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Abstract 
 

This dissertation traces the creation of the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican tribal archive 

and related historical projects from 1968 to the present to show how the Mohican Nation 

has recovered and reclaimed authority over their historical materials and by extension, 

their history. I collectively refer to these multifaceted efforts over the last fifty years as 

“Mohican archival activism” and define this in the context of indigenous studies as the 

construction of an archival collection that assembles previously scattered sources, 

establishing indigenous nations as the premier resources on their own history and giving 

them authority over the assembly and retrieval of those historical materials. I argue that 

these actions are a strategic type of activism that resists settler-colonial policies that 

sought to separate Native peoples from their history, allows Mohican tribal members to 

create new historical narratives of their nation, and constitutes a form of Mohican nation-

building by enabling the tribe to assert sovereignty over the collection and presentation of 

their own historical materials. By tracing the creation of a tribal archive and its 

mobilization in various projects, I demonstrate how tribal archives have the potential to 

challenge the control non-Native institutions often hold over indigenous histories and use 

newly assembled historical materials to counteract damaging representations of 

indigenous nations. 
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Introduction: An Archive Story 
 

the place where the action is.1 –Dorothy Davids, Historical Committee member, 
describing the Mohican tribal archive 

 
 
In 1968, Bernice Miller’s2 house caught fire. As the flames grew and smoke billowed 

from the building, Miller’s neighbors broke a window and entered the burning structure. 

Such a dangerous endeavor suggests perhaps a child, or maybe even a pet, was left inside, 

but instead the neighbors emerged with documents. Bernice was the widow of Arvid E. 

Miller, a long-time tribal president of the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Nation, and for 

decades, she and her husband had collected thousands of papers in their home.3 Some of 

                                                
1 Dorothy Davids, “History of the Historical Library Museum,” Miscellaneous, Letters, History Folder, 
Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection, Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum (hereafter referred to as AEMLM), 
Bowler, WI.  
2 Bernice re-married after Arvid’s death and thus throughout the documents used for this dissertation, she is 
also referred to as Bernice Pigeon and her collection in the Arvid E. Miller Library is called the Bernice 
Miller (Pigeon) Collection. Throughout this dissertation, I have included her first married name (Miller) in 
parentheses to clarify that I am referring to the same person. Bernice’s maiden name is Davids, but I do not 
refer to her as such because this dissertation begins after her marriage to Arvid Miller.  
3 The name Mohican refers to the union of three tribes in the seventeenth-century, the Mahicans 
(sometimes spelled Mahikan), the Wappingers, and the Housatonic, who lived in the Mahicannituck 
(Hudson) River Valley. Both Mahican and Mohican are derived from the name Muh-he-con-neok, which 
means “people of the waters that are never still,” referring to the Mahicannituck (Hudson) River aside 
which this tribe lived within their ancestral homelands. The names Mohican and Mahican should not be 
confused with the name Mohegan, which refers to an entirely different tribe whose homelands are in 
eastern Connecticut. Although it is true that some members of the Mohegan tribe fled west to join the 
Mohicans at Stockbridge after the Pequot War, the Mohegan and Mohican are still two distinct tribal 
nations. The name Munsee refers to another tribe of American Indians that was part of the larger Delaware 
group and lived along the Mahicannituck (Hudson) River in the Catskill Mountains. The Munsee lived with 
the Mohicans starting in the early eighteenth century, and until 1856, the government referred to the group 
as the Stockbridge and Munsee Tribes of Indians, suggesting two separate groups. However, in 1856, the 
United States hyphenated the name, and the entire group became the Stockbridge-Munsees. As for the 
name Stockbridge, this refers to the name of the village the Mohicans moved to during the eighteenth 
century after white settlers encroached upon their homelands in the Mahincannituck (Hudson) River 
Valley. When John Sergeant came to live with the Mohicans as a missionary in 1734, he named their 
mission village along the Housatonic River Stockbridge after a village in England. From this point on the 
group that lived here was known as the “Stockbridge Indians” or the “Stockbridge-Munsee Band of 
Mohicans.” Throughout Mohican historiography, the names Mohican, Mahican, Stockbridge Indians, 
Stockbridge-Munsee Indians, and Stockbridge-Munsee Mohicans are used interchangeably, unless referring 
to the tribe before these nations were grouped by the U.S. government. Thus, in this dissertation, I will 
primarily refer to the Stockbridge-Munsee Band of Mohicans as simply, the Mohicans, or the Stockbridge-
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the documents were Tribal Council papers that the Millers had filed over the years, while 

others they collected from attics, elders, or auctions.  A number were transcriptions of 

documents related to Mohican history from archives across the country, which Arvid had 

located and copied by hand.   

Why would people risk their lives for documents? For the Millers and the tribal 

members who ran into Bernice’s house that day, these materials were more than 

keepsakes: they represented a proud history and culture that generations of Mohicans had 

fought to preserve.  Arvid and Bernice Miller had always dreamed of expanding this 

archive into a library and museum beyond their home, but as Bernice noted, they “didn’t 

have 5 cents to start on.”4 Despite the lack of funding, the fire after Arvid’s death was 

enough to convince Bernice that the documents needed a safe place to be kept. 

Immediately after the fire, Bernice and others moved the documents to an abandoned 

building across the street from her house that had previously been used as a craft shop by 

other tribal members. Shortly after, tribal members formed the Stockbridge-Munsee 

Mohican Historical Committee, in the midst of what Bernice Miller’s sister and 

Historical Committee member Dorothy Davids called “a surge of community activity.”5  

                                                
Munsee, but may also use the previously mentioned terms interchangeably throughout my work. Each 
name refers to the same group of people unless otherwise stated. For more on this see: James Oberly, A 
Nation of Statesmen: The Political Culture of the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohicans, 1815-1972 (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 2005); Dorothy Davids, A Brief History of the Mohican Nation Stockbridge-
Munsee Band, 3rd ed. (Bowler, WI: Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, 2017); and Brad D.E. 
Jarvis, The Brothertown Nation of Indians: Land Ownership and Nationalism in Early American 1740-
1840 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2010). 
4 Jane McBride, “Stockbridge-Munsee Museum: A Fire Helped Make This Dream,” The Shawano Leader, 
1970s, News Articles  Folder #1, Bernice Miller (Pigeon) Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.   
5 Dorothy Davids, "Wherever We Were, Here We Are!," Box #6, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI.	
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The Committee, which has historically included almost entirely women, would go 

on to expand the archive, build and curate the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum in 1974 

and 1977 respectively, and initiate numerous ongoing, public history projects6 on and off 

the Mohican reservation that include oral history, reclamations of place in Mohican 

homelands, and bold interventions in how Mohican history is represented in public 

education and public history.7  I trace the development of these projects and argue that 

they stem from and are made possible by the assembly of previously scattered documents 

in the Mohican tribal archive. Moreover, I assert that they each constitute important types 

of activism that radically shift how Mohican history is collected, represented, taught, and 

written. Through this process, the Mohican Nation asserts sovereignty over the 

construction of Mohican historical narratives and radically shifts the control that non-

Native public history institutions often hold over Mohican histories back to the tribe 

itself. Moreover, by cultivating the largest collection of Mohican materials in the world, 

they facilitate research and narrative creation among Mohican tribal members, enabling 

the development of new historical narratives that narrate Mohican nationalism and 

survival. In that sense, I argue that the Mohican tribal archive is an activist, nation-

building project that reimagines a collaborative process for constructing indigenous 

historical narratives, in which Native peoples retain authority over the collection and 

presentation of their own histories.  

                                                
6 By public history projects, I refer to a number of projects the Historical Committee created that seek to 
reclaim authority over Mohican history and produce new, Mohican historical narratives to two publics: the 
inside public of Mohican peoples and relatives themselves, and the outside public, a non-Mohican 
audience. Given the broad public audience of these projects and the specific use of methods common 
within public history like museums, archives, and oral history, I group these projects together as “public 
history projects.”  
7 McBride, “Stockbridge-Munsee Museum.” 
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Creating the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee 
 
Though the Historical Committee was officially formed after the Miller house fire in 

1968, the legacy of Mohican historical activism and record keeping goes back much 

further than the Millers and extends far beyond the Mohican reservation in Wisconsin. 

Before European contact, Mohican homelands extended over both sides the 

Mahicannituck8 (Hudson) River and included land in what are now the states of New 

York, Vermont, Massachusetts, and Connecticut. Yet as the European presence in 

Algonquian and Iroquois homelands grew, the Mohicans, like many other indigenous 

peoples, were forced to move west. As a result of seven different removals between 1734 

and 1936,9 the Mohicans now live on their reservation in the townships of Bartelme and 

Red Springs in Shawano County, Wisconsin, which lies on the southern border of the 

Menominee Indian Reservation.10  

 

                                                
8 There are multiple different spellings of Mahicannituck that occur throughout literature, but I have chosen 
to rely on the spelling used by the Mohicans on their tribal website. See: Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican 
Nation, “Origin and Early History,” Stockbridge-Munsee Community, accessed May 14, 2018, 
http://mohican-nsn.gov/origin-early-history/.	 
9 The final removal in 1936 was from the town of Red Springs to the current location of the reservation in 
Bartelme (a distance of about 10 miles). While parts of the reservation still border the town of Red Springs, 
the tribe lost the majority of this land and the rest of their reservation land through the Act of 1871, which 
sold 54 sections of pine-forested reservation land “for the relief of the Stockbridge and Munsee Indians” 
and the subsequent General Allotment Act in 1887. Through the Indian Reorganization Act, the Mohican 
Nations was able to regain 15,000 acres in Bartelme (the western portion of their original reservation 
designated by the Treaty of 1856) after it had been clear cut by pine loggers. For the Mohicans this is a 
seventh removal because they moved 10 miles west from the little remaining land they had in Red Springs 
to this new land in Bartelme. Moreover, only 2,500 of these 15,000 acres were place in trust for the tribe at 
this time, and the remaining acres were not placed in trust until 1972. See: Davids, A Brief History and 
Oberly, A Nation of Statesmen.  
10 Oberly, A Nation of Statesmen.  
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Figure 1: A historical poster depicting the tribe’s numerous removals between their ancestral homelands 
and current reservation in central Wisconsin. Poster produced by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican 
Nation.  

 
In spite of these removals, the Mohican Nation has a long history of what Lisa 

Brooks calls “rememberers” or “recorders.”11 Quoting 19th century writer Electa Jones, 

Brooks notes that “The History, and perhaps we may say the entire literature of the Muh-

he-ka-ne-ok, was treasured in the minds of a succession of ‘historians,’ each of whom 

trained one or more to fill the office after his death.”12 While this practice was enacted 

through oral histories for centuries, leaders like Hendrick Aupaumut and John Konkapot 

eventually turned to writing to fulfill these recording roles in the 18th and early 19th 

                                                
11 Lisa Brooks, The Common Pot: The Recovery of Native Space in the Northeast (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2008), 240. 
12 Electa F. Jones, Stockbridge, Past and Present, or Records of an Old Mission Station (Springfield, 
Mass.: S. Bowles, 1854, 14, quoted in Brooks, The Common Pot, 241.  
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century. By the mid-19th century, John Quinney had taken up this role, and he explained 

this process in an 1854 speech he gave in New York on the fourth of July.13 Reminding 

New Yorkers that they were “now standing upon the soil which once was, and now ought 

to be, the property of this tribe,” Quinney recalled that councils “for the purpose of 

conveying from the old to the young men, a knowledge of the past” had always been held 

among the Moh-he-con-new tribe, and that these traditions were now preserved in 

writing.14 As the tribe continued to move west in the late 19th and early 20th century, 

leaders like Elmer Davids (Bernice Miller and Dorothy Davids’ father), Carl Miller 

(Arvid Miller’s father) and Arvid himself stepped into these roles as the recorders who 

would provide “a record for future generations.”15 We should then see Bernice’s 

assistance with the collection and assemblage of materials and her eventual leadership in 

the creation of the archive and the Historical Committee after Arvid’s death in 1968 as a 

continuance, but also departure from this traditional role. She and the subsequent 

Historical Committee members (most of whom were/are women) initiated new processes 

in not only preserving and teaching Mohican history, but also disrupting existing 

misrepresentations of that history. Moreover, they did so in what was previously a very 

male-dominated sphere. These women have carried on this tradition as recorders and 

rememberers of the Mohican Nation.  

                                                
13 Brooks, The Common Pot, 241.  
14 John W. Quinney, “Celebration of the Fourth of July, 1854, at Reidsville, New York: Interesting Speech 
of John W. Quinney, Chief of the Stockbridge Tribe of Indians,” Wisconsin Historical Collections 4 
(1859): 315, quoted in Brooks, The Common Pot, 241.  
15 Brooks, The Common Pot, 240; Sheila Miller Powless, “Overview: History of the Mohican People,” 
2001, History Conference 2001 Folder, Box #5, Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, 
WI.  
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 Arvid and Bernice Miller started collecting in the 1930s, shortly after the tribe 

moved to its current reservation location. Married in 1935, Arvid and Bernice became 

involved in tribal politics with the passage of the Indian Reorganization Act in 1934, 

which the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Nation used to reorganize their tribal 

government.16 In the process of drafting a new constitution, Arvid, Bernice, and other 

Mohican leaders had to study historical land and government documents and needed a 

place to file these materials and other newly created Tribal Council minutes and forms 

related to reorganization.17 The Mohican tribal archive was born, and from 1937-1968 it 

was located in the Miller home, where many tribal members relied on it to study Mohican 

history and prepare for tribal government projects or affairs.18 

Figure 2: An early photo of Arvid and Bernice Miller with their son Alfred. Photo courtesy of the Arvid E. 
Miller Library-Museum. 

                                                
16 Davids, A Brief History; “Biography, Bernice Miller,” August 10, 2016, 2016 Historical Committee 
Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
17 Dorothy Davids, "Here We Are!"  
18 Leon Miller to Whom it May Concern, March 19, 1973, Historical Committee Folder, Committees: 
Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.		
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During this time, Arvid and Bernice not only carried on the tradition of Mohican 

recorders by filing documents created by the tribe, but also sought to actively expand the 

archive by retrieving historical materials from other archives across the United States. 

Arvid served as Tribal Chairman of the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Nation for 26 

years (1941-1968) and was also a founder of the Great Lakes Intertribal Council and the 

National Congress of American Indians.19 In his various leadership roles, he traveled 

throughout Wisconsin and the United States on tribal business, and he often made time to 

visit local, state, and national archives and collect various materials, adding them to the 

collection that was growing in his home. Without copy machines (invented in 1949), 

Arvid transcribed most of these documents by hand, transforming the traditional role of a 

recorder by composing new historical records that he brought home to the Mohican 

reservation in Wisconsin.20 His handwritten accounts of tribal histories and notes remain 

in the tribal archive today, and served as an early resource for tribal members who 

wanted to learn more about their history.  

 

                                                
19 “Stockbridge-Munsee Project Begins; Enthusiasm High as Library-Museum Becomes Reality,” February 
4, 1974, Library-Museum Folder 10, History Records Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Jim Oberly, 
“Outline for nomination of Arvid E. Miller Historical Library and Museum for 2002 Governor’s Archive 
Award,” Arvid E. Miller Memorial Library-Museum Folder, Box #5, Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI.   
20 Oberly, “2002 Governor’s Archive Award." 



 

 9 

 
 
 

During this time, Bernice assembled and maintained the archive in her and 

Arvid’s home, and after his death and the fire in 1968, she carried on their efforts by 

creating the Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee.21 The Committee immediately 

set up a two-week loan period system through which tribal members could come in and 

borrow materials about Mohican history that were now housed in the old craft shop, and 

established a plan for collecting more historical materials from other archives as Arvid 

                                                
21 While the Historical Committee was informally established in 1968 when Bernice and her family moved 
the historical materials from her home to the craft shop, it is unclear when they officially began meeting. It 
was likely sometime in the late 1960s or early 1970s, and the Historical Committee was officially 
recognized and supported as a Committee through a 1972 Tribal Council Resolution. See: “Stockbridge-
Munsee Historical Library Museum Needs,” Library-Museum Folder, History Records Collection, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  

Figure 3: Arvid traveled frequently in his role as Tribal Chairman and often visited archives as a 
part of these trips. Here, he is pictured with a group of other Indian leaders with President John F. 
Kennedy. Arvid is in the front row in center of the photo holding the plate. Photo courtesy of the 
Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum.  
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had been doing.22  As two of Bernice’s daughters, Leah Miller23 and Sheila (Miller) 

Powless24 remember, this group was composed entirely of women elders, and the 

Historical Committee first supported their efforts by collecting aluminum cans that 

Committee members traded in for money.25 Besides Bernice’s family, which included her 

sister Dorothy (Dot) Davids, her aunt Thelma Davids Putnam, her daughters Sheila, and 

Leah, and Dorothy’s lifetime partner Ruth Gudinas, other members of the original 

Historical Committee included Blanche Jacobs, Leila Bowman, Marcelline Miller Sparks, 

Lucille Miller, Margaret Raasch, Lai Lonnie Kroening, Beryl Putnam Schwab, Arminta 

Chicks Herbert.26 Subsequent members have included two more of Bernice’s daughters, 

Tammy and Molly,27 as well as others like Arletta Davids, Mary Miller, Lucille Miller, 

Kim Terrio, Susan Davids, Cindy Jungenberg, Eunice Stick, Cassie Moede, Betty Groh, 

Jo Ann Schedler, Nathalee Kristiansen, Yvette Malone, Jolene Bowman, and  Nicole 

                                                
22 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Historical Society News,” 1970s, 1970 Historical Society 
News Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
23 At times throughout this dissertation, Leah Miller is also referred to as Leah Heath, which was her 
married name. I include her maiden name in those cases to make it clear that I am referring to the same 
person.  
24 Sheila Powless’s maiden name is Miller, and at times throughout this dissertation, she is also referred to 
as Sheila Moede, another married name. I include her maiden name in parentheses throughout this 
dissertation to make clear that I am referring to the same person. 
25 Leah Miller, interview with author, December 16, 2016; Sheila Powless, interview by the Stockbridge-
Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, Bowler, WI, 2009. In addition to collecting 
aluminum cans, the Historical Committee also applied for and received a number of state and federal 
grants. Today, they are supported by “tribal grants from casino royalties and other tribal operations,” as 
well as “occasional grants from federal, state, and other units of government, donations and gifts, as well as 
funds from Historical Committee fund-raising efforts and projects.” See: Arlee Davids to Theresa Miller 
Puskarenko, “Memorandum: Five Year Plan for Library Museum Archives,” November 1996, Arvid E. 
Miller Library-Museum Folder, Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
26 L. Miller, interview; Powless, “Overview.”; “Unititled” February 4, 1974, Library-Museum Folder, 
History Records Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “First 
Meeting,” September 17, 1973, 1973 Historical Committee Folder, Committees: 
Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
27 Molly’s maiden name is Miller, but at times throughout this dissertation she is also referred to as Molly 
Gardner and Molly Shawano, which were her married names. When this is the case I put her maiden name 
in parentheses to make it clear that I am referring to the same person.  
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Bowman.28 These women have become the new recorders and rememberers of the 

Mohican Nation.  

 

 
Figure 4: Historical Committee members sort through papers in the newly formed tribal archive in 1974. 
From left to right, the Committee members pictured here include Leila Bowman, Bernice Miller, Blanche 
Jacobs, Dorothy Davids, Lai Lonnie Kroening, Sheila (Miller) Moede, and Beryl Schwab. Photo courtesy 
of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum.  

 
It was during this time that Bernice earned her nickname “the Gatherer” as she 

and others began traveling to archives across the United States to make copies and bring 

these materials back to the reservation where they would become the collections of the 

                                                
28 The subsequent members I have listed here are individuals who I have either seen regularly at Historical 
Committee meetings I have attended or seen regularly listed in Historical Committee meeting minutes. 
There are certainly other tribal members and non-tribal members who have also been present at meetings 
over the past 50 years that I have not listed here. As Leah Miller emphasized in her interview with me, the 
original Committee members dictated that anyone who attended the meetings was a member and could 
vote. Therefore, this is not an exhaustive list of all Historical Committee members, but rather, a list of those 
who most frequently attended meetings and led initiatives over the last fifty years. See: L. Miller, 
interview.  
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Mohican tribal archive.29 Bernice remembered that “our goal was to gather everything 

about our tribe in one place,”30  and Sheila recalled this process:   

Our collecting fever had begun. People brought in articles from their 
personal collections and started traveling and finding and bringing things 
together. Dorothy and Ruth Gudinas31 searched Madison and invited 
others of us to come down and do the same. The summer youth kids 
helped in typing hard to read copies…The Green Bay Agency papers were 
found on microfilm and we purchased them and several people took their 
turn reading and indexing references to Stockbridge…The process of 
learning how to catalogue the materials began.32   
 

Yet as the Committee made plans to collect these items, they simultaneously 

began creating new narratives for both Native and non-Native audiences. Within its first 

six years, the Committee had already developed educational programming at a local 

school that neighbors the reservation, initiated a monthly tribal newsletter to share 

Historical Committee findings with tribal members, and opened its first official Library-

Museum with the help of a small grant from the Wisconsin American Revolution 

Bicentennial Committee (WARBC).33 This funding allowed the Historical Committee to 

repurpose the tribal meeting hall and move documents out of the old craft shop.34 It also 

enabled them to purchase a furnace, folding chairs, and filing cabinets to begin 

organizing their materials.35 On the opening day in 1974, the entrance was “sealed by a 

                                                
29 “Biography, Bernice Miller.”  
30 Gary Dodge, “Chief’s Hopes Coming True,” Arvid E. Miller Memorial Library-Museum, Box #5, 
Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
31 Ruth was Dorothy’s lifetime partner who lived in the community and served as the Historical Committee 
Secretary for many years even though she was not a tribal member.  
32 Powless, “Overview.” 
33 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Stockbridge-Munsee Tribal Historical Project” 1973 
Historical Committee Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, 
WI.  
34 “Indians Trying to Save History” May 3, 1974, The Milwaukee Journal, News Articles #4 Folder, 
Bernice Miller (Pigeon) Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
35 McBride, "Stockbridge-Munsee Museum." 
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bright red ribbon, and crowded with Stockbridge-Munsee tribal members, WARBC 

commissioners, and friends.”36   

 

Figure 5: Bernice Miller stands inside the first Library-Museum on its opening day in 1974. Photo courtesy 
of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum.  

 
Through the mid-1970s, the Historical Committee continued to collect materials 

from different repositories across the country and assemble their archive. Bernice’s 

daughters, Leah and Sheila, were hired as the first librarians through grant funding, and 

their first priority was cataloging and filing their father’s materials. As Leah remembered, 

“that was before computers so everything was done on a typewriter or by hand and 

picking up catalogue cards and putting them in a little drawer.”37 Dorothy Davids also 

                                                
36 “Ribbon Cutting Ceremony Opens Tribal History and Cultural Center, May 4, 1974, The Wisconsin 
Ledger, News Articles Folder #4, Bernice Miller (Pigeon) Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.		
37 L. Miller, interview.  
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played a crucial role in organizing the committee and leading fundraising efforts in this 

formational period and beyond. Coming from a background in teaching, Davids was at 

the forefront of many of the educational efforts the Historical Committee developed and 

was key in their efforts to disrupt existing narratives of Mohican disappearance. Davids 

was the Chairperson of the Historical Committee for many years, and her lifetime partner 

Ruth Gudinas (who was also an educator) served as the Historical Committee’s Tribal 

Secretary.  

 

 

In 1976, the tribe was awarded a significant grant from the American Bicentennial 

Organization, which they used to construct a new building for the tribal library. Bernice 

Miller donated a portion of her property for the construction of this new building, and as 

Figure 6: Longtime Historical Committee members Ruth Gudinas (left) and Dorothy Davids (right). 
Photo courtesy of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum.  



 

 15 

many now joke, the current Library-Museum sits where her asparagus patch used to be.38 

Today, the Library-Museum houses the Mohican tribal archive and museum and also 

serves as a meeting space for the Historical Committee and other groups as needed. The 

Historical Committee has based its efforts over the last fifty years in this space and uses it 

to represent their history on their own terms. The Library-Museum is under the direct 

control of the Tribal Council, but the Historical Committee develops its policies and 

procedures. The Committee also serves in “an advisory role to the Tribal Council and 

makes recommendations in matters of historical significance.”39 

By the late 1970s, the Historical Committee had a newly constructed Library-

Museum, an established process for gathering Mohican historical materials, and a multi-

pronged plan for expanding their efforts to fundamentally change the way Mohican 

history was collected, presented, taught, and written. What was by that point called “The 

Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Project” was well underway. Over the next fifty years, 

the Historical Committee expanded these efforts, but it is important to emphasize that 

their goals were multi-pronged and ambitious from the start. In their 1978 proposal for 

future efforts, their goals included:  

1) Follow-up on research leads; write letters, make phone calls, travel to 
places where the research is needed at libraries, historical societies, 
courthouses, etc.  
2) Obtain documents, photographs, books, and/or copies of such which are 
pertinent to [the] library collection 
3) Continue to work on papers in present collection. Sort, catalog, code, 
and file. Collect and catalog records of current events: news-clippings, 
photographs, newsletter, tribal and community news. Work on additional 
materials obtained 

                                                
38 Nancy J. Schmechel, “A Labor of Love,” Sweetgrass Review, September-October 1993, Museums 
Records Folder, Box #4, Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
39 Davids to Puskarenko, “Five-Year Plan.”  
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4) Oral histories: identify and contact people to interview; develop lead 
questions.  
5) Plan programs (Historical and cultural) for public and schools. Develop 
written programs (seminars, workshops, speakers, filmstrips) for 
availability to local community, schools, other interested groups.  
6) Purchase supplies needed: for preparation of displays and preservation 
of materials 
7) Purchase simple furniture: for development of public conversation area 
8) Continue work in preparing proposals in seeking funding40 
 

In that sense, the Historical Committee’s efforts have always been multifaceted, 

intentional, and savvy. Moreover, this list represents how these efforts have consistently 

overlapped and coalesced, as the Committee worked to simultaneously collect materials 

and change misrepresentations of their history. As staff at the Library-Museum wrote in 

another 1978 report, the work of the Historical Committee is truly “a never-ending 

process. There is always something more to be done—more researching, gathering, and 

indexing, and proposal writing.”41  

 This dissertation traces the multidimensional work of the Stockbridge-Munsee 

Mohican Historical Committee from its formation in 1968 to the present, demonstrating 

how the Mohicans have recovered and reclaimed authority over their historical materials, 

and by extension, their history. I argue that these efforts are rooted in and made possible 

by the establishment of a central repository for Mohican historical materials—the 

Mohican tribal archive. Assembling this archive is a strategic type of activism that allows 

Mohican tribal members to create new historical narratives of their history and constitutes 

                                                
40 Library-Museum Staff, “Proposal Submitted to National Committee for the Self-Development of 
People,” February 13, 1978, Library Museum Folder, History Records Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
41 Leah Miller, Bernice Miller, Karla Schrieber, Robert Lasher, “Staff Report” 1978, Library Museum 
Folder, History Records Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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a form of Mohican nation-building by enabling the Mohicans to assert sovereignty over 

the collection and presentation of their own historical materials.  

I collectively refer to these multifaceted efforts over the last fifty years as 

“Mohican archival activism” and define this in the context of indigenous studies as the 

construction of an archival collection that assembles previously scattered sources, 

establishing American Indian nations as the premier resources on their own history and 

giving them authority over the assembly and retrieval of those historical materials. 

Through archival activism, which continues to the present, the Mohican Nation 

challenges the control non-Native institutions often hold over indigenous histories and 

uses their newly assembled historical materials to counteract damaging representations of 

their nation.  

 I focus on the Mohicans because their story is one of remarkable survival. In spite 

of being forcibly relocated from their ancestral homelands in the Mahicannituck 

(Hudson) River Valley over the course of seven different removals, the Mohicans have 

returned to this landscape to collect their materials, but also change how their history is 

represented in the Northeast. In spite of U.S. Indian assimilation policy that dictated 

Mohican children attend boarding and mission schools, where they were forbidden from 

learning about their tribal history and prohibited from embracing their indigenous 

identities, the Mohicans have made their histories accessible to tribal members in a new 

way and fostered the creation of new historical narratives that counteract 

misrepresentations of their nation. In spite of this ongoing history of settler-colonialism, 
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the Mohican nation survives, and through archival activism, Mohican people reclaim 

authority over how their history is collected, presented, taught, and written.  

 

Archives and History: Memory, Identity, and Nationhood 
 
In his Introduction to the important anthology Tribal Libraries, Archives, and Museums: 

Preserving Our Language, Memory and Lifeways, Robert Sidney Martin gives what he 

admits are simple definitions of libraries, museums, and archives. Libraries constitute 

purposefully selected collections of documents, each of which are one of many copies. 

Museums are distinct in their collection of objects, and archives assemble documents that 

“bear an organic relationship to an organization and contain evidence of transactions 

carried out by that organization.”42 The Mohican tribal archive is both a library and an 

archive by this definition, in that it both collects copies of documents that can be found in 

other places, as well as serves as the repository for documents that record Mohican Tribal 

Council minutes, Historical Committee meeting minutes, and other documents created by 

the Mohican Nation that “bear an organic relationship” to it. Yet importantly, in the same 

piece Martin encourages readers to expand our conception of documents, using David M. 

Levy’s definition to say that documents are no less than “talking things. They are bits of 

the material world.”43 From that conception, I take up Sherry Farrell Racette’s assertion 

that objects tell stories in their ability to “communicate visually,” and argue that the 

                                                
42 Robert Sidney Martin, “Introduction: The Role of Libraries in Lifelong Learning,” in Tribal Libraries, 
Archives, and Museums: Preserving Our Language, Memory, and Lifeways, ed. Loriene Roy, Anjali 
Bhasin, and Sarah K. Arriaga (London, Toronto, Plymouth: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2011), xii.  
43 David M. Levy, Scrolling Forward: Making Sense of Documents in the Digital Age (New York: Arcade 
Publishing, 2001), quoted in Martin, “Introduction.” 
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material items and objects collected in the Mohican tribal museum also constitute 

documents, and therefore also a part of the Mohican archival collection.44 Therefore, 

throughout this dissertation, I refer to the collection of materials in the Arvid E. Miller 

Library-Museum as the Mohican tribal archive, and use the phrasing Arvid E. Miller 

Library-Museum to refer to the actual building that houses this collection and serves as a 

meeting place for the Mohican Historical Committee.  

 As Michel-Rolph Trouillot argues, archives play a critical role in the construction 

of historical narratives. For Trouillot, all narratives contain silences, and these silences 

enter histories at four moments: “the moment of fact creation (the making of sources); the 

moment of fact assembly (the making of archives); the moment of fact retrieval (the 

making of narratives); and the moment of retrospective significance (the making of 

history)."45 In the construction of narratives then, archives play a critical role in how 

documents are assembled and retrieved, and thus, how history is produced.  This is true in 

archives of both the U.S. nation-state and indigenous nations. Indeed, it is seizing hold of 

each of these moments that has allowed the Mohicans to so radically shift how Mohican 

history is written and presented in public education and public history. And yet, as 

Trouillot and others including Stuart Hall remind us, power is a critical component of 

how these histories are produced and what effects they have. For Trouillot, power is a 

key factor in whose voices and stories are silenced in the production of history, and as 

                                                
44 Sherry Farrell Racette in conversation with Alan Corbiere and Crystal Migwans, “Pieces Left Along the 
Trail: Material Culture Histories and Indigenous Studies,” in Sources and Methods in Indigenous Studies, 
ed. Chris Andersen and Jean M. O’Brien (London and New York: Routledge, 2017), 226.		
45 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History, 2nd ed. (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1995), 26.  
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Hall argues, collections of items and documents have always had “the symbolic power to 

order knowledge, to rank, classify, and arrange, and thus to give meaning to objects and 

things through the imposition of interpretative schemas, scholarship, and the authority of 

connoisseurship.”46  In that sense archives are anything but neutral; they are assemblages 

where power is exemplified, negotiated, and contested and places where history is 

written.   

 In their ability to give meaning to documents and objects and to shape the 

production of historical narratives, archives have also been linked to nation-building 

projects.  For example, Benedict Anderson argues that national archives are positioned as 

storehouses of the nation’s past, and thus in Brian Isaac Daniels’ interpretation, have 

been “mobilized to project an ideal of national unity and greatness.”47 These ideals in 

turn influence the cultivation of a shared national identity and histories whereby 

individuals can see themselves within a larger national story, a process that Hall calls the 

construction of heritage. For Hall, this is  

one of the ways in which the nation slowly constructs for itself a sort of 
collective social memory. Just as individuals and families construct their 
identities in part by ‘storying’ the various random incidents and contingent 
turning points of their lives into a single, coherent narrative, so nations 
construct identities by selectively binding their chosen high points and 
memorable achievements into an unfolding ‘national story.’48 
 

                                                
46 Trouillot, Silencing the Past;	Stuart Hall, “Whose Heritage?: Unsettling ‘The Heritage,’ Re-imagining 
the Post-Nation,” The Third Text Reader 49, (Winter 1999-2000), 73. 
47 Brian Isaac Daniels, “Reimagining Tribal Sovereignty through Tribal History: Museums, Libraries, and 
Archives in the Klamath River Region,” in Contesting Knowledge: Museums and Indigenous Perspectives, 
ed. Susan Sleeper-Smith (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 2009), 297.		
48 Hall, “Whose Heritage?,” 74.  
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Grounding the connections between archives, memory, identity, and nationhood is 

important to understand the true power of tribal archives to shape the production of 

history. Like the archives of modern nation-states that Hall, Anderson, and Trouillot had 

in mind, tribal archives can also be mobilized to construct historical narratives of 

indigenous nations and cultivate shared identities among each nation’s members. As 

such, the national archives of indigenous nations work in many of the same ways that 

national archives of the U.S. nation-state and other nation-states do. However, as I 

discuss below, these types of nation-building and identity formation are not the 

equivalent, and their differences reveal why I position the creation of tribal archives as a 

form of indigenous activism.  

 

Archival Activism 
 
In response to the characterization of archives as tools used by nation-states to construct 

dominant narratives, scholars have begun to examine how marginalized populations can 

compose and reclaim their own archival materials to form new collections that forge 

common identities in very different ways. Much of this scholarship has grown from the 

histories of small community groups and queer communities. British scholar Andrew 

Flinn first coined the term “archival activism,” asserting that archiving and history-

making can be “an activist practice, frequently associated with a political agenda aiming 

at social transformation and challenging discrimination” and also arguing for “an active 

and activist approach to the archival mission which encourages professional archivists 
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and other heritage workers to engage more fully with a range of external activities and all 

sections of society whilst seeking better to reflect diversity in the archive.”49  

In a similar manner, others have argued that archives can enable communities to 

maintain control over their own histories and change the way the histories of those 

communities are constructed. This practice is grounded in what the South Africa Gay and 

Lesbian Archive describes as “giv[ing] substance to a community’s right to own its own 

memories” and “includ[ing] those fragments and perspectives that ordinarily would not 

be recognised [sic] as valid or worth preserving by a more conventional repository.”50 In 

that sense, these archives are activist in that they resist the tendency to categorize 

community histories within the larger narratives of nation-states, maintain control over 

their own historical materials, and preserve histories that other repositories might not 

recognize as important. The archives of LGBTQIA community groups are especially well 

documented and provide clear examples of activist archives that have “the ability to 

control the histories of sexual and gender minorities.” As Ben Power Alwin, curator of 

the Sexual Minorities Archive, says, in controlling these histories, the queer community  

“responds to the systematic misrepresentation and omission of queer histories in 

traditional archives” and “creates a domestic, anti-institutional environment for queer 

researchers.”51 In that sense, these community archives challenge the legitimacy of a 

                                                
49 Andrew Flinn, “Archival Activism: Independent and Community Archives, Radical Public History, and 
the Heritage Professions” Interactions: UCLA Journal of Education and Information Studies 7 no. 2 
(2011), 1; Mathias Danbolt also uses the phrase “archival activism” to describe the archiving of activist 
activities, which departs from how I use it here. See: Mathias Danbolt, “We’re Here! We’re Queer?: 
Activist Archives and Archival Activism” Lamda Nordica, 15 no. 3/4 (2010):  90-118.  
50 Kathy Eales, “Community Archives: Introduction,” S.A. Journal 40 (1998), quoted in Flinn, “Archival 
Activism,” 7.  
51 K.J. Rawson, “Archival Justice: An Interview with Ben Power Alwin,” Radical History Review 122 
(May 2015), 178.		
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singular national story and demonstrate how archives can be used by marginalized 

communities to diversify historical narratives. Building on these concepts of archives and 

history-making as types of activism, I consider how these ideas shift in the context of 

settler-colonialism, and how these reclamations of history and assertions of control over 

historical materials change when the community groups in question are sovereign 

American Indian nations.  

 

Indigenous Archives, Narrating Indigenous Nationalism  
 
Tribal archives are distinct from both archives of the U.S. nation-state and community 

archives in a number of ways, and thus, one of the primary goals of this dissertation is to 

intervene in the two bodies of academic scholarship I discuss above, neither of which 

account for indigenous archives in their analyses.  

 

Settler-Colonialism  
 
While many communities respond to types of historical trauma and marginalization, 

indigenous archival activism specifically responds to and is a form of resistance to 

settler-colonialism. Though generations of Mohican rememberers and recorders did 

preserve Mohican history, settler-colonial policies like removal, assimilation in boarding 

and mission schools, and attempts to dissolve the Mohican Nation in allotment and 

relocation have all made this preservation significantly more difficult. As Dorothy Davids 

wrote, this settler-colonial history is the primary reason that Mohican history ever had to 

be recovered or rediscovered, this history is the reason that the Mohicans have had to 
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travel across more than seven states to retrieve their own historical materials from more 

than fifty-five different archives. She emphasized, “That’s what all our trips back East 

were about. That’s what the Historical Committee is about. That’s what the language 

rebuilding is all about. That’s what our Historical Conferences are all about. I think it was 

our own activity that told the world that we still exist.”52  

 Following Davids, we should think of indigenous archives as forms of nation-

building and identity formation in the same way that scholars have framed archives of 

nation-states. But in the context of settler-colonialism, nation-building and identity 

formation are acts of resistance. Cultivating an indigenous nation and shared indigenous 

identities work directly against centuries of U.S. Indian policies that have sought to 

dissolve Indian communities and identities. In this way, we might think about the 

retrieval of archival documents from different repositories across the U.S. as pieces in a 

puzzle. Only by bringing them together in one location on the Mohican reservation has 

the tribe been able to fully reconstruct a picture of their history and assert control over 

how that history is presented. As Ngugi wa Thiong’o has noted, colonization can be 

thought of as a form “dismemberment,” whereby in the Mohicans’ case, the tribe was 

removed from their homelands and forbidden to learn about their history and practice 

their culture via missionization and boarding schools.53 We can think of the process of 

“re-memberment” as a way of as Lisa Brooks conceptualizes it, “reconstruct[ing] a 

                                                
52 Dorothy W. Davids, “Remembering And…” 2011, Rambling Through History Folder, Dorothy “Dot” 
Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
53 Ngugi wa Thiong’o, “Remembering Africa: Burial and Resurrection of African Memory,” talk given at 
Harvard University on April 14, 15, and 16, 2006, quoted in Brooks, The Common Pot, 67. 
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communal body.”54 Mohican archival activism is a way of re-membering Mohican 

communal history and Mohican identity, one that allows Mohican tribal members to 

enrich their identities as Mohican people and see themselves within the national story of 

the Mohican Nation.  

Historical Committee members I interviewed stressed the importance of 

understanding history and connected this directly to identity and pride. As Leah Miller 

remarked, “It’s important to know your history and where you come from, especially 

when I was raised to be proud of the fact that I was a Stockbridge Mohican woman. And 

that’s the way a lot of people here are, they’re proud of their heritage but they don’t really 

know a lot about it. And when you do learn about…it just brings a lot of pride and you 

need that to survive; you need to have some pride in who you are.”55 In a similar way, 

Historical Committee member Jo Ann Schedler emphasized that understanding Mohican 

history is an essential part of developing a shared community identity. Schedler stressed 

that her ancestors who were removed “fought to stay together for some reason and it was 

to keep our tribe together, our community together. So, to understand those roots and 

what they all went through…it really is a tribute to survival.”56  

 

Histories of Research, Archives, and Narratives of Disappearance 
 
Indigenous archival activism responds to a history of being left out of or marginalized in 

dominant narratives of the U.S. nation-state. For indigenous nations, the narrative of 

                                                
54 Brooks, The Common Pot, 67.  
55 L. Miller, interview.   
56 Jo Ann Schedler, interview with author, January 13, 2017.		
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Indian disappearance is pervasive, but for the Mohicans, this is particularly so because of 

the famous novel-turned-blockbuster film The Last of the Mohicans by James Fenimore 

Cooper. This myth has been perpetuated in the continued relevance of Cooper’s novel as 

a “classic” American narrative, and the transformation of the novel into films in 1920, 

1936, and most recently, the well-known 1992 movie starring Daniel Day Lewis and 

Russell Means. Cooper’s novel has also been converted into numerous plays, and even an 

animated children’s movie. This myth has thus remained persuasive throughout time and 

been taken up by multiple other authors.57 In spite of these myths, the Mohicans have 

persisted, and the public history projects within Mohican archival activism have become 

important ways through which they demonstrate this endurance. In fact, in numerous 

publications and writings the Mohicans confront Cooper’s novel head on, for example, 

asserting that   

As Cooper’s book grew in popularity, many people came to believe that 
the Mohican[s] had vanished. Little wonder. By this date the real 
Mohicans had been removed from Massachusetts, from New York, and 
were settling in Wisconsin. Our name, Muh-he-con-ne-ok, had been 
shortened to Mohican, then changed to Stockbridge after a small village. 
After many years of educational and religious programs, our language was 
almost lost and our old stories almost forgotten.58  
 

                                                
57 For examples of other authors who claim the Mohicans disappeared see: W.H. Carpenter, The History of 
Massachusetts, From Its Earliest Settlement to the Present Time (Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo & Co., 
1853); Codman Hislop, Albany;Dutch, English, and American (Albany: The Argus Press, 1936); “Last 
Mohican Is Living Here,” “Last Mohican Is Living Here,” The Milwaukee Journal, February 1, 1931, 
Series 5, Box 4: Stockbridge Connections, Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, MA; Our Berkshires,Richard 
Nunley, “Cooper -- Ugh!,” Our Berkshires, November 19, 1992, Series 5, Box 4: Stockbridge Connections, 
Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, MA;(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010) For a more 
complete analysis of disappearance narratives, see Jean O'Brien, Writing Indians Out of Existence in New 
England (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010). 
58 “Story of How Library-Museum Started” in Box #5, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, Stockbridge-
Munsee Library, Bowler, WI.  
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Following this statement, author Dorothy Davids affirmed that “The Mohicans are alive. 

It’s James Fenimore Cooper who is dead!”59  

 Through archival activism, the Mohicans have not only responded directly to 

Cooper’s myth, but they have also worked to ensure the perpetuation of this myth does 

not continue by creating the largest collection of Mohican materials in the world. As their 

collection continues to grow, more and more outside researchers travel to the Mohican 

reservation in Wisconsin to conduct research or contacting the Historical Committee for 

input, rather than writing about them without ever collaborating directly with the tribe. 

Though some researchers and public history institutions still undoubtedly formulate 

narratives of Mohican history without consulting or collaborating with the Historical 

Committee, the Mohicans have still shifted the way their histories are constructed and 

asserted increased authority over the production of narratives about their nation.  

 The history of research and archival collections in relation to indigenous 

communities makes the efforts the Mohicans and others have undertaken especially 

significant. Indeed archives, scholarly research, and public history have long been used as 

ways of documenting indigenous nations and positioning them as backwards, savage, and 

uncivilized. Melissa Adams-Campbell, Ashley Glassburn Falzetti, and Courtney Rivard 

have argued that archives of the U.S. nation-state in particular “deny the legitimacy of 

Native histories, stories, and meanings of place.”60 In reclaiming and recovering their 

histories then, the Mohicans have returned to and transformed the same tools that have 

                                                
59 Ibid. 	
60 Melissa Adams-Campbell, Ashley Glassburn Falzetti, and Courtney Rivard, “Introduction: Indigeneity 
and the work of settler archives,” Settler Colonial Studies, 5 no. 2 2014, 110.  
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been used to exclude them from dominant histories in the first place. They have, as Linda 

Tuhiwai Smith frames it, performed “a shift…between being reviewed as research 

objects and…becoming [their] own researchers.”61 This dissertation builds on scholarship 

that positions archives, museums, and other public history institutions as settler-colonial 

tools by demonstrating that in spite of their ability to cultivate and perpetuate dominant 

narratives, archives and public history can also be re-purposed by indigenous nations to 

reclaim authority over their own histories.  In this way, I pivot from work by scholars 

who have made similar arguments in the context of tribal museums, but specifically 

position tribal archives as important foundations for larger types of indigenous activism 

around historical representations.62  

 

Sovereignty 
 
Compared with other communities that have created their own archives outside those of 

the nation-state, tribal archives are also distinct because indigenous nations are sovereign. 

As such, the newly constructed archives of indigenous nations are national archives in 

similar ways to those of nation-states. They help construct national narratives and a 

shared national identity, but again in a different way, these distinctly indigenous 

                                                
61 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed 
Books, 1999), 67, quoted in Dian Million, “Felt Theory,” American Quarterly 60 no. 2 (June 2008), 267.  
62 For examples of scholars who have made similar arguments in the context of tribal museums see: Brenda 
J. Child, “Creation of a Tribal Museum,” in Sleeper-Smith, Contesting Knowledge; Amy Lonetree, 
Decolonizing Museums: Representing Native America in National and Tribal Museums (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2012); Kristina Ackley, “Tsi?niyukwaliho?ta, the Oneida Nation 
Museum: Creating a Space for Haudenosaunee Kinship and Identity,” in Sleeper-Smith, Contesting 
Knowledge; Gwyneira Isaac, Mediating Knowledges: Origins of a Zuni Tribal Museum (Tucson: University 
of Arizona Press, 2007); Mary Lawlor, Public Native America: Tribal Self-Representation in Museums, 
Powwows and Casinos (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2006). 
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narratives and identities are acts of resistance to settler-colonialism. Likewise, in their 

assertions of authority over how narratives of their nations are constructed, the Mohicans 

and other indigenous nations do not merely claim authority as an invested group, they 

assert sovereignty over the production of their history, their right as a nation to determine 

how their historical materials are accessed and represented.  

In addition to building a new archival collection, developing new narratives that 

center Mohican voices, perspectives, and histories is a major component of Mohican 

archival activism. Though these versions of history are not new to the Mohican people, 

they are newly recorded for and distributed to audiences within and beyond the 

reservation to assert Mohican survival and nationalism. In that sense, sovereignty is a key 

component of Mohican archival activism, and we should think of the construction of the 

Mohican tribal archive, as well as the subsequent narratives Mohican tribal members 

have created using it, as important forms of indigenous nation-building.  

 

Other Audiences 
 
In addition to the scholarly audiences I discuss above, this dissertation is meant to be 

useful for both Native and non-Native practitioners of public history. For Native public 

historians, tribal archivists, or curators working to reclaim authority over the collection, 

presentation, and writing of their tribal histories, I hope that Mohican archival activism 

serves as an inspiring model. The Historical Committee is exemplary in the change they 

have been able to make over the last fifty years, and their interventions in public 

education and public history have truly shifted the way both tribal members and non-
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tribal members understand Mohican history. For non-Native public historians and public 

history institutions, this dissertation should demonstrate the importance of Native 

sovereignty in the context of public history. Non-Native institutions can do a great deal to 

make historical materials more accessible to culturally-affiliated tribal nations, work 

directly with tribal historians to ensure that representations of Native history are accurate, 

and whenever possible, defer to Native people who already represent their own histories 

on their own terms.63   

 Moreover, this dissertation demonstrates the importance of tribal archives within 

larger historical and activist projects, and well as the significant amount of labor that 

these efforts take. In part, I chose to focus on the Mohicans because close attention to 

their monthly actions and long-term results yields a detailed picture of the labor archival 

activism requires. For much of the first ten to fifteen years of its existence, the Library-

Museum had few or no full-time employees since these positions were always dependent 

on grant funding. As such, they employed Historical Committee members part-time as 

they were able and relied on volunteer labor.64 This lack of funding is not uncommon and 

reflects a larger trend in tribal archives and libraries nation-wide, only 38% of which 

have on-site, paid staff and only 15% of which have established funding bases.65  

                                                
63 An excellent place for non-Native institutions to start is First Archivist Circle’s document “Protocols for 
Native American Archival Materials.” I discuss this document extensively in Chapter One, but for more 
see: First Archivist Circle, “Protocols for Native American Archival Materials,” First Archivist Circle, last 
modified April 9, 2007, http://www2.nau.edu/libnap-p/protocols.html.  
64 Sheila Moede to Polly Pierce, undated, Folder 14, Box 4, Stockbridge Indian Collection, Stockbridge 
Library, Stockbridge, MA.  
65 Bonnie Biggs, “A Place at the Table: California’s Tribal Libraries Take Steps Toward Inclusion,” in 
Tribal Libraries, Archives, and Museums: Preserving Our Language, Memory, and Lifeways, ed. Loriene 
Roy, Anjali Bhasin, and Sarah K. Arriaga (London, Toronto, Plymouth: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2011), 
8.		
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The fact that the Mohican Library-Museum now has two full-time and one part-

time employee and has an established source of funding through the Mohican Tribal 

Council (in addition to grants they receive for specific projects) demonstrates the strength 

of their work. Their ongoing maintenance and expansion of the archive and the 

continuing projects they take on are only made possible through these permanent 

employees and the guaranteed funding they receive, and still, they are always working to 

expand their ability to recover and reclaim authority over Mohican history through new 

initiatives. For example, they are currently looking for the financial support to move their 

materials into a new, larger building that can make Mohican history even more accessible 

to both tribal and non-tribal members. This dissertation should serve as a powerful 

message to public funding sources like the National Endowment for the Humanities 

(NEH), the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) and even tribal councils, 

demonstrating the need to fund tribal archives. Likewise, I show that with funding and 

support, tribal archives are a vital part of tribal communities that make a multitude of 

other historical projects possible. Tribal archives and the subsequent projects that grow 

from them—indigenous archival activism—is a central (if often invisible) part of Native 

activism.  

  

On Community Engagement   
 
I came to this project in what could perhaps be described as the worst way possible. As 

an undergraduate, I was looking for a research project and stumbled upon the Mohican 

name after a vague Google search for “northeastern Indian tribes.” I recognized the name 
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because of my familiarity with the 1992 movie “The Last of the Mohicans,” and clicked 

on the link, wanting to know what happened to the tribe I had only ever seen projected in 

popular culture. This click led me to the Mohican tribal website, where much to my 

horror, I realized that the reservation was a mere 70 miles from where I grew up. My 

ignorance enraged me. In spite of taking twelve years of K-12 history courses including 

Advanced Placement U.S. History, I was incredibly unfamiliar with the American Indian 

nations whose reservations were in Wisconsin, let alone the nations whose homelands I 

had grown up on. Though I was taking an American Indian Studies course at the time, I 

realized that I had learned most of what I knew about Indians beyond the 19th century in 

that semester, and that my middle school and high school coursework had utterly failed to 

teach me anything about the settler-colonial history of the state where I was born. Yet, as 

I explored the tribal website, I realized that in spite of what was likely a familiar 

educational experience for many non-Native Wisconsinites, the tribe had found a number 

of creative ways to address the myth of their disappearance head on, and in the face of 

this narrative, instead found ways to assert their survival. An oral history project with the 

headline “We Are Still Here” particularly caught my eye and became the basis for my 

undergraduate thesis (which is folded into the second chapter of this dissertation). In this 

project and in my subsequent dissertation research and writing, I have striven to focus on 

what Linda Tuhiwai Smith calls the “rewriting and rerighting” of indigenous history, 

whereby Native peoples “tell [their] own stories, write [their] own versions, in [their] 

own ways, for [their] own purposes.66 

                                                
66 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, 2nd ed. (London: 
Zed Books, 2012), 29.  
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This dissertation aims to demonstrate the resiliency of the Mohican Nation and in 

that sense, it does attempt to rewrite and reright Mohican history. However, as a non-

Mohican and non-Native person, I want to emphasize that I do not and should not have 

authority and control over this rewriting and rerighting and that is not my goal. Instead, I 

aim to highlight indigenous methods of rewriting and rerighting and work alongside the 

women of the Historical Committee to present a story of exemplary grit and 

perseverance. In this sense, I hope that this dissertation can contribute to the growing tide 

of scholarship that centers indigenous voices and perspectives. My goal is that it can 

make a strong case for consultation and collaboration with Native nations within the 

scope of research and public history, emphasizing that indigenous peoples should retain 

authority over the rewriting and rerighting processes. As a non-Mohican and non-Native 

person, I have worked hard to prioritize community engagement and community-based 

methodologies in my research and in doing so, ensure that I am respecting the rights of 

the Mohican Nation to control how I access their historical materials and what kind of 

narrative I produce. From the time that I began driving to the reservation over my spring, 

summer, and winter breaks as an undergraduate in 2011, I have attended as many 

Historical Committee meetings as possible and involved its members at each stage of my 

research project. When I was accepted to graduate school and wanted to continue writing 

about the Historical Committee as the subject of my dissertation, I presented my interests 

to the Committee to ask for their input as well as their permission to pursue this research. 

I worked hard to involve them in each stage of my research as I developed research 

questions and areas of focus, and consistently asked for their feedback as my project 
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developed. At different stages of my project, I have worked directly with the tribe’s Legal 

Department and Tribal Council to obtain permission to publish portions of my research, 

and Historical Committee members read drafts of this published work and provided 

feedback before it was ever submitted for consideration.  

Over the last seven years, I have consistently involved the Historical Committee 

in each aspect of my developing dissertation project, but it was also important for me to 

support Historical Committee efforts that were beyond the scope of my own dissertation. 

As I received funding to conduct research at other archives in Chicago and on the east 

coast, I asked the Committee if there were things I could look for, files I could bring back 

to contribute to the ever-expanding archive, or ongoing projects I could contribute to. I 

conducted research for the tribe related to language revitalization and worked closely 

with tribal archivists to determine what other materials might be relevant to make copies 

of at a number of other archives, bringing these materials back to the reservation where 

they have been added to the Mohican tribal archive.67  

My community-engaged methodology has also extended to my research itself. I 

have sought to mostly rely on sources created by the Mohicans themselves in order to 

center their actions and their voices in this story. I did the bulk of my research for this 

dissertation at the Mohican tribal archive, especially relying on Historical Committee 

meeting minutes, grant proposals, and other writings by tribal members to construct this 

                                                
67 In continuing to develop a community-engaged research model, I am indebted to publications like Linda 
Tuhiwai Smith’s Decolonizing Methodologies, the NCAI policy research center’s Community-Based 
Participatory Research and Building Research Relationships With Tribal Communities publications, and 
especially, Historical Committee members themselves, who were incredibly generous in giving my 
feedback on not only my dissertation itself, but also my research methodologies and positionality as an 
outside researcher.  
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narrative. Moreover, I conducted oral interviews with two Historical Committee members 

after receiving permission to do so from the Historical Committee, and the voices of 

these women contribute significantly to each of my chapters. As I discuss more 

extensively in Chapter Two, I worked directly with the Legal Department to waive my 

copyright rights on these interviews, and they will instead be transferred directly to the 

tribe where they will remain in the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum. Finally, where 

possible, I rely on Mohican narratives of their history like the Historical Committee’s 

publication A Brief History of the Mohican Nation and supplement this account with 

other secondary readings as needed.  

