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Abstract: Since the eighteenth century, white officials and 

scholars have regarded Indiana as a project, a blank slate that 

men could rationally organize in time and space. Like sur-

veyors marking boundary lines, early state historians sought 

to divide the Hoosier state’s history into neat, self-contained 

epochs of development. These scholars identified large pop-

ulations, like Native Americans and hill-country farmers, as 

part of the past, and suggested that lawmakers could rightfully 

exclude them from modern, mainstream society. We at the 

Indiana Magazine of History reject this view of history, which 

places economic progress above other human considerations 

and sees entire social and ethnic groups as obstructions. We 

instead regard our state as a social landscape alive with human 

stories and experiences. As historians we, and our readers, 

study the artifacts, documents, and articles that connect these 

studies to a more humane historical undertaking: compre-

hending how human beings respond over time to change.
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Indiana is in many respects an old place. Its geological features took 
shape over hundreds of millennia, and human beings began to settle 

the land as far back as the late Pleistocene, when the glaciers began their 
retreat. On this time scale, the conceptual and cartographic entity named 
“Indiana” came into being only a few moments ago. The state was a product 
of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment and the American Revolution. 
The founding generation of the American republic had a vision of orderly, 
rationalized development that they wanted to impose on their nation’s 
western territories, just as their armed forces (with a little help from the 
French fleet) had imposed American independence on the British Empire. 
Indiana became a substantial part of that vision. 

In the 1780s, federal legislators decided to divide the Northwest 
Territory, the region between the Great Lakes and the Ohio River, into 
neat, orthogonal districts of white settlement, each bearing a distinct, 
externally devised name. (Thomas Jefferson, who drew up the first ordi-
nance for this region’s governance, laid out ten prospective states with 
rectilinear borders. Modern Bloomington stands in Illinoia, just north of 
the Polypotamia state line.) Within the new territories, federal surveyors 
would further subdivide space into units of individual property. Surveying 
parties, bearing their chains, compasses, and notebooks, laid a notional 
gridwork of ranges and townships over the countryside. Land registrars and 
receivers took purchasers’ money and precisely located the new owners’ 
sections and half-sections on the surveyors’ plats. By 1820, the new state 
had both clearly designated external boundaries and internal designations 
for four thousand square miles of real estate. Thirty years later, all of the 
public land in Indiana had been sold—much of it to wealthy speculators 
and developers.1

1 Peter Onuf, “Settlers, Settlements, and New States,” in Jack P. Greene, ed., The American Revolution: 
Its Character and Limits (New York, 1987), 171–96; Kristopher Maulden, The Federalist Frontier: 
Settler Politics in the Old Northwest, 1783–1840 (Columbia, Mo., 2019), 5–6, 9–10; Malcolm 
J. Rohrbough, The Land Office Business: The Settlement and Administration of American Public 
Lands, 1789–1837 (1968; Belmont, Calif., 1990), 78–79; Andrew R. L. Cayton, Frontier Indiana 
(Bloomington, Ind., 1996), 264–65; Barbara J. Steinson, “Rural Life in Indiana, 1800–1950,” 
Indiana Magazine of History 90 (September 1994), 203–250, esp. 208–209. For Jefferson’s territorial 
names see “Report of the Committee,” March 1, 1784, in Julian P. Boyd et al., eds., The Papers of 
Thomas Jefferson (44 vols. to date, Princeton, N. J., 1950–), 6: 603–606.
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From William Darton and William Guthrie, A Map of the United States of America Agreeable  

to the Peace of 1783 (London, 1783)

Library of Congress Geography and Map Division
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In 1876, the year that the Indianapolis public land office closed, 
President Ulysses S. Grant and the United States Congress urged citizens 
in Indiana and other states to compile historical sketches of their towns 
and counties. Their narratives would collectively chronicle, in Grant’s 
words, “the progress of our institutions.” The local historians who answered 
this call, and the county and state historians who followed them, often 
laid their own chronological survey lines, their own schema of significant 
dates and historical epochs, over the rough terrain of the past. The story 
they told was one of obstructions cleared or overcome, farmsteads and 
institutions planted, populations (white and English-speaking, of course) 
and economies flourishing—progress from wilderness to civilization. In 
telling this tale, the first chroniclers of Indiana history helped implement 
another Enlightenment-era project: the division of human societies and 
human history into discrete stages of development. Indiana, they sug-
gested, had progressed from the haunt of Native American hunters, to the 
demesne of hardscrabble white farmers and a few quaint French families, 
to a smiling land of commercial agronomists, canal builders, railroad devel-
opers, merchants, and scholars. Each stage of development, and those who 
implemented it, supplanted the era and people who preceded them; such 
was the imperative of progress. Historians could express wistful nostalgia 
for the past, could even celebrate the “frontier era” as a crucible of local 
and national character, but their even greater task was to fashion history 
into a narrative ladder whereby to ascend to the more celebrated present.2

