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In his 1970 novel The Indians Won, Pueblo writer Martin Cruz Smith explained
Native American history this way: “Everyone knew that Indians couldn’t stick
together” (p. 3).!

Smith meant the phrase ironically, since The Indians Won is a fictional
alternate history where unified Native forces defeat the U.S. government
in the wake of the Civil War. But the idea that “everybody knows” Native
forces were fated to collapse litters Native American historiography like sea
glass—old garbage battered around so long it appears natural. It is more com-
mon in popular narratives, but present in academic scholarship as well. The
shorthand version of “everybody knows” goes something like this: Everyone
knows diseases killed millions of Native people. Everyone knows Europeans
had guns and extractive states. Everyone knows Native people lost their land,
but what else could have happened? Surely, given the size of the United States
and the epidemiological catastrophes wrought by the Columbian exchange,
there was no other possible outcome.

This is the concept of inevitability that haunts Native American historiogra-
phy and “naturalize[s] the process of Anglophone global expansion,” as Ned
Blackhawk writes (pp. 4-5). From the moment the Old World stumbled into
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the New World, European and colonialist histories have dedicated themselves
to explaining dispossession as a cause of American greatness, rather than as
a result of any kind of decision by colonists or Indigenous people. In 1893,
Frederick Jackson Turner wrote that “The existence of an area free land, its
continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward,
explain American development.” In 2021, Joseph Ellis wrote that “the Native
population collapsed upon contact with the front edge of white settlements.”
Turner and Ellis wrote in different eras, but their analysis is fundamentally
the same: the land moved, and people living on it vanished. Whites were not
really involved, and therefore white civilizations moved naturally across the
continent because Native Americans lacked the resources—civilizational, epi-
demiological, cultural, military—to stop them. If we begin with that assump-
tion—if it's what everyone knows—then Native peoples had few choices and
little agency, and therefore, become ancillary to historical narratives. Native
Americans become “mere props in the United States’ violent transformation
into a global power” (p. xviii). Thus, the general U.S. history textbook treat-
ment of Native America: it appears in the first few chapters, and then gets
cameo appearances for Cherokee Removal, the Indian Wars of Reconstruction,
and the American Indian Movement.?

As Blackhawk and others have pointed out, this construction of history is
nonsensical. If Native peoples were doomed, then how is it they still remain?
Fifty-plus years ago, Smith pushed the question further: who says Natives
couldn’t stick together? Who says the United States or the modern nation-state
was unbeatable? The result was The Indians Won—the first novel by the man
who would go on to create the Gorky Park series of spy novels and become
an American Mystery Writers Grand Master. The Indians Won became an
underground hit in the 1970s, and for decades remained incredibly rare, com-
manding high prices on the used-book market. It is now available as a reprint
from the University of New Mexico’s Native Edge series. Editor David Heska
Wanbli Weiden insists the book deserves a place in the Indigenous literary
canon. It is, of course, the stuff of science fiction. Smith’s fictional timeline
breaks off from ours when a bureaucratic error regarding Winchester rifles
tips the balance of history ever so slightly to Native military forces. In this
alternate history, Native forces do stick together and establish an independent
country in the Great Plains.

Surely there are some who will scoff at this notion and assume it is more
fantasy than science fiction. But alternate histories only work when the actual
history contains contingent moments and multiple possibilities. And The Indians
Won works very well as alternate history, because, in fact, Native Americans
and Native communities wielded enormous and definitive power and influ-
ence over U.S. history, and not just in the colonial period.

What if historiography were to tie these moments together to form a nar-
rative of power and continuity?
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The rerelease of Smith’s novel coincides with the arrival of three large,
synthetic histories that all aim to do just that. Each book rewrites not only a
general Native American history but U.S. history itself, placing Native Ameri-
can nations, confederacies, and leaders at the center of key historical events,
and thereby demonstrating that “nothing was inevitable about the rise of the
United States” (Hamildinen p. xi). The corollary of inevitable U.S. expan-
sion in turns transforms Native peoples into “a human monolith cut from a
single—and primordial—cloth,” and Native history “into a morality play that
is often more concerned with the United States and its character than with the
Indians themselves” (Blackhawk, p. 5). All three historians work through a
bevy of new scholarship in the last twenty-plus years (most particularly the
scholarship on settler colonialism) to demonstrate that Native polities, diplo-
macy, culture, trade, and military power helped dictate the shape of colonial
and U.S. history to the present.

All three books are strong works, as well as brave, insightful, and smart. All
of them emphasize the shift in Native American and Indigenous Studies that
seeks to “respond to the erasure of Native peoples from academic disciplines
by emphasizing survival rather than elimination.”® Yet I still wonder whether
Smith’s short, stiletto novel is not an even better answer to the problem of
everybody knows.