 
Tracing Mohican Archival Activism 
 
In many ways, this dissertation is what Antoinette Burton calls an “archive story,” in that 

it collectively seeks to tell the story of an archive’s “provenance, its histories, its effect on 

its users, and above all, its power to shape all the narratives which are to be ‘found’ 

there.”68  This dissertation tells the story of the Mohican tribal archive and the subsequent 

historical projects that have come from it, and to do so, I carefully trace both the 

construction of the archive and its use in the larger efforts to change the way both Native 

and non-Native audiences understand and encounter Mohican history.  The first three 

chapters focus on the creation and expansion of the archive on the Mohican reservation. 

In Chapter One, I investigate the assemblage and policies of the Mohican tribal archive 

itself, particularly focusing on its collection of written documents. I specifically examine 

                                                
68 Antoinette Burton, “Introduction,” in Archive Stories: Facts, Fictions, and the Writing of History, ed. 
Antoinette Burton (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2005), 6.  
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how the Mohicans use the archive as a repository for new documents they produce, 

assemble documents in a purposeful way that constructs the conditions for new narratives 

of Mohican nationalism, and designate specific retrieval policies to assert authority over 

who has access to these materials. I argue that collectively, these actions allow them to 

assert sovereignty over the distribution of their historical materials and thus how future 

narratives of Mohican history are constructed.    

In Chapter Two, I address the expansion of the archive through a series of 

tribally-initiated oral history projects. Unlike many tribal oral history projects that outside 

researchers initiate and then deposit in off-reservation archives, these oral histories were 

created by and for the tribe. Therefore, I argue that they shift how power is typically 

mediated in American Indian oral history projects and that their assemblage in the tribal 

archive further establishes the conditions for new narratives of Mohican nationalism.  

Chapter Three focuses on the material objects and items that contribute to the 

archival collection and represent Mohican history in the Mohican tribal museum. This 

chapter spans from the fights the Mohicans and other American Indian nations wage to 

retrieve their historical and cultural items through repatriation, to the continued barriers 

tribes face in spite of the laws like the Native American Graves Protection and 

Repatriation Act (NAGPRA). It ends by emphasizing the importance of Native self-

representation, arguing that the repatriation of these items allows indigenous nations to 

represent their own histories on their own terms and present new narratives of indigenous 

nationalism.  
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The last two chapters move beyond the Mohican reservation to examine how the 

archive is used as a tool to more broadly shift the collection and presentation of Mohican 

history. In Chapter Four, I trace continued Mohican returns to their ancestral homelands 

through which they collect historical materials from archival repositories, teach tribal 

history to tribal members through place, challenge misrepresentations of Mohican 

history, and assert their ongoing connections to these places. I argue that the archive is a 

key part of planning for these trips and the interventions they enable, and that these 

returns exemplify the types of historical projects that can grow from tribal archives.  

My final chapter examines Mohican interventions in various types of public 

education beyond the Mohican reservation, from education curriculum in public schools 

to museum exhibits in their ancestral homelands in the Northeast. Again, the archive is 

foundational for these efforts, which I argue embody a politics of self-representation. 

Through these actions, the Mohicans undermine narratives that locate their importance in 

the past and instead, assert not only their survival and nationalism, but also, their right to 

lead the development of representations of their histories.  

As evidenced by the volume of these ongoing projects, movement and action have 

always been foundational tenets of the Historical Committee. It is fitting then that the 

Mohican Nation or the Moh-he-con-ne-ok are the “people of the waters that are never 

still,” and as such, movement has become a part of their identity and history.69 Indeed as 

the epigraph for this introduction reminds us, the Mohican tribal archive has long been 

known as “the place where the action is,” again, emphasizing a constant drive, a 

                                                
69 Davids, A Brief History. 
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continual reinvention of methodologies, and a relentless will to change the collection and 

presentation of Mohican history. The fifty years of multifaceted efforts that span these 

five chapters define Mohican archival activism. They are overlapping, methodological, 

and collectively, they demonstrate how tribal archives enable larger interventions in 

dominant narratives. Moreover, the constant movement, labor, and resiliency these efforts 

require demonstrates why these ongoing efforts should be classified as important types of 

indigenous activism and nation-building.



 

 39 

Chapter 1: Indigenizing the Archive: Reconstituting Knowledge Production in 
Mohican Space 

 
Those who are interested in the Stockbridge-Munsee Tribal Historical Project want to 
make certain that accurate historical information and authentic materials are collected 
by tribal members themselves and preserved within the tribal community for the use of 

tribal members now and in the future. They believe that, if such materials are made 
available to the tribe, more Stockbridge-Munsee people will study their own history and 
increase their pride in and understanding of their own cultural and historical tradition. –

The Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee1 
 
Many scholars in Indigenous Studies have rightly pointed out that archives are often used 

to support dominant narratives. In a 2015 special issue of Settler Colonial Studies, 

Melissa Adams-Campell, Ashley Glassburn Falzetti, and Courtney Rivard specifically 

address “settler-colonial archives” within the U.S. nation-state: national, state, and local 

repositories that engage in “collecting practices that prioritize settler history and 

belonging” in a “fundamental desire to disavow the existence and rights of indigenous 

peoples and communities.2 William Hagan made a similar argument as early as 1978 

when he wrote the piece “Archival Captive—American Indian,” arguing, “To be an 

Indian is having non-Indians control the documents from which other non-Indians write 

their version of your history.”3 These scholars and others who have made similar 

arguments are correct.4 They follow Michel Foucault, Jacque Derrida, and Michel-Rolph 

                                                
1 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, Proposal for the Stockbridge-Munsee Tribal Historical 
Project, 1974, Historical Committee Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI.   
2 Adams-Campbell et. al, "Introduction." 
3 William T. Hagan, “Archival Captive—The American Indian,” The American Archivist 41 no. 2 (April 
1978): 135-142.  
4 For other scholars who make similar arguments to Adams-Campbell et. al and Hagan see: Nancy Carol 
Carter, “American Indians and Law Libraries: Acknowledging the Third Sovereign,” Law Library Journal 
94 no. 1 (Winter 2002), 7-26; Evelyn Wareham, “Our Own Identity, Our Own Taonga, Our Own Self 
Coming Back”: Indigenous Voices in New Zealand Record-Keeping” Archivaria 52 (Fall 2001): 26-46; 
Thomas Yen-Ran Yeh, “The Treatment of the American Indian in the Library of Congress E-F Schedule” 
Library Resources and Technical Services, 15 no. 2 (Spring 1971); Tamara Lincoln, “Ethno-Linguistic 
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Trouillot in identifying archives as sources of power, but importantly, emphasize how 

these institutions especially silence indigenous histories.5 Yet in our focus on the damage 

archives can do and the silences they often create, we overlook the potential they hold to 

foster counter-narratives. We miss the ways indigenous peoples cultivate their own new 

archival spaces and forge collaborative relationships with settler-colonial archives. While 

acknowledging the power that settler-colonial archives have, it would be a mistake not to 

recognize the power and authority indigenous nations reclaim by maintaining and 

assembling their own national archives. In these spaces, tribes make materials accessible 

to their communities, assert authority over how others use their collections, and 

fundamentally shift the production of historical narratives about their nations.6 A close 

analysis of the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican tribal archive allows for an in-depth 

exploration of the daily practices that constitute a tribal archive and invites further 

examination of indigenous knowledge production in these types of spaces. 

I organize my analysis of the power of tribal archival practices by assessing how 

archives are essential to the process of producing narratives. Archives are collections of 

sources that are assembled in an intentional way, and the organization of these sources 

                                                
Misrepresentations of the Alaskan Native Languages as Mirrored in the Library of Congress System of 
Cataloguing and Classification” Cataloguing and Classification Quarterly, 7 no. 3 (Spring 1987): 69-89; 
Mary L. Young and Dara L. Doolittle, “The Halt of Stereotyping: When Does the American Indian Enter 
the Mainstream” The Reference Librarian 22 no. 47 (1994): 104-119.	
5 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge & The Discourse on Language, (New York: Vintage, 
1982); Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1998); Trouillot, Silencing the Past. 
6 When I refer to archives in this chapter, I will be particularly focusing on archives that hold written 
documents. It is important to note however that indigenous peoples have long held their own archives of 
written materials as well as non-written materials. We should think of archives broadly to include oral 
histories, material culture, and the land itself. In Chapters Two, Three, and Four respectively, I address 
each of these other types of archives as a part of the larger Mohican historical recovery project.		
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and who has access to them fundamentally shapes the creation of historical narratives.7 

While this process holds true for settler-colonial and tribal archives alike, settler-colonial 

archives were developed with the progress of the U.S. nation-state in mind, and they are 

routinely used to construct dominant narratives that marginalize or erase indigenous 

voices and histories. Tribal archives were established with the progress of tribal nations 

in mind, and they are used by indigenous peoples to compose counter narratives that defy 

dominant misrepresentations of indigenous peoples. Like settler-colonial archives, tribal 

archives are filled with new sources formulated to reflect their nation, but distinctly, they 

are also filled with documents winnowed from other archives. To build their own national 

archive, the Mohicans had to confront and creatively marshal existing sources of 

evidence in new ways, reorganizing and reinterpreting them to develop new narratives 

that exemplify Mohican nationalism.  

In this sense, the production of distinctly indigenous counter-narratives cannot be 

separated from the creation of tribal archives. By seizing control of and reimagining the 

moments in which sources are produced, assembled, and retrieved as a part of archival 

activism, the Mohicans prevent the construction of additional dominant narratives that 

erase Mohican pasts and presents and intervene more broadly in the collection and 

representation of Native history. In doing so the Mohican Nation asserts sovereignty over 

these moments in their own national archive. As such, their efforts exemplify a distinct 

                                                
7 I draw on Michel-Rolph’s Trouillot’s argument that silences enter narratives at four key “moments” here 
to discuss how historical narratives are created and how the Mohicans seize hold of these moments to assert 
control over narratives about their history. However, while Trouillot positions these moments as a linear 
process, I move beyond his framework to show the ways that the creation, assembly, and retrieval of 
sources is constantly overlapping and reoccurring in the Mohican tribal archive. Tribal archives such as 
these are constantly in motion, and they are created by returning to already existing archives and 
reimagining the organization and location of existing sources. See: Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 26.  
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type of indigenous nation-building in which indigenous peoples assert authority and 

control over the collection and distribution of their own historical materials.   

 

Assembling the Facts, Making an Archive 
 
Indigenous people have always preserved their histories in archives, whether that means 

in written documents, material culture, oral histories, language, or the land itself. 

However, as written documentation became increasingly important in their interactions 

with the U.S. nation-state, more and more tribes began to create archives of written 

documents. For the Mohicans, this moment came in 1937, when the tribe organized a 

new government under the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA). Just one year before, the 

Mohicans were removed for the seventh time, relocating just ten miles from their 

reservation lands in Red Springs to newly acquired land in Bartelme, WI. After the tribe 

settled in the current location of their reservation and began to reorganize under the 

provisions of the IRA, Arvid and Bernice Miller both became involved in tribal 

government, and as Bernice’s sister and Historical Committee member Dorothy “Dot” 

Davids recounted “our leaders had to study government documents, tribal treaties, state 

papers, legal articles, and territorial maps” to prepare for reorganization.8 They also 

needed a place to put these materials and new institutional records, an arsenal of 

documents that would be recognized as legitimate; so the Millers began collecting. The 

Mohican tribal archive was born, and from 1937-1968 it was located in the Miller home.9 

After the tribal archive officially opened as the Library-Museum in 1974 with the support 

                                                
8 D. Davids, "Here We Are!"  
9 Oberly, “2002 Governor’s Archive Award." 
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of a Wisconsin Bicentennial Grant, it was designated as the official depository for the 

Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Nation.10  

      

 
 
There was a sharp increase in the establishment of tribal archives across the U.S. 

in conjunction with the Indian Self-Determination and Educational Assistance Act of 

1975, which required tribes to demonstrate an ability to manage record systems as an 

aspect of nationhood.11 Since the Act also gave American Indian nations increased 

opportunities to apply for funding to improve reservations, numerous tribes used this 

                                                
10 Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Tribal Council, Resolution, February 19, 1980, 1980 Historical 
Committee Folder, Committees: Historical/Language Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
11 John A. Fleckner, “Native American Archives: An Introduction” Society of American Archivists (1984), 
3. 

Figure 7: Historical Committee founder Bernice Miller (left) and her sister Dorothy “Dot” Davids 
(right) sort through papers at the first Library-Museum, which officially opened in 1974. This photo 
was taken around 1975. Photo courtesy of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum.  
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resource to build their own tribal libraries, museums, and archives.12 Though perhaps in 

contrast to the hopes of the U.S., these assemblages of documents have become arsenals 

of knowledge for future court cases, sovereignty struggles, and battles over the historical 

record. As western society has continued to question the credibility of oral histories that 

testify to the Native past in these cases and battles, Native nations have adapted, and 

compiled the written testimonies produced by their ancestors as well as settlers.13 In 

doing so, they have attempted to make their histories legible to non-Native society, insist 

on the inclusion of their narratives, and highlight the importance of their voices in the 

“official” historical record.  

In these new repositories, tribes control what is visible to the U.S. and the general 

public. Sacred materials, for instance, may remain outside the archive in accordance with 

tribal protocols. In establishing new national archives that adapt Western ideas about 

written documentation as legitimate history, the Mohicans and other American Indian 

nations do not merely replicate the processes of settler-colonial nation states. American 

Indian nations assert sovereignty over their histories by creating their own spaces on their 

own terms where they define what matters and what does not, whose voices should be 

centered and whose can be less loud, and what materials are placed where. In their own 

assembly of these materials, they transform archives to build distinctly indigenous spaces 

                                                
12 Biggs, “A Place at the Table," 10; Brooke M. Black, “Freeing the ‘Archival Captive’: A Closer Look at 
[Native American Indian] Tribal Archives” Masters of Library and Information Science Paper, San Jose 
State University, Provenance.ca, (2005), http://www.provenance.ca/2005-vol7/libraries-archives/native-
american-archives-2005-black.html.  
13 For more on the political capital of the “written archive” see Adele Perry, “The Colonial Archive on 
Trial: Possession, Dispossession, and History in Delgamuukw v. British Columbia,” in Burton, Archive 
Stories.	
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that defy the archival collections of the U.S. and instead demonstrate indigenous 

nationhood.  

Like all national archives, tribal archives have the power to shape narratives with 

their own interests in mind and in that sense, they, like all archives, create what Michel-

Rolph Trouillot calls “silences” in historical narratives. They highlight some histories and 

voices while subduing others.14 But as Trouillot argues, not all silences are the same and 

the stakes are different within the context of settler-colonialism.15 To tease out these 

nuances, I turn to Lisa Brooks in her groundbreaking work The Common Pot, in which 

she argues for new historical narratives that not only include but prioritize indigenous 

voices. While these new narratives no doubt have silences of their own, Brooks 

importantly asks us “What happens to our view of American history when Native 

narratives are not just included but privileged?” What happens when we imagine 

historical narratives that reorganize the perspectives from which our national histories are 

told, where Europe, its colonies, and white settlers reside “on the periphery.”16 These 

reorganizations are necessary to unearth indigenous histories that have long been 

silenced. When we in turn silence, or at least quiet, the deafening histories that center 

settler voices and stories, we evoke these indigenous narratives that reshape our 

understanding of U.S. history.  

                                                
14 Trouillot, Silencing the Past. Also see: Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties 
and Colonial Common Sense, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009); Carolyn Steedman, Dust: The 
Archive and Cultural History, (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2001); Burton, Archive Stories. 
15 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 27.  
16 Brooks, The Common Pot, xxxv.  
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In that sense, Trouillot is right that all historical narratives contain silences. But 

what happens when those silences allow long-suppressed voices to emerge? What does it 

mean when indigenous historical perspectives are finally as loud or louder than the 

perspectives of white settlers, the only things that have been “heard” for centuries? These 

indigenous narratives constitute important acts of resistance that reimagine how our 

national history is told, and indigenous archives are at the center of this effort. They 

reshape how indigenous materials are collected and accessed and as such, they are the 

roots from which new narratives that center and privilege indigenous people and 

worldviews can grow. In collecting the materials of their own respective tribal nations, 

tribal archives exemplify an indigenous nationhood that the U.S. has consistently 

attempted to eliminate.  

 

Re-Creating the Facts: The Materials of Settler-Colonial Trauma 
 
In the context of the newly formed United States, archives had significant power in 

determining what documents or statements were saved and assembled in archives and 

how they were classified. These archives collected maps, writings, treaties, letters, and a 

variety of other documents that, together, worked to “legitimate the nation’s existence 

and generate the notion of an inherent commonality among the population.”17 Yet the 

assemblage of these documents was not meant to reflect the vast population of Americans 

that included American Indians, African slaves, and other racialized groups; it was meant 

to reflect the white settlers that the state imagined as its future. As a result, though we 

                                                
17 Adams-Campbell et. al, "Introduction,"109. 
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certainly see volumes of surveillance reports on American Indians and traces of them in 

the papers overwhelmingly produced by white, male historical actors in the archive, these 

colonial documents are as Ann Laura Stoler puts it, merely “crisscrossed with voices that 

were never meant to be contained by official pronouncements alone.”18  

White settlers certainly acknowledged and were fascinated by American Indians 

in their accounts, producing extensive paperwork that includes the annual reports of 

Indian agents and more personal materials like journals and letters written by white 

settlers and traders. But these official reports and observations often assert what Michael 

Witgen calls “a paternalism and sense of cultural superiority over Native peoples that was 

commonplace.” As Witgen shows, the true influence and power of indigenous peoples is 

revealed in the various encounters these settlers record, which often recount settlers’ 

reliance on Native guides or their efforts to follow Native customs in their daily 

activities.19 Similarly, documents like annual reports were designed to demonstrate the 

astuteness of white Indian agents, and therefore are not accurate representations of Native 

life. While one agent leaving his reservation post might report success among a tribe in 

terms of cultivating crops and children attending school, the next agent might write of the 

backwardness of the same reservation, bemoaning the mess they inherited.20 In other 

words even if indirectly, these materials are as K.Tsianina Lomawaima puts it, “saturated 

with Indian voices,” not to mention the documents in settler-colonial archives written by 

Native peoples themselves, which were often archived without consent from their 

                                                
18 Stoler, Along the Archival Grain, 13. 
19 Michael Witgen, An Infinity of Nations: How the Native New World Shaped Early North America 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 7.  
20 Hagan, “Archival Captive.” For more on this see: Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 8. 
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authors.21 In these and other documents, it is not that Indians are not present in the 

archive, it is that their voices and influence have to be mined from documentation that 

typically celebrates and justifies white settlement. Still, these documents contain 

indigenous voices and attest to the presence and influence of indigenous peoples. They 

are archives in themselves, and it is worth asking what kinds of new narratives they might 

yield when they are reexamined and reassembled in tribal archives.  

New repositories in Native spaces are unique because of the way they assemble 

materials relevant to indigenous histories and the items they contain that other archives 

do not. Archives are careful about selecting items that fit their collections, so while 

settler-colonial archives might dismiss items that attest to indigenous trauma and settler-

colonial violence directly, or disregard records created by indigenous peoples who did 

not directly interact with state actors, tribal archives collect not only documents 

recognized by the state, but also narratives that prioritize indigenous experiences and 

indigenous voices.22 Likewise, many tribal archives continue to be repositories for tribal 

governmental documents and materials that might be discarded from or deemed 

insignificant by archives of the U.S.  

It is significant that tribes control these repositories and actively add to them. 

Both the state of American Indian nations and American Indian history within the United 

States demands archives that attend to legacies of trauma, prioritize indigenous voices, 

and cultivate collective indigenous national identities. As Ann Cvetcovich argues in the 

                                                
21 K. Tsianina Lomawaima, “Mind, Heart, Hands: Thinking, Feeling, and Doing in Indigenous History 
Methodology,” in Sources and Methods in Indigenous Studies, ed. Chris Andersen and Jean M. O’Brien 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2017), 64. 
22 Danbolt, "We're Here! We're Queer?," 93.  
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context of lesbian and gay archives, institutional archives of the state can never “do 

emotional justice” to the traumatic experiences of these marginalized communities.23 In 

that sense, tribal archives are uniquely suited to house the records of their tribes. In 

creating a space that prioritizes evidence of trauma and violence that might otherwise be 

erased, tribal archives, like other community archives that purposefully exist outside 

institutions of the nation-state, “rewrite[s] what documents and whose bodies are deemed 

significant to the archival sphere.”24  

 

New Narratives and Facts: The Making of New Primary and Secondary Sources 
 
The Mohicans further emphasize the importance of indigenous voices by constructing 

new historical narratives and records that are then placed in the tribal archive. This 

process began when Arvid and Bernice Miller began collecting materials in their home. 

Since Arvid was the Tribal Chairman for 26 years, as well as a founder of the Great 

Lakes Intertribal Council and the National Council of American Indians, he traveled 

frequently, often visiting archives on his trips throughout Wisconsin and the United 

States.25 In addition to copying items by hand verbatim, Arvid also took notes on 

materials in order to write his own historical narratives. For example, in a narrative titled 

“On Christianity in Our History,” Arvid carefully stitched together fragments from 

different documents, building a cohesive narrative that recounted change and 

                                                
23 Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public Cultures (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2003), 269.  
24 Jen Jack Gieseking, “Useful In/stability: The Dialectical Production of the Social and Spatial Lesbian 
Herstory Archives,” Radical History Review 122 (May 2015), 28.  
25 “Stockbridge-Munsee Project Begins.” 
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transformation in Mohican homelands. Even though he relied on colonial sources, 

assiduously recording the call numbers of all the documents he used, Arvid created a new 

narrative that told a story of Mohican survival in spite of Christian influences, concluding 

with his own stories, including memories of missionaries in Red Springs.26 This narrative 

is one of hundreds in Arvid’s collection, which includes fifteen different folders titled 

“Writings.” Each contains new narratives in which Arvid centered Mohican motivations 

and actors, producing new historical accounts that disproved myths of Mohican 

disappearance and narrated Mohican nationalism and survival. 

                                                
26 Arvid E. Miller, “On Christianity in Our History,” Writings Folder #10, Arvid E. Miller Collection, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  

Figure 8: In his travels as Tribal Chairman, Arvid often transcribed materials by hand in addition 
to constructing new narratives from these records. This is a copy he made of a 1738 Land Deal. 
Document courtesy of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum.  
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Bernice also constructed new narratives for the archive, but recorded memories 

from her own life, histories she heard from others, and stories about others like her father 

and husband. Her archival collection includes stories with titles like “Story of my home,” 

“Story about Pa—his life” and “Story of Red Springs.” Bernice was also intentional 

about documenting the Historical Committee’s actions, writing narratives like her own 

account of the tribe’s fight for a Bible and Communion set that was stolen and sold to a 

museum in the Northeast, as well as her memories of the processes of searching for 

family histories and descendants, with narratives titled “Story of Planning and Having 

Library-Museum Grand Opening” and “Story of search for descendants of Henry 

Davids.”27 She archived all of her writing in what would become her own collection, 

which includes four different folders titled “Notes, Ideas, Plans,” and other collections of 

her own narratives. In doing so, she ensured future readers would not only have 

information about family histories and traditions, but also firsthand accounts of the 

Mohicans’ fight to recover and reclaim their history. Such a practice suggests that she 

considered these activist efforts a vital part of Mohican tribal history and nation-building. 

If, as Foucault argues, the archive is the means by which statements become events and 

things, Bernice was recording what she thought should become an important part of tribal 

history, what was important enough to be remembered by future generations.28  

                                                
27 Bernice Miller, “Pages from one of her notebooks” Bernice’s notes folder, Box #2 Ideas, Plans, Bernice 
Miller (Pigeon) Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
28 Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge.  
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When the Historical Committee was officially founded in 1972, one of their first 

priorities was creating a medium through which they could share new narratives and 

histories as they produced and uncovered them. So in addition to individuals like Arvid 

and Bernice who wrote new narratives, the Committee itself also took part in this process 

through the establishment of Quin A Mon Tha, the tribe's first community newspaper 

whose title means “are you well?” in Mohican.29 The publication began in April 1972 and 

had a Fact Finder section to share Historical Committee findings, distributed community 

news and Tribal Council meeting minutes, and shared historical narratives that Historical 

Committee members reconstructed based on new documents they acquired from other 

archives. When Quin A Mon Tha became the tribal newspaper in 1993, the Historical 

Committee continued to contribute content, including a small section on the Mohican 

language based on their archival research.30  

This effort was led by Historical Committee member Dorothy “Dot” Davids, who 

continued to carve out space in the paper for new historical narratives and findings, as 

well as her own memories and ideas. For more than fourteen years, Davids regularly 

reflected on her own life, wrote stories of community members who were traveling or 

had passed into the “Spirit World,” and updated readers on current Historical Committee 

projects. Davids wrote about turning points in her own life: when she first attended a 

National Congress of American Indians Meeting in Chicago; when she decided to quit 

                                                
29 Historical Committee, Quin-a-Montha 1 (April 1972), Quin-a-montha folder, Newsletters Collection, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Ardie Adora Abrams-Miller, “Note,” Folder 9, Box 3, Stockbridge Indian 
Collection, Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, MA.  
30 Quin-a-montha folder, Newsletters Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Stockbridge-Munsee Historical 
Committee, “Meeting Minutes” October 25, 2001, HC Meetings 2001, Committees: Historical, 
Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; “Quin-a-month-a” Volume 1, Issue I, April 1972, 
Folder 7, Box 3, Stockbridge Indian Collection, Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, MA.  
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her teaching job to work for Helen Peterson, the executive director of the National 

Conference of American Indians in Washington, D.C.; when her father lost their family 

land because the bank refused to let him make payments on his mortgage, forcing him to 

sell his beautiful lake property instead. As Davids remembered, the bank told her father 

“We don’t want your money Elmer, we want your land.”31  

Davids recounted childhood memories of churning butter, tapping maple trees for 

syrup and sugar, and attending the government school on the reservation, sharing these 

stories with the community and using the memories to educate readers about tribal 

history. For example, in recounting her memories of tapping maple syrup, Davids also 

took the opportunity to share historical sources about Mohican seasonal rounds, the 

regular migrations that tribal members made in response to seasonal changes in their food 

sources. Much like Arvid, she used sources gathered in settler-colonial archives but 

reframed them, emphasizing that “making maple syrup was not new to the Stockbridge-

Munsee Mohicans.” Davids used sources written by white leaders, even quoting them to 

explain how they interpreted Mohican seasonal round as "wandering," writing, “they 

moved, whole families together, with every season…we had to follow them out into the 

woods and live there with them for six weeks while they made sugar from the maple 

sap.” But Davids told a history of Mohican resilience. She reinterpreted this source to 

show how ignorant white leaders often were of Mohican intentions and to emphasize the 

continuance of the Mohican practice of making maple sugar and syrup. 

                                                
31 Dorothy Davids, “Rambling Through History,” Folders 1-6, Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Dorothy Davids, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, Hear 
Our Stories, Bowler, WI, 2009.	
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 Davids wrote about her excitement in doing historical research but also her 

frustrations—how difficult it was for the Mohicans to be constantly in the process of 

recovering elements of their national tribal identity, how frustrating it was when white 

authors asked the Historical Committee for feedback but then were unwilling to take their 

suggestions. She wrote about her relatives after they passed on, narrating the kinship 

webs they were connected to and the parts of the community they touched with their 

lives. She wrote about traveling to Mohican homelands, living through federal policies 

like Relocation, and always shared her political opinions with readers, critiquing global 

capitalism as it was connected to development projects such as mining in Northern 

Wisconsin in 2012.32  As so many storytellers do, Davids used her column to “connect 

the past with the future, one generation with the other, the land with the people, and the 

people with the story.”33  The Historical Committee members assembled their archive 

over the course of numerous years, while simultaneously, as a part of the iterative process 

of shaping the production of Mohican history, used the research they were doing to create 

new narratives in Davids’s column as well as Quin A Montha, ultimately constructing a 

history that includes more indigenous voices and perspectives.  

 

                                                
32 Davids, “Rambling Through History.”   
33 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 146.	
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By creating these new sources, Arvid, Bernice, Dorothy, and other Mohicans who 

have crafted similar narratives have fundamentally changed the process of constructing 

histories about their nation. Since settler-colonial archives are mostly still organized and 

assembled in a manner that defines who and what is important in the history of the U.S., 

these Mohican writers put themselves back into the narrative using new sources that 

privilege the voices and perspectives of Mohicans themselves. In these new sources in a 

newly assembled tribal archive, the Mohicans redefine what is important and who is the 

authority on their history. In doing so, they take hold of the moment when sources are 

constructed to ensure their histories are no longer silenced. However, importantly, they 

Figure 9: An example of one of Dot’s many “Rambling” columns. Document courtesy of the Arvid E. 
Miller Library-Museum.  
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do so in an ongoing, iterative process that is consistently supplemented by more 

gathering, asserting control over how new narratives are produced, and intervening in 

"histories" presented in public spaces and educational settings. Each of these moments 

occurs throughout the Mohican process of recovering and asserting control over their 

histories in an ongoing, developing practice.   

These new histories are also an important part of cultivating Mohican nationhood. 

As Craig Womack writes, “Nationhood is woven in large part from the lives, dreams, and 

challenges of the people who compose the body politic.” In their new narratives, the 

Mohicans document their own lives, dreams, and challenges, which “immeasurably 

strengthen[s] our understanding of the complicated discourses of the community.” To 

write these community stories and these family histories “is to try to give voice to 

silenced ghosts as much as to give strength to the living.”34 In this new form of 

storytelling communicated in archival collections and tribal newspapers, the Mohicans 

“contribute to a collective story in which every indigenous person has a place” in the 

larger story of the Mohican nation. The writers “pass[ing] down the beliefs and values of 

[their] culture in the hope that new generations will treasure them and pass down the 

story further.”35  As Dorothy Davids wrote in one of her last columns, it is the 

"experiences in relationships that give us meaning and teach us the meanings of our 

people, our community, our Mohican way."36 In her columns, in the new narratives the 

                                                
34 Craig S. Womack, Red on Red: Native American Literary Separatism (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1999), 1-5, quoted in Brooks, The Common Pot, xxix. 
35 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 145.  
36 Dorothy Davids, “Culture and Identity” Rambling Through History with Dot Davids Folder, Dorothy 
Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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Millers created, and in the other new narratives that have and will continue to be write, 

these Mohican writers communicate their experiences and in doing so, exemplify 

Mohican nationhood by providing a picture of Mohican lives and their Mohican way.  

 

On the Margins of History: Indigenous Histories in Settler-Colonial Archives 
 
When colonial governments produce sources and assemble those materials in an archive, 

they do so with their own interests and priorities in mind. As such, knowing who or what 

you are looking for in these archives is not usually enough “unless you know how they 

mattered to whom, when, and why they did so.”37 This is especially true for indigenous 

peoples, whose historical materials are often embedded in the historical collections of 

white settlers they interacted with or the records of important places they were observed 

at. Placed in settler colonial archives, these records of indigenous histories become 

“piece[s] in a coherent and unified story of the rise and progress of a nation.”38 While in 

some cases, the descriptions and indexes of these collections mention tribes, in others 

they do not, making it difficult to determine where to start looking. As a result, research 

on the history of indigenous nations typically means assembling what Shayne Del Cohen 

calls “a cast of characters” or a “chronology of given and place names of people who 

interacted with the tribe and/or the geographic sites involved in the tribe’s evolution.”39 

In some cases, this goes even further, requiring tribal members to “operate within the 

                                                
37 Stoler, Along the Archival Grain, 9. See also: Rhonda Harris Taylor, “Claiming the Bones Again: Native 
Americans and Issues of Bibliography” Social Epistimology 15 no. 1 (2001): 21-26. 
38 Adams-Campbell et. al, "Introduction,"110.  
39 Shayne Del Cohen, “Where Are the Records,” in Tribal Libraries, Archives, and Museums: Preserving 
Our Language, Memory, and Lifeways, ed. Loriene Roy, Anjali Bhasin, and Sarah K. Arriaga (Lanham, 
Toronto, Plymouth, UK: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2011), 169.  
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colonialist, racist logic of the mid-eighteenth-century [or other time periods] to choose 

search terms that yield desirable documents.”40 

 As Courtney Rivard discusses in reflecting on her own research for the Pointe-au-

Chien and Isle de Jean Charles (IJC) Band of the Biloxi Chitmacha Confederation of 

Muskogees, this means that research on tribal histories is often done within the vast 

collections of white leaders and requires sifting through seemingly endless amounts of 

bureaucratic information. In Rivard’s research, she spent much of her time searching the 

records of Pierre de Rigaud de Vaudreuil, who was the Royal Governor of the French 

province of Louisiana from 1743-1753, hoping to find mentions or traces of Pointe-au-

Chien and IJC ancestors that would prove the tribe’s existence in the eighteenth century 

for their federal recognition petition. Similarly, the Mohicans have spent years sifting 

through the records of white leaders like John Sergeant, Thomas Dean, John Tipton, and 

Cutting Marsh, among others. In research I have completed for the Historical Committee 

I have also spent hours sifting through the collections of white men like Jasper Parrish 

(an Indian Agent in upstate New York). While I hoped to find information about the 

tribe’s removal from their New York homelands in Parrish’s collection, I came up with 

only traces of tribal members by mention of their names among larger lists.  

While for non-indigenous researchers like myself, this process is merely difficult 

and mundane; for indigenous researchers, this process is also at times re-traumatizing. 

Finding these records and expediting the research process often requires operating in a 

                                                
40 Courtney Rivard, “Archival recognition: the Pointe-au-Chien’s and Isle de Jean Charles Band of the 
Biloxi-Chitmacha Confederation of Muskogees’ Fight for Federal Recognition” Settler Colonial Studies, 5 
no. 2 (2015), 123. 	
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colonialist mindset, whereby indigenous researchers must imagine how and why their 

ancestors would have been surveilled or recorded in colonial records. In other words, 

conducting this type of research not only requires going through thousands of irrelevant 

materials to find a few relevant ones, it also requires reckoning with how one’s ancestors 

were racialized, removed, and murdered in the interest of advancing white society.  

The difficulty and trauma involved in locating these records is one of the many 

reasons that indigenous groups like First Archivist Circle, an organization formed to 

promote collaboration among tribal archivists, have pushed settler-colonial archives to 

provide more context for collections that pertain to tribal nations and invite communities 

to write or contribute to collection descriptions that pertain to them. First Archivist Circle 

has created a document of protocols dedicated to improving the relationship between 

settler-colonial archives and tribal archives. The document is meant to provide 

instructions for both settler-colonial and tribal archives, increasing indigenous peoples’ 

access to documents that pertain to their history.41 Though indigenous peoples have 

managed to extract information about their histories from colonial archives in spite of the 

nature and assembly of these historical materials, the work by First Archivist Circle to 

make archival collections more accessible and locatable to indigenous peoples aims to 

make this easier. Their goal is to minimize the time that indigenous researchers spend, as 

Ashley Glassburn Falzetti says, reading “between the lines and against the grain” to 

“construct history out of whatever is present” and instead make collections with 

                                                
41 First Archivist Circle, “Protocols"; for more information on First Archivist Circle see First Archivist 
Circle’s Facebook page, accessed January 23, 2018, https://www.facebook.com/First-Archivist-Circle-
106714032739983/. 
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indigenous content easier to locate and navigate.42 The creation of tribal archives takes 

this process one step further, enabling indigenous nations to extract the materials and 

information relevant to them from other archives and reassemble these materials to center 

indigenous perspectives and increase opportunities for new narratives.  

 Over the last fifty years, the Mohicans have collected documents from more than 

fifty-five different archival locations, copying and at times even purchasing materials that 

could then be added to the growing Mohican archival collection. But before this research 

could begin, the Historical Committee had to assemble a “cast of characters.” They wrote 

letters asking for information to countless archives, like Bernice Miller did in a 1973 

letter declaring, “I am searching for information about the Stockbridge Indians…do you 

have census rolls or land transactions or birth dates or marriage or death records? Who 

should I contact to find this information? Are there other historical groups I could 

contact? Can you help me?”43 Once they located relevant materials, the Mohicans 

searched through thousands of documents that were largely constructed by white men, 

reading them completely and then extracting and copying what was relevant to their tribe. 

Since the original intent in producing these collections was often to make Indian nations 

more legible to the U.S. government, Historical Committee members who looked for and 

read these items certainly had to assemble a “cast of characters” that might be related to 

their ancestors and read these materials “between the lines and against the grain.” 

                                                
42 Ashley Glassburn Falzetti, “Archival absence: the burden of history,” Settler Colonial Studies 5 no. 2 
(2014), 139.  
43 Bernice Miller to State Historical Society of New York, January 9, 1973, Research/Historian 
Correspondence Folder #2, Bernice Miller Pigeon Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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 Likewise, many of the materials the Mohicans have copied are in larger 

collections that group multiple tribes together, such as the Green Bay Agency Papers, 

which the Historical Committee decided to purchase on microfilm. To make this 

collection easier to navigate for tribal members, Historical Committee members read the 

materials in their entirety, indexed the collection, and sorted the materials into topics that 

would be relevant for tribal members, making it easier for them to use.44 The Mohicans 

completed this process with other collections as well, sorting materials by topic and cross 

referencing related files and topics on 3x5 index cards before transitioning to using 

archival software on a computer in the Library/Museum building.45 Within the last ten 

years, the Historical Committee has worked to further community members’ familiarity 

with the tribe’s archival collections, creating a Library partner program that brought Head 

Start children, elders, students in local after-school programs, and teenagers into the 

library to learn “new historical, cultural, or other information about their own 

people/tribe.” Long term, the committee hopes that those who participate in the program 

will return to the archive to continue learning and doing research.46  

 

                                                
44 Powless, “Overview.”  
45 Davids to Puskarenko, “Five Year Plan for Library Museum Archives.”  
46 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Minutes March-May 2005” 2005 Historical Committee 
Meeting Folder in Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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Figure 10: Sheila (Miller) Powless, Bernice’s daughter who is one of the original Historical Committee 
members, uses a microfilm reader to sort through papers and organize files. In the bottom left corner of the 
photo, the 3x5 index filing system the Committee used to organize and cross-reference each archival file is 
visible. Photo courtesy of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum.  

 

 This process is still ongoing and has taken nearly fifty years, demonstrating the 

intensive labor it takes to assemble tribal archives from materials scattered across the 

U.S. The fact that this process or any research project that includes American Indian 

history is so laborious is one of the many reasons the groups like First Archivist Circle 

have also pushed settler-colonial archives to develop a practice of copying materials and 

transferring them to tribal repositories free of charge. As the Mohicans compiled their 

archive, they were required to pay for copies of many of the collections they were 

interested in, something they were not able to do consistently on a budget funded by 

aluminum can sales and grant funding.47 While some archives will now copy materials 

                                                
47 Notable examples of this include the Green Bay Indian Agency Collection, which the Historical 
Committee purchased for an unknown amount in the 1970 and information from the Carlisle Indian School 
about their Mohican students, which the Historical Committee purchased in 1997 for $400. For more 
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for tribes free of charge, the labor of locating those materials in collections or even 

discovering that they exist still often rests on tribes. First Archivist Circle pushes settler-

colonial archives further, encouraging them to locate collections with American Indian 

materials, contact related tribal nations to ask if they have an interest in the materials, and 

at the very least copy, if not actually repatriate materials to tribal archives. Though there 

has yet to be a case brought under the Native American Graves Protection and 

Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) for the repatriation of documents (since the law applies to 

human remains, sacred items, and funerary objects), many tribal nations argue that 

documents can be sacred items in their own right and are thus the cultural property of 

tribal nations.48 Whether because of their content, their meaning to the tribe, or 

ceremonies or tribal traditions they describe or show, we should also think about 

documents as things that can and should be repatriated to tribal nations, who can display, 

destroy, or use them as they see fit.   

 By having the ability to assemble documents in their own indigenous archive, the 

Mohicans and other tribal nations can be purposeful about organizing materials in a way 

that makes them more accessible to tribal members themselves. As Sandra Littletree and 

Cheryl A. Metoyer argue, this is a common theme in the preservation and organization of 

knowledge, which indigenous nations enact “within the context of community, thereby 

ensuring the inclusion of Native American philosophies.”49 As Littletree and Metoyer 

                                                
information see: Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, “Meeting Minutes,” October 9, 
1997, Historical Committee Meeting 1997 folder, Committees: Historical/Language Collection, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI.   
48 First Archivist Circle, “Protocols." 
49 Sandra Littletree and Cheryl A. Metoyer, “Knowledge Organization from an Indigenous Perspective: The 
Mashantucket Pequot Thesaurus of American Indian Terminology Project” Cataloging and Classification 
Quarterly 53 no. 5-6 (2015), 640.  
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discuss, some tribes like the Mashantucket Pequot have even gone beyond purposeful 

organization tactics by taking aim at larger classification systems like the Library of 

Congress Subjects Headings, which are not Native-centered and often erase Native 

histories and sovereignty.50 Through their Thesaurus of American Indian Terminology 

Project, the Mashantucket Pequot Nation has created a sourcebook of over 20,000 terms, 

including an additional 12,000 terms describing tribal names. The guide has been used to 

re-write narratives in public history spaces like museums, as well as to modify archival 

classification systems in order to better reflect indigenous worldviews by using consistent 

vocabulary.51  

Other indigenous groups have written similar guides, such as the Maori Subject 

Headings Thesaurus, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Thesaurus, the National 

Indian Law Library Thesaurus, and the First Nations House of Learning Thesaurus, 

which include indigenous communities and better reflect Native philosophies and 

worldviews. This is something that First Archivist Circle has emphasized as well, 

asserting the importance of reclassifying knowledge to fit indigenous world views, 

providing context for collections that better prioritize Native histories and beliefs, and 

replacing derogatory terms. Each of these actions not only makes these archival 

collections more accessible to indigenous peoples themselves, but also encourages non-

                                                
50 For example, as Thomas Yen-Ran Yeh has shown, as of 1971, the last-mentioned event under the Library 
of Congress’s “American Indian History” subject heading was “Chippewa War 1898,” effectively erasing 
American Indian history in the 20th century.  For more on the limits of the Library of Congress 
classification system see: Yen-Ran Yeh, “The Treatment of the American Indian in the Library of Congress 
E-F Schedule”; Lincoln, “Ethno-Linguistic Misrepresentations of the Alaskan Native Languages”; Young 
and Doolittle, “The Halt of Stereotyping.”  
51 Littletree and Metoyer, “Knowledge Organization from an Indigenous Perspective.”	
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Native researchers to see the materials in a new light, beyond their place in the 

progressive history of the United States.52   

 While the Mohicans have not yet created such a comprehensive guide like the 

Mashantucket Pequot, Maori, or other First Nations, Aboriginal, or Native nations have 

done, or to my knowledge, pushed specific archives to reclassify or rename collections 

pertinent to their history, their organizational practices reflect a common goal among 

these projects: assembling archival materials in a way that centers indigenous voices and 

perspectives and relies on Native knowledge systems and beliefs. As Littletree and 

Metoyer assert, one of the common elements in indigenous systems of organizing 

knowledge is the importance of relationships. Unsurprisingly then, the Mohican tribal 

archive is largely organized around people and families, centering Mohican community 

members. Important tribal leaders such as Arvid E. Miller, Bernice Miller, and Dorothy 

Davids each have their own collections, and an entire collection of “People Files” holds 

folders for dozens of other tribal members. An individual’s personal papers can often be 

found in these collections, as can the records of different tribal affairs they may have 

been involved in. For example, if one was interested in learning about Termination, there 

is no folder that includes all the information about this era. A researcher would need to 

know who tribal leaders were during this time, in order to know that most of the records 

about Termination are held in the Arvid E. Miller Collection. In my own research, I have 

found that though there is a folder dedicated to the Historical Committee, the vast 

majority of materials about the formation of the Library/Museum and subsequent 
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historical projects are filed in the Bernice Miller and Dorothy Davids Collections. In 

other words, knowledge of who was involved in certain aspects of tribal history is often 

necessary to navigate these collections, making clear that the collection centers Mohican 

history, and is especially geared to tribal members themselves.  

In this way, the archive’s organization reveals the webs of kinship within the 

community. Assembling these documents in a way that is rooted in relationships is an 

indigenous type of archival activism that connects previously separated materials, making 

space for new narratives. In her piece about thinking, feeling, and doing indigenous 

history, K. Tsianina Lomawaima asserts that, by centering Vine Deloria Jr.’s principle of 

relativity, historians might recognize “the affections binding families” in the archives and 

consider how these kinship networks influence the histories we read and write. In that 

sense, we might consider how the recovery of 17th century Mohican leader and historian 

Henrick Aupamput’s writings from the Massachusetts Historical Society yields new 

narratives. How might the placement of Aupamput’s narratives in the Mohican tribal 

archive, among the writings of centuries of other Mohican writers, yield new histories 

about centuries of Mohican placemaking and writing history? How might Mohican leader 

John Quinney’s speech about land theft and the U.S. federal government’s dishonesty, 

which can be found within Historical Committee founder Dorothy “Dot” Davids’s 

collection, elucidate a longer history of Mohican resistance when placed in the same 

collection that testifies to Davids’s continued activist work? Positioned adjacent to each 

other in the archive as they are now, how might Arvid and Bernice’s new narratives about 

Mohican lives and histories reveal the beginnings of this archival activist movement? 
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Placed within an indigenous archive that exemplifies kinship ties and networks as 

important pieces of indigenous histories, these documents, and thus tribal archives as new 

assemblages of knowledge, hold the potential to create new narratives. By assembling the 

tribal archive in a way that centers indigenous voices and perspectives, Historical 

Committee members push back against the common reality of indigenous materials being 

archived within larger collections that focus on white settlers. The Historical Committee 

changes the process of constructing historical narratives about their nation, asserting 

control over how their historical sources are assembled. In doing so, they have built a 

distinctly Mohican archive.  

 

Asserting Power over Retrieval, the Making of Indigenous Narratives  
 
The Physicality of Archives 
 
Once tribes locate where relevant historical materials might be, they face another set of 

hurdles that often prevent them from retrieving these items. One of the first obstacles is 

the sheer distance between archives and many reservations, a phenomenon that has gotten 

worse in recent years. With the privatization and professionalization of modern archives, 

materials are more commonly bought and sold, scattering them across the United States.53 

Since the Mohicans were removed from their ancestral homelands in the Mahicannituck 

(Hudson) River Valley, most of the archives that hold records about their homelands and 

lives around the time of their first interactions with white settlers are more than 1000 

miles away from their current reservation. Likewise, since the tribe was removed seven 

                                                
53 Rivard, “Archival recognition,” 123. 
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different times before arriving at their current reservation, archival records about these 

movements and the tribe in each of these places are in the archives of not only 

Massachusetts, Vermont, Connecticut, and New York, but also Pennsylvania, Ohio, 

Indiana, Illinois, and Wisconsin.  

Travelling to these vastly distant archival locations is not possible for most 

individual Mohicans. The trips are time-consuming, expensive, and can be overwhelming 

for anyone without prior knowledge of these archival collections, which are yet other 

reasons that First Archivist Circle has pushed settler-colonial archives to freely copy 

relevant documents for tribes. Indeed, even with the collective efforts of the Historical 

Committee, the process of collecting these materials has taken an enormous amount of 

labor over nearly fifty years and is still underway. To fund trips to these archives, the 

Historical Committee has applied for countless grants, raised thousands of dollars by 

collecting aluminum cans, and used personal savings.54 Likewise they have built long-

term relationships with archivists who work within their ancestral homelands. In 

particular, the Historical Committee has maintained a long-term relationship with the 

Stockbridge Library in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, whose last three librarians have 

visited the Mohican reservation in Wisconsin and corresponded with Historical 

Committee Members. One of the librarians, Polly Pierce, even conducted additional 

research for the tribe at archives that were near her home in Stockbridge, reporting back 

to the Mohicans about the type of material and cost of copying in other nearby 

repositories.55 Yet these collective efforts are vital. Compiling these scattered materials in 
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a single repository on the Mohican reservation makes it possible for tribal members to 

readily access historical materials and establishes the conditions for tribal members to 

explore these related documents and write new narratives of their own.  

As Alice Te Punga Somerville argues, though archival materials may be 

physically scattered in various archival locations, materials such as these are and have 

always been connected by the fact that they document Mohican presence. It is the 

Mohicans’ mobility between these archival collections that calls attention to the intimacy 

between these historical sources that has always been there.56 It is the connections 

Historical Committee members recognize between these documents and the way they 

reorganize the materials in a new archive on indigenous land that allow us to see these 

materials in new ways. As Historical Committee members emphasized in one grant 

application, “Prior to the establishment of our facility, there was no one place that one 

could go to research and piece together this information.”57 The Mohican tribal archive 

offers a single, local repository for these historical materials, producing the conditions 

where Mohican tribal members can “piece together” the relationships that have always 

been present between these documents and as such, create new narratives of Mohican 

nationhood, survival and pride. As Te Punga Somerville argues in reflecting on one of 

her ancestor’s letters, “the letter can be read by itself, on its own terms, but it is richer—

and indeed it is only visible—when considered within the world” of other related 

                                                
56 Alice Te Punga Somerville, “’I do still have a letter’: Our sea of archives,” in Sources and Methods in 
Indigenous Studies, ed. Chris Andersen and Jean M. O’Brien (London and New York: Routledge, 2017), 
122.  
57 Stockbridge-Munsee Community, “S/M Historical Library Special Project,” February 24, 1986, Library-
Museum Folder 10, History Records Collection, AEMLM, Bartelme, WI.	
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photographs, letters, telegrams, institutional records, and family memories.58 In the same 

way, every letter, photo, treaty, map, or journal the Mohicans recover from settler-

colonial archives can be read on its own, but indeed, these materials are much richer, and 

only visible, within the world of the other materials of the Mohican nation in their own 

national archive.  

 

The Logistics of Accessibility  
 
As Jacque Derrida argues, individual archivists, as well as archival policies about access 

also play a fundamental role in retrieving archival materials. Since they control the 

distribution of materials, they have tremendous power over who has access to them and 

what narratives are produced as a result.59 Upon arriving at archival locations that require 

significant travel, many tribal members face additional obstacles as they work to navigate 

the collection policies and regulations, often working on a limited amount of time. Rivard 

takes up some of these obstacles specifically, reflecting on her own experience working 

for the Pointe-au-Chien and Isle de Jean Charles Band of the Biloxi-Chitmacha 

Confederation of Muskogees in their battle for federal recognition. Rivard notes that her 

status as a doctoral student enabled her to secure research funding to travel to various 

archives across the country, while her experience as a historical researcher enabled her to 

access and navigate immense collections. She also detailed the extensive paperwork 

process required at some archives like the Huntington Library, where she was required to 

complete an application detailing her reasons for research and prove she had advanced to 
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doctoral candidacy by providing a letter of verification from her university and 

dissertation advisor. The Huntington application for independent scholars not affiliated 

with universities is even more extensive, requiring individuals to detail their previous 

research, published works, and other archives consulted, as well as provide two “letters of 

reference from scholars in good standing who are familiar with [their] research and can 

attest to [their] need for access to the Huntington collections.”60  

In their own research trips, Historical Committee members have faced similar 

barriers. As Dorothy Davids recounted, on one archival trip to the William Henry Smith 

Memorial Library in Indianapolis, Committee members encountered significant issues as 

a result of the “tight restrictions on the use of primary source materials.” Davids lamented 

that “the reproduction of most items was not allowed, forcing us to waste precious time 

taking lengthy notes in pencil.”61  In another instance at the Onondaga County Library in 

Syracuse, New York, Historical Committee member Sheila (Miller) Powless remembered 

that when she and another Historical Committee member arrived to look at a specific set 

of records, the archivist “found someone to watch us, while she went up in the archives 

and came down with several storage boxes, put them on the table in front of us, and said 

we couldn’t look at them without making an appointment!” She and the other Historical 

Committee member had to make an appointment for the following afternoon and then 

return to look at the materials. Like the above instance, they were not allowed to make 

                                                
60 The Huntington, “Requirements for Independent Scholars,” 
https://aeon.huntington.org/aeon.dll?Action=10&Form=79 (accessed June 10, 2018), quoted in Rivard, 
“Archival recognition,” 125. 
61 Dorothy W. Davids, “Final Performance Report to National Endowment for the Humanities,” February 1, 
1993, 1993 HC Meeting Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, 
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copies and had to copy everything by hand.62 Sheila and others encountered an even 

stranger regulation when they visited the Indianapolis Historical Society, which only 

allowed researchers to copy 1/3 of a single document. She remembers that she and the 

others “discussed the possibility of each copying a different third and ending up with the 

entire article.” This demonstrated, as she called it, “Indian ingenuity!”63 

Obstacles such as these have pushed groups like First Archivist Circle to 

encourage archives to re-think their rules about accessibility and even further, consult 

with communities whose records they hold about accessibility concerns. The document 

constructed by First Archivist Circle encourages settler-colonial archives to “involve 

communities in creating welcoming and comfortable spaces for Native American visitors 

and rethink the need for ‘credentials’ from patrons.”64 Again, tribal archives like the 

Mohican tribal archive make archival materials more accessible to tribal members 

themselves by placing these materials on the reservation. In the Arvid E. Miller Library-

Museum, archival materials can be readily accessed by tribal members without 

appointments, letters of recommendations, or specific credentials, making tribal history 

more accessible to tribal members, and more broadly intervening in the existing 

limitations of settler-colonial archives.  

 
Intervening in Dominant Narratives  
 
While assembling historical materials in a single repository has eased the retrieval 

process for tribal members on the reservation, it has also given the Mohican nation 
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unprecedented authority over the retrieval and distribution of their historical materials, as 

well as existing and future historical narratives produced using these materials. By 

collecting historical items from vast archival locations and consolidating them into a 

single collection, the Mohican nation has created “the most complete collection of 

information about the Mohican People that exists.”65  Along with materials collected 

from other archives, the collection includes materials that are not accessible elsewhere, 

such as Tribal Council meeting minutes, personal collections of tribal members, and 

Historical Committee meeting minutes. The unique collection of these and other sources 

collected from other archives makes the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum an essential 

archival destination for those studying and writing Mohican history, and thus increases 

the chances that non-Mohican researchers will travel to the tribal archive to conduct their 

research on the reservation and in consultation with tribal archivists, rather than in 

multiple national and state archives that the tribe has no control over.  As the Historical 

Committee outlined in a five-year plan for the Library/Museum, one of the goals of the 

archive is to enable the Mohicans to serve as the central resource on their own history, 

disrupting the control non-Native repositories hold over Mohican materials by ensuring 

that “people seeking information are referred to us [the tribe] more than we refer them to 

others.”66  

 In several cases, the Mohican Historical Committee has used their immense 

archival collection to encourage non-Mohican researchers to come to the reservation and 

                                                
65 “The Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Library Museum of the Mohican Nation” Library-Museum 
Records, Bernice Miller (Pigeon) Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
66 Davids to Puskarenko, “Five Year Plan for Library Museum Archives.” 
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consult with tribal members about their intended research. For example, in 1981, 

Chairperson of the Historical Committee at the time, Dorothy Davids, wrote a letter to 

historian Patrick Frazier, informing him that “it has come to our attention that you have 

written a book about the Stockbridge-Munsee Indians…We know that you have the vast 

resources of the Library of Congress at your disposal, but you may be interested to know 

that our Tribal Historical Library has books, booklets, tapes, microfilm, maps, personal 

journals, tribal documents, etc.”67 In doing so, Davids emphasized that Frazier’s research 

was likely incomplete without the vast materials held in the Mohican tribal archive, as 

well as consultation with the Mohican peoples themselves. Unfortunately, Frazier was 

not convinced. In his response to Davids, Frazier admitted that he had not communicated 

with the tribe since 1977 (four years prior), but that he “got the impression that the tribe 

at that time did not have any material relevant to the period I’ve covered in my 

manuscript.” Frazier wrote that he “felt unable to make a trip to Wisconsin,” but that “the 

intense involvement with the research has given me a feeling of closeness to the tribe, 

even though I have never met any of its members.” Astoundingly, in spite of his refusal 

to consult with tribal members themselves, he did not hesitate to ask that the Historical 

Committee take the time to “Xerox and send to me any relevant pages from your new 

catalog.”68  

While the creation of the Mohican tribal archive has certainly drawn some 

researchers to the reservation and increased the control the Mohicans have over their own 

                                                
67 Dorothy W. Davids to Patrick Frazier, September 2, 1981, Historical Work Folder #2, Box #1 
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histories, Frazier’s reply is a clear example of how difficult it is for tribes to assert 

complete authority over their histories. Like Frazier, numerous non-Mohican scholars 

have written, and continue to write Mohican histories without working directly with the 

Mohican Nation, and as Dorothy Davids remarked, even those who do come to the 

reservation are often surprised to learn something from tribal members themselves. In 

one of her columns she observed that often scholars "come to help and discover that we 

are the ones who can help them." Referring to one encounter specifically she noted "they 

didn't seem to be aware of our resources, but we shared a lot of history."69 

 These sorts of encounters and the frequent correspondence between Historical 

Committee members and non-Native authors shows that in addition to the labor of 

assembling the archive, the Mohicans have consistently had to publicize their archive and 

advocate for their role as authorities on their own history. Many researchers still see tribal 

archives as being outside the realm of historical research or not worthy of their time. The 

Mohicans continue to combat these assumptions, and as the collection of the Library-

Museum continues to grow, there is hope that more and more researchers will travel to 

the Mohican reservation, giving the Mohican Nation increased control over the 

production of historical narratives about Mohican people, history, and culture. 

