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THE "TEMPEST" IN THE 

WILDERNESS 
The Racialization of Savagery 

I N THEIR FIRST encounters with Europeans, the Indians tried to 

relate the strangers to what was familiar in their world. Traditional 
Penobscot accounts had described the earth as flat and surrounded 

by ocean, the "great salt water," ktci-sobe-k. Beyond this body of water, 
there were other islands and countries inhabited by

1

"tribcsof strangers." 
The Indians of Massachusetts Bay, according to early reports by the 
English, "took the first ship they saw for a walking island, the mast to 
be a tree, the sail white clouds, and the discharging of ordnance for 
lightning and thunder .... " They were seized by curiosity. By word of 
mouth, the fantastic news spread, and' the "shores for many miles were 
filled with this naked Nation, gazing at this wonder." Armed with bows 
and arrows, some of them approached the ship in their canoes, and "let 
fly their long shafts at her ... some stuck fast, and others dropped into 
the water." They wondered why "it did not cry." The native people were 
struck by the '_'ugliness" and "deformity" of the strangers - their 
''white" complexions, hair around their mouths, the eyes with "the color 
of the blue sky." They tried to identify the visitors. According to Roger 
Williams, the Indians in Rhode Island used the term Man.ittoo, meaning 
"god," to describe excellence in human beings and animals. \Vhen they 
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THE "TEMPEST" I N THE WILDER NE S S 

saw the English arriving on their ships, they exclaimed: "Mannittowock. 
They are Gods." 1 

Indian dreams had anticipated the coming of the strangers. In New 
England, an old Wampanoag story told about a wise chief foretelling 
the arrival of Europeans: "On his death-bed he said that a strange white 
people would come to crowd out the red men, and that for a sign, after 
his death a great white whale would rise out of the witch pond below. 
That night he died ... and the great white whale rose from the witch 
pond." Another version of this story recounted how the old man was 
describing his approaching death when suddenly «a white whale arose 
from the water off Witch Pond." The chief said: "That's a sign that 
another new people the color of the whale [would arrive], but don't let 
them have all the land because if you do the Indians will disappear." In 
Virginia, a Powhatan shaman predicted that "bearded men should come 
& take away their Country & that there should be none of the original 
Indians be left, within an hundred & fifty years." Similarly, an Ojibwa 
prophet had a dream many years before actual contact between the two 
peoples:· "Men of strange appearance have come across the great wa.ter. 
Their skins are white like snow, and on their faces long hair grows. 
[They came here] in wonderfully large canoes which have great white 
wings like those of a giant bird. The men have long and sharp knives, 
and they have long black tubes which they point at birds and animals. 
The tubes make a smoke that rises into the air just like the smoke from 
our pipes. From them come fire and such terrific noise that I was fright
ened, ev~n in my dream. " 2 

Shakespeare's Dream about America 

"O brave ne~world that has such people in't!" they heard l\1iranda 
exclaim. The theatergoers were attending the first performance of Wil
liam Shakespeare's Tempest. This play was first presented in London in 
r6r r, a time when the English were encountering what they viewed as 
strange inhabitants in new lands. The circumstances surrounding the 
play determined the meaning of the utterances they heard. A perspica
cious few in the audience could have seen that this play was more than 
a mere story about how Prospero was sent into exile with his da ughtcr, 
took possession of an island inhabited by Caliban, and redeemed himself 

·oy marrying 1v1iranda to the king's son. 3 

Indeed, The Yem.pest can be approached as a fascinating tale that 
served as a masquerade for the creation of a new society in America. 



.,_,, \.,: .J ;_ ·, .L: .:... ~ :,; U" i. ~ E ~ ~ 

Seen in this light, the play invites us to view English expansion not only 
as imperialism, but also as a defining moment in the making of an 
English-American identity based on race. For the first time in the English 
theater, an Indian character was being presented. What did Shakespeare 
and his.audience know about the native peoples of America, and what 
choices were they making in the ways they characterized Caliban? At~ 
though they saw him as "savage/' did they racialize savagery? Was the 
play a prologue for America? 