Kathleen DuVal's Native Nations: A Millenium in North America seeks to
correct the myth of Native elimination by “connecting the Native past to the
Native present,” emphasizing the continuity between historical nations and
contemporary nations recognized by the U.S. federal government. DuVal opens
her history with the rise of the great city-states of the eleventh century. (This
choice in itself is a welcome change from the propensity of big books on Native
America to begin with Beringian migrations.) DuVal links the rise of places
like Casa Grande and Moundville with modern Native nations such as the
O’odham and Choctaw. This “premise of continuity” is well-attested not only in
oral traditions of today’s Native cultures, but suggested by nineteenth-century
written records alluding to Indigenous traditions about previous generations
told only among Natives. DuVal also defies traditional narratives in other
ways. Her treatment of Shawnee history begins by noting that the famous
general Tecumseh does not appear in the Shawnee Tribe Cultural Center in
Miami, Oklahoma. DuVal quotes Shawnee Tribal Chief Benjamin Barnes’s 2020
quip: “We really don’t need another book about Tecumseh.” Instead, Barnes
wants more historical work on the times when “there weren't bullets flying”:
histories of Shawnees as a living people and adapting culture, rather than as a
political or military problem for the U.S. government to overcome (pp. 271-2).
DuVal does just that in a long subsection on trade and agricultural reinven-
tion by the Shawnee nation during their return to their Ohio homelands in
the mid-1700s (pp. 273-82).
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DuVal structures her book as a series of vignettes, focusing primarily on
“smaller” nations: Lumbee rather than Lakota, Quapaw rather than Comanche.
The book implies that deep dives into particular historical moments better
demonstrate the shape of Native history, rather than a focus on traditional
power dynamics. The book makes one major exception when explaining the
fall of the great city-states around 1200 CE. Nations attributes the rise of North
American city states to the Medieval Warm Period, a climate bump favorable
to agriculture beginning around 950 CE; citing similar urbanization in Europe,
Africa, and Asia, she borrows the universalizing explanation of climate. But
the critical factor is the subsequent “fall” of Casa Grande and Cahokia.

Here is where the premise of continuity becomes so important. In the wake
of the collapse of large North American cities, the Native peoples of the me-
dieval world deliberately constructed a more decentralized, egalitarian social
and political order. Based on a notion of reciprocity, this new order emphasized
generosity as an aspect of political and social power. DuVal draws from numer-
ous works by Juliana Barr, Ruth M. Underhill, David Martinez, and others on
the long process of decentralization after 1200 in North America: war chiefs
split power with peace chiefs, councils led by women could overrule coun-
cils led by men, etc. Different centers of power and decision-making assured
that imperialization would be hard to achieve. The enormous pyramids of
Moundville were replaced by town centers, as more everyday people became
involved in national decision-making processes (pp. 60-61).

Evidence from oral traditions of modern Native nations descended from the
peoples of Moundville, Casa Grande, and other places provides ample evidence
of this ideological shift in the 13th century. Cherokee oral history, for example,
refers to the creators of the mounds as the Ani-Kutani, a repressive priestly
class. A revolution launched against the Ani-Kutani initiated a new social
order, one without hereditary privileges. The origin story of Acoma Pueblo
describes a similar revolution against centralization, which then explains the
origin of the Pueblo tradition of small, egalitarian polities (p. 52). There are
also the manifold responses of Native Americans of the early modern period
who visited European cities and came away not awed by power, but “shocked
at the inequality and lack of freedom”—which suggests a deep understand-
ing (rather than ignorance) of the power of centralization (p. 71). DuVal
quotes historian Cary Miller’s observation that the political systems north of
the Rio Grande in the fifteenth century were “neither weak nor random but
highly organized and deliberate” (p. 54). Native political structures were not
the state of nature that academics (then and now) assumed they were; they
were a purposeful, ideological response to centuries of centralization. Where
the Aztecs, Europeans, and Chinese doubled down on cities, Native North
Americans went a different route.

The decline of hierarchy did not mean an end to inequality, violence, or
war, and DuVal does not imagine these ideas emerging egalitarian ideals as
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universal. Rather she seeks a recognition that the city-states of the medieval
period are not ancillary or unconnected with American history: “North America
changed dramatically between 1200 and 1400, and the causes had nothing to
do with Europeans,” and that historians and museums can as well begin with
this revolution as with the changes wrought by contact (p. 42).

Drawing the implications of this political and social revolution through
the next several centuries, Duval makes the post-Cahokian transformation a
model to explain much of what happened after the Columbian Moment. The
political goal for many Native nations was power through reciprocity rather
than imperial domination. In the nation of Ossomocomuck in the 1580s, the
principal leader Granganimeo worried less about how to dominate the hand-
ful of English who arrived, but about how to control trade so that the existing
leadership could maintain its position as the source of distributed goods (p. 85).
The political ideal of overlapping and independent centers of power required
the Kiowa leader Wolf Lying Down to spend a summer crafting allegiances
with multiple war leaders of the Comanche nation before 1820. The same idea
made it difficult for Kiowa officials to understand that different towns and
colonies under the Spanish crown had a single imperial rule: “The idea of one
Spanish empire was not only abstract but simply not true on the ground” (pp.
425, 429). This framework is not DuVal’s exclusive explanatory device, nor her
only concern. But it does undergird the idea of historical continuity, and in a
way that doesn’t involve mere response to Europeans. It is a history of a Na-
tive continent and a Native political structure. Native life was not exclusively
a response or adaptation to Old World contact.