In working toward this goal, groups like First Archivist Circle have encouraged 

settler-colonial archives to work more closely with communities to discuss potential 

access restrictions, reconsider making indigenous materials digitally accessible, and 

create contracts that researchers who use indigenous materials at non-indigenous archives 
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must make with indigenous communities themselves.70 Since, as discussed above, many 

documents are considered sacred items in themselves or display culturally sensitive 

material that should not be available to the general public, policies such as these give 

indigenous communities the opportunity to assert control over the distribution of their 

materials, even if they are not physically held in tribal archives. Moreover, the potential 

for contracts that researchers make with indigenous communities holds the possibility of 

minimizing the number of scholars who do research without consulting and collaborating 

directly with indigenous nations.  

Tribal archives typically allow communities to have even more control over the 

use and distribution of their historical materials, and to assert such control, many tribes, 

including the Mohicans, have also implemented clear policies to limit the unauthorized 

use and circulation of the historical materials held in their tribal archives.71 Like other 

indigenous nations around the world who have resisted the digitization of their historical 

materials, the Mohicans have strategically decided not to make their archival materials 

openly accessible online, meaning that researchers hoping to use the collections must 

physically travel to the Mohican reservation to consult with Mohican tribal archivists.72 

Likewise, Historical Committee policies clearly state that archivists must supervise the 

“use and circulation” of historical materials, and “assist patrons in searching these 

databases [those in the tribal archive].” Moreover, these policies also clearly outline the 

responsibilities of the researcher, noting that the Library-Museum allows access to its 

                                                
70 First Archivist Circle, “Protocols." 
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collection only “with an understanding that researchers will seek permission to publish 

substantial portions of materials that they are permitted to use, whether copyright to those 

materials is owned by the Library/Museum or by someone else.”73 Beyond copyright 

laws, these policies clearly assert that indigenous peoples should have control over their 

own repositories of knowledge.  

Even if these policies were not in place, the physicality of this archive facilitates 

consultation and collaboration with Mohican tribal members. The organizational nature 

of the archive (that it is sorted by people and families) requires close consultation with 

tribal archivists, and the entirety of the Mohican archival collection is digitized on a 

single, password-protected computer in the lobby of the Arvid E. Miller Library-

Museum, a high traffic area where anonymity is not possible for outside researchers like 

myself. In my own experience working in this space, my days are filled with casual 

conversations with the three tribal archivists as they go about their daily work, collective 

discussions about interesting materials I or they may find throughout the day, and the 

regular flow of people coming in and out of the Library-Museum, a truly communal 

space where people drop in to ask a question, share information, or just visit. As these 

people enter the building, they often stop to visit with me as they walk past my usual spot 

at the computer. They ask me who I am, where I am from, and what I am doing research 

on. Over the years, I also began to attend as many Historical Committee Meetings as 

possible, where I regularly have the opportunity to learn about upcoming events and 
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Historical Committee projects, as well as sometimes contribute my own perspective on 

how to continue improving representations of the Mohican nation in public history. In 

other words, conducting research in a tribal archive such as this one provides the 

opportunities for these conversations and consultations with tribal members.  

For indigenous peoples across the U.S., access to settler colonial archives is often 

limited by physical distance and archival policies and procedures. The nature of these 

archives has certainly aided in the creation of dominant narratives that erase indigenous 

peoples. Yet these same forces (location, policies, procedures) enable indigenous peoples 

to reclaim authority over their historical materials in tribal archives. By assembling the 

Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican archive on the Mohican reservation and enacting policies 

that limit the unauthorized use and circulation of Mohican historical materials, the 

Mohican Nation asserts power over the retrieval of their archival sources, and in doing 

so, they fundamentally shift the process of making of narratives. Yet while it may be 

tempting to equate this assertion of power with the similar forces we find in archival 

institutions of the U.S., these processes are not the same. If national and state archival 

institutions serve the interests of the U.S. by supporting dominant narratives, then tribal 

archives undermine these efforts by unearthing indigenous voices and perspectives. As 

Ann Cvetkovich argues, preserving traumatic histories demands “collections and 

installations that can do emotional justice to the experiences they remember.”74 These 

histories of indigenous lives and trauma belong in tribal archives, where their assemblage 
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establishes the conditions to produce new histories that undermine representations of 

Mohican disappearance, instead asserting Mohican survival and nationalism.  

 

Conclusion 
 
As Adams-Campell et. al. note, a totalizing view of the archive “effectively erases 

indigenous knowledge that is either prohibited from existing in state archives or 

purposefully resides outside such spaces of power as self-conscious acts of resistance.”75 

To move past this totalizing view, we must bring additional nuance to our discussion of 

archives as dominating forces, and critically consider how indigenous nations 

strategically use their own national archives to seize hold of the moments when sources 

are created, assembled, and eventually retrieved to produce narratives.76 By asserting 

control over these moments, the Mohican Nation works to ensure their histories are no 

longer silenced and misrepresented, fashioning conditions where new narratives of 

Mohican nationalism become possible.  

 As the Historical Committee noted in a 1982 proposal for funding, “recent trips 

and correspondence have revealed that many important primary sources remain to be 

researched by tribal members,” since “The Stockbridge-Munsee Band of Mohican 

Indians does not have a complete authentic account of its own history which has been 

researched and written by its own tribal members.”77 Arvid, Bernice, Dorothy, and other 
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Mohicans began to change this trend as they constructed their own narratives from 

research in settler-colonial archives, interviews, and personal memories. However, the 

assemblage of the Mohican national archive has encouraged other Mohicans to create 

even more comprehensive narratives that examine larger portions of Mohican history and 

rely on sources assembled and often even produced by the tribe. In these new narratives, 

the tribe more regularly represents their own histories.  

Many of these narratives have been published by Muh-he-con-neew Press, the 

publishing arm of the Historical Committee that Dorothy Davids and her lifetime partner 

Ruth Gudinas founded. Muh-he-con-neew published “Christian Religion Among the 

Stockbridge-Munsee,” “A Resource Directory of the Stockbridge-Munsee Community,” 

Chief Ninham: Forgotten Hero by Eva Bowman, Inner Dreams and Outer Circles by 

Dorothy Davids, School Days: Memories of Life in Morgan Siding 1925-1933 by Harry 

Bauman, and a children’s book, Mama’s Little One, by Kristina Heath.78 Perhaps the 

most significant Historical Committee publication is “A Brief History of the Mohican 

Nation: Stockbridge-Munsee Band,” which is available as a short, printed booklet in the 

Library-Museum. Originally written by Dorothy Davids in 2001, the Historical 

Committee revised the publication in 2004, and recently updated it again in 2017 with the 

help of funds from NATOW (Native American Tourism of Wisconsin).79 The committee 

regularly distributes the booklet as a guide for visitors to the Library-Museum and uses it 

as a resource when working with off-reservation museums and other heritage venues. 
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Tribal members have also published other types of narratives using the Mohican national 

archive. For example, JoAnn Schedler published work on Mohicans who fought in the 

U.S. Civil War, and numerous other tribal members have participated in a Mohican 

writers group. Many of these individuals contributed to the 2015 volume Reflections of 

the Waters That Are Never Still, a collection of contemporary literature by Mohican 

writers. As John Fleckner argues, tribal archives make these kinds of publications 

possible, as they collect primary sources from other archives and “place[s] these 

resources in Indian hands, and thus encourage[s] interpretation[s] of tribal history from 

an Indian perspective.”80 

 If we consider narratives broadly to include verbal testimonies, legal battles, and 

other public histories, the tribal archive also lays the foundation for more public 

assertions of Mohican survival and sovereignty.  The Mohican tribal archive is the central 

repository for records of the tribal government, and thus, like other tribal archives across 

the nation, it serves as an essential resource in land disputes, Indian claims commission 

paperwork, and other federal and state court cases.81 As Leah Miller told me in 2016, “we 

have tribal officials over here researching our archives whenever a certain issues comes 

up.”82 For example, in 1972, the Historical Committee successfully used materials they 

gathered in the tribal archive to support the Tribal Council in a legal matter, whereby 

eventually more than 13,000 acres were placed in trust for the tribe and tribal members 
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received compensation for some of their land that was stolen in Eastern Wisconsin.83 

Likewise in a successful 1994 case, the 3rd District Court of Appeals overturned the 

conviction of tribal member Bert W. Davids for fishing without a license on Upper 

Gresham Lake, a waterway that Davids insisted was on the reservation.84 The Mohican 

tribal archive has an entire folder called “Boundary Issues” within its History Records 

Collection, which holds more than 700 pages of allotment records, treaties, summary 

reports of reservation boundaries, and newspaper articles covering land battles similar to 

these. This collection enables the Mohican Nation to assert its sovereignty in these and 

other court cases, and having these records readily available on the reservation increases 

the chances that tribes will be successful in these battles. It significantly reduces the time 

and energy needed to track down relevant documents and sort through unfamiliar archival 

collections.  As Jo Ann Schedler mentioned in our 2017 interview, the archive has also 

been an essential tool in efforts to revise the Mohican Constitution, and policy makers 

have used the archive to determine how the tribe has historically included and excluded 

people from tribal membership.85   

 Though they have already amassed the most complete collection of Mohican 

historical material, the tribe has larger goals for the tribal archive. Since collecting began 

in the 1930s, the Mohicans have expanded the archive to also include oral histories and 

material culture and have used these primary sources to develop not only new narratives 

                                                
83 "Time-Line 1972-1980s" Miscellaneous, Letters, History Folder in Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Davids, A Brief History. 
84 Associated Press and Shawano Leader, “Mohicans Win Land Case,” February 2, 1994, Shawano Leader, 
Boundary Case Folder, History Records Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.		
85 J. Schedler, interview.  
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of Mohican nationalism on the reservation, but also across the nation. The archive has 

been an essential foundation and resource as the Mohicans have fought to retrieve 

material items that were stolen from the tribe, as they planned trips to their ancestral 

homelands, and as they have contested and re-written public narratives of Mohican 

history in spaces like schools and museums. Research in the tribal archive sits at the 

foundation of each of these activist efforts that I discuss in subsequent chapters and 

enables the Mohicans to serve as the primary representatives of their own history. By 

building their own national archive, an institutional space that is typically considered 

inherently colonial, the Mohicans exemplify the ways in which American Indian nations 

can simultaneously contest, while also using, these colonial tools to re-imagine and re-

build the collection of Mohican history on their own terms and on their own land.  In 

doing so, they engage in an important type of indigenous archival activism that asserts 

indigenous peoples have the right to control the creation, assembly, and retrieval of their 

own historical materials, and therefore, the historical narratives of their nation. 
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Chapter 2: “Hearing Their Stories”: Shifting Power and Changing the Narrative 
through Oral History 

 
Besides entertaining us, stories can instruct us, inspire us, and pass on our culture. I can 
think of no better way to demonstrate this than by telling a story. –Theresa Puskarenko, 
Director of the Mohican Department of Education and Cultural Affairs in Stories of Our 

Elders.1 
 
For centuries, oral tradition among indigenous nations has functioned as a “largely 

unrecognized archive or storehouse of knowledge and memory.”2 More recently, scholars 

across disciplines have used a related methodology, oral history, to create counter-

narratives, or “histories from below.” Centering first-person narratives of events and 

experiences, oral history has been particularly apt for recording the felt experiences of 

individuals, as well as traumatic and violent testimonies, especially those that stand in 

opposition to dominant narratives and thus have the potential to change how we 

understand history.3 Yet as Alessandro Portelli also puts it, in these more recent scholarly 

projects, “the control of historical discourse remains firmly in the hands of the historian. 

It is the historian who selects the people who will be interviewed; who contributes to the 

shaping of the testimony by asking the questions and reacting to the answers; and who 

gives the testimony its final published shape and context.” Thus, though oral history can 

emphasize the voices of those who are traditionally marginalized, Portelli states that in 

reality, they “speak to the historian, with the historian and, inasmuch as the material is 

                                                
1 Youth of the Mohican Nation, Stories of Our Elders, 2nd ed. (Bowler, WI: Muh-He-Con-Neew Press, 
2010).  
2 Adams-Campbell et. al, "Introduction," 113. 
3 Mary Jo Maynes, Jennifer L. Pierce, and Barbara Laslett, Telling Stories: The Use of Personal Narratives 
in the Social Sciences and History (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2008), 40. 
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published, through the historian.”4 This chapter asks, how does this change when 

indigenous peoples initiate and/or maintain control over oral history projects within their 

own communities?  

Collecting oral histories within the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Nation is a key 

part of the larger movement I call “Mohican archival activism,” whereby the Mohicans 

assemble an archive of previously scattered sources, establishing themselves as the 

premier resource on their own history and asserting authority over the assembly and 

retrieval of those historical materials. The assemblage of oral histories is an extension of 

the physical documents the Mohicans have already gathered from archives across the 

U.S., one that is not collecting voices that have already been chronicled in physical 

documents, but rather sources that have yet to be recorded.  

In contrast to the existing documents the Mohicans gather from other archives, 

most of which were either constructed or shaped by powerful white leaders and then 

subsequently archived within collections of the United States, these newly recorded oral 

sources were recorded by and for the tribe. These oral histories center the voices of 

Mohican peoples and create a foundation for newly constructed narratives that emphasize 

Mohican survival and nationalism, thus crafting new understandings of Mohican history.5 

Moreover, since the Mohicans collected and manage these testimonies themselves, they 

shift how power is typically mediated in American Indian oral history projects, 

maintaining control over where the oral testimonies are archived and who has access to 

                                                
4 Alessandro Portelli, “What Makes Oral Histories Different,” in The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other 
Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History (Albany: State University of New York, 1991), 56. 
5 I’m drawing on Michel-Rolph Trouillot here, who argues that the production of sources is an essential 
part of the production of historical narratives. See: Trouillot, Silencing the Past.  



 

 86 

them.  In this chapter, I focus on the sequence of oral history projects the Mohican 

Historical Committee has undertaken since 1968. I argue that the conditions through 

which they were recorded and the way they are assembled in the Mohican tribal archive 

fundamentally shift both the collection of Mohican history and the subsequent 

construction of historical narratives about the Mohican Nation. The creation and assertion 

of sovereignty over new oral testimonies is a key part of Mohican archival activism, and 

thus, a strategic type of resistance through which the tribe undermines the power 

dynamics that are all too present in many oral history projects.   

 

Mohican Oral History Projects: Creating New Sources 
 
Since the formation of the Historical Committee in 1968, the Stockbridge-Munsee 

Mohican Nation has developed numerous oral history projects to collect and share the 

perspectives and voices of their tribal members. The Historical Committee began 

conducting oral interviews with tribal elders in the 1970s, and then moved to more 

formalized oral history projects in the 1990s and early 2000s.6 In 1998, the Historical 

Committee facilitated a week-long workshop that encouraged tribal elders to record their 

memories. The project, “Memoir-izing Our Mohican Lives: Elders Write Their Stories” 

was meant record the histories of elders but also involve younger generations of students, 

who ultimately gathered stories from elders using tape recorders, transcribed the 

materials, and constructed the final narratives. The tribe later printed these narratives as a 

                                                
6 Oberly, “2002 Governor’s Archive Award"; Stockbridge- Munsee Historical Committee, “Meeting 
Minutes” February 14, 1975, 1975 Historical Committee Meeting Folder, Committees: 
Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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series in Mohican News, the tribal newspaper, and the collection was eventually made 

into a small booklet in 1999. More interviews with elders were completed starting in 

2006, and a second edition of the volume was created in 2010.7 The booklet is still 

available at the Arvid E. Miller Library/Museum and is also archived, where researchers 

and visitors can access it as a key resource that is meant to “provide readers a glimpse 

into the lives of American Indians in the early to mid 1900s.”8  

 The Mohican Historical Committee’s most extensive oral history project is the 

“Hear Our Stories” video series, a compilation of thirty-eight interview videos produced 

in June 2009, each between an hour and a half and two hours in length. Unlike the other 

projects that were meant to be transcribed and reproduced in writing, the video series was 

always meant to remain in its visual form so that audiences would not only read Mohican 

histories but see them communicated by Mohican elders. The series as a whole contains 

nearly sixty hours of film, and includes videos of thirty-eight elders discussing their lives, 

as well as their views on tribal culture, history, and the future of the Mohican nation.9 In 

their description of the series, the tribe states, “the years that our Elders live hold stories 

of wisdom, experience, advice and humor. It is very important for our People that these 

                                                
7 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Meeting Minutes,” March 9, 2006, 2006 Historical 
Committee Meeting Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
8 Stockbridge-Munsee Department of Education and Cultural Affairs, “Memoir-izing Our Mohican Lives: 
Elders Write Their Stories,” 1997 Historical Committee Meetings Folder, Committees: 
Historical/Language Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI, 5.   
9 While letters were sent out to 185 tribal members, in the end, 38 chose to participate.  There are several 
possible reasons for elders deciding not to participate in the project. Since all interviews were conducted on 
or near the reservation, it is possible that those who live off the reservation did not want to travel for the 
interview. Additionally, there may have been some who simply did not want to share their story or were 
uncomfortable being interviewed. See: “Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, "Meeting Minutes,” 
April 9, 2009, 2009 Historical Committee Meetings Folder, Committees: Historical/Language Meetings 
Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
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stories will be carried on to the next generations.”10 Given the extensive nature of this 

project, this chapter will primarily examine this series to reveal the potential that oral 

history projects such as these hold.  

 

Sharing Cultural Knowledge: A Process Grounded in Indigenous Futures 
 
One of the problems that Portelli identifies with many oral history projects is that the 

person conducting the interview retains control over the interview process and therefore, 

the eventual shape and content of the testimony given. This means that they control the 

questions asked and the direction of the interview, and their reactions shape how the 

interview progresses. Following Portelli, this control remains with whomever is 

conducting the interview, in this context, whether they are from within or outside an 

indigenous community. However, in each of the Mohican oral history projects, Historical 

Committee members have crafted their own questions and selected their own topics of 

focus, asserting unprecedented control over the new sources that are created with each 

interview. In each of the oral history projects the Mohican Historical Committee initiated, 

tribal members have also conducted the interviews, meaning when the interviewers react 

to the testimonies of other tribal members, they come from a familiar place. They 

recognize the ways their tribe’s history has affected the lives of other tribal members 

because it has likely affected their life as well. As Kevin P. Murphy, Jennifer Pierce, and 

Jason Ruiz argue, “it is the specificity of this relationship [between the narrator and the 

interviewer] that brings a particular life story into existence. Stories told at one point in 

                                                
10 Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI: Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, 2009). 
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time may be quite different when they are told in another, and stories told to one 

interviewer may yield different results when told to another.”11 Thus, the sense of 

familiarity between narrator and interviewer in the Mohican interviews undoubtedly 

shapes the conversation in profound ways.12 

 Likewise, because these projects were all tribally initiated and shaped by tribal 

goals, the information they sought to record was for the benefit of the tribe, rather than to 

fulfill the requirements of an external research project that may or may not be relevant to 

tribal interests. In that sense, when tribal members were asked to reflect on cultural 

traditions practiced in their homes as a part of the “Hear Our Stories” series, the intent 

was not to share this information with a broad audience beyond the tribe for an 

anthropological project about Mohican culture, it was to record this information so that it 

could be passed on to future generations of tribal members. This was evident in tribal 

elder Dave Besaw’s interview, where he explained the importance of responsible hunting 

and gathering practices. Besaw and others like Robert Little and Eleanor Martin stressed 

how important it was to lay tobacco when taking from the land, and that Mohican hunters 

should only hunt when they need to and use whatever resources they take.13 Each elder 

                                                
11 Kevin P. Murphy, Jennifer L. Pierce, and Jason Ruiz, “What Makes Queer Oral History Different,” The 
Oral History Review 43, no. 1 (2016), 5. 
12 The Historical Committee did work with an outside company for the “Hear Our Stories” project to help 
with the process of interviewing (the company Jeff Bass Creative Services trained tribal members to 
conduct the interviews), recording each interview, and then transferring it onto a DVD. Still, tribal 
members came up with all the questions and conducted the interviews. See: Stockbridge-Munsee Historical 
Committee, “Tribal Council Agenda Request: ‘Hear Our Stories’--Elder Videotaping Proposals,” March 9, 
2009, Tribal Council Papers, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Historical Committee to Tribal Council, March 9, 
2009, in 2009 Historical Committee Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
13 Dave Besaw, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, 
(Bowler, WI, 2009); Robert Little, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, 
Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 2009); Eleanor Martin, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican 
Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 2009). 
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was also honored with tobacco at the beginning of their interview, so that this cultural 

practice was not only discussed but modeled for future generations.14  

In a similar manner, more than a third of the elders interviewed communicated 

cultural knowledge by sharing herbal remedies their parents used; Dorothy Davids shared 

the cultural practice of hanging a kettle outside one’s home to welcome guests, and 

Vaughn La Belle and Doug and Chenda Miller relayed memories of gathering maple 

syrup in the spring.15 Besaw also emphasized that his family had always been made up of 

storytellers. He and others like Bruce Davids and Dorothy Davids relayed many of these 

oral histories in their interviews, ensuring that they would be passed onto future 

generations.16 Relatedly, elders like Aught Coyhis, Bruce Davids, Doreen Metzger, 

Patricia Miller, Averil Jayne Pecore, and Sheila (Miller) Powless shared bits and pieces 

of the Mohican language they had learned as children.17 Even if they were only a few 

words, their memories were recorded so that future generations could learn from them by 

watching the videos. Historical Committee members, who conducted many of the 

                                                
14 “Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, "Meeting Minutes,” April 9, 2009. 
15 Leona Bowman, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our 
Stories, (Bowler, WI, 2009); D. Davids, Hear Our Stories; Betty Groh, interview by the Stockbridge-
Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 2009); Elaine Jacobi, interview by 
the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 2009); Vaughn 
La Belle, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, 
WI, 2009); Little, Hear Our Stories; Martin, Hear Our Stories; Sherman Miller, interview by the 
Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 2009); Averil Jayne 
Pecore, interview byt the Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 
2009). 
16 I am being intentionally vague here. Some of the oral histories that Besaw, Bruce Davids, and Dorothy 
Davids either learned from their parents or witnessed themselves are spiritual in nature, and I do not believe 
it is my place to replicate those stories here in writing. See: Besaw, Hear Our Stories; Bruce Davids, 
interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 
2009); D. Davids, Hear Our Stories.   
17  Aught Coyhis, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, 
(Bowler, WI, 2009); D. Davids, Hear Our Stories; B. Davids, Hear Our Stories; Doreen Metzger, 
interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 
2009); Pecore, Hear Our Stories; Powless, Hear Our Stories.  
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interviews in peoples’ homes, also encouraged the elders who were interviewed to share 

photographs, historical items that were important to them, or any other relevant objects to 

their life histories on the videos. Again, this was a way of ensuring these materials were 

also recorded and incorporated into the life histories elders were sharing.  

The tribal members who conducted the interviews in the “Hear Our Stories” series 

were purposeful about asking elders to share what they considered important cultural 

knowledge, and in that sense, this was truly an endeavor created by and for the tribe, a 

part of the larger Historical Committee effort to gather Mohican history and make it more 

accessible to Mohican tribal members.18 The elders who participated in this video series 

were also intentional about including these cultural practices, important cultural stories, 

and memories of their language, perhaps in part because this was a community-led 

project whose audience would primarily be future generations of the Mohican Nation. 

These elders knew that their stories would become important records for younger tribal 

members, and indeed the topic almost every one of them emphasized was the importance 

of learning tribal history and culture. Aught Coyhis did so by explaining what he doesn’t 

know about his grandparents, using his lack of knowledge to make a case for his own 

grandchildren and the grandchildren of others to learn more about their heritage.19 In a 

similar manner, Elaine Jacobi stressed that she had to do a lot of research later in life to 

learn about her culture and heritage. She argued that children need to understand where 

they come from much earlier than she did and hoped that the “Hear Our Stories” project 

                                                
18 “Elder Interview Project,” n.d., Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI.  
19 Coyhis, Hear Our Stories.  
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was a way to do this.20 Nearly half of the elders interviewed expressed similar sentiments, 

communicating the importance of Mohican history and their urgency to pass their 

knowledge to the next generation.21  

Many of the elders also made a point to include advice for future generations, and 

a topic many of them covered was community politics. Elders like Aught Coyhis and 

others specifically addressed the need to reform the Mohican Constitution, urging the 

next generations of Mohicans to think about enrollment beyond blood quantum so that 

more Mohican descendants could officially become tribal members.  Indeed, many of 

these elders had undoubtedly already started passing this knowledge and advice on to 

their children and grandchildren orally but recording their stories within the oral history 

project was another way of ensuring their histories and their knowledge were recorded 

and passed on.  

The Historical Committee also prioritized passing knowledge onto younger 

generations within their larger goals. With the “Memoir-izing Our Mohican Lives” 

project, younger members of the tribe were responsible for gathering as well as 

transcribing the interviews from elders. Likewise, the initial goals of the “Hear Our 

Stories” project included “hav[ing] them [younger tribal members] practice interviewing, 

listening, and learning from an elder” and younger tribal members therefore participated 

                                                
20 Jacobi, Hear Our Stories.  
21 Earl Plass, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, 
(Bowler, WI, 2009); Beverly Herring and Dorothy Kriha, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican 
Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 2009); Robert Jacobs, interview by the Stockbridge-
Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 2009);  Douglas Marr, interview 
by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 2009);   
Martin, Hear Our Stories; Ernie and Virgil Murphy, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican 
Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 2009).  
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in both the taping and the final production of DVDs. In these ways, the oral history 

projects the Mohican Nation has initiated not only served as key vehicles for collecting 

Mohican history and preserving it for future generations, they are also tangible ways to 

teach younger tribal members the importance of oral history, cultural knowledge, and 

tribal history. As Portelli argues, the interviewers undoubtedly influence the shape and 

content of these interviews. However, in the hands of tribal members who work to 

preserve and pass on tribal knowledge, these projects become key types of Mohican 

archival activism that reshape the collection of Mohican oral histories.  

 

Changing the Narratives of History as We Know Them   
 
Oral history has long been used to reconstruct histories that have been marginalized or 

erased. For example, as Kevin P. Murphy, Jennifer Pierce, and Jason Ruiz argue, oral 

histories are uniquely suited for queer history in the sense that they seek to “interpret the 

uneven and contradictory social and political histories of marginalized subjects.”22 In a 

similar way, tribal oral history projects have also been important for creating new 

primary sources of historical periods where few recorded Indian stories exist. As William 

Bauer has argued in the context of the oral history project he conducted in his own 

community, oral histories provide new ways to understand concepts like Indian work and 

labor in a way that existing archival collections cannot. He writes that “Government 

agents often noted that Indians worked but rarely provided the intimate details and rich 

                                                
22 Murphy, Pierce, and Ruiz, “What Makes Queer Oral History Different,” 5.  



 

 94 

descriptions of work that one finds in oral histories.”23 In this way, the new stories he 

collected shed light on labor conditions and work in conjunction with tribal identity and 

community practices among his own nation, the Round Valley Indian Tribes (a 

confederation of the Yuki, Wailacki, Concow, Little Lake Pomo, Nomlacki, and Pit River 

tribes). Bauer used these sources to construct a new narrative about Round Valley work 

and labor from the mid-nineteenth to mid-twentieth century, narrating economic 

sovereignty, community formation, and survival.24  

In a similar manner, the Mohican oral history projects have each created new 

sources that enrich and at times challenge existing narratives about Mohican history, as 

well as offer new insights for future narratives that have yet to be written. In the “Hear 

Our Stories” video series, many of the elders discussed their experiences serving in the 

military, as well as their daily lives on the reservation as they endured continued 

discrimination and land theft throughout the twentieth century. For example, while 

Robert Jacobs explained how identifying as an Indian in the military landed him latrine 

duty, Aught Coyhis remembered that everyone in his military unit called him “Chief.”25 

Alfred Miller remembered restaurants in town he could not enter because he was 

American Indian, while Bruce and Dorothy Davids explained how their family lost their 

                                                
23 William Bauer, “Oral History,” in Sources and Methods in Indigenous Studies, ed. Chris Andersen and 
Jean M. O’Brien (London and New York: Routledge, 2017), 161. 
24 William Bauer, We Were All Like Migrant Workers Here: Work, Community, and Memory on 
California’s Round Valley Reservation 1850-1941 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 
2009).  
25 Jacobs, Hear Our Stories; Coyhis, Hear Our Stories. For more military experiences see: Clarence 
Chicks, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, 
WI, 2009); Little, Hear Our Stories. For more experiences of discrimination see: Little, Hear Our Stories; 
Martin, Hear Our Stories.	
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land—the bank refused to take their father’s money to pay the taxes, demanding that he 

give up his land instead.26  

Many elders also discussed federal policies explicitly, creating new first-hand 

testimonies of these historical periods that will undoubtedly influence future narratives. 

For example, while much literature on American Indian Relocation policy exists, few 

sources exist that cover the Mohican nation during this time period. In the “Hear Our 

Stories” series, many of the elders discussed how they or their families were affected by 

official Relocation policy, as well as the more general push to move Indians off 

reservations. Leona Bowan recalled how she cleaned homes in Green Bay, a city sixty 

miles southeast of the reservation.27 Clarence Chicks relayed a similar narrative, 

describing his move to Milwaukee to find a job. Though Milwaukee is 175 miles 

southeast of the reservation, Clarence and others like Doug Miller also narrated their 

regular trips back to the reservation, “since that was home.”28 Like so many others, 

Dorothy Davids described her family’s move to Sturgeon Bay so they could all work in 

the shipyards, 100 miles east of the reservation.29 Fae Church, who was forced to move 

away from the reservation to attend a school that could meet her needs as a visually 

                                                
26 Alfred Miller, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, 
(Bowler, WI, 2009); B. Davids, Hear Our Stories.	
27 Bowman, Hear Our Stories. 
28 Chicks, Hear Our Stories. For similar narratives see: B. Davids, Hear Our Stories; Doug and Chenda 
Miller, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, 
WI, 2009). 
29 D. Davids, Hear Our Stories.  For more stories of relocation and movement see: Miller, Doug and 
Chenda, Hear Our Stories; Patricia Miller, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical 
Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 2009). 
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impaired child, also communicated a history of labor, describing how her mother did 

bead work for white clientele to earn money in their new home.30  

While to some these stories may seem to narrate mundane details of daily life, 

they are each a new source that testifies to indigenous work, movement, and continued 

ties to place in the mid-twentieth century.31 As Aroha Harris argues, life histories such as 

these “provide illuminating sources that can be read with and against the conventional 

archives and manuscripts.” As she argues in the context of her work on Maori 

communities, those who write Maori history typically depend on these existing archives 

and manuscripts that do not include or prioritize the voices of individual Maori. Harris 

asserts that her interview with her grandmother  

shed important light on historical understandings of Maori during a period 
of unpredictable change. It [her interview] shows the ongoing relevance of 
the home community even as its population moved away, and pitches 
Maori as engaging intellectually with the policies and circumstances of the 
time in way that gave weight to Maori ways of being. The picture it 
provides is fruitful and particularized, showing the unprecedented 
demographic change that characterized the period as complex and 
nuanced, and not necessarily the lineal, permanent and irreversible process 
that the history books usually depict.32  
 

In the same way, these Mohican oral history projects record life memories of work and 

labor that can be read with and against existing narratives. Together, they create a 

                                                
30 Fae Church, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, 
(Bowler, WI, 2009). 
31 I am basing this in an argument William Bauer has made, where he asserts that while oral histories, 
particularly the stories of daily lives “may appear mundane; taken together they stitch together an American 
Indian collective memory.” See: Bauer, “Oral History,” 160.	
32 Aroha Harris, “History with Nana: Family, Life, and the Spoken Source,” in Sources and Methods in 
Indigenous Studies, ed. Chris Andersen and Jean M. O’Brien (London and New York: Routledge, 2017), 
133.  
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collective memory of American Indian labor that has the potential to inspire new 

narratives of Mohican survival and resiliency in the 20th century.33  

Likewise, these indigenous histories also create new sources that capture the felt 

experiences of individuals, further informing future understandings and narrations of 

indigenous history. While many have criticized oral history projects for being subjective, 

unreliable, or unfinished, Alessandro Portelli argues that this is precisely what makes 

them such powerful methods for recording stories.34 Indeed, while indigenous oral 

histories do provide new sources with which we can re-write dominant narratives of 

Native history, Murphy, Pierce, and Ruiz have argued that the strength of oral history 

projects lies not in their ability to examine historical truth, but rather, their capacity to 

“reveal how narrators make meaning out of their lives, memories, and stories.”35  In that 

sense, oral histories capture the feelings and emotions of narrators, which Dian Million 

argues should be framed as “culturally mediated knowledges” for indigenous peoples.36   

  Relatedly, as Ann Cvetkovich writes, oral histories also have the “radical 

potential…to document lost histories and histories of loss,” both of which are certainly 

captured in the scope of recording the emotions and feelings of elders in the Mohican oral 

history projects.37  In addition to histories of movement and labor, one of the other topics 

that nearly every elder discussed was their parents’ experiences in boarding schools, the 

time they spent in local Mission Schools, or their experiences in the public school 

                                                
33 For more on the historical context of personal narratives see: Maynes, Pierce, and Laslett, Telling Stories.  
34 Portelli, “What Makes Oral Histories Different.”  
35 Murphy, Pierce and Ruiz, “What Makes Queer Oral History Different,” 10. 
36 Million, “Felt Theory,” Wicazo Sa Review, 61.  
37 Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings, 166. 
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systems where they were often one of few Indian children. While some had positive 

experiences in these education systems, many communicated trauma, discrimination, and 

sadness. For example, in her testimony, Fae Church described the prejudice she 

experienced from teachers in a school far away from the reservation, as well as the 

bullying and jeering she endured from other children, who routinely “told her to go back 

where she belonged.”38 For Virgil Murphy, the schools near the reservation were not any 

better, where he was routinely ridiculed and called a “dirty Indian.” The prejudice he 

experienced was so severe that he was forced to withdraw from grade school and move to 

South Dakota to complete his education elsewhere.39 Robert Jacobs and Verna Johnson-

Miller noted that while they often asked their parents questions about their heritage, their 

parents refused to tell them anything because they had been forbidden to talk about their 

culture and learn about their Native heritage when they were in boarding school.40 Elders 

like Robert Little discussed their memories of the nearby Mission School, where they 

spent their recesses killing the bats in the attic.41  

The “Hear Our Stories” video series and other Mohican oral history projects that 

have recorded similar narratives of loss and trauma demonstrate the potential oral 

histories can hold. Unlike written documentation, oral history captures the changes in an 

interviewee’s tone, the pauses they take before discussing a memory that has affected 

their emotions. While some of these emotions translate when oral histories are written 

                                                
38 Church, Hear Our Stories. 
39 Murphys, Hear Our Stories. For similar stories of schools near the reservation see: Pecore, Hear Our 
Stories.  
40 Jacobs, Hear Our Stories; Verna Johnson-Miller, interview by the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican 
Historical Committee, Hear Our Stories, (Bowler, WI, 2009). 
41 Little, Hear Our Stories. For more examples of narratives of education see: Bowman, Hear Our Stories; 
Chicks, Hear Our Stories; Jacobs, Hear Our Stories; La Belle, Hear Our Stories.  
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down, others so not. Listening to these oral histories communicates felt histories in a way 

that other sources cannot. The “Hear Our Stories” series takes this one step further by 

taking videos of the interviews, rather than only oral recordings. In this format viewers 

encounter not only the words of the elders, but also their mannerisms, the objects some of 

them chose to share, and their facial expressions. Watching the videos becomes a very 

affective experience in that instead of reading about joy, trauma, and sadness throughout 

the lives of these elders, the audiences watch this narrative unfold on a screen. It is this 

affective portraiture, in conjunction with the powerful narratives the elders relay in their 

interviews, that makes these videos so moving for both tribal and non-tribal members. By 

sharing these narratives of work, education, and daily life, these videos provide new 

sources that visually communicate American Indian histories in a new way, and thus hold 

the potential for the creation of new narratives that center Mohican voices, emotions, and 

felt experiences.  

 

New Sources to Challenge Existing Narratives 
 
While these oral histories undoubtedly provide new sources for the production of future 

historical narratives, they also challenge and at times directly dispute existing narratives. 

For example, since these oral histories become new sources in the absence of significant 

documentation of boarding schools, mission schools, and public education from the 

perspectives of American Indian students, they enrich and may even challenge existing 

narratives about American Indian education. The new sources constituted by oral history 

projects such as these produce new historical sources about loss, cultural knowledge, and 
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American Indian federal policies that can, like other alternative oral histories of 

marginalized communities, “stand alongside the documents of the dominant culture in 

order to offer alternative modes of knowledge.”42 

 Yet in addition, oral histories can “provide[d] counter narratives that dispute 

misleading generalizations or refute universal claims,” which is precisely one of the main 

themes that emerges from the “Hear Our Stories” video series.43 Examining the title of 

the series alone, we immediately understand that the project is a clear assertion of the 

importance (and overwhelming absence) of American Indian voices in dominant 

narratives. Moreover, the video series ends with a final installment that features a 

compilation of numerous elders speaking around a single theme: “We Are Still Here.” In 

this video, the elders who spoke directly took aim at a common myth of Indian 

disappearance, a myth that affects tribal nations across the United States but has 

especially affected the Mohicans because of the popular novel-turned-blockbuster film 

“The Last of the Mohicans.” This video takes direct aim at the Last of the Mohicans 

myth, not only emphasizing survival by pointing to living elders who chose to participate 

in the video series, but also by asking them to respond to this common misrepresentation 

of their nation. Using the voices of elders, the final video is in itself, a new narrative of 

endurance, strength and survival.  

 In their own way, numerous elders directly oppose the myth of the Last of the 

Mohicans, emphasizing that their tribe has survived. Sheila (Miller) Powless expressed 

this sentiment succinctly, stating that for her, “it’s most important that people know that 

                                                
42 Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings, 8.  
43 Maynes, Pierce, and Laslett, Telling Stories, 1. 
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we are not the last of the Mohicans.”44 Doreen Metzger concurred, and added that she 

wants more information available to people about the Mohicans, as she feels the general 

public should have more knowledge about the tribe.45 This project then, as an important 

act of historical preservation and self-representation, enables the Mohicans to 

demonstrate that they have not only defied the predictions and assertions of their demise, 

but are a resilient American Indian nation that will continue to survive. 

In that sense, these oral history projects serve three important purposes. First, the 

video series is an important form of historical preservation in that it records tribal 

knowledge with the intent to preserve it for future generations. In these unique projects in 

which the tribe asserts sovereignty over the shape and form of the interviews, the 

Mohicans work to ensure their histories and the memories of their elders will never be 

forgotten. With each elder who shares their memories and relays their life stories, these 

projects have a second purpose in that new sources are created that lay the foundation for 

future narratives, in particular, narratives that will center Mohican voices, survival, and 

nationalism. By the laying the foundation for these new narratives, the Mohicans make a 

powerful claim for inclusion in narratives of their history, taking direct action to ensure 

that new histories written will no longer fail to include tribal perspectives and perpetuate 

false myths about their nation. In its third, more direct purpose, these oral history 

projects, in particular the “Hear Our Stories” series, take direct aim at existing 

misrepresentations in order to correct the myth of the “last of the Mohicans.” In different 

ways, each of these purposes demonstrate a unique type of Mohican archival activism, in 

                                                
44 Powless, Hear Our Stories. 
45 Metzger, Hear Our Stories.  
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which the Mohicans gather historical sources in order to change how their histories are 

produced in the future and formulate the conditions for new narratives of Mohican 

nationalism.  

 

An Archive of Memories 
 
After completion, the Historical Committee archived all of these oral history projects in 

the Arvid E. Miller Library/Museum on the Mohican reservation, a seemingly common-

sense decision that actually challenges best practices in oral history and gives the tribe 

unprecedented control over the dissemination and use of their historical sources. 

Typically, oral historians are encouraged to abide by the standard that “oral history 

interviews and related materials should be preserved, catalogued and made available for 

others to use in a suitable repository, such as a library, archive or historical society,” 

another reasonable expectation.46 Yet “suitable” can be a very subjective term, and for 

many historians who have conducted oral interviews in communities they are not a part 

of, “suitable” has meant placing oral histories in a large, public archive where 

“researchers” have easy access to them. These large, public archives are often significant 

distances from reservations, where certainly academic researchers with funding and 

travel expense reimbursement might have easier access to them, but tribal researchers, 

many who live on reservations and may not have access to such funds, do not. This is not 

always the case, and many outside historians do work closely with tribes to determine 

where they would like records deposited. However, by conducting the oral interviews 

                                                
46 Barb Sommer and Dominique Tobbell, “Oral History Workshop: How to Do Oral History” (Institute for 
Advanced Study, University of Minnesota, March 28, 2014). 
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themselves and choosing to keep the recordings of the interviews on the reservation, the 

Mohicans prioritize the needs of tribal members and researchers who live on or often 

return to the reservation, rather than those of outside researchers. Moreover, as Jo Ann 

Schedler articulated, “keeping the stories of our elders here [the Library/Museum] 

and…keeping the audio at the library is really important,” especially because “the youth 

come here to the Library and they tour,” often as a part of their school projects.47 This 

move facilitates the passing on of cultural knowledge to future generations that so many 

of the elders prioritized in their “Hear Our Stories” interviews. Like many other oral 

history projects, these interviews can then be used to “promote or celebrate a common 

identity—that is to say, a sense of community—within a particular social group,” which 

as Paula Hamilton and Linda Shopes argue, especially occurs “when a group or 

community has been silenced, threatened, or destroyed.” In these moments, “interviews, 

often invoking loss, thus become acts of survival”48  

Placing these recorded memories within the Mohican tribal archive also enriches 

the potential they hold for producing new narratives. As opposed to depositing them in an 

archive where they are some of the few Mohican sources, archiving these interviews in a 

repository where they are surrounded by centuries of other Mohican narratives makes 

them even more meaningful. They contribute to an existing tapestry of Mohican 

memories, felt experiences, and knowledge. For example, though the interviews of elders 

like Clarence Chicks, Aught Coyhis, and others who served in World War II could indeed 

                                                
47 J. Schedler, interview. 
48 Paula Hamilton and Linda Shopes “Recreating Identity and Community,” in Oral Histories and Public 
Memories, ed. Paula Hamilton and Linda Shopes (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2008), 103.  
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stand alone as new sources for American Indian participation in the 20th century U.S. 

military, placed within the Mohican tribal archive where they are surrounded by the 

records of other Mohican veterans throughout history, they contribute to a different, more 

expansive narrative that stretches across centuries and attests to Mohican participation in 

the U.S. military starting in the Revolutionary War. In a similar manner, Sheila (Miller) 

Powless used her “Hear Our Stories” interview to recall some of the first Tribal Council 

meetings after the Indian Reorganization Act that were held in her parents’ home. 

Powless narrated how she took notes at each of these meetings, intentionally keeping two 

sets of minutes so that one could be archived on the reservation while the other had to be 

sent to the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Alone, (Miller) Powless’s memories attest to early 

archiving efforts but archived with the actual minutes she took and the rest of her father 

and mother’s records from this time period, they enrich and bring new life to a much 

larger story about survival, activism, and Mohican nation-building. These and other 

historical sources recorded in these oral history projects constitute powerful testimonies 

in themselves, but placing them in the midst of a much larger archive that testifies to 

years of Mohican survival is an intentional political action. In the Mohican tribal archive, 

they are richer, and indeed, have the potential to contribute to new narratives of Mohican 

nationalism.  

 Archiving these records on the reservation also contributes to the larger Historical 

Committee goal to create the largest collection of Mohican materials available and thus 

make the Mohican reservation a place that is difficult for researchers of Mohican history 

to ignore. By building this collection and not making these oral histories available online, 



 

 105 

the Mohican Nation asserts sovereignty over their materials in the hope that researchers 

intending to use the content of the interviews must come to the reservation and build a 

relationship with community members. This pushes those who intend to use the 

interviews for research purposes to be in communication with the tribe, as it prevents 

them from accessing the interviews remotely. This was exemplified in 2009 when 

Charles Hornett, an instructor at Northeast Technical College in Wisconsin, requested to 

interview elders of the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Nation. From what I can find Mr. 

Hornett had no prior relationship with the tribe and the Committee had little indication of 

what his interviews would be about, where they would be placed, or what their purpose 

was. As a result, they decided that “it will be best if Mr. Hornett comes here to view our 

completed video tapes rather than be involved in this project.”49 While this demonstrates 

the Mohicans’ ability to deny requests for projects they feel do not serve their interests, it 

is important to note that instead of simply sending Mr. Hornett away, they invited him to 

submit questions that the Historical Committee could vet and then choose to include or 

not include in their own oral history projects, and come to the reservation to view the 

tapes once the “Hear Our Stories” project was finished. This demonstrates the tribe’s 

resolve to assert control over their own historical sources, but also to build relationships 

with those conducting research about their nation. Likewise, it shows their ability, given 

the existence of the numerous oral history projects they have already initiated, to change 

the way non-Mohican scholars produce Mohican history.  

                                                
49 “Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, "Meeting Minutes,” April 9, 2009.  
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 Does this mean then that historians who do not belong to the communities they 

work with cannot and should not conduct oral interviews? Yes and no. When I first began 

working with the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Nation in March 2011, I thought I would 

never nor should ever conduct oral interviews. As a non-Mohican and non-Native person, 

I believed it was not my place nor a responsible action given that I had never been to the 

Mohican reservation before March 2011. Over my spring break that year and over 

subsequent winter, spring, and summer breaks for my remaining undergraduate years, I 

drove to the reservation every day from my parents’ house, which is an hour and a half 

southeast of the reservation. Every day I watched and took notes on every video in the 

“Hear Our Stories” video series, conducted archival research in the Mohican tribal 

archive, and talked with the tribal archivists informally, listening and learning about over 

80 years of gathering research and creating an archive—the multi-pronged project I 

would eventually write this dissertation about. I wrote my undergraduate thesis about the 

“Hear Our Stories” project and decided to pursue a Ph.D. 

 In graduate school, I was able to return to the reservation more frequently with 

grant funding and a more flexible (albeit busier) schedule. I have tried to drive the four 

hours back to the reservation from Minneapolis every couple of months over the last five 

years, and typically plan my visits around Historical Committee meetings so that I can 

attend and listen, learn about, and contribute to the ongoing projects the committee is 

pursuing. For the first three years of my graduate research I maintained that I was not 

going to conduct oral interviews. The Mohican tribal archive is rich with first-hand 

testimonies and the interviews from the existing oral history projects the Historical 



 

 107 

Committee had already completed. Historical Committee members had asked if oral 

interviews were part of my research plan, and I routinely said no. However, as I built 

relationships with the Committee members, I admit that I grew more interested in 

conducting oral interviews. While the archival records told an intricate story about 

Mohican archival activism, the informal conversations I had with Historical Committee 

members over a number of years also revealed rich stories, life histories that I thought 

could highlight the emotional labor and felt experiences that come with the kind of 

historical preservation work the Committee had engaged in.  

Still, I was uneasy about conducting interviews and waited until I felt I was ready 

to ask the Historical Committee’s permission to do so. Then in 2016, I was at a Historical 

Committee meeting and a Committee member asked me if I was going to conduct 

interviews. I responded that I had thought about it and would like to but would only do so 

if the Committee agreed and thought it would be beneficial. She looked at me and said, 

“You know, I think writing about this archive and this Committee without talking to the 

people who created is like watching and writing about ants on an anthill.”50 I agreed with 

her, and in turn asked the rest of the Committee who was present how they would feel 

about a new oral history project, one that documented the labor and history of collecting 

Mohican historical materials and building the archive and museum. They agreed with her 

and those who were interested in being interviewed gave me their contact information. In 

standard oral history projects, the interviewer holds the copyright on the interviews they 

conduct, another “best practice” that often leaves tribal communities without control over 

                                                
50 Sheila (Miller) Powless, informal conversation with author and other Historical Committee members, 
2016.  
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their own histories. I suggested that in order for the interviews to be available to tribal 

members and owned by the tribe, I would sign a copyright transfer and deed of gift form 

upon the completion of the project, ensuring that the tribe, rather than I, has control over 

who the interviews are accessible to and how they are stored. They agreed, and I worked 

with the Mohican Legal Department to draft these forms.  

 I do not pretend to believe that the interviews I have conducted are the same as 

the previous projects where tribal members controlled the interview questions and shaped 

the progression of the interviews based on their positions and reactions as tribal members. 

The Historical Committee members I interviewed still spoke, as Portelli argues, “to the 

historian, with the historian and, inasmuch as the material is published, through the 

historian.”51 And yet, I still believe that the interviews I have conducted are powerful new 

sources that attest to the activist elements of assembling a tribal archive. The contents of 

my interviews with Leah Miller and Jo Ann Schedler are woven into the other chapters of 

this dissertation. Placed alongside the actions of the Historical Committee these 

testimonies form a portrait of the labor required to build a community archive. In their 

reflections on the emotional toll of going through documents that concurrently show loss 

as well as survival, these memories communicate the felt experiences of indigenous 

archival activism.52 By narrating the role these Historical Committee members have 

played in trips to Mohican ancestral homelands, reclaiming stolen items from non-Native 

museums, creating new museum exhibits, and numerous other projects, these interviews 

catalogue the methods of the Mohican Historical Committee and produce a picture of just 

                                                
51 Portelli, “What Makes Oral Histories Different,” 56.	
52 For example, see: L. Miller, interview.   
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how many initiatives they have undertaken in its fifty years. Like the elders interviewed 

in the tribally-initiated Mohican oral history projects, Committee members like Jo Ann 

Schedler stressed the importance of passing this history of activism on to future 

generations, urging that “we need our children to be proud, to be educated, because it’s so 

difficult to feel like you’re in between two nations.”53 These interviews are crucial for our 

understanding of the labor, motivations, and emotions within indigenous archival 

activism. They show us they felt experiences of Mohican Historical Committee members 

and reveal how these historical project impact individual tribal members.  

This oral history project will never be the same as the oral history projects 

initiated and executed by Mohican tribal members, and yet, if non-Native scholars 

recognize the power dynamics within oral history, we can potentially create projects that 

relegate some of that power to the communities being interviewed. In these projects, 

testimonies are not taken from communities and made available to wider audiences but 

are controlled by and remain accessible to tribal nations themselves. Placed within the 

Mohican tribal archive, I hope this new oral history project will testify to the years of 

Mohican archival activism, lay the foundation for new narratives the center these voices, 

and inspire future generations of Mohicans, just as the existing Mohican oral history 

projects have undoubtedly already done.  

 
Conclusion  
 
Oral histories have the radical potential to change the way we understand history. They 

provide new sources through which we can re-examine existing narratives. They are 

                                                
53 J. Schedler, interview. 
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affective, documenting the felt experiences of history in a way that few other forms of 

recorded history can. Finally, they provide new sources that lay the foundations for new 

narratives. As I discussed previously, the two most recent Mohican oral history projects 

were completed in large part with the help of younger tribal members. In the “Memoir-

izing Our Mohican Lives” project, youth were not only responsible for recording the 

interviews, but also for typing the transcripts. The youth were only instructed to type the 

interviews word for word, but instead, many of them processed the histories as they were 

typing, commenting on and inserting their own reflections about the stories these elders 

had communicated to them, as well as their feelings about conducting the histories. For 

example, Trisha Williams and Dan Terrio wrote that talking with elder Priscilla Church 

was an experience that “left us in awe,” while Amanda Miller wrote that her interview 

with Roger Cuish made her realize “how much our elders mean to the community.”54 

These younger tribal members began creating new narratives from the first moments that 

they interacted with the recordings, revealing the potential oral histories such as these 

have to spark new interpretations of history and belonging. The combination of these 

elders’ stories and the youth reflections were published as multi-generational 

collaborative narratives in a physical booklet that is now available in the Arvid E. Miller 

Library. As the booklet describes, these new narratives are "a bridge constructed across 

the generations" that show the potential these new histories hold.55  

                                                
54 Youth of the Mohican Nation, Stories, 4-11.  
55 Ibid., 20.  
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 Oral histories hold the potential to develop new narratives regardless of who 

conducts the interviews and who maintains the records. Indeed, in both tribally-initiated 

oral history projects and projects where tribes have very little control, there are numerous 

examples where Native peoples have exercised self-agency to dictate the terms of 

interviews or narrated histories that challenged existing sources.56 However, creating new 

sources that have the potential to inform new narratives of indigenous nationalism and 

                                                
56 For example, in an oral history project initiated by Parks Canada with the Carcross-Tagish First Nation, 
Parks Canada attempted to gather oral histories from indigenous peoples that would show an “Indian side” 
to a story about the Klondike Gold Rush. Instead, Carcross-Tagish community members “put forward a 
parallel historical narrative describing their long use of the area and their connection to it as ‘home.’ The 
narratives emphasized the Carcross-Tagish peoples’ ongoing use of their territory connected to their 
cultural identity, and asserted their ownership of these lands, using the project to “challenge a national 
understanding of the historical significance of the Chilkoot Trail.” Historian William Bauer also describes 
that when he conducted oral interviews with his own grandmother, who like him is a member of the Round 
Valley Indian Tribes, she refused to be recorded, asserting her choice to maintain control over her own 
words. See: David Neufeld, “Parks Canada, the Commemoration of Canada, and Northern Aboriginal Oral 
History,” in Hamilton and Shopes, Oral History and Public Memories,160; Bauer, “Oral History.”  

Figure 11: Sterling Schreiber and Donavan Malone interview Leonard Welch as a part of the 
“Memoir-izing Our Mohican Lives” Project. Photo courtesy of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum.  
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survival is significantly more likely when American Indian Nations maintain control over 

the shape and content of the interviews, or when at the very least these projects are 

conducted in consultation with American Indian nations with their interests in mind. The 

collection of Mohican oral histories by the Mohican Historical Committee is a purposeful 

move that allows the Mohicans to not only expand their archive and prioritize the 

testimonies of their community members, but also assert sovereignty over where those 

testimonies are archived and who has access to them. In these projects, the Mohicans 

undermine many of the standard power dynamics in most oral history projects conducted 

within the scope of a larger research project, and instead, record the testimonies of tribal 

members with tribal intentions in mind. As one of the elders who participated in the 

“Memoir-izing Our Mohican Lives” project emphasized, "to know our history is to know 

ourselves."57 These oral histories preserve the memories and histories of tribal elders in 

the Mohican tribal archive and in doing so, produce the conditions for tribal members on 

the reservation to enrich their cultural identity and sense of belonging, as well as create 

new narratives that emphasize Mohican survival. 

                                                
57 Youth of the Mohican Nation, Stories. 	
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Chapter 3: Indigenous Self-Representation of Material Culture: The Politics of 
Repatriation 

 
The Bible and Communion set represent “a widespread effort by tribes throughout the 
United States to transfer sacred Indian heirlooms from museums to Indian tribes.”1 –

Molly Miller, Historical Committee member 
 

In 1951, Jim and Grace Davids traveled from Wisconsin to the east coast of the United 

States to see the homelands of their ancestors. Jim was an enrolled member of the 

Stockbridge-Munsee Band of Mohicans, while Grace was from the nearby Oneida 

reservation.2 On their trip, they stopped in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, where Jim’s 

ancestors lived for twenty-five years in the 18th century as a part of the Stockbridge 

mission settlement led by Reverend John Sergeant.3 Today, the Mission House, where 

Sergeant and his family lived from 1734-1749, still stands and is open daily for tours.  

While visiting the museum, Jim and Grace were surprised to recognize a 200-

year-old two-volume Bible set and a four-piece pewter Communion set4 that had 

previously been held on the Mohican reservation in Wisconsin. Although it had been a 

while since Jim and Grace had seen the objects in person, it was not until they traveled to 

Stockbridge that they even realized they were missing from the reservation. Most tribal 

                                                
1 “Bible, Communion Set Stays at Stockbridge Mission House Until Court Says Otherwise,” October 30, 
1975, Series 4, Box 3, Tribal Affairs, Stockbridge Indian Collection, Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, 
MA. 
2 Dorothy W. Davids, "Brief History of The Stockbridge Bibles: A Stockbridge-Munsee Perspective," April 
1, 1981), Historical Records, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Enrollment information from a phone conversation 
with Molly Miller, September 11, 2015. 
3 Shirley Dunn, The Mohican World 1680-1750 (Fleischmanns, New York: Purple Mountain Press, 2000). 
4 Throughout this chapter the Bible and Communion set are referred to in a number of different ways. 
Because the Bibles are two volumes of a single Bible, they are sometimes referred to as “Bibles” and 
sometimes referred to as “Bible” depending on the document. Also, between the years 1975 when the tribe 
requested the Bible and Communion set be returned, and 1991 when the Bible was repatriated, some of the 
letters refer only to the Bible and not the Communion set. In some cases, the author is really only referring 
to the Bible, while in other cases we can assume they are referring to both the Bible and Communion set 
but shortened it to simply “Bibles.”  
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members had heard about the Bible and Communion set from elders, but few had seen 

them in person. Most assumed they were in a safe place on or near the reservation but 

would not have guessed that they had been taken from central Wisconsin. Regardless of 

the initial shock that the Bible and Communion set were no longer on the reservation, the 

question remained: how had the items ended up in Stockbridge, and what could the 

Mohicans do to get them back?5 

In the fifty-five years following Jim and Grace’s discovery of the items, the 

Mohicans began to strategize, and then formally asked that the Mission House Museum 

return the Bible and Communion set to the Mohican people. What started as a request, 

however, would become an all-out battle for possession and control. While a word like 

“battle” may seem extreme in regard to retrieving objects, I use this and similar terms 

because the immense struggle the Mohicans engaged in was multi-pronged, required 

extensive labor and resources, and took more than three decades following their formal 

request. Their fight is representative of the many obstacles American Indian nations 

continue to face when attempting to reclaim their sacred items from non-Native public 

history institutions. When the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act 

(NAGPRA) passed in 1990, tribes gained significantly more authority to retrieve sacred 

objects. However, as I discuss later in this chapter, the law still relegates significant 

power to museums and other federally-funded institutions, and many tribes, including the 

Mohicans, continue to face numerous obstacles when it comes to retrieving sacred items 

and human remains.   

                                                
5 Davids, "Brief History of The Stockbridge Bibles"; Dorothy Davids to Daniel Mandell, February 14, 
1983, Box #5, Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
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In this chapter, I begin by focusing on the fight the Mohicans waged to retrieve 

their Bible and Communion Set in order to illustrate the significant barriers many tribes 

faced both before and after NAGPRA and demonstrate the importance of tribal archival 

collections in surmounting these barriers. Additionally, focusing on this battle reveals 

how the rights of indigenous nations to possess and represent their own sacred items has 

been mired in paternalism since the beginning of European colonization. White collectors 

who stole objects assumed that American Indians would disappear and items would thus 

be lost, and as we will see in the story to come, many museums have repeatedly refused 

to return items based on racist anxieties that tribes could not care for them. I then turn to 

the obstacles that the tribe continues to face in retrieving sacred items, especially those 

that are unearthed during development processes. Even with NAGPRA, the fights waged 

by tribes to possess their own human remains, sacred items, and cultural objects 

continues. Yet in spite of these difficulties, retrieving sacred items and objects is a key 

part of Mohican archival activism in that their return contributes to a growing collection 

of previously scattered sources and gives the Mohicans increased control over how 

narratives of Mohican history are presented using these objects.  

Native items collected and displayed in non-Native museums have long been used 

by scholars to create narratives about American Indian nations, positioning the items 

displayed as relics of a now-dead culture. In this vein, I end this chapter by focusing on 

what happens when these items are returned to tribes and added to their archival 

collections. While some are buried, destroyed, or used in tribal cultural practices, I 

especially focus on repatriated items that are displayed in tribally-run museums, 
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connecting repatriation efforts to the larger goal of changing how Mohican history is 

represented. In shifting the representations of Mohican history from the non-Native 

institutions that previously held these items back to the Mohicans themselves, I argue that 

the retrieval of these items is a political action, a key part of Mohican archival activism 

that allows the tribe to control how their histories are collected and displayed. By 

retrieving these items, the Mohicans are able to present new narratives of Mohican 

nationalism in their own spaces.  I focus on the labor tribes undertake and the difficulties 

they encounter when retrieving items as well as the decisions they make about how and if 

these items are displayed when they are returned to paint a picture of repatriation pre- and 

post-NAGPRA, arguing that retrieving Native historical material culture is a key type of 

Native political action.   

 

The Mohican Bible and Communion Set  
 
While a Bible and Communion set may not immediately be perceived as sacred or 

cultural Indian objects, these items and their place on the Mohican reservation was and 

continues to be a critical issue for the Mohican people.  Material culture theory suggests 

that groups of people can have myriad attachments to objects based on their cultural 

background, status, and education.6 In that sense, different individual Mohicans perceive 

the Bible and Communion set as important for different reasons. While some find their 

importance chiefly related to Christianity, for others, they are important because they 

connect the Mohicans to a specific historical time period. As Historical Committee 

                                                
6 Michelle A. Hamilton, Collections and Objections: Aboriginal Material Culture in Southern Ontario 
(Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2010), 11. 
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member Dorothy Davids noted, “The Bible links the old people to us today . . . A lot of 

sweat and spirit is there . . . The Bible is a chance to bring us together.”7 Given the 

sacredness of these items, the desire to return them to the Mohican reservation and 

represent their history in the Mohican tribal museum was paramount. As Amy Lonetree 

argues “Objects in museums are living entities . . . Every engagement with objects in 

museum cases or collection rooms should begin with this core recognition. We are not 

just looking at interesting pieces. In the presence of objects from the past, we are 

privileged to stand as witnesses to living entities.”8 The importance of living entities such 

as these mandates that American Indian nations should not only have the right to possess 

these objects but also choose how and if they are displayed in museums. 

 

A Case of Missing Objects: History of the Bible and Communion Set  
 
Mohican homelands were part of an extensive indigenous network of diplomacy and 

waterways, even after Europeans arrived on the Algonquian coast.9 Yet as the European 

presence in Algonquian and Iroquois homelands grew, the Mohicans, like many other 

indigenous peoples, were removed. One of the first significant changes in Mohican 

lifeways occurred when the Mohicans agreed to the establishment of a Christian mission 

in their village Wnahktukuk in 1735, what Lisa Brooks calls, “an experiment in 

cooperative living between Natives and colonists.”10 As Linford D. Fisher argues, Indian 

                                                
7 Margaret E. Guthrie, “The Return of a Pious Gift,” The Milwaukee Journal, June 2, 1991, 
Historical Records, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
8 Lonetree, Decolonizing Museums, xv.  
9 Brooks, The Common Pot.  
10 Ibid. Again here, I have chose to rely on the spelling found on the Mohican tribal website rather than the 
spellings Brooks uses: Mohican Nation, "Origin and Early History." 
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nations had numerous reasons for accepting missionization projects, and it is imperative 

that we do not overlook the “broader social and cultural contexts” of these decisions.11 

For the Mohicans, accepting a mission at Wnahktukuk was primarily influenced by the 

desire for Mohican children to learn to read and write in English.12 The mission was led 

by John Sergeant, who renamed the village Stockbridge. As more tribes began to join the 

Mohicans here, it became not only a mission but also a significant meeting place that 

fostered ongoing diplomatic relationships between the Mohicans, the English, the 

Mohawks, and the Abenakis.13 In other words, the mission at Stockbridge played a 

significant role in Mohican history, and this place remains important to the Mohicans as 

not only their Wnahktukuk, but also a place that fostered literacy, diplomatic relations, 

and peace in the Housatonic River Valley.14  

It was also at Stockbridge that the Mohicans acquired the gold-lettered two-

volume Bible set. (The Communion set was not given at the same time; the tribe acquired 

it when they lived in upstate New York in the early 1800s).15 In 1745, Francis Ayscough, 

the chaplain, or spiritual advisor to the Prince of Wales heard of the mission at 

                                                
11 Linford D. Fisher, The Indian Great Awakening: Religion and the Shaping of Native Cultures in Early 
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 8.  
12 Ibid., 47.  
13 Brooks, The Common Pot, 44-48. 
14 For more on this period of Mohican history and the mission at Stockbridge see: Shirley Dunn, The 
Mohicans and Their Land 1609-1730 (Fleischmanns: Purple Mountain Press, 1994); Patrick Frazier, The 
Mohicans of Stockbridge (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994); Dunn, The Mohican World, 
Shirley Dunn, The River Indians: Mohicans Making History (Fleischmanns: Purple Mountain press, 2009); 
Drew Lopenzina, Red Ink: Native Americans Picking Up the Pen in the Colonial Period (Albany: SUNY 
Press, 2012); David J. Silverman, Red Brethren: The Brothertown and Stockbridge Indians and the 
Problem of Race in Early America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2010); Rachel Wheeler, To Live Upon 
Hope: Mohicans and Missionaries in the Eighteenth-Century Northeast (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2013; Hilary E. Wyss, English Letters and Indian Literacies: Reading, Writing, and New England 
Missionary Schools, 1750-1830 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 
15 Timothy McKeown, “Notice of Intent to Repatriate a Cultural Item: The Trustees of  
Reservations, Beverly, MA,” Memorandum, February 2, 2006, Historical Records, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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Stockbridge and was captivated. He decided to give the congregation of Indians the two-

volume Bible set, which was the same edition of the Bible the Prince would use at his 

coronation.16 Ayscough inscribed the first volume with instructions on the care of the 

Bible, writing:  

To the used [sic] of the Congregation of Indians, at or near Houstonnoc in 
a vast wilderness part of New England; who are at present, under the 
Voluntary Care and Instruction of the Learned and Religious Dr. John 
Sergeant, and is to remain in the use of the Successors of those Indians, 
from generation to Generation; as a testimony of the said Doctor’s Great 
Regard for the Salvation of their souls  
London. 31st day of December, 174517  

 
The Mohicans cherished the Bible as a sacred religious item and also a treasured gift. The 

Mohicans and other Algonquians often see gift giving as a gesture of alliance and even a 

way of binding relationships.18 Though there is no official agreement suggested in the 

inscription of the Bible, Asycough likely meant the gift as a gesture of good will, and 

since the gift was given in the midst of King George’s War, potentially a subtle gesture of 

peace and alliance. Likewise, as Kevin McBride argues, Native communities often 

perceived Bibles as powerful objects, even though they were outside their own spiritual 

traditions.19 In the context of missionization and as a historical object, the Bible was and 

continues to be important to the Mohicans for myriad reasons. 

                                                
16 Davids, "Brief History of The Stockbridge Bibles.” 
17 Ibid.	
18 Witgen, An Infinity of Nations.   
19 Kevin A. McBride, “Bundles, Bears, and Bibles: Interpreting Seventeenth Century Native ‘Texts,’” in 
Early Native Literacies in New England: A Documentary and Critical Anthology. Kristinia Bross and 
Hilary E. Wyss, eds. (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2008), 137. For more on the importance 
of Bibles to Native communities in early New England see: Phillip Round, Removable Type: Histories of 
the Book in Indian Country, 1663-1880 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2010); Ann 
Marie Plane, “’to subscribe unto GODS BOOK’: The Bible as Material Culture in Seventeenth-Century 
New England Colonialism,” J Bible Recept 3 no. 2 (2016): 303-329.   
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Figure 12: The two-volume Bible and four-piece pewter Communion set. Photo courtesy of the Arvid E. 
Miller Library-Museum. 

 

As the Mohicans were forced to move west beyond what is now New York 

beginning in the early 1800s, they carried their Bible and Communion set with them in an 

oak chest they built and kept them on the reservation until the mid-twentieth century. 

Many of the Mohicans maintained their Christian traditions throughout these removals 

and, according to tribal member Elaine M. Jacobi, the Bible and Communion set were 

“preserved, and always placed on the altar wherever they [the Mohicans] settled in a new 

home and a new church.”20 However, in the early twentieth century, numerous non-

Native churches and museums began to inquire about how they could acquire the items. 

                                                
20 Elaine M. Jacobi, “Our Great Spirit, Mohican Creator, ‘Putahmowus.’” Reflections on the Waters That 
Are Never Still, Mark Shaw, (Saline, MI: McNaughton & Gunn, 2015), 46. 
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As one newspaper noted, “An effort has been made to place the volume in a library 

without success” and  “The Indians have turned down offers [to sell the Bible] of several 

thousand dollars on several occasions.”21 Still, the tribe, and especially Jamison Quinney, 

the tribal leader who was charged with caring for the items, worked to keep the Bible 

within the tribe.22 In spite of their efforts, the Mohicans were not able to prevent their 

Bible and Communion set from being stolen by insidious white collectors, and the story 

that follows reveals the paternalistic assumptions that motivated this theft.  

In March 1929, Jamison Quinney, the tribal leader responsible for caring for the 

items, passed away, leaving the Bible and Communion set under the care of his wife, Ella 

Quinney, in their home on the reservation. It was at this time that a local religious leader, 

Reverend Frederick G. Westfall, illegally entered the Quinney home while Ella was away 

and seized the Bible and Communion set.23 Westfall was the leader of the John Sergeant 

Memorial Church, a congregation located near the Mohican reservation in Wisconsin. 

Though it was named after the same missionary who led the Mohicans in Stockbridge, 

MA, it was not founded by the tribe, and sources suggest the church’s congregation was 

largely non-Indian.24 Still, since few tribal members belonged to the church, and since the 

items in question were Christian, Westfall paternalistically assumed that the safest, and 

most logical place for them would be his congregation.  

                                                
21 “Has 198 Year Old Bible at Presbyterv [sic] Session” The Milwaukee Sentinel, October 1915, Folder 20, 
Box 4, Stockbridge Indian Collection, Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, MA.  
22 Davids, “Brief History of The Stockbridge Bibles.” 
23 Frederick Westfall to Ruth Gaines, January 31, 1930, Mission House Stewardship Files, Archives and 
Research Center (hereafter cited as ARC), Sharon, MA. 
24 Davids, “Brief History of The Stockbridge Bibles.” 
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1929 was also the year that Reverend Westfall began corresponding with three 

women on the East Coast, each of whom is crucial to understanding the ultimate sale of 

the Bible and Communion set. In October of 1929, Revered Westfall replied to a letter 

from a Virginia Baughman, a resident of Berkshire, Massachusetts who was interested in 

learning more about the Mohicans.25 Westfall indicated that the Mohicans did indeed 

have the historic Bible set she asked about and that he had placed it, along with a pewter 

Communion set, in a bank vault in Shawano, Wisconsin, about thirty miles east of the 

Mohican reservation.26 Within weeks of Baughman’s letter, Westfall also received a 

letter from a Mabel Choate, an acquaintance of Baughman’s who was assembling a 

museum about Stockbridge, Massachusetts and was interested in historical items related 

to the Mohicans and Sergeant.27 Over the next six months, Choate continued to 

correspond with Westfall and worked to acquire Mohican items for her museum. She 

even paid Ruth Gaines, who was employed by the Heye Foundation’s Museum of the 

American Indian in New York City, to travel to Wisconsin in November 1929 to see what 

other items the Mohicans might be willing to sell. Gaines also corresponded with 

Westfall during this time and bought items on behalf of Choate and the Museum of the 

American Indian. Between November 1929 and May 1930, Choate and Gaines purchased 

photographs of the Bible and Communion set, papers from a Mohican tribal member, a 

                                                
25 Baughman indicates in an earlier letter to Mabel Choate that her cousin previously taught the Stockbridge 
Indians in Wisconsin. He is likely the one who informed her of the Bible set and Communion set. See 
Virginia Baughman to Mabel Choate, August 6, 1929, Folder 16, Box 1, Mabel Choate Papers, ARC, 
Sharon, MA; Frederick Westfall to Virginia Baughman, October 22, 1929, Mabel Choate Papers, ARC, 
Sharon, MA.   
26 Westfall to Baughman, October 22, 1929. 
27 Mabel Choate to Frederick Westfall, October 31, 1929, Folder 58, Box 2, Mabel Choate Papers, ARC, 
Sharon, MA.  
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book that included “Cherokee characters,” a beaded necklace, baskets, photographs and 

daguerreotypes of tribal members, two kettles, a cornucopia, and deerskin leggings. They 

also purchased a bowl, a pipe, a cane, and a brass bell that all belonged to tribal leader 

John W. Quinney. Some of these objects ended up in the Mission House Museum, while 

others went to the Museum of the American Indian in New York where they remain to 

this day.  

Both Gaines and Choate corresponded with Westfall during this period and 

indeed used his perceived influence with the Mohicans in their quest to collect items.28 In 

one letter Gaines noted that “Mr. Westfall told me that the Indians would believe 

anything he told them, and do as he told them. If so, he can tell them that we aim to be 

the living point of contact between the histories of our people; that we are in a sense the 

logical guardians of your Indian treasures.”29 In that sense, Westfall, Gaines, and Choate 

erroneously presumed that Indians were disappearing and unable to care for their 

historical items, and that it was white collectors’ duties to preserve Indian history, or to 

become as Gaines suggested, “the living point of contact” (emphasis mine) between 

Indians and non-Indians in public history spaces.30  

Throughout these six months, Choate never forgot about the items she hoped 

would become the crown jewel of her collection, the Bible and Communion set. As 

Westfall’s letters to her grew increasingly ominous in early 1930, suggesting that it was 

                                                
28 Correspondence between Mabel Choate and Frederick Westfall, Folder 58, Box 2, Mabel Choate Papers, 
ARC, Sharon, MA; Correspondence between Ruth Gaines and Frederick Westfall, Folder 58, Box 2, Mabel 
Choate Papers, ARC, Sharon, MA.   
29 Ruth Gaines to Mabel Choate, January 20, 1930, Folder 42, Box 1, Mabel Choate Papers, ARC, Sharon, 
MA.  
30 Ibid. 	
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only a matter of time before the tribe and the John Sergeant congregation would no 

longer exist, Choate seized the opportunity and offered to buy both the Bible and 

Communion set for $1,000.31 Throughout her correspondence with Westfall, Gaines, and 

Baughman in 1929 and 1930, Choate was subtle but clear throughout that her ultimate 

goal was to purchase the Bible and Communion set. In her letters, she expressed her 

concern that other dealers might persuade the Indians to sell the items, and that she would 

not want them to be forced to do so out of a need for money. Yet, she had no hesitation 

about indicating that “Naturally, I should like to be the purchaser if the things are going 

to be sold, and perhaps they might give me first chance.”32  

When Westfall stole the Bible and Communion set from the Quinney home in 

1929, he claimed possession of these items for the Church upon Quinney’s death without 

seeking permission or a legal title from the Mohican Nation.33 Aside from the few 

individual tribal members who were still part of the congregation at this time, Westfall 

did not consult the tribe before selling the Bible and Communion set, meaning the 

majority of the Stockbridge-Munsee people were not aware of the sale of the items.34 

Instead, they likely assumed they were still in the Quinney home or the bank vault in 

                                                
31 Mabel Choate to Frederick Westfall, May 2, 1930, Folder 58, Box 2, Mabel Choate Papers, ARC, 
Sharon, MA; Frederick Westfall to Mabel Choate, September 23, 1929, Folder 58, Box 2, Mabel Choate 
Papers, ARC, Sharon, MA.  
32 Mabel Choate to Virginia Baughman, October 31, 1929, Folder 16, Box 1, Mabel Choate Papers, ARC, 
Sharon, MA.  
33 Webb Miller (a Mohican tribal member) was elected as the new custodian of the items, but the Church, 
not the tribe, made this decision, and I have not found any correspondence between Choate and Miller. See 
“Notes of EOM about Bible,” undated, Mission House Stewardship Files, ARC, Sharon, MA.  
34 Davids, "Brief History of The Stockbridge Bibles"; Larence M. Channing to Gordon Abbott, October 27, 
1975, Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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Shawano.35 Astoundingly, Westfall failed to mention that he had not consulted the tribe 

in his letters to Choate and Gaines, and even admitted in a letter to Gaines that he had 

misrepresented the Mohicans’ interest in having their items sold to Choate, writing, “I am 

afraid that my first impression that the Stockbridge Indians were to have some sort of 

tribal interest in her [Choate’s] collection at Stockbridge was erroneous. But however that 

may be, I am personally more interested in it.”36 In that sense, Westfall never had a legal 

title or permission from the owners of the items, nor does it seem the Mohicans were at 

all interested in parting with the Bible and Communion set given their lack of interest in 

Choate’s museum and the previously described devotion to the items. Ultimately when 

Westfall wrote the deed of sale in May 1930, he was clear that the Church owned the 

items and the Church received the payment, and he admitted in a letter to Choate that he 

was not sure “if such an exchange is legal.”37 Westfall did what was in his own interest, 

and the sale of the Bible and Communion set to Choate was illegal given its lack of legal 

title.  

Westfall’s prediction that the Church would cease to exist did, in fact, materialize 

shortly after the sale, and Westfall left Wisconsin for Michigan City, Indiana days after 

                                                
35 Between 1929 and 1951 when the Bible and Communion set were discovered in the Mission House 
Museum, most tribal members thought the items were being held in the Quinney home. Eventually many 
tribal members found out that the Bible and Communion set were moved from the Quinney home and 
placed in a Shawano bank vault, but until the tribe met with the Trustees in the 1989 and was able to view 
the actual letters between Westfall, Choate, and Gaines, many did not realize that Westfall had actually 
entered the Quinney home and taken the items. They assumed that Quinney himself placed the items in the 
Church for safekeeping and that Westfall eventually moved them to the bank vault. See Dorothy Davids to 
Polly Pierce, December 25, 1989, Stockbridge Indian Collection, Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, MA.  
36 Frederick Westfall to Ruth Gaines, February 25, 1930, Mission House Stewardship Files, ARC, Sharon, 
MA.  
37 Deed of Sale, May 4, 1930, Mabel Choate Papers, ARC, Sharon, MA; Frederick Westfall to Mabel 
Choate, May 12, 1930, Mabel Choate Papers, ARC, Sharon, MA.  
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finalizing the sale of the items. However, his assumption that the tribe would also cease 

to exist was utterly false. In 1948, Choate gifted the Bible and Communion set to the 

Trustees of Reservations,38 a preservation agency in Massachusetts who was taking over 

control of the Mission House and the objects in it.39 The Trustees, founded in 1891, is the 

nation’s oldest regional non-profit conservation organization and works to preserve and 

protect the natural and historical resources of Massachusetts, including the Bible and 

Communion set.40 It was not until 1951 that the Mohicans discovered the Bible and 

Communion set were no longer in their possession, twenty-one years after Westfall sold 

the items to Choate.41 

 

Fighting for the Bible: Resistance, Repatriation, and Self-Representation 
 
The tribe began to officially petition for the return of their Bible and Communion set in 

1975. While 24 years may seem like a long time to wait before engaging in a formal 

request, the Mohican appeal for their Bible and Communion set was directly connected to 

the creation of the Historical Committee in 1968 and the opening of the Arvid E. Miller 

Library-Museum in 1974.42 As a part of Mohican archival activism, recovering the Bible 

and Communion set was important because these historical items provided a direct link to 

a significant time period in Mohican history, and many Mohicans still understood them as 

sacred religious items. Returning these items to the reservation would not only make the 

                                                
38 Throughout this article the Trustees of Reservations are also referred to as simply “The Trustees” as well 
as the “Board of Trustees.” 
39 “Mission House Tour,” Stockbridge Mission House, Stockbridge, Massachusetts, August 5, 2012. 
40 Michael Kelley, “Historical Communion Set Finally Returned to Stockbridge’s Mohicans at Museum,” 
Berkshire Record, September 29, 2006, Historical Records, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
41 Guthrie, “The Return of a Pious Gift.”   
42 Ibid.; Channing to Abbott, October 27, 1975.  
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materials more accessible for tribal members, but also enable the Mohicans to more 

directly shape representations of their own history.43 If they were in possession of the 

Bible and Communion set, they could also construct their own, Mohican-centered 

narratives of these items and Mohican history.44  

The tribe’s initial request for the Bible and Communion set in 1975 was denied. 

In the summer of 1981, they again pursued the subject, this time citing extensive 

historical evidence from their newly assembled tribal archive that proved the items were 

rightfully theirs.45 The Trustees of Reservations of Stockbridge, Massachusetts, the 

preservation agency Choate gave the Bible to, again refused, affirming they had a legal 

responsibility to Choate to protect the items. However, they agreed to consider the 

evidence the Mohicans mentioned and asked that the tribe send them descriptions of 

these materials.46 Unfortunately, the Trustees’ alleged interest in new evidence and 

willingness to find a solution was soon found to be insincere. Beginning in 1981, the 

Mohicans continually pressed the Trustees to meet in person, offering to present the 

evidence the Trustees claimed they were willing to consider. Unfortunately, the Trustees 

largely ignored these requests and often refused to communicate with the tribe directly, 

opting to primarily contact the tribe’s lawyer instead.  

By October 1981, the tribe had become frustrated and decided to simultaneously 

seek legal counsel and pursue an extensive public campaign, which materialized in a 

                                                
43 Hamilton, Collections and Objections.  
44 Jon Schedler to Richard Koenig, April 7, 1975, Folder 2, Mission House Stewardship Files, Archive and 
Research Center, Sharon, MA.  
45 “Resolution No. 0739,” memorandum, February 14, 1981, Tribal Minutes, Resolutions and Directives, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
46 Dorothy Davids to Leonard E. Miller, memorandum, November 3, 1981, Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids 
Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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pamphlet titled “Documents Relating to the Recovery of the Stockbridge Bible by the 

Stockbridge Indians.”47 The pamphlet was printed in November 1981 and was again 

grounded in research conducted in the Mohican tribal archive. The fact that these 

documents were readily accessible in the tribal archive enabled Historical Committee 

members to create the pamphlet and circulate it nationwide through the help of the Indian 

Information Project and other Mohican contacts.48 A brief history of the Bible and 

Communion set accompanied the booklet, as did an explanation of the Indian Religious 

Freedom Act—which the Mohicans used to argue that their Bible and Communion set 

were integral in their right to religious freedom. Though the importance of the Bible has 

always been framed through its connection to a specific place and time in Mohican 

history, many of the Mohicans identify as Christian, so these items were also sacred 

religious objects. The pamphlet also included a final paragraph asking that readers write 

to the Trustees and urge them to return the Bible and Communion set to the Mohicans.49  

This letter writing campaign continued throughout the Mohicans’ fight for the 

items, and hundreds of letters from across the United States were sent to the Trustees, 

demanding that they return both the Bible and Communion set to the Mohican people.50  

                                                
47 Ibid.  
48 “Mohican Tribe Resumes Efforts to Acquire ‘Stockbridge Bible,’” The Berkshire Eagle, February 1, 
1982, Series 4 Box 3, Tribal Affairs, Stockbridge Indian Collection, Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, 
MA.   
49 “Help Return the Stockbridge Bibles,” Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, 
WI; “Tribe Seeks Return of Treasured Bible,” Box #4, Dorothy ‘Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI; “Stockbridge Bible Controversy,” Box #4, Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI.  
50 For examples of these letters see: Maudlin to Trustees, Uraneck to Trustees, Russian to Trustees, Krefs to 
Trustees, Larrabee to Truestees, McClellan to Trustees, Richardson to Trustees, Swan to Trustees, Foudau 
to Trustees, Amundson to Trustees, Freed to Trustees, Comstock to Trustees, Kenote to Trustees, Ganley to 
Trustees. All in: Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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Newspapers and TV stations began calling the Mohican Historical Committee for more 

information, and the tribe continued to reach out to countless media sources to raise 

awareness for their cause. As a whole, a massive public campaign drew national attention 

to this important issue. As Dorothy Davids noted, the Mohicans “hope[d] the Trustees of 

Reservations [would] ‘get the message’ and agree to negotiate directly with the 

Stockbridge Indian representatives.”51  

Instead, the Trustees mostly remained silent throughout 1981 and 1982. In spite of 

the tribe’s multiple requests that a delegation of Mohicans meet with the Trustees 

directly, the Trustees continually ignored the request to meet in person, opted to only 

communicate with the tribe’s lawyer, and insisted the Mohicans send copies of the 

historical evidence the Mohicans had mentioned.52 Since the Mohicans had already 

agreed to provide a description of evidence, they were quite hesitant to send copies, 

fearing that if they did so, the Trustees would ignore their request to meet in person 

altogether. As Dorothy Davids argued in a letter to the tribe’s lawyer regarding this: “We 

are not in litigation; we have asked to present evidence in person; the evidence is a result 

of our research; we have received little evidence that the Trustees are interested in a 

mutual resolution of the matter”53 After multiple frustrating exchanges, Mohican Tribal 

President Leonard Miller contacted the Trustees directly in May 1982, articulating that 

                                                
51 Dorothy Davids to Polly Pierce, April 26, 1982, Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI. 
52 Dorothy Davids to Ned Depew, November 10, 1982. Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Leonard E. Miller to Trustees of Reservations, May 14, 1982, Box #4, Dorothy 
"Dot" Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Howard J. Bichler to Daniel A. Taylor, April 29, 1982, 
Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Howard J. Bichler to Gordon Abbott 
Jr., Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
53 Dorothy Davids to Howard Bichler, May 14, 1982. Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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the Tribal Council “has NOT designated [Howard Bichler, the tribe’s lawyer] to be the 

liaison, negotiator or spokesperson for the Stockbridge people in the matter of the Bible 

and Communion set” (emphasis in original).54 He also emphasized that that the Mohican 

people were “eager to establish a meeting date with the Trustees so that [they] can come 

and personally present what evidence [they] have that the Bible is rightfully [theirs].”55 

The Trustees never responded to this letter.  

 For the next four years, advocates for the Mohicans from across the country sent 

letters to the Trustees to no avail. From what the public historical record shows, the 

Trustees remained silent.56 Yet the internal communications between Trustee board 

members tell a very different story. Though the Trustees publicly claimed they were 

interested in hearing additional evidence from the Mohicans, internally, they were 

incredibly concerned about the possibility of losing the items given their central display 

in the Mission House Museum. The fact that a museum about indigenous conversion 

fought so hard to prevent Indians from accessing a Bible and Communion set is an irony 

that should not be lost on us.  

In an attempt to keep the items and maintain their story of conversion, the 

Trustees came up with countless ways and excuses to avoid returning them to the tribe. 

Likewise, they were especially concerned with getting involved in a lengthy, expensive 

legal battle that would leave them with what one of their lawyers called “a public 

                                                
54 Miller to Trustees, May 14, 1982.  
55 Ibid.  
56 The only external communication I can find from this time is in responses to letters sent from Mohican 
supporters. It seems that in some cases, the Trustees responded vaguely to letter writers, indicating that this 
was a matter they were still considering and that they were in contact with the Mohican tribe.  
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relations black eye.”57 Though they briefly considered the possibility of suing the tribe 

for ownership of the Bible and Communion set in 1976, they soon decided this would not 

be advantageous to them after one of their lawyers combed through the original sales 

agreement and realized that it gave possession of the Bible and Communion set to 

Choate, but never actually used the words “buy” or “sell.”58 In other words, a legal battle 

would not only have been costly and reflected poorly on the public image of the Trustees, 

they would also have likely lost if the case had been tried in court. Of course, this was a 

detail they kept to themselves.  

 The Trustees also began to consider possibilities for a co-ownership agreement on 

the Bible and Communion set, in which the items would spend time in both Stockbridge, 

Massachusetts and Bowler, WI on the Mohican reservation. Yet this discussion revealed 

additional concerns: paternalistic assumptions Trustee board members had about the 

Mohicans’ ability to take care of the items. Even though the Mohicans had cared for the 

Bible and Communion set for 186 years before they were stolen and then sold, Trustee 

board members consistently wondered “How straight is this Indian group – will we ever 

see the Bibles again?” and expressed that “I’m not convinced [the] Indians have good 

faith in their interest in the Bible and don’t even want to sell it.”59  One board member 

remarked that “Co-ownership makes me shiver. Until somebody’s been out there [the 

Mohican reservation] and seen their operation, we don’t know where things stand or who 

                                                
57 Daniel Taylor to Unknown, June 4, 1983, Folder 5, Legal, Mission House Stewardship Files, ARC, 
Sharon, MA.  
58 Laurence Channing to Gordon Abbott, February 12, 1976, Folder 4, Legal, Mission House Stewardship 
Files, ARC, Sharon, MA; Mr. Katz to Mr. Kahn, Memo, March 10, 1976, Folder 4, Legal, Mission House 
Stewardship Files; Taylor to Unknown, June 4, 1983.  
59 Trustees of Reservations Meeting Minutes, June 17, 1982, Folder 5, Legal, Mission House Stewardship 
Files, ARC, Sharon, MA.  
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they are.”60 Others agreed, and insisted on gathering as many “character witnesses” as 

possible to learn more about the Mohicans themselves.61 In the midst of these concerns, 

the Trustees agreed to ignore communication from the tribe throughout the early 1980s, 

and instead gather information about the Mohicans, including from larger entities like the 

National Endowment for the Humanities, the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural 

History, the Department of Anthropology at Williams College, and more local 

institutions like the Milwaukee Public Museum, to determine what a co-ownership 

agreement with the Mohicans might look like, and how disadvantageous such an 

agreement might be for them.62    

The Mohicans felt discouraged by the lack of communication and cooperation 

from the Trustees and did not contact them again until 1986. In this four-year interim, the 

tribe maintained, but did not continue to expand their public campaign and considered 

their next move. The issue was reignited in January 1986, when the Mohicans again 

contacted the Trustees, urging them to reconsider their position on the Bible especially. 

This time they also included an article that discussed the “moral and legal obligations 

surrounding the use of Indian artifacts in Museums [sic].”63  

In the late 1980s, there was a growing national focus on American Indian human 

remains and sacred items being held by non-Native institutions, and much like the 

                                                
60 Ibid. 
61 Rush Taggart, Memorandum, October 12, 1982. Folder 5, Legal, Mission House Stewardship Files, 
ARC, Sharon, MA.		
62 Trustees Meeting Minutes, June 17, 1982; Rush Taggart to William Merrill, October 27, 1982, Folder 5, 
Legal, Mission House Stewardship Files, ARC, Sharon, MA; Rush Taggart to Michael Brown, December 
1, 1982, Folder 5, Legal, Mission House Stewardship Files, ARC, Sharon, MA. 
63 Leonard Miller to Trustees, January 30, 1986, Folder 5, Legal, Mission House Stewardship Files, ARC, 
Sharon, MA.  
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Mohicans, the Trustees were also aware of the attention this issue was receiving. Though 

tribes fought for their remains and objects throughout the 20th century, the catalyst for 

this national movement occurred in 1986 when representatives from the Northern 

Cheyenne Nation discovered that the Smithsonian had possession of nearly 18,500 

human remains. In 1987, Senator Daniel E. Inouye (D-HI) led the effort to pass Senate 

bill S. 1722, the National American Indian Museum and Memorial Act. Though it never 

passed, similar legislation, the National Museum of the American Indian Act, did in 

1989.64 Likewise in 1990, the Heard Museum in Arizona hosted a yearlong dialogue on 

repatriation, producing a panel report that would eventually serve as a blueprint for the 

Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), which passed later 

that year.65  

The Trustees were cognizant of this national discussion, which is clear in the 

evidence they collected in the late 1980s while they determined whether or not to return 

the Bible and Communion set to the Mohicans. The Trustees archived newspaper articles 

about a sacred pole returned to the Omaha tribe, a state law passed by the New York 

Assembly that allowed the New York State Museum to permanently loan wampum belts 

to the Onandogas, and a section of a textbook that summarized the Denver Art Museum’s 

decision to return what they termed “a Zuni War God” to the Zuni people. They also 

spoke directly with a representative from the Smithsonian about a recent case Trustee 

                                                
64 Dorothy Davids to Daniel E. Inouye, November 9, 1987. Box #5, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Jack F. Trope, “The Case for NAGPRA,” in Accomplishing NAGPRA: Perspectives 
on the Intent, Impact, and Future of the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, ed. 
Sangita Chari and Jaime M. N. Lavallee (Corvallis: Oregon State University Press), 19-54.  
65 Trope, “The Case for NAGPRA.”	
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board members saw in the newspaper.66 In addition to these records, internal 

communication between Trustee board members also show that the Trustees were not 

only concerned about how these returns might affect their own organization, but also how 

their decision about the Bible and Communion set might set a precedent for other 

institutions holding American Indian items and remains. Trustee board members 

discussed this concern throughout their correspondence and meetings, and their lawyer 

used it as a rationale to keep the matter out of court, stating “I spoke with a friend in the 

legal counsel’s office at the Metropolitan Museum and a lawyer in the Smithsonian’s 

legal office. Both were terribly concerned that any litigation in this area might lead to bad 

case law for museums generally.”67 They were not only aware of the national debate over 

who should own and represent American Indian items, but actively followed it, engaged 

in it, as well as sought information about it from other museums.  

In June of 1989, eight years after the Mohicans originally requested an in-person 

meeting, the Trustees of Reservations finally agreed to meet with representatives from 

the Mohicans in Stockbridge, MA.68 Though the Mohicans were forced to travel for the 

first meeting, members from the Trustees also visited the Arvid E. Miller Library-

Museum in Bowler, WI to meet with additional tribal members for a follow up meeting in 

July. While the matter of the Bible and Communion set was not decided in either of these 

two meetings, they indicate major turning points in the issue. Stanley Piatczyc, one of the 

                                                
66 Mission House Stewardship Files, ARC, Sharon, MA. 
67 Daniel A. Taylor to Davis Cherington, July 28, 1989, Folder 6, Legal, Mission House Administration 
Files, ARC, Sharon, MA.  
68 R.C. Miller to Asher E. Treat, October 10, 1989. Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI.  
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Trustees who attended both meetings, referenced letters between Mabel Choate and 

Reverend Westfall that suggested the Stockbridge Indians had approved of the sale. He 

noted “I have been opposed to the return of the Bibles all these years because I have been 

going on documentation that we have at hand, letters written by Rev. Westfall and Mabel 

Choate primarily. Westfall writes of a ‘happy consummation’ in the sale, approved by 

both the Indians and himself.”69 After hearing evidence from the Mohican tribal archive 

presented by Dorothy Davids to the contrary, noting that the church was in need of 

money at the time and Westfall placed the items in the church under questionable means, 

Piatczyc said “we want to find a solution to this dilemma. Our sense of urgency has been 

greatly heightened by this meeting with you.”70 Surely, the urgency would have been 

“heightened” much earlier if the Trustees had obliged the numerous requests from the 

tribe to meet and present evidence in person over the last eight years. 

 Mohican supporters across the nation continued to send letters to the Trustees, 

and pressure from within the organization grew.71 As a result of the Mohicans’ ongoing 

commitment to the Bible and the growing national conversation about the place of 

American Indian sacred items in museums, the Trustees were increasingly concerned 

about the potentially negative publicity. The Mohicans were relentless in keeping this 

issue in the press, resulting in a steady stream of articles covering the Bible and 

                                                
69 “Meeting with Trustees of Reservations” minutes, July 17, 1989. Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids 
Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
70 Ibid. 
71 Asher E. Treat to R.C. Miller, October 19, 1989. Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI.  



 

 136 

Communion set regularly published by local newspapers around the Stockbridge area. As 

one Trustee member wrote: 

This is a highly emotional issue on two counts: first dealing with indians 
[sic] and second dealing with religion. The Trustees are in a no-win 
situation. Either we break the trust of guardianship of these books [the 
Bible], or we will incurr [sic] a landslide of negative press for apparently 
opposing the abused red man and and [sic] his colonial christian [sic] 
roots. This may cloud the name of the Trustees for years and there [is] still 
a good chance we would lose the bibles [sic] in the end.72 
 

Similarly, Trustee meeting minutes from the late 1980s are peppered with concerns over 

a “media blitz” and “bad publicity” surrounding the Trustees’ refusal to return the items, 

and Trustee board members emphasized throughout that “careful planning and serious 

consideration must be given to make certain that the utmost public relations benefit is 

obtained while minimizing the adverse reaction.”73 The Trustees were aware of the 

growing number of sacred items being returned to tribes, and they considered the 

publicity of their organization critical. If they were going to have to return the Bible 

eventually, it made more sense for them to do so as a token of good will than being 

forced by legislation. They finally voted to return the Bible in August of 1989.74  

On April 19, 1990, the Trustees of Reservations officially signed an agreement 

with the Stockbridge-Munsee Band of Mohicans indicating they would return the Bible to 

the tribe.75 However, this was only signed under the condition of four additional 

                                                
72 Henry Flint to Stan Piatczye, July 5, 1989, Folder 6, Legal, Mission House Stewardship Files, ARC, 
Sharon, MA.  
73 Trustees of Reservation Meeting Minutes, September 26, 1989, Folder 6, Legal, Mission House 
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agreements. The first was that the tribe would make “appropriate custodial arrangements” 

for the Bible, including a security system and fire-proof vault storage. The second 

declared that after the tribe had successfully installed these systems, the Trustees would 

apply for a court sanction that allowed them to return the Bible. Third, if this court 

sanction did not occur within one year of the agreement, the entire agreement would be 

void, and fourth, a new inscription stating the transfer would be added to the front of the 

Bible, and it would be delivered back to the tribe.76  

 While this agreement was certainly exciting for the Mohicans, who had worked 

for the last fifteen years to see their Bible returned, the paternalistic requirement of a 

security system was troubling.  Of course, the Mohicans also wanted their Bible 

protected, but the requirements from the Trustees not only assumed the Mohicans were 

unable to care for the Bible but were also absurd considering their true ownership. 

Moreover, the fact that the Trustees, who were given the Bible after an illegal purchase 

by Choate and theft by Revered Westfall, was the party insisting on a security system so 

they could not be stolen for a second time, is incredibly ironic. For the Mohicans, this 

demand was not only insulting, but also seen as another method to delay the transfer of 

the Bible.  Most importantly, since the Bible was the property of the Mohicans, there is 

no reason the Trustees should have been allowed to dictate the terms of their storage at 

the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum on the sovereign land of the reservation. As Bernice 

(Miller) Pigeon, founder of the Mohican Historical Committee, argued, “They’re our 

bibles [sic], how we take care of them is our business.”77  

                                                
76 Ibid. 
77 Jody Ericson, “The Latest of the Mahicans,” Berkshire Magazine, January 1991, Historical  
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Still, the Mohicans were committed to having their Bible returned and had the 

security system and fireproof vault installed in the Fall of 1990.78 As promised in the 

agreement, the Trustees applied for a court order allowing them to release the Bible, and 

the transfer was approved and signed by Justice William Highgast on December 19, 

1990.79 A plan to transfer the Bible was set for March 1991.80 The successful agreement 

was a huge success for the Stockbridge-Munsee people, who had been fighting to have 

this Bible returned for the last fifteen years. This continued perseverance demonstrates 

the unyielding commitment the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohicans hold to serve as their own 

agents of preservation and representation, rather than being forced to allow others to 

house items that are important to their tribal history.  

Ten members of the Mohican tribe traveled to Stockbridge to collect the Bible, 

and Tribal President Leonard E. Miller accepted the Bible set on behalf of the tribe. 

Additionally, Dorothy Davids and Bernice (Miller) Pigeon gifted a wrought-iron statue of 

the tribe’s “Many Trails Symbol” to the Trustees. (Miller) Pigeon said the statue was a 

symbol of the tribe’s “strength, endurance and hope for a long-suffering proud and 

determined people.” She continued that “Because it hurts to part with it, we know it is a 

meaningful gift. We are giving you a part of ourselves.”81 The ten members who travelled 

east were greeted back in Bowler, WI by an excited crowd of tribal members. Upon their 

return, tribal vice chairman Dave Besaw blew into a conch shell, described as a “historic 

                                                
Records, AEMLM, Bowler, WI, 26.; Guthrie, “The Return of a Pious Gift.”    
78 R.C. Miller to Daniel A. Taylor, October 3, 1990. Box #4, Dorothy "Dot" Davids Collection II, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
79 Trustees of Reservations v. Attorney General.  
80 Guthrie, “The Return of a Pious Gift.”  
81 Amy Pratt, “Bible of Stockbridge Indians Evidently Going back to Them,” The Berkshire Eagle, March 
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way of calling tribal members to worship or witness an important event.”82 (Miller) 

Pigeon stated “When we met those people, then I felt like crying. We’ve been after [the 

Bible] for such a long time, I don’t know what to say.”83  

 

 

Figure 13: Officials from the Trustees of Reservations present one of the Bibles in the two-volume set to 
Bernice Miller in 1991. Bernice is standing in the entrance of the Mission House Museum. Photo courtesy 
of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum. 

 

The Mohicans’ fight for their Bible illustrates the significant barriers many tribes 

faced before legislation on repatriation was passed, the significant emotional and physical 

labor required to retrieve these items, and the power that museums and other institutions 
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have held over American Indian sacred items and human remains. The Native American 

Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) was passed in November 1990, just 

six months after the Trustees signed an agreement to return the Bible and six months 

before the Bible was actually transferred to the Mohicans.84 While the law has widely 

been hailed as a victory for American Indian Nations, many scholars argue that it still 

presents significant barriers for tribes working to retrieve sacred items and human 

remains.85 

In the most basic terms, NAGPRA requires that all institutions that receive federal 

funds86 repatriate Native American human remains, associated and unassociated funerary 

objects, sacred objects, and objects of cultural patrimony in their collections to “culturally 

affiliated”87 Indian tribes and Native Hawaiian organizations.88 It also requires these 

                                                
84 Trope, “The Case for NAGPRA.”  
85 While I will not be discussing all of the critiques that have been lodged against NAGPRA in this chapter, 
the main arguments have been that NAGPRA prevents non-federally recognized tribes from claiming 
human remains and sacred objects, relegates the significant labor of establishing a historical 
connection/cultural affiliation to tribes themselves without significant support, offers little support for the 
financial requirements of repatriation, does not mandate a record of items that have been returned, often 
forces tribes to manage items that have been poisoned by toxic chemicals, leaves little room for flexibility 
and time for reconsideration when more than one tribe can establish cultural affiliation with remains of 
objects, and is significantly time consuming and bureaucratic. It is important to note that though NAGPRA 
provides grants as well as consultation services for tribes, these resources are often insufficient for the sheer 
volume of repatriation notices and claims. For more perspectives on NAGPRA and a more thorough 
description of these critiques, see: Michael F. Brown and Margaret Bruchac, “NAGPRA from the Middle 
Distance: Legal Puzzles and Unintended Consequences,” in Imperialism, Art, and Restitution, ed. John 
Henry Merryman (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press), 193-217 and Chari and Lavallee, eds., 
Accomplishing NAGPRA. 	
86 The only institution that receives federal funding that is excluded form NAGPRA is the Smithsonian. 
This is because the earlier National Museum of the American Indian Act, which was passed in 1989, 
already included repatriation regulations for the Smithsonian. See Trope, “The Case for NAGPRA.”  
87 As defined by the act itself, cultural affiliation means “a relationship of shared group identity which can 
be reasonably traced historically or prehistorically between a present day Indian tribe or Native Hawaiian 
organization and an identifiable earlier group”: Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, 
25 U.S.C. 3001, November 16, 1990, https://www.nps.gov/history/local-law/FHPL_NAGPRA.pdf.  
88 According to the National Park Service NAGPRA website, NAGPRA recognizes “Alaska Native villages 
that are recognized by the Bureau of Indian Affairs” as falling under the larger category “Indian tribe.” For 
the full definition see: National Park Service. “Frequently Asked Questions: Who may claim Native 
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same institutions work with Indian tribes and Native Hawaiian organizations if Native 

American human remains, associated or unassociated funerary objects, sacred objects, or 

objects of cultural patrimony are found and/or removed from federal or tribal lands.89 Yet 

these requirements are, to some extent, overstated. They do not require institutions to 

immediately begin returning objects and human remains; instead, they require them to 

complete inventories of human remains and objects in their collections and send a copy 

of these assessments to the federally-recognized tribes and Native Hawaiian 

organizations that they determine might be “culturally affiliated” with the items. From 

there, the task of conducting significant historical research to establish and prove this 

“cultural affiliation” falls almost entirely on indigenous nations themselves.90  

Dorothy Davids’ experiences following the passage of NAGPRA illustrate the 

extent to which the burden of taking advantage of the law is largely assigned to tribes. 

Davids was one of the first members of the Repatriation Committee created by the 

Mohican Nation after the passage of NAGPRA, and she noted that the tribe received 

more than 150 letters/inventories from different museums within the first seven years 

after NAGPRA was passed, writing that the committee   

                                                
American cultural items under NAGPRA.” National NAGPRA, accessed June 7, 2018, 
https://www.nps.gov/nagpra/FAQ/INDEX.HTM. 
89 Sangita Chari and Jaime M.N. Lavallee, “Introduction.” in Chari and Lavalee, Accomplishing NAGPRA, 
7-18. 
90 A subsequent 2010 amendment to NAGPRA does require institutions that receive federal funds to initiate 
further contact with Indian tribes and Hawaiian organizations when human remains are deemed “culturally 
unidentifiable” based on what lands the remains were taken from, but museums still have significant power 
in this process and the burden of consultation and proof is still relegated to Indian tribes and Native 
Hawaiian organizations. The amendment also does not apply to objects. See: Clayton W. Dumont Jr., 
“Contesting Scientists’ Narrations of NAGPRA’s Legislative History: Rule 10.11 and the Recovery of 
‘Culturally Unidentifiable’ Ancestors,” Wicazo Sa Review, 26 no. 1, (Spring 2011): 5-41; Native American 
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studied each inventory and determined who had, who possibly had, and 
who probably did not have Mohican remains and/or funerary objects. To 
make these determinations, we had to intensely study our own history, 
especially the boundaries of our eastern homelands and subsequent sites to 
which we had been removed. Then we had to study maps to determine if 
the museums were within those areas or if the remains/funerary objects 
originated in those areas.”91 
 

In addition to the summaries they received, Davids noted that the Repatriation Committee 

also sent inventory requests to several museums that they thought might have Mohican 

remains or items. They also requested and received funding from the National Park 

Service to visit several museums in their ancestral homelands, as well as places along the 

route their ancestors were removed in an attempt to locate additional materials. Davids 

noted that many materials that were taken from the Mahicannituck (Hudson) River 

Valley were identified as Mohawk, more broadly Algonquin, or “culturally 

unidentifiable,” so the Committee wanted to follow up with museums that they thought 

might have Mohican remains and items in order to determine what might actually be 

Mohican and retrieve those materials.92 They also visited museums that had to yet to 

complete their inventories, like the Peabody Museum at Harvard University, which had 

only completed inventories of 2,000 of the 11,000 individuals or human remains that they 

held by 1999, 8 years after NAGPRA was passed. Reflecting on the visit, she wrote 

“After a dozen drawers, I could feel a wave of depression wash over me. I thought about 

the thousands of people who wer [sic] removed from their eastern homelands, yet one 

                                                
91 Dorothy Davids, “Repatriation Part One” in Rambling Through History Folder # 1, Box 6 Personal 
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could view materials [sic] evidence of their presence preserved here in [the] museum. I 

thought about how difficult it is for us to recover items for our own museum.”93 

 Davids’s summary of these tasks shows the significant emotional and physical 

labor required to prove that items are not only “culturally affiliated” to the Mohicans, but 

also to determine what items are actually Mohican and should be prioritized among the 

massive inventories given to the tribe following NAGPRA. Each object or set of remains 

that tribes attempt to reclaim requires individual research, and since scholars estimate that 

institutions that receive federal funding held between 300,000 and 2.5 million American 

Indian remains, funerary objects, and items of cultural patrimony when NAGPRA was 

passed in 1990, the inventories museums created and tribes combed through were 

undoubtedly extensive.94   

The significant research required for each of the items listed in these inventories 

speaks to how crucial tribal archives are for tribes working to prove cultural affiliation. 

The research Davids describes here is time-consuming in its own right but would be 

much more difficult if this research required her to travel to multiple different archives 

across the country to retrieve the required documentation. Indeed, when the Mohican 

Historical Committee was searching for documentation to prove the sale of the Bible and 

Communion set was illegal, they were still in the process of collecting archival 

information, and thus, much of what they were searching for was still largely inaccessible 

to them. For example, in a 1978 letter, Bernice Miller explained that though she had 
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spoken with many elders in the community, no one could provide her with the name of 

any Indian members of the church that co-signed on the Bible. She wrote that “The only 

clues we might find other than what we have are in the Presbyterian Archives in 

Philadelphia, Penn,” a trip that without external funding, would have been very difficult 

for Miller and others to take.95 By the time NAGPRA was passed in 1990, Miller, 

Davids, and other Historical Committee members had been collecting historical materials 

for another twelve years. They had made numerous additional trips since Miller wrote her 

1978 letter, which made the research for additional repatriation cases and thus the 

retrieval of their own historical materials much more feasible. Still, this type of labor is 

often done unpaid, and while the Mohican Repatriation Committee did receive funding 

from the National Park Service to complete some of this work, it was the tribe’s 

responsibility, again, to request such funding and put together an application to do so.96  

Once tribes or Native Hawaiian organizations locate relevant sources, they are 

required to prove that these items are “culturally affiliated” to their nations. Human 

remains and associated funerary objects are typically returned upon receiving a request 

from a lineal descendant, Indian tribe, or Native Hawaiian organization that can show 

that they are “more likely than not” “culturally affiliated” with the remains or objects 

(though certainly this is not always the case). However, the process for the repatriation of 

unassociated funerary objects, sacred objects, and objects of cultural patrimony is 
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significantly more complicated and arduous. For these items to be repatriated, the 

claimant (tribes/Native Hawaiian organizations), must 1) show that the item is an 

unassociated funerary object, sacred object, or object of cultural patrimony, 2) 

demonstrate that the object was previously owned by the tribe or Native Hawaiian 

organization, and 3) present evidence to show that the federal institution in possession of 

the object did not have the “right of possession” when it obtained the object, meaning 

they did not secure the item with “voluntary consent” of the party who had authority over 

the item previously.97 On the other hand, institutions must only compile evidence if they 

believe they had “right of possession” to the item.  Proving “cultural affiliation” is 

laborious, time-consuming, and frequently complicated, and though NAGPRA offers 

grants, consulting, and training for tribes and Native Hawaiian organizations, this process 

has not always been successful or led to collaborative efforts.98 NAGPRA does little to 

lessen the significant labor and historical research tribes and Native Hawaiian 

organizations were required to do prior to NAGPRA, as demonstrated by the fifteen-year 

fight for the Mohican Bible. This extensive amount of work required to provide 

documentation substantiating repatriation claims persists.  