-------,........, ---
Tlie-English had seen or read reports about Indians who had been 

captured and brought to London. Indians,had been displayed in Europe 
by Christopher Columbus. Durirtg his first.voyage, he wrote: «Yesterday 
came [to] the ship a dugout with six young men, and five came on board; 
these I ordered to be detained and! atn bringing them." When Columbus 
was received by the Spanish court after his triumphal return, he presented 
a collection of things he had brought back, including some gold nuggets, 
parrots in cages, and six Indians. During his second voyage in I4 9 3, 
Columbus again sent his men to kidnap Indians. On one occasion, a 
captive had been "wounded seven times and his entrails were hanging 
out," reported Guillermo Coma of Aragon. "Since it was thought that 
he could not be cured, he was cast into the sea. But keeping above water 

I 
and raising one foot, he held on to his intestines with his left hand and 
swam courageously to the shore .... The wounded Carib was caught 

o,again on shore. His hands and feet were bound more tightly and he was 
once again thrown headlong. But this resolute savage swam more fo-

l riously, until he was struck several times by arrows and perished." When 
Columbus set sail with his fleet to return to Spain, he took 5 50 Indian 
captives. "When we reached the waters around Spain," Michele de 
Cw1eo wrote matter~of-factly, ''about 1..00 of those Indians died, I believe 
because of the unaccustomed air, colder than theirs. We cast them into 
the sea." 16 

_ To the spectators of these "exhibits," Indians personified "savagery.~ 
They were d(!picted as "cruel, barbarous and most treacherous." They 
were thought to be cannibals, "being most furious in their rage and 
merciless ... not being content only to kill and take away life, but delight 
to torment men in the most bloody manner ... flaying some alive with 
the shells of fishes, cutting off the members and joints of others by 
piecemeal and broiling. on the coals, eating the collops of their flesh ih 
their ·sight whilst they live." According to Sir Walter Raleigh, Indians 
had "their eyes in their shoulders, and their mouths in the middle of 
their breasts." In Nova Brittania, published in I609, Richard Johnson 

; described the Indians in Virginia as "wild and savage people," living 
· ('like herds of deer in a forest." One of their striking physical char
. acteristi_cs was their skin color. John Brereton described the New England 

-o \Jndiani- as '(of tall stature, broad and grim visage, of a blacke swart 
u, 'complexion. " 18 
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Indians seemed to lackeverything the English identified as civilized -
Christianity, cities,letters, clothing, and swords. ''They do not bear arms 
or know them, for I showed to them swords and they took them by the 
blade and cut themselves through ignorance," wrote Columbus in his 
jpurnal, noting that the Indians did not have iron. George Waymouth 
tried to .impress· the Aben.akis: he magnetized a sword "to cause them 
to imagine some great power in us; and for that to love and fear us." 19 

Like Caliban, the native people of America were viewed as the 
"other._" European culture was delineating the border, the hierarchical 
division between civilization and wildness. Unlike Europeans, Indians 

,,..-were allegedly dominated by their passions, especially their sexuality. 
Amerigo Vespucci was str,uck by how the natives embraced and enjoyed ; 
the pleasures of their bodies: 'Th_ey ... are libidinous beyond meas~J 

and the women far more than the men .... When they had the oppor
ttmity of copulating with Christians, urged by excessive lust, they defiled 
and prostituted themselves." Caliban personified such passions. Prospero 
saw him as a sexual threat to the nubile Miranda, her "virgin-knot'; yet 
untied. "I have used thee (filth as thou art) with humane care," Prospero 
scolded Caliban, "and lodged thee in mine own cell till thou didst seek 

, to violate the honor of my child." And the unruly native snapped: "O 
\; ho, 0 ho! Wouldtt had been done( Thou didst prevent me; I had peopled 
\~this isle with Calibans." 20 

/'- I he'-Wampanoags as well as the Pequots, Massachusets, Nausets, 
~ Nipmucks, and Narragansets cultivated corn. As the main source of life 

for these tribes, corn was the focus of many legends. A Narraganset 
belief told how a crow had brought this grain· to New England: "These 
Birds, although they do the corn also some hurt, yet scarce one Native 
amongst a hundred will kill them, because they have a tradition, that 
the Crow Brought them at first an Indian Grain of Com in one Ear, and 
an Indian or French bean in another, fro.tn the Great God Kautantouwits 
field in the Southwest from whence ... came all their Corn and Beans." 
A Penobscot account celebrated the gifr of Corn Mother: during a time 
of famine, an Indian woman fell in love with a snake in the forest. Her 
secret was discovered one day by her husband, and she told hitn that 
she had been chosen to save the tribe. She instructed him to kill her with 
a stone ax and then drag her body through a clearing. "After seven days 
he went to the clearing and found the corn plant rising above the 
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BOUNDLESSNESS 

ground .... When the corn had born fruit and the silk of the corn ear 
had turned yellow he recognized in it the resemblance of his dead wife. 
Thus originated the cultivation of corn." 35 

These Indians had a highly developed agricultural system. Samuel de 
Champlain found that "all along the shore" there was "a great deal of 
land cleared up and planted with Indian corn." Describing their agri
cultural practices, he wrote: "They put in each hill three or four Brazilian 
bearis [kidney beans] .... When they grow up, they interlace with the 
corn ... and they keep the ground very free from weeds. We saw there 
many squashes, and pumkins, and tobacco, which they likewise culti
vate." According to Thomas Morton, Indians "dung[ed] their ground" 
with fish to fertilize the soil and increase the harvest. After visiting the 
Narragansets in Rhode Island, John \v'inthrop, Jr., noted that although 
the soil in that region was "sandy & rocky," the people were able to 
raise "good corn without fish" by rotating their crops. "They have every 
one 2 .fields/' he observed, "which after the first 2 years they let one,_ 
field rest each year, & that keeps their ground continually [productive]." 
According to Roger Williams, when the Indians were ready to harvest 
the corn, "all the neighbours men and women, forty, fifty, a hundred," 
joined in the work and came "to help freely." During their green corn 
festival, the Narragansets erected a long house, "sometimes a hundred, 
sometimes two hundred feet long upon a plain near the Court ... where 
many thousands, men and women," gathered. Inside, dancers gave 
money, coats, and knives to the poor. After the harvest, the Indians 
stored their corn f;r the winter. "In the sand on the slope of hills," 
according to Champlain, "they dig holes, some five or six feet, more or 
less, and place their corn and other grains in large grass sacks, which 
they throw into the said holes, and cover them with sand to a depth of 
three or four feet above the surface of the ground. They take away their 
grain according to their need, and it is preserved as well as it be in our 
granaries." Contrary to the stereotype of Indians as hunters and there
fore savages, these Indians were farmers. 36 

· However, many colonists in New England disregarded this reality and 
invented their own representations of Indians. What emerged to justify 
dispossessing them was the racialization of Indian "savagery." Indian 
heathenism and alleged laziness came to be.viewed as inborn group traits 
that rendered them naturally incapable of civilization. This process of 
Indian dehumanization developed a peculiarly New England dimension 
as the colonists associated Indians with the Devil. Indian identity became 
a matter of "descent": their racial markers indicated inerasable qualities 
of savagery. 

TH E "TEMP EST" IN THE WI L D E R NE S S 

This social construction of race occurred within the economic context 
of competition over land. The colonists argued that entitlement to land 
required its utilization. Native men, they claimed, pursued "no kind of 
labour but hunting, fishing and fowling.,, Indians were not producers. 
"The Indians are not able to make use of the one fourth part of the 
Land," argued Reverend Francis Higginson in I630, "neither have they 
any settled places, as Towns to dwell in, nor any ground as they challenge 
for their owne possession, but change their habitation from place to 
place." In the Puritan view, Indians were lazy. "Fettered in the chains 
of idleness," they would rather starve than work, William Wood of 
Boston complained in 1634. Indiansweresinfully squandering America's 
resources. Under their irresponsible guardianship, the land had become 
"all spoils, rots," and was "marred for want of manuring, gathering, 
ordering, etc." Like the "foxes and w:ild beasts," Indians did nothing 
"but run over the grass." 37 

The Puritan possession of Indian lands was facilitated by the invasion 
of unseen pathogens. When the colonists began arriving in New England, 
they found that the Indian population was already being reduced by 
European diseases. Two significant events had occurred in the early 
seventeenth century: infected rats swam to shore from Samuel de Cham
plain's ships, and some sick French sailors were shipwrecked on the 
beaches of New England. By r6r6, epidemics were ravaging Indian 
villages. Victims of "virgin soil epidemics," the Indians lacked immu
nological defenses against the newly introduced diseases. Between 1610 

and 1675, the Indian population declined sharply-from 12,000 to a 
mere 3 ,cfoo for the Abenakis and from 6 5, ooo to r 0,000 for the southern 
New England tribes~38 

Describing t~ sweep of deadly diseases among the Indians, William 
Bradford reported that the Indians living near the trading house outside 
of Plymouth "fell sick of the smallpox, and died most miserably." The 
condition of those still alive was "lamentable." Their bodies were cov
ered with cc the pox breaking and mattering and running one into another, 
their skin cleaving" to the mats beneath them. When they turned their 
bodies, they found ,cwhole sides" of .their skin flaying off. In this terrible 
way, they died "like rotten sheep." After one epidemic, William Bradford 
recorded in his diary: "For it pleased God to visit these Indians with a 
great sickness and such a mortality that of a thousand, above nine and 
a half hundred of them died, and many of them did rot above ground 
for want of burial. " 39 

The colonists interpreted these Indian deaths as divinely sanc
tioned opportunities to take the land. John Winthrop declared that the 



decimation of Indians by smallpox manifested a Puritan destiny: God 
was "making room" for the colonists and "hath hereby cleared our title 
to this place." After an epidemic had swept through Indian villages,John 
Cotton claimed that the destruction was a sign from God; when the 

l 
Lord decided to transplant His people, He made the country vacant for 
them to settle. EdwardJohn·s·on pointed out that.epidemics had desolated 

_ "th .. os; p~aces, w~e!e the English afterward plartted." 40 

----nr the colonists, the Indians were not merely a wayward people: they 
personified something fearful within Puritan society itself. Like Caliban, 
a "born devil," Indians failed to control their appetites, to create bound
aries separating mind from body. l11ey represented what English men 
and women in America thought they were not - and, more important, 

what they must not become. As exiles living in the wilderness far from 
"civilization," the English used their negative images of Indians to de
lineate the moral requirements they had set up for themselves. As so
ciologist Kai Erikson explained, "deviant forms of behavior, by marking 
the outer edges of group life, give. the inner structure its special character 
and thus supply the framework within which the people of the group 
develop an orderly sense of their own cultural identity .... One of the 
surest ways to confirm an identity, for communities as well as for in-j 
dividuals, is to find some way of measuring what one is not.•~ By depicting 
Indians as demonic and savage; the colonists, like .Prospero, were able 

-----.1 to define more precisely what they perceived as the danger of becoming 
Calibanized. 43 

-··-··- · . 

7'ne Tllld.tans preseiitea· a frightening threat to the Puritan errand in 
America. "The wilderness through_which we are passing to the Promised 
Land is all over fill'd with fiery flying serpents," warned Reverend Cotton 
Mather. "Our Indian wars are not over yet." The wars were now within 
Puritan society and the self: the dangers were internal. Self-vigilance 
against sin was required, or else the English would becomelike Indians. 
"We have too far degenerated into Indian vices. The vices of the Indians 
are these: They are very lying wretches, and they are very lazy wretches; 
and they are out of measure indulgent unto their children; there is no 
family government among them. We have [become] shamefully Indian
ized in all those -~?ominable things." 44 

To be ''Indianized" meant to serve the Devil. Cotton Mather thought 
this wa~ what had happened to Mercy Short, a young girl who had been 
a captt~e of the Indians and who was suffering from tormenting fits. 
According to Mather, Short had seen the Devil. "Hee was not ofa Negro, 
but of a Tawney, or an Indian colour/' she said; "he wore an high
crowned Hat, with straight Hair; and had one Cloven-foot." During a 
witchcraft trial, Mather reported, George Burroughs had lifted an ex
tremely heavy object with the help of the Devil, who resembled an Indian. 
Puritan authorities hanged an English woman for worshiping Indian 
"gods" and for taking the Indian devil-god Hobbamock for a husband. 

=3 Significantly, the Devil was portrayed as dark complected and Indian. 45 

BOUNDLESSNESS 

· ~e English possessed tremendous power to define the places and 
( peo;les tl1ey were conquering~ As they made theit way westward, they 

developed an ideology of "savagery," which was given form and content 
by the political and economic circumstances of the specific sites of col
onization. Initially, in Ireland, the English had viewed savagery as some
thing cultural, or a matter of "consent": they assumed that the distance 
between themselves and the Irish, or between civilization and savagery, 
was quantitative rather than quaiitative. The Irish as "other" was edu
cable: they were capable of acquiring the traits of civilization. But later, 
as colonization reached across the Atlantic and as the English encoun
tered a new group of people, many of them believed that savagery for 
the Indians might be inherent. Perhaps the Indians might be different 
from the English in kind rather than degree; if so, then the native people -
of America would be incapable of improvement because of their race. 
To use Shakespeare's language, they might have a "nature" that "nur
·ture" would never be able to "stick" to or change. Race or "descent" 
might be destiny.52 

What happened in America in the actual encounters between the 
Indians and the English strangers was not uniform. In Virginia, Indian 
savagery was viewed largely as cultural: Indians were ignorant heathens. 
In New England, on the other han~ Indian savagery was racialized: 
Indians had come to be condemned as a demonic race, their dark com
plexions signifying an indelible and inherent evil. Why was there such 
a difference between the two regions? Possibly the competition between 
the English and the Indians over resources was mote intense in New 
England than in Virginia, where there was more arable land. More 
important, the colonists in New England had brought with them a 
greater sense of religious. mission than the Virginia settlers. For the Pu
ritans, theirs was an "errand into the wilderness" - a ,mission to create 
what John Winthrop had proclaimed as "a city upon) a hill" with the 
eyes of the world upon them. Within this economic an# cultural frame
work:, a "discovery" occurred: the Indian "other" became a manifest 
devil. Thus savagery was racialized as the Indians were demonized, 
doomed to. what Increase Mather called "utter· extirpation." Once the I ;;~cess ?f this cultu_ral co_nstr~cti~n -was ~nder way, it s_et a course for 
~ making qf a national 1dent:1ty m Anienca for centunes to come. 53 

A World Turned Upside Down. 

Indians viewed iliese developments very differently. One of their legends 
told about a creature named Ki-wa-kwe-skwe, "woman wandering in 

---·······--· .. ___ _ 
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the woods." She was a cannibal, and a boy whom she called her brother 
lived with her. She always kept her back turned toward him to hide. her 
fac:e. She also taught him to hunt rabbits and offered him frequent meals 
in order to fatten him. Once a rabbit came to the boy and said: "You 
have already killed a great many of .us. That is enough; don't hunt us 
too persistently or you will exterminate us. Henceforth.do not obey that 
woman who is ordering you. She is not your sister. On the contrary, she 
is a bad magician who is only lying to you and just fattening you up 
until you are prime, when she will kill and eat you. For her food is 
human beings." That night the boy pretended to fall asleep, and he had 
a. chance to see the woman's face, her true cannibalistic self. The next 
morning he ran away, with the evil spirit woman in pursuit. A heron 
and a porcupine tried to protect the boy and killed. the woman repeatedly, 
but she kept returning Jo life. Finally, an old man came to his rescue 
and ordered his dog to tear-the evil woman to shreds. The old man then 
took the boy to the village where his father and mother lived. '' And 
when the people saw that· the boy who had been stolen was still alive, 
lo, there was great rejoicing and feasting." What happened in history, 
however, had a much different endirtg.54 

CO Like the rabbit of this story, a Narraganset leader tried to warn his 
fellow Indians about the English irtvaders. "You know our fathers had 
plenty of deer and skins, our plains were full of deer, as also our woods, 
and of turkeys, and our coves full offish and fowl," Miantonomo told 
the Montauks of Long Island in r642. "But these English havi11g gotten 
our lan_q, they with scythes cut down the grass, and with axes fell the 
trees; their cows and horses eat the grass, and their hogs spoil our dam 
banks, and we shall all be starved." Miantonomo called for pan-Indian 
unity to resist the strangers: "For so are we all Indians as the English 
are, and say brother to one· another; so ·must we be one as they are, 
otherwise we shall all be gone shortly." They should attack the colonists, 
and "kill men, women and children, but no cows." They should raise 
the cattle for food "till our deer be increased again." 55 

In r735, twenty-seven Pequots complained to the governor of Con-
necticut that the English settlers had encroached on their lands, planting 
wheat fields and allowing their cattle to roam into Indian cornfields. The 
Pequots protested: "We see plainly that their chiefest desire is to deprive 
us of the privilege of our land, and drive us off to our utter .ruiri." The 

. native people of America were finding that the white strangers from 
across the ocean were threatening their way of life. In a I789 petition 
to the Assembly of Connecticut, the Mohegans lamented that "the times" 
had been "Exceedingly alter' d": 

BOUNDLESSNESS 

Yea the Times have turn'd everything Upside down, or rather we have 
Chang' d the good Times, Chiefly by the help of the White People. For 
in Times past our Fore-Fathers live in Peace, Love and great harmony, 
and had everything in Great plenty. When they Wanted meat they 
would just nm into the Bush a little ways with their Weapons and 
would Soon bring home good venison, Racoon, Bear and Fowl. If 
they Choose to have Fish, they Wo'd only go to the River ot ~long 
the Sea Shore and they wou' d presently fill their Cannous With Veriety 
of Fish, both Scaled and shell Fish, and they had abundance of Nuts, 

· Wild Fruit, Ground Nuts and Ground Beans, and they planted but 
little Corn and Beans and they kept no Cattle or Horses for they 
needed none - And they had no Contention about their Lands, it lay 
in Common to them all, and they had but one large Dish and they 
Cou'd all eat together in Peace and Love - But alas, it is not so now, 
all our Fishing, Hunting and Fowling is entirely gone, And we have 
now begun to Work on our Land, keep Cattle, Horses and Hogs And 
We_ Build Houses and fence in Lots, And now we plainly See that one 
Dish a,nd one Fire will not do any longer for us - Some few there 
are Stronger than others and they will keep off the poor, weak, the 

· halt and the Blind, And Will take the Dish to themselves. Yea, they 
will rather Call White People and Molattoes to eat With them out of 
our Dish, and poor Widows and Orphans Must be pushed one side 
and there they Must Set a Crying, Starving and die.56 

Aware of these changing times, Delaware leader Neolin warned In
dians in the r760s that they must either return to their original state 
before the arrival of white people or face slow extinction at the hands 
of the settlers. 

What is to be done, and what remedy is to be applied? I will tell you, 
my friends. Hear what the Great Spirit has ordered me to tell you! 
You are to make sacrifices, in the manner that I shall direct; to put 
off entirely from yourselves the customs which you have adopted since 
the white people came among us; you are to return to that former 
pappy state, in which we live in peac~ and plenty, before these strangers 
came to disturb us, and above all, you must abstain from drinking 
their deadly beson [liquor] which they have forced upon us for the 
sake of increasing their gains and diminishing our numbers .... 
Wherefore do you suffer the whites to dwell upon your lands? Drive 
them away; wage war against them.57 
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But by the I76os, the strangers and their descendants ha<:l establishe::l 
colonies and had also begun a movement that would lead to the creatio~ / 
of a new nation. An emerging question was: What would be the Indians' 
future in the republic? One of the Founding Fathers who addressed this 
issue was a young .lawyer and planter who would later become president 
of the United States. In 178:r; as governor of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson 
declared to the Kaskaskias that whites and Indians were both "Ameri
cans, born in the same land," and that he hoped the two peoples would 
«long continue to smoke in friendship together.'; At the same time, 
Jefferson advocated the removal and even the destrµcticm of hostile In
dians. "Nothing will reduce-tho~e wretches so soon as pushing the war 
into the heart of their country.," he wrote to a colleague in I776; "But 
I would not stop there. I would never cease pursuing them while one of 
them remained on this side [of] ·the· Mississippi .... We would never 
cease pursuing them with war while one remained on the face of the 
earth." In his view, .Indians were to be civilized or exterminated. 58 

To civilize Indians meant, for Jefferson, to take them from their hunt
ing way of life and convert them into farmers. President Jefferson ex
plained to the Shaw~ees why they had no choice but to accept 
civilization: "When the white people first came to this land, they were 
few, and you were many; now we are many, and you. few; and why? 
because, by cultivating the earµ!, we produce plenty :to raise our children, 
while yours ... suffer for want of food ... are exposed to weather in 
your hunting camps, get diseases and die. Hence it is that your numbers 
lessen.'t,They were, in other words, victims of their own.culture, not the 
decimation of their game to satisfy the voracious fur trade, the intro
duction of unfamiliar diseases, the appropriation of their lands, and the 
brutal warfare waged against them. 59 

In blaming the Indians for their own decline, Jefferson insisted that 
the transfer of Indian lands to whites had been done fairly and legally. 
"That the lands of this c'ountry were taken from the.m by conquest," he 
argued in Notes on the State of Virginia, "is not so general a truth as 
is supposed. I find in our historians and records, repeated proofs ·of 
purchase .... " If Jefferson's denial° of guilt contained a quality of de
fensiveness, there was a reason for it. In the original manuscript, he had 
written and then crossed out: "It is true that these purchases were some
times made with the price in one hand and the sword in the other. "60 

In order to survive, Jefferson declared; Indians must adopt the culture 
of the white man. They must no longer live so boundlessly; instead, they 
must enclose farms as private property and learn arithmetic so they 

BOUNDLESSNESS 

would be able to keep accounts of their production. "My children," 
Jefferson told the Cherokees, "I shall rejoice to.see the day when the red 
man, our neighbors, become truly one people with us, enjoying all the 
rights and privileges we do, and living in peace and plenty as we 
do .... But are you prepared for this? Have you the resolution to leave 
off hunting for your living, to lay off a farm for each family to itself, to 
live by industry, the men working that· farm with their hands ... ?" 
"Indians must learn how," Jefferson explained, "a little land, well cul
tivated, was superior in value to a great deal, unimproved." He offered 
a grisly analogy to illustrate his point: "The wisdom of the animal which 
amputates and abandons to the hunter the parts for which he is pursued 
should be theirs, with this difference, that the former sacrifices what is 
useful, the latter what is not." Possibly Jefferson did not fully realize the 
implications of this metaphor. Likened to "animals," Indians could sur
vive by "amputating" their lands and leaving them behind for whites, 
the "hunters." 61 

Jefferson, however, was actually more concerned about white expan
sion than Indian survival. Civilizing the Indians was a strategy ·designed 
to acquire land for white settlement. As president, he assured the Indians 
that whites would respect their territorial possessions. "We take from 
no nation what belongs to it," he told therµ. "Our growing numbers 
make us always willing to buy lands from our red brethren, when they 
are willing to sell." He elaborated: "Your lands are your own; your right 
to them shall never be violated by us; they are yours to keep or to sell 
as you please •... When a want of land in a particular place induces us 
to ask you to sell, still you are always free to say 'No' .... "62 

· However, while he offered these assurances, Jefferson worked to create 
conditions that would inak_e Indians "willing to sell." In an I803 "Con
fidential Message" to Congress, he.explained how this could be done. 
First, encourage them to abandon hunting and tum to agriculture. "The 
extensive forests necessary in the hunting life will then become useless." 
Second, sell more manufactured goods to Indians by multiplying the 
trading houses and bring them into the market. This policy, Jefferson 
predicted, would lead the Indians to transfer their lands to whites. On 
February 27, 1803, in an "unofficial and private" letter to Indiana gov
ernor William Henry Harrison, Jefferson recommended: "To promote 
this disposition to exchange lands, which they have to spare and we 
want, we shall push our trading houses, and be glad to see the good 
and influential individuals among them run in debt, because we observe 
that when these debts get beyond what the individuals can pay, they 
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become willing to lop them off by a cession of lands." To destroy Indians 
financially, Jefferson favored federal over private trading houses. While 
private bµsiness had to make profits, government enterprise could sell 
goods to Indians at prices "so low as merely to repay us cost and 
charges.'' By this process, he continued, white settlements would grad
ually ''circumscribe" the Indians, and in time they would either "incor
porate" with whites as "citizens" or retreat westward beyond 
civilization. 63 

All Indians, regardless of whether they were farmers or hunters, were 
subject to removal, even extermi~ation, if they continued in their ''bar
barism." Should any tribe be foolhardy enough to take up the hatchet 
against the United States, the president wrote Governor Harrison, the 
federal government should seize the_ whole country of that tribe and 
drive them across the Mississippi as the only condition of peace. During 
a conflict between the United States and England in r 809, President 
Jefferson warned his Indian "child.ten": "If you love the land in which 
you were born, if you wish to inhabit the earth which covers the bones· 
of your fathers, take no part in the war between the English and 

\ us .... [T]he tribe which shall begin an unprovoked war against us, we 
......1. will extirpate from the earth, or drive to such a distance as they shall 
O never again be able to strike us." 64 

\ But Jefferson,s feelings toward Indians were complex. In a letter to 
John Adams, he described childhood memories of Indian chiefs visiting 
his home. "They were, in the habit of coming often .... I knew much 
the great Outasette, the warrior and orator of the Cherokees. He was 
always the guest of my father, on his journeys to and from Williamsburg. 
I was in camp when he made his great• farewell oration to his people, 
the evening. before his departure for England .... His sounding voice, 
distinct articulation, animated action, and the solemn silence of his peo
ple at their several fires, filled me with awe and veneration, altho' I did 
not understand a word he uttered." Jefferson explained to Adams that 
these early "impressions" had created "attachment and commiseration" 
for the Indians which had "never been obliterated." 65 

Jefferson's hope was to save the Indians. In this letter to Adams; he 
noted how the Cherokees had "enclosed fields" as well as livestock and 
had chosen to advance themselves "in civilization." But any Indians who 
rejected assimilation would face a different future. "These will relapse 
into barbarism and misery, lose numbers by war and want, and we shall 
be obliged t◊ drive them, with the beasts of the forest into the Stony 
mountains." Ultimately, for Jefferson, Indians as Indians would not be 
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allowed to remain within the borders of civilized society. A century or 
so earlier; Pu.titans had celebrated the disappearante:ofwolves and bears 
in «new" England; now Jefferson and men like hltn were clearing more 
wilderness for a new nation. The very transformation of the land em
blematized progress, the distance wh,it~s in America had come from the 
time when barbarism h~d beeh d9mif?-ant: · 

Let a philosophic observer commence a journey from the savages of 
the Rocky Mountains, eastwardly towards our sea-coast. There he 
would observe ln·the earliest stag~ of association living undet no law 
but that of nature, subsisting and· f:Overirtg themselves with flesh and 
skins of wild beasts. He would next find those on our frontier& in the 
pastoral state, raising domestic animals to supply the defects of hunt
ing. Then succeed our own seXU:i-barbarous citizens, the pioneers of 
the advance of civilization, and so in progress he would meet the 
gradual shades of improving man until he would reach his, as yet, 
most improved state in our seaport towns. This, in fact, is equivalent 
to a survey, in time, of the progress of man from infancy to the present 
day.66 

Here was a vision of progress - a Jeffersonian version of John Win
throp's «city upon a hill" and Edward Johnson's New England of the 
"wonder-working Providence." The land was not to be allowed to "lie 
waste without any improvement," the early forefathers had commanded, 
and nb'w the republican «errand into the wilderness" was requiring the 
citizens of the new nation to subdue the land and advance their frontier 
westward. Such a view carried dire consequences for t~e Calibans of 
America called Indians. Je_fferson, like Prospero before him, saw the 
triumph over the continent and the Indians as the movement from "sav
agery" to. "civilization." 