Those familiar with the history of surveying know that, despite its 
aspirations to mathematical precision, it is frequently a messy and exhaust-
ing undertaking. Both physical and human geography resist bureaucrats’ 
efforts to convert the land into rationalized shapes and subdivisions. In an 
era when water transport was paramount, Indiana’s white founders did not 
want to make of the state a landlocked box, and so some of its boundaries 
followed not straight lines but the flow of rivers and the shoreline of a great 
freshwater sea. The state’s rectilinear northern and western boundaries 
cut through the homelands of the Potawatomi and Kickapoo nations, but 
Native travelers paid those boundaries little heed—at least until the 1830s, 

2 James Joseph Buss, Winning the West with Words: Language and Conquest in the Lower Great 
Lakes (Norman, Ok., 2011), 166, 170–75; Ronald L. Meek, Social Science and the Ignoble Savage 
(Cambridge, U. K., 1976), 14–17, 23–25, 73–75; Joseph S. Lucas, “Civilization or Extinction: 
Citizens and Indians in the Early United States,” The Journal of the Historical Society 6 (June 2006), 
235–50; Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” in 
Turner, The Frontier in American History (1920; Tucson, Az., 1986), 1–38, esp. 4, 11–12.
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From Ezra Strong, The States of Ohio, Indiana & Illinois and Michigan Territory: From the  

Latest Authorities (New York, 1836)

Library of Congress Geography and Map Division

when Potawatomis resisting Indian Removal found refuge on Michigan’s 
side of the state line. Within Indiana’s borders, federal surveyors had to 
accommodate land grants that American officials had given to Virginia 
militia to facilitate the region’s conquest from Britain, to French settlers to 
secure their acquiescence to American rule, and to Miami and Potawatomi 
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leaders to persuade them to make larger cessions of territory. Surveyors thus 
bypassed the large land grant made to George Rogers Clark’s volunteers, 
the property claims of Vincennes habitants, and the small but strategically 
located reserves set aside for Miami and Potawatomi communities. Political 
and hydrological realities intruded upon policymakers’ abstract plans to 
organize Indiana in space.3

Complications also arise when one attempts to organize Indiana and 
its inhabitants into categories of historical time. Peoples and lifeways that 
allegedly belonged to a bygone era prove, on closer investigation, not to 
have been so bygone. Fur trading, for example, occupies an early stage in 
any “stadial” or progressive scheme of historical development, as commer-
cial hunting purportedly cannot coexist with land-intensive commercial 
agriculture. Historian James Buss points out that one can find this truism 
on Indiana’s first state seal, which features a bison fleeing from a white 
farmer and his plow. In Indiana, however, trapping and trading continued 
until the late 1840s, on the verge of what Emma Lou Thornbrough called 
the “Civil War Era.” The American Fur Company, its rivals, and their 
employees coexisted for years with Hoosier canal builders, land develop-
ers, and farmers. Within the field of agriculture—an enterprise in which 
“easy-entry” farming, with family labor and simple tools, gave way in the 
later nineteenth century to mechanized commercial operations—farmers 
tried to keep some of their pre-modern past alive well into the new era. 
Farm families continued to train their children for the trade into the twen-
tieth century, and in the state’s southern-hill-country farmers eschewed 
modern agricultural machinery and retained old upland-southern building 
techniques for nearly as long. Even in more prosperous regions, growers 
sometimes, in the late 1870s for instance, set aside their self-binding reap-
ers and mechanical harvesters to employ down-and-out laborers equipped 
with hand tools. Not all considered mechanization and its efficiencies 
unconditional blessings.4

3 Allan Greer, Property and Dispossession: Natives, Empires, and Land in Early North America 
(Cambridge, U. K., 2018), 339–54; Gary Alden Smith, State and National Boundaries of the United 
States (Jefferson, N. C., 2011), 103–105; David Andrew Nichols, Peoples of the Inland Sea: Native 
Americans and Newcomers in the Great Lakes Region, 1600–1870 (Athens, Ohio, 2018), 155–57, 
174–75; Cayton, Frontier Indiana, 113, 178; Rebecca Kugel, “Planning to Stay: Native Strategies 
to Remain in the Great Lakes, Post-War of 1812,” Middle West Review 2 (Spring 2016), 1–26.
4 Buss, Winning the West with Words, 179–81; James L. Clayton, “The Growth and Significance 
of the American Fur Trade, 1790–1890,” in Susan Sleeper-Smith, ed., Rethinking the Fur Trade: 
Cultures of Exchange in an Atlantic World (Lincoln, Neb., 2009), 160–80, esp. 168; Paul Chrisler 
Phillips, “The Fur Trade in the Maumee-Wabash Country,” in Studies in American History Dedicated 
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Perhaps most strikingly, two of the Indigenous nations who comprised 
Indiana’s original proprietors, the Miamis and Potawatomis, refused to 
vanish on schedule at the conclusion of Indian Removal. Some Potawatomis 
re-established their communities nearby, in southern Michigan, while many 
Miamis returned from western exile to live on fee-simple lands owned by 
wealthier Miami families. By the 1870s, the Indiana Miamis outnumbered 
their kinfolk in Kansas. Their descendants still live here and seek resto-
ration of their sovereignty to this day.5