Prior to until a 2010 amendment to NAGPRA, human remains, associated or 

unassociated funerary objects, sacred objects, and objects of cultural patrimony that could 

not be shown to be “culturally affiliated” with an Indian tribe or Native Hawaiian 

organization were classified as “culturally unidentifiable” and were not returned to tribes. 

As a result, as of 2007, 79% of all human remains reported to National NAGPRA were 
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classified at “culturally unidentifiable.”99 The percentage of objects reported that were 

deemed “culturally unidentifiable” is unknown. The amendment takes aim at this 

significant loophole, requiring institutions that receive federal funding to further attempt 

to repatriate “culturally unidentifiable” human remains. Under this change, these 

institutions must initiate contact and consultation regarding the disposition of “culturally 

unidentifiable” human remains, and if they receive no requests from tribes, they are 

required to initiate contact and consultation with the Indian tribe or Native Hawaiian 

organization whose historical land the object was removed from. Further, the NAGPRA 

Review Committee is required to compile a list of culturally unidentifiable human 

remains and develop of process of disposition for them. Still, clear “cultural affiliation” 

certainly expedites the repatriation process and this amendment does not give specific 

procedures for “culturally unidentifiable” associated or unassociated funerary objects, 

sacred objects, or objects of cultural patrimony, meaning these items typically remain in 

the possession of non-Native institutions.100  

Throughout the consultation process, NAGPRA also requires institutions that 

receive federal funding to communicate with tribes and Native Hawaiian organizations 

and consider historical research and evidence they present, but the institutions themselves 

retain the authority to make decisions about whether tribes are “culturally affiliated” with 

the objects and human remains that they claim, as well as whether the items constitute 
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sacred objects or objects of cultural patrimony.101 In this sense, unless disputes eventually 

come before the NAGPRA Review Committee, museums and other institutions, as 

opposed to tribes themselves, still retain the authority to decide what is Indian and what is 

not and what is sacred and what is not, even if the 2010 amendment requires them to 

further attempt to return “culturally unidentifiable” items.102 Likewise, the immense 

number of claims for objects, the continual negotiation between colonial ideologies and 

Native worldviews, and the lack of federal oversight to enforce timely communication 

between Native groups and institutions means that these processes still take time. 

NAGPRA certainly would have required the Trustees to consider evidence sooner and 

communicate more directly with the Mohicans after their initial request for the Bible and 

Communion Set in 1975. Yet, even if NAGPRA had been in place, the Trustees still 

would have had the ultimate legal power to decide whether these items were indeed 

“culturally affiliated” with the Mohicans or not. This would have been difficult for them 

to do given their organization’s focus on the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohicans in the 

Mission House museum, yet board members of the Trustees consistently questioned 

whether the group asking for the Bible was really Mohican in their internal 

communication, and they required the Mohicans to obtain evidence of federal recognition 

from the BIA at one point after questioning whether this was the Mohican Nation.103  

                                                
101 It should be noted that the NAGPRA Review Committee can also resolve disputes between parties and 
tribes can appeal to the Committee if an institution denies their “cultural affiliation” claim. See: Trope, 
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In her review of the first actions the Mohican Repatriation Committee took after 

NAGPRA was passed, Dorothy Davids reaffirmed this, noting that working with some 

museums was frustrating. Reflecting on her visits to these institutions, she wrote that 

“firm appointments with appropriate museum staff need to be made, and we must be 

more assertive in our requests for lists of repatriatable items as well as in our requests to 

view them.”104 In other words, both before and after NAGPRA, institutions have held 

significant power when accepting and enacting repatriation requests.  

Still, NAGPRA was significant for the Mohicans in retrieving items they had long 

been fighting for, such as their Communion set, which they received in 2006, sixteen 

years after NAGPRA passed. The four-piece set, which includes a flagon and two goblets 

from the early to mid 1800s, as well as a charger from the mid to late 1700s, was sold to 

Choate at the same time as the Bible, and as a result of its cultural and religious 

significance, it qualified as an item of cultural patrimony under NAGPRA.105 However, 

while NAGPRA was a key factor in this repatriation, the fact that it still took sixteen 

years exemplifies that pursuing the return of objects through NAGPRA can still be an 

exhaustive fight. After the passage of NAGPRA, museums were overwhelmed with the 

number of remains and objects they had to categorize while they scrambled to understand 

how the law would affect their institutions. Simultaneously, tribes were inundated with 

inventories and often lacked the staff necessary to respond to and gather the historical 
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evidence required to substantiate their cultural affiliation to items.106 In response, many 

tribes such as the Mohicans established Historical Preservation offices in response to this 

legislation. As Historical Committee member Leah Miller noted, though the Historical 

Committee led the effort to retrieve the Bible, the similar labor required to reclaim other 

objects grew to be too much for the volunteer-based Historical Committee, leading the 

tribe to create a separate office and hire staff to take on the time-consuming process of 

receiving inventories, gathering evidence, and establishing consistent communication 

between tribes and federal institutions.107 Even in the case of the Communion set, in 

which the Mission House museum had an established relationship with the tribe (one that 

was actually quite good after they eventually did return the Bible) and where the 

documentation required (that it is an item of cultural patrimony, was previously owned by 

the Mohicans, and that neither Reverend Westfall, Mabel Choate, nor the Trustees of 

Reservations ever had right of possession) was nearly identical to that of the Bible, it still 

took sixteen years to officially notify the Mohicans of this item, for the newly formed 

Historic Preservation Office to provide the required documentation, and for the Trustees 

to formally transfer the items.108 

 
                                                
106 Hemenway, “Finding Our Way Home.” 	
107 L. Miller, interview.  This Historic Preservation Office was initially comprised of the Historical 
Committee Chair, the Library Manager, and Steve Comer, a tribal member who lived on the East Coast and 
was able to represent the tribe in repatriation matters. Eventually the tribe hired Sherry White to take on 
these tasks and then Bonney Hartley, who is now based on the east coast. See: Davids, “Repatriation Part 
One.”  
108 Though it is possible that the return of the Communion Set under NAGPRA was especially difficult 
because of its associations with Christianity, there is no hard evidence to support this theory. Throughout 
my research I was unable to locate any other Christian objects such as Bibles or Communion Sets that have 
been repatriated to or claimed by tribes. So, it is not clear if this has ever been a factor that has prevented 
the repatriation of objects. The Eliot Bible is of course a notable example of a Bible that is significantly 
important to American Indian nations, but I have not found information about any attempts to have copies 
of the Eliot Bible repatriated.  
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A Different Set of Obstacles: Barriers in State Historic Preservation Laws  
 
While NAGPRA has made significant strides in the number of human remains, funerary 

objects, sacred objects, and objects of cultural patrimony being returned to tribes, many 

non-Native institutions or private citizens still hold Native objects. This is particularly the 

case because, when Native human remains or items are unearthed from the ground in new 

development projects, an extensive web of preservation laws dictate where they are 

deposited based on what type of land they are found on and what type of material they 

are. Other federal laws such as the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) also come 

in to play in these instances, but they dictate the type of consultation that must occur 

before ground is broken and throughout the project. NAGPRA is the law that applies if 

items or human remains are unearthed. I focus on NAGPRA here and turn to other 

barriers to consultation in NHPA in the following chapter.  

If human remains or Native American objects are unearthed during development 

projects, there many obstacles exist that prevent them from being returned to American 

Indian, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian nations. This is the case for three reasons: 1) 

when items found on federal or tribal land do not qualify as human remains, funerary 

objects, sacred objects, or objects of cultural patrimony, they are typically deposited in 

local repositories, some of which are significant distances from “culturally affiliated” 

tribal nations who were removed from their ancestral homelands. There is no legal 

requirement that these items be returned to tribes. 2) When any type of Native human 

remains or objects are unearthed on state land, they are typically deposited in state 

museums. NAGPRA only applies to items and human remains found on federal and tribal 
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land and each state has its own preservation laws that dictate where unearthed human 

remains and items are deposited. 3) When any type of Native human remains or items are 

unearthed on private land, state laws vary greatly in terms of what must happen to these 

materials, but many states give private landowners the power to determine where those 

materials are deposited.  Collectively, this web of preservations laws presents another set 

of barriers for American Indian, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian nations who want 

to rebury, reclaim, or represent their own human remains and cultural items.  

 

Federal and Tribal Land 
 
If Native human remains or items are uncovered on federal or tribal land, they have the 

best chance of being returned to their respective American Indian, Alaska Native, of 

Native Hawaiian nations. This is because NAGPRA applies to federal and tribal land, and 

thus requires that any human remains, funerary objects, sacred objects, or objects of 

cultural patrimony uncovered are returned to “culturally affiliated” tribal nations and that 

these institutions attempt to return “culturally unidentifiable” human remains. Like 

objects already in museums, uncovered objects deemed “culturally unidentifiable” are 

typically not returned to tribes and are instead deposited in local federal or state 

museums. In addition to “culturally unidentifiable” objects, items that do not fall under 

the conditions of NAGPRA (are not human remains, funerary objects, sacred objects, or 

objects of cultural patrimony) are also not usually returned to tribes. Per the 

Archaeological Resources Protection Act, they become property of the United States and 



 

 152 

must be preserved by a “suitable university, museum, or other scientific or educational 

institution.”109 

 

State Land 
 
NAGPRA does not apply to state land. This means that human remains, funerary objects, 

sacred objects, objects of cultural patrimony, or any other types of items uncovered on 

state land are left to the discretion of individual state preservation laws. Many states have 

laws that require human remains found on state land to be returned to “culturally 

affiliated” American Indian nations, but these laws vary greatly. For instance, in 

Minnesota, remains must be returned to contemporary tribal leaders, but the state can 

decide to study the remains in a “timely and respectful manner” before returning them to 

tribes.110 In New York, the state has determined that they will rebury any human remains 

that are discovered accidentally in a manner and at a time prescribed by “culturally 

affiliated” Native Americans.111  

  The process of depositing materials that are not human remains is subject to fewer 

regulations and also varies from state to state. However, Mohican Tribal Historic 

Preservation Officer (THPO) Bonney Hartley says that objects unearthed on state land 

are typically deposited in repositories in the state they were found. In New York for 

                                                
109 National Park Service, Archaeological Resources Protection Act, October 31, 1979, Section 4, Item b3: 
https://www.nps.gov/history/local-law/FHPL_ArchRsrcsProt.pdf.  
110 State of Minnesota, “Statute 307.08 Damages; Illegal Molestation of Human Remains; Burials; 
Cemeteries; Penalty; Authentication” Subdivision 7, 2017, accessed June 7, 2018, 
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/?id=307.08.  
111 The New York Archeological Council, Standards for Cultural Resource Investigations and the Curation 
of Archaeological Collections in New York State, 1994, Appendix B: http://nyarchaeology.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/12/NYACStandards.pdf.	
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example, items must be deposited in a repository within the state that stores other objects 

from the same site or project location, and the repository must meet certain preservation 

standards.112 Similarly in Massachusetts, items collected become permanent property of 

the state, and Massachusetts may choose to display these items in a repository of their 

choice within the state.113  This is common across the board, according to Hartley, who 

says that “the argument experienced in reality is always that it is stated that the artifacts 

are data and researchers need to have access to the collection.” She continued that “the 

preference then is to house [the items] at a nearby facility where presumably it is closer to 

researchers of the site. By default, it is typically chosen to be the state museum to reach 

more people.”114  

By prioritizing the needs of researchers, this common practice limits tribes, like 

the Mohicans, that have been removed from their ancestral homelands from accessing 

and owning their historical items—the very problem that the Mohican Historical 

Committee sought to fix when they started collecting materials and fighting for cultural 

items to be returned to the reservation in the late 1960s. When these items are deposited 

in state museums, they typically remain there, such that Mohican tribal members may 

have to travel more than 1,000 miles to see them. In theory, the Mohicans could attempt 

to reclaim a very limited number of these items under NAGPRA if the museum they are 

deposited into receives federal funding and the items qualify as human remains, funerary 

                                                
112 Ibid.   
113 The 190th General Court of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, General Laws, Part I: Administration 
of the Government, Title II: Executive and Administrative Officers of the Commonwealth, Chapter 9: 
Department of the State Secretary, Section 27C: Projects, notice, adverse effects, review, accessed June 7, 
2018: https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleII/Chapter9/Section27C.  
114 Bonney Hartley, email to author, August 18, 2017.		
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objects, sacred objects, or objects of cultural patrimony, but again, the labor of proving 

that these items are “culturally affiliated” with the Mohican Nation would fall on the 

tribe, and not all museums receive federal funding. Moreover, Hartley indicated that the 

majority of items she is attempting to reclaim from development projects on state land do 

not fall under the item requirements of NAGPRA and are thus harder for the tribe to 

reclaim.115 This barrier to accessing historical materials is especially a problem for tribes, 

like the Mohicans, that have been removed from their ancestral homelands. However, it 

also affects tribes who only remain in a portion of their original homelands and would 

still have to travel to a different state (or in some cases even a different country if their 

original homelands cross national boundaries) to see these items. Likewise, the fact that 

NAGPRA does not apply to state land often still prevents tribes that remain in their 

original homelands from owning their own historical items and controlling how and if 

they are displayed, since state law may not designate tribal museums as “suitable 

repositories.” This is yet another loophole in NAGPRA, whereby many items unearthed 

are left to the discretion of state preservation laws.  

To combat this lack of control and accessibility, the Mohicans have recently 

opened a satellite Historic Preservation Office in New York, sending THPO Bonney 

Hartley to represent the tribe in the consultation processes of development projects and to 

create a “suitable” storehouse where items found within the state of New York, but that 

do not fall under NAGPRA, could be deposited. Once objects are in the possession of the 

Mohicans in their New York repository, they can be loaned to the Arvid E. Miller 

                                                
115 Bonney Hartley, notes to author, May 10, 2018.  
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Library-Museum on a long-term basis, a huge step that makes them more accessible to 

tribal members who live on the reservation.116 The tribe also acquired 125 acres of land in 

the town of Stockbridge, NY in 2002, hoping to use part of this property to rebury any 

remains that were returned to them within their ancestral homelands.117 Although these 

efforts are currently limited to New York, they are first steps in the tribe's ongoing goal to 

increase their permanent presence in their ancestral homelands and obtain more control 

over the preservation and presentation of their historical materials. Hartley noted that the 

tribe also has an interest in projects in Vermont, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, 

Connecticut, and New Jersey. Though she regularly consults on projects in these states as 

well, any cultural items unearthed in these states are typically deposited in their 

respective state museums rather than returned to the tribe, a devastating effect of the state 

borders that carved up Mohican homelands.118 Still, by creating the repository in New 

York  that is in the process of meeting federal curation standards, Hartley noted that the 

tribe will be able to request that items from other states be housed in the new Mohican 

facility.119 In sum, the Mohican satellite office enables the tribe to combat barriers in 

federal and state preservation laws that prevent American Indian nations from accessing 

                                                
116 Ibid.  
117 The did not purchase this land but acquired it with the help of Trading Cove Associates, the company 
that also helped the Mohegan Nation develop the Mohegan Sun Resort and Casino in Connecticut. The 
tribe also discussed opening a casino on this land but has not done so up to this point. See: Stockbridge-
Munsee Historical Committee, “Meeting Minutes” November 14, 2002, Historical Committee Meetings 
2002, Committees: Historical, Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; James M. Odato, 
“gains tribal land” Times Union, November 13, 2002, Historical Committee Meetings 2002, Committees: 
Historical, Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
118  Bonney Hartley, phone call with author, February 24, 2017.  
119 Hartley, May 10, 2018.  
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their historical materials and assert increased control over how and if these materials are 

displayed.  

 

Private Land  
 
The process of recovering historical materials is further complicated by items and human 

remains unearthed in development projects on private lands, where federal and state 

preservation laws do not apply. The Advisory Council of Historic Preservation 

recommends that developers consult with private landowners and develop a 

Memorandum of Agreement prior to breaking ground, in order to address where any 

objects unearthed will be deposited.120 Likewise, if human remains or cultural objects are 

unearthed unexpectedly, most states require the involvement of the State Historic 

Preservation Office.121 Certain states require “culturally affiliated” human remains found 

on private land to be returned to tribes, however, federal and state governments cannot 

force private landowners to release items that are not remains to a museum. The fate of 

these objects is typically at the discretion of the landowner, with or without a previous 

agreement. Moreover, even when federal agencies are able to work with private 

landowners to ensure items unearthed are placed in a museum, the default repository is 

again one within the state, at which researchers of similar sites will have access to the 

items.122   

                                                
120 Carol Legard, “An ACHP Perspective on the Artifact Curation Crisis” July 23, 2007: 
http://www.achp.gov/docs/fhwacurationcrisis.pdf. 
121 Jake Fahrenkrog, phone call with author, March 8, 2018.  
122 Legard, “An ACHP Perspective.” 
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This is even further complicated by items or remains that are unearthed on private 

land by private citizens in amateur archaeological digs or other activities that break 

ground. In most states, it is legal for any citizen to dig up and remove cultural items from 

private property as long as the landowner has given their permission, but different states 

vary in what types of cultural items can be legally removed.123 In some states, like 

California, it is illegal to possess Native American human remains and funerary items, 

and a felony to remove them from one’s private property with the intent to sell. However, 

even if remains are discovered and they are termed to be Native American by a California 

County Coroner, identified tribal descendants can only make recommendations to the 

landowner regarding the treatment or disposition of these remains.124 Other states like 

Minnesota have explicit requirements that unearthed remains be returned to tribes, but 

have no specific regulations regarding funerary objects or other types of Native American 

items.125  

Still, other states like New York, have even fewer regulations. According to New 

York State Archaeologist Christina Reith, there are no current restrictions on removing, 

owning or disposing of Native American human remains, funerary items, or other cultural 

items found on private property, unless human remains are discovered in New York City, 

where the city coroner’s office must be notified (as of 2017).126 Though in theory the 

                                                
123 For a collection of state burial laws see: American University of Washington College of Law, “State 
Burial Laws Project,” accessed June 7, 2018: https://www.wcl.american.edu/burial/.  
124 California Indian Legal Services, “What Should I Do If I Find Native American Human Remains, 
Artifacts, or Other Cultural Resources on My Private Property,” 
http://www.calindian.org/selfhelppdfs/SelfHelpArtifactsOrRemains.pdf.  
125 State of Minnesota, “Statute 307.08.” 
126 Christina Reith, email to author, August 24, 2017; Sherene Baugher, email to author, August 24, 2017. 
Reith also informed me that a common situation where the state does have jurisdiction is in underwater 
excavations, since even bodies of water that are completely surrounded by private land are typically 
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discovery of human remains on one’s private property should elicit a phone call to the 

police and consultation with a state’s archaeology division, there is no law in New York 

requiring this action. Likewise, according to President of the New York Archaeological 

Association Sherene Baugher, even in New York City, this law has not always been 

upheld. Even when a landowner chooses to involve state officials, they retain control 

over the scope of the investigation and the release of archaeologists’ findings.127 When it 

comes to the removal of Native American items that are not human remains, a New York 

State Archaeological Council Resolution notes that though discouraged, it is legal to 

“metal detect, dig-up, and remove artifacts from private property in New York State as 

long as the landowner has given permission for this activity.”128  

Again, these laws and practices vary from state to state, but despite differences in 

the laws between New York, and for instance, California, private landowners still retain 

the most rights. In New York, where the Mohicans are actively involved in historic 

                                                
considered public waterways and are thus categorized as submerged state land.  This land falls under New 
York State’s Section 33 Permit Program. See: http://www.nysm.nysed.gov/research-collections/state-land-
permits. According to Dr. Nina Versaggi, the Director of the Public Archaeology Facility at Binghamton 
University and former President of the New York Archaeology Council, one of the ways New York State 
has tried to regulate Native American burials on private land is by asserting their right to designate these 
burials as places of historic interest, whereby they would be protected under state law. However, according 
to Versaggi, this article was found to be so weak that it is not enforceable. See: 
http://law.justia.com/codes/new-york/2013/ind/article-2/12-a. Versaggi said that there has also been a 
stronger burial protection bill that would require reporting uncovered unmarked burial sites to the county 
coroner and state archeologist sitting in committee in the New York State Assembly for over ten years, but 
it has yet to come out of committee and onto the floor for a vote. See: 
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=$bn=A7256&term=2017&Memo=Y. Nina M. Vergassi, email 
to author, August 29,2017. For a complete overview of New York State Burial Laws see: Christopher A. 
Amato, “Digging Sacred Ground: Burial Site Disturbances and the Loss of New York’s Native American 
Heritage,” HeinOnline 27 (2002), 1-44. 	
127 For an example of this see: Chris Carola, “Report released on Mysterious Rogers Island Remains” The 
Post Star, December 1, 2011, accessed June 7, 2018: http://poststar.com/news/local/report-released-on-
mysterious-rogers-island-remains/article_e0737302-1c69-11e1-bbeb-0019bb2963f4.html.  
128 New York Archaeological Council, “Resolution Regarding Treasure Hunting on Private Property,” New 
York State Archaeology, last modified 2014, http://nysarchaeology.org/private-property/.  
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preservation, remains or cultural items found on private land could be removed, kept, or 

disposed of by the private landowner. Even if the landowner decided to involve the state 

archaeologist, they could prevent the findings from ever being released, meaning the 

Mohicans would never become aware of the discovery of their ancestors. In other words, 

this is yet another loophole whereby American Indian nations—those who do or do not 

live in their ancestral homelands—have limited access to many of their historical 

materials. In a move that is a clear example of American settler ideology, the state 

prioritizes private property and the rights of individual citizens over those of American 

Indian nations.  

Though removing, owning, and disposing of remains and items is still legal on 

private property in states like New York, NAGPRA does prohibit the buying and selling 

of Native American human remains, funerary objects, and items of cultural patrimony if 

you cannot show right of possession to these human remains or if the objects were 

obtained in violation of NAGPRA. However, many buyers and sellers still subvert this.129 

In an article titled “Tips of the Trade: Buying and Selling Native Artifacts,” independent 

appraiser Bruce Shackelford notes that very few individuals have actually been 

prosecuted under NAGPRA. Likewise, since NAGPRA only covers certain types of 

items (i.e. human remains, funerary objects, sacred objects, objects of cultural 

patrimony), many sellers initially obtained objects before NAGPRA was passed, and a 

small number of individuals may even be able to show right of possession to Native 

                                                
129 Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act.  
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human remains, many Native American materials are still bought and sold across the 

nation without the consent or involvement of American Indian nations.130   

In sum, this cacophony of preservation laws means that most remains and items 

unearthed on state or private land are not returned to American Indian, Alaska Native, 

and Native Hawaiian nations. Though the Mohicans have opened their satellite office in 

New York, Hartley can only house certain types of materials within her temporary 

curation facility because of federal preservation restraints.131 Still, she emphasized that 

the long-term goal is to have "our own place out here to represent the tribe."132 In fact, the 

Mohicans began contracting with a consultant who outlined the steps needed to meet 

federal standards for curation in Fall 2017, which will allow the tribe to house items 

found in New York and request items that are found in other states. Hartley emphasized 

that the tribe truly "benefits from local residents and tourists knowing about our history 

and having it be accurately presented," so they have a vested interest in representing their 

own histories in their ancestral homelands.133 In spite of the barriers that they and other 

tribes face as a result of this web of laws, the Mohican Nation is working to assert 

increased control over the collection and presentation of their historical materials—a key 

piece of Mohican archival activism.  

 
 

                                                
130Dennis Gaffney, “Tips of the Trade: Buying and Selling Native Artifacts” Antiques Roadshow, January 
19, 2004, accessed June 7, 2018:  http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/roadshow/tips/artifacts.html.		
131 For federal curation guidelines see: National Park Service, “Part 79—Curation of Federally-Owned and 
Administered Archaeological Collections, NPS Archaeology Program, accessed June 6, 2018, 
https://www.nps.gov/archeology/TOOLS/36cfr79.htm.  
132  Hartley, February 24, 2017.  
133  Ibid.   
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On Resistance: Why Self-Representation?   
 
Self-representation is not usually considered a mode of resistance. However, for 

American Indian nations, self-representation opposes and intervenes in the frequent 

practice of non-Native people representing Native people without consent and 

collaboration. This is particularly true in public history settings since many conceptualize 

museums as western, white spaces--places for ancient Indian “artifacts,” but not for living 

Indian curators and cultures. Different tribal nations make different decisions about the 

items they reclaim. While some tribes hide, bury, or destroy sacred objects that were 

never meant to be seen or displayed in the first place, others incorporate them into tribal 

ceremonies or, like the Mohicans, put them back in museums. All of these actions 

constitute modes of resistance because of the way these tribal nations assert their 

Figure 14: This flowchart demonstrates that in spite of NAGPRA, human remains and items unearthed 
from the ground are often deposited in state museums, rather than returned directly to culturally-
affiliated American Indian nations.  The shaded boxes represent all the situations when remains are not 
returned to culturally-affiliated tribes. Flowchart created by author.  
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sovereign right to determine what happens to their historical materials and how, as well 

as if, they are displayed. For the Mohicans, displaying the Bible and Communion Set and 

other items that have been repatriated is an act of resistance that not only defies the 

notion that they are unable or unwilling to represent themselves, but also presents the 

items in a new way. This political act of self-representation undermines existing 

narratives of missionization and disappearance, and instead, articulates Mohican survival 

and nationalism.  

The reclamation and reinterpretation of the Mohican Bible and Communion set in 

the Mohican tribal museum particularly undermines how Mohican history was 

represented in one specific museum--the Mission House in Stockbridge, MA. The 

Mission House focuses on the history of John Sergeant and his family, and displayed the 

Bible and Communion set until 1990 and 2006, respectively. The home-turned museum 

is run by the Trustees of Reservations.134 Visitors walk through the two-story building 

and learn about the clothing its inhabitants wore, their religious rituals, and their cultural 

practices. Largely missing from the narrative presented in the Mission House, however, 

are the Stockbridge Indians, distinctly asserting that this is not an Indian place, but rather 

one for Euro-Americans.  

In fact, the one mention of the tribe within the museum is an open, empty ledge, 

with a sign indicating the previous location of the two-volume Bible set and Communion 

set. Since Christianity is a main theme within the Mission House’s exhibits, these items 

were significant pieces in the Mission House’s narrative about missionization and about 

                                                
134 “About the Mission House,” The Trustees of Reservations, accessed July 24, 2015, 
http://www.thetrustees.org/places-to-visit/berkshires/mission-house. 
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Stockbridge as a significant site of conversion. Leaving an empty shelf not only 

communicates the symbolic role these items play in the presented missionization 

narrative, but also suggests that a significant part of the museum was taken, that the 

museum is even perhaps grieving a loss and memorializing these items with a notable 

absence. When I visited the museum in 2012, our tour guide addressed the vacant space, 

stating, “This is where we used to keep two Bibles and a Communion set that were given 

to the Indians as a gift. But, a few years ago, the Stockbridge Indians asked for them 

back. We just couldn’t say no to such a sweet request. So now, the Bibles are in 

Wisconsin on the reservation.”135 As is evident from the thirty-one-year fight that the 

Mohicans engaged in to retrieve their Bible and Communion set, recovering these items 

was by no means a situation in which the Trustees simply “couldn’t say no to such a 

sweet request.” Describing it as such and emphasizing the loss and absence of these items 

by continuing to display an empty ledge, is yet another instance in which white settlers 

are deemed generous, and Indians are relegated to “sweet” recipients. In the initial story 

of the Mohicans receiving the Bible as a gift, the non-Native museum displays of Native 

objects across the country, and the current display of absence at the Mission House, the 

narrative is the same: white collectors are generous gift givers or saviors of objects, 

Indians are the recipients of these gifts. These narratives continue to paint white 

collectors and museums as benevolent and obscure what is, at best, their complacency 

with housing Native objects and, at worst, their role in actively taking these objects from 

indigenous communities. Moreover, these narratives dismiss the activism, labor, and all-

                                                
135 “Mission House Tour.”  
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out battles for these sacred objects that American Indian nations have led. These are the 

narratives the Mohicans push back against by fighting to represent their own historical 

materials.  

In their old location in the Mission House and now in their recognized absence, 

the Bible and Communion Set are central items to a story about white settlers and 

missionization. The narrative presented in the house positions the Stockbridge Indians as 

props, the objects of Sergeant’s benevolent instruction and teaching who disappeared as 

the United States expanded.136 In contrast, in their new location in the Arvid E Miller 

Library-Museum on the Mohican reservation, the Bible and Communion set tell new 

stories that change the way visitors who view these objects understand Mohican history. 

By representing how and why the Bible was initially given to the Mohicans, these objects 

tell a new story of missionization that centers Mohican decisions and actions. By 

explaining what Stockbridge, MA meant as an important diplomatic and educational 

location for the Mohicans, these materials attest to a history of Mohican leadership and 

political sovereignty. By recounting how the Mohicans carried these items with them as 

they were displaced over 1,000 miles over the course of seven different removals, these 

items tell a story of Mohican resilience. Within their own communities, the Mohicans and 

other American Indian nations can represent items they have reclaimed in a way that 

centers their own histories and stories, and they can choose how to transmit indigenous 

                                                
136 I discuss the Indian Museum, which is a building behind the Mission House that attends to the 
Stockbridge Indians, extensively in Chapter Five.  
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knowledge in a way that is appropriate based on their own cultural perspectives and 

knowledge.137 

Other tribes have found unique, locally appropriate ways to adapt these principles. 

For example, the Zuni nation found that the best way of representing their historical items 

was in an ecomuseum, a concept first created by George-Henri Rivière whereby objects 

are not just interpreted, but actually used in the practice of tradition as dynamic, living, 

things. In the Zuni adaptation of this concept, the Zuni Nation actually decided not to 

have the majority of items that were housed in non-Native institutions repatriated, in part 

because of a barrier many tribes face: the high costs of curation and preservation. With 

the items that were already in their community however, the Zuni Nation identified 

community members as curators who would take care of objects and would also be 

responsible for transmitting the knowledge about and significance of the materials. In this 

format, the Zuni A:shiwi A:wan Museum and Heritage Center still houses some items but 

relies on the expertise and care of their community members to preserve and interpret 

these materials.138 Moreover, they have worked to build collaborative relationships with 

other museums that house Zuni materials to both correctly interpret these materials and 

make them more accessible for their own tribal members. Through an online system 

called the Amidolanne Database, the Zuni have developed a digital repository that 

includes information about objects held in external museums around the world. The 

                                                
137 For example, Gwyneira Isaac argues that in the A:shiwi A:wan Museum and Heritage Center in Zuni, 
New Mexico, the Zuni nation can “provide knowledge in a manner that would be appropriate to Zuni 
pedagogical values.” See: Gwyneira Isaac, “Responsibilities Toward Knowledge: The Zuni Museum and 
the Reconciling of Different Knowledge Systems,” in Sleeper-Smith, Contesting Knowledge, 314.  
138 Isaac, Mediating Knowledges, 97-103.  
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database is based in the A:shiwi A:wan Museum and Heritage Center, “where Zuni 

members can add their own comments and corrections—using text, videos, and/or 

recordings—to the original descriptions attached to each object as well as control what 

information to share back with the host museums.” The A:shiwi A:wan Museum and 

Heritage Center website explains their motivation by noting that “non-tribal museums 

and Zunis describe objects differently since they understand the world according to 

different systems of knowledge…This collaborative catalog retains how objects are 

identified in the language of the museums, but it also adds the voice of the Zuni 

describing contextual uses of the same objects and adding personal narratives.”139  

The repatriation of historical items to tribes enables indigenous self-

representation, but also returns the materials to a place where they are surrounded by 

other related materials and histories. Much like the documents and oral histories the 

Mohicans have collected, the retrieval of these sacred items and their placement within a 

repository of other Mohican materials creates the conditions for the Mohicans to generate 

new narratives. They can use their museum exhibits to talk about the relationships 

between different items, represent their histories using documents found in the tribal 

archive, and ultimately craft new narratives about Mohican survival in spite of cultural 

change. Returning these items to communities can facilitate these kind of interpretations, 

since, as Sherry Farrell Racette argues, forming a relationship with an object requires a 

“reflective contemplation [that] is often at odds with the assembly-line mode adopted 

when researchers have limited time in a museum.” When these objects are separated from 

                                                
139 A;shiwi A;wan Museum and Heritage Center, “Amidolanne Database,” A:shiwi A:wan Museum and 
Heritage Center, http://ashiwi-museum.org/.  
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their communities, community members are required to travel to view them, giving them 

less time to reconstruct an object’s history and story. In their own communities, whether 

in or outside of tribal museums, reclaimed items are surrounded by related materials like 

archival documents, community stories, and other items. While “one item tells a story, 

sometimes several stories…multiple objects reveal interconnected stories…as they 

communicate visually, one sees and hear them.”140 In that sense, reclaimed stolen items 

that are returned and placed within their communities hold the potential for new stories 

and new historical narratives that center indigenous knowledge.  

This was evident in a 1997 exhibit that the Navajo Nation decided to host titled 

“Woven by the Grandmothers: Nineteenth-Century Navajo textiles from the National 

Museum of the American Indian.” As the title suggests, the exhibit was actually a 

traveling exhibition initiated by the National Museum of the American Indian. By hosting 

the exhibit, the Navajo Nation was not actually able to reclaim the blankets, serapes, and 

dresses woven by their ancestors while they were incarcerated at Fort Sumner. Still, as 

Mary Lawlor notes, housing the items temporarily and representing them in Navajo space 

was “a way of taking temporary possession of the blankets and shawls that had originated 

in Navajo hands.” In the Navajo museum, the materials were “immersed in a tribal 

context where their religious values and relationship to the nineteenth century material 

environment of the reservation were more evident.”141  

In addition to creating the conditions for new narratives that center indigenous 

histories and worldviews, the reclamation of historical materials by tribes also directly 

                                                
140 Racette in conversation with Corbiere and Migwans, “Pieces Left Along the Trail,” 226.  
141 Lawlor, Public Native America, 74.  
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opposes the myth of Indian disappearance by asserting that they are the rightful owners of 

these items and they are still here.  Even if there was nothing that explicitly claimed that 

the Mohicans disappeared within the Mission House display of the Bible and 

Communion set, the failure to discuss their future beyond Stockbridge was a clear 

example of how material items representing the past can be used to perpetuate myths of 

Indian disappearance. In that sense, the same materials that Native people work to 

reclaim are the same materials often used to represent American Indians as people that 

have disappeared. The more the public is presented with items that only represent an 

Indian past and do not discuss an Indian present, the harder it is for tribes to assert that 

they are still here, that they are “real Indians,” and that they are thus the rightful owners 

of their historical materials. 

As Jean O’Brien and Amy Den Ouden note, this myth of Indian disappearance is 

especially prevalent in New England and the Northeast, where there are very few 

federally-recognized tribes.142 As museums present representations of Indians as only 

existing in the past, the local scarcity of federally-recognized tribes confirms visitors’ 

assumptions. Consequently, when unrecognized tribes seek federal recognition, they are 

often met with beliefs that they are not “real Indians,” that “real Indians” only exist in the 

past. This has made NAGPRA in New England and the Northeast an extremely 

complicated matter since until a 2010 amendment, tribes had to show “cultural 

affiliation” to have any chance of their ancestors’ remains or cultural objects being 

                                                
142 Amy E. Den Ouden and Jean M. O’Brien, “Introduction” in Recognition, Sovereignty Struggles, & 
Indigenous Rights in the United States: A Sourcebook. Amy E. Den Ouden and Jean M. O’Brien, eds. 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2013), 1-34.  	
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returned. In order to so, they were also required to have federal recognition.143 While 

federal recognition is still required for tribes to show “cultural affiliation” and have 

human remains and other sacred objects returned to them without further question, the 

2010 amendment does require institutions that receive federal funding to further attempt 

to repatriate “culturally unidentifiable” human remains. Still, federal recognition 

expedites the NAGPRA process significantly and this amendment does not give specific 

procedures for culturally unidentifiable associated or unassociated funerary objects, 

sacred objects, or objects of cultural patrimony, meaning these items typically remain in 

the possession of non-Native institutions.144  

Though this myth has not prevented the Mohicans from maintaining their federal 

recognition or recovering numerous items through NAGPRA, the romanticized narrative 

of Indians in New England and the Northeast has still plagued the Mohicans’ ability to 

have their histories accurately represented. Though the relationship between the town of 

Stockbridge, Massachusetts and the Mohicans has improved significantly since the 

repatriation of the Bible and Communion set, one of the challenges the Mohicans faced 

when fighting for these items was the continual misrepresentation of them and their 

histories. As Dorothy Davids observed in 1983, “some of the Christian inhabitants of the 

village have place[d] the Mahicans in a romantic niche in their village history.”145 In 

other words, residents of Stockbridge, Massachusetts celebrated what they considered the 

                                                
143 Joanne Barker, “The Recognition of NAGPRA: A Human Rights Promise Deferred” in Den Ouden and 
O’Brien, Recognition, Sovereignty Struggles, & Indigenous Rights in the United States, 95-113.  
144 Clayton W. Dumont Jr., “Contesting Scientists’ Narrations of NAGPRA’s Legislative History: Rule 
10.11 and the Recovery of ‘Culturally Unidentifiable’ Ancestors,” Wicazo Sa Review, 26 no. 1, (Spring 
2011): 5-41.  
145 Davids to Mandell, February 14, 1983. 
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cherished history of the Stockbridge Indians, in which Native people were peacefully 

Christianized, fought for the colonists in the Revolutionary War, and quietly disappeared 

West as white settlement expanded. This narrative erased the long history of violence that 

accompanied dispossession and missionary projects, and allowed non-Native residents of 

Stockbridge, MA to remember the Mohicans as merely a chapter in their town’s history, 

rather than acknowledging the fact that the existence of their town and all the history that 

has come after was made possible by the forced removal of the Mohican people.  

In their new location in the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum on the Mohican 

reservation, the Bible and Communion set represent Mohican history and culture in a new 

way that centers Mohican narratives and defies the myth of Mohican disappearance. 

Though, (as of 2012), the empty space remains in the Mission House, the relationship 

between the Trustees/the town of Stockbridge and the Mohicans has actually improved 

since the Trustees returned the materials. As I discuss in Chapter Five, the Mohicans have 

worked with the Trustees to create their own exhibit components that expand the 

Trustees’ representation of Mohican history and their ongoing connections to their 

ancestral homelands. Additionally, tribal members return to Stockbridge, MA year after 

year to give presentations about Mohican history and culture. These changes, much like 

the collaboration between the Zuni Nation and repositories that hold their historical 

materials, demonstrate that repatriation and consultation around material items actually 

have the potential to produce positive outcomes that shape possibilities for future 

dialogue and exchange. Again, the return of Native items to their rightful owners 

establishes possibilities for new narratives produced by American Indian communities, 
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narratives of resilience and nationalism that can change the way we understand American 

Indian history.   

 

Conclusion   
 
For different tribal nations and different individuals, the goals of repatriation are 

different. When I asked Leah Miller why she thought reclaiming these items was 

important, she explained that they provide an important connection to the past, allowing 

her and others to read about their ancestors while simultaneously seeing the items they 

used in their daily lives. “It’s just, I can’t think of any other word but spiritual” she told 

me.146 Similarly, in their letter to the National Park Service seeking grant money, Bernice 

and Lucille Miller called them “clues…that aid[s] us in our search for the truth about our 

culture and history.”147 On the other hand, Historical Committee member Jo Ann 

Schedler attributes the importance of these items to pride and identity. She told me that 

“It helps with our young people to look and see…where did it come from? why did it 

come? what happened?” She further emphasized that it is “so important for young people 

to see some of these [items] and then hear the stories about our tribe because so much 

was lost.”148  

 Placed within in the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum, the Bible and Communion 

set, as well as other items the Mohicans have retrieved from non-Native institutions, 

                                                
146 L. Miller, interview.   
147 Bernice Miller Pigeon and Lucille Bowman Miller to National Park Service, February 1, 1995, 1995 
Historical Committee Meeting Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI.  
148 J. Schedler, interview. 
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provide a vital link to the Mohican past that is incredibly important to contemporary 

community members. Further, in addition to their display as important historical and 

sacred objects, the placement of these items in the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum also 

communicates the important story of the fight for the items, exemplifying their 

importance in Mohican tribal history as well as the remarkable story they tell about self-

representation and resistance.149 As Amy Lonetree suggests, this is an example of how 

tribal museums can not only represent Native histories on their own terms, but also name 

colonial forces at work, such as paternalism, which still plagues repatriation.150 The 

Mohican decision to highlight how difficult it was to retrieve the Bible and Communion 

set and to foreground that they were stolen from their community shows the impact that 

settler-colonial ideas about race continue to have on American Indian nations. 

Representing the items in this context in their own museums is more than a preservation 

goal; it is a political act.  

For every visitor, Native or non-Native, who enters the Arvid E. Miller Library-

Museum, the Bible and Communion set are not only presented as sacred religious and 

historic objects. They are important because they tell a story of resistance, a story of a 

tribe that has refused to be complacent with the way it is represented by others. The fight 

for these objects set an important precedent for the subsequent repatriation requests the 

Mohicans have made under NAGPRA, but it is clear that barriers to retrieving items from 

non-Native institutions as well as items unearthed in development projects continue. In 

these battles, tribal archives play a critical role in providing the evidence needed to 

                                                
149 Yvette Malone, email message to author, February 3, 2016. 
150 Lonetree, Decolonizing Museums.	
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reclaim these items. Moreover, the items that are reclaimed become a part of indigenous 

archival collections that gather previously scattered materials and provide the foundations 

for Native-centered representations and narratives of history. These new narratives 

created by the Mohicans and other American Indian nations demonstrate the important 

place of self-representation in Native political action. 
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Chapter 4: The Mohican Historical Trips: Reclaiming Indigenous National 
Histories and Cultivating Collective Memories in Ancestral Homelands 

 
 It seemed to me that those who were making the trip for the first time were discovering 
that we are a people with roots, people with a history. Though we have been uprooted 

and moved many times, we know who we are. We are the people-of-the-waters-that-are-
never-still and the people of the Many Trails.1 –Dorothy Davids, Historical Committee 

member 
 

The Stockbridge-Munsee Mohicans were removed from their ancestral homelands in the 

Mahicannituck (Hudson) River Valley on the East Coast of what is now called the United 

States in 1783.2 Their current reservation in present-day central Wisconsin is more than 

1000 miles from this land. Yet, in 1996, they prevented Wal-Mart from opening a new 

store in Catskill, New York after human remains were uncovered. In 2005, they signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding with the West Point Military Academy, dictating 

procedure for human remains or sacred items uncovered in development. And in 2015, 

they opened a satellite historic preservation office in upstate New York, facilitating 

increased collaboration on development and historical projects in their homelands. 

Understanding how the Mohicans realized these achievements requires a longer story 

about archival activism, reclamation of place, and an unrelenting determination to change 

the collection and representation of Mohican national history.  

Individuals and small groups of Mohicans have continually returned to their 

ancestral homelands since they were removed in 1783. However, the first of many 

                                                
1 TTM Travelers, "A Special Report to The Stockbridge-Munsee Tribal Council: Our Trip to Stockbridge 
Massachusetts August 21-29, 1989," 1989 Folder, Historical Trips Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
2 There are multiple different spellings of Mahicannituck that occur throughout literature, but I’ve chosen to 
rely on the spelling used by the Mohicans on their tribal website, Mohican Nation, “Origin and Early 
History.”	
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coordinated group trips was led by the Mohican Historical Committee in the year of its 

creation, 1968.3 Among the group was Historical Committee founder Bernice Miller, who 

had spent the last thirty-plus years gathering Mohican historical materials in her home 

and dreaming of opening a tribal library on the Mohican reservation. She and the other 

women on her new Committee sought to gather as many historical materials from other 

archives as possible. There was no better place to start than in her people’s ancestral 

homelands.  

Since this first delegation, the Mohican Historical Committee has led more than 

twenty trips to their ancestral homelands.4 The trips have been funded in part by either 

the Stockbridge-Munsee Tribal Council or the Stockbridge-Munsee Historical 

Committee, and have been mostly limited to enrolled members of the Stockbridge-

Munsee Mohican nation.5 They have varied in size from less than five people to more 

than forty people, and have typically included a wide age range of travelers, including 

                                                
3 Though this was the first coordinated trip by the newly formed Mohican Historical Committee, it was 
certainly not the first time that Mohican peoples returned to their ancestors’ homelands since they were 
removed from that area in the early 1800s. Some notable examples include a 1936 visit from “Mohican 
sachem Uhm-Pa-Tuth” and a 1951 visit from Jim and Grace Davids, both of which were documented in 
local newspapers in Stockbridge, Massachusetts. See: “Uhm-Pa-Tuth Lays Pipe of Peace on Burial Ground 
of His Ancestors,” The Berkshire Eagle, May 1936, Rick Wilcox Personal Collection, article emailed to 
author on February 19, 2017; “Indian Returns to Home of His Ancestors,” July 31, 1951, Stockbridge 
Indian Collection, Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, MA. For more on the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohicans’ 
continued returns to their homelands over time see Namgyal Tsepak’s forthcoming dissertation “The 
Return of the Mohicans: The Mohican Nation’s Pursuit and Protection of Sacred Homeland, Sovereignty, 
and Identity,” which “investigates the ways in which the Mohican people today reconnect with their 
ancestral homelands in the Northeast and explores how land/places intersect with native identity, 
sociocultural (re-)production and political belonging within the context of settler colonialism.” Namgyal 
Tsepak, Facebook message to author, May 16, 2018.  
4 For more on the vast reasons for return and a longer history of Mohicans returning to their homelands, see 
Namgyal Tsepak’s forthcoming dissertation “The Return of the Mohicans.” 
5 The only exception I have found for this is Ruth Gudinas, who was not an enrolled tribal member, but was 
the lifelong partner of tribal leader Dorothy “Dot” Davids. Ruth served as the Historical Committee’s 
Secretary and was an active member of the Historical Committee until her death in 2014. See: “Obituary: 
Ruth Anna Gudinas,” Shawano Evening Leader, September 10, 2014, http://www.shawanoleader.com/.  
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those as young as two and as old as eighty-four.6 Like other American Indian nations that 

coordinate commemorative travel to or within their homelands, the Mohicans often create 

itineraries that include what Christine DeLucia calls in her work on Nimpuc returns “an 

archipelago of memory-sites” that serve in a process of “reorientation, regrounding in 

meaningful memorial geographies.”7 Accordingly, the Mohicans typically spend 

significant time in the areas around what are now known as the cities of Albany, New 

York and Stockbridge, Massachusetts, reorienting themselves in the Mahicannituck 

(Hudson) River Valley. On the way back to Wisconsin, the tribe re-traces the route their 

ancestors traveled as they were forced to move west. Often, they stop in cities including 

Loudonville, Ohio and White River, Indiana, where the tribe lived briefly during the 

process of removal.8  

When the Mohicans returned to their ancestral homelands in 1968, they were one 

of many groups engaged in the post-Civil Rights phenomenon of “heritage tourism,” trips 

motivated by an interest in the tourist’s own history.9 Especially influenced by Alex 

Haley’s Roots,10 which traced the family history of an African American male sold into 

slavery in the United States, Americans from numerous racial groups began to see 

                                                
6 Trudi Coar, “Stockbridge Indians Come Home,” The Berkshire Record, September 1, 1989, Box 4, 
Stockbridge Indian Collection, Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, MA.  
7 Christine DeLucia, The Memory Lands: King Phillip’s War and the Place of Violence in the Northeast 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2018), 109.  
8 TTM Travelers, "A Special Report to The Stockbridge-Munsee Tribal Council.” 
9 For the more general definition of heritage tourism that I reference here, see: “Heritage Tourism,” 
Wikipedia, last modified January 22, 2017, https://en.wikipedia.org/.  
10 For the Mohicans, the connection to Alex Haley’s Roots was quite direct: Dorothy Davids mentions the 
television series that was based off of the book specifically in a proposal for funding one of the historical 
trips, writing, “Alex Haley, through [unreadable] television series, exemplified an individual’s long search 
for his historical roots. The Stockbridge-Munsee people watched this series, and like many others, 
identified with Haley’s search.” See: Dorothy Davids, “Proposal, Historical Trip,” Tribal/Community 
Service Folder, Dorothy Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.	
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themselves as “whole, traceable across oceans and centuries to the remotest ancestral 

village.”11 Yet the stakes were different among these groups. While heritage tourism 

provided white Americans with the opportunity to erase their own complicity in white 

supremacist structures by making claims such as “I’m not white, I’m Italian,” non-white 

Americans were required to search for their histories as a direct result of these same 

structures.12 For white tourists, traveling to their European countries of origin was an 

opportunity to return to a land their ancestors chose to leave, while African Americans 

and American Indians returned to lands from which their ancestors were forcibly 

removed.13 Moreover, since American Indian tribes are sovereign nations, their searches 

for history and heritage are not just about individual family histories; the Mohicans and 

other American Indians rediscover and reclaim the national histories of their tribal 

nations. By facilitating common group experiences and defining a common Mohican 

history, these trips forge a distinct Mohican identity that is best understood as a form of 

indigenous nationalism.   

I set up these comparisons between different types of heritage tourism not to 

demean individual experiences, but to show that the stakes are different. Indigenous 

reclamations of the histories of their tribal nations directly oppose settler-colonial efforts 

to remove American Indians from their homelands, assimilate them into American 

                                                
11 Time, March 28, 1977, 54, quoted in Matthew Frye Jacobson, Roots Too: White Ethnic Revival in Post-
Civil Rights America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006), 42.  
12 Jacobson, Roots Too, 19.  
13 While I use the phrasing “chose to leave” broadly here, it important to note that choice is always 
complicated within immigration. Certainly, some ethnic groups did not choose to leave their homelands, 
but were rather forced or pushed out by violent or desperate conditions. Likewise, even for immigrant 
groups who came to America on their own accord, we do not know to what extent individuals, like 
obligated wives and children, always chose to leave their homes.  
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(white) culture, and dissolve American Indian nationhood. By returning to their 

homelands, bringing historical materials back to the reservation, and teaching tribal 

history to tribal members through place, the Mohicans rebuild a distinct Mohican identity 

tied to place and history. In that sense, these trips and the other Mohican efforts to 

reclaim their national history constitute a distinct form of activism and nation-building.  

Within the broader scope of the Mohican effort to reshape the narration of their 

national history, the trips contribute to and are grounded in archival activism. The first 

trip in 1968 and the subsequent trips in the 1970s were rooted in the effort to develop a 

tribal archive, allowing the tribe to control the creation and assembly of their own 

historical sources and challenge how indigenous histories have been archived in non-

Native institutions. In that sense, the Mohicans engage in a distinct type of archival 

activism that challenges the authority of the U.S nation state while simultaneously 

carving out a distinct Mohican space that aids in indigenous nation building.  

Mohican archival activism has far-reaching importance. In the scope of returning 

to their homelands, the archive is key in the research Historical Committee members 

undertake to plan the trips and the preparation they do in order to teach tribal history to 

tribal members within their ancestral homelands. However, it also lays the foundation for 

more direct activist efforts that the trips facilitate. By returning, tribal members oppose 

the logic of settler colonialism that sought to remove them from these places and work to 

undo the legacies of assimilation policies that deterred Mohican peoples from learning 

and taking pride in their history. Moreover, the trips allow tribal members to directly 

engage with and challenge common misrepresentations of their history in settler-colonial 
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institutions and publicly critique settler colonialism, establishing an essential foundation 

for direct off-reservation interventions with public history and public education that I 

discuss in Chapter Five.  

The historical trips led by the Historical Committee exemplify how the Mohicans 

engage in archival activism to assert authority over the collection of Mohican history. 

This activism lays the groundwork for opposing settler-colonialism by returning to tribal 

homelands, teaching history through place, and strengthening Mohican nationalism. The 

Mohican trips show how tribal archives are foundational within larger historical projects 

and activist efforts and demonstrate one of the many ways American Indian nations use 

public history and public memory spaces to reclaim authority over their own national 

histories.  

 

The Beginnings of Archival Activism 
 
Bernice Miller described the first historical trip in 1968 as “successful in every way.”14 

The group, which included her sister Dorothy Davids, father Elmer Davids, aunt Wildy 

Putnam, and Dot’s long-time partner Ruth Gudinas, traveled through Canada and down 

through New York to reach their destination of Stockbridge, Massachusetts. Stockbridge 

was the English name given to the town in 1735, but to the Mohicans, this place was 

Wnahktukuk, an important meeting place and village for their ancestors.15 The group 

                                                
14 Bernice Miller, “Our Trip to Stockbridge, Massachusetts,” Stockbridge, Mass Folder, Historical Trips 
Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
15 There are multiple different spellings of Wnahktukuk that occur throughout literature, but I have chosen 
to rely on the spelling used by the Mohicans on their tribal website, Mohican Nation, "Origin and Early 
History." For more on Wnahktukuk in the scope of Algonquin homelands see: Brooks, The Common Pot.  



 

 180 

explored Stockbridge, visited the Mission House Museum where missionary John 

Sergeant lived to see the Bible and Communion set that was given to their ancestors, and 

walked through the old town cemetery looking for familiar names. Dorothy and Bernice, 

who had recently resolved to build a tribal archive, were also on a mission to make copies 

of documents they could bring back to the Mohican reservation.  

On this trip and others throughout the 1970s, Dorothy, Bernice, and other 

members of the Historical Committee worked to learn more about Mohican history and 

gather information that had been scattered across countless archives is eight different 

states. Mohican homelands in the Mahicannituck (Hudson) River Valley included what 

are now the states of New York, Vermont, Massachusetts, and Connecticut. Forced 

removal from these lands and the places they were removed to in Ohio, Indiana, and 

areas of Wisconsin left Mohican historical materials scattered across the eastern United 

States. Removal was devastating in its physical displacement of the Mohicans, but in 

addition to separating tribal members from their homelands, it also left them without 

access to the historical materials that could connect them to their ancestors.  

Gathering historical materials from these widely-dispersed archival locations was 

an attempt to combat this separation. On their trips, Committee members visited archives 

and museums across multiple states, in an effort to, as Dorothy Davids put it “gather 

everything that was known about our people.”16 Historical Committee members 

emphasized that their goal was “to establish a historical library for the tribe”, and to do 

so, Committee members read and copied thousands of historical materials by hand 17 As 

                                                
16 Dorothy Davids, "Here We Are!"  
17 TTM Travelers, "A Special Report to the Stockbridge-Munsee Tribal Council.”  
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the trips grew in size, elders on the Historical Committee also taught others, especially 

younger tribal members how to participate in the research process, teaching them "how to 

identify one topic they would pursue, how to use the card catalogs, how to use the 

indexes, how to take notes, and how to keep a journal."18  

 

Historical Committee members also used these trips as a way to build connections 

and collaborative relationships with local residents.  To publicize their work in local 

newspapers, the Committee regularly issued press releases in the hope that local residents 

might read about the Mohican goal of recovering and gathering history and know of 

                                                
18 Dorothy Davids, "Here We Are!"  

Figure 15: Tribal members examine documents in the Stockbridge Library in Stockbridge, 
Massachusetts as a part of the research component of their trip in 1989. Photo courtesy of the Arvid E. 
Miller Library-Museum.  
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additional resources that might be useful to the tribe.19 Through their extensive research 

in various archives, Historical Committee members also built relationships with 

archivists, many of whom agreed to share new materials they received with the Arvid E. 

Miller Library-Museum. For the Stockbridge Library in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, 

working together on this research facilitated collaborative relationships between tribal 

and non-tribal archivists and a continuous exchange of documents between the archives. 

In particular, Grace Wilcox and Polly Pierce (both previous archivists at the Stockbridge 

Library), have advocated for the tribe on a number of occasions and actively cultivated 

opportunities for tribal members to return to and speak in Stockbridge. Grace's grandson 

Rick Wilcox has continued much of this work, and he currently works closely with the 

tribe's Historical Preservation Office on a number of different projects in Stockbridge and 

in the Northeast more broadly.20 The trips are important for not only collecting and 

copying historical materials, but also for creating important relationships for future 

historical projects.  

In building the Mohican tribal archive and gathering these materials, the 

Mohicans importantly consolidated scattered historical materials in one central repository 

on the Mohican reservation, making materials accessible to tribal members. This archival 

practice is a distinct type of activism that undermines how Mohican history has been 

                                                
19 Ruth Gudinas, “Trip to Stockbridge, August 21-29 1989” Historical Trips Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, 
WI; Kristy Miller, “Excerpts of Journal” in 1972 Journal folder, Historical Trips Collection, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI.  
20 Grace Wilcox, Polly Pierce, and current archivist Barbara Allen have all visited the Stockbridge-Munsee 
reservation. Rick Wilcox and Barbara Allen, conversation with author, February 15, 2017; For Polly Pierce 
sending materials to AEMLM and advocating for the tribe, see correspondence between Pierce and 
Dorothy Davids (Stockbridge Library and AEMLM) and Margaret Raasch, “Story of the Historical Trip” 
Box #3 Tribe and Community, Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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catalogued in non-Native institutions, allows the Mohican Nation to assert authority over 

the assembly of their historical materials, and thus also gives them a level of control over 

the retrieval of those sources and the production of the historical narratives about their 

nation.  In this way, these trips function as a part of this larger, political effort of 

gathering history, fundamentally shifting the collection of Mohican history and laying a 

foundation for the other important aspects of these historical trips discussed below.   

 
 

Establishing Belonging and Teaching History Through Place  
 
After the first few trips in the late 1960s and 1970s, the Historical Committee responded 

to a growing interest in returning to Mohican ancestral homelands by leading buses of 

tribal members east. While document collection has still occurred on these later trips 

from the mid-1970s to the present, the focus has shifted to teaching tribal history to tribal 

members and forging common Mohican identities grounded in history and place. In 

doing so, the Mohicans engage in a type of commemorative travel that Christine DeLucia 

has described as “encouraging solidarity and collective purpose.”21  

 

                                                
21 DeLucia, The Memory Lands. 
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Figure 16: A large group of tribal members who traveled east on one of the bus tours led by the Historical 
Committee. This photo is from the 1989 trip. Photo courtesy of the Arvid. E. Miller Library-Museum. 

 

 

Figure 17: The Mohicans often traveled in large coach buses like the one seen here. This photo includes 
from left to right Linda Miller Kroening, Dorothy Davids, and Bernice Miller. The exact year is unknown, 
but the photo was likely taken in the 1980s. Photo courtesy of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum. 



 

 185 

Specific places within indigenous homelands tell stories and inform identity 

formation.  Yet as Keith Basso argues, when “deprived of these attachments” one might 

“find ourselves adrift, literally dislocated.”22 Since the Mohicans were removed from 

their ancestral homelands in the 1780s and now live more than 1000 miles from a place 

they still consider home, they are what Renya K. Ramirez calls a “diasporic” community 

in that they are simultaneously attached to both their ancestral homelands and their 

reservation in Wisconsin. While Ramirez uses this term to describe Native peoples living 

in urban spaces away from their home reservations, we might also apply this concept to 

Native peoples who have been removed from but maintain a connection to their ancestral 

homelands, in that they sustain “a sense of connection to where one is currently at and 

where one is from, places considered one’s homeland and one's current residence.”23 

Native peoples living away from their ancestral homelands often maintain their sense of 

connection through what Ramirez calls “ongoing social relations, imaginaries, memories, 

and cultural production,” so for the Mohicans and other indigenous peoples separated 

from their homelands, traveling home is a form of cultural production that shapes 

indigenous identities and nationalisms.24  

Throughout the nearly 40 years that groups of Mohicans have returned to their 

homelands, tribal members have worked to enrich their existing connections to these 

lands as a foundation for teaching tribal history and forging a common Mohican identity. 

                                                
22 Keith H. Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places: Landscape and Language Among the Western Apache 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1996), xiii.  
23 Renya K. Ramirez, Native Hubs: Culture, Community and Belonging in Silicon Valley and Beyond 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2007), 11. 
24 Ibid.  
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As Craig S. Womack writes, "to exist as a nation, the community needs a perception of 

nationhood, that is, stories that help them imagine who they are as a people, how they 

came to be."25 The historical trips are about recovering these stories, learning them as a 

community, and teaching them to others. Through these collective efforts, the Mohicans 

oppose settler-colonial efforts to remove and disconnect them from their homelands, to 

assimilate them into American (white) culture, and to destroy their tribal community and 

sense of indigenous identity. In these ways, the trips allow the Mohicans to reclaim 

authority over and reshape how their history is taught, and they constitute a distinct type 

of nation-building.  

 

Affective Connections and the Experience of Returning 
 
On each trip, the Mohicans return to places their ancestors lived, places their ancestors 

are buried, and places that continue to be sacred to the tribe. Stopping at these various 

locations enables Mohican tribal members to physically experience and see the places 

their ancestors lived, thus enriching their identities as members of the Mohican nation. As 

Winona Wheeler reminds us, "The land is mnemonic, it has its own set of memories, and 

when the old people go out to the land it nudges or reminds them, and their memories are 

rekindled."26 In this sense, the traveling Mohicans encounter new, but familiar spaces, 

and unsurprisingly, many tribal members have spoken about a distinct “feeling” they 

have upon arriving. 

                                                
25 Craig S. Womack, Red on Red: Native American Literary Separatism (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1999), 26.  
26 Winona Wheeler quoted in Waziyatawin Angela Wilson, Remember This! Dakota Decolonization and 
the Eli Taylor Narratives (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2005), 31. 
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When I asked tribal member Leah Miller about the trips in 2016, she told me "the 

first thing about it is, it's a spiritual thing. When you go out there to the homeland, you 

can feel your ancestors, and everyone who goes there says that."27 Jo Ann Schedler made 

similar comments in our 2017 interview, emphasizing that: 

when you get into the Berkshires [mountains in southwestern 
Massachusetts], into Stockbridge, Massachusetts and you walk places that 
your ancestors were, it’s just a deep feeling of knowing that your family 
was there…looking at the ground they walked on….on the Hudson River, 
knowing that they were in canoes, they fished, they lived along the shores, 
they’re buried there. That is just an amazing, amazing feeling…this 
feeling of very deep pride.28  
 

For many, the specific sites of former Mohican villages like Peebles Island and Schodack 

Island (both near Albany in the Mahicannituck (Hudson) River) especially held this 

quality. In her reflections on these places, Tribal Secretary Ruth Gudinas wrote that 

“Folks talked about the spirit of the place, the possibility of walking on the graves of their 

ancestors, the ‘feeling’ of the island.”29 Similarly, tribal member Jim Davids wrote “As 

soon as we pulled in here I felt the presence of our ancestors.”30 Other Mohicans reflected 

that it “felt good just being there," and that “the route of the whole trip was easing, to 

know that our ancestors had touched, walked, learned upon these lands.”31   

Members of other American Indian nations such as Pauline Sharp, a member of 

the Kaw Nation of Oklahoma, have remarked similarly that upon arriving at a specific 

place, tribal members experience a “special feeling.”32 Narragansett tribal member 

                                                
27 L. Miller, interview.   
28 J. Schedler, interview.	
29 Ruth Gudinas, “Trip to Stockbridge.” 
30 Toni Toczylowski, “Mohicans Travel to Land where Ancestors Lived,” Times Union, Historical Trips 
Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
31 Kristy Miller, “Excerpts of Journal.” 
32 “Kaw Nation to Return to Ancestral Land in Kansas for Ceremony,” Indianz.com, April 22, 2015.  
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Emeline Thomas Colbert expressed similar affective connections, recalling that “I 

couldn’t explain that to anybody, the kind of feeling that I personally have when I go to 

the Great Swamp (a site of a massacre in Narragansett history). It’s just like a vibration or 

an overall feeling of something around.”33 These reflections exemplify what Dian Million 

has called “felt theory”—the notion that indigenous peoples not only know and remember 

their tribal histories, but feel them.34 Unsurprisingly, traveling to indigenous places often 

evokes a very tangible, affective feeling for indigenous peoples, or what Michael M. Bell 

calls “a felt presence” (emphasis in original).35  Though the Mohicans do not control 

these places (many are now public parks) returning contradicts erasure narratives and 

signals that the Mohicans maintain a connection to sites such as these. In doing so, they 

build their sense of shared community experiences. By returning, indigenous peoples feel 

the presence of their ancestors and thus enrich their sense of belonging to these places. As 

they travel through these lands, new narratives of Mohican survival and nationhood 

emerge, acting in direct opposition to settler-colonial efforts and narratives that sought to 

sever Mohican ties to these spaces. 

Returning to their homelands allows tribal members to not only connect with, but 

also claim space for themselves within these places, a process similar to what Christine 

DeLucia calls a “reclamation of indigenous geographies.”36 To do so, Mohicans leave 

                                                
33 Christina DeLucia, “The Memory Frontier: Uncommon Pursuits of Past and Place in the Northeast after 
King Philip’s War,” The Journal of American History, 98 no. 4, (March 2012), 985.  
34  Million, "Felt Theory," American Quarterly.  
35 Michael M. Bell, "The Ghosts of Place," Theory and Society 26 (1997): 813, 815, quoted in Jonathan R. 
Wynn, “Haunting Orpheus: Problems of Space and Time in the Desert,” in The Affective Turn: Theorizing 
the Social, ed. Patricia Ticineto Clough with Jean Halley (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2007), 211. 
36 DeLucia, “The Memory Frontier,” 975.  
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tobacco, leave and take items like stones and soil from places they visit, and conduct 

tribal ceremonies as a way to reinscribe meaning and value for themselves in these 

landscapes. As DeLucia notes, other tribes like the Nipmucs engage in similar practices 

in different parts of present-day Massachusetts, participating in periodic gatherings and 

commemorations as a way of “reaffirming places as Nimpuc, contrary to colonial 

attempts to diminish those spatialities.”37 In doing so Nimpucs, Mohicans, and other 

tribes that engage in similar practices create what DeLucia calls “memoryscapes,” or 

“constellations of spots on the land that have accrued stories over time, transforming 

them from blank or neutral spaces into emotionally infused, politically potent places.”38 

Through this process, the Mohicans oppose efforts to disconnect them from these lands.  

One of the more public ceremonies occurred in 1989 on Schodack Island, where 

tribal member Bruce Miller and Oscar Pigeon honored Mohican ancestors by laying 

tobacco in a public ceremony that later appeared on the nightly news in New York.39 

Some tribal members even camped on the island overnight, and emphasized that “to be 

back where our ancestors held their last Council Fire before being moved[,] we were 

perhaps the first Mohicans to camp there again after two or three hundred years had 

passed. To camp beside the Hudson River and know that they had lived there was quite 

                                                
37 DeLucia, The Memory Lands, 109.  
38 DeLucia, “The Memory Frontier,” 977.	
39 The ceremony led by Bruce Miller and Oscar Pigeon was conducted mostly in what Tribal Secretary 
Ruth Gudinas refers to as "Winnebago," though the Ho-Chunk Nation typically refer to themselves as "Ho-
Chunk." Though the Mohicans are actively working to recover aspects of their language, there are no 
current fluent speakers of Mohican to my knowledge and the language revitalization for Munsee-Delaware 
process had only begun when Gudinas made this record in 1989. Still, it was likely deemed important to 
have the ceremony conducted in a Native language rather than English. Oscar Pigeon is Library-Museum 
founder Bernice Miller-Pigeon’s second husband (her first husband is Arvid E. Miller, who the Library-
Museum is named for). Pigeon is Ho-Chunk, not an enrolled member of the Stockbridge-Munsee Band.  
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an experience.”40 More privately, Mohicans have also engaged in the practice of laying 

and taking stones from specific places, which tribal members say is something they have 

been doing for years, and something that was passed down from their ancestors. 

According to Bernice Miller, “Whenever we visit an ancestral place, we take a stone back 

with us to remember our ancestors. I don’t know how it started, just that my father did it, 

his father did it, and his father and so on.”41 Indeed, the practice of laying stones is a 

well-documented custom among other Algonquin tribes within the Mahicannituck 

Valley, but importantly, the Mohicans have expanded on this indigenous practice by not 

only laying, but also taking stones.42 In doing so, they take a part of their homeland back 

to Wisconsin with them, making significant connections between these two places. 

Multiple sources also confirm the existence of a significant rock pile “some six or eight 

feet in diameter” near Stockbridge at Monument Mountain, one of the locations tribal 

members still consider sacred and climb on each trip to Stockbridge, Massachusetts.43 

Though the pile at Monument Mountain was destroyed at some point in history, the 

                                                
40 TTM Travelers, “A Special Report to the Stockbridge-Munsee Tribal Council.” 
41 Bob Gardinier, “Indians: 2 reburied in Waterford park ceremony,” Times Union, July 21, 1996, Historical 
Trips Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
42 The specific wording Bernice uses of a tradition passed from fathers is consistent with other sources that 
note: "The Indians being asked the reason of their Custom and Practice, say they know nothing about it, 
only that their Fathers and their Grandfathers and Great Grandfathers did so, and charged all their children 
to do so." See: Ezra Stiles, Extracts from the Itineraries and Other Miscellanies of Ezra Stiles, D.D., LL.D., 
1755-1794, ed. Franklin B. Dexter (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1916), 161-162, quoted in William 
S. Simmons, Spirit of New England Tribes: Indian History and Folklore (Hanover and London: University 
Press of New England, 1986), 252). Another source from 1872 recorded that upon arriving at a stream "we 
perceived our Indian looking for a stone, which having found, he cast to a heap, which for ages had been 
accumulating by passengers like him, who was our guide. We inquired why he observed that rite. He 
answered that his father practised [sic] it and enjoined it on him. But he did not like to talk on the subject." 
See: E.M. Ruttenber, History of the Indian Tribes of Hudson's River: Their Origins, Manners and Customs; 
Tribal and Sub-Tribal Organizations; Wars, Treaties, Etc., (Albany: J. Munsell, 1872), 373).  
43 Charles J. Taylor, History of Great Barrington, Berkshire County, Massachusetts (Great Barrington, MA: 
Clark W. Bryan & Co. Publishers, 1882), 61; Ruttenber, History of the Indian Tribes of Hudson's River, 
373.  
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Mohicans have worked to rebuild it on their trips to Stockbridge, even bringing stones 

from their home in Shawano County, Wisconsin to add to the pile. As one tribal member 

wrote, "we try to keep up this unknown tradition… To us now it means we’ve returned to 

the land of the ancestors."44  

In these moments of laying tobacco and piling rocks, tribal members on the trips 

not only stop to reflect and think about the history of their ancestors in these places, but 

also create a space that is distinctly Mohican, placing stones from the reservation and 

places the tribe visited and lived in a single location, and honoring that space with 

tobacco. In a very indigenous, as well as affective and physical way, they connect with 

their homelands and forge a common community identity, opposing efforts that have 

sought to separate them from these places.  

 
Learning and Teaching Tribal History 
 
Facilitating these connections to place and cultivating a sense of belonging in Mohican 

homelands serves as a foundation to the other educational goals of the trips that work to 

undo the legacies of assimilation policies. Describing her boarding school experience to 

the Shawano Evening Leader Bernice Miller recalled that “nothing of Indian culture was 

ever allowed in the school, so while the staff chatted in German, students were punished 

for using Indian words.”45 In another article, Leah (Miller) Heath similarly noted that 

because of the legacy of these policies, “A lot of our history has been lost and there are 

                                                
44 “Retracing the Steps of Our Ancestors,” in 2006 Folder, Historical Trips Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, 
WI.  
45 “Stockbridge-Munsee Search for Identity,” Shawano Evening Leader, March 15, 1974, Historical Trips 
Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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gaps in the oral telling of our ways, making it difficult to trace the past.”46 Filling these 

gaps and recovering what has been lost is part of the motivation behind collecting these 

histories and facilitating connections between tribal members and these places as I have 

discussed above. However, by using trips to these places to teach tribal histories to tribal 

members as well, the Mohicans oppose legacies of assimilation policy and strengthen 

Mohican nationalism cultivating a shared history. Teaching tribal histories in these 

specific places serves as a distinct educational practice, allowing the Mohicans to 

reconstruct the past and enrich tribal connections to their homelands.  

 As Keith Basso tells us, “Long before the advent of literacy, to say nothing of 

‘history’ as an academic discipline, places served humankind as durable symbols of 

distant events and as indispensable aids for remembering and imagining them—and this 

convenient arrangement, ancient but not outmode, is with us still today.”47 Indeed, place 

is often an important repository of memory, and the Mohicans use place to remember and 

imagine how their ancestors lived and educate others about history in this way. By 

walking through and speaking at locations the tribe stops on these trips, members of the 

Mohican Historical Committee or other local guides tap into the memories of these places 

to educate those on the trip about each area’s significance. For example, Ruth Gudinas 

recalled that on Peebles Island, tribal member Steve Davids “Told us about the ancient 

Mohican village in the Albany area—we’re right across the H. [Hudson] River from 

Albany, are north about 10 mi and are on Peebles Is. [Island]. he told us about Mohican 

                                                
46 Bob Gardinier, “Iroquois, Mohicans to share in reburial: State says remains can be reinterred on Peebles 
Island in July,” Native Circle, July 11, 1996, Historical Trips Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
47 Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places, 7.  
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history as well as about non-Indian history.”48 Many tribal members described this trip as 

“very educational,” “very informing and educational,” and “a good historical lesson.”49  

Teaching youth and young people about tribal history is of particular importance 

to the tribe. As Gudinas noted, the younger tribal members on the 1989 trip “are 

interested in where we are and where we are going. We show the map now and then and 

give them lessons in geography in history.”50 The success of these teaching practices is 

clear in the reflections of the trips that younger tribal members wrote. For example, 

Denall Gardner noted, “although I was going to be a junior in college, I have not 

absorbed so much history and information about my people before in my life.”51 

Similarly, Gudinas wrote that she heard a young Stockbridge college student say “she had 

learned more about her Indian heritage on this one trip than she had learned in all her 

classes combined.”52 In this way, learning history outside of the classroom and in 

specific, significant, Mohican places, is key for these younger tribal members as they 

work to reverse the effects of U.S. assimilation policy and recover their tribal histories. 

As tribal member Steve Comer noted, providing them with these educational experiences 

in these important places at a young age will “give them a taste of our past and perhaps 

the motivation to learn more about it.”53  

These teaching strategies are also quite effective with elders, many of whom 

further developed their own understanding of their own indigeneity through the 

                                                
48 Gudinas, “Trip to Stockbridge.” 
49 TTM Travelers, “A Special Report to the Stockbridge-Munsee Tribal Council.” 
50 Gudinas, “Trip to Stockbridge.” 
51 TTM Travelers, “A Special Report to the Stockbridge-Munsee Tribal Council.” 
52 Gudinas, “Trip to Stockbridge.” 
53 Steve Comer to “Folks,” Historical Trips Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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educational aspect of these trips. Their experiences point to common affective 

experiences that evoke emotions like pride, happiness, and belonging. In reflecting on her 

experience, Arminta Chicks Hebert remarked that “Each day brought a feeling of awe 

and wonder—almost a sacred feeling. There was a special feeling hard to describe as 

though someone from long ago [was] sharing a feeling of togetherness—as though 

someone from long ago was sharing a feeling of happiness—as though they were waiting 

for us. I have never experienced such a feeling of well-being.”54 Ruth Peters wrote that 

what she and others learned on the trip “made us feel proud to be part of the Stockbridge 

tribe,” while Arlee and Jim Davids remarked that they “felt humble; [we] felt proud and 

[we] felt sad at each of these places. It is a feeling that is hard to describe to stand upon 

the very spot that you[r] ancestors lived and died. You feel you finally found yourself as 

far as where you are from if that makes any sense to you. [We] have the feeling of being 

Indian in more than name only. And Proud [sic] of it!!55 Regardless of the vast age range 

between younger and older tribal members on each of these trips, all of the participants 

learned about their history, some took on the role of teaching others, and everyone grew 

in their understanding of what it means to be Mohican. As Gudinas noted in the closing 

paragraph of her 1989 journal of the trip, “we have become in a sense, a community 

through our shared experience.”56  

In this way, we must also think about teaching history through place as a 

particular type of dynamic identity formation. Basso argues that by telling stories about 

                                                
54 TTM Travelers, “A Special Report to the Stockbridge-Munsee Tribal Council.” 
55 Ibid. 
56 Gudinas, “Trip to Stockbridge.” 
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places, connecting with them, and using them to teach history, indigenous peoples 

participate in “place-making,” in that they construct or reconstruct the importance of 

these places in relation to their tribal history and tribal identity. As Basso notes, “If place-

making is a way of constructing the past, a venerable means of doing human history, it is 

also a way of constructing social traditions and, in the process, personal and social 

identities. We are, in a sense, the place-worlds we imagine” (emphasis in original).57 In 

that sense, place-making reconstructs and re-inscribes meaning in these landscapes for 

the Mohican people and enables tribal members to enrich their connections with these 

places. In doing so, the trips not only work to oppose, but also undo the legacies of 

settler-colonial policies by teaching Mohican history that has been suppressed. Moreover, 

they work to build collective identities and understandings of history and culture among 

the group, and in that sense, they fortify Mohican nationalism and the way tribal 

members identify themselves as part of that nation.  

 

Encountering the Painful Legacies of Settler-Colonial Violence 
 
Teaching tribal history is grounded in the sense of belonging Mohican tribal members 

feel in their homelands, and the connections tribal members recreate with these places. 

However, this history is also grounded in painful legacies of settler-colonial violence. As 

I discuss above, what chiefly distinguishes indigenous tourism from white heritage 

tourism is the fact that American Indian peoples were forcibly removed from their 

homelands. While tribal members reconnect with their homelands in largely positive, 

                                                
57 Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places, 7.  
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joyful experiences, they also often encounter trauma and negative emotions upon 

returning to these places. These experiences facilitate a common Mohican identity 

grounded in an understanding of and experience with transgenerational historical 

violence.  

 When returning from their trips, the tribe always takes the same route through 

New York and then down through the Ohio River Valley to retrace the route their 

ancestors traveled as they were forcibly removed westward. Though the returning 

Mohicans did not experience removal from their homelands themselves, as Dorothy 

Davids notes, "We personally carry some of the genetic materials of our ancestors. So 

even if I am talking about the present, the past isn't very far behind. In fact, it is 

embedded in our present."58 As a result of this embeddedness, they have always lived 

with what Grace M. Cho calls “the phenomenon of an unspeakable trauma being passed 

unconsciously from one generation to the next.”59 In this sense, tracing the route their 

ancestors traveled as they left their homelands forces tribal members to confront many of 

these painful legacies. 

Thus, many tribal members experience simultaneous happiness and sadness upon 

returning to these places. Steven James Davids wrote that upon arriving in Stockbridge, 

Massachusetts “my chest filled with both pride and sorrow. Pride because my ancestors 

chose a most beautiful place to call home and sorrow because they weren’t able to keep it 

and we weren’t able to keep all of the rich culture that was ours.”60 Still, as Ron Eyerman 

                                                
58 Dorothy Davids, "Here We Are!"  
59 Cho, “Voice From the Teum in Clough and Halley, The Affective Turn, 156.  
60 TTM Travelers, “A Special Report to the Stockbridge-Munsee Tribal Council.” 
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notes, “As a reflective process, trauma links past to present through representations and 

imaginations.”61 In that sense, though they do not experience removal themselves, the 

Mohicans on these trips reflect on their collective history of removal through place and 

imagine what that history might have been like for their ancestors. By facilitating 

connections between tribal members and their histories, these trips foster the formation of 

collective, national memories of the past that are key in recovering and narrating 

Mohican nationalism.   

Encountering specific sites and historical items in museums within their ancestral 

homelands can be especially traumatic for tribal members, especially when these places 

feature settler colonial representations of Mohican history. While these sites such as 

public memorials, museums, and other displays claim to teach Mohican history, they 

rarely present narratives written by the Mohicans themselves. The Mohicans often view 

the presentation of these histories as inaccurate and in some cases painful, and many 

remain frustrated that Mohican objects, and human remains are being housed and 

presented in these non-Native spaces by non-Native peoples. In one such instance in 

1975, a younger member of the tribe, 13-year-old Carmen Cornelius, had a particularly 

painful experience at a small museum in Ohio. A newspaper account of the trip notes that 

upon entering the museum, tribal members encountered “a trunk with the skeleton of an 

Indian child who died without burial.”62  Journalist Eileen Mooney noted that upon 

                                                
61 Ron Eyerman, “Cultural Trauma: Slavery and the Formation of African American Identity,” in Cultural 
Trauma and Collective Identity, ed. Jeffrey C. Alexander, Ron Eyerman, Bernhard Giesen, Neil J. Smelser, 
Piotr Sztompka (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 2004), 62.   
62 Eileen Mooney, "Stockbridge Indians Discover Journey 'Home' Both Sad, Bitter," The Berkshire Eagle, 
July 28, 1975, Historical Trips Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  



 

 198 

seeing the remains, Cornelius was especially upset. “Her eyes filling with tears,” she 

remarked, “I want to start a petition to have her buried.”63  Though we do not know what 

kind of effect this had on museum curators, Dorothy Davids indicated that the trunk had 

been removed the next time the Mohicans visited the site.64  

Another particular site and set of objects that was painful for many years were a 

two-volume Bible set and pewter Communion set held at the Mission House Museum in 

Stockbridge, Massachusetts until 1991, and 2006 respectively, as discussed in the 

previous chapter. These items were sold by a church near the Mohican reservation in the 

1930s without permission from the tribe, and the Mohicans worked from the mid-1970s 

until 2006 to have both items repatriated. Viewing the Bibles and Communion set in 

Stockbridge, Massachusetts was always an important part of the trips before the museum 

returned them. In these encounters, many of the Mohicans were forced to travel hundreds 

of miles from their reservation to see the items for the first time, and then endure the pain 

and frustration that inevitably accompanies the realization that these items were stolen 

and are being held by non-tribal members.  

Though the Mission House has an Indian museum behind it dedicated to the 

Stockbridge-Munsee Mohicans, the House itself is entirely dedicated to the Sergeant 

family. John Sergeant was the non-Indian missionary who lived there, and who served as 

the first missionary to the Mohicans. It is clear from historical documents, artists 

interpretations of the period, and even the way the museum sets up their exhibits, that 

Indians were not welcome in the Sergeant home. One especially salient example of this is 
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a Norman Rockwell painting of John Sergeant meeting with Mohican Chief Levi 

Konkapot. On one trip, the Mohicans met Rockwell himself, who lived and worked in 

Stockbridge, Massachusetts and agreed to show tribal members the painting in progress, 

pointing to some of the smaller details of the work, such as John Sergeant’s wife, Abigail 

Williams, who is shown peeking around the corner of the room, angered by the presence 

of an Indian in her living room.65 For the Mohicans, the reminder that they were not 

welcome in the Sergeant home was a painful reminder of the trauma their ancestors 

undoubtedly experienced as they were forced out of their homelands.  

 

 

Figure 18: The Normon Rockwell painting Ruth Gudinas refers to her in account of one trip. Mohicans on 
earlier trips were able to see the painting in progress while Rockwell was painting it, and the tribe often 
visits the Rockwell museum on their returns to see the painting. The piece features John Sergeant meeting 
with Chief Levi Konkapot, a Mohican leader. As Gudinas mentions in her account, Abigail (Williams) 
Sergeant can be seen angrily peeking around the corner, signaling that Konkapot and the other Mohicans 
were not welcome in her home.  Photo courtesy of Arthive.com.  
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The Mohicans again encountered the painting on their 1989 trip after Rockwell 

had passed away, this time visiting the museum in Stockbridge that was established in his 

honor. Immediately after the Rockwell Museum, they visited the Mission House, the 

interior of which Rockwell based the painting on. With this painting and the (at the time) 

un-returned Bible and Communion set in mind, Gudinas wrote that the tour of the 

Mission House in 1989  

was hard; the first thing we saw as we entered were the Bibles. We 
weren’t allowed to take flash pictures but I wanted to record the faces of 
the Stockbridgers as they looked at their Bibles, wanting to come home. 
The tour is always interesting and I had Norman Rockwell’s painting in 
mind as we went through the ‘Indian part’ of the house. Mim [their tour 
guide] is funny; she says ‘They thought the Indians would like a special 
room of their own.’ We all know that the Sergeants, or at least Abigail 
Williams Sergeant, didn’t want the Indians in their house. They could go 
no further than that room.”66 
 

Traveling through a space their ancestors were not allowed to enter and reckoning with 

the fact that their items remained in the house was frustrating and sad for Mohicans on 

the trip. The display of other objects in the Indian Museum behind the Mission House 

also upset many tribal members, like one woman who told a local paper that, “There are 

things here that belong in our small museum in Wisconsin,” adding “Not Rev (John) 

Sergeant’s belongings, but the things we didn’t even know our ancestors made.”67 Yet 

simultaneously, these trips were the first time that some tribal members were able to see 

these items, and thus encountering them also produced a happy, exciting feeling for 

many. In fact, in the various accounts of this particular 1989 trip, seeing the Bible set is 
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perhaps the single event almost every tribal member mentioned. Aminta Chicks Hebert 

wrote, “When we saw our Bibles again there was a happy feeling. It seems that in the not 

too far future we may again have them in our possession.”68 Likewise, Kelly Davids 

noted that “The best part of the trip was when we went to the Mission House to see our 

Bibles.”69 These experiences show that the educational museum tours on the trips are 

often exciting, but they can also be deeply frustrating.  

As Christine DeLucia emphasizes, Native people often encounter sites of settler-

colonial violence and loss when they return to significant places. However, she is careful 

to note that they work to transform rather than “linger” on the violence that occurred 

there. When Narragensett tribal members return to the Great Swamp, the site of a historic 

massacre, DeLucia notes that through writing they have “acknowledged sites of traumatic 

loss, but they embedded them within dense geographies that incorporated locales crucial 

to contemporary survival and ancestral memory.”70 In a similar fashion, though Mohican 

returns include both positive and negative affective experiences, tribal members embed 

these sites of violence within larger indigenous geographies where they find a sense of 

belonging as Mohican peoples. By returning to their homelands and actively cultivating 

affective connections with these places, the Mohicans oppose efforts that sought to 

remove them from this landscape. By using this sense of belonging and connection to 

place to teach tribal history, they work to undo the legacies of assimilation policies. 

Finally, though collective re-living of trauma is not an intended aspect of the trips, 
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experiencing the return to this land and the often-problematic representations of Mohican 

history in these colonized spaces cultivates Mohican identity formation and stimulates the 

types of activist efforts discussed in the final section of this chapter. In a speech given at 

a conference in Mohican homelands, Dorothy Davids wrote, "I remember that each time 

we crossed the Mahicannituck we viewed the water and the hills with a sad longing, as 

though forgotten memories became restless and urged us to remember."71 In returning, 

the Mohicans are urged to remember, and these restless memories drive the larger efforts 

to recover and reclaim Mohican national history.  

 

Testimonies as a Part of Archival Activism   
 
Though the trips expanded from gathering materials into larger educational endeavors, 

the archive was never far from the minds of Historical Committee members. While they 

continued to gather documents, the Committee was also intentional about documenting 

their own experiences, actions, and emotions, and provided other tribal members with 

journals to do the same. These personal accounts are not taken out of private journals, but 

rather produced specifically for the purpose of being archived in the tribal library. This 

initiative to create new sources of knowledge is an important part of archival activism 

and a crucial aspect of reshaping Mohican national narratives.  

As Jean O’Brien argues, American Indians are often erased in historical records in 

order for white settlers to claim land and assert belonging.72 Likewise, even when 
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indigenous peoples are present in these records, their thoughts, feelings, trauma, and 

memories of violence were seldom recorded, and thus as Christine DeLucia notes, are 

rarely present in colonial archives.73 To combat this, indigenous peoples have 

intentionally developed new sources that record indigenous feelings and memories of 

violence and trauma, constructing new knowledge drawn from their own experiences and 

identities that fundamentally shifts the process of historical production.  

On each trip, the Mohican Historical Committee either assigned individuals with 

the responsibility of documenting tribal members’ thoughts and reactions or asked each 

traveler to keep a journal of their own. Tribal members like Bernice Miller and Kristy 

Miller, and Historical Committee Secretary Ruth Gudinas were each entrusted with 

documenting the group’s travels on a number of occasions, or as Dorothy Davids notes in 

her own account of a trip, “we had supplied everyone with a notebook and pens and 

asked them to keep a journal for historical purposes.”74 Without specific prompts, tribal 

members of all ages were asked to simply reflect on their experiences on the trips, and 

these testimonies include descriptive accounts of landscapes and experiences, but they 

also include tribal members’ reactions, emotions, and feelings.  

Since the Mohicans on these trips visit ancestral homelands their ancestors were 

forcibly removed from and retrace the route their ancestors traveled as they were 

removed west, the experiential aspect of these trips can be joyful as I discuss above, but 

also painful and at times traumatic. Though the returning Mohicans do not experience the 

trauma of removal themselves, they live with what Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok 
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have called “transgenerational haunting.”75 As Grace M. Cho has argued, this means that 

“an unspeakable trauma does not die out with the person who first experienced it.”76 The 

trauma of removal did not “die out” with the Mohicans who were removed beginning in 

the 1780s; it continues to be felt by the current generations of Mohicans, and can be 

reignited upon returning to and traveling through their ancestral homelands.  

Trauma is not easily defined. As Ann Cvetkovich notes, it can be “unspeakable 

and unrepresentable and because it is marked by forgetting and dissociation, it often 

seems to leave behind no records at all.”77 This is true for both primary and 

transgenerational trauma, which often goes unacknowledged or remains "outside the field 

of vision, erased from the official record.”78 Cvetkovich notes that this exclusion often 

“giv[es] rise to new genres of expression, such as testimony,” prioritizing personal 

memories and bearing witness to undocumented events and feelings.79 In their journals, 

Mohicans create testimonies of their own feelings, emotions, and imaginaries upon 

returning to land their ancestors were forcibly removed from. In doing so, they “employ 

‘radical new methods of seeing,’” bringing light to trauma that has so seldom been 

acknowledged and recorded.80   

The Mohican journals are part of the national tribal archive on the Mohican 

reservation, becoming what Grace M. Cho calls a “mechanism for remembering” that is 

                                                
75 Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok, The Shell and the Kernal: Renewals of Psychoanalysis (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994).  
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“an assemblage of eyes, tongues, and other parts distributed in time.”81 In other words, 

they testify to transgenerational trauma rarely acknowledged or documented, and urge us 

to remember or reconstruct the trauma their ancestors undoubtedly experienced as they 

were forcibly removed from their homelands. These testimonies document feelings, 

which Dian Million reminds us constitute distinct types of indigenous knowledge because 

they communicate experiences that only American Indian people separated from their 

ancestral homelands can experience.82 They are new primary sources that testify to the 

connections the Mohicans still hold to their homelands as well as the ongoing 

transgenerational trauma that indigenous peoples experience. Following Cvetkovich’s 

assertion that trauma “demands an unusual archive” that incorporates personal memory in 

all forms, the Mohican tribal archive cultivates the collection of these important felt 

histories. In that sense, these testimonies are an important facet within Mohican archival 

activism that allow the Mohican Nation to create their own sources, assemble them in a 

collection that prioritizes Mohican nationhood and survival, and control who has access 

to them. In doing so, they undermine settler-colonial efforts to maintain authority over 

indigenous histories and change the breadth of sources available to researchers, shifting 

how national narratives of the Mohicans are constructed.   

  

We Are Still Here: Direct Action Among the Returning Mohicans 
 
Mohican efforts to collect and produce documents, reaffirm ties to ancestral homelands, 

and teach tribal history through place constitute a distinct type of activism that cultivates 
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Mohican national identity and nationhood. However, these efforts also facilitate direct 

action that disrupts erasure narratives and reclaims indigenous geographies.  

 

Disrupting Erasure Narratives  
 
For the Mohicans, erasure narratives are especially prominent because of James Fenimore 

Cooper’s well-known work, The Last of the Mohicans, and as I emphasize elsewhere, 

public history spaces in the Northeast commonly uphold that erasure narrative.  As a 

result, the towns the Mohicans visit on their trips often romanticize Mohican history, and 

many white settlers are even shocked when they meet living Mohican people. For 

example, Sheldon Davids says he will always remember a particular situation when he 

entered a store in Massachusetts to buy a shirt. He recalled “Out of curiosity I asked the 

clerk if there was a discount for real Stockbridge Indians. As he had an unfamiliar look 

on his face, I showed him my enrollment card and my Many Trails card and stated, 

‘Well, look at this here.’ Needless to say, I received a discount.”83 Similarly, in 1989, 

Steven James Davids noted that the only “downfall” of his trip was that “everybody in 

Stockbridge referred to us as ‘the Indians’ as if they were living in the 17th century.”84 

The Mohicans refute these common attitudes by making themselves as visible as 

possible on the trips, at times traveling with a “Returning Mohicans” sign at the front of 

their bus.85 They make non-Native residents in these cities aware of their return and 

engage in purposeful interactions and conversations with these settlers. The tribe’s 
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relationship with Stockbridge, in particular, has improved greatly over the years, in part 

as a result of the tribe’s consistent returns. Tribal members have continued to return there 

on a regular basis, and often attend town events such as Stockbridge’s Laurel Hill Day, at 

which they participate in program events, exchange gifts with Stockbridge town leaders, 

and continue to educate Massachusetts residents and tourists about Mohican history.86 As 

I discuss in Chapter Five, these frequent returns have even led to collaborative public 

history projects between Stockbridge and the Mohican Nation, through the Mohicans 

have asserted their right to collaborate on how their history is represented and taught.    

 

 

Figure 19: The “Returning Mohicans” sign that was placed in the front windshield of the Mohican bus on 
the 1989 trip. Photo courtesy of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum.  

 

                                                
86 Wilcox and Allen, February 15, 2017; The Laurel Hill Association, “Laurel Leaves Newsletter,” Summer 
2013, Rick Wilcox Personal Records, emailed to author on February 19, 2017.  
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One of the ways the Mohicans have made themselves most visible is by issuing 

press releases about their return to local newspapers, often explicitly disputing erasure 

narratives as Bernice Miller did in a 1975 article, in which she emphasized that “we still 

exist, despite the obstacles.”87 Historical Committee members have often been 

responsible for writing press releases, pitching stories to various media sources, and 

agreeing to be interviewed by journalists.88 In many cases, they also use this platform to 

launch various critiques against settler-colonial policies and practices. For example, when 

asked what the motivation behind the trips was in 1975, Bernice Miller frankly explained 

that “We’ve been discouraged from remembering anything but what missionaries wanted 

us to remember.”89 Likewise, when asked about whether or not this trip to the Northeast 

was also in honor of the United States’ bicentennial celebration, she scoffed, “we don’t 

have any feeling for the 200th anniversary of this land.”90 While these statements would 

have undoubtedly been uncomfortable for the majority white readers who live around 

Stockbridge, where this article was published, Miller used the platform of the media to 

remind this population that they live in a settler-colonial state and that Indian people 

continue to oppose settler-colonial policies and narratives.  

Similarly, the Mohicans are incredibly vocal with their discomfort, and at times 

anger at the failures to acknowledge the importance of indigenous pasts and presents in 

public spaces. For example, regarding discussions of human remains being unearthed 

during development projects, James Davids, the chief conservation officer for the tribe in 
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1996 told a newspaper, “I don’t feel comfortable with people coming across our 

ancestors…I don’t want [the remains] to go to museums.”91 Similarly, in 1975, tribal 

members told one newspaper that if there was an organization in the Northeast that 

wanted to work with the tribe, they ought to start by “returning the Bibles from the 

Mission House.”92 The article goes even further to suggest that the Mohicans “would 

appreciate a scholarship for historic [sic]  research, perhaps at a college in this area.”93 

Like Bernice Miller’s previous statements, these assertions remind white settlers in these 

cities that their homes were built at the expense of Indians dispossessed of their land, and 

that they continue to live in a settler-colonial nation-state.  

Still, these media stories about the Mohicans are certainly a double-edged sword. 

As Bernice Miller notes in her 1968 account, reporters certainly did not always base their 

stories entirely on Mohican press releases and interviews, writing that one reporter in 

Stockbridge, Massachusetts “wrote what he thought he heard.”94 Likewise, tribal member 

Kristy Miller seemed disgusted with the way reporters treated her and the other Mohicans 

on the trip, writing “getting your picture taken right and left gets really sickening.”95 Ruth 

Gudinas goes as far as calling it a “spectacle” noting, “the press was all over the place.”96  

Unfortunately experiences like these are not uncommon for American Indians 

who travel to their own homelands or other places within what is now the U.S. As 

Christine DeLucia notes, a group of Zunis toured the Atlantic Coast in a highly 
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publicized 1882 trip, an event that caused much spectacle, and signaled how uncommon 

indigenous people were perceived to be in the Northeast.97 Even 100 years later, the 

Mohicans were still exoticized in their own homelands as newspapers continued to make 

a novelty out of Indians in predominantly white spaces. For the Mohicans, this is 

especially evident in reporters’ exploitation of the “Last of the Mohicans” trope, with 

titles like “Last’ of the Mohicans looking for the ‘first.’”98 Unfortunately, some of the 

trips even became a sort of tourist experience for white settlers who now live in these 

towns. Many of the newspaper articles covering trips in the 1970s and 1980s go as far as 

focusing more on the experience of the Stockbridge residents than they do the returning 

Mohicans, such as one article that noted: “The host families were just overwhelmed with 

how much they got out of the experience.”99  

 

                                                
97 DeLucia, The Memory Lands, 83. 
98 “’Last of the Mohicans looking for the ‘first,’” Historical Trips Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
99 Trudi Coar, “Untitled,” Historical Trips Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 

Figure 20: On the trips, the Mohicans were often photographed by local newspapers for stories that 
attempted to create a spectacle around the fact that Indians were returning to predominantly white 
towns. In this photo, taken in 1972, members of the Mohican tribe were asked to pose with one of the 
volumes of the Bible set that was stolen from then in the 1930s. Examining the facial expressions of 
the women in the photo, we might conclude that they were less than enthusiastic about being asked to 
pose next to this sacred, stolen item. Photo courtesy of the Stockbridge Library. 
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Figure 21: Records from the Mohican trips to their ancestral homelands kept by Stockbridge town 
residents such as this photograph exemplify the extent to white many white settlers exoticized the returning 
Mohicans and certainly continued to classify them within existing racist stereotypes and tropes. Here, the 
caption “Indian War Canoe” attempts to further classify Native people as savage and fixed in a certain 
moment in time. Photo courtesy of the Stockbridge Library.  

 

Journalists covering the trips also often erase the longer history of settler colonial 

violence in their coverage of the trips. The most pertinent example of this is the fact that 

most articles use terms like “retreated,” “moved,” or “left” when describing how the 

Mohicans ended up in Wisconsin, but never say that they were removed.100 In other 

words, these newspapers capitalized on the spectacle of the returning Mohicans, serving 

as erasure narratives in themselves in their obstruction of the violent history that created 

the present situation, in which the Mohicans return to, rather than live in their homelands. 

As with any aspect of the media, it would be impossible for the Mohicans to control 
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every aspect of these articles. For them, the chance to use the media as a platform to 

critique and oppose these longer settler-colonial policies seems to outweigh the negative 

effects the media might have. 

 

Claiming Space, Emphasizing Ongoing Connections  
 
The ongoing connections Mohicans maintain to their homelands are also clear in the 

continued fights they have waged against development, and their insistence on being 

involved when human remains or cultural items are unearthed from the ground. Their 

activism around these issues has significantly evolved since the coordinated trips started 

in 1968, and at times, the tribe has even used the trips as a way to transport tribal 

members east to meet with state and local officials. By returning, the Mohicans have 

reinforced the continued ties to these lands that are foundational for this kind of direct 

action.   

In Stockbridge, the Mohicans have directly involved themselves in the historic 

preservation of sites like the Indian Burial Ground, a plot of land in the center of town 

that was historically used by the Mohicans to inter their dead and has since been kept up 

by the town. Today, the burial ground includes a central monument dedicated to 

Mohicans. When the Mohicans were forced to leave Stockbridge in the late 18th century, 

they asked Dr. Oliver Partridge, a local physician, to take care of the burial ground and 

ensure their ancestors were not disturbed. More than two-hundred years later, a 

descendant of Partridge’s, Rick Wilcox, has partnered with the Mohicans to restore and 
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preserve the burial ground today.101 In 2010, Tribal Historical Preservation Officer 

Sherry White worked directly with Wilcox to write a grant to restore the burial ground, 

asking for funds to do standard maintenance like removing brush, leveling sinkholes, and 

attending to trees. During the project, White came out to Stockbridge and “provided 

advice on how to ‘clean up’ the site without violating the burying grounds,” and ensured 

the Tribal Council approved the specific aspects of the restoration.102 White and Wilcox 

also worked together on another project in 2012, when they convinced the town of 

Stockbridge to designate another plot of land with known human remains as a protected 

burial ground.103 In that sense, the Mohicans have continued to demonstrate not only a 

vested interest in the preservation of their homelands but have also consistently insisted 

that they be involved in the decision-making process. As Sherry White noted in an article 

covering the burial ground restoration, “People think because we left here, we have no 

interest in this place, but we really do.”104 

 This continued interest is also evident beyond Stockbridge in other parts of 

Mohican ancestral homelands. The Mohicans have used the trips to research important 

sites that hold historical importance, to collect information on possible developments in 

these places that the tribe might oppose, as well as to meet with officials for these 

projects when possible.105 For example, in 1987, nine tribal members traveled east to 
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represent the tribe concerning Schodack Island, a historical Mohican meeting place. In 

her account, Dorothy Davids noted that “the tribe was asked if we had an interest in this 

and of course we do… It is our wish that our history will somehow be commemorated 

with a museum or visitors’ center and that the natural wildlife of the islands will not be 

destroyed.”106 Though there was no museum when I visited the island in 2012, the area is 

a public, undeveloped park and does include interpretive signs that attest to Mohican ties 

to this area—representations that are likely a result of Mohican activism.107   

In a similar instance in 1996, the tribe also fought plans to build a Wal-Mart in 

Leeds Flat, an area in the Catskill mountains where human remains were unearthed the 

previous year.108 Dorothy Davids noted “We were never consulted. Only told how our 

dead would be buried.”109 In the same article, she emphasized “This land is sacred to the 

tribe,” underscoring that the Mohicans have an ongoing connection to these spaces in 

spite of removal. In a letter to Wal-Mart President & CEO David Glass, Tribal President 

Virgil Murphy underscored the historical importance this site could hold for the 

Mohicans, writing “Because of assimilation efforts our people have lost much of the 

knowledge of our history and culture and have lived for all these years with an emptiness 
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and yearning to regain what was lost…Can you imagine our excitement when we learned 

of the find at your development site, and upon hearing that it could be one of the most 

important archaeological finds in the northeast?” He continued, emphasizing, “This letter 

is to urge you to consider our position and try to understand the immense value the site 

holds for our people.”110 Again, the Mohicans were successful. They forced Wal-Mart to 

forgo their plans to build a store on the site and successfully petitioned to have the area 

designated as a Historic Place on the National Register of Historic Places in 1998.111  

 Since this and other incidents, the tribe has also worked hard to ensure they have a 

voice when human remains or cultural items are unearthed within the bounds of their 

ancestral homelands, or when development projects have the potential to unearth such 

remains or items.112 When remains are unearthed, tribal members commonly return east 

to reinter them within Mohican original homelands, using these events as a way to 

educate attendees about the Mohican Nation. In some instances, they have even 

participated as volunteers in archaeological digs at larger village sites.113 In the case of 

the Wal-Mart Leeds Flat site, since both the Mohicans and the Iroquois Confederacy 

believed the remains could be their ancestors, both groups performed a collaborative 
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reburial ceremony.114 The Mohicans have participated in many reburials since then, and 

have worked with institutions in their ancestral homelands to ensure they are consulted 

when remains or cultural items are unearthed.   
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Figure 22: Members of the Mohican Nation participate in an archaeological dig in New York State. 
Tribal members in this photo include Steve Comer (far left), Susan Davids (third from the left), 
Dorothy Davids (second from the right) and Kim Pecore (far right). Photo courtesy of the Arvid E. 
Miller Library-Museum.  
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In one successful example, the tribe established a working collaboration with the 

 West Point Military Academy in New York. In a ceremony on October 28, 2005, 

representatives from the Stockbridge-Munsee Band of Mohicans as well as members of 

the U.S. Army Garrison at West Point signed a “Memorandum of Understanding,” which 

laid out the “procedures for informal Consultation and communication, protection of 

information, and better performance of their [the Army Garrison’s] duties as stewards of 

information and protection of federal land.”115 Signed by the President of the 

                                                
115 "Signature of Memorandum of Understanding between Stockbridge-Munsee Band of Mohican Indians 
and West Point Garrison Commander" 2003 Folder, Historical Trips Collection, AEMLM, Bartelme, WI.  

Figure 23: Historical Committee Member Leah Miller giving a speech at a reburial in New York 
State in 1996. Miller appeared at the reburial as a representative of Tribal Council (Leah Miller, 
email to author, August 15, 2017). Photo courtesy of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum.  
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Stockbridge-Munsee Band at the time, Robert Chicks, as well as U.S. Army Colonel 

Brian A. Crawford, the agreement works to “recognize that the Stockbridge-Munsee 

Tribe of Wisconsin possesses a unique experience in both written and oral history to 

identify and evaluate historic properties of religious and cultural significance,” and create 

a protocol for the tribe and Army Garrison to work together on repatriation matters.116 

The agreement notes that West Point will “maintain the confidentiality of all information 

pertaining to cultural properties where possible,” and contact the Stockbridge-Munsee 

tribe for approval and consultation before 

any proposed undertaking that will involve any new excavation of 
previously undisturbed soils…Any proposed undertaking that may affect a 
known property included or potentially eligible for the National Register 
of Historic Places that is of religious or cultural significance to the 
Stockbridge-Munsee Tribe of Wisconsin or may affect human remains or 
cultural items as defined in NAGPRA [the Native American Graves 
Protection and Repatriation Act].117 
 

Finally, the agreement notes that West Point will contact the tribe upon “Any discovery 

of a historic property that pre-dates [sic] European contact, made as a result of a soil-

disturbing activity or identified by a cultural resources survey. This will provide the 

Stockbridge-Munsee Tribe of Wisconsin an opportunity to consult on whether the 

discovered materials are of cultural significance.”118  

By entering into such an agreement, the tribe worked to maintain their connection 

to their homelands by asserting their right to have a voice in matters of human remains or 

cultural objects unearthed. This agreement was no doubt facilitated by NAGPRA, which 
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dictates that all institutions that receive federal funding consult with Indian tribes and 

Native Hawaiian organizations if Native American human remains or cultural items are 

found and removed from federal or tribal lands.119 That said, NAGPRA has little power 

to enforce timely communication between institutions and tribes, so a direct agreement 

between the Mohican Nation and West Point ensures the Mohicans will be involved in 

each step of the process, emphasizing that they have “a unique experience in both written 

and oral history to identify and evaluate historic properties of religious and cultural 

significance.”120 

Commenting on the ceremony and the agreement, Stockbridge-Munsee President 

Robert Chicks noted, “We look forward to working with West Point in this new capacity 

so that we may all enjoy a greater understanding and respect for Stockbridge-Munsee 

history in New York, our ancestral homeland.”121 The ceremony also included an 

exchange of gifts, during which President Chicks presented a wampum belt made by 

tribal member Lynn Welch to the Colonel and Garrison Commander Brian Crawford. 

Likewise, after the ceremony, tribal members and a group of officials from West Point 

traveled to Van Cortlandt Park in the Bronx, where a monument to the Continental Army 

Company of Stockbridge Mohicans was erected in 1906. Together, the West Point 

officials and tribal members participated in a wreath-laying ceremony to honor the 

Mohican veterans who fought in the American Revolution with the colonists.122 The 
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Stockbridge-Munsee people not only maintain an active connection with these places 

their ancestors lived, but also continue to assert that they have interest, and should have a 

voice in decisions made about these sacred places.  

Many Native groups have fought or demanded consultation in development 

projects across the U.S., but this is significantly more difficult when the projects happen 

hundreds of miles away from interested parties.123 To combat this, the Mohican Nation 

recently opened a satellite Historic Preservation Office in Troy, NY, sending Tribal 

Historic Preservation Officer (THPO) Bonney Hartley to represent the tribe in historic 

preservation matters.124 Establishing a satellite office in New York enabled the Mohicans 

to have a permanent presence in their homelands, and ensure they are available to consult 

on any development projects. Since Hartley moved to New York in 2015, her main role 

has been working on projects that fall within the regulations of the National Historic 

Preservation Act's (NHPA) Section 106.125 The Act was initially passed in 1966, and 

Section 106 was amended in 1992 to emphasize required consultation with Indian tribes 

and Native Hawaiian organizations, shortly after the passage of NAGPRA in 1990. 

Though NAGPRA requires federal agencies to consult with tribes if human remains or 

certain cultural items (i.e. funerary objects, sacred objects, or objects of cultural 

patrimony) are unearthed on federal or tribal land or have been acquired as part of an 

institution that receives federal funding’s collections (discussed in Chapter Three), 

                                                
123 For other examples of this throughout the Northeast, see: DeLucia, The Memory Lands.  
124 Before Hartley established this office in September 2015, Sherry White was flying back and forth 
between Bowler, WI and the east coast for more than a decade to consult on various projects. Prior to that, 
the tribe often asked Steve Comer (a tribal member who lived on the east coast) to serve as a tribal 
representative. 
125 Hartley, February 24, 2017.	



 

 221 

Section 106 requires federal agencies to consider whether their "undertaking" (or 

development) will affect historic properties before they break ground on federal, tribal, 

state, or private land, and requires that they consult the appropriate THPO throughout the 

process. If the federal agency and THPO identify "adverse effects" that the project might 

have, the law dictates that the agency and tribe work together to "avoid, minimize, or 

mitigate the adverse effects."126  

Yet, like NAGPRA, Section 106 is not without its flaws. Indeed, it is the federal 

law that should have required extensive consultation between tribal representatives from 

the Standing Rock Sioux and Cheyenne River Sioux Nations before the Dakota Access 

Pipeline was streamlined. While the law requires that federal agencies notify THPOs of 

potential historic sites within development projects, the onus of demonstrating how 

sacred or important a site is and advocating for its protection falls on tribes. Once tribes 

are notified of these sites (which can be on federal, tribal, state, or private land), there is a 

30-day comment period during which they have the opportunity to explain why the site is 

important enough to halt or move the development project. In most cases, federal 

agencies want to come to a mutual solution, however, this certainly depends on the scope 

of the project, as well as what the federal agency determines is in the “best interest” of 

the public.127  

                                                
126 Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, "Section 106 Regulations Summary," Advisory Council on 
Historic Preservation Website, www.achp.gov/index.html. 
127 Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, “Consultation with Indian Tribes in the Section 106 Review 
Process: A Handbook,” (Washington D.C.: Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, 2012): 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1uq8Mqj3g8p4Rtp50YwIGUIyWU-nCNCpa/view; Jake Fahrenkrog, notes 
to author, May 30, 2018. For an example of when this justification was used to streamline a project see: 
Gale Courey Toensing, “Aquinnah Wampanoag Sues Feds Over Cape Wind,” Indian Country Today, July 
14, 2011, https://newsmaven.io/indiancountrytoday/archive/aquinnah-wampanoag-sues-feds-over-cape-
wind-OAkvpCXRH06s8ZIAF4K6zg.  
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According to Advisory Council on Historic Preservation’s (ACHP) Handbook on 

“Consultation with Indian Tribes in the Section 106 Review Process,” while consultation 

with American Indian nations and recognition of the unique cultural knowledge they hold 

is required, federal agencies are not required to reach an agreement with American 

Indian nations that no historic properties will be affected and there will be no adverse 

effects of an undertaking (except when the project is on tribal land).128 Likewise, if 

federal agencies can show that they fulfilled the initial consultation requirements of 

Section 106, they have the right to terminate consultation at any time (which many 

agencies do when they cannot reach an agreement with tribes).129 This means that for 

tribes like the Mohicans who consult on projects in their ancestral, rather than current 

reservation lands, federal agencies ultimately have the power to determine if historic 

properties or adverse effects merit the movement of a development project. If there are 

disputes between a federal agency and an American Indian nation, the ACHP reviews the 

site and provides recommendations to the federal agency, but the decision to shut down 

or move a project is ultimately up to the federal agency. The agency, State Historic 

Preservation Officer on the project, or ACHP (if they participate) can terminate 

consultation with tribes if an agreement on how to resolve adverse effects is not 

reached.130  

                                                
128 Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, “Consultation with Indian Tribes in the Section 106 Review 
Process.” 
129 For an example of termination of consultation see: Courey Toensing, “Aquinnah Wampanoag Sues 
Feds.” 
130 Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, “Consultation with Indian Tribes in the Section 106 Review 
Process.”  
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Jake Fahrenkrog, a consultant who routinely secures environmental permits for 

development projects across the nation, confirmed that federal agencies are ultimately the 

ones who “weigh the information provided by the company applying for the permit, the 

stakeholders and other agencies, along with the need of the project” to decide if they can 

move the project or how they will adjust it to preserve any cultural resources identified. 

In that sense, he explained that the more specific tribes are in their reports about why the 

sites are important, the more likely it is that they will be called in to consult directly on 

the project and that the project will ultimately be moved or altered in order to preserve a 

cultural resource. Again however, Fahrenkrog indicated that this depends on many 

factors. If an alternative route or location for a project can be identified, then less 

consultation might be needed, but “if moving the project would result in greater resource 

impacts and additional complications for the company leading the project, the overseeing 

agency will request that [an] additional cultural investigation be completed” to 

substantiate the claims of tribes.131 These additional investigations happen often, even 

though ACHP does not require this additional step and emphasizes that Indian tribes 

“possess special expertise in assessing the eligibility of historic properties that may 

possess religious and cultural significance to them.”132 Some states have even attempted 

to pass laws that require the substantiation of tribal claims, such as one proposed law in 

Wisconsin that would have required “conclusive proof of burials” in order for a site to be 

                                                
131 Jake Fahrenkrog, notes to author, April 24, 2018. 
132 Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, “Consultation with Indian Tribes in the Section 106 Review 
Process,” 22.  
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protected.133 Though this particular bill did not pass, Fahrenkrog explained that even 

without federal or state laws requiring this type of substantiation, “soil borings, ground-

penetrating radar, or archaeological experts” may be brought in to prove the historical 

importance of a site.134 

In other cases, in spite of a preponderance of evidence showing the historical or 

sacred significance of sites to tribes, development projects have been streamlined anyway 

and justified by the supposed greater “public benefits” of a project. For example, in 2011, 

the Aquinnah Wampanoag Nation filed a lawsuit against the Bureau of Ocean Energy 

Management, Regulations, and Enforcement and the Secretary of the Interior Department 

after they approved an offshore wind energy plant (the Cape Wind Project) in spite of 

tribal contestation. The Aquinnah Wampanoag Nation emphasized that the project “will 

harm the Tribe’s religious, cultural and economic interests by degrading the Nantucket 

Sound ecosystem and, in particular, disturbing the currently unblemished view of the 

eastern horizon, both of which are of immense spiritual importance to the Tribe” and that 

the Secretary of the Interior’s Department violated federal laws (including Section 106) 

requiring consultation.135 In spite of the fact that the Massachusetts Office of State 

Historic Preservation, the National Park Service, the National Register of Historic Places, 

and ACHP all deemed the Nantucket Sound to be “a significant traditional, cultural, 

historic, and archaeological property and advised the Interior against approving the Cape 

                                                
133 Pamela Hughes, “Desecration of Graves Sanctioned by Wisconsin Assembly Bill,” Indian Country 
Today, January 6, 2016, https://newsmaven.io/indiancountrytoday/archive/desecration-of-graves-
sanctioned-by-wisconsin-assembly-bill-41l5YPdNMUCvClJqePWLjg.  
134 Fahrenkrog, April 24, 2018. 
135 Courey Toensing, “Aquinnah Wampanoag Sues Feds.” 
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Wind project,” the Interior terminated consultation with the Aquinnah Wampanoag 

Nation (which is unfortunately within their rights as a federal agency) and announced that 

“the public benefits weighed in favor of approving the Cape Wind project.”136 In spite of 

multiple litigation attempts, the case against Cape Wind was most recently dismissed in 

May 2014 by the Federal District Court of Massachusetts.137   

In a more recent 2017 case, the Narragansett Nation plans to sue Kinder Morgan 

over its fourteen-mile “Connecticut Expansion Project,” which includes a natural gas 

pipeline that cuts through a corridor containing 73 “ceremonial stone landscapes.” In 

spite of not receiving consent from the Narragansett Nation, the Federal Energy 

Regulatory Commission (FERC) and ACHP came up with a plan to minimize the adverse 

effects of the project by avoiding two thirds of the ceremonial stone landscapes and 

“document[ing], disassembl[ing], and re-assembl[ing] the remainder.”138 Under Section 

106 this plan is well within the legal rights of FERC and ACHP, demonstrating just how 

much power federal agencies have to ultimately decide if a site is sacred enough to merit 

moving a project and to physically harm (in this case dismantle) a cultural landscape. 

Since plan does not technically violate Section 106, the Narragansett Nation is planning 

to sue about other aspects of the consultation process, asserting that FERC waited too 

                                                
136 Ibid. 
137 Cape Wind, “Litigation History of Cape Wind,” Cape Wind, May 2, 2014, 
http://www.capewind.org/sites/default/files/downloads/Litigation%20History%20of%20Cape%20Wind%2
0May%202%202014.pdf.  
138 Mary C. Serreze, “Narragansett Tribe plans to sue FERC over gas pipeline approval in Berkshire 
County,” MassLive, December 6, 2017, 
https://www.masslive.com/news/index.ssf/2017/12/narragansett_tribe_plans_to_su.html.  
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long to begin consultation and allow the tribe to provide significant information about the 

site.139   

Even when consultation processes are more collaborative and successful, they 

often involve a lot of time and require tribal consultants to physically travel to sites. 

Likewise, since they are dictated by a slew of federal and state laws in addition to Section 

106, Fahrenkrog noted that “it takes someone who really knows and is familiar with the 

process to keep an eye on things.”140 As a result, consulting on relevant projects and 

protecting important sites is even more difficult for tribes like the Mohicans, who do not 

live in their ancestral homelands and are thus hundreds of miles away from where these 

development projects are taking place.141 Having a THPO readily available to consult on 

projects on the East Coast increases the chance that the Mohicans will be consulted 

throughout the process of new development projects and that they will be able to identify 

any adverse effects of development early on. The 30-day comment period can slip by 

quickly for a single THPO who has multiple things on their plate and again, for tribes 

who do not live in their ancestral homelands, identifying and explaining the historic 

                                                
139 Serreze, “Narragansett Tribe plans to sue FERC.” 
140 Fahrenkrog, March 8, 2018. 
141 Here, it is important to note that federal agencies can and often do pay tribal consultants (typically 
THPOs) for their time and consultation on these projects as well as their travel expenses. Some tribes have 
also created their own policies that require consultation or development fees, likely to avoid doing 
significant unpaid labor or having their land be exploited. The barriers I am emphasizing here are more so 
about the physical distance THPOs may need to travel and the time these consultations take. While some 
tribes have enough historic preservation staff to cover these extensive projects, others do not. For an 
example of tribal nations setting fees for construction permits on their lands, see: Erin Mundahl, “Tribal 
Resistance to FCC Rule Change Could Slow Broadband Installation in Indian Country,” InsideSources, 
March 23, 2018, http://www.insidesources.com/tribal-resistance-to-fcc-rule-change-could-slow-broadband-
installation-in-indian-country/. It is important to note here that though the article frames these fees as 
slowing down the implementation process of wireless features and wasting taxpayer money, American 
Indian nations are sovereign nations and have the right to charge money for structures being built on their 
lands.	 



 

 227 

importance of a site in enough detail may take significant time and research. Hartley's job 

includes reviewing development projects that fall under the Section 106 guidelines for 

federal land or state preservation laws and then meeting with project representatives to 

assist in the evaluation process. She contracts directly with an archaeologist on projects 

where there is a high potential for discovering human remains or other cultural items, and 

then makes recommendations about the site on behalf of the tribe. While many cases do 

result in lawsuits like the Aquinnah Wampanoag and Narragansett cases, in others, tribes 

and federal agencies can work together to come up with solutions to any “adverse 

effects” projects might have. For example, Hartley is often able to negotiate that upon 

completion, development projects include educational signage or historical 

interpretations of Mohican history as a part of the Section 106 consultation process, but 

she emphasized that these interpretations "have to say that the tribe still exists."142  

Still in other cases, tribes may have significant reasons for not wanting to disclose 

the details of why a site is sacred and therefore may provide minimal information in their 

feedback during the comment period. Though ACHP emphasizes that “many Indian 

tribes have belief systems that require the location and even the existence of traditional 

religious and cultural properties not be divulged,” there are no requirements within 

Section 106 that require federal agencies to take tribes at their word when they say a site 

is sacred and decline to provide further details.143 Instead, as discussed above, methods of 

substantiating tribes’ claims are often brought in. Section 106 does provide options for 

                                                
142 Hartley, February 24, 2017. 
143 Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, “Consultation with Indian Tribes in the Section 106 Review 
Process,” 22.  
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protecting cultural information and construction fencing is typically used to protect active 

sites with cultural resources, but confidentiality within Section 106 is not actually 

guaranteed unless sites are determined to be eligible for the National Register of Historic 

Places.144  

As such, many tribes still may be hesitant to explain why a site is sacred, since 

doing so may involve revealing cultural knowledge that is not meant to be shared 

broadly, or even outside of their own community. As Desiree Martinez, a Tribal 

Archaeologist, explained at the 2018 Native American and Indigenous Studies 

Conference, many Native nations believe that sharing information about sacred places 

actually harms those sites and in some cases even bow out of consultation to avoid 

sharing cultural information.145 Ultimately, it is up to tribes to determine how much detail 

they want to place in the reports, but regardless of what they choose or are able to include 

based on the time and resources they can commit to the project, federal agencies have the 

ultimate say on whether to halt, move, or alter a project. They get to determine if a site is 

significant enough to merit a change. Additionally, as more and more Native nations 

assert their rights to consult under the Section 106 process, there will undoubtedly be 

more challenges to this federal legislation. Already in 2018, state lawmakers in Wyoming 

have crafted legislation that would prohibit the delay of drilling projects on private land 

as a result of required tribal consultation, and the Federal Communications Commission 

(FCC) recently passed regulations that will not allow wireless facilities to be categorized 

                                                
144 Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, “Consultation with Indian Tribes in the Section 106 Review 
Process”; Fahrenkrog, April 24, 2018. 	
145 Desiree Martinez, Commentary, “Repatriation, Cultural Patrimony, and Museums,” Native American 
Indigenous Studies Association Annual Conference, Los Angeles, CA, May 19, 2018.  
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as “federal undertakings,” making Section 106 inapplicable to the creation of these 

structures, even those on tribal lands.146  

Still, many collaborations provide hope. The fights the Mohicans and other tribal 

nations wage to be consulted on development projects exemplify what Christine DeLucia 

calls “broader shifts in cultural resource management practices.” As DeLucia notes in her 

account of Nimpuc collaborations with underwater archaeologists to assess mishoonash 

(wooden dugouts) on the bottom of Lake Quinsigamond in present-day Massachusetts, 

collaboration on community heritage and archaeology projects have come a long way. 

Though these projects are often seen as “pitting Native practices against Western 

academic or state ones” (and in many cases Native rights to material objects and remains 

are still disregarded), the processes of collaboration are improving as indigenous people 

insist on their right to historical materials and remains in their homelands.147 In these 

direct activist endeavors, to fight development and emphasize the importance of 

collaboration in their homelands, the Mohicans and other Native nations engage in a 

distinct type of activism that radically reshapes how the materials of their national 

histories are collected.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
146 Heather Richards, “Agency promises progress on Native American, oil and gas conflict,” Casper Star 
Tribune, June 2, 2018, https://trib.com/business/energy/agency-promises-progress-on-native-american-oil-
and-gas-conflict/article_fe441251-8959-5469-9363-f962d9aa0052.html; Mundahl, “Tribal Resistance to 
FCC Rule”; Steptoe & Johnson LLP, “FCC Sets March 22 Vote on Wireless Infrastructure Streamlining 
Order Revising Historic Preservation & Environmental Review Procedures,” Lexology, March 16, 2018, 
https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=64848c01-9ab6-4b8e-a16f-fb345e22df5f.  
147 DeLucia, The Memory Lands, 108.	
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Conclusion 
 
Though the Mohicans have not been further removed since the 1930s and children have 

not been placed in boarding schools since the early 20th century, the legacies of these 

policies have not disappeared. Indeed, as Patrick Wolfe tells us, settler-colonialism is “a 

structure not an event…elimination is an organizing principal of settler-colonial society 

rather than a one-off (and superseded) occurrence.”148 In the context of Mohican history 

and Mohican historical materials, this means that though removal and assimilation appear 

to be past “events,” they are in fact part of the structural make-up of settler colonialism. 

The dispersal of indigenous materials in repositories across the country, the 

discouragement of teaching Indian history, and the perpetuation of false erasure 

narratives all continue.   

Accordingly, dismantling these structures must certainly be a systematic, multi-

pronged process. The historical trips to Mohican homelands are just that. These trips span 

the last fifty years of Mohican archival activism, and by continually returning to collect 

documents and teach tribal history through place, the Mohicans create structures that 

work to undo the legacies of removal and assimilation. Moreover, the trips establish a 

foundation for further direct action that disrupts erasure narratives and demands 

consultation and collaboration. Following Wolfe’s logic, the structure of settler-

colonialism continually works to eliminate the native in every way possible. By simply 

returning, going back to a place they were “eliminated” from, the Mohicans push back 

against these structures and take action to fortify their indigenous nationhood. By telling 

                                                
148 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler colonialism and the elimination of the native,” Journal of Genocide Research, 8 
no. 4 (2006), 388.  
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their children that their history is important and that they are Mohican in the sense that 

they are still connected to these sacred landscapes, they oppose what assimilation policies 

sought to take away. By returning to their ancestral homelands and opposing erasure 

narratives, they proudly assert “We are still here.”   

The tribal archive is foundational for planning these returns. Knowledge in the 

archive that the Committee spent years collecting was foundational for teaching tribal 

history in Mohican homelands and cultivating a collective sense of Mohican national 

identity, changing the way Mohican history has been presented to tribal members. Yet the 

tribes also facilitate more direct action, demands for collaboration and consultation that 

allow the Mohicans to become more involved in how their historical materials are 

collected. In their efforts to assert control over their own historical materials, the 

Mohicans not only seek to assert authority over what is rightfully theirs, but also to 

represent their own histories from an indigenous perspective. Representing their own 

history, even in spaces beyond the reservation as I discuss in the next chapter, allows the 

Mohicans to not only change how tribal members learn tribal history, but also shift the 

way Mohican histories are presented and taught by others. 
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Chapter 5: Asserting Survival: Mohican Engagement with Off-Reservation Public 
History, Public Education, and Public Engagement 

 
We wanted, you know, for people to become aware that we weren’t the Last of the 

Mohicans. They act like we’re dead people. You know, oh here’s an Indian mummy over 
here, or here’s a weapon that they used to used. It’s like we’re dead and this is just our 

history and we don’t need to worry about them anymore. They’re gone now. And we just 
wanted to make sure that the information that they were letting people know was just 

historical and that we’re still here, we’re a living people, and we have our own culture, 
we have our own ways. And again, it’s a way of making sure that those 

misrepresentations don’t continue.1 –Leah Miller, Historical Committee member, 
responding to Mohican interventions in museums. 

 
 

As I discussed in Chapter Three, in 1991 and 2006, respectively, the Mohicans retrieved 

a two-volume Bible set and a four-piece pewter Communion set from the Mission House 

Museum in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, a historical site that memorializes the missionary 

John Sergeant and is run by the Massachusetts preservation agency The Trustees of 

Reservations. It took the Mohicans thirty-one years to retrieve both of the items following 

their official request to the Trustees of Reservations, but their eventual victory was a 

significant accomplishment in Native self-representation. The Mohicans demonstrated 

that they were the best representatives of their own history. However, while the Bible and 

Communion set are now displayed in the Arvid E. Miller Library Museum on the 

Mohican reservation, the Mission House, where the items were previously held, also 

continues to present its own narrative about Mohican history. Though the Mission House 

itself is still largely devoid of representations of the Mohicans, instead focusing on the 

missionary John Sergeant, the smaller Indian Museum, which sits a short distance behind 

the Mission House, is dedicated to the history of the Mohicans in Stockbridge. The 

                                                
1 L. Miller, interview.   
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separate buildings create a subtle, but clear distancing of these two histories, which still 

suggests who does and does not belong in the Mission House. The Indian museum was 

constructed in 1929 by Mabel Choate (the white collector who bought the Bible and 

Communion set and then sold the items to the Trustees) and underwent renovation in 

1987. Though it is mostly filled with items collected by Choate in the 1930s, it also 

includes two newer posters contributed by the Mohicans, and a seven-minute video 

produced by the tribe.  

Today, the Indian museum presents a blend of these older and newer 

representations of Mohican history, but before the tribe developed these new materials 

and advocated for their place in the museum, the representations of Mohican history were 

much different. According to the 1987 renovation plan for the Indian Museum, exhibits 

included an “Assimilated Indian” section with a map showing the forced removal of the 

Mohicans, an “artifact wall” where the proposed takeaway was that “The Stockbridge 

Indian was a viable culture," and another space to recognize John Sergeant (beyond his 

central treatment in the Mission House itself). It also included a “Kids Corner” where 

children were invited to try on headdresses, apply makeup “to duplicate war paint [sic] 

symbols,” and “view themselves as the Stockbridge Indians did in an adjacent 

puddle/basin of water-mirror." Not shown on the blueprint but detailed in the complete 

renovation plan was one small section titled “Modern Indian,” which featured three 

photographs of present-day Stockbridge-Munsee Mohicans.2   

                                                
2 “Photos of Indian Museum Exhibit” 1987, Exhibitions/Research, Mission House Stewardship Files, ARC, 
Sharon, MA.  



 

 234 

 

 
 
Though some of these exhibits have been updated, others have not, and it is 

critical to consider the assertions made by a museum filled with “assimilated Indians,” 

“artifacts,” and chances for children to don red-face. While acknowledging the current 

location of the Mohicans in Wisconsin through maps and three photographs, earlier 

versions of the museum contained what Michel-Rolph Trouillot calls “silences;” the 

exhibit glossed over historical violence, failed to mention ongoing indigenous presence, 

and conveniently narrated a history without acknowledging white settlers’ complicity in 

Figure 24: A view of the inside of the Indian Museum in Stockbridge, Massachusetts. Items 
collected by Mabel Choate are still visible on the back and right side walls, while the new 
materials added by the tribe, a video and two posters, are on the left wall. Though the exhibit 
no longer emphasizes assimilation or invites children to don redface, the materials used for 
those exhibits (the wigwam structure in the left corner of the photograph and the two posters 
showing how the Mohicans were removed on the left wall) remain. Photo taken by author in 
2012.  
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settler-colonialism.3  In doing so, the museum created a version of local history that has 

significantly shaped how the New England landscape is conceptualized by museumgoers 

and thus as Ashley Glassburn-Falzetti argues, “provide[d] a sense of who belongs there.”4  

These types of erasures are particularly detrimental for the Mohicans as a result of 

the famous novel and movie The Last of the Mohicans and have hugely damaging effects 

for other New England tribes as they continue to contest claims that they are not “real 

Indians.” The more the public is presented with the notion that Indians have disappeared 

from New England, the harder it is for tribes to win federal recognition cases, reclaim 

items through the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), 

and assert claims to ceded land. The Mohicans have experienced this first hand. As they 

have returned to their ancestral homelands, attempted to stop development projects in 

sacred places, and asserted their right to be consulted when significant cultural items and 

human remains are unearthed, they constantly battle the myth that they are not real 

Indians and thus have no real connection or claim to these lands. In that sense, while the 

Mohicans can now represent the Bible and Communion set as they choose in their own 

tribal museum, public history institutions beyond the reservation such as the Mission 

House often still present damaging narratives that have significant ramifications for 

Mohican assertions of sovereignty. 

Accordingly, the Mohican Nation has always been committed to changing these 

narratives—especially to disproving the myth that they are the “last of the Mohicans.” To 

do so, they have strategically contested existing narratives in public history—which I 

                                                
3 Trouillot, Silencing the Past. 
4 Glassburn Falzetti, “Archival absence.”		
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broadly define here as history produced for broader audiences outside of academia. In 

this chapter, this type of history includes narratives presented in K-12 schools, 

educational programming presented in documentaries and books, museum exhibits, and 

other types place-based public heritage representations such as signage and monuments. 

In addition to contesting existing narratives, the Mohicans have simultaneously sought to 

educate broader non-Native audiences by developing new public history representations 

of their own in education curricula, museum exhibits, and broadly circulated public 

narratives in order to represent their own histories on their own terms. In many cases, 

they have even partnered with the institutions they initially contested in order to create 

these new narratives.  

Such was the case with the Mission House Museum, the institution with which the 

Mohicans waged a thirty-one-year fight to reclaim their Bible and Communion set. This 

battle was at times filled with anger, frustration, and outright racism, yet through this 

struggle, the Mohicans asserted their right to represent their own histories through 

material culture and emphasized the fact that they are the best representatives of their 

own history. The Mission House eventually listened, and while collaborations like these 

are rarely equitable, they demonstrate the kind of growth and change that can come when 

tribes assert their right to represent their own histories and public history institutions 

listen.  

I want to emphasize again that these collaborations are rarely equitable, and 

indeed the Mission House museum still represents Mohican history in a way that largely 

focuses on the past. Yet out of the battle for the Bible and Communion set the Mohicans 
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still managed to change how museumgoers in Stockbridge learn about Mohican history. 

The Mohicans have also expanded their educational efforts to the town of Stockbridge, 

where the Mission House is located, and throughout this chapter I discuss their ongoing 

and expanding educational initiatives throughout the Northeast. Within the Mission 

House, the two posters produced by the Committee educate museumgoers about 

contemporary historic preservation, emphasizing the ongoing connections the Mohicans 

maintain to their homelands and their historical materials. While one poster explains 

NAGPRA, showcasing the rights that sovereign Native nations have over human 

remains, funerary items, and objects of cultural patrimony, the other poster discusses 

archaeological historic preservation efforts both on and off the reservation. The poster 

clearly illustrates Mohican ancestral homelands to emphasize their continual connection 

to these places, and lists areas of historical, cultural and archaeological importance the 

tribe has throughout New York, Connecticut, Vermont, Pennsylvania, and parts of 

Wisconsin. Likewise, the seven-minute video “created by and for the tribe” includes 

interviews with tribal members who discuss Mohican history and the ongoing 

connections they maintain with Stockbridge and their homelands in the Mahicannituck 

(Hudson) River Valley, telling a story of Mohican survival and perseverance in spite of 

removal, assimilation, and subsequent policies that attempted to break up Mohican land 

in Wisconsin. The speakers emphasize that they are not the last of the Mohicans. 
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Figure 26: A poster the Mohican Historical Committee created for the Indian Museum in 
Stockbridge, Massachusetts. This poster explains the Native American Graves Protection and 
Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) and shows pictures of items the Mohicans have reclaimed. Photo 
taken by author in 2012.  

Figure 25: A poster the Mohican Historical Committee created for the Indian Museum in 
Stockbridge, Massachusetts. The poster illustrates broader historic preservation efforts 
and emphasizes the Mohicans’ ongoing connections to their ancestral homelands. Photo 
taken by author in 2012.  
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The narratives presented by the Mohicans in the posters and the video represent 

the kinds of interventions the Mohicans have made in public representations of their 

history beyond the reservation. Though collaboration is often difficult and not always 

successful, I assert that through these initiatives, the Mohicans have still fundamentally 

changed the way their history is taught in public settings beyond the reservation. A close 

examination of efforts such as these throughout Mohican ancestral homelands and 

beyond the borders of the Stockbridge-Munsee reservation in Wisconsin reveals how the 

Mohicans engage in a politics of self-representation. In doing so, they resist narratives 

that locate their importance in the past, especially those presented in the context of local 

histories. In these activist efforts, the Committee not only contests existing narratives, but 

produces new narratives that emphasize Mohican survival and nationalism. Throughout 

these processes, the Mohican tribal archive serves as an important foundational tool. 

Mohican tribal members use the archive to collect evidence that allows them to point out 

inaccuracies in existing representations, conduct research as a part of their production of 

counter narratives, and present alternative sources that off-reservation institutions can use 

to present and teach Mohican history in collaboration with the tribe. Therefore, Mohican 

archival activism—the creation of an archival collection that collects previously scattered 

sources and establishes the Mohicans as the premier resource on their own history—is an 

essential piece of contesting dominant narratives and constructing new histories that 

emphasize Mohican survival and nationalism. I argue that contesting and writing new 
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narratives of Mohican history are important types of Native political action that 

exemplify the types of historical interventions tribal archives can facilitate.  

 

Mohican History in Public Education 
 
From the moment the Historical Committee was formed in 1968, one of the top priorities 

of Committee members was changing false narratives of Mohican history. They 

immediately connected their efforts in gathering archival materials to their ability to 

contest these narratives, and unsurprisingly, one of their first priorities was contesting the 

narratives their children were taught in school. As their archive grew, so did their efforts 

in reforming education about and public representations of their history. The Committee 

eventually worked more expansively across Wisconsin to change how American Indian 

history was taught in schools, and in 1979, 1995, and 2008, even created its own 

education curricula based on research they conducted in the tribal archive. They also 

extended their reach to more publicly engaged education at events, museums, and other 

public history spaces in their ancestral homelands. These efforts demonstrate their 

commitment to accurate representations of their histories and their continual assertion 

that they have a right to dictate how narratives of their history are presented.  

 

Displacing Stereotypes and Centering Native Histories on the Borders of the Reservation  
 
In spring of 1972, the U.S. federal government passed the Emergency School Aid Act 

(ESAA), a program designed to make financial aid available for schools with high 

populations of “minority group students” to eliminate and prevent minority group 



 

 241 

segregation, discrimination, and isolation.5 Though it only remained in effect until 1981, 

it was passed on the heels of other significant federal Indian education policies.6 In 1969, 

a Senate Subcommittee issued the report “Indian Education: A National Tragedy, A 

National Challenge,” which highlighted inequities in the education of American Indian 

and Alaska Native students and led to the passage of the Indian Education Act in 1972. 

Passed in the same years as the ESAA, the Indian Education Act established a 

comprehensive approach to Indian education that has been reauthorized through more 

recent legislation like the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act.7 Though it was not specifically 

designated to schools with high populations of American Indian students, the ESAA was 

passed at a time when the federal government was newly recognizing the historical 

marginalization of American Indian students, and therefore, it was one of a few resources 

that schools with high American Indian populations could draw on to improve Indian 

education. However, as we will see, while many schools took advantage of these funding 

sources, they often failed to collaborate directly with the Indian nations their schools 

                                                
5 This Act is sometimes referred to as Title VII, since the Emergency School Aid Act is also known as Title 
VII P.L. 92-318). See: Department of Health, Education and Welfare, “Applicant Manual for Local  
Educational Agency Grants, Emergency School Aid Act,” (Title VII P.L. 92-318, as amended by P.L. 93-
380),” Office of Education, University of Michigan Libraries: 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015028100504;view=1up;seq=2; American Institutes for 
Research, “Overview: The Magnet Schools Assistance Program (MSAP) and This Evaluation,” U.S. 
Department of Education, https://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/eval/choice/magneteval/overview.pdf. 	
6 American Institutes for Research, “Overview.” 
7 Office of Elementary and Secondary Education, “History of Indian Education,” U.S. Department of 
Education, last modified August 25, 2005, https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oese/oie/history.html. 
The “National Tragedy” Indian Education report has also been credited with influencing the passage of the 
Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act of 1975, which authorized certain agencies within 
the federal government to make grants directly to federally recognized tribes and amended the Johnson-
O’Malley Act, giving Indian communities a more direct role in how funds were used for their children in 
public schools. See: Jon Reyhner, “A History of Indian Education Timeline,” 2018, Education Week, 
https://www.edweek.org/ew/projects/2013/native-american-education/history-of-american-indian-
education.html; Gerald R. Ford, “Statement on Signing the Indian Self-Determination and Education 
Assistance Act,” January 4, 1975, The American Presidency Project, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=4739.		
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served, leading to varying degrees of success in the implementation of educational reform 

efforts.   

The ESAA designated funds for different kinds of grant funding and 

programming in schools that had significant populations of so-called “minority” students. 

Schools, or local education agencies (LEAs) as they were termed in the Act, could 

request funds with the intent of developing new education standards by working directly 

with members of the communities that made their school populations diverse.8 In 1974, 

Bowler Public Schools created such a proposal. Bowler is a small town about 5 miles 

southwest of the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican reservation. Though its small population 

is predominantly white, children from the neighboring Mohican reservation were 

integrated into Bowler Schools in 1947, following the closure of the Stockbridge Day 

School on the reservation. The high population of Mohican students (the “minority 

group”) in Bowler Schools made it a good candidate for ESAA funds.9 In theory, these 

funds were designated to support Stockbridge-Munsee students. The only problem was 

that the Bowler School District did not bother to include Stockbridge-Munsee community 

leaders in the development of their proposal, which was allegedly supposed to serve 

Stockbridge-Munsee children.  

 

 

                                                
8 John E. Coulson, “National Evaluation of the Emergency School Aid Act (ESAA): A Review of 
Methodological Issues,” Journal of Educational Statistics 3 no. 1 (Spring 1978): 1-60. 	
9 Dorothy Davids, “Tentative Position Paper: Stockbridge-Munsee Community and Title VII,” Bowler 
School Correspondence and Notes Folder, Box #3, Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, 
WI.  
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The Mohican Nation had worked directly with Bowler Schools previously, such 

as in 1972, when the Historical Committee led a “Teach-In” after Mohican community 

members expressed concern that they were not involved in the planning or 

implementation of American Indian Week at Bowler Schools.10 Though the Bowler 

Superintendent asked the Mohican Tribal Council to call off the Teach-In and called on 

the Shawano County Sherriff’s Department to intervene, both institutions refused to step 

in and the tribe successfully completed the Teach-In, which included nine different teams 

talking to Bowler classes and was meant to increase “knowledge and understanding of 

the Stockbridge-Munsee among their non-Indian neighbors.”11 Given this, the school 

                                                
10 Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, “Spin-off: Timeline of Activities,” Miscellaneous, 
Letters, History Folder Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.		
11 The superintendent attempted to shut the Teach-In down by first calling the Mohican Tribal Council 
(they refused explaining that the Dorothy Davids, who leading the Teach-In was an educator herself and 
was only trying to educate others) and then calling the Shawano County Sheriff’s Department, insisting 
there may be a riot at the school. They also refused to step in, indicating that Officer Raasch (a police office 

Figure 27: This map shows where Bowler is located in relation to the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican 
reservation. 
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district was by no means ignorant of the Historical Committee’s existence or their 

commitment to educating others about the Mohican Nation. Yet Bowler’s outlined ESAA 

proposal listed four non-Native faculty members from the University of Wisconsin-

Stevens Point as the paid consultants who would educate Bowler teachers about 

Stockbridge-Munsee students, and the Historical Committee was never contacted to help 

shape or implement these trainings. In fact, the Committee only found out about the 

project when the Bowler Home School Coordinator (who was also a tribal member) 

brought the proposal to a Historical Committee meeting, after it had already been 

partially funded.12 Outraged, members of the Mohican Historical Committee demanded a 

meeting with the Superintendent and members of the Bowler School Education 

Committee and prepared feedback on the now funded proposal that outlined “apparent 

violations of federal regulations,” “the over-balance of budgetary allocations to non-

Stockbridge persons,” and “various statements of questionable truth.”13 As Dorothy 

Davids recalled, “we told [them] that if anyone was going to teach our culture, it would 

be done in our community, our buildings, and our people would be involved.” The 

Superintendent replied “over my dead body.”14 

                                                
and tribal member) was leading the caravan of educators over to the school. See: Stockbridge-Munsee 
Historical Committee, “Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Project Proposal,” 1973 Historical Committee 
Meeting Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Dorothy 
Davids, interview with unknown, November 23, 2001, Interviews of Dorothy Davids Folder, Box #6, 
Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
12 Davids, interview, November 23, 2001.  
13 Dorothy Davids to Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, Education Committee, and Other 
interested members of the Stockbridge-Munsee Community, Memo, May 20, 1974, Correspondence, 
Library-Museum #1 Folder, Bernice Miller (Pigeon) Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
14 Davids, interview, November 23, 2001.  
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Members of the Historical Committee meticulously combed through the 

Comprehensive Manual for Local Education Agencies administered by the Office of 

Education to highlight where the Bowler School District had violated federal regulations, 

especially those that were meant to ensure the involvement of the “minority group”  that 

made them eligible for ESAA funding, members of the Stockbridge-Munsee Nation.15 

The Committee noted that while the Act required the formation of an advisory committee 

with at least five civic or community organization leaders who “are broadly 

representative of the minority and nonminority communities to be served by the project,” 

no members of the Mohican Tribal Council or Historical Committee were asked to be 

involved, and no Stockbridge-Munsee people were at the advisory committee meetings 

that developed the proposal.16 The few Mohican people who were placed on the 

committee (mostly teaching aides already working in Bowler schools) never received 

copies of the Act’s regulations as Bowler School District was developing the proposal, 

another requirement of ESAA that the district had avoided. These teachers’ names were 

placed on the grant proposal, yet they were never invited to meetings or directly 

consulted about the curriculum content.17 These actions were especially frustrating given 

that, as Dorothy Davids emphasized, “this act was established for the very purpose of 

preventing the isolation of groups from one another.”18 It seemed that while Bowler’s 

initiative to apply for ESAA funding may have been a genuine attempt to better serve 

Mohican students and better represent Mohican history, their failure to collaborate with 

                                                
15 Davids to Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, May 20, 1974. 
16 Ibid.  
17 Ibid.  
18 Ibid. 	
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and give leadership roles to Stockbridge-Munsee peoples, particularly members of the 

Historical Committee, signals they were likely more interested in ESAA funding than the 

actual changes ESAA was meant to initiate.  

After combing through the federal requirements, the Mohicans, along with their 

lawyer notified the Superintendent that they had gathered enough evidence in Bowler’s 

proposal alone to initiate a Civil Rights case.19 To avoid this, the district conceded to 

create a district advisory committee chaired by Historical Committee Member Sheila 

(Miller) Moede and change how the funds ESAA granted to Bowler would be 

distributed.20  The Historical Committee recommended that the training outlined in the 

original proposal take place on the Mohican reservation and use the awarded ESAA 

funding to pay members of Mohican Historical Committee (instead of non-Native 

professors) to lead the program. Again, the district conceded, and the training became a 

two-week teaching seminar on the reservation that was attended by thirty-five school 

staff members and sixty-five Mohican community members.21 Like the originally 

proposed trainings, the workshop was meant to combat the root causes of segregation at 

Bowler Schools. But to do so, the Mohicans had to critique Bowler’s assumptions about 

what the root causes of segregation were. 

                                                
19 Davids, interview, November 23, 2001. 
20 Dorothy Davids, “Information Requested for Rank and Tenure Appointment of Dorothy W. Davids to 
Associate Professor, Department of Education, University of Wisconsin Extension,” February 8, 1980, 
Commemoration Folder in Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; District-Wide 
Advisory Committee, “Recommendation for ESAA Title VII Workshop, August 12-23, 1974 on the 
Stockbridge Reservation” Bowler School Title VII Folder, Box #3, Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
21 Davids, “Rank and Tenure Appointment”; Dorothy W. Davids to Polly Pierce, December 23, 1974, 
Letter series 5 Box 4, Stockbridge Indian Collection, Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, MA. 
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 In their original proposal, the Bowler School District highlighted what they 

identified as the causes of Indian students feeling isolated by noting that “most of these 

students live on the reservation so their life styles and close friends are Indian. We 

constantly urge them to ‘reach out’ but many do operate in small Indian cliques. Their 

cultural background is different from the rest of our study body.”22 In the revised 

workshop, Mohican tribal members challenged these assumptions specifically, noting 

that “all of these are positive factors for the tribe. All are results of the collective effort of 

the tribe to preserve its identity as ‘a people.’”23 Moreover, they critiqued the one-sided 

nature of Bowler’s assessment, noting that “nowhere in the proposal are school personnel 

or the Bowler community perceived as isolated” from the Mohicans, and that “nowhere 

are the behaviors of school personnel viewed as possible causes of the low self-image” of 

Native students.24 The workshop also aimed to “build a greater sense of understanding of 

the relationships between Native Americans and later Americans,” “build a comfortable 

trust level between the school and community” to create “a strong inter-community 

relationship through which conflicts can be examined and resolved,” and to “gain insight 

into stereotypes that exist, how they become norms in society, and how they are 

perpetuated.”25  

When I asked Historical Committee member Leah Miller about these efforts, she 

also emphasized that the main goal was simply to foster harmony between the Mohicans 

                                                
22 Bowler School District, “Extent of Minority Group Isolation,” Bowler School Title VII Folder, Box #3, 
Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 	
23 District-Wide Advisory Committee, “ESAA Title VII Workshop.” 
24 Ibid.   
25 Ibid. 
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and their non-Native neighbors. She explained that, “it helps them to understand us and it 

helps us to understand them…it’s good for them to learn about us and to learn that we’re, 

maybe we’re different, but we’re not any better or any worse than anybody else. We just 

want people to understand that and to help them get rid of these stereotypical ideas that 

some people have.”26   

In addition to these goals, the workshop also emphasized that the newly 

established tribal archive was an important local resource that Bowler teachers, 

administrators, and students could and should be using as a part of their educational 

curriculum, especially in connection to any lesson about the Mohican Nation. To do so, 

the Mohican workshop leaders made research in the Mohican tribal archive and library a 

central part of the two-week seminar, forming teams that conducted research on topics 

such as the formation of the Stockbridge-Munsee reservation and their removal from their 

ancestral homelands, the incorporation of the town of Bowler, the history of education 

among Mohican tribal members (including missionization, boarding schools, and Mission 

schools), Stockbridge-Munsee treaty rights, and other topics meant to increase Bowler 

staff’s understanding of the history of the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Nation and 

decrease segregation and discrimination in Bowler School.  

This two-week teaching seminar was a significant step forward and laid the 

foundations for future educational interventions. However, the fact that consulting 

Mohican historians before creating a curriculum about Mohican history was not an 

obvious step for Bowler School District administrators called attention to a larger 

                                                
26 L. Miller, interview.   
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problem. Much of what was taught (or not taught) in local and national schools was out 

of Mohican control, and even in situations like this, in which the Mohicans did eventually 

able provide direct training to teachers, changing the curriculum itself was another matter 

entirely. This was made clear just two years later, when Historical Committee Member 

Leah (Miller) Heath wrote a letter to Bowler School to challenge their usage of the book 

Caddie Woodlawn in their curriculum, a story of a young white girl from Wisconsin who 

lives in a village where, as Wikipedia summarizes, “fear of local Indians was a reality 

and life and death situations arose with frightening regularity.”27 (Miller) Heath called 

attention to the way that Indians were situated in the book as violent savages, and 

suggested that these types of stereotypes were dangerous and could encourage prejudice 

among young children. Instead of using the communication channels that the Mohicans 

had sought to establish in the recent 1974 training on the reservation, Bowler Schools 

simply forwarded Heath’s letter to the publishing company. Their response to Heath’s 

suggestion that a diverse evaluation committee review educational materials was that 

such a committee “could hobble efforts for innovative education and only succeed in 

exchanging the hypothetical prejudice you complain of for a very real kind of prejudice 

called censorship.”28 In other words, in spite of the small steps forward that had been 

facilitated by the on-reservation workshops, there was still much work to do in terms of 

educating Bowler teachers and administrators and affecting not only teacher training, but 

also curriculum.   

                                                
27 Wikipedia, “Caddie Woodlawn,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caddie_Woodlawn.  
28 Claire Glass Miller to Leah Heath, December 15, 1976, Bowler School Correspondence and Notes 
Folder, Box #3, Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.		
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The Mohican Historical Committee’s next step in this ongoing effort was to 

establish an educational resource office at the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum and begin 

making plans to create an “educational and dissemination arm” of the Historical 

Committee, which would later be known as Muh-He-Con-Neew Inc.29 In 1978, Historical 

Committee members Dorothy Davids and Ruth Gudinas made this dream a reality by 

establishing Muh-He-Con-Neew as a non-profit organization through which they would 

ultimately publish new Mohican curricula as well as other narratives of Mohican history 

written by tribal members. Davids, a tribal member, had a Master’s degree in Education 

and Human Development and was a longtime Community Action Trainer at the 

University of Wisconsin-Extension.30 Gudinas was not a tribal member, but was Davids’s 

lifetime partner. She received her Ph.D. in Political Science from the University of 

Chicago, worked for the Madison Metropolitan School District for 17 years as a 

multicultural educational specialist, and served as the Historical Committee Secretary for 

many years.31  

The first opportunity to write a curriculum came just a year later in 1979, when 

the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction helped pass the Title IV-C Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act, which provided grant funding for various educational 

institutions. Instead of responding to an existing problematic proposal like Bowler’s 1972 

plan, this time, the Mohican Historical Committee secured their own funding in 

                                                
29 Dorothy Davids to Polly Pierce, December 30, 1991, Folder 15, Box 4, Stockbridge Indian Collection, 
Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, MA; “Obituary: Ruth Anna Gudinas”; Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican 
Historical Committee, “Spin-off.”  
30 Davids, “Rank and Tenure Appointment.” 
31 “Obituary: Ruth Anna Gudinas” 
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conjunction with the Great Lakes Intertribal Council, the School District of Rhinelander, 

and other Wisconsin Indian tribes to develop a distinct curriculum for elementary and 

middle school students. Davids served on the statewide Native American Curriculum 

Development Committee that created this material, designed to “develop an awareness of 

and sensitivity to American Indian history, culture, and lifestyles, with an emphasis on 

Wisconsin Indian tribes.”32 The Mohican Historical Committee designed the 

Stockbridge-Munsee portion of the curriculum and used the space to develop new 

educational materials that relied on Mohican historical documents in the Mohican tribal 

archive and sought to radically shift how Mohican histories were regularly taught in 

Wisconsin schools.  

We can see this curriculum unit as a clear attempt to generate new narratives that 

emphasize Mohican nationalism and survival by attending to its clearly outlined goals 

and objectives, which emphasized changing existing misrepresentations and stereotypes 

and helping students better understand American Indian histories and cultures. In 

“help[ing] students realize how a specific group of people can be changed both culturally 

and geographically because of historical events,” the curriculum emphasized indigenous 

survival and the dynamic nature of indigenous cultures. By “help[ing] students appreciate 

the differences between cultural groups without applying their own value system,” the 

Committee sought to dismantle stereotypes and misrepresentations. By “help[ing] 

students understand the meaning of reservation land and see how it affected and still 

                                                
32 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Forward,” in The History of the Stockbridge-Munsee Band 
of Mohican Indians, Second Edition, (Bowler, WI: Muh-he-con-Neew Press, 1993); Davids, “Rank and 
Tenure Appointment.” 
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affects Indian people,” the tribe stressed the significance of historical settler-colonial 

policies while emphasizing native sovereignty. Finally, by “help[ing] students see how 

important the preservation of cultural heritage can be for any group of people” the 

Mohicans made a strong case for the future of their nation.33 These objectives outline the 

crux of Mohican goals to change the way their history is presented, objectives that were 

realized in this education curriculum that they would eventually implement in schools 

around Wisconsin.  

In the body of the Mohican section of the curriculum, the Historical Committee 

constructed educational materials and activities that emphasized Mohican ancestral 

homelands and culture, but also named the devastating effects of European settler-

colonialism. An entire section of the curriculum that focuses on the “Coming of the 

Europeans” includes sub-sections on the fur trade, diseases, missions, and violence in 

Mohican homelands. Subsequent sections include the history of removal, activities that 

challenge students to define treaties, and explanations of significant policies like the 

General Allotment Act and the Indian Reorganization Act. The curriculum ends with a 

focus on the present-day Mohicans, emphasizing the sovereignty of the Mohican nation 

as well as the tribal offices and organizations that make up the vibrant Mohican 

community. The curriculum even includes a small section on the Munsee language, the 

language that the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Nation is continuing to learn today.34 

This section of the larger Title IV curriculum was created by a team of Historical 

                                                
33 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Goals,” in The History of the Stockbridge-Munsee Band of 
Mohican Indians.  
34 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “The History of the Stockbridge-Munsee Band of Mohican 
Indians.”  
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Committee members who conducted significant research in the tribal archive—a feat 

which would have been significantly more difficult if Committee members would have 

been forced to travel to archives across the U.S. to collect this information. Moreover, the 

statewide curriculum committee used the tribal archive as an important resource 

throughout the curriculum development process and local Title IV Programs continued to 

use the tribal archive as an important resource for their students through the 1980s.35 The 

Mohican unit within the larger curriculum was re-framed into its own curriculum in 1993, 

which the Mohican Nation distributed to interested parties until they created a new 

curriculum designed specifically for fourth and fifth graders in 2008.  

The earlier interventions in Bowler Schools as well as the initial development of 

the Mohican curriculum in 1979 were further supported in 1990, when the Wisconsin 

Legislature passed Act 31, requiring Wisconsin schools to teach tribal history, culture, 

and sovereignty/treaty rights in grades four, eight, and twelve. The Act was passed after 

the statewide American Indian Language and Culture Board issued a statement 

recognizing connections between racism and lack of education around American Indian 

treaty rights, specifically after clashes between Ojibwe spear fishermen exercising their 

treaty rights and non-Native Wisconsin residents became increasingly hostile. After the 

U.S. State District Court for the Western District of Wisconsin upheld Ojibwe treaty 

rights, the Language and Culture Board called on the Wisconsin Department of Public 

Instruction to work with tribes to develop and implement curriculum that would be 

                                                
35 Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Historical Committee, “Spin-off.” 
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instituted statewide in schools.36 While this legislation sets Wisconsin ahead of numerous 

other states in terms of requiring the teaching of American Indian history, scholars have 

argued that its implementation is still problematic in the sense that it gives little detail on 

what should specifically be taught within the scope of the tribal history, culture, and 

sovereignty of Wisconsin tribes and provides little training in American Indian Studies 

for teachers who receive education degrees in Wisconsin.37  

Likewise, though the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction did work 

directly with Wisconsin tribes, including the Mohicans, to create curriculum that 

addressed Wisconsin Indian history and treaty obligations, it did not always incorporate 

feedback from tribes. For example, in 1995, Dorothy Davids and Ruth Gudinas wrote to 

the Department on behalf of the Mohican Historical Committee to restate 

recommendations they had made three years prior that had yet to be implemented in the 

draft of the Mohican section of Department’s publication, which was titled “Classroom 

Activities on Wisconsin Indian Treaties and Tribal Sovereignty.” For example, Davids 

and Gudinas critiqued the curriculum’s grouping of the Stockbridge-Munsee, Oneida, and 

Brotherton Nations as “New York Indians,” as well as the fact that the curriculum 

sometimes referred to the Mohicans as the “Mohegans,” an entirely different tribal 

nation. Davids and Gudinas carefully cited their critiques and corrections with research 

materials and included a note emphasizing that these sources could all be found in the 

                                                
36 Mary Ann Marchel, “’Before We Teach It, We Have to Learn It’: Wisconsin Act 31 Compliance within 
Public Teacher Preparation Programs” (Ph.D. diss., University of Minnesota, 2013); Ronald N. Satz, 
“Chippewa Treaty Rights: The Reserved Rights of Wisconsin’s Chippewa Indians in Historical 
Perspective,” Transactions 79 no. 1, Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, Arts and Letters, 1991.   
37 Marchel, “’Before We Teach It, We Have to Learn It.’” 
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Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum and that “the Stockbridge-Munsee Historical 

Committee, which has been researching Mohican/Stockbridge-Munsee history for many 

years can offer workshops in that history to teachers in…any district in the state.”38  

Though most of Davids’s and Gudinas’s corrections were made after they notified 

the Department of Public Instruction of these issues a second time, in 1996, Tribal 

Chairman Virgil Murphy had to write the Department again to notify them of another 

“critical error” that had not been changed. In the published version of the new 

curriculum, the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohicans were said to have moved from western 

Massachusetts to New York’s Hudson River Valley. As Murphy explained in his letter, 

the Hudson River Valley is the ancestral homeland of the Mohican peoples. They in fact 

moved south to western Massachusetts only after European settlers encroached on their 

homelands. Murphy noted that “we are deeply concerned that those who use this 

curriculum will never realize that members of the great Mohican confederacy, the 

Peoples of the Waters That Are Never Still, met Henry Hudson on the banks of the Muh-

he-con-ne-tuk and were the Native force to be reckoned with along that great river.”39 In 

this instance the ultimate outcome was positive, in that the Mohicans received a sincere 

apology from the Director of the curriculum project, with a promise that this error would 

be updated in the next version of the publication.40 Davids and Gudinas also worked 

within the Act 31-funded American Indian Program at the Department of Public 

                                                
38 Dorothy W. Davids and Ruth A. Gudinas to William J. Erpenbach, August 27, 1995, Miscellaneous, 
Letters, History Folder in Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
39 Virgil Murphy to William J. Erpenbach, February 8, 1996. 1996 Historical Committee Meeting Folder, 
Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
40 Ronald N. Satz to Virgil Murphy, no date, 1996 Historical Committee Meeting Folder, Committees: 
Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.	
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Instruction over the next thirteen years. Starting in 1989, the Program put on a Summer 

Institute, at which Davids and Gudinas presented their workshop “Bias is a Four-Letter 

Word,” a program they created as a part of the consulting firm “Full Circle: Education for 

a Diverse Society” that they formed in their “retirement.”41  

 After the passage of Act 31, Davids and Gudinas continued work on educational 

efforts for the Historical Committee. In particular, they devoted a significant amount of 

their time to completely redesigning the 1993 Mohican curriculum, developing a new 

model titled, The Mohican People: Their Lives and Their Lands that would fulfill the 

fourth-grade requirements of this new legislation.42 Davids and Gudinas spent fifteen 

years redesigning the new curriculum, which was nearly triple the size of the 1979/1993 

models and is divided into seven parts that each include multiple activities and lesson 

plans. Like the older models, this new curriculum includes sections on Mohican ancestral 

homelands, European settler-colonialism, removal, the formation of the Mohican 

reservation, and tribal sovereignty today, but it also includes two more specific sections 

on Mohican participation in the American Revolution. In addition to the historical 

sections, it also incorporates short vignettes and photos of “present-day Mohicans,” 

perhaps to emphasize that in spite of the importance of history, the Mohicans are still 

here.43  

                                                
41 Dorothy Davids, “Rambling Through History with Dot Davids,” Rambling Through History Folders, 
Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
42 The curriculum authors note their intentions specifically, writing that they structured the curriculum in a 
similar manner to most Act 31 curricula that begins with a study of the state’s history. Their Appendix B 
breaks down the how the curriculum specifically meets the states requirements so that teachers can easily 
implement it into their classes. See: Dorothy W. Davids et al., The Mohican People: Their Lives and Their 
Lands. A Curriculum for Grades Four-Five (Bowler, WI: Muh-He-Con-Neew Press, 2008). 
43 Ibid.  
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 The curriculum grounds several specific themes in the introduction, encouraging 

teachers to emphasize these throughout their implementation of the lessons in their 

classes. These themes include:  

ADAPTATION, most obvious after the arrival of the Europeans and the 
changes in living styles that were forced on the Mohicans by these 
invading strangers in their midst. The second is SURVIVAL, which 
follows from the first. It drove the necessities of adaptation and change as 
a result of the COLONIZATION of the Mohican people—a process that is 
meant to result in such control over the lives of the colonized, their 
decisions and choices, that almost total dependence on the powerful is 
created. Evidences of RESISTANCE are to be found in the Mohican story 
also (emphasis in original).44 

                                                
44 Ibid.   

Figure 28: An example of the profiles of “present-day Mohicans” placed throughout the 
curriculum. Interestingly, the authors are careful to note that the Mohican youth pictured here is 
dressed in her dance regalia for the Annual Mohican Pow Wow, perhaps to emphasize that the 
Mohicans are an American Indian nation that is both modern and connected to its culture and 
traditions. Document courtesy of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum.  
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This curriculum was redesigned in direct response to new Act 31 standards and in 

that sense, was meant to be applicable for implementation around the state. Still, the 

Mohican Historical Committee sought to make additional improvements in how their 

history was taught in Bowler Schools, especially given continued issues with how 

Mohican history was represented.45 Therefore, after the curriculum was redesigned and 

ready to be implemented in schools, the Historical Committee worked closely with 

University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire Professor James Oberly to apply for a substantial 

grant from the Wisconsin Improving Teacher Quality Program.46 In their successful 

proposal, Oberly and the Mohican Historical Committee outlined the staggering 

achievement gap between white and Mohican students in the border schools near the 

reservation, as well as their concern that both Native and non-Native students were being 

taught inaccurate Mohican history. Upon receiving the grant, the Committee then worked 

in conjunction with the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire to design a year-long 

program that worked to comprehensively change how Mohican history was taught in 

                                                
45 For example, in 1992, a fourth-grade class at Bowler Elementary wrote a song that declared Stockbridge-
Munsee Indians came to Wisconsin with “spears in their hands” and “rode on horses” all day long. When 
the Historical Committee challenged these stereotypical images, asking why the teacher allowed the 
students to construct these images and did not consult with any Stockbridge-Munsee teachers, the teacher 
defended her action, arguing that if she had told the children the word spear was bad, she would have been 
“imposing on them an adult image and forcing them to think that there was something negative about a 
spear…the only purpose [of the exercise] was to have fun, be creative and cooperate.” In 2002, a first 
grader asked Dorothy Davids “how long she had been an Indian” during a classroom presentation she gave 
in the Bowler School District. See: Dorothy W. Davids to Mrs. Wisnefske and Mrs. Werhane, March 2, 
1992, 1992 Historical Committee Meeting Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, 
AEMLM, Bowler, WI; William Trautt to Dorothy W. Davids and Ruth A. Gudinas, March 20, 1992, 1992 
Historical Committee Meeting Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI; Dorothy Davids “Gathering One’s Wits” Rambling Through History With Dot Davids Folder, 
Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.   
46 James Oberly is the author of A Nation of Statemen: The Political Culture of the Stockbridge-Munsee 
Mohicans. He has worked with the tribe on numerous projects over the last thirty years.		
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Bowler Public Schools as well as Gresham Public Schools, another local school district 

on the southeast border of the reservation. The program funded twelve education 

specialists from UW-Eau Claire and seven members of the Stockbridge-Munsee 

Historical Committee, who put on a five-day retreat on the Stockbridge-Munsee 

reservation to allocate teaching responsibilities within the newly designed Mohican 

curriculum. The grant also provided funding for a series of other meetings over the next 

year, including a week-long intensive curriculum training session for twenty-four 

teachers and support staff from Bowler and Gresham schools, a two day seminar to 

evaluate the implementation of the new curriculum, and a final two-day gathering to 

discuss the results and next steps following the first year of teaching the curriculum in 

local schools.47 In this way, the Mohican Historical Committee sought to not only design 

the materials that would be used to teach their history, but also educate teachers about 

their history, present, and the importance of understanding their Stockbridge-Munsee 

students.48  

                                                
47	James Oberly , “The Mohican People: Their Lives and Lands—a curriculum for 4th and 5th graders in 
Bowler and Gresham Public Schools,” Mohican Curriculum Grant Proposal Folder, Box #6, Dorothy “Dot” 
Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; James Oberly to Ruth Gudinas, October 7, 2008, 2008 
Historical Committee Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, 
WI. 	
48 Oberly, “The Mohican People: Their Lives and Lands.”  
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Figure 29: This map shows where Gresham is located in relation to the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican 
reservation. 

 
Since the implementation of this curriculum, students from Bowler and Gresham 

schools have visited the tribal archive to conduct research, view historical manuscripts, 

and explore the tribe’s historical collections.49 These engagements have been led by 

Historical Committee members who are also staff at the Library/Museum, and illustrate 

how beneficial having the Mohican archive on the reservation can be for engaging local 

students and potentially changing their perspectives about the Mohican nation. Many 

classes even require students to conduct oral history projects with Mohican elders.50 This 

increased collaboration between the tribe and the schools on the borders of the 

reservation is a partnership built on the years of activism in which the Historical 

Committee fought for the inclusion of their histories. In each of these interventions, the 

Mohicans fought to have their histories reflected accurately and comprehensively and 

                                                
49 Oberly, “2002 Governor’s Archive Award." 
50 J. Schedler, interview. 
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connected these efforts directly to how their students belonged (and thus performed 

academically) in these predominantly white communities. While this work is never 

finished, in advocating for their place in these schools, the Mohicans advocated for their 

place in the community and more comprehensively, sought to emphasize their distinct 

culture and legal status as a sovereign nation to the surrounding white communities. 

These types of activist efforts are based in years of archival research and a reliance on 

historical documents and materials that now reside in the tribal archive. In other words, 

these significant changes in local education policies and curriculum exemplify the kinds 

of positive change that can grow out of archival activism.   

 

Beyond Wisconsin: Reforming Public Education in Mohican Ancestral Homelands 
 
As the Mohicans developed their education curriculum, their ultimate goal was not only 

to change the way their histories were taught to their own children on the borders of the 

reservation and other students throughout Wisconsin, but also the way their history was 

taught across the U.S., particularly within their ancestral homelands throughout the 

Northeast. As evidenced in the narratives presented at the Mission House Museum and 

the trends in other similar institutions, these are perhaps the institutions that communicate 

the most damaging narratives of Mohican disappearance because of the tribe’s removal 

from that area. The Mohicans defy these representations by continually returning to and 

making claims to their ancestral homelands and engaging in numerous efforts to change 

the way their history is taught in Northeast K-12 and higher education institutions. For 

example in 2002, Mohican Tribal President Robert Chicks made a presentation to Bronx 
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elementary school children, which was arranged by a public relations firm in New York 

that the tribe hired to more comprehensively communicate the message that the Mohican 

Nation had not disappeared and held strong connections to their ancestral homelands, 

which include New York City.51 Members of the media were also invited to the 

presentation, “to emphasize the presence of the Mohicans, past and present, in that 

area.”52 Moreover, since the completion of their 2008 curriculum, the Historical 

Committee has marketed these materials to schools not only in Wisconsin, but also New 

York and Massachusetts.53  

 While in situations like these the Mohicans have been able to produce new 

educational narratives of their own and maintain control over their content and 

distribution, other cases demonstrate why collaborative efforts can be so inequitable. For 

example, in 1996, Mohican tribal members worked directly with Columbia Greene 

Community College in Hudson, NY to create the Institute for the Study of Native 

Americans of the Northeast. Though it is no longer in existence (and it is unclear why 

this is the case), the Institute sought to “initiate studies in the social history, geographic 

boundaries, laws, and cultures of various original inhabitants of Northeastern America, 

with special emphasis on the Mohican Nation…since the site of the college exists on the 

very land where the Mohicans resided prior to European encroachment.”54 

 
                                                
51 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Meeting Minutes,” October 24, 2002, 2002 Historical 
Committee Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
52 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Meeting Minutes,” November 14, 2002. 
53 Ruth Gudinas to Members of the Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, March 14, 2006, 2006 
Historical Committee Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, 
WI. 
54 Native American Institute, Proposal, Hudson River Valley Folder, History Records Collection, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI.  
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The Institute formed a steering Committee that was meant to be comprised of 

two-thirds Native peoples (one half of which had to be from the Mohican Nation) and 

one-third Columbia-Green faculty. It was intended to serve as a vehicle through which 

the College could support existing Mohican research efforts and through which the 

Mohicans could reclaim space and assert their ongoing presence in their homelands. The 

Institute also proposed to put on a conference in September 1997 that was meant to 

recognize Indian Nations of the Northeast; review the history of these nations, 

particularly the Mohicans; and develop guidelines and plans to build a living village on 

Mawanagwassik (Rogers Island).55 

 However, as the Institute developed, it appears that only two Mohican tribal 

members were actually placed on the steering committee. Lured by the prospect of 

funding, the Institute decided to partner with the New Netherlands Museum, an 

organization that manages the Half Moon, which is a replica of the ship explorer Henry 

Hudson (the first representative of European colonization that the Mohicans came into 

contact with in their ancestral homelands) sailed on.56 While members of the Institute 

first proposed that the ship would sail down the Hudson River to be closer to the College 

and become the “centerpiece” of the event in a “recreation of first contact,” they soon 

cancelled their original conference in favor of participating in the existing event the New 

                                                
55 Ibid.  
56 New Netherland Museum, Half Moon. http://www.halfmoonreplica.org/. 
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Netherlands Museum had already created, which was meant to be a commemoration of 

Henry Hudson’s landing.57  

Historical Committee Chairperson Dorothy Davids had originally agreed to speak 

at the event when it was still meant to be a conference about Mohican and Native history, 

but she was hesitant after the event became a commemoration for Hudson. In a letter to 

Institute coordinator Richard Powell, Davids explained that the tribe would only be 

willing to participate if the event was to be educational. She wrote that the tribe “[did] not 

wish to celebrate the arrival of Henry Hudson to our homeland,” “[did] not want to be 

token Indians on exhibition,” “[DID] want as much of the truth about Dutch trade and 

subsequent land fraudulent acquisition by the Renssaellers, Livingstons, and other Dutch 

settlers,” and did want truthful education about “the use of rum as an exploitive item of 

trade in spite of supposed law prohibiting it” (emphasis in original). Davids emphasized 

that while she would be willing to address these points in her speech, it was important to 

her that the organizers also include it in their materials.58 While it is unclear to what 

extent Davids’s suggestions were implemented, her niece Molly Miller did present her 

speech after she was unable to attend, and the Institute did publish her text in the April 

1998 edition of its journal.59  

The Mohican tribal archive has minutes of Institute meetings through May 1998, 

but it is unclear if they stopped meeting at this time or if the single Mohican tribal 

                                                
57 Native American Institute, Meeting Minutes, May 5, 1997, Hudson River Valley Folder, History Records 
Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Native American Institute, Meeting Minutes, June 2, 1997, Hudson 
River Valley Folder, History Records Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
58 Dorothy Davids to Richard Powell, September 15, 1997, Correspondence, Historical Work Folder, Box 
#3, Dorothy  “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
59 Ibid. 	
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member left on the steering committee simply stopped participating and therefore 

stopped sending minutes to the tribal archive. After the 1997 Henry Hudson 

Commemoration event, the Institute went on to produce a speaker series in 1998 without 

a single Mohican speaker, a Native American-themed summer camp led by non-Native 

instructors, and proposed a Native American Society that would “provide more hands-on 

experience of culture and lifestyle” to learn about “Native American habitat and way of 

life.”60 Like many collaborative efforts, this one was certainly imperfect, and as the non-

Native faculty members took control of the Institute, it clearly moved away from what 

the Mohicans had initially envisioned. Still, we should read Davids’s critique of the event 

and the speech she wrote for it as key interventions in common narratives that celebrate 

white settlement. Even within a problematic event, Davids was able to represent Mohican 

history and perhaps, disrupt the viewpoints of white listeners who came to celebrate 

Henry Hudson and subsequent Euro-American settler colonialism. This was certainly not 

the last event that the Mohicans would have the chance to speak at within their 

homelands, and indeed tribal members participated in a subsequent “Mohican Seminar” 

in April 2000, where Dorothy Davids was able to give another speech on Mohican 

survival and perseverance as the keynote speaker.61  

Over the years, one the many beneficial outcomes of these returns and the 

Mohican historical trips I discussed previously has been that more institutions contact the 

                                                
60 Native American Institute, Meeting Minutes, March 11, 199, Hudson River Valley Folder, History 
Records Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Native American Institute, Meeting Minutes, September 1998, 
Hudson River Valley Folder, History Records Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
61 Dorothy Davids, “Mohican Seminar 2000,” 2000, Rambling Through History Folders #1-6, Dorothy 
“Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  



 

 266 

tribe directly to consult with them on their interpretations of Mohican history. While 

some of these efforts were no doubt sincere, unfortunately, others seemed to hope the 

Historical Committee would simply affirm, rather than challenge the narratives produced 

by non-Native museums and other public history institutions. Many of these institutions 

sought to include Mohican historical narratives within a larger story about white 

settlement but were unwilling to listen or respond when the Mohicans responded 

critically. Still the Mohicans maintained their educational goals, pushing for historical 

truth telling about violence and illegality and advocating for a centering of Mohican 

history and Mohican voices.62  

In one particularly frustrating case from 2009, the Mohicans received a proposal 

for an elementary school curriculum designed for fourth and fifth graders in schools and 

library programs across New York state. The curriculum, titled “Voyage of Discovery, 

Indians of the Hudson Valley,” was designed by the New Netherland Museum of Albany, 

New York (the same institution from the Henry Hudson commemoration) and narrates 

the “discovery” of the Hudson River, as well as the interactions that followed between 

Euro-American settlers and American Indian nations in the region.63 Contrary to the 

hopes of those at the New Netherland Museum, the Mohican Historical Committee 

                                                
62 For example, in response to a request to participate in a Wisconsin documentary celebrating the state’s 
sesquicentennial, the Historical Committee responded by asserting that Native people do not see such 
events as cause for celebration and recommended that the Stockbridge-Munsee be included in other parts of 
the documentary in addition to a small section on their Nation “since they are involved in politics, work, 
and play like other Wisconsinites.” Instead, they were asked to discuss why “casinos are so important to 
Indian people” and “some concepts, like sovereignty.” See: Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, 
“Meeting Minutes,” November 21, 1996, 1996 Historical Committee Folder, Committees: 
Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
63 The Mohicans are one of many American Indian nations with ties to the Hudson River Valley, yet it is 
unclear if the New Netherland Museum reached out to other nations in addition to the Mohicans before 
their curriculum was set to be implemented across the state.  
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refused to support the curriculum, calling its perspective biased, and questioning the 

“authenticity” of its content in a letter dated May 15, 2009. The committee wrote that 

“Although it has some good activities on the history of trade between the Northeastern 

Native peoples and the Europeans, it appears to be biased in its perspective and falls short  

of living up to its intent to be the story of the Northeastern people in the valley of the 

Mahicannituck, in particular the Mohicans.”64 

More specifically, the committee wrote that the entire curriculum appeared to be a 

“discourse on the takeover of Native people and their lands” and included “a subtle bias 

favoring the Europeans.”65 They wrote that the curriculum seemed to assume “that Native 

people were pagan, primitive, savage, and in many ways eager to please their white 

colonizers.”66  In response to these issues, the Mohicans emphasized the importance of 

Native self-representation, writing,  “histories are rooted in the stories of the people 

themselves…We have no recollection of anyone from your group contacting the 

historians of this community.”67 

 The committee concluded the letter with the following statement:  

In conclusion, we wish to say that we are delighted that scholars in the 
East are at least recognizing the presence of the Mohicans in the valley of 
Mahicannituck. Thanks to James Fenimore Cooper, the Mohican people 
usually get comments such as “I thought you folks were long gone!” when 
they say who they are. This is why we wish that your curriculum would 
reflect the feelings, thoughts and motivations of the Mohican people, 
rather than so much about non-Mohican assumptions about their way of 
life before and just after the invasion of the non-Native colonizers. As we 
said at the beginning, the stereotypes about Native people are embedded 

                                                
64 “Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, "Meeting Minutes,” April 9, 2009. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid.  
67 Leah J. Miller to William T. (Chip) Reynolds, May 15, 2009, 2009 Historical Committee Folder, 
Committees: Historical/Language Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
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deep in children’s consciousness, and they need to be displaced by strong 
and true images of the people who were here for so many centuries before 
the Europeans came. We are sorry to say that we believe your curriculum 
does not do much to replace stereotypes with accurate and authentic 
images of the peoples of the valley of the mighty Mahicannituck.68  
 

In their response, the Mohicans suggested that the Museum rely on the 2008 curriculum 

created by the Mohicans, since this was also designed for fourth and fifth grade students, 

but more importantly educated students about Mohican history from a Mohican 

perspective and emphasized Mohican survival and sovereignty.  

In spite of this clear disapproval of the curriculum and the Mohicans’ urging that 

the material needed significant revision, the curriculum was indeed released and is still 

promoted and used throughout schools in New York. Though the content of the series of 

textbooks is unavailable online, we can still gather the following. The series is still 

problematically named “Voyage of Discovery,” and centers the original journey of Henry 

Hudson, and the replica ship, the Half Moon, which retraces Hudson’s journey every 

year, conducting programs as a travelling museum.69   In a series of three, the final 

textbook “Indians of the Hudson Valley: An Exploration of Indian Life: Before, During 

and After European Contact 1550-1750” is interestingly distinct from the other two 

“Voyage of Discovery” texts. This separation of content suggests that Indians are 

somehow a side story, rather than an integral component of the colonial history of New 

Netherland. Both the title and separate textbook in the series exemplify the New 

Netherland Museum’s view that Indians are not central to both the history and present of 

                                                
68 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Meeting Minutes,” April 9, 2009.	
69 New Netherland Museum, Half Moon.  
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New Netherland. The image on the cover of the textbook makes this all the more clear, 

with American Indians represented as ancient objects unearthed.  

 

 
Instead of being represented as people who are very much still alive, the cover of 

the textbook represents Indians in the same way most museums do, through objects.70  

Despite Mohican interventions, the New Netherland curriculum seems to be portraying 

the exact message the Mohican Historical Committee feared: that Indians, and in 

particular the Mohicans, are part of an ancient past. Still, in spite of the perpetuation of 

                                                
70 “Curriculum,” New Netherland Museum, Half Moon. http://www.halfmoonreplica.org/curriculum.htm.  

Figure 30: The cover of the Indians of the Hudson Valley curriculum textbook, which was published 
in spite of failing to receive approval from the Mohican Nation. Photo courtesy of the New 
Netherland Museum.  
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these negative stereotypes, what matters is that because they have established themselves 

as the best resource on their history, the Mohicans have resisted, and begun the work of 

disrupting dominant narratives of disappearance, creating the possibility that someday, 

even if not today, these narratives will change. Though the New Netherlands curriculum 

is still rife with problems, the response the Mohicans wrote made a difference. Though 

the cover image, the separate text, and the problematic title of the series remain in use, 

notably, a chapter, titled “Mohican and Lenape Tribes Today” was added to the Table of 

Contents following the response from the Mohican Historical Committee in 2009.71  

There is still work to do, but these little steps, and small victories along the way matter, 

and exemplify how the Mohicans and other tribal nations continue challenge dominant 

narratives to educate others and assert the importance of centering their own histories and 

voices.   

Moreover, as the Mohicans have continued to be vocal about these and other 

representations, more and more non-Native organizations throughout the Northeast have 

contacted them, and the Mohicans have seized many of these opportunities as a way to 

continue educating a broader public. Indeed, by 2009, the Mohicans started receiving so 

many requests for speakers that they developed an auto response and Directory of 

Speakers to fulfill as many of these requests as possible. Upon receiving a request, the 

Tribal Council responded to the interested organization, explaining their request had been 

forwarded to the Historical Committee who would work on filling it. Importantly 

however, they also emphasized that the group inviting a speaker must pay and arrange for 

                                                
71 Ibid. 	
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transportation, lodging, meals, and the honorarium for the speaker in advance, perhaps in 

response to a number of other requests the Mohican Nation received over the years where 

non-Native institutions expected Mohican speakers to travel, give presentations, and 

create educational resource materials on a volunteer basis.72  

When I spoke with Historical Committee member Jo Ann Schedler in January 

2017, she emphasized how important these efforts are, and that the tribal archive is 

crucial for these types of presentations. As one the speakers the tribe often relies on, 

Schedler had recently been asked to give a presentation to the Daughters of the American 

Revolution on the east coast, and while she has some knowledge of this period, she 

emphasized how helpful it was for her to be able to conduct research on the reservation in 

preparation for the event. Moreover, she credits these types of presentations with making 

a huge difference in how the people who live in Mohican ancestral homelands understand 

Mohican history. Referencing presentations the tribe has made in New York City as well 

as Stockbridge, MA, Schedler noted that following Mohican engagement in these places, 

local residents applied for and received historic preservation grants to preserve Mohican 

sacred sites and monuments to Mohican history.73 In other words, these educational 

engagements and acts of self-representation matter. While the Mohicans maintain more 

control over some than others, in each of these instances, they have made the best of 

options that are not always ideal. In each of these cases, they have challenged dominant 

                                                
72 For example, in 1992, someone from Pittsfield, PA asked the Historical Committee to create “slides of 
people places, and things from the tribe and reservation” for a publication about Pittsfield history. The 
Historical Committee meeting minutes indicate that “no action was taken.” See: Stockbridge-Munsee 
Historical Committee, Meeting Minutes, February 28, 1992, 1992 Historical Committee Folder, 
Committees: Historical/Language Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
73 J. Schedler, interview.	
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narratives of peaceful white settlement and Mohican disappearance and instead, not only 

asserted new narratives of Mohican nationalism, but stressed their right to do so.  

 

Off-Reservation Mohican Public History Representations 

Beyond educating the public about Mohican history and culture in schools and other 

public educational programming, the Mohicans have also intervened in and developed 

their own educational narratives in public displays, such as those in museum exhibits and 

public heritage representations. While some of these exhibits were temporary, like the 14-

panel exhibit the Historical Committee created that traveled throughout Wisconsin, others 

are more permanent, such as the posters added to the Indian Museum and more recent 

public heritage efforts in Stockbridge and throughout the Housatonic River Valley, which 

covers the western sides of what are now called the states of Massachusetts and 

Connecticut. Much like the Mohican efforts in public education, these interventions in 

public history contest representations that erase ongoing Mohican presence and instead, 

present narratives of Mohican nationalism and survival. Like earlier efforts, they have 

grown out of years of Mohican archival activism, which has laid the foundation for the 

Historical Committee to be able to provide key input, expertise, and educational materials 

on their tribal history.  
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“We Participated by Showing That We Survived as a People:”74 The Mohican Traveling 
Exhibit 
 
The Historical Committee focused their efforts beyond the reservation as early as 1975, 

when they built a 14-panel exhibit that traveled throughout Wisconsin as a part of the 

state’s bicentennial celebration. The exhibit was designed in the shape of a wigwam to 

represent a traditional Mohican home and was meant to educate viewers about Mohican 

history, particularly the role the tribe played in the American Revolution.75 While it 

accordingly featured visuals showing Mohican ancestral homelands, historical Mohican 

villages, and a map of Mohican removals, it was intended to blend both historical and 

contemporary representations, also displaying information about recent Mohican 

legislative action, Mohican veterans, and portraits of present-day Mohican peoples. 

Likewise, the historic representations centered Mohican perspectives, using a Mohican 

place name to title Mohican ancestral homelands Muh-he-con-nuk, the place where the 

waters are never still, and further centering Mohican peoples by designating a large 

portion of the exhibit to tribal leaders. In the process of constructing the exhibit, the 

growing archive was an essential resource. It enabled Historical Committee members to 

conduct foundational research that informed important themes the tribe wished to 

emphasize and to identify photographs, maps, textual evidence and so forth that could be 

                                                
74 Dorothy W. Davids to Polly Pierce, December 25, 1976, Letter series 5 Box 4, Stockbridge Connections, 
Stockbridge Indian Collection, Stockbridge Library. 
75 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Mobile Exhibit on the Native American Patriots of the 
Revolution,” April 1, 1975, Library-Museum Records, Bernice Miller (Pigeon) Collection, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI.		
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used in the exhibit.76 In that sense, this is yet another Mohican project that is based in and 

made possible by their archival activism.  

Despite its place within this progress bicentennial narrative about the state, the 

Mohicans stressed their survival, nationhood, and perseverance. As Dorothy Davids 

emphasized, “we participated by showing that we survived as a people. We celebrated 

our survival, rather than the bi-centennial [sic].”77 In that sense, when the exhibit was 

placed in the Wisconsin State Historical Society, and when it subsequently traveled 

across eighteen locations in Wisconsin during the bicentennial year, its message was that 

of Mohican “endurance inspite [sic] of American progress.”78 After the bicentennial year, 

the exhibit returned to the newly formed Arvid E. Miller Library Museum, where it was 

used to create some of the first permanent exhibits.79  

                                                
76 Davids, “Rank and Tenure Appointment.” 
77 Davids to Pierce, December 25, 1976. 
78 Dorothy W. Davids to Polly Pierce, Christmas 1975, Folder 12, Box 4, Stockbridge Indian Collection, 
Stockbridge Library, Stockbridge, MA; Davids, “Rank and Tenure Appointment”; Davids to Puskarenko, 
“Five-Year Plan.” 
79 Davids, “Rank and Tenure Appointment.”	
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The Mohicans continue to represent themselves today in the Arvid E. Miller 

Library-Museum; yet in spaces like the traveling exhibit the Mohicans have specifically 

targeted an audience beyond the reservation.  In the same way, they have both critiqued 

and collaborated with existing non-Native institutions to educate this broader public, such 

as in the Mission House’s Indian Museum, where they created the posters and seven-

minute video that remain there today.80 Other tribal nations have also collaborated with 

                                                
80 There are numerous other examples where Mohican tribal members simply correct inaccuracies in non-
Native institutions. For example in 2003,  Historical Committee member Sheila (Miller) Powless corrected 
a display at a museum in Amsterdam that featured a Mohawk warrior with Mohican moccasins and an 
misidentified portrait. See: Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, Meeting Minutes, July 24, 2003, 
2003 Historical Committee Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, 
Bowler, WI.  
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Figure 31: The photo of the Mohican Traveling Exhibit after it was returned to the Arvid E. Miller 
Library. The exhibit toured the state of Wisconsin in the 1975 and was then installed in the 
Mohican tribal museum. While it no longer stands in its original form today, the tribe still uses 
parts of it in their new exhibits. This view shows four of the fourteen panels, which include the 
outer panels: The Mohican tribal flag and a panel showing photographs of past and present 
Mohican tribal members. Photo courtesy of the Arvid E. Miller Library-Museum.  
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non-Native public history institutions to educate broader audiences and produce 

representations of history that center indigenous perspectives and narratives. Like the 

Mohicans’ collaboration with the Indian Museum, these partnerships are often 

inequitable, and yet, it is clear that indigenous peoples still use these opportunities to 

assert their right to represent their own histories and shape what they hope will be 

educational narratives within non-Native institutional spaces.  

 For example, the Canadian Assembly of First Nations partnered directly with the 

Canadian Museums Association (CMA) to form a national Task Force on Museums and 

First Peoples in 1989, after Native activists protested representations a particular exhibit. 

The task force met over a three-year period to develop guidelines for a respectful 

partnership in museum work, specifically “requiring consultation with Aboriginal 

communities when their cultures and heritages were being represented.”81 Within the 

United States, the Mille Lacs Indian Museum in Onamia, Minnesota is another notable 

example of a project with shared authority. While the museum is on the Mille Lacs 

reservation, it is funded by and was created in collaboration with the Minnesota 

Historical Society (MHS). As Amy Lonetree writes, Mille Lacs Band perspectives and 

voices are centered in these exhibits, and yet, the museum does not grapple with the 

history of the museum’s collection of objects, which two white collectors transferred to 

MHS.82 Though we do not know if Mille Lacs Band members would have chosen to 

                                                
81 Ruth B. Phillips and Mark Salber Phillips, “Contesting Time, Place, and Nation in the First Peoples’ Hall 
of the Canadian Museum of Civilization,” in Contested Histories in Public Space: Memory, Race, and 
Nation ed. Daniel J. Walkowitz and Lisa Maya Knauer (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2009), 60.  
82 Centering Native voices is often a first step in collaborative projects such as these. The exhibit West Side 
Stories, which opened at the Diefenbaker Canada Centre in May 2007, too a similar approach, “plac[ing] 
agency for the story-telling with the community, whether the text was fashioned from historical records, 
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represent this history whether the museum was entirely under their control or not, 

Lonetree asserts that this exemplifies the inequitable nature of many such institutions of 

shared authority, many of which still avoid directly discussing histories that are 

intimately tied to the colonization process or include historical violence.83  

 Lonetree and others have made similar critiques about the National Museum of 

the American Indian (NMAI), which, though an institution that has historically been 

directed by Native individuals, is still intimately tied to the larger Smithsonian Institution, 

and is thus still classified by many as a non-Native institution. Lonetree reflects on a staff 

member she interviewed in 2001 who described the relationship between Native 

communities and the museum as if Native communities were “just another information 

resource—like a book you pull off a shelf and you open, and there is the information on 

the Indian community.”84  

 And yet, others such as Jennifer Shannon have written about the NMAI’s focus on 

“community curating,” a methodology used in the construction of certain exhibits in 

which NMAI curators traveled to and spent significant time in Native communities, 

rather than bringing a few representatives to the museum. NMAI curators developed 

relationships with these communities over a number of years through countless meetings, 

and the Native representatives used these spaces to shape the educational narratives that 

                                                
from the narratives of ancestors embedded in the historical documents, or from first-person interviews that 
revealed the contemporary voice and historical interpretation. See: Brenda MacDougall and M. Teresa 
Carlson, “West Side Stories: The Blending of Voice and Representation through a Shared Curatorial 
Practice,” in Sleeper-Smith, Contesting Knowledge.	 
83 Lonetree, Decolonizing Museums, 69.	
84 Ibid., 101. 
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NMAI presents.85 Similarly, Gabrielle Tayac, who has worked at NMAI since before it 

opened, describes it as a space uniquely suited for indigenous peoples to share authority 

in the creation of new representations. She argues that this manifests in three-dimensional 

authorship—a type of curation that moves beyond writing and images to transmit 

indigenous knowledge through “orality, expressive practices, experiential embodiment 

transformations, social and ceremonial interaction, and material culture.” In that sense, it 

is a curatorial practice “anchor[ed] in Indigenous constructions” that enables “a more 

mindful encounter with Native perspectives.”86 

 All this is to say, there are rarely truly equitable partnerships between Native 

communities and non-Native educational institutions, and definitions of success vary 

incredibly. And yet, it is clear that indigenous nations still use these spaces to center their 

own narratives and voices and educate others about their histories to whatever extent is 

possible. While it is clear that the Mohicans were able to center their histories and 

perspectives the most in their own tribally-controlled traveling exhibit, that does not 

mean that the posters they added to the Indian Museum were insufficient or that their 

other collaborative initiatives with non-Native institutions have been failures. Even as the 

posters that emphasize Mohican survival are surrounded by material items and 

representations that largely emphasize a Mohican past, they push back against these 

narratives of disappearance and emphasize a Mohican presence in their ancestral 

homelands that is explicitly tied to their ongoing connections with those lands. These 

                                                
85 Jennifer Shannon, “The Construction of Native Voice at the National Museum of the American Indian,” 
in Sleeper-Smith, Contesting Knowledge, 223. 	
86 Gabrielle Tayac, “Authoring Indigenous Studies in three dimensions: An approach to museum curation,” 
in Andersen and O’Brien, Sources and Methods in Indigenous Studies, 232.  
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tribally-created contestations and the new representations they produce for these spaces 

are often based in research in tribal archives, and in that sense, they exemplify the kinds 

of public history and public education projects that indigenous archival activism can 

facilitate.   

 

Interventions and Education in Place-Based Public Heritage Projects 
 
In addition to their efforts to educate a broader public in physical exhibits, the Mohicans 

have also used public history as a way to educate others about their history in and 

continued connection to certain places. Some of these have been projects the tribe 

initiated as ways to educate others Mohican history, such as interpretive signage at the 

Lutheran Indian Mission School just west of Wittenberg, Wisconsin, the Stockbridge 

Cemetery in Stockbridge, Wisconsin, and the Lutheran Indian Mission School in Red 

Springs, Wisconsin.87 In other cases, the Mohicans intervened in existing projects after 

realizing they had not been consulted, but still managed to create representations that 

centered their own histories and voices.  

Such is the case with an ongoing initiative being led by the Upper Housatonic 

Valley National Heritage Area, an organization that seeks to “assist communities, 

organizations, and citizens in the State of Connecticut and the Commonwealth of 

Massachusetts in identifying, preserving, interpreting, and developing the historical, 

cultural, scenic, and natural resources of the region for the educational and inspirational 

                                                
87 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Meeting Minutes,” September 8, 1994, 1994 Historical 
Committee Folder, Committees: Historical/Language Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Stockbridge-
Munsee Historical Committee, “Meeting Minutes,” January 26, 1995, 1995 Historical Committee Folder, 
Committees: Historical/Language Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 
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benefit of current and future generations.” The Heritage Area includes a total of 964 

square miles and contains nine towns in Connecticut and twenty in Massachusetts. As 

part of their mission, their website provides suggested itineraries for travelers in the 

region, bike tours, and various hiking and walking tours for visitors that want to explore 

the history of the Upper Housatonic River Valley.88 One such walking tour that they are 

currently developing is called the Native American Heritage Trail Project.  

Though the Housatonic River Valley is a key portion of Mohican ancestral 

homelands, Housatonic Heritage did not initially consult the Mohicans in the process of 

planning the tour. In fact, it was not until the current Librarian at the Stockbridge Library 

in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, Barbara Allen, mentioned the project to the tribe’s 

Historic Preservation Officer Bonney Hartley, that the tribe became aware of the project 

at all. Hartley was stationed in New York by the tribe to consult on historic preservation 

projects, specifically to consult on development projects that may unearth sacred items 

and human remains as I discuss in the previous chapter. Though her job responsibilities 

do not always permit time to work on projects such as these, Hartley believed it was 

important for the project to have Mohican representation. As she put it, “HRV [the 

Housatonic River Valley] is our original homeland and if the Housatonic Heritage is 

proposing a NA [Native American] Heritage Trail, they should have, as a first priority, 

reached out to the tribe whose history they are seeking to represent.” After Hartley made 

the Upper Housatonic Valley National Heritage Area aware of the importance of 

consultation at one of their meetings, they followed up with the Mohican Nation and 

                                                
88 Upper Housatonic Valley National Heritage Area, Housatonic Heritage, last modified 2015, 
https://housatonicheritage.org/.  
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formally request the tribe’s involvement and support for the project.89 Since then, Hartley 

has attended as many of their meetings as possible to ensure the representations of history 

on the trail align with how the tribe wants their history represented, emphasizing that “we 

don’t want a trail with misinformation…the tribe also benefits from local residents and 

tourists knowing about our history and having it be accurately presented.” Hartley also 

emphasized that with historic preservation projects like these, it is important that the 

projects are not just designed with a white audience in mind but should also be tailored to 

the Native peoples whose lands they are on. Elaborating, Hartley explained that if the 

trail did the leg work of finding and designating important sites, the tribe can truly benefit 

being able to easily access and visit those sites: “It needs to be something that if our 

people come out to this area, we are also learning more about our history here.”90  

Within the larger Native American Heritage Trail Project that would include 

representations throughout Massachusetts and Connecticut, Hartley has especially 

focused on the portion of the trail that would go through Stockbridge, Massachusetts, the 

same town that houses the Mission House Museum and that the Mohicans have continued 

to return to and give educational presentations in. This portion of the project was 

conceptualized by Hartley and Rick Wilcox, a long-time resident of Stockbridge whose 

ancestor is Dr. Oliver Partridge. When the Mohicans were removed from Stockbridge 

they asked Dr. Partridge to maintain and protect their burial ground. Wilcox has made it 

his mission to continue protecting this land like his ancestor did, but also to partner with 

the Mohicans on other projects such as this one. In line with another one of his ancestors, 

                                                
89 Hartley, May 10, 2018.  
90 Hartley, February 24, 2017. 
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who was the first Librarian at the Stockbridge Library to collaborate directly with the 

Mohican Nation and transfer documents to them, Wilcox has been conducting significant 

archival research about the town, working to transcribe land deeds and other historical 

documents. According to Hartley, Wilcox is working on transcribing and digitizing as 

many of these records as possible, with the intention of transferring copies of the material 

to the tribal archive in Wisconsin.  

As he had been going through these materials and consulting with Hartley, they 

came up with the idea to use these land deeds as a part of the Heritage Trail Project. 

Specifically, Hartley and Wilcox are working to identify which Mohican families were 

given which plots of land in Stockbridge, with the ultimate goal being the creation of a 

GPS-based app that users can use to make their way through the town. The app would 

use GPS to give users guided information about different sites as they walked through the 

town and would feature short videos of Mohican tribal members discussing the specific 

plots their ancestors lived on. In other words, upon arriving at a location in Stockbridge, a 

user would be able to open their app, the location services on their phone would 

determine where in Stockbridge they are, and they would be able to listen to a Mohican 

tribal member narrate the history of that place, specifically sharing details about their 

ancestor who lived on that piece of land and describing what returning to that place 

means to them. According to Hartley, designing a project such as this one is important 

because “we need more tribal members representing their own histories in these colonial 

places.”91  

                                                
91 Ibid.   
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By placing these contemporary Mohican tribal members back into the historical 

representations of Stockbridge, Hartley, and by extension the Mohican Nation, 

emphasizes their ongoing connections to this place, as well as the violent ways they were 

removed. Though these interviews with tribal members have not yet been recorded, these 

videos will undoubtedly reveal both the joyful and well as traumatic experiences of 

returning to and even thinking about one’s connection to lands that were forcibly stolen. 

Importantly, they also work to disrupt ongoing myths of disappearance. In Hartley’s 

words, “You can say a hundred times that the tribe still exists, but it doesn’t have the 

same impact as looking at a living tribal member talking about their history.”92  

As Christine M. DeLucia notes, other tribal nations in New England have engaged 

in similar placemaking and representation projects, many of which “deliberately framed 

an alternative narrative” within the scope of other public histories that celebrated white 

settlement. DeLucia discusses the annual “Day of Mourning” in Plymouth, where Native 

activists gather on Thanksgiving each year to counter dominant narratives of the holiday, 

as well as connected activities, such as the 1988 placement of a plaque to remember 

Metacomet (King Phillip) in Plymouth’s Post Office Square. The plaque characterizes 

King Philip’s War as a defense of indigenous homelands and reminds visitors that 

“Philip’s head was impaled on a spike and was displayed near this site for more than 20 

years.”93 In the same year American Indian Movement (AIM) activists placed an 

unauthorized plaque at the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument that read “In 

honor of our Native patriots who fought and defeated the U.S. Calvary in order to save 

                                                
92 Ibid. 
93 DeLucia, Memory Lands, 96.	
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our women and children from mass murder. In doing so, preserving rights to our 

Homelands, Treaties, and Sovereignty.” The continued Native activism around the site 

resulted in the newer Indian Memorial  installed in 2003, what Daniel M. Cobb calls “not 

simply an acknowledgement of Indian people but an indigenization of the past, of the 

historical narrative, and indeed, of memory.”94 Like the Mohican protests of and then 

subsequent engagement with the Upper Housatonic Valley National Heritage Area, these 

Native reclamations of place disrupt narratives of settler innocence and Native 

disappearance, instead, calling attention to historical violence and emphasizing Native 

survival. 

 While some of these initiatives result in positive outcomes, others are more 

fraught. For example, in Boston, an intertribal coalition of activists worked closely with 

the National Park Service in the early 2000s to represent Native history and historical 

trauma in educational and interpretive signage throughout the Boston Harbor Islands, 

including Deer Island, where Native peoples were detained in a concentration camp 

during King Philip’s War. Like many of the other partnerships discussed throughout this 

chapter, the relationship between the National Park Service (NPS) and tribes was 

inequitable, and the final interpretation plan for the Boston Harbor did not incorporate all 

of the suggestions Native coalition members provided. Yet as DeLucia argues, this work 

“signified a pragmatic commitment to formulating historical meanings via an 

intercultural processes of negotiation,” and Native activism in this space meant that NPS 

                                                
94 Daniel M. Cobb, “The ‘Remembered/Forgotten’ on Native Ground,” in Memory Matters: Proceedings 
From the 2010 Conference Hosted by the Humanities Center Miami University of Ohio ed. Daniel M. Cobb 
and Helen Sheumaker (Albany: SUNY Press, 2011), 19-27.  
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would no longer be “silencing, ignoring, or simply not seeing enduring Native 

communities.” In that sense, the Native activists who pushed for these changes 

succeeded, even if not all of their suggestions were ultimately accepted.95 These and 

other Native-led representations throughout the Northeast “reclaimed symbolically 

influential memoryscapes” and “reaffirmed ties to places that colonial legal frameworks 

had defined as no longer Indigenous.”96  

 
 
Conclusion 
 
When I interviewed Leah Miller in 2016, she emphasized how important it is to educate 

non-indigenous people about Native histories. “Apparently there are a lot of ignorant 

people in our country who aren’t aware of the fact that this land was originally Native 

land, or they just don’t want to believe it because they just, I don’t know, I hate to use the 

word hateful, but that’s what comes to my mind when I think about how some non-

Native people treat Native people.”97 When I interviewed Miller, we were in the midst of 

the NO DAPL protests. Earlier that month, members of the National Guard had sprayed 

freezing water on protestors in icy conditions, fired rubber bullets at peaceful protestors, 

and attempted to forcibly removed people who were simply trying to keep their water 

source clean. These actions stemmed from a lack of understanding around treaty rights 

and a failure to see American Indian people as real, modern, human beings. In other 

                                                
95 DeLucia, Memory Lands, 102. 
96 Ibid., 96.		
97 L. Miller, interview.  	
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words, they stemmed from a likely constant exposure to misrepresentations of American 

Indians, ultimately leading to hateful actions.  

Though the contestations over Mohican representations have never become 

violent, the range of public history projects the Mohicans have contested have certainly 

been both hurtful and harmful. In Bowler Schools’ assessment of Mohican children as 

isolating themselves because of tribal culture, in the Indian Museum’s representation of 

the Mohicans as a “once viable culture,” and in the Upper Housatonic Valley National 

Heritage Area’s failure to initially consult the Mohicans in their representation of the 

region, these educational institutions produced damaging representations that can 

ultimately influence how people understand American Indians throughout society. And 

yet, in each of these situations, the Mohicans asserted their right to represent their own 

histories and sought to generate new educational narratives of survival and nationalism 

anyway. The Historical Committee implemented their Act 21 curriculum in Bowler and 

Gresham Schools in 2008, created new posters for the Indian Museum, and are in the 

process of designing what will certainly be a powerful digital public history project that 

emphasizes Mohican survival and ongoing presence throughout New England.  

Still, it is important that we recognize how inequitable these partnerships can truly 

be and attest to the work the Mohican Historical Committee put in to initiate these new 

narratives and educate others. For every new Mohican-led representation, there is 

certainly a Henry Hudson commemorative event or an Indians of the Hudson River 

Valley Textbook covered in artifacts. Building equitable relationships between Native 

and non-native organizations and institutions is not something that happens overnight, 
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and it is impossible without non-Native institutions’ willingness to listen, learn, and 

change what they had in mind in favor of how American Indian nations want their history 

to be represented. In the different instances I have presented here, the Mohicans have 

done the bulk of the work to educate others about their existence when it is not their 

responsibility to do so. They have gone above and beyond to protest, challenge, and 

replace damaging stereotypes when these representations should not exist in the first 

place. In other words, it is time that non-Native institutions begin reacting to this activism 

and recognize the damaging power dominant narratives of American Indian history can 

have on the way we interact in society today.  

Moreover, it is most important that we recognize the incredible labor and work 

the Mohican Historical Committee has done in spite of how difficult asserting their right 

to self-representation has been. In spite of the opposition they have encountered, the 

Mohicans have engaged in a politics of self-representation to resist dominant narratives 

and produce alternative histories that center Mohican survival and nationalism. From the 

moment the Historical Committee was formed in 1968, the tribal archive has been 

foundational in Mohican efforts to support their contestations with research and produce 

new narratives from these materials. Creating the Mohican tribal archive laid the 

groundwork for this political activism that continues today, as the Mohicans assert that 

they are still here and show that they are the best representatives of their own histories. 
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Conclusion: Bringing History Home 
 

In October 2001, the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Nation hosted a history conference 

entitled “Many Trails of the Mohican Nation: A Conference on Mohican History and 

Culture.1 Held on the Mohican reservation over the course of three days, the conference 

was attended by 243 people, more than half whom were tribal members, and was 

organized by the Mohican Historical Committee.2 This conference had multiple 

concurrent goals, which included “build[ing] in Mohican people a deep pride in their 

heritage,” “demonstrate[ing] that the Mohicans are still here and that the ‘last of the 

Mohicans’ is a nineteenth-century myth,” “disseminat[ing] documented information on 

the Mohicans that has been ignored by historians,” and “shar[ing] with others the stories 

of how contemporary Mohican people began to explore their identity, culture, and their 

history,”3 These goals came together that October, yielding a three-day event where tribal 

members led the teaching of Mohican history on Mohican land. 

Importantly, the Historical Committee also used the conference to emphasize how 

the tribal archive could be used to construct new narratives of Mohican history. 

Conference attendees who were tribal members were encouraged to explore their family 

histories in the tribal archive, and likewise, the Historical Committee emphasized “the 

importance of Native peoples writing their own accounts of their history and culture,” 

                                                
1 Oberly, “Governor’s Archive Award.”   
2 Ruth Gudinas to Historical Committee Members, “Brief Conference Report” October 25, 2001, 2001 
Historical Committee Folder, Committees: Historical, Language, Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, 
WI.  
3 Mohican Historical Committee, “Many Trails of the Mohican Nation: A Conference on Mohican History 
and Culture,” conference program, October 10-12, 2001, Many Trails of the Mohican Nation Conference 
2001 Folder, Workshops and Conference Box #3, Bernice Miller-Pigeon Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, 
WI. 
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particularly for attendees who were not tribal members.4 The conference also allocated 

specific time for everyone to tour the Library-Museum, so that tribal members and non-

tribal members alike could become more familiar with the archive’s resources. In that 

sense, the Historical Committee used this event to not only educate conference attendees 

about Mohican history, but also to highlight the tribal archive, making a bold claim for 

the importance of collaboration and consultation in historical research and asserting that 

they have a right to represent their own histories. 

I begin the end of this dissertation with the 2001 Mohican Conference because in 

many ways, it encompasses the multi-faceted goals that the Historical Committee set out 

to accomplish and exemplifies the kinds of historical projects that indigenous archival 

activism can foster. The conference itself sought to fundamentally shift the way both 

Native and non-Native people understood Mohican history, and as it was situated on 

Mohican lands and led by Mohican people, it helped shift authority over that history back 

to the Mohican Nation. Moreover, it was based in and made possible through the tribal 

archive. However, what I want to emphasize most about this event is that it was based on 

Mohican land and delivered to an audience that was more than half Mohican. Though 

much of this dissertation focuses on efforts that occurred beyond the reservation or were 

meant for broad audiences, I hope that what has not been lost is that the driving 

motivation behind Mohican archival activism has always been to create a better future for 

subsequent generations of Mohicans. 

 

                                                
4 Dorothy Davids, “Book Project, Introduction,” Mohican History Conference #4 Folder, Box #5, Dorothy 
“Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI. 	



 

 290 

Shared History, Shared Identity 
 
The 2001 conference is a particularly good example of the focus on tribal members 

because it demonstrates how the archive has given Mohicans greater access to their 

historical materials and subsequently enabled them to construct their own new narratives 

that center Mohican survival and nationalism. The conference is a collection of these 

“narratives” through which tribal members led the teaching of Mohican history and 

sought to prepare future generations of Mohicans to do the same. It produced a space 

where multiple generations of Mohicans could learn about Mohican history and in doing 

so, the conference sought to cultivate a sense of shared national history among Mohican 

conference participants and thus a shared national identity. Tribal members gave and 

heard presentations on topics ranging from archaeology in Mohican homelands, the 

Mohican language, and the place of Christianity in Mohican history to Mohican leaders, 

treaties, and the experiences of Mohican women.5 In preparing to make their own 

presentations, tribal members relied on and conducted research in the Mohican tribal 

archive, and tribal members reflecting on the conference wrote about how deeply the 

event affected them.  One attendee wrote that the conference was “very empowering—

filled me with a deep sense of PRIDE” (emphasis in original), while another echoed, “I 

have always been proud to be a Mohican[,] but after this conference[,] I have a[n] even 

higher quality of proudness.”6   

                                                
5 Mohican Historical Committee, “Many Trails of the Mohican Nation.” 
6 Mohican Historical Committee Meeting minutes, February 8, 2007, 2007 Historical Committee Folder, 
Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
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 Since its official opening in 1974, the Mohican tribal archive has enabled many 

projects such as these, providing a resource through which tribal members can research 

their own history to construct new narratives from a distinctly Mohican perspective. The 

2001 conference is a large-scale example of this, but other smaller projects created by the 

Historical Committee and individual tribal members have had similar effects. For 

example, in 2016, the Historical Committee published a pictorial history book that 

focused on the history of the Mohican Nation and specifically highlighted the history of 

different Mohican families. Building off of the shorter Brief History of the Mohican 

Nation that Dorothy Davids published in 2001 and that the Historical Committee revised 

in 2004 and 2017, the new pictorial book is more than 600 pages and is heavily based in 

research conducted in the tribal archive.7 As Leah Miller, one of the book’s authors, 

noted, “unless somebody devoted their life to being the one to go out there and research, 

it [writing the book and other new narratives] would be very difficult.”8 The book begins 

with a historical overview of the tribe and also includes specific chapters about traditional 

Mohican labor practices like harvesting cherries. The bulk of the book is dedicated to the 

history of 24 different Mohican families.9 The audience of this book is meant to be tribal 

members; as Miller noted, “we want our own people to be the focus…we want them to 

know about our history, and we are proud of our history…we look at this project as a way 

of bringing more families together.”10  

                                                
7 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Meeting Minutes,” August 10, 2016, the author attended this 
meeting; the notes are from her personal copy of the meeting minutes.  
8 L. Miller, interview.  	
9 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Meeting Minutes,” August 10, 2016. 
10 L. Miller, interview.   
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 Individual tribal members like Jo Ann Schedler have also used the tribal archive 

to develop new Mohican history projects. Over the last nine years, Schedler and her 

husband have been conducting research on all of the Mohican Civil War veterans that 

they can locate, using the tribal archive to complete much of this research. Schedler noted 

that her husband and she “just really got into it. So, we started doing even more, like 

pulling the military records of the people we found, looking for stories of who was in our 

tribe, looking at treaties during the 1850s-60s to see what people were there, and then 

started going deeply into their history and searching military records.”11  

 In the process, they discovered that many of these veterans, locally and 

nationally, do not have headstones at their burial sites. They have worked on doing the 

research to locate the resting places of these veterans and having headstones installed. As 

Schedler noted, some of these resting places are local and especially important for 

community members because as she put it “some people didn’t even know they had 

relatives buried there, like me, I didn’t know that. So, to bring that information and 

history and [those] stories for the community to me was just wonderful.” Schedler and 

her husband have located resting places for Mohican veterans across the United States 

and have also recorded the location information of each burial site in order to “basically 

write a book for the community so they can learn more…we want to be able to share that 

history with our tribal members and then that way people can go back [to where their 

ancestors are buried].” Schedler narrated their process, noting that upon locating and 

arriving at a resting place of a Mohican veteran, “we put tobacco down, we thank them 

                                                
11 J. Schedler, interview. 
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for their service, take a picture, do the GPS, get the address and information. And so 

those are going to be the things that we’re going to try to share for [the] community.”12 

 Both the 2001 conference and the contemporary projects that Miller and Schedler 

discussed are key examples of the types of endeavors that Mohican archival activism can 

yield, and importantly, each of these initiatives have been aimed primarily at tribal 

members. Beyond these projects, the Mohican Historical Committee also used the tribal 

archive to coordinate an on-reservation Mohican history course in 1995, create a 

historical living village called Wea Tauk in the same year, and host second Mohican 

History conference in 2010.13 The tribe has also run language revitalization and culture 

camps over numerous years to teach tribal members Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican 

culture and the Munsee-Delaware language, and they recently received a grant to 

specifically work on language revitalization for the Mohican language.14  In that sense, 

cultural and language revitalization projects have also been key parts of Mohican archival 

activism that seek to cultivate a shared national identity among Mohican tribal members, 

                                                
12 Ibid.  
13 Stockbridge-Munsee Historical Committee, “Meeting Minutes,” August 3, 1995, 1995 Historical 
Committee Folder, Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI; Dorothy 
W. Davids to Wisconsin Humanities Council, October 18, 1995, 1995 Historical Committee Folder, 
Committees: Historical/Language/Meetings Collection, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.  
14 Since the Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican Nation was formed after the U.S. government legally combined 
the Stockbridge (Mohican) and Munsee tribes, current tribal members are the descendants of these two 
nations. Munsee is part of the larger Delaware group, and since there are existing Delaware language 
revitalization programs, the Mohicans began by teaching this language to their youth. The Mohican 
language has been harder to revitalize since the tribe has yet to locate an aural recording of this language. 
The research I conducted for the tribe in 2017 included my own efforts to find a specific recording made as 
a part of the Committee on Research on Native Languages in the early 20th century. I have yet to find the 
recording, but part of my work also included making copies of Mohican language translations at the 
American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. These documents will be used as a part of 
this language revitalization grant.		
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and future research could further investigate how these efforts fit within the other activist 

initiatives I have discussed in this dissertation.  

 In addition to the focus on cultivating a shared national identity, Miller and 

Schedler also both emphasized that these and other similar projects are important for 

preparing younger generations of Mohicans for the future. In their interviews with me, 

they both explicitly connected teaching history and the future of their tribe as a sovereign 

nation. For example, Schedler specifically referenced interactions with federal and state 

governments, noting that “if you can get an understanding, like the history of our land, 

our people, where we were, what happened to us, you can avoid future issues with 

legislation if there [are] things that we want to change.” She continued by emphasizing:  

There are so many laws throughout history from the time that we were 
colonized; we have to understand that each time there’s a new President, 
that the legislators in the federal government could actually make changes. 
For example, in the 1950s, when the philosophy of the federal government 
was that ‘tribes don’t need to be recognized anymore. They’re already 
okay. We can now get rid of the federal recognition thing, so let’s try an 
experiment. Let’s look at different tribes and eliminate their federal 
statuses and that happened to the Menominee! We were next! … But 
knowing that history and what happened to the Menominee when they lost 
their federal recognition, you know, I believe that can happen any time; 
that could happen at this Congress… So, but anyway, understanding that 
this can come around again, understanding that yes, in the 1980s there was 
legislation passed that Senator McCain was a big part of that [has] allowed 
gambling and allow[ed] tribes to have gambling, understanding that that’s 
not always been there and it’s not always going to be there. So, what do 
we need to be doing right now to prepare? What would happen if the 
federal government did pull [our] recognition? Well to understand that we 
weren’t really recognized until 1936 and that that Constitution that we 
have [their IRA Constitution] was really given to us, that was a template 
Constitution and we need to be working on our own Constitution to make 
it ours…So to understand our history…all that to me is intertwined, 
interwoven (emphasis mine).15 

                                                
15 J. Schedler, interview. 
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 Miller made similar comments in her discussion of the future, noting:  

I really am worried about what the future might hold, they might decide to 
come after our land. I always said this, we’ve always called it swamp land 
or sub-marginal land, but we work hard to protect it and keep it 
sustainable, and when the rest of the world is destroying their land, they’re 
going to look over here [the reservation] and say ‘oh that land, it’s pretty 
nice, they’ve taken care of it, let’s go get it,’ I’m afraid that’s going to 
happen someday…I just foresee that these issues are going to happen and 
it’s going to be a fight. 
 

In connection with these comments, Miller emphasized that uniting the community in 

preparation for these possible battles in the future has been an important motivation for 

teaching tribal history and was specifically a strong source of motivation for the pictorial 

book project. She noted that historically, settler-colonial policies were “created by white 

people to divide us and to use that division to get what they wanted, such as our land. So, 

know knowing our history and knowing what we went through, I think, is a way of 

protecting our people.”16 

 

Communally Constructing New Narratives 
 
In addition to cultivating a sense of shared history and national identity, the historical 

projects that have grown out of Mohican archival activism have also been developed by 

tribal members, often in a collective manner. The importance of self-representation has 

long been a focus of the Historical Committee, and unsurprisingly, they used the 2001 

conference to emphasize “the knowledge and experiences of tribal elders and other 

members of the Mohican nation, including its young people” and to highlight 

                                                
16 L. Miller, interview.  	
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“presentations by tribal members.”17 Moreover, the Committee has consistently involved 

multiple generations of Mohicans in the creation of these initiatives, cultivating a sense of 

community not only in the outcome of these projects but also the process of developing 

them. The production and preservation of history are Mohican community values. As 

Miller noted in our interview, involving youth in these projects is so important “because 

they’re the ones that have to carry on these historical traditions,” and this is clear in 50 

years of Historical Committee efforts.18 In the “Memoir-izing Our Mohican Lives” oral 

history project, the written testimonies from the historical trips in the 1970s, and even in 

one of the tribal museum’s current exhibits, where a push of a button yields an oral 

recording of a Mohican youth narrating one of multiple Mohican removals, these new 

narratives of Mohican nationalism and survival are communally constructed.  

 The Mohican Nation’s long history has been inscribed, remembered, and 

transmitted by generations of what Lisa Brooks calls “recorderers” and “rememberers.”19 

These generations of tribal historians have made archival activism possible, and the 

shared sense of responsibility for teaching history in this community has continued to 

influence the communal nature of narrative construction in the historical projects I have 

discussed throughout this dissertation. In her analysis of the Mohican history methods 

narrated in Mohican leader John Quinney’s 1854 speech, Brooks calls particular attention 

to “the amount of time and the number of people required to relate this narrative [of 

Mohican history] in full,” emphasizing that “the telling of history was a collective, 

                                                
17 Mohican Historical Committee, “Many Trails of the Mohican Nation.” 
18 L. Miller, interview.   
19 Brooks, The Common Pot, 242.	
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participatory activity.”20 Nearly 150 years later at the 2001 Mohican History Conference, 

keynote speaker and Mohican tribal member Dr. Carol Cornelius also stressed the 

communal nature of constructing Mohican history, noting, “today, at this conference, we 

are making our own living history. I encourage each of you to ask a Mahican Elder about 

their lives…Use tape recorders, video cameras, write more books for children, write text 

books, hold more conferences, conduct discussion circles, and talk with your family. 

YOU are the living history of this proud Nation.”21 Today, in projects like the pictorial 

book, the museum exhibit featuring the voices of youth, and the Mohican History 

Conferences, new narratives of the Mohican Nation continue to be constructed 

communally. These new histories will undoubtedly inspire pride in future generations of 

Mohicans, who will carry on these historical traditions as recorders and remembers of the 

Moh-he-con-ne-ok Nation. 

                                                
20 Ibid. 
21 Carol Cornelius, “Why We Must Write Our Own Living History,” 2001, Mohican History Conference 
folder, Box #5, Dorothy “Dot” Davids Collection II, AEMLM, Bowler, WI.		
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