Nor to Old World disease. The multiple epidemics that struck Native com-
munities after 1492 have given rise, DuVal writes, to a mythology that Native
America disintegrated the moment it came into contact with Europe. High
estimates for disease mortality provided the “natural” evidence for naturalizing
away Native history; they “perpetuate a victimization-and-decline model by
implying that disease uniquely and universally destroyed Native communi-
ties and their way of life.” But as DuVal notes, those numbers seem derived
based on European guesses about Native demographics; often archaeological
and oral history evidence does not support them (p. xxv).

It is not necessary to accept this view to adopt DuVal’s suggestion that
Native American history is the story of ideas rather than pathogens, presence
rather than disappearance. Pekka Himéldinen's Indigenous Continent: The Epic
Contest for North America does not object to an older view of the epidemiological
catastrophe, and yet reaches the same conclusion: “a new account of American
history...challenging the notion that colonial expansion was inevitable and
that colonialism defined the continent, as well as the experiences of those
living on it” (p. ix).

For Hamildinen, however, the history of Native America is all about power;
he dubs his volume “a biography of power in North America” (p. 21). Like
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DuVal, Himailadinen also follows recent scholarship on the rise of an egalitarian
continent after the collapse of North America’s medieval cities, but he places
that egalitarianism in the context of a 400-year-long war for the continent that
began in 1500 (p. xii). In that war, “Indians won as often as not.”

This conclusion at least seems incontrovertible. Even a passing survey of
Native American military history demonstrates a long string of victories that are
rarely acknowledged by popular or academic historians. The Calusa defeated
Ponce de Leon in Florida in 1521. The Caddos and other nations humiliated
DeSoto in 1539. Coronado attempted to conquer Pueblo country in 1540. He
did great damage, but Spain lost and the Pueblos had fifty more years of
independence. The Haudenosaunee caged and dominated the French empire
while expanding their own power vast distances over the interior, “becoming
an empire” (p. 121). In 1763, the victory of allied Native nations over the Brit-
ish empire forced the British out of the Appalachians. The Kumeyaay nation
expelled the Spanish in 1775. The Comanche and Lakota nations exercised
sovereignty over the interior plains well into the nineteenth century. The
victories of Red Cloud’s War and the Little Big Horn, Haméldinen writes, are
“not...historical anomalies” but rather “the logical culmination of Indigenous
power in North America” (p. xi).

Of all these historians, Himé&ldinen pushes back most forcefully against the
myth of American military superiority, both in general and vis-a-vis Native na-
tions. The assumption of U.S. or colonial military supremacy often accompanies
the myth of Indigenous peoples as natural, based on the false assumption that
“traditional” societies can never vanquish superior technology or a modern
state. These ideas themselves emerged in the first centuries of colonialism, as
for example when Increase Mather declared during Metacom’s War that “God
has let loose the Mohawks upon our enemies.” But as Himél4inen points out,
the Mohawks fought for their own reasons, with their own tactics. Mather’s
admonition verbally transforms Mohawk strategy, wisdom, and tactics into a
byproduct of Christian arrival in the New World. Even as Indigenous armies
bailed out the emerging nation-state, they got no credit (p. 162).

Hémaldinen makes no bones about it: Native armies, strategies, and dip-
lomats not only matched or held their own against European and colonial
states, but actually beat them in wars. By extension, there is no need to redefine
power when discussing Native American history, as though their states and
armies deserve a different standard than Europeans: they beat the Europeans.
American historiography needs this acknowledgement of Native military
victories (as opposed to Native “bravery” and “prowess”). If historians only
record Native military victories as temporary or connected with Europeans,
then U.S. victory in 1877 needs no explanation. Himaéldinen deserves recogni-
tion for this acknowledgement alone.

But although Hémalédinen's text claims it does not need to reinterpret the
idea of “power,” it often seems to conflate acts of violence with weakness in
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odd ways. English colonial atrocities in Metacom’s War were “a sign of weak-
ness, not strength” because they revealed the colonizer’s fear of Native peoples.
That “weakness” then metastasized into the Salem Witch Trials, where North
America’s “persisting Indigeneity, its stubborn imperviousness in the face of
the one true God...turned New Englanders against each other” (pp. 165, 167).
Perhaps. Yet there is a serious difference between being afraid and being power-
less. Hiamaldinen falls into this trap of conflating fear with weakness in more
egregious ways, as when he describes the reservations created during Indian
Removal in the 1820s and 30s as “a sign of American weakness, not strength”
(p. 490). The U.S. government was indeed concerned enough about Lakota
power to place the reservations along the Mississippi River—but “weakness”
does not describe the actions taken against the Muscogee, three thousand of
whom died during their forced relocation (to pick but one example). Indeed,
for Haméldinen even the Wounded Knee massacre “was a sign of American
weakness and fear.” Afraid? Yes. Militarily weak? No.

Ned Blackhawk does not make this error. His volume, The Rediscovery of
America: Native Peoples and the Unmaking of U.S. History, also seeks to craft a
history wherein Native Americans are “central to every century of U.S. de-
velopment,” with a particular emphasis on not only violence but the extent
to which colonial and U.S. authorities planned the dispossession of Native
peoples, one after another. Yet this book seeks more to un-make United States
history than to explain Native history: “Pervasive violence and disposses-
sion are more than sidebars or parentheses in the story of American history.
They call into question its central thesis” (p. 3). Actually, Blackhawk seeks to
rewrite several theses of American historiography. He questions the notion
that the United States was an extension of British political models, rather
than a unique system built on expropriation of Native lands. He challenges
the popular notion that the sole driving force or moral crisis of the early na-
tion was African American slavery. And he addresses the myth of American
“greatness”’—a vague concept, but I think most of us know what he means.
And if not, the meaning is implicit from the book’s opening sentence: “How
can a nation founded on the homelands of dispossessed Indigenous peoples
be the world’s most exemplary democracy?” (p. 1).

Alone among these books, Rediscovery spends a serious amount of time
applying these questions and models to the twentieth century, an era for
which the last twenty years of Native American and Indigenous Studies
have wildly revised the standard narrative about American Indians. These
revisions, however, remain stubbornly outside general U.S. historiographical
discourse and popular consciousness. Just as DuVal (and many others) insist
that the story does not begin with the Nifia, Pinta, and Santa Maria, so too
Blackhawk (and many others) insist that the story does not end when Chief
Joseph promised to “fight no more forever.” The reservations were not the end
of the deployment of U.S. power against Native nations. Blackhawk points
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out that the Reservation era (1879-1934) was marked by deliberate federal
efforts to reclassify sovereign tribal lands as individual lands—an effort to
“alienate individuals from the collective structures of tribal governance” and
effectively break the power of the Indigenous national institutions. Simultane-
ously, the U.S. Supreme Court shifted ground once again, holding that treaty
provisions could be broken by the “plenary power” of Congress, despite the
fact that such treaties were constitutionally the law of the land (p. 335). The
resulting impoverishment on reservations in turn bred to a host of white-led
reform movements that began the twentieth century’s terrifying “elimination”
project. In the words of Richard Henry Pratt, Americans had a duty to make
Native children into something else, “to advise them to do those things that
would enable them to quit being tribesmen” (337). The catastrophe of Native
boarding schools followed.

Extending the chronology as Blackhawk does provides a rejoinder to scholars
like Hamaldinen who strongly associate Native history and resistance with
power, particularly military power. If the conflict between the U.S. and Na-
tive nations was a military struggle, then by any reasonable assessment, the
conflict was over by 1890. Native nations were legally and forcibly confined
to reservations and posed no security threat. But then why did the United
States continue its efforts to alienate land and undermine tribal governments?
Because in Blackhawk’s analysis, tribal governments represented a threat to
American sovereignty both before and after Removal. When Native national
institutions appeared to threaten white freedom, they needed to be pushed
aside. That effort continued in the form of the 1950s policy of “termination”
which intended to defund tribal governments, or the Pick-Sloan Plan and
Flood Control Act, which put thousands of acres of Native lands beneath
man-made lakes. (Vine Deloria Jr. called this “the single most destructive
act ever perpetrated on any tribe in the United States,” and it happened in
1944, not 1844.) Cold War-era energy plants and uranium mines were built
on treaty lands, dumping pollutants into Native lands to provide power to
Phoenix and Los Angeles. Once again, the standard historiographies of these
topics traditionally ignore Native presence, casting the decisions as “natural”
results of modernization, rather than as choices about sovereignty (p. 410).

Yet at times, Rediscovery seems so concerned with decisions by Europeans
and Euro Americans that it loses the thread of Indigenous agency. Particularly
in the chapters prior to Reconstruction, Blackhawk spends far more time with
the colonizers than with the colonized. Some of his chapters seem almost
absent of Natives altogether. A critical chapter on Native lands, sovereignty,
and the framing of the U.S. Constitution focuses extensively on white land
speculators and power brokers like George Washington and Daniel Boone and
on the settlers moving onto Native lands west of the Appalachians. But there is
little discussion of Native response. We learn that “the formation of Kentucky
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devastated the region’s hunting economies and drove resident Native people
north of the Ohio River,” but which peoples, and how they felt or responded is
not recorded. Instead, Blackhawk shifts his attention to British security plans
for Native America and to American politicians’ thoughts about Native people.
Native people also do not appear in his discussion of subsequent silver raids
by Kentucky’s white settlers against Great Lakes Native nations; Blackhawk
notes that white officials offered “rewards for Indian body parts,” but there
is no Native testimony.

The problem is worse for Blackhawk’s account of sixteenth-century Span-
ish colonization across Indigenous communities from the Caribbean to Texas.
The chapter delves into great detail on the thoughts, actions, and strategies of
Cortes, de Soto, Ofiate, and other Spanish invaders. Blackhawk refers to the
actions and responses of Native people—Tlaxcalans, Hopis, Chichimecas, etc.
Yet the narrative is marred by the absence of Native American leaders: politi-
cal, military, cultural, or otherwise. There is no extended discussion of their
motivations, plans, or thoughts. Indeed, the chapter has virtually no named
Native people. Five Pueblo leaders share one paragraph. Montezuma gets a
sentence. Popé and Catalina de Velasco get a few paragraphs, and all we learn
of Popé is that he was religious leader and around fifty years old. What we
get, therefore, is a chapter about how the specific Spanish leaders thought and
how Native American groups responded. Europeans act, and Natives react.

The trouble may derive from Blackhawk's insistence that “a more inclusive
narrative...cannot be accomplished simply by adding new cast members to the
drama of the past” (p. 6).* This may be true to an extent: we cannot rebrand
the Corps of Discovery as the “Sacagawea & Clark Expedition” and call it a
day. Yet a book centered on Native America cannot primarily focus on white
governments and their plans. Rediscovery needs more named Native people,
and it needs to explore Native ideas and the changes in them over time. Oc-
casionally, the problem is egregious. Blackhawk’s chapter on Indian Removal
has one named Native person who was not Cherokee. Of the three Cherokees
mentioned by name, only one is quoted.

For most of its 600 pages, Rediscovery is really a history of the settler colo-
nial state rather than a history of Native America. These are both valid and
important enterprises, but they are different, and it is not clear that a history
of settler colonialism will “denaturalize familiar subjects and expose undeter-
mined, contingent moments of social formation” (p. 8) as Blackhawk intends.
Indeed, the book borrows the chronology of the standard American history
textbook: We begin with Spain in the Caribbean, move to New England, and
from thence across the continent more or less in tandem with the extent of
British/ American settlement. Combined with Blackhawk’s predilection for
focusing on white policy debates rather than Native American culture or
politics, Rediscovery seems at times as though it is still a kind of morality
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play about the United States, only a morality play that condemns rather than
praises. It is impossible to write a history of genocide without reference to a
moral compass. Yet I wonder to what extent histories of settler colonialism that
focus on white thought and policymaking are addressing the problem of the
erasure of Indigenous Americans from the historical narrative. Does the focus
on what white governments thought and legislated restore Native Americans
to a central place in the history of North America? Does it change the timelines,
historical geographies, or central historical figures of the overall narrative?

It's not clear whether these works have done so. All three volumes largely
follow the established Eurocentric historiographical model. Readers meet
Native nations when those nations enter the European consciousness. Nations
begins its account of ancient Native city-states not with the history of those
states but with white mythologies that emerged about those places in the
nineteenth century. The story of the great cities begins with the whites who
discovered them, not when Natives actually built them. Nations takes a similar
tack when discussing the complex political situation of Ossomocomuck in
the 1580s. The leader Wingina/Pemisapan nursed a rivalry with the northern
Chowan people, and beyond them, both nations were threatened by the ex-
panding Powhatan Confederacy of Tsemmecomacuh. Rather than laying out
these dynamics as they existed in 1580, however, Nations reveals the political
and geographic realities as the English colonists encounter them. The reader
meets the Chowan when the English do, not when Pemisapan did. The world
is revealed in the process of discovery, not as a pre-existing reality (pp. 102-5).

DuVal does include chapters much more centered around Native chronolo-
gies—for example, the O’'odham, 1691-1731, and the Mohawk, 1400-1660. At
other times, however, nations appear primarily in the order in which they
encounter the force of the U.S. government—the Shawnee in the Era of Revo-
lution, the Cherokee in the Era of Removal. Hamail&inen too falls into this rut.
His extended discussion of Lakota power by and large begins not at the Black
Hills in 1776, but in the wake of the 1803 Louisiana Purchase and the forma-
tion of the Corps of Discovery. Though as Lewis and Clark come off miserably
weak in Hamaldinen’s account, they are still on a boys-own-adventure story,
American explorers who “pushed into the unknown” (p. 358).

Writing new chronologies is challenging, and sometimes depends not just on
the intentions of the historian, but the acquiescence of editors and publishers.
Nor is it the intent of these books to glorify or justify the rise of the United
States. Dependence on a European/U.S. chronology is not the same as situating
historical people and nations “within the context of American nation-building
and nobility,” as Katrina Phillips writes concerning historical dramas of Na-
tive Americans in Staging Indigeneity. Yet the chronology employed largely
is that of the United States, not Native nations, and that choice of timeline
can naturalize U.S. power; it can make the rise and dominance of the United
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States in North America a given. The chronology also has the twin tendency
to project U.S. power back into history, thereby creating a historical colossus
where none existed, and to downplay contingency in the narrative.’

The absence of contingency in Native historiography draws both implicitly
and explicitly on the assumed explanatory power of demographics. The idea
that whites won because there were more of them is a fairly common trope in
popular and academic analysis. It is often—even in these three books—pre-
sented as so obvious as not to need explanation. DuVal, for example, writes
that the Weapemeocs of North Carolina in the 1660s “had to sell land to the
increasing numbers of the English surrounding them” (p. 269). Weapemeocs
had to sell because of white settlers—but what brought the settlers there in the
first place? And why did the Weapemeocs have to sell due to demographic
changes, but the nearby Lumbee nation did not, as DuVal points out? Black-
hawk explains dispossession in the rain forests of the Pacific coast by writing
that “Eventually, farms replaced forts” (p. 292)—as though white disposses-
sion by population grew out of the soil. Himéldinen too notes that “because
there were not many colonists in the West, they had to adhere to Indigenous
practices” (p. 133). In Hdmaéldinen’s formulation, whites did not adopt Native
practices because those practices were useful or profitable or wise, but because
there just weren’t enough white people. History prior to American conquest
is explained by white absence, which implies that once whites arrived in
numbers, everything resumed its natural course. It is part and parcel of the
naturalization fallacy in Native American historiography.

Demographics, of course, can be a factor, but that must be proved. Black-
hawk, for example, writes sagely that epidemics among the Massachusetts
nation in the seventeenth century “enabled English colonization”—because
arriving Puritans constructed villages like Plymouth over the skeletons of
Native towns wiped out by disease (p. 55). A demographic disaster opened a
geographic advantage for colonizers. That said, Blackhawk does not consider
the failed colony of Merrymount, which had the same advantage and didn’t
make it.

All three authors lapse into attributing white victory to numbers, explain-
ing the fall of the Muscogee (Creek) Confederacy to “settlers...now with the
numbers to take advantage of any Native weakness,” or writing that “settler
booms” led to the displacement of the Dakota nation in Minnesota, even though
the boom came only after the 1851 Treaty of Traverse des Sioux banished the
Dakota to “a fraction of their former homelands” (DuVal, p. 494.) In other
words, confinement preceded demographic growth, not vice versa.

It is foolish to discount epidemics, and there was impressive demographic
growth in the U.S. The country was eight times more populous in 1860 than
in 1790, and grew from thirty-one to fifty million people from 1860 to 1880.
But citing demographic growth does not prove that the U.S. was a powerful
nation-state destined for victory.®
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The side with more people or the stronger state does not always win. They
often do, but historians must consider what is possible, not just what is likely.
North American and world history is full of unlikely victories and unexpected
states. Canada and Haiti are prominent examples, but shorter-lived enterprises
like the kingdom of Hawaii come to mind. Moreover, connecting demographic
growth to national expansion is a ruse deployed by the colonizers themselves;
Héamildinen notes that “Even in land-hungry Georgia, settlers admitted they
had too much land to farm” (p. 391). (In The Indians Won, Smith includes an
offhand jab about the American “need” for land; even when facing a nuclear-
armed Indian Nation in a fictional 1970, the American president still thinks
he can get their land: “I don’t see why they can’t be reasonable.... Why don't
they just let us have the top half? There’s plenty of room for them” (p. 49).)
Particularly in the early republic, there was a well-established political tradition
militating against national expansion, which when combined with the political
and military power wielded by Native nations, produced a number of contin-
gent political moments. Andrew Jackson’s 1829 Indian Removal Act passed
by only five votes. Polk rather than Henry Clay became president based on a
handful of votes in New York; the United States-Mexican War began because
Polk insisted on Texas annexation. Had Clay won, there would have been no
Texas annexation, no Mexican cession, no American control over California
in 1849, and hence no American genocide of California’s Native peoples in
the 1850s. The treaties seizing Native land in what is now Illinois and Indiana
were largely the result of one man—William Henry Harrison, whose efforts
were egregiously fraudulent even by Jeffersonian standards and who faced
constant efforts to kick him out office. What if those efforts had succeeded?
Not to mention, Lewis and Clark could have been eaten by bears—in which
case their maps would not have been published, and the Oregon Trail would
not have developed from those maps.™

One of the greatest victories for Native sovereignty came in the 1980s but
is not seriously discussed by any of the authors: the rise of the casinos. Black-
hawk alone addresses this “largest economic development in contemporary
American Indian history,” but he devotes only two paragraphs to the rise
of a billion-dollar industry involving more than one hundred nations based
on the principle of sovereignty. It is unclear why the history of reservation
casinos is absent in these volumes. The gaming industry on Native lands has
had serious drawbacks as well as benefits, but its rise and transformation of
Native American and U.S. life and society in the last forty years provides a
clear message of what these books purport to be about: the survival of Native
nations. Yet this story is largely absent

Survival and continuity are much, much better models for Native American
history than elimination or naturalization. Yet the weaknesses shared by these
three nearly simultaneous syntheses raises the question of whether the models
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of survival and continuity can really be squared with what Claudio Saunt has
dubbed the “clockwork imperialism” of settler colonialism. If white colonizers
always displace Indigenous peoples through the force of the state and increased
population, then how do we explain the shape and strategies of survival? If
Native nations were always going to be overwhelmed by numbers, then the
spreading of the United States over Indian land was a natural process. None
of the authors here would accept that premise—and yet they all implicitly
fall back on the old standby: population and technology dictate the fate of
nations. None of them ever really envisions a scenario where Native power
remains independent of colonization or U.S. power.

But Smith does.

Smith begins his alternate history by considering the military and political
situation of Native American forces in 1865. Both American coasts had been
transformed into political goliaths under the control of white governments.
But the Great Plains remained Indian Country, and a challenging environment
for American conquest. Its geography as well as a lack of a strategic center
favored Native forces. Moreover, as Smith notes, thousands of Native Ameri-
cans fought in the Confederate and Union armies—a fact that should banish
forever questions of whether Native armies of the Great Plains understood
modern military strategy, organization, and provisioning (pp. 106, 15). More-
over, the continental center in 1865 still had other groups in play opposed to
U.S. sovereignty: the British, the Russians, the Mormons.

Like many alternate histories, The Indians Won flips a couple of historical
switches. The U.S. army passes on purchasing Winchester ‘73 rifles because
of their loading problems, so enterprising smugglers sell them to the British,
who then pass them to the Native forces to hobble an emerging U.S. giant.
Russians supply Native American armies with Gorlov guns (p. 64) to match
American howitzers. Military technology remains key to Smith’s counterfac-
tual—it’s still a question of guns—but Smith also invents a fictional leader
named John Setter, born in the Mandan nation but raised in Europe during
the Revolutions of 1848. In our world, Smith writes, Setter died at age ten in
the 1837 smallpox epidemic. In The Indians Won, Setter survives to forge an
alliance among Sitting Bull, He Who Yawns (Geronimo), and They Fear His
Horses (Crazy Horse). With the Gorlovs, these Native leaders and their armies
follow up victory at the Little Big Horn with another win. Success yields
greater support from European powers seeking to destabilize the Americans.
Setter’s experience in European social unrest and wars in the 1840s leads to
the development of a sabotage strategy; railroads and telegraph wires become
useless. Land mines detonate American cavalry (pp. 87, 91).

Smith also narrates the world of U.S. politicians and soldiers in the 1870s
confronting extraordinary social and financial crises drawn from history: labor
strikes and riots of the 1870s, the Depression of 1873, the crisis of race in the
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U.S. army, the lack of enthusiasm and support for the army as a whole and
veterans in particular. Smith describes the Reconstruction Congress this way:
They “treated the army as a company of lepers and thieves... they were all
heroes who had been pushed aside by a country that was busy making money.
And now that the country had stopped making money and was in the middle
of a depression they had simply been ignored. All the old heroes had left were
cigars and whiskey” (pp. 13, 101-102, 93). It is worth noting that none of the
historians reviewed above consider these crises faced by the U.S. government
in this era and the counterfactual possibilities they suggest.

In the novel, these political problems in the East intensify as the united
Native American front pushes American settlers out of Colorado. Mormons,
nursing their hatred of the American state, throw in with the Native forces
under the promise of self-government in Deseret; the Nauvoo Legion joins
Ute, Paiute, and Shoshone forces to defeat a militia raised by the real-world
California xenophobe Denis Karney. President Hayes personally leads a
counterattack in Colorado and is defeated. A Hayes defeat compounds the
crisis of legitimacy underlying his entire administration: “Hayes had stolen
the White House, shot down citizens in almost every major city, and now he
was taking the United States to its worst military defeat over a land nobody
wanted.” The U.S. concedes. An independent “Indian Nation”—it has no other
name—emerges. The Indian Nation is not recognized, but it is sovereign from
Kansas to the Sierra Nevadas (p. 130-35).

The Indians Won repeatedly points to the similarities between the rise of the
Indian Nation in the 1870s to other unlikely victories following the same basic
military strategy—the Americans in the Revolution and North Vietnam in the
Vietnam War still underway as Smith wrote his novel (pp. 77, 64). If the U.S.
could win could win against Britain in 1776, then it is reasonable to assume
that Native armies could have prevailed a century later. For Smith, it is not a
question of numbers, but of diplomacy. Smith’s Setter achieves what American
military planners always feared: a Native alliance that lasted. Hamaéldinen,
DuVal, and Blackhawk all claim that Native history is not foreordained. Smith
simply provides a counterfactual to prove that claim.

In so doing, Smith pushes the question of inevitability much further than any
of the three historians. The Indians Won overlays the narrative of the 1870s with
an imagined confrontation between the United States and the Indian Nation
in the 1970s. As Smith imagines the independent Indian nation continuing to
survive into the 20th century, he consistently shows it to be a different kind of
polity, not subject to the war-mongering and economic upheaval of the rest of
the “developed” world. It is not a “nation-state,” and yet it is a world power.
The Indian Nation has no banks, and therefore survives a series of worldwide
depressions. The Indian Nation creates but will not test a nuclear arsenal; Na-
tive people seek deterrence but will not inflict harm on the Earth merely to
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test a weapon. They politely decline to join the UN in 1946 (pp. 156, 158, 141).
Smith is not just questioning the idea of inevitability concerning American
Indians, but the broader assumption that history has to “end” with discrete
nation-states. Fifty years after its first publication, The Indians Won provides
a critique of the clockwork dispossession of settler colonialism, which like all
dialectical models, assumes that once the opposing forces are unleashed the
outcome is pretty much determined.

The Indians Won is also, of course, a novel about its own time; the book ap-
peared while the occupation of Alcatraz was ongoing. When Setter warns the
Native alliance that “The power of the Wasichu is as the carcass of a rotting
elephant”—sick and dangerous at the same time—it is likely Smith meant the
words both as character development for Setter and as practical advice for
Native Americans in 1970. Though the sections of the book in an alternate
1970 are shorter, they nevertheless provide a fascinating Native commentary
on Smith’s understanding of the real American Indian Movement in the Nixon
years. (In one offthand comment, we learn that white Americans who support
“the Red Man” are known as “pinks” (p. 47).)

Weiden writes in the volume’s introduction that, as a Native reader, he
“found myself pumping my fist and actually cheering at times” (p. xi). I also
found myself literally moving as I read the book: constantly jumping up from
the text and tearing over to my bookshelf to check a reference, or doing quick
Wikipedia checks on basic facts in the novel. What was the diplomatic policy
of the Crow nation? Did the Smithsonian really display Mangus Colorado’s
brain in a jar? When did the Bannock nation begin to convert to Mormon-
ism? Sometimes Smith gets the details wrong. For example, the text identifies
J.M. Chivington, the perpetrator of Sand Creek, as a Presbyterian; he was a
Methodist (p. 68). And yet Smith’s narrative compelled me to get up and check
Chivington’s religious background, of which I had been unaware. And then
I sat for a long time with the novel in my lap, thinking about the church and
Sand Creek.

If historians or Native scholars are looking for a usable past, The Indians
Won is it. This is an odd statement to make about a work of fiction, but Weiden
concurs that the book “provides a roadmap of sorts for Native communities in
the twenty-first century, one in which Indigenous citizens work together for
common goals” (p. xi). As alternate history, the book is a gem. It makes The
Man in the High Castle (1962) seem ponderous and bloated, and earlier alter-
nate histories like Bring the Jubilee (1953) look amateurish. Of course, alternate
history grew out of pulp science fiction, and The Indians Won shares some of
the genre troubles of the pulps. There are no female characters who exist as
anything other than the Indian Nation equivalent of Bond girls, for example.
Still, I would recommend the novel to all scholars of Native America and to
all history undergraduates—and not just undergraduates in Indigenous Stud-
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ies. The Indians Won presents North America’s fraught and fearsome history
as full of dynamism and possibility.

But of course, the novel can do this because it’s fiction; it’s structured for
suspense, and historians don’t always have that luxury. We don’t know how
Smith’s war will turn out, but we sure know how the Pequot War turned out.
There is also the tricky matter of teaching alternate histories in undergraduate
history classes. Yes, virtually every page of the book has references to actual
(male) historical figures (Wovoka, Stand Watie, Black Horse, George Crook,
John Jumper, etc.) that invite readers to do as I did and check the historical
record. But in the information landscape of 2024, undergraduates may be as
likely to end up gathering information from professional white supremacist
websites as from the official site of the Crazy Horse Memorial. I recommend
that scholars assigning the book guide and curate student efforts to research
what is alternate and what is history in The Indians Won. The book offers a
very different way for novices and experts to engage, reconstruct, research,
and debate Native history since 1860. In that sense, it makes for an ideal as-
signment not just for Native American Studies or history courses, but any
general history of the United States, 1865-present.

Of course, Smith’s work is pulp fiction—the very best kind of pulp fiction,
where genre work gets at big ideas and tears through your mind and becomes
a kind of testament. I hope the reprint will inspire a new generation of real
scholars of Indigenous America. Some instructors and scholars of today, how-
ever, will have valid concerns about using fictional Native Americans to tell
real history. Imagined Native people haunt American culture, literature, and
historiography, and their results have not been sanguine—from Pocahontas to
Tonto to Queequeg to the hallucinatory Native inscribed on an English seal,
raising his hand and asking the Puritans through the glossolalia of print,
“Come over and help us.”

Such things are not a history of Native Americans, and neither is The Indians
Won. My recommendations of the novel are as a teaching tool and a kind of
literary guide. As Blackhawk has written elsewhere, translating the achieve-
ment of recent scholarship “into accessible lectures and navigable syllabi re-
mains a constant struggle” in the classroom, where “reconciling commonplace
assumptions about America with the traumatic histories of the continent’s
indigenous peoples can be an exceedingly turbulent endeavor.”” That is the
task of before professional and amateur historians today. Not every instruc-
tor will want to include a work of fiction in that process, especially when the
fiction of decline and disappearance has for centuries reinforced colonialism
itself. DuVal, Hamaldinen, and Blackhawk have all written careful and wise
arguments countering these myths, explaining point by point the errors that
produced them and the basic facts that countermand them.
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But Smith offers something quite different. He hammers the myth to pieces,
gleefully reversing the history of the Indian Wars and painting Reconstruction
America—and possibly the entire notion of colonial, capitalist Europe—as
a shambling, uncertain giant covered with sores instead of an undefeated
shining colossus called Liberty striding across plains of wheat. If the myth of
unstoppable capitalism and colonialism also naturalizes the dispossession of
Native Americans and the rise of Europe and its colonies, then perhaps the
effort to resituate the Native history of North America must imagine a world
without the trappings of the twentieth century. The necessary understanding
of how white governments systemically dismantled Native life ought to be
balanced (indeed, outweighed) by Native self-understandings. And luckily
for us, The Indians Won is both a fictional novel and a primary source about
what one Native American understood in 1970.

Indeed, in some ways Smith’s work is a repudiation of Thomas Jefferson’s
imagined Indians 160 years earlier, the presumption that “our strength and
their weakness is now so visible that they must see we have only to shut our
hand to crush them.” It is a horrible statement; it was also a lie. The U.S. did not
simply shut its hand; the process of dispossession, removal, and confinement
was a process that took over a century to complete militarily and continued
politically long after. That process involved funding, wars, lives, materiel,
and diplomacy. It was not an automatic decision; it was purposeful. Smith’s
narrative asks readers to consider that purposefulness, those decisions—and
by extension, to think through the manifold decisions by Native nations, lead-
ers, soldiers, poets, thinkers, and farmers that in turn created and still shape
American and Native American history.
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