Some Hoosiers viewed these survivals and survivors as curious atavisms, 
irrelevant to Indiana’s grand narrative of innovation, growth, and progress. 
Some historians took a darker view—characterizing Native Americans, in 
particular, as pernicious impediments to the forward movement of history. 
County chronicles published in the 1880s accused the pre-Removal Miamis 
and Potawatomis of “indolence, intempera[nce]…[and] dependence,” and 
called their expulsion “a melancholy but necessary duty.” Closer to our 
own time, Thomas D. Clark, the twentieth-century doyen of Kentucky 
history and a distinguished professor at Indiana University (1968–1973), 
wrote about midwestern Native Americans in language reminiscent of his 
nineteenth-century predecessors. Clark described Indians who resisted 
white American expansion as “red devils” and “red savages,” “petulant[ly]” 
obstructing the resettlement of their homelands by a better race of men. 
Illinois historian Gillum Ferguson played the same notes in his recent 
study of the War of 1812, describing Native Americans as “sulky” and 
bloodthirsty, and characterizing their “subdu[al]” by white pioneers as 
heroic, progressive, and “inevitable.” Such attitudes help preserve the idea 
that Indian Removal was unfortunate but served a greater good, namely 

to James Albert Woodburn (Bloomington, Ind., 1925), 89–118; Emma Lou Thornbrough, Indiana 
in the Civil War Era, 1850–1880 (Indianapolis, Ind., 1965); Steinson, “Rural Life in Indiana,” 
207, 212–15; Richard F. Nation, At Home in the Hoosier Hills: Agriculture, Politics, and Religion 
in Southern Indiana, 1810–1870 (Bloomington, Ind., 2005); Paul Salstrom, From Pioneering to 
Persevering: Family Farming in Indiana to 1880 (West Lafayette, Ind., 2007), 9–10, 112–14; Peter 
H. Argersinger and Jo Ann E. Argersinger, “The Machine Breakers: Farmworkers and Social 
Change in the Rural Midwest of the 1870s,” Agricultural History 58 (July 1984), 393–410, esp. 
404, 406. One might note that the temporary demechanization of the 1870s occurred during a 
campaign of machine-breaking, but the Argersingers assert that genuine “preindustrial sentiment” 
lay behind both movements (p. 406).
5 Bradley J. Birzer, “Jean-Baptiste Richardville: Miami Métis,” in R. David Edmunds, ed., Enduring 
Nations: Native Americans in the Midwest (Urbana, Ill., 2008), 94–108; Stewart Rafert, The Miami 
Indians of Indiana: A Persistent People, 1654–1995 (Indianapolis, Ind., 1996), 124–25.
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the commercial development of Native lands and the creation of a secure, 
white-dominated ethno-state in Indiana.6

6 Buss, Winning the West with Words, 203; Thomas D. Clark, Frontier America: A Story of the Westward 
Movement, 2nd ed. (New York, 1969), 111, 164, 466; Gillum Ferguson, Illinois in the War of 1812 

Indian Land Cessions in the United States

J. W. Powell, Eighteenth Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology (1899) 
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Having expelled or conveniently forgotten Indiana’s Native peoples, 
officials and reformers turned in the early twentieth century to worrying 
about their state’s non-Indigenous population. Officials had endeavored to 
limit Indiana’s African American population before the Civil War, explicitly 
prohibiting Black and biracial Americans from settling in the state in the 
1851 constitution. While the state Supreme Court ended this exclusion 
after the war, white Indianans continued to marginalize and harass African 
Americans with de facto segregation and with occasional episodes of vig-
ilantism and racial terror. Black Hoosiers still managed to build stable 
lives for themselves on hostile ground. They bought land, established 
their own churches and schools, and built political alliances with white 
urban political leaders. After 1900 some of these leaders expressed greater 
hostility toward European immigrants than toward African Americans. 
Southern and Eastern Europeans’ non-mainstream languages, customs, and 
religious beliefs seemed to nativists a greater threat to Indiana’s cultural 
cohesion. Immigrants, however, came to the state in comparatively small 
numbers, and most assimilated themselