a kind the taker’s categories of property and price
were never able to hold. A people that will not accept a bil-
lion dollars for its sacred land is asserting that some things
are held in a relationship the language of property and pay-
ment cannot touch, and the repatriation movement makes
the same assertion about the dead. The Black Hills claim and
the reburial of stolen ancestors are two expressions of one
conviction, that authority over the sacred, whether a moun-
tain range or a relative’s bones, belongs to the people whose
sacred it is and cannot be extinguished by a court’s award or a
museum'’s title, and cannot, by the same logic, be legitimately

seized.

I come now to the ground I know, the home ground of
this book, and to the part of the argument that names my
own inheritance. The Loup Valley in central Nebraska, where
I was raised, was Pawnee country, the river itself carrying in
its French name, the wolf, the memory of the Skidi, the Wolf
band of the Pawnee who had lived along it. The Pawnee held

villages along the Loup and the Platte and the Republican, an
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earth-lodge people who farmed the bottomlands and hunted
the buffalo on the plains, and they buried their dead in that
country across the many centuries they lived in it. When they
were removed to Indian Territory in the 1870s, they left those
dead behind, in ground that was opened within a few years
to homesteaders, and among the homesteaders who came to
break the Loup Valley prairie were my own forebears, the Bo-
hemian immigrant family whose land and whose town be-
came the place [ am from. One of the institutions built on the
vacated Pawnee agency ground on the Loup was the federal
boarding school at Genoa, so that the same few miles of river
held both the graves the Pawnee left behind and the school
that took other nations’ children, two faces of the seizure on
a single stretch of ground. The bones the settlement turned
up entered the collections, and the Nebraska state historical
society came in time to hold the remains of something like a
thousand Pawnee people, gathered from the valleys my family
and its neighbors farmed. I cannot point to a particular grave
my own people disturbed, and I will not invent one, but the
breaking of that prairie for farms turned up Pawnee graves
across central Nebraska, and the comfort of the place [ come
from, the fields and the town and the ordinary midwestern
life they made possible, was built on a country that had been
emptied of its people and that held their ancestors in its soil.
To grow up in the Loup Valley was to grow up on a grave,

whether or not anyone said so, and almost no one said so.
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This is the reckoning the book has been moving toward,
and it cannot be resolved by being stated. I did not take the
land, and I cannot give it back, and the dead of the Loup Val-
ley are not mine to return; the Pawnee Nation has done the
work of bringing its ancestors home, as an earlier chapter de-
scribed, without any help from the descendants of the peo-
ple who farmed over them, and it is not for me to insert my-
self into a recovery that was theirs. What an heir can do is
refuse the innocence the inheritance offers, the assumption
that the land was empty, simply there to be settled, that the
past is closed. There is a temptation, for a descendant who
has learned this history, to perform a guilt that costs nothing,
and it should be resisted as firmly as the innocence it replaces,
because the point of naming the grave under the family farm
is to tell the truth about the ground, not to wallow in an in-
herited shame or to claim a suffering that belongs to others.
The Pawnee do not need my anguish, and the land will not
change hands because I feel badly about how my people came
to it. What changes is the story the country tells about itself,
the myth of the empty prairie waiting for the plow, which this
kind of honesty dismantles one family and one valley at a time.
Naming it changes nothing about the title and everything
about the conscience, and the conscience is the only part of
it that is mine to change. To know that the ground beneath
the family farm was somebody’s homeland and somebody’s

burial place, that the taking of it was the taking of them, and
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to say so plainly, is the beginning of the only repair available

to a descendant, the repair of the record and the conscience.

Set against each other, the theft of the land and the theft of
the dead turn out to be the same motion seen from two sides,
and the unity is a description of how the dispossession actu-
ally worked rather than a figure of speech. The land was taken,
and the dead in it were taken with it; the dead were dug up,
and the digging asserted the claim to the land. A people can-
not be separated from its dead without being separated from
its land, because the dead are in the land, and a people’s land
cannot be fully taken while its dead remain in it as a stand-
ing claim, which is why the graves were dug and the mounds
leveled and the bones carried off. The removal cleared the
living from the ground. The plow and the spade cleared the
dead from it. Allotment broke the land base and scattered the
protection of the graves, and collecting and legal classification
turned the ancestors into property, the last step in converting
a homeland into real estate. The Black Hills were taken by
a starving people’s forced signature, and the sacred ground,
with all it held, passed to the nation that had engineered the
hunger. Through every form of it runs the single logic this
book has tried to name, that to take a people’s country is to
take its dead, and each operation depended on the others, so

that together they accomplished what neither the taking of
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land nor the taking of dead could have accomplished alone,
the complete transfer of a country from the people who be-
longed to it, in life and in death, to people who owed it noth-
ing.

The repatriation movement has begun to reverse one
half of this and has barely touched the other. Ancestors come
home, when they come home, to ground that is mostly no
longer the people’s, reburied on the fraction of the homeland
that remains in Native hands or on land the people have had
to buy back. The Black Hills have not been returned. Nor
have the ninety million acres. The farms and the towns of
central Nebraska sit where they have sat for a century and a
half, on the country of a removed people, over the graves the
plow once opened. Returning the dead is real and it matters,
and it leaves the larger theft standing, the dead restored to a
homeland that is still, in nearly all of it, owned by someone
else. The same sovereignty a tribe can now exercise over
its dead, the authority the repatriation law restored, sits
oddly beside the sovereignty it cannot exercise over its
land, which allotment and the treaty abrogations took and
never returned. How a people comes to be granted authority
over some things and denied it over others, and what that
selective sovereignty reveals about the whole arrangement,
is the paradox the next chapter examines, in a setting as far

from a burial ground as the country offers, the casino floor.
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Chapter Fifteen: The House That
Death Built

This book has treated the seizure of the Native dead as a ques-
tion of sovereignty, the taking of a people’s authority over its
own ancestors and the long fight to win that authority back.
Sovereignty, though, is not granted or withheld all at once or
in a single form. A dominant society can recognize one kind
of sovereignty in a people while resisting another, and the
choices it makes reveal what it values and what it fears. This
chapter sets two sovereignties side by side, the authority to
run a casino and the authority over one’s own dead, because
the country recognized the first and resisted the second in
almost the same years, and the contrast between them is the
sharpest the book has to offer. In the late 1980s, as tribes were
winning the legal right to build a gaming industry that would
grow into the tens of billions of dollars, those same tribes
were still fighting for the right to bring home the bones of

their grandparents from federal museums. The nation found
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it easier to let Indians make money than to let them control
their dead, and why that should have been so is the question

this chapter pursues.

The legal birth of tribal gaming came from a small desert
tribe and a fight over bingo. The Cabazon Band of Mission
Indians, a Cahuilla community of only a few dozen members
near Palm Springs, opened a high-stakes bingo hall and a card
room on its reservation in the early 1980s, drawing players
who were mostly non-Indians from the surrounding region.
California moved to shut the games down as a violation of its
gambling laws, and the Cabazon, joined by the neighboring
Morongo Band, sued. When the case reached the Supreme
Court, in California against Cabazon Band of Mission Indi-
ans, decided in 1987, the Court ruled for the tribes, on a dis-
tinction that has governed Indian gaming ever since, between
laws that regulate a thing and laws that prohibit it. Because
California permitted some forms of gambling, a state lottery
and charitable bingo among them, its gambling laws were reg-
ulatory rather than prohibitory, and a state with merely reg-
ulatory laws had no authority to enforce them inside Indian
country. The decision was not unanimous; a dissent warned
that the choice to open Indian land to commercial gambling
belonged to Congress rather than the Court, and worried that
the chief beneficiaries might prove to be the non-Indian gam-

bling operators who knew the business rather than the tribes
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themselves, a concern the industry’s later dependence on out-
side management would partly bear out. The majority held,
the inherent sovereignty of tribal governments to conduct
and regulate gaming on their own land, independent of state
control, was reasserted, and the reservation became, in the
eyes of the law, a place where a tribe could offer any game the
surrounding state allowed anyone to play.

Cabazon did not invent tribal gaming so much as confirm
a movement already underway. Through the late 1970s and
early 1980s, tribes had begun opening bingo halls offering
prizes larger than state law allowed, and when states tried
to close them the tribes went to court and often won. The
Seminole Tribe of Florida had opened a high-stakes bingo
operation in 1979 and prevailed against the state in a case de-
cided in 1981, an early signal of the principle Cabazon would
later settle at the highest level. These were the opening moves
of the self-determination era, the period that followed the
federal government’s abandonment, in the 1970s, of the pol-
icy of terminating tribes, a period that encouraged tribes to
govern and support themselves. Gaming grew in that soil,
an exercise of the self-determination the federal government
had begun, however unevenly, to encourage. By the time the
Cabazon case reached the Supreme Court, the question was
less whether tribes could game than whether the states could

stop them, and the Court’s answer cleared the way.
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Congress responded the next year with a statute that gave
the new sovereignty a structure and, in the same motion, a
set of limits. The Indian Gaming Regulatory Act of 1988 was
a compromise between the tribes and the states, and it tilted
the balance back toward the states that Cabazon had pushed
aside. The act sorted gaming into three classes and drew the
line of state involvement precisely where the money was. Tra-
ditional and ceremonial games stayed entirely with the tribes.
Bingo and games played against other players rather than the
house remained under tribal authority subject to federal over-
sight, and a number of tribes built substantial operations on
bingo alone to stay clear of the states. But the casino games
that generate the bulk of the revenue, the slot machines and
the banked table games where players bet against the house,
could be offered only under a compact that a tribe negoti-
ated with its state, a requirement that handed the states a per-
manent seat at the table and a lasting source of bargaining
power. The act also created a federal regulator, the National
Indian Gaming Commission, to oversee the whole arrange-
ment. The states had warned of organized crime and pressed
their case in Congress, and the result was that the inherent
tribal authority the Court had recognized now had to pass,
for its most profitable forms, through a negotiation with the
same states the Court had told to stand aside, a privilege con-

ditioned on a deal, and the deals would prove expensive.
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What the door opened onto was an industry of a scale al-
most no one in 1988 foresaw. Tribal gaming grew from scat-
tered bingo halls into one of the pillars of American hospital-
ity, rising from record to record, with the single exception of
the year the pandemic closed the casinos, every year since the
recession of 2008 and 2009. In the 2023 fiscal year it produced
a gross gaming revenue of nearly forty-two billion dollars,
and in the 2024 fiscal year a record 43.9 billion, the fourth
consecutive year of record revenue, generated by more than
five hundred operations owned by two hundred and forty-
three federally recognized tribes across twenty-nine states, a
single regulatory region centered on California accounting
for more than twelve billion dollars of the total. The figures,
drawn from the operations’ audited statements, now rival the
established commercial casinos of Nevada and Atlantic City.
Casinos that had begun as folding tables in reservation com-
munity halls became resorts with thousands of slot machines
and hotels and concert arenas, and for the tribes that ran the
most successful of them the revenue transformed what had
been some of the poorest communities in the United States.
The sovereignty recognized in a fight over bingo had become,
within a generation, one of the larger sectors of American en-
tertainment, built on land the previous chapters watched the
country take, by the descendants of the people it took the land

from.
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The transformation was real, and it was also uneven,
and the unevenness matters to the picture. A tribe whose
reservation sits within reach of a major population center
could build a casino that drew millions of non-Indian cus-
tomers, while a tribe on remote land far from any city might
open a gaming operation and see little. The popular image
of the universally enriched Indian, the casino that made
every tribal member wealthy and the fat per-capita check,
is a stereotype that obscures more than it reveals, since the
great revenues are concentrated in a relatively small number
of well-placed operations while most gaming tribes earn
modestly and a great many have no gaming at all, and the
stereotype has done real harm, feeding a resentment that
casts Native people as unfairly enriched at the moment most
of them remain among the poorest people in the country.
Systems of revenue sharing spread some of the benefit, and
gaming income that does reach a tribal government tends to
go where the dispossession had left the deepest holes, into
housing and schools and clinics and the basic services the
federal trust obligation had never adequately funded, rather
than into private fortunes. The casino, where it worked,
became the thing the ration system and the Indian Health
Service had failed to be, a source of support a tribe controlled
itself, a tool of survival far more often than a source of luxury,

and the stereotype that says otherwise is one more way of
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resenting Native people for the little the conquest left them
a means to reclaim.

Some Native people have called gaming the new buffalo,
and the metaphor repays attention. The buffalo, before
the slaughter described in an earlier chapter, had been the
economic foundation of the Plains nations, the source from
which a people fed and clothed and housed itself, and its
deliberate destruction was the engine of the dispossession.
Gaming, the metaphor says, is what has come to stand in
that place, the resource a people now lives from, the base of
a tribal economy as the herds once were. The comparison
honors what gaming has done and marks what it cannot
do. Those herds were the people’s own, taken from a land
that was theirs, requiring no compact with a state and no
non-Indian customer. The new buffalo is a creature of the
dominant economy, dependent on outside players and on
state permission, a base far more precarious and far less
sovereign than the one the slaughter destroyed. To call
gaming the new buffalo is to name both a recovery and the
distance still to be traveled before a people stands on ground
as fully its own as the ground the buffalo gave it.

No case shows the meaning of the phrase that titles this
chapter more exactly than the Mashantucket Pequot. The Pe-
quot were among the first Native nations of New England to
be nearly destroyed by the English, broken in a war in the

sixteen-thirties so devastating that the colonists declared the
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tribe extinguished and the name itself was for a time forbid-
den, the survivors killed, enslaved, or scattered among other
nations. For three centuries a tiny remnant held on at the mar-
gins of a small reservation in eastern Connecticut, so reduced
that scholarship and schoolbooks alike consigned the Pequot
to the past tense, an example of the vanished Indian the whole
country had been taught to expect, into the late twentieth
century. From that remnant the Mashantucket Pequot built
Foxwoods, which became one of the largest and most prof-
itable casino resorts in the country, its revenues running to
hundreds of millions of dollars a year and lifting the tribe
from poverty and the edge of disappearance to remarkable
wealth. That a people written out of history as extinct should
reappear, within living memory, as the owner of one of the
most lucrative enterprises in the Northeast is an irony sharp
enough to carry the argument by itself. The casino rose, quite
literally, from the near-death of the people who own it, and
that is the house that death built; it made the Pequot more
than prosperous, it made them, in the most public way avail-
able, undeniably alive.

The casino and the museum the Pequot built do the same
work in different registers, and the work is survival made vis-
ible. The whole apparatus of the seizure I have traced rested
on a story, the story of the vanishing Indian, the people fated
to fade before the advancing settlement, present only as a

past to be collected and displayed. A people that fields a thriv-
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ing enterprise and a thriving institution refutes that story in
the most concrete terms, through sheer undeniable presence
rather than argument. The Pequot who run Foxwoods and
the museum across the road are a government, an economy,
a community, a living nation in the place the colony tried to
erase, and no memory or remnant or closed chapter. The as-
sertion of survival is itself a recovery of sovereignty, the an-
swer to a conquest that had declared the people gone, and the
casino and the museum are two ways of making that answer

impossible to ignore.

Set the gaming victory of 1987 and 1988 next to the
repatriation fight of the same years, and the contrast comes
into focus. While tribes were establishing in court and in
Congress their sovereign right to run casinos, they were still
struggling to win the right to recover their ancestors from
the nation’s museums, a struggle that produced the National
Museum of the American Indian Act in 1989 and the Native
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act in 1990,
and produced them only over the sustained resistance of
the museums and the scientists who held the collections.
The two sovereignties arrived almost together, within a
span of three years, and they have fared differently since.
Gaming met resistance from states that wanted a cut, and

the resistance produced the compacts, yet no one argued that
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tribes should be forbidden to game, and the industry was
free to grow into a forty-billion-dollar force. Repatriation
met resistance to the principle itself, the claim that the dead
belonged to their descendants rather than to the institutions,
and that resistance has never fully ended; decades after its
law was passed the return remains unfinished, obstructed by
institutional foot-dragging and by the long afterlife of the
loophole that let holders keep what they chose to call cultur-
ally unidentifiable. The nation honored the one sovereignty
in full and the other in part. One sovereignty was negotiated.
The other was contested at its root.

The difference lies in what each sovereignty asks of the
dominant society. Gaming sovereignty costs the surround-
ing society little and offers it much. The casinos employ
non-Indians, draw non-Indian customers, channel revenue
to states through the compacts, and relieve the federal
government of some of the burden of funding tribes it had
taken on by treaty. An economic sovereignty of this kind is
legible to a capitalist order, which knows how to understand
a people that makes money and even to admire it. Authority
over the dead asks something different and harder. It asks
the museums to give up collections they regard as their own,
the scientists to give up access to material they consider
data, and the society at large to accept that the Native dead
are relatives owed a return rather than resources available

for study, that they belong to a domain of the sacred which
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the language of property and value cannot reach. The first
sovereignty fits the dominant order. The second confronts
it.

The deeper reason the dead were harder to give back than
the casinos were to allow lies in two opposed ideas of value.
A casino converts everything it touches into money, which
is the form of value the dominant society understands best,
and a people that runs one is operating inside the society’s
own logic, playing by rules the society wrote and respects.
The Native claim on the dead asserts the opposite, that some
things hold a value money cannot express or exchange, that
an ancestor is not an asset and a grave is not a parcel and the
relationship between the living and the dead is not a transac-
tion. This is the claim the whole repatriation movement rests
on, and it is precisely the claim a market society finds hard-
est to accept, because it denies that everything has a price. To
grant authority over the dead was to concede that the Native
understanding of value, the one the seizure had spent a cen-
tury overriding, was legitimate after all. That concession cost
more than any compact, and the society made it slowly and
partially and is making it still.

There was a fiscal logic to the welcome that gaming re-
ceived, alongside the ideological one. A tribe that supports
itself from a casino is a tribe that asks less of the federal gov-
ernment, and a Congress weary of the trust obligation it had

assumed by treaty had reason to favor a policy that promised
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to shift the cost of Native survival onto Native enterprise.
Gaming let the country appear to do well by the tribes while
spending nothing, even gaining, through the taxes and the
jobs and the compacts. Repatriation offered the country no
such return. It required federal agencies and federally funded
museums to spend money inventorying and returning collec-
tions, to give up holdings that had taken a century to amass,
and to accept a loss with no offsetting gain a budget could
record. A policy that saves the government money and a pol-
icy that costs it both money and possessions will not be em-

braced with equal warmth, and they were not.

Here the two sovereignties meet, because the people
turned the one they were given toward the one they had
been refused. The clearest instance is again the Mashantucket
Pequot, who took the wealth that Foxwoods produced and
built, near the casino, the Mashantucket Pequot Museum
and Research Center, a facility of more than three hundred
thousand square feet that opened in 1998 at a cost of around
a hundred and ninety million dollars, funded largely by
casino revenue, and that remains the largest tribally owned
and operated museum in the country. A people the history
books called extinct used the proceeds of its casino to build
an institution whose purpose, in part, is to tell the world

that it is not, that the Pequot survived and are present and
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hold their own history. The reversal is exact, the instrument
that for a century collected and displayed Native people
as the curators saw fit now owned and run by the people
whose past it tells, and the casino paid for it. The museum’s
executive director has described its mission as strengthening
Pequot culture first. Among the things the casino wealth
made possible was the research that supported the tribe’s
recovery of its dead, the museum’s work having contributed
to the repatriation of Pequot ancestral remains under the
same law the country had resisted passing.

The pattern reaches well beyond one tribe. Gaming
revenue across Indian country has funded the cultural infras-
tructure through which the recovery of the dead is carried
out, the tribal historic preservation offices, the cultural and
language programs, the museums and research centers, the
staff and the travel and the reburial costs that repatriation
requires. A tribe with gaming income can afford to send
people to a distant museum to inspect a collection, to litigate
a contested claim, to bury what it brings home with the
proper observances, in a way that a tribe living on the federal
appropriation alone often cannot. The bounded economic
sovereignty the country was willing to grant became, in
many places, the means by which tribes pursued the cultural
and mortuary sovereignty the country had resisted. The

money the nation found it easy to let Indians make has paid,
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in part, to bring home the dead the nation found it hard to
let them reclaim.

There is a justice in this that the architects of neither pol-
icy intended. The casino was offered as economic develop-
ment, a way to make tribes self-supporting without returning
their land or their dead. Tribes accepted the offer and then
used its proceeds to fund the reclamation of exactly the sa-
cred things the economic offer was meant to stand in for. The
house that death built has paid to bring the dead home, the
gaming sovereignty turned toward the mortuary sovereignty,
the permitted authority financing the pursuit of the forbid-
den one. A people restored from near-extinction by a casino
used the casino to recover its ancestors and to say, in the

largest museum it could build, that it had survived.

None of this should be mistaken for a happy resolution,
because the gaming sovereignty is as bounded as the day it
was codified, and its limits are real. The compacts give the
states a permanent lever, and the states have used it to ex-
tract a share of the revenue that can run to enormous sums;
the Seminole Tribe of Florida, under a compact for its Hard
Rock operations, pays the state of Florida a guaranteed min-
imum that has exceeded six hundred million dollars a year.
The most profitable casinos depend on non-Indian customers

and sometimes on outside investors and management compa-
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nies whose involvement can erode the tribal control the en-
terprise was meant to embody. And the unevenness means
that the wealth which built the Pequot museum is not avail-
able to most tribes, so that the route by which gaming funds
cultural recovery is open widely but not to all. A Cherokee
scholar has argued that the compact system, by subordinating
tribes to state negotiation, marks a federal policy that is no
longer one of genuine self-determination. The sovereignty
to run a casino is a real sovereignty, and it is a permitted and
constrained one, exercised within limits the dominant soci-
ety set.

The compacts are where the limits bite hardest. Because a
tribe cannot offer the most profitable games without a com-
pact, and cannot get a compact without the state’s agreement,
the states have been able to demand a share of the revenue as
the price of consent, and the shares have grown into some of
the largest payments tribes make. The arrangement reverses
the usual relationship between a sovereign and a state, the
tribe paying the state for permission to exercise an author-
ity a court had called inherent. Outside investors and man-
agement firms add another layer, financing and running casi-
nos in exchange for a cut, so that the profits of a nominally
tribal enterprise may flow substantially to non-Indian hands.
Each of these is a constraint the dominant society built into
the sovereignty it granted, ensuring that even the authority

it was willing to recognize would be exercised on terms that
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served the surrounding order. The sovereignty is genuine,
and it is leashed.

The negotiation has never settled, because the technology
and the market keep moving and the terms keep being rewrit-
ten. The newest front is online and mobile gaming, where the
question of whether a bet placed on a phone miles from the
reservation counts as gaming on Indian land has reopened
the old fight over what tribal gaming sovereignty covers. In
2024 the federal government adjusted its rules to let tribes
negotiate statewide online gaming as part of their compacts,
extending the reach of tribal operations beyond the reserva-
tion’s edge and, in the same motion, deepening their entan-
glement with the states whose permission the arrangement
requires. Each new form of the industry repeats the original
pattern, a tribal assertion of sovereignty met by a state de-
mand for a share and a federal framework that splits the dif-
ference. The sovereignty grows and is hemmed in at once,
expanding into new markets while the leash that Congress
fastened in 1988 is let out a measured length at a time.

It functions, too, as a kind of substitute, and the substi-
tution deserves to be named. The country offered gaming
as a way to make a wronged people self-supporting without
giving back what had been taken, the land and the treaties
and the authority the previous chapters have traced. A casino
is not the Black Hills. The Sioux, as the last chapter described,

have refused for decades to accept money in place of the
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sacred land that was stolen, and gaming offers a different
money, a way to prosper that leaves the original theft in
place. To make a people rich enough to stop demanding what
it is owed would be the cynical reading of the policy, and
while that was not its only purpose, the policy does allow the
country to point to tribal prosperity as though prosperity
settled the older accounts. It does not. A people can run a
profitable casino and still be missing its land, its treaties, and,
until it fights to recover them, its dead.

The irony holds the two truths together. The sovereignty
to make money is not the sovereignty to control the sacred,
and the gap between them is precisely the gap I have traced,
between the authority a dominant society will grant and the
authority it resists. Yet the people given the lesser sovereignty
have used it to pursue the greater one, financing with casino
revenue the recovery of the dead and the land and the lan-
guage that no casino was meant to restore. The museum di-
rector who spoke of strengthening Pequot culture first also
said of the repatriation law that it still does not have the teeth,
that it still lacks the structure to address what he called the
fundamental aspect of the tribe’s value system. Real and in-
complete at once, the recovery runs on a sovereignty that is
itself real and incomplete, and the honest account holds the
achievement and the limit in the same hand. The house that
death built is the whole history in miniature, a people nearly

destroyed, permitted to prosper on narrow terms, and using
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that prosperity to reclaim the sacred things the prosperity
was meant to replace.

It might be objected that this reading is ungenerous, that
gaming has done immense good for Native nations and that
to call it a substitute or a bounded sovereignty is to begrudge
a people its rare success. The objection misreads the argu-
ment. Nothing here disputes that gaming has rebuilt tribal
economies, funded schools and clinics and museums, and
given some nations a self-sufficiency they had not known
since before the conquest, and all of that is to be welcomed
without reservation. The point is about a comparison rather
than a verdict on gaming. What the ready grant of gaming
sovereignty reveals, set against the reluctant grant of mortu-
ary sovereignty, is something the country might prefer not
to see, that it will let a people prosper more easily than it
will let a people control its sacred dead. To notice that is to
read, in the difference between two grants of sovereignty,
the priorities of the nation that made them, not to disparage

the casino.

The pattern runs through the home ground of this book
as it runs everywhere else. The Pawnee Nation, removed to
Oklahoma, operates gaming as many tribes do, and the in-
come from a casino sits among the resources that a tribal gov-

ernment uses to fund the work an earlier chapter described,
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the long effort to recover and rebury the Pawnee dead taken
from the Nebraska ground. Those dead who come home to
be buried in secret, as the chapter on the hidden return de-
scribed, come home funded in part by the kind of enterprise
this chapter has examined, a people using the bounded pros-
perity it was permitted to reclaim the ancestors it was so long
denied. The casino and the reburial, which seem to belong to
different worlds, are joined, the one paying for the other, the
house that death built carrying the dead the long way home.
That the Pawnee should fund the recovery of their dead
from the proceeds of a casino is a fact with a bitter symmetry.
The same people whose buffalo economy was destroyed to
force them onto a reservation, whose land was taken and
plowed over their graves, who were reduced by removal and
disease to a few hundred and written off as vanishing, now
operate, like their neighbors, an enterprise that turns the
leisure of the settlers’ descendants into revenue. With some
of that revenue they have brought home ancestors taken
from the Nebraska ground a century and more ago. The
wheel of it is hard to look at squarely, the descendants of the
dispossessed earning from the recreation of the dispossessors
the means to undo a fraction of the dispossession. It is no
one’s idea of justice, and it is what a determined people has
been able to make of the narrow opening the country left it,
and the dead come home through that opening or they do

not come home at all.
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What this juxtaposition finally reveals is the shape of
the whole seizure seen from the angle of sovereignty. The
dominant society has been willing, across this history, to
grant the Native nations the authority that serves the domi-
nant society and to resist the authority that constrains it, to
permit the casino and obstruct the reburial, to monetize a
people’s survival while withholding the sacred things that
survival was meant to protect. The dead were always the
harder sovereignty, because the dead assert a value that
cannot be converted into revenue, a relationship that the
language of property was built to deny. That a people has had
to fund the recovery of its own ancestors with the proceeds
of a permitted industry is a measure of how grudging the
deeper sovereignty has been, and that it has managed to do
so is a measure of how determined the people are to exercise
it anyway. What the recovery of the dead has come to mean,
after everything I have traced, and what it asks of the country

that resisted it, is the question the final chapter takes up.
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Chapter Sixteen: Beyond the

Burial Tree

The image that fixed itself in the settler imagination was the
burial scaffold against the sky. A body wrapped in robes and
laid on a platform of forked poles a man’s height above the
prairie, or set among the branches of a tree out of the reach of
wolves, the dead person’s belongings beside the body, a horse
sometimes killed below. Several of the Plains nations buried
their dead in this way, the Lakota and the Blackfoot and the
Assiniboine among them, and when the photographers came
west in the late nineteenth century the scaffold burial became
one of their favorite subjects. A photograph taken in 1884 of
an Indian burial scaffold circulated widely and stirred the peo-
ple who saw it, the lonely platform on the open plain serving
the settler mind as an emblem of a people it had decided was
disappearing. The burial tree was picturesque, melancholy,

and safely past, the death of one person standing in for the
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death of a race, and the camera collected the image the way
the museums would soon collect the bodies themselves.

The photographer who did the most to fix this way of
seeing was Edward Curtis, whose vast project at the turn of
the twentieth century set out to record what he and his back-
ers believed was a doomed race before it disappeared. Cur-
tis posed his subjects in a deliberate antiquity, removing the
signs of the present, dressing his sitters in a past, framing
the Indian as a figure already half spirit and on the way out.
The burial scaffold fit that vision precisely, an image of death
that confirmed the death the whole enterprise assumed, and
photographs of open-air burials joined the warriors and the
chiefs in the great albums of the vanishing. The romance and
the science were two faces of one error. Both looked at a liv-
ing people and saw a closing chapter, and both treated what
they saw as material for the observer to gather, the camera
filling its plates while the museums filled their drawers. The
aesthetic of the vanishing Indian was the collecting impulse
in its gentlest dress, and it prepared the public to accept as
poetry what the institutions were performing as theft.

The picture was a distortion, and the distortion is where
this chapter has to begin. Burial on a scaffold or in a tree
was one practice among many, used by some nations and not
others and often alongside burial in the ground. The Pawnee,
whose country and whose dead run through every chapter,

buried their relatives on scaffolds, among the branches of
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trees, and in the earth, as Roger Echo-Hawk has shown,
the practice varying among the bands and the generations.
An earth-lodge people who farmed the river bottoms of
Nebraska, the Pawnee laid many of their dead in the soil of
the homeland, not on platforms in the air. The settler image
of the tree burial, taken as the typical and even the defining
Native way of death, was never accurate, and this book has
refused from its first pages the neat opposition it suggests,
the notion that Indians used trees and settlers used graves.
The argument here turns on what the photograph could not
show.

The range of Native ways of death was as wide as the con-
tinent, which is the simplest refutation of the settler picture.
Nations of the Northwest Coast placed their dead in canoes;
the mound-building peoples of the eastern woodlands raised
earthworks over theirs; the Pueblo peoples of the Southwest
buried in the ground and within the walls of their towns;
the Plains nations used scaffolds and trees and earth in var-
ious combinations. No single practice defined Native death,
and the practices a people used mattered less than the author-
ity it held to perform them and the relationship they served.
That authority is the thing the seizure denied, and the Pawnee
scholar James Riding In has stated the denial as plainly as
it can be stated, that his people never ceded or relinquished
their dead, that the dead were stolen. The word is exact and

it is chosen with care. A theft is the taking of what belongs to
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another against that other’s will, and the removal of the Na-
tive dead from their graves and scaffolds, across every variety
of burial, was a theft in just that sense, whatever the science
that received the bodies preferred to call it.

To move beyond the burial tree, in the sense intended
here, is to move past the picturesque surface the settler imagi-
nation fixed on and to see what actually mattered, which was
the authority a people held over its own dead and the conti-
nuity that bound the living to them. The platform, the tree,
and the grave were only the forms that care took. The photog-
rapher saw a curiosity and the collector saw a specimen, and
both were looking at the wrong thing, mistaking the visible
form for the relationship it served. What the burial scaffold
expressed, and what the earth grave expressed equally, was
a people’s care for its dead and its conviction that the dead
remained part of the community. That care and that convic-
tion were what the seizure took, and the return of the dead
is the effort to restore them. The title of this book names the
passage from the image to the reality, from the dead as the
camera and the museum saw them to the dead as their own
people knew them.

It might be said that this third seizure is only the theft
of graves under a grander name, that the book has taken
the grave-robbing already described and dressed it in the
language of authority and continuity to make it seem larger

than it is. The objection misses what distinguishes the third
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theft from the other two. Those first two thefts, of land
and of graves, were physical acts, the removal of soil and
bodies from one place to another, and they can be reversed
in principle by giving the soil and the bodies back. The
seizure of authority over the dead is a relation of power
rather than a physical act, the claim that an institution and
not a people had the right to decide what became of that
people’s ancestors, and it persists in places where no grave
was ever robbed, wherever the law or the museum still treats
the Native dead as a resource to be administered. A tribe
can have its ancestors physically returned and still be denied
the authority to control them, hedged by loopholes and
timelines and the discretion of the holder. The third seizure
is its own thing, an axis of the conquest that runs through
the other two and outlasts them, and naming it is precision

rather than inflation.

The conquest of Native America is usually told as two
great thefts, the theft of the land and the theft of the lives,
and both are real and both have been counted. This book
has argued for a third theft that runs alongside them and has
been counted far less, the seizure of a people’s authority over
its own dead and the severing of the continuity between the
living and the dead. The land was taken, the people were

killed, and then the dead themselves were taken, dug from
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their graves and lifted from their scaffolds and carried into
the museums to be measured and stored and displayed, the re-
lationship between a people and its ancestors converted into
a relationship between an institution and its holdings. The
third seizure was the conversion of relatives into objects, of
mourning into curiosity, of the sacred into the scientific. It
completed the other two, because a people severed from its
dead is severed from the deepest source of its claim to be a
people at all.

The institutions made the conversion official. In 1867
the Surgeon General of the Army issued an order directing
medical officers in the West to collect Indian crania for the
Army Medical Museum, and the soldiers obliged, gathering
skulls from battlefields and burial grounds and shipping them
east to be measured. A body that had been a grandfather or a
daughter became, on arrival, a numbered entry in a catalog,
a data point in the racial science of the day, its name and
its people and its place stripped away and replaced by an
accession number. This was the third seizure in its purest
administrative form, the relative remade as a specimen by
the act of cataloging, the relationship to a family and a nation
overwritten by the relationship to a collection. The drawer
in the museum was the opposite of the scaffold on the plain.
A scaffold held a person in the keeping of a people; the

drawer held a specimen in the keeping of an institution, and
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the difference between them is the whole distance the return
is trying to travel back.

The burial scaffold the photographer admired became,
in the hands of the collector, the seizure itself. That same
platform, which had held the body of a relative wrapped and
placed with care, was, to the army surgeon and the museum
agent, a convenient supply of specimens, the body already
raised and accessible, requiring no digging. The image and
the theft were continuous, the romantic photograph and the
looted scaffold two moments in a single way of seeing, both
of which treated the Native dead as material the settler was
entitled to take, whether with a camera or with a wagon.
To see a people’s dead as picturesque is already to see them
as available, as belonging to the observer’s world rather
than to their own, and the step from the photograph to
the collection was short. The seizure did not begin in the
museums. It began in the eye that looked at a grave and saw
a thing to be had.

The eye was soon armed with a theory. Salvage anthro-
pology, the dominant approach to the field for decades, held
that Native cultures were vanishing beyond recovery and that
the scholar’s duty was to collect everything possible before
they went, the bodies and the languages and the objects and
the songs, against a disappearance treated as certain. Wealthy
patrons funded expeditions on that premise, museums com-

peted to amass the largest holdings on that premise, and the
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digging of Native graves acquired the dignity of a rescue, the
looter recast as a preserver saving the relics of a doomed peo-
ple from oblivion. The premise was false. The people were
not vanishing, and the cultures the salvagers declared dead
are spoken and sung and practiced today by the descendants
of the people they robbed. What the theory accomplished was
the conversion of theft into science and of grave-robbing into
a profession, and it gave the institutions a century’s worth of
justification for holding what they had taken. The disappear-
ance the salvagers predicted was, in part, the thing their own
work was trying to bring about, the erasure of a living people
behind a wall of glass cases.

What that eye could not see was the continuity it was
breaking. For the nations of this book, the dead did not depart
the community when they died. The Pawnee understood the
dead to join the stars and to remain in relation to the living,
the mortuary traditions, as Echo-Hawk writes, continuing as
an active presence in the life of the people. Among other na-
tions a spirit was held to continue after the body failed, the
dead remaining near, owed attention and care, capable of be-
ing wronged. The relationship between the living and the
dead was not memory, the way the dominant society remem-
bers its dead, but an ongoing bond with obligations running
in both directions, the living tending the dead and the dead
watching over the living. To take the dead from such a people

was to cut a living tie, not to disturb a sentiment, and the pain
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of it, which the collectors dismissed as superstition, was the
pain of a severed relationship. The seizure of the dead was
the seizure of a continuity, and that is the thing the return

exists to mend.

The return restores, first, the authority. Two repatriation
laws I have traced, the National Museum of the American In-
dian Act of 1989 and the Native American Graves Protection
and Repatriation Act of 1990, did something the dominant
society had refused to do for a century, which was to acknowl-
edge that the Native dead belong to their descendants and not
to the institutions that held them. The National Congress of
American Indians, pressing for the legislation, grounded its
case in a principle it said the dominant society had never ex-
tended to Native people, that respect for the dead is a basic
human right shared by all cultures and religions. That law is,
in the words of those who administer it, both a human rights
law and a cultural heritage law, built on the understanding
that all people have the right to bury and protect their dead.
The authority to decide what happens to a people’s ancestors
was returned, at least on paper, to the people themselves, re-
versing the arrangement under which a curator had held that
authority and a tribe had held none.

The authority the laws returned extended past the human

dead to the sacred things taken with them. The repatriation
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statutes cover more than ancestral remains, reaching funer-
ary objects buried with the dead, sacred objects needed for the
practice of a living religion, and objects of cultural patrimony
belonging to a nation as a whole rather than to any individ-
ual, all of which the collectors had taken on the same theory
and held in the same drawers. A medicine bundle central to a
people’s ceremonies, a mask that was a living being in its na-
tion’s understanding, a wampum belt that recorded a treaty,
had been catalogued as artifacts and displayed as curiosities,
their meaning as denied as the personhood of the dead. The
law’s recognition that these belong to the people who made
and used them, and that the people hold the authority to recall
them, restored a control over the sacred that the institutions
had assumed for themselves. The return of the dead and the
return of the sacred objects are one movement, the recovery
of a people’s authority over the things, living and dead, that
the seizure had reduced to a collection.

The return restores, second, the continuity. When a tribe
recovers its ancestors and buries them again with the proper
observances, it resumes a relationship the seizure had inter-
rupted, the living tending the dead once more, the obligation
that had been made impossible to keep met at last. Native
scholars have described repatriation as a kind of healing, the
Anishinaabe researcher Sonya Atalay writing of the way the
return of ancestors contributes to the wellness of a commu-

nity through the practices and the stories that the reburial
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calls back into use. The work reaches past the recovery of
bones to the ceremonies, the language, and the knowledge
that the proper treatment of the dead requires, so that bring-
ing the ancestors home brings home with them a portion
of the culture the seizure had also taken. The continuity re-
asserts itself in the act of reburial, the broken tie reknotted,
the people doing again what their ancestors had done and
what the seizure had stopped them from doing.

The reburial is done as much for the unborn as for the
dead, and that forward reach is part of its meaning. A princi-
ple expressed by many Native nations holds that the present
generation acts on behalf of the seventh generation to come,
that the measure of a decision is what it leaves to the descen-
dants who will inherit it. Bringing the ancestors home and
laying them to rest in the proper way restores to those future
generations a relationship that the seizure had broken, an un-
broken line between the living and the dead that the children
not yet born will be able to take up in their turn. A people
that reburies its ancestors is teaching its young how it is done,
repairing the transmission that the schools and the suppres-
sion had tried to cut, and not a single grave alone. The dead
are brought home, and a future is brought home with them.

These two restorations together make repatriation the
first sustained reversal of the third seizure, the undoing,
case by case and grave by grave, of the conversion that had

turned relatives into objects. An ancestor who comes home
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ceases to be a specimen in a drawer and becomes again a
relative in the ground, the relationship the museum had
denied restored by the act of return. This is why repatriation
matters beyond the number of remains it moves from one
place to another. It changes what the dead are, returning
them from the category of property to the category of kin,
reversing in each instance the redefinition that the whole
apparatus of collection had performed. The reversal is real,
and it is the most important thing this book has to report. It
is also, and this must be said with equal clearness, nowhere
near complete.

The reversal has remade the institutions that carried out
the seizure, which is a measure of how deep it reaches. The
repatriation laws forced the museums and the universities
and the archaeologists into a relationship with Native nations
they had never had, one of consultation and negotiation and,
in the better cases, partnership, in place of the old arrange-
ment in which the scholar studied and the Native people were
studied. A discipline that had built itself on unimpeded access
to Native graves had to learn to ask permission, to share au-
thority, to accept that the descendants of its subjects had a
say in what became of them. The change has been uneven
and resisted, as the holdouts described earlier attest, and it
has nonetheless transformed the practice of American archae-
ology and the running of American museums, ushering in a

period of collaboration that the scholars themselves call im-
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perfect and real. Where the seizure had made the institutions
the masters of the Native past, the return has begun to make
them, at their best, its partners, and the shift in who holds the
authority is the reversal working its way through the bodies

that once embodied the theft.

The scale of what remains undone is the first measure of
the incompleteness. More than thirty years after the repatri-
ation law was passed, the institutions it covers still hold the
remains of more than ninety thousand Native people, by the
program’s own recent accounting, a figure that does not in-
clude the thousands held by the Smithsonian under the sepa-
rate statute that governs it. Nearly sixty percent of the ances-
tors ever reported under the law have now been repatriated,
the share climbing at last after decades of near-stillness, and
the rest are still in the boxes. The work goes on, slowed by the
institutions that drag their feet and by the long afterlife of a
loophole that let holders keep what they once called cultur-
ally unidentifiable, and at the present pace the full return, if
it is ever achieved, lies generations away. The dead this book
has followed home are a fraction of the dead still waiting, and
any account that lingers on the homecomings without nam-
ing the far larger number still on the shelves would be telling
a comfortable lie.

The institutions have lately been pushed to move faster,

though the pushing only underscores how slow they had
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been. Revised federal regulations that took effect in 2024
tightened the law, eliminating the category of the cultur-
ally unidentifiable that had let holders keep ancestors they
declined to affiliate, requiring institutions to defer to tribal
knowledge, and setting deadlines for the work that the
original law had left open-ended. Several major museums
responded by closing or covering displays of Native material
while they reviewed what they held, an admission, decades
late, that the exhibits had been improper all along. The
reforms are real and they are an acknowledgment that thirty
years of voluntary compliance had failed, that the institutions
left to their own pace had returned less than half of what
they held. Whether the new deadlines will be met, or will
join the long record of timelines the holders have let pass, is
not yet known. The law has been strengthened on paper, the
dead remain in their tens of thousands on the shelves, and
the strengthening will be measured by how many of them it
brings home.

The dead who do come home, moreover, often come
home to hiding. Because the threats I have described have
not ended, many nations rebury their recovered ancestors
in undisclosed places, unmarked, their locations held in
confidence, precisely so that what was dug up once will not
be dug up again. The dangers that make the secrecy necessary
are concrete and current. A market in Native remains and

sacred objects persists, openly abroad and quietly at home,
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with sacred items from Southwestern nations turning up at
auction houses in Paris despite the protests of the peoples
they were taken from, and the trafficking in human remains
continuing in defiance of the laws against it. Development
tears through burial grounds still, as it did at Standing Rock,
where a company graded a stretch of ground a day after a
survey identified the graves and cultural features on it. The
institutions themselves have not all given up what they
hold. A people that has recovered its ancestors against these
standing threats has every reason to bury them where no
auctioneer or developer or collector can find them, and the
unmarked, undisclosed reburial is a security measure rather
than a ritual preference, the rational response of people who
have learned what happens to their dead when the resting
place is known. The homecoming is shadowed by the secrecy
it requires, the dead home and the dead hidden, and the
hiding is a defense against a danger that has never gone away,
a measure of how unfinished the larger work remains rather
than a sign of victory.

There is a further harm folded into the return that the
early advocates did not foresee. Many of the remains and ob-
jects held in museums were treated, over the decades, with
arsenic and other poisons meant to preserve them against in-
sects and decay, so that the ancestors a tribe recovers may be
contaminated, hazardous to handle and to rebury, dangerous

to the people performing the ceremonies that the homecom-
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ing demands. The institutions’ idea of care has become one
more injury, the chemicals that preserved the specimen now
threatening the descendants who would lay the relative to
rest. Communities have spoken of the cruelty of it, that bring-
ing an ancestor home after a century of mistreatment should
carry a physical danger on top of the spiritual weight, and that
the museum’s handling reaches out of the past to poison the
return. The seizure keeps finding new ways to extend itself,
even into the act meant to undo it.

The work of the return is carried by people, and their la-
bor is the human face of the reversal. In nation after nation,
particular individuals have made the recovery of the dead a
life’s work, the tribal coordinators who track the holdings and
file the claims, the historians who reconstruct where the dead
came from, the elders who know the proper observances, the
keepers who hold what knowledge survived. The Pawnee co-
ordinator who has overseen the reburial of more than a thou-
sand ancestors taken from Nebraska, and the Pawnee woman
known as the keeper of her people’s seeds who has worked to
recover what was scattered, are examples of a dedication that
the homecomings depend on and that rarely reaches the pub-
lic account. Recovery depends on more than the operation of
law; it happens because specific people give years to inspect-
ing collections, arguing with institutions, raising the money,
and performing the ceremonies, often carrying the weight of

handling the contaminated and long-abused remains of their
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own relatives. The return is an achievement of persistence,
accomplished by the descendants of the dispossessed at a cost
in labor and grief that the institutions which resisted them
have never had to pay.

Some of what was severed cannot be restored at all, and
this is the hardest part of the incompleteness to face. The
children who died at the boarding schools and were buried
in graves that were lost, as an earlier chapter described, can-
not all be found, the cemeteries paved or plowed or simply
forgotten, the records gone; the federal investigation iden-
tified at least nine hundred and seventy-three children who
died in the system and called that number a floor certain to
rise, and many of their graves cannot now be located, lost as
the one at the Genoa school was lost, where a search of the
likely ground turned up only soil. Remains that the collectors
stripped of any record of origin, mixed in boxes and labeled
with a county or with nothing at all, cannot be matched to the
nations they came from, and the law’s category of the cultur-
ally unidentifiable, whatever its abuses, also names a real and
permanent loss, ancestors who can never go home because no
one can say whose they are. The names that went unrecorded,
the languages in which the proper words for the dead were
spoken and that the schools nearly killed, the ceremonies bro-
ken in the generations of suppression, are not all recoverable,
and some of the languages are gone past recovery, taking with

them the words a proper reburial would have used. These are
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permanent subtractions rather than gaps that more diligence
will close, the part of the seizure that succeeded so completely
that even the most determined return cannot reverse it. The
return mends what it can reach, and a portion of what the
seizure took is beyond the reach of any mending, gone for
good into the disorder the collectors made, and an honest ac-
count names them as the losses they are.

And the return of the dead, even where it succeeds com-
pletely, does not return the land or the sovereignty, the two
thefts the third was bound to. The ancestors come home, as
the chapters before this one showed, to ground that is mostly
no longer the people’s, reburied on the remnant that remains
or on land bought back at the market price, the homeland
around them still owned by others. The authority a tribe now
exercises over its dead sits beside the authority it cannot ex-
ercise over its country, the Black Hills unreturned, the ninety
million acres gone, the sovereignty that funds the recovery it-
self bounded and leashed. To bring the dead home to a stolen
country is to complete one return inside a dispossession that
continues, and the smaller justice does not cancel the larger
wrong. The recovery of the dead is genuine, and it proceeds

within a theft of land that no one has reversed.

What, then, does the return mean, if it is partial, shad-

owed, in places impossible, and set inside a dispossession it
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cannot undo? It means what an assertion means, which does
not depend on completeness to be real. Each ancestor brought
home is a statement that the dead matter, that the relation-
ship persists, that the people and not the museum hold the
authority, and the statement is true of the one returned even
when thousands are not. The proof that the meaning does not
wait on completeness is the people themselves, who have not
waited. The Pawnee mortuary heritage, in the words of the
historian who recorded it, continues as an active presence in
the life of the Pawnee today, which is to say that the relation-
ship the collectors tried to convert into a collection was never
actually killed, only interrupted and assaulted and driven into
hiding. A people that goes on claiming its dead, that fights
for decades to recover them, that reburies them with the old
words where it still has them and relearns the words where it
does not, is demonstrating in the most concrete way that the
continuity holds. The disappearance the salvagers predicted
did not happen; those declared extinct are the ones doing the
reburying, and the act of reburial is itself the refutation of
the story that said they would be gone. The meaning of the
return lies in the refusal to accept the seizure as final, the in-
sistence, grave by grave, that the relationship the conquest
denied is still alive and still binding, the survival it enacts the
proof that the seizure failed at the one thing it most wanted,
which was to make the Native dead, and the Native peoples,

into a closed and finished past.
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This is why the return must not be told as a redemption,
and this book has tried throughout to keep it from becoming
one. There is a version of this history that ends in reconcili-
ation, the dead brought home, the wrong acknowledged, the
account closed, and that version is false. The dead are not all
home and will not all come home. The wrong has been ac-
knowledged in law and resisted in practice, conceded in prin-
ciple and obstructed in fact. Their land remains taken, and the
recovered ancestors lie hidden against a danger that persists.
The temptation toward the comfortable ending is strong, and
it takes recognizable forms. One is the museum’s, the institu-
tion that returns a set of remains and issues a statement of
reconciliation, as though the act of return wiped clean the
century of holding, the apology standing in for the reckon-
ing. Another is the nation’s, the textbook narrative in which
the wrongs against Native people belong to a dark past now
being set right, the repatriation law cited as proof that the
country has corrected itself. Both versions purchase a peace
of mind the facts do not support, the dead still held in their
tens of thousands, the land still taken, the recovered ances-
tors still hidden against a living threat. To tell this as a story of
healing completed would be to grant the dominant society an
absolution it has not earned and to misrepresent the people
still fighting for the bones of their grandparents. A reckoning
that has not happened cannot be completed by a gesture, and a

theft that continues cannot be redeemed by the partial return
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of a fraction of what was taken. The refusal of the redemption
arc is accuracy rather than pessimism, the insistence on see-
ing the situation as it is, unfinished and ongoing, the recovery
and the loss held in the same hand, rather than as the resolved
and reassuring story the dominant society would prefer to tell
itself.

What the return asks of the country that resisted it follows
from this. It asks, first, for completion, that the institutions
still holding the dead return them, that the Smithsonian and
the universities and the historical societies and the army fin-
ish the work the law required of them thirty years ago, that
the loopholes close and the foot-dragging end. The return
asks, second, for reckoning, which is more than return, an
acknowledgment that the taking happened and was wrong,
that the museums were built in part on stolen dead and the
science advanced in part on looted graves, a truth the return
alone does not state. And it asks, third, for the principle to
be extended, for the recognition that a people with author-
ity over its dead has a claim also to its land, its treaties, and
its full sovereignty, the dead being the beginning of the ar-
gument and not the end of it. The return of the dead opens

these questions. It does not settle them.

There is, finally, something the dominant society might

learn from the people it tried to dispossess, and the burial tree
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is where the lesson begins. The society that collected the Na-
tive dead has its own troubled relationship to mortality, one
it manages largely by looking away, sequestering its dead in
institutions, hurrying past the fact of death, treating the dead
as a problem to be processed rather than a presence to be kept
in relation. The Native insistence that the dead remain part of
the community, that the living owe them care and attention,
that the bond does not end at the grave, is a different and ar-
guably a wiser way of carrying the dead, and the century the
dominant society spent turning that relationship into a collec-
tion of specimens looks, from this distance, like the impover-
ished thing it was. To move beyond the burial tree, in the end,
is to stop seeing the Native dead as picturesque or as scientific
and to recognize the relationship that the picturesque and the
scientific both denied, and perhaps to learn from it.

The phrase that names this book names two things at
once. It names the passage past the surface image, the burial
scaffold on the plain that the settler took for the whole of
Native death, toward the authority and the continuity that
the image concealed. And it names the horizon, the country
that lies beyond, the work still to be done, the dead still to be
brought home, the land still to be returned, the reckoning
still to be made, the sovereignty still to be honored. The book
ends with the dead partly home and partly hidden, partly
returned and largely still held, the recovery real and the

seizure unfinished, the relationship reasserted in a thousand
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acts of return that have not added up to restoration and may
never. The continuity survives in the reasserting. That is the
most that can be honestly claimed, and it is a great deal, and
it is not enough.

The home ground of this book, the valley of the Wolf, is
where the argument began and where it has to end, and it is
to that ground, and to the dead in it, and to the people who

are bringing them home, that the final pages return.
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Wolf

The river I grew up beside is called the Loup, which is the
French word for wolf, and the wolf in the name is a people,
not an animal. The early French traders on the plains called
the Skidi, the northernmost band of the Pawnee, the Loups,
the Wolves, and the river that ran through the Skidi country
took the name and has carried it ever since, down through
the maps and the county lines and the road signs, into the
ordinary speech of the people who farm the valley now and
mostly do not know what the word remembers, as I did not
know it as a boy. To me the Loup was simply the river, the wa-
ter that ran past the towns of the valley where my family had
farmed since they came from Bohemia to break the prairie,
and it took me most of a life to learn that the name I had said
a thousand times was the name of the people whose country

[ was living in, and whose dead were in the ground under the

fields.
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The Skidi were one of four bands that made up the
Pawnee, alongside the Chaui, the Kitkahahki, and the Pita-
hawirata, and they were the band whose name the river took.
They were known among the Pawnee for the closeness of
their attention to the sky, a people who read the stars as a
sacred text and ordered their towns and their ceremonies by
what they saw there. To the band that watched the heavens
most carefully, the dead were lifted into the sky when they
died rather than lost, taking their place among the stars they
had studied, so that the night over the Loup valley was, in
the Skidi understanding, populated by the people who had
lived along the river before. The wolf in the river’s name
belonged to a people who believed their dead became light. I
learned that, too, late, and it has changed the way I look at
the valley sky.

This book began in that valley and has to end there, be-
cause the argument it has made is finally an argument about
a place and what is buried in it. The Pawnee lived along the
Loup and the Platte and the Republican for as long as anyone
can measure, an earth-lodge people who raised their towns
on the river bottoms and grew their corn in the valley soil
and hunted the buffalo out on the plains, and who buried their
dead in the country they lived in, on scaffolds and in trees and
in the earth, across the centuries that the valley was theirs.
The dead in that world lay in the same ground as the living,

part of the same country, joined to the living by obligations
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that did not end at the grave, and the valley held them the way
it held the towns and the fields, as a feature of the homeland
itself. To belong to the Loup country was to belong among
its dead.

The towns the Pawnee built along the Loup have names
now in the records of the people who dug them, the Clarks
site in Polk County where a band of the Pawnee lived in
the decades before the removal, the Pike Pawnee village
in Webster County, and others scattered down the river
systems of the state. These were the places where a people
had lived and died for generations rather than empty ruins,
the house floors and the storage pits and, in and around
them, the graves, so that the village sites the archaeologists
later worked were burial grounds as much as settlements.
When the Pawnee dwelt in the valley the living and the dead
occupied the same towns, the buried close to the lodges, the
ancestors near at hand, and the daily life of the place went
on among them. The separation of the dead into a distant
cemetery, the arrangement I grew up thinking was simply
how burial worked, was never how the people of the valley
had done it.

The Pawnee were removed from the valley in the 1870s,
driven south to Indian Territory by hunger and disease and
the pressure of the settlement, the last of them leaving the
agency on the lower Loup, near the town that is now called

Genoa, in the late fall of 1875 and reaching Oklahoma before
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the winter closed. They left almost everything behind, the
towns and the fields and the river, and they left their dead,
the generations of Pawnee buried in the valley over the cen-
turies, who could not be carried south and who stayed in the
ground as the living went into exile. The removal severed a
people from its country, and in doing so it severed the people
from the dead in that country, putting the graves beyond the
reach of the relatives whose obligation it was to tend them.
The dead were left in a homeland that was about to become
someone else’s farms.

The removal that emptied the valley was the end of a long
diminishment rather than a sudden expulsion. The Pawnee
had signed away most of their Nebraska country in a treaty at
Table Creek in 1857, keeping only a reservation on the Loup,
and the decades that followed brought the cholera and the
smallpox that cut their numbers, the destruction of the buf-
falo that took their food, and the raids of the Lakota against
which the government had promised a protection it never ad-
equately gave. By the time the last bands left for Oklahoma, a
people that had numbered in the many thousands a few gen-
erations before was reduced to a few hundred, worn down
to the point where removal could be presented as a mercy.
They left the valley because staying had been made impos-
sible, not because they wished to go, and the impossibility
had been manufactured, condition by condition, by the peo-

ple who wanted the land.
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Among the someones were my own people. The valley the
Pawnee left was opened to homesteaders within a few years
of the removal, and the Bohemian immigrant family I come
from took up land in the upper part of it and made the life
that produced, in time, the town [ was raised in and the river |
grew up beside and the boy who did not know what the word
Loup meant. The comfort of that life, the fields and the farms
and the ordinary midwestern decency of the place, rested on a
country that had been emptied of its people a few years before,
and held that people’s dead in its soil.  have said earlier in this
book that to grow up in the Loup valley was to grow up on a
grave, and [ will not soften it here at the end. The prairie my
family broke was Pawnee burial ground, and the breaking of
it, here as across the whole region, turned up Pawnee dead.

I have tried to be exact about my own place in this, be-
cause vagueness would be a kind of evasion. My people were
farmers who came after the soldiers and the archaeologists,
Bohemians who took the cheap land a generation behind the
removal and worked it and raised their families on it and
passed it down. They did not think of themselves as benefit-
ing from a dispossession, and they were benefiting from one,
living and prospering on a homeland emptied of its people
just before they arrived. The innocence of the latecomer is
the most common form of the settler’s innocence, the belief

that because one did not fire the gun or wield the shovel one
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has no part in the taking. [ have come to think that the be-
lief is false, that to inherit the land is to inherit the history,
and that the comfort I was raised in was a dividend, however
distant, of the emptying of the valley.

What the plow turned up, the institutions gathered. The
agency that became the Nebraska State Historical Society
made the Pawnee and their ancestors a particular focus of its
early archaeology, and over the decades it accumulated the
remains of something close to a thousand Pawnee people,
dug from the valley soil and the village sites along the rivers,
the dead of the homeland converted into a collection in the
capital. Bones that the homesteaders’ plows loosened and the
archaeologists’ shovels lifted became specimens, numbered
and stored and studied, the relatives of a removed people
remade as the property of a state. The valley gave up its dead
twice, first to the plow that broke the graves and then to the
science that carried the broken graves away, and the dead
of the Loup country ended in drawers a long way from the
river that the wolf in their homeland’s name remembered.

The science that took the valley’s dead had a theory to
justify it, the same theory this book has examined, that the
mounds and the village sites were the relics of a vanished peo-
ple whom the living Indians did not descend from, and that
the proper place for what they held was a museum. Under
that theory the Pawnee village sites were excavated as archae-

ological resources, the Clarks site and the Pike Pawnee vil-
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lage among them dug in the 1940s, their graves opened and
their contents carried to the capital, the funerary objects cata-
logued down to the brass bells and the bridle bits and the cra-
dle board. A people’s cemetery became a data set. The dead
who had been laid among the lodges by relatives who knew
their names left the valley as numbered specimens with no
names at all, their connection to the living Pawnee denied by
the same science that dug them up. It was the third seizure
performed on the ground I come from, the conversion of the

valley’s ancestors into the holdings of a state.

They have been coming home. In 1990, and again in 1995,
the Pawnee Nation reburied at Genoa the remains of nearly
a thousand Pawnee and their relatives, returned from the Ne-
braska State Historical Society and other holdings under the
new repatriation law, laid back into the ground of the valley
near the agency the people had left in 1875. A stone marker
stands at the east end of the Genoa cemetery, on what had
been a Pawnee campsite, recording that four hundred and
three Pawnees were reburied there by the Pawnee Nation on
the eleventh of September, 1990, and closing with the wish
that they rest in peace forever. The dead the valley gave up
to the plow and the museum were brought back to the valley,
by the descendants of the people who had been driven out of

it, and laid again in the homeland soil. It is the reversal this
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whole book has tried to describe, performed on the ground I
am from.

Among the reburied at Genoa were six men who had been
Pawnee Scouts, Pawnee who had served the United States
Army on the plains in the years around the removal, and there
is a hard irony in their return that the valley should not be al-
lowed to smooth over. They had scouted for the army of the
nation that was even then taking their people’s land, their re-
mains had ended like the others in a collection, and they came
home at last to be buried among their own. The Genoa ceme-
tery stands on ground that had been a Pawnee campsite be-
fore it was a town’s graveyard, so that the dead were laid back
almost exactly where their people had camped. That layering
is the valley’s whole history in a few yards of earth, a Pawnee
campsite under a settler cemetery holding reburied Pawnee
dead. The ground keeps the record even when the people on
it forget.

The return did not happen by the working of the law
alone, and it did not happen easily. Walter Echo-Hawk,
the Pawnee attorney who became one of the first Native
people to press for repatriation in the 1980s, has said that
the Nebraska State Historical Society fought the Pawnee at
every step, that it ignored them, that the institution holding
their ancestors gave up nothing without a struggle. It was
the Pawnee, with the lawyers of the Native American Rights

Fund, who forced the question into the open, and it was
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Nebraska, under a law that Senator Ernie Chambers carried
through the legislature in 1989, a year before the federal act,
that became one of the first states to require its institutions
to give the dead back. The recovery of the Pawnee dead
was won by Pawnee persistence against the resistance of
the people who held them, and the marker at Genoa stands
because a removed people refused to let its ancestors stay in
a museum.

The Nebraska returns came in numbers that say some-
thing about how much had been taken. By 1999, the state
historical society had returned close to seven hundred sets of
remains and their funerary offerings, the majority of them to
the Pawnee Nation of Oklahoma and the related tribes, a mea-
sure of how heavily that one institution’s early archaeology
had fallen on the Pawnee and their ancestors. The reburials
at Genoa in 1990 and 1995 brought home nearly a thousand
Pawnee and relatives all told, returned from the historical so-
ciety and from other collections that had held them. These are
large numbers for a single valley and a single people, and they
are also, set against the national holdings, a small beginning.
A Pawnee leader involved in the work has said the goal is the
full repatriation of all the ancestors, which tells you plainly
that the work is not yet near done.

The work has not stopped, and the people who do it carry
it still. A Pawnee woman named Marti Only A Chief has

driven across the country to bring her ancestors home, trav-
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eling east to a museum in Baltimore that held the remains of
Pawnee people dug from the Nebraska ground, and east again
and again to other holdings, doing the long unglamorous
labor of recovery that the homecomings depend on. That
is the return as it actually happens, the labor of particular
people giving years of their lives to driving the highways and
arguing with the institutions and carrying the dead the long
way back to the valley, far more than a matter of laws and
notices, so that the ancestors the state took can rest again in
the homeland the state opened to my family.

The recovery has been the labor of a committee and a com-
munity, not of any single hero. The Pawnee Nation has kept a
repatriation committee at the work for decades, and particu-
lar people have carried particular parts of it, the coordinator
who has overseen the reburial of well over a thousand an-
cestors, the woman known among her people as the keeper
of the seeds who has worked to recover what was scattered
along with the dead, the elders who hold the words the reburi-
als require. They have done this while living their own lives
in Oklahoma, a long way from the Nebraska ground their an-
cestors came from, returning to the valley again and again to
bury ancestors they never met and are bound to all the same.
The persistence is itself a form of the continuity, a people per-
forming across generations the obligation to its dead that the
seizure had tried to sever. The homecomings are the visible

result of an unglamorous and unending devotion.
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The homecoming is real, and it is the thing this book most
wants to honor, and it is nowhere near finished. Museums
in Nebraska still hold over a hundred sets of Native remains
that have not been returned, among them Pawnee ancestors
at the Hastings Museum awaiting the slow completion of the
legal process, and the institutions across the country still hold
tens of thousands more, the recovered dead of the Loup val-
ley a small return against the vast holding that remains. The
reburials at Genoa and the new reburials elsewhere are the
beginning of the work and not its end, and any account of
them that rested in the homecoming and looked away from
the far greater number still on the shelves would be telling
the comfortable lie of a finished recovery.

Not all the valley’s Pawnee dead were ever taken, and
this is worth holding onto at the end. The collectors found
the village sites and the marked graves they could find, and
they did terrible work, and they did not find everything.
Across the valley, in ground that was never excavated, under
fields plowed without anyone noticing what the plow passed
over, Pawnee dead still lie where their people laid them,
unmarked, unknown, uncounted, their rest never disturbed
because their graves were never located. The farms of the
valley sit over them still, my family’s fields among them,
the living settlers above and the undisturbed Pawnee dead

below, sharing a ground the living mostly do not know they
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share. Those dead were never collected and so can never be
repatriated, and they are home in the truest sense, having
never left, the continuity in their case unbroken because the
seizure never reached them.

The land has not come back either, or almost none of it.
The ninth chapter described the sixty acres near Dannebrog
that the writer Roger Welsch deeded back to the Pawnee Na-
tion, where in 2024 the people reburied ancestors on home-
land soil at last. Even that gift, freely given, took the lawyers
of the Native American Rights Fund and an opinion from
the state’s attorney general to make real, the simple act of a
people burying its dead on its own returned land requiring
a state’s legal blessing. They went to the trouble because a
century has taught them that nothing else holds. A people
that has seen its treaties signed and broken, its sacred land
guaranteed forever and seized within a decade, and its ances-
tors conceded only when a statute compelled it, has learned
that goodwill evaporates and paper sometimes holds, and it
turns every claim it can into an enforceable instrument the
moment one is offered. The gift is real, and sixty acres is sixty
acres, set against a valley and a river and the whole sweep of
a homeland that runs to the horizon and remains, in nearly
all of it, the property of the descendants of the settlers, my
family among them. Those dead come home to fragments of
their country, to a campsite at the edge of a town cemetery

and a returned parcel of farmland, while the homeland that
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held them stays in other hands. The smaller return proceeds
inside the larger theft that no one has reversed, and the small-
ness of the returned ground and the effort its return required
are both part of the measure of what was taken.

And the dead who have come home do not all rest where
anyone can find them. Many of the ancestors the Pawnee have
recovered are reburied in places kept secret, unmarked, their
locations held in confidence, because the dangers that emp-
tied the graves the first time have not ended, because the mar-
ket still trades in Native bones and the developments still
tear through burial grounds and the world has proven that
a marked Native grave is not a safe one. There is a particu-
lar grief in this, beyond its practical necessity. A people that
has fought for a century to bring its ancestors home, that has
driven the highways and argued the cases and raised the dead
from the museum drawers, must then bury them where it can-
not mark the place, cannot gather openly at the grave, cannot
tell even its own descendants exactly where their relatives lie,
for fear of what would come digging. The marker at Genoa
wishes the four hundred and three to rest in peace forever,
and the wish reads now as a hope rather than a description,
naming a peace the people are still defending by hiding most
of those they bring home. The dead are home, and the dead
are hidden, and the hiding is the measure of how unfinished

the work remains. Home is not yet a safe place to be a Pawnee

383



CONCLUSION: THE VALLEY OF THE WOLF

ancestor, and the valley has not yet earned the right to say

where they lie.

[ am left, at the end of this, with the question of what it
means to be the one telling it, a descendant of the homestead-
ers standing on the ground his people farmed, writing about
the dead his people’s plows helped turn up. I did not take the
land and I cannot give it back, and the dead of the Loup val-
ley are not mine to return; the Pawnee have done that work
themselves, without help from the families who farmed over
their ancestors, and it is not for me to insert myself into a
recovery that was theirs. What I have tried to do is the one
thing an heir can actually do, which is to tell the truth about
the ground, to refuse the story of the empty prairie waiting
for the plow, to say plainly that the valley was a homeland and
a burial place and that the comfort of my own beginnings was
built on a people’s dispossession and a people’s dead. A book is
an accounting, and an accounting matters, because the story
a country tells about its own ground shapes what it believes
it owes, and the myth of the empty prairie has done real work
in keeping the debt invisible. To replace that myth with the
truth, valley by valley, is a contribution to the conditions un-
der which restitution might someday be thinkable. It is not
restitution. The Pawnee do not need my sentences, and they

could use their land back, and the honest writer in my posi-
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tion says both of those things and does not let the first stand
in for the second.

The gift of those sixty acres did the one thing this writing
cannot, which is to move a piece of the homeland back into
the hands it was taken from, and the distance between that
deed and these sentences is the distance between acknowl-
edgment and restitution that words cannot pretend to close.
Most of us who inherited the valley have returned nothing,
and the honest position for such an heir is to refuse to mis-
take the writing of a true sentence for the doing of justice;
to know the history and to name it is the beginning of some-
thing and not the completion of it. This book has been my
attempt at that accounting, written from inside the inheri-
tance and making no claim to speak for the people it concerns.
[ have tried throughout to route the authority to those who
hold it, to the Pawnee scholars and the tribal historians and
the Native attorneys and the elders whose understanding of
this history is the one that matters, and to keep my own role
to what it honestly is, the testimony of a settler’s descendant
about the ground he came from. The danger in a book like
this is that the teller makes himself the hero of someone else’s
recovery, and I have worked to refuse that, to stay in the po-
sition of witness and heir rather than to borrow the dignity
of the dispossessed. The valley is still ours who took it. Their
dead have come back to the edges of it. The reckoning that

would close the distance has not been made, and I am in no
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position to declare it made, least of all to absolve anyone, last

of all myself.

What I can say, standing in the home ground at the end,
is that the people the valley was taken from are not gone, and
that this, more than anything, is what the return has proven.
The proof against the vanishing is a fact rather than an ar-
gument, and the fact is the people themselves. A nation the
United States removed and reduced and declared a part of the
past is a government and a community today, with a repatria-
tion committee and a language program and a long record of
bringing its ancestors back to the Nebraska ground, relearn-
ing the words for the reburials and teaching its young what
the seizure tried to make them forget. The continuity the
collectors believed they had severed turns out to have held,
driven into hiding and assaulted and diminished, and held.
The Pawnee are still the Pawnee, still bound to the dead the
museums took, still capable of laying them back in the home-
land soil with the words their ancestors used. Those dead
come home because a living people insists on bringing them,
and the insistence is the continuity reasserting itself, the bond
between the living and the dead that the collectors thought
they had broken proving to have survived the breaking. The
seizure failed at the one thing it most wanted, which was to
end the people and close the relationship, and the evidence of

the failure is the steady traffic of the dead coming home.
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That continuity, reasserted grave by grave against every-
thing arrayed to deny it, is the meaning of the return, and it
is a meaning that does not require completion to be real. The
work is unfinished and will likely stay unfinished past my life-
time and the lifetimes of the people now doing it, the held
dead too many and the lost graves too many and the home-
land too thoroughly taken for any full restoration to be in
view. The recovery is partial, shadowed by secrecy, set inside
a dispossession that continues, and it is, even so, the first sus-
tained undoing of the third great theft I set out to name, the
reclaiming of a people’s authority over its own dead and the
mending, where it can be mended, of the tie between the liv-
ing and the gone. To move beyond the burial tree was always
to move toward this, the relationship behind the image, the
people behind the specimen, the continuity behind the grave.

The Skidi believed their dead became stars, and a person
standing in the valley on a clear night is standing under them
still, the Pawnee dead who became light over the country that
was theirs. Settlers who farm the valley look up at the same
sky and see constellations with Greek and Roman names, and
the older meaning is there underneath, the way the wolf is
there underneath the name of the river. The dead the muse-
ums took and the people brought home, and the dead who
were never taken, and the dead the Skidi watched rise into

the sky for centuries, are all still here, in the ground and over
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it. The valley holds them whether or not the living know it
does.

The Loup still runs through the valley, carrying the name
of the Wolf People past the farms that cover their country
and the cemetery that holds four hundred and three of their
reburied dead and the hidden ground that holds the others,
who rest where no one will say. That river does not know
what it remembers, and the people who farm beside it mostly
do notknow either, and the dead are in the soil regardless, the
ones who were never taken and the ones who were taken and
brought back, home in a homeland that is no longer theirs, at
rest in a peace the country has not yet learned how to keep.
The return is real and the return is unfinished, and the valley
of the Wolfholds both, the recovery and the loss together, the
dead home and the dead still missing, the relationship surviv-
ing in the act of its repair. That is where the book ends, on

the home ground, with the work going on.
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Notes

These notes are keyed to the chapters and to the matters
they treat. They point to where each substantial claim can be
checked. Citations here are short. Full publication details for
the books and articles are in the bibliography, and the pri-
mary documents, statutes, court decisions, and government

reports are named in full where they first appear.

Introduction: The Conquest You Cannot Survey

On the conquest as it is usually told, the taking of land and
the taking of life. The book sets its argument beside three
recent histories of Native America: Treuer, The Heartbeat
of Wounded Knee; Blackhawk, The Rediscovery of Amer-
ica; and Dunbar-Ortiz, An Indigenous Peoples’ History of the
United States.

On the figure of hundreds of treaties made and broken.
Kappler, Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties; the ratified Indian

treaties held by the National Archives.
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On the third seizure, the taking of a people’s authority
over its own dead, as a claim this book advances rather than
one it inherits. The supporting record is the body of law,
ethnography, and reporting cited through the chapters that
follow.

On the settler-heir standpoint and the Loup valley as the
author’s own ground. This rests on the author’s family and
regional history, with the Pawnee removal and Nebraska set-

tlement record cited in Chapter One.

Chapter One: The Wolf River

On the French word loup, wolf, and the Pawnee as the peo-
ple the Plains tribes signed for with the wolf sign. Weltfish,
The Lost Universe; Grinnell, Pawnee Hero Stories and Folk-
Tales.

On the Skidi villages set to mirror the stars and the sky re-
ligion of the Pawnee. Chamberlain, When Stars Came Down
to Earth; Dorsey, Traditions of the Skidi Pawnee; Murie, Cer-
emonies of the Pawnee.

On Massacre Canyon, August 1873, and the Sioux attack
on a Pawnee hunting party. History Nebraska.

On the Table Creek Treaty of 1857 and the cession that
confined the Pawnee to a reservation on the Loup. The treaty
record; History Nebraska.

On the removal of the Pawnee from Nebraska to Indian

Territory in the mid-1870s, and the chief shot fording the
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Loup during the march. History Nebraska; Weltfish, The
Lost Universe.

On the Homestead Act of 1862 and the opening of the
ceded land to settlers. The Homestead Act, 12 Stat. 392, 1862.

Chapter Two: The Visible Dead

On the range of Plains burial, scaffold, tree, and earth, and
the error of taking any one form as the whole. Weltfish,
The Lost Universe; Dorsey, Traditions of the Skidi Pawnee;
Murie, Ceremonies of the Pawnee.

On the Skidi belief that the dead rise to the stars and
that Tirawa orders the sky. Chamberlain, When Stars Came
Down to Earth.

On the Lakota Keeping of the Soul and the year of tending
the spirit bundle. Black Elk and Brown, The Sacred Pipe.

On the Morning Star ceremony and the captive sacrificed
at dawn. Murie, Ceremonies of the Pawnee; Dorsey, Tradi-
tions of the Skidi Pawnee.

On Petalesharo, who about 1817 cut a captive girl free
from the Morning Star scaffold, and on the silver medal
struck for him by a Washington seminary, engraved “To
the Bravest of the Brave,” and the portrait by Charles Bird
King. Grinnell, Pawnee Hero Stories and Folk-Tales; and the
documented record of the 1821 delegation to Washington.

On the last Morning Star sacrifice, in the spring of 1838.

Murie, Ceremonies of the Pawnee.
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On the skull of a Pawnee man carried east on a pack-
horse by the Long expedition of 1820, the same expedition
that spread the story of Petalesharo’s mercy. Edwin James,
Account of an Expedition from Pittsburgh to the Rocky
Mountains (1823); the episode is discussed in Roger Echo-

Hawk’s scholarship on Pawnee repatriation.

Chapter Three: The Crime of Grief

On the Code of Indian Offenses of 1883 and the rules of the
Courts of Indian Offenses. The Code of Indian Offenses,
1883.

On the criminalizing of the give-away, the mourning ob-
servances, and the work of the healers, and the use of rations
and confinement as penalties. The Code of Indian Offenses,
1883.

On the federal aim of replacing Native grief and ceremony
with the habits the agents called civilization. The Code of In-
dian Offenses, 1883; and the annual reports of the Commis-
sioner of Indian Affairs.

On the Canadian ban on the potlatch, in force from 1885
until 1951, as the parallel suppression to the north. The Indian
Act of Canada and its amendments.

On the American Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1978
as the late and limited federal reversal. The American Indian

Religious Freedom Act, 1978.
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Chapter Four: The Dance for the Dead

On the Ghost Dance, its prophet Wovoka, and the promise
that the dead would return and the world be restored.
Mooney, The Ghost-Dance Religion and the Sioux Out-
break of 1890; Lesser, The Pawnee Ghost Dance Hand
Game.

On the Pawnee form of the religion, the prophet Frank
White, and the recovery of old games and songs through the
hand game. Lesser, The Pawnee Ghost Dance Hand Game.

On Wounded Knee, December 1890, and the killing of Big
Foot’s band. Ostler, The Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism.

On the physician Charles Eastman, who searched the
frozen field for survivors days after the killing. Eastman,
From the Deep Woods to Civilization; Ostler, The Plains
Sioux and U.S. Colonialism.

On the dead of Wounded Knee gathered and buried in a
single trench. Ostler, The Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism.

On the Medals of Honor for Wounded Knee, some twenty
in all, the 2024 Defense Department review, and the 2025
decision to leave them in place over tribal objection. The
Associated Press and other reporting on the Department’s
announcement; the statement of the National Congress of

American Indians.
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Chapter Five: The Lost Grave

On Carlisle, opened in 1879, and Richard Henry Pratt’s stated
aim to kill the Indian and save the man. Pratt’s 1892 address;
Adams, Education for Extinction.

On the renaming and reclothing of the children and the
use of rations to compel attendance at the schools. Adams,
Education for Extinction.

On the federal accounting of the boarding schools and the
child deaths recorded in the initiative. The Federal Indian
Boarding School Initiative Investigative Report, Volume II
(2024), which confirmed at least 973 child deaths across 417
schools.

On the Carlisle cemetery, moved in 1927 so the ground
could be put to other use, and the children reburied in rows.
The National Native American Boarding School Healing
Coalition; and the record of the Army’s later disinterments.

On the Genoa Indian Industrial School in Nebraska, the
children who died there, and the lost location of the school
cemetery. The City of Genoa; History Nebraska.

On the 2026 appellate ruling that the federal repatriation
law reaches the children buried at Carlisle. Winnebago Tribe
of Nebraska v. United States Department of the Army, No. 24-
2081 (4th Cir. May 14, 2026), which vacated the dismissal
and remanded the case, holding that NAGPRA can reach the

Carlisle remains without itself ordering their return.

394



NOTES

Chapter Six: The Specimen

On the roughly one thousand Pawnee ancestors held by the
Nebraska State Historical Society in the late twentieth cen-
tury. History Nebraska; Echo-Hawk and Echo-Hawk, Battle-
fields and Burial Grounds.

On craniometry and the ranking of races by skull, and on
Samuel Morton’s Crania Americana of 1839. Gould, The Mis-
measure of Man; the study “Skulls, Science, and the Spoils of
War.”

On the Office of the Surgeon General’s Circular No. 2 of
1867 and the 1868 circular that directed Army medical offi-
cers to collect Native crania for the Army Medical Museum,
the source of the stated collecting purpose. The wording
is quoted in the study “Skulls, Science, and the Spoils of
War,” which attributes it to the museum’s curator, George A.
Otis, while the Army’s own institutional history credits the
September 1868 memorandum to Charles H. Crane. Circular
No. 2, 1867; the 1868 circular.

On the myth of a vanished mound-building race and its
refutation by Cyrus Thomas for the Bureau of Ethnology in
1894. Thomas, Report on the Mound Explorations of the Bu-
reau of Ethnology.

On James Riding In’s argument that the remains were
never ceded and were taken without consent. Riding In,

“Without Ethics and Morality.”

395



NOTES

On the Native American Graves Protection and Repatria-
tion Act of 1990 as the turn from specimen to relative in fed-
eral law. The Native American Graves Protection and Repa-

triation Act, 1990.

Chapter Seven: The Right of Return

On the looting of the Slack Farm site in Kentucky in 1987 and
the public reaction that followed. Fagan, “Black Day at Slack
Farm,” Archaeology (1988); Arden, “Who Owns Our Past?”
National Geographic (1989).

On Maria Pearson and the lowa roadwork that set re-
buried settler remains beside boxed Native remains, and the
state law that followed. Pearson, “Give Me Back My People’s
Bones,” in Bataille, Gradwohl, and Silet, eds., Perspectives
on American Indians in Iowa; Still Running: A Tribute to
Maria Pearson, Yankton Sioux.

On Suzan Shown Harjo and the national campaign that
carried repatriation into federal law. McKeown, In the
Smaller Scope of Conscience; Trope and Echo-Hawk, “The
Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act:
Background and Legislative History,” Arizona State Law
Journal (1992).

On Walter Echo-Hawk and Roger Echo-Hawk and the
legal and historical case for return. Echo-Hawk and Echo-
Hawk, Battlefields and Burial Grounds; Walter Echo-Hawk,
In the Light of Justice.
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On the National Museum of the American Indian Act of
1989 and the Smithsonian’s holdings of Native remains. The
National Museum of the American Indian Act, 1989.

On the passage of the repatriation law on November 16,
1990. The Native American Graves Protection and Repatria-
tion Act, 1990.

On the Ancient One, called Kennewick Man, and the long
fight over his remains as the case that turned the demand for
proof against a people. Bonnichsen v. United States, 367 F.3d
864 (9th Cir. 2004), holding the remains beyond the reach
of the repatriation law; Rasmussen and others, “The Ances-
try and Affiliations of Kennewick Man,” Nature (2015), the
genetic study; and the reporting on the 2017 reburial by the

Columbia Plateau nations.

Chapter Eight: Still on the Shelves

On the gap between the law’s promise and its practice, and the
remains still held decades after 1990. ProPublica, The Repa-
triation Project; the National NAGPRA Program’s Fiscal Year
2024 Report to Congress, which records more than ninety
thousand human remains still held and nearly sixty percent
of those ever reported as repatriated.

On the category of the culturally unidentifiable and its
use to keep ancestors in collections. ProPublica, The Repa-
triation Project; the Native American Graves Protection and

Repatriation Act, 1990.
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On the 2024 revision of the regulations, the duty of care,
and the requirement of free, prior, and informed consent.
The 2024 NAGPRA regulations, 43 C.F.R. Part 10.

On Shannon O’Loughlin and the Association on Amer-
ican Indian Affairs on the pace of return. ProPublica, The
Repatriation Project; the Association on American Indian Af-
fairs.

On Nebraska’s later record of return as a measure of what

compliance can look like. History Nebraska.

Chapter Nine: Home to the Wolf River

On the Salina Burial Pit in Kansas, the display of Native
graves as a roadside attraction, and its closing. The Kansas
record; History Nebraska.

On the Nebraska Unmarked Human Burial Sites and
Skeletal Remains Protection Act, LB 340 of 1989, and Sen-
ator Ernie Chambers. The Nebraska burial-protection law,
1989; Nebraska Public Media.

On Walter Echo-Hawk and Roger Echo-Hawk and the
Nebraska fight that pried the ancestors loose. Echo-Hawk and
Echo-Hawk, Battlefields and Burial Grounds.

On the Pawnee reburial at Genoa in 1990 and the marker
set over the ground. The City of Genoa; History Nebraska.

On the roughly seven hundred ancestors returned to the

Pawnee by the end of the 1990s. History Nebraska.
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On Debra Echo-Hawk and the keeping of the Pawnee
seeds as the return of the living alongside the dead. The
Pawnee Seed Preservation Project and Nebraska Public
Media.

Chapter Ten: The Children Return

On the disinterment of Northern Arapaho children from the
Carlisle cemetery beginning in 2017, and the transfers that
followed. The National Native American Boarding School
Healing Coalition; the Army's Office of Army Cemeteries
record.

On the Winnebago suit against the Army over two chil-
dren buried at Carlisle, and the 2026 appellate ruling. Win-
nebago Tribe of Nebraska v. United States Department of the
Army, No. 24-2081 (4th Cir. May 14, 2026).

On the Genoa excavation that turned up no graves where
the cemetery was thought to lie. The City of Genoa; History
Nebraska.

On gaiashkibos and the Nebraska Commission on Indian
Affairs in the search for the Genoa children. The Flatwater
Free Press and Nebraska Public Media; the Genoa Indian
School Digital Reconciliation Project at the University of
Nebraska.

On the federal boarding-school investigation and the
schools and child deaths it documented. The Federal Indian

Boarding School Initiative Investigative Report, Volume I
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(2022) and Volume II (2024), the latter listing 417 schools
and at least 973 child deaths.

Chapter Eleven: Hidden Again

On the practice of keeping reburials unmarked and unan-
nounced to protect the returned dead. The repatriation
record; the Native American Rights Fund.

On the market in Native remains and patrimony and the
foreign auctions that the law could not reach. The Associ-
ated Press and Indian Country Today on the Acoma and Hopi
cases, and the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs hearings
on the Safeguard Tribal Objects of Cultural Patrimony Act.

On the Dakota Access pipeline, the burial and cultural
sites at issue near Standing Rock, and the resistance of 2016.
The federal record in Standing Rock Sioux Tribe v. U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers, including the declaration of Tim
Mentz, Sr.

On museums and the Army that continued to resist return

after the law. ProPublica, The Repatriation Project.

Chapter Twelve: The Speed of Death

On the smallpox of 1837 on the upper Missouri, the trader at
Fort Clark who gave up counting the dead, and the destruc-

tion of the Mandan. Chardon’s Journal at Fort Clark, edited
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by Annie Heloise Abel, the entry for August 11, 1837; Ostler,
Surviving Genocide.

On the toll among the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara and
the scale of the 1837 epidemic. Ostler, Surviving Genocide.

On the virgin-soil thesis, the claim that Native peoples
died chiefly of unfamiliar germs, and the case against treating
that as the whole story. Jones, “Virgin Soils Revisited”; Jones,
Rationalizing Epidemics; Ostler, Surviving Genocide.

On the way the theory of a vanishing race was used to
license the collection of the dead. The study “Skulls, Science,
and the Spoils of War.”

On the cholera that struck the Pawnee in the Platte valley
in 1849. Weltfish, The Lost Universe; the Oklahoma Histori-
cal Society’s Encyclopedia of Oklahoma History and Culture,
by Douglas R. Parks, which records more than a thousand
Pawnee dead; and the Smithsonian’s Native Knowledge 360,
which gives the figure as twelve hundred.

On the Pawnee population, from a height of about twelve
thousand early in the nineteenth century to a few hundred by
the century’s end, reduced by epidemics, war, and removal.
Wishart, An Unspeakable Sadness, which places the nation
at about twelve thousand early in the century and gives agent
counts for 1831 and 1840; Hyde, The Pawnee Indians; Welt-
fish, The Lost Universe; and the Oklahoma Historical Soci-

ety’s Encyclopedia of Oklahoma History and Culture.
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Chapter Thirteen: The Slow Death

On the destruction of the buffalo and its place in the breaking
of the Plains nations. Isenberg, The Destruction of the Bison.

On the ration system and the dependence it built on the
agencies. The federal record of Indian affairs; Ostler, The
Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism.

On the present gap in health, life expectancy, and mortal-
ity between Native and other Americans. The Indian Health
Service and federal public-health data.

On missing and murdered Indigenous women, the federal
missing-persons figures, and Savanna’s Act of 2020. The FBI
and NamUs missing-persons data; Savanna’s Act, 2020.

On the Canadian inquiry that called the violence against
Indigenous women a race-based genocide. The Canadian Na-

tional Inquiry, Reclaiming Power and Place.

Chapter Fourteen: Stolen Ground, Stolen Graves

On the General Allotment Act of 1887, the breaking of the
reservations into individual parcels, and the loss of some
ninety million acres before the policy ended in 1934. The
General Allotment Act, 1887; the Indian Reorganization
Act, 1934; the Plains Humanities Alliance and Great Plains
Quarterly, University of Nebraska.

On the plow that turned up graves as allotted and sold

land passed into settler hands. Jacobs, After One Hundred
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Winters; the Project MUSE study of grave desecration as con-
tested ground.

On the Black Hills, the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 and
its promise of the land for the absolute and undisturbed use
of the Sioux, the gold rush that followed Custer’s 1874 expedi-
tion, and the taking of the hills. The Treaty of Fort Laramie,
1868; South Dakota Public Broadcasting; Smithsonian Maga-
zine.

On United States v. Sioux Nation in 1980, the finding that
the hills were taken unlawfully, and the award the Sioux have
refused to accept. United States v. Sioux Nation of Indians,

448 U.S. 371.

Chapter Fifteen: The House That Death Built

On California v. Cabazon in 1987 and the opening it gave to
tribal gaming. California v. Cabazon Band of Mission Indians,
480 U.S. 202.

On the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act of 1988 and the
framework it set for gaming on tribal land. The Indian Gam-
ing Regulatory Act, 1988.

On the scale of tribal gaming and its gross revenue in the
most recent reporting year. The National Indian Gaming
Commission.

On the Mashantucket Pequot, Foxwoods, and the mu-
seum the tribe built with gaming money on the ground

of its own near-destruction. The Mashantucket Pequot
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Museum and Research Center; the Mashantucket Pequot
Tribal Nation.

On the argument that gaming revenue, tied to the federal
and state framework, can stand in the way of genuine self-
determination. Jeff Corntassel, scholarship on Indigenous
self-determination.

On the Black Hills money still refused as the measure
against which prosperity is judged. United States v. Sioux

Nation of Indians.

Chapter Sixteen: Beyond the Burial Tree

On the photograph of a Plains burial scaffold made in the
1880s and the use of such images to fix the Indian as already
passing. True West Magazine.

On the Pawnee use of scaffold, tree, and earth, and on
the dead as an active presence among the living rather than
a closed past. Roger Echo-Hawk, scholarship at the Univer-
sity of California eScholarship; Echo-Hawk and Echo-Hawk,
Battlefields and Burial Grounds.

On salvage anthropology and the collecting that followed
from the 1867 circular. Circular No. 2, 1867; the study “Skulls,
Science, and the Spoils of War.”

On the principle, stated by the National Congress of
American Indians, that respect for the dead is a basic human

right, and on repatriation as both human-rights and cultural-
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heritage law. The National Congress of American Indians;
the National Park Service NAGPRA program.

On repatriation as a work of healing carried across gen-
erations. Atalay, Community-Based Archaeology; the review
“NAGPRA at Thirty.”

On the ancestors still held in recent federal reporting,
and on the chemical contamination of remains and objects
treated as specimens. The National NAGPRA Program’s
Fiscal Year 2024 Report to Congress for the number still
held; and the contamination study reported through the
American Industrial Hygiene Association, drawing on the

work of Holly Cusack-McVeigh.

Conclusion: The Valley of the Wolf

On the Skidi sky and the dead who rise to the stars, returned
here to close the book where it opened. Chamberlain, When
Stars Came Down to Earth.

On the Pawnee village sites in Nebraska, including the
Clarks site and the Pike Pawnee site, and the ancestors repa-
triated from them in the early 1990s. The Federal Register
record of the repatriation; History Nebraska.

On the Genoa reburials of 1990 and 1995, the roughly one
thousand ancestors returned to the ground, the marker read-
ing “Rest in peace forever,” and the Pawnee Scouts among the
dead. The City of Genoa; History Nebraska.
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On Walter Echo-Hawk’s account that the institutions
fought the Pawnee every step of the way. Nebraska Public
Media and the York News-Times.

On the Nebraska burial-protection law and Senator Ernie
Chambers. The Nebraska Unmarked Human Burial Sites and
Skeletal Remains Protection Act, 1989.

On the roughly seven hundred ancestors returned to the
Pawnee by the end of the 1990s. History Nebraska.

On Marti Only A Chief and the return of Pawnee ances-
tors from a Baltimore collection, and the day the sun came
out only once. The Baltimore Banner.

On Roger Welsch, who gave sixty acres of Nebraska
ground for a Pawnee reburial, and on the Native American
Rights Fund and Walter Echo-Hawk securing the legal
ground for the 2024 return. The Native American Rights
Fund.

On the ancestors still held in Nebraska institutions, in-
cluding at Hastings, as the measure of what remains unfin-

ished. The Lincoln Journal Star.
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Glossary

Allotment. The federal policy, carried mainly through the
Dawes Act of 1887, of dividing communally held reservation
land into individual parcels and opening the declared surplus
to settlers. It cut the Native land base by roughly two-thirds
across the following half century and exposed countless burial
grounds to the homesteader’s plow.

American Indian Religious Freedom Act (1978). The
federal law that declared it the policy of the United States to
protect the freedom of Native peoples to practice their tra-
ditional religions, reversing nearly a century of suppression
that had begun with the Code of Indian Offenses.

Army Medical Museum. The institution established in
1862 in Washington that, under an 1868 Office of the Sur-
geon General circular directing Army medical officers to col-
lect them, gathered hundreds of Native crania from across the
West for craniometric study. Its skeletal collection was later

transferred to the Smithsonian.
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GLOSSARY

Black Hills (Paha Sapa). The mountain region sacred to
the Lakota and other Sioux peoples, guaranteed to them by
the Treaty of Fort Laramie in 1868 and seized by Congress in
1877 after gold was found there. The taking was the subject
of United States v. Sioux Nation of Indians.

Boarding schools. Federal and church-run institutions,
beginning in the late nineteenth century, that removed Na-
tive children from their families to remake them in the settler
image, stripping their names and languages. Children who
died at the schools were often buried far from home in ceme-
teries that were later lost.

California v. Cabazon Band of Mission Indians (1987).
The Supreme Court decision holding that a state without a
general prohibition on gambling could not regulate gaming
on tribal land. The ruling opened the way for tribal casinos
and prompted Congress to pass the Indian Gaming Regula-
tory Act the next year.

Carlisle Indian Industrial School. The boarding school
opened in Pennsylvania in 1879, the model for the federal
system, built on the doctrine of killing the Indian to save
the man. Native nations have begun reclaiming the children
buried in its cemetery.

Code of Indian Off enses (1883). Rules issued by the Inte-
rior Department, never passed by Congress, that criminalized

Native religious and mourning practices, including the give-
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GLOSSARY

away and the work of traditional healers, and were enforced
through the Courts of Indian Offenses.

Courts of Indian Off enses. The tribunals established on
reservations to enforce the Code of Indian Offenses, staffed
under the agent’s authority, with penalties that ran to the
withholding of rations and imprisonment.

Craniometry. The nineteenth-century measurement of
skulls to rank the varieties of humankind by supposed intel-
ligence, the racial pseudoscience that drove the collecting of
Native crania for museums and the Army.

Culturally unidentifiable. A category formerly used
under the repatriation law for human remains that a museum
or agency asserted could not be tied to any living nation. For
decades the classification let institutions keep remains they
were unwilling to return; the 2024 regulations eliminated it
as a formal category, though many remains once placed in it
are still held.

Dawes Act (General Allotment Act, 1887). The law that
broke communal reservation land into individual allotments
and sold the declared surplus to settlers, the chief instrument
of allotment and a principal engine of Native land loss until
it was ended in 1934.

Genoa Indian Industrial School. The boarding school
built on the former Pawnee agency in Nebraska, where chil-

dren of many nations were sent and some died, and whose
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burial ground has been lost, sought to this day in a field that
yields nothing.

Ghost Dance. The religious movement that spread
among Plains peoples around 1890, teaching that the dead
would return and a broken world be made whole. Its sup-
pression by the United States culminated in the massacre at
Wounded Knee.

Give-away. The distribution, and sometimes the de-
struction, of a dead person’s property, and often the grieving
family’s as well, practiced as an act of mourning and release
among many Plains nations and made a crime under the
Code of Indian Offenses.

Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (IGRA, 1988). The fed-
eral law that set the framework for tribal gaming, sorting
it into three classes and requiring tribal-state compacts for
casino-style operations.

Indian Reorganization Act (1934). The law that ended
allotment and restored a measure of tribal self-government,
halting the policy that had stripped away most of the Native
land base.

Keeping of the Soul. A Lakota rite in which the soul of
a dead person was kept in the home and tended by the whole
community for a period, often a year, before being released,
the purest expression of the dead held inside the life of the

living.
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Lakota (Sioux). The westernmost division of the Sioux
peoples of the northern Plains, central to the Ghost Dance,
Wounded Knee, and the long fight over the Black Hills.

Loup River (Wolf River). The river of central Nebraska
whose name carries the Pawnee name for themselves, the
Wolf People, the homeland and the home ground from
which this book’s argument radiates.

Mashantucket Pequot. A Connecticut nation nearly de-
stroyed in the colonial Pequot War, now the operator of the
Foxwoods casino and a tribally owned museum, an example
of recovery funded by gaming.

Massacre Canyon. The site in southern Nebraska where
a Lakota war party attacked a Pawnee hunting party in 1873,
a blow that preceded the Pawnee removal from Nebraska.

Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women (MMIW).
The contemporary crisis of disproportionate violence against
and disappearance of Native women and girls, the unac-
counted dead of the present, addressed in part by Savanna’s
Act.

Morning Star ceremony. A Skidi Pawnee rite, ended by
the people themselves before 1840, in which a captive girl was
offered to the Morning Star. The young man remembered
as Petalesharo became known for carrying a captive to safety
from it around 1817.

Mound builder myth. The false belief that the great

earthen mounds of the eastern woodlands were raised by
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GLOSSARY

a vanished non-Native race, a story used to justify looting
them. Nineteenth-century investigation confirmed the
mounds were the work of the ancestors of living Native
peoples.

NAGPRA (Native American Graves Protection and
Repatriation Act, 1990). The federal law, signed November
16, 1990, that requires federal agencies and federally funded
museums to inventory Native American human remains and
funerary, sacred, and patrimonial objects and to return them
to lineal descendants and affiliated nations.

National Museum of the American Indian Act (1989).
The law that created the museum and directed the Smithso-
nian, which held the largest collection of Native dead in the
country, to inventory and repatriate those remains, a year be-
fore the broader repatriation act.

Pawnee. An earth-lodge farming and buffalo-hunting
people of the central Plains, made up of four bands, removed
from their Nebraska homeland to Indian Territory in the
1870s. Their homeland, their dead, and their recovery anchor
this book.

Ration system. The government’s provision of food to
confined reservation populations whose means of feeding
themselves had been destroyed, used as a lever to compel
obedience, including attendance at the boarding schools and

submission to the ban on ceremonies.
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Repatriation. The return of the dead and of sacred and
funerary objects to the nations they were taken from, the pro-
cess the 1990 law wrote into federal statute and the older de-
mand from which the law came.

Sacred bundle. A wrapped collection of sacred objects at
the center of Pawnee ceremonial life, each carrying a village’s
share of the people’s history and ritual, several of them asso-
ciated with particular stars.

Salina Burial Pit. A roadside attraction in Kansas that
displayed excavated Native graves to paying visitors until it
was closed and the dead reburied, one of the early struggles
that built the case for repatriation.

Salvage anthropology. The belief that Native peoples
were vanishing and that their remains and culture had to be
gathered for science before they were gone, the rationale that
licensed the taking of the dead.

Scaffold burial. The practice among several nomadic
Plains peoples of laying the dead on raised platforms or in
the forks of trees, exposed to the open sky as an honored
form of return, which settlers misread as neglect.

Skidi (Skiri). One of the four bands of the Pawnee,
known for an elaborate religion of the sky in which the
world answered to the order of the stars and the dead became

stars.
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Slack Farm. A site in Kentucky torn open by grave rob-
bers in 1987, whose desecration drew national outrage and
helped build the support that produced the repatriation laws.

Specimen. The word collectors and institutions used for
the Native dead they held for study, the term that marked the
reduction of a person to an object of natural history.

Sun Dance. A central ceremony of several Plains nations,
among the practices the Code of Indian Offenses set out to
suppress.

Tirawa. In Pawnee religion, the creative power above,
from whom the order of the world and the sacred bundles
descended.

Treaty of Fort Laramie (1868). The treaty that set the
Black Hills and a large reservation apart for the absolute and
undisturbed use of the Sioux and required the consent of
three-fourths of the adult men for any later cession of land,
terms the United States went on to violate.

United States v. Sioux Nation of Indians (1980). The
Supreme Court decision holding that the seizure of the Black
Hills in 1877 was a taking under the Fifth Amendment for
which compensation was owed. The Sioux have refused the
money, continuing to seek the return of the land itself.

Vanishing race. The widespread nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century notion that Native peoples were doomed

to disappear, which licensed both the collecting of their dead
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and a failure to see them as living, and which their survival
has refuted.

Virgin soil epidemic. A contested thesis holding that Na-
tive populations collapsed chiefly because they lacked prior
exposure to introduced diseases. Historians have shown that
conquest, removal, starvation, and confinement made the epi-
demics far deadlier than exposure alone can explain.

Winnebago (Ho-Chunk). A nation, with a Nebraska
reservation, whose suit against the Army established in
court that the repatriation law reaches the children buried at
Carlisle, a principle the Army had fought to deny.

Wounded Knee (1890). The massacre in South Dakota
where the Army killed hundreds of Lakota, many of them
Ghost Dancers, and buried the dead in a mass pit, denying

them the rites their religion required.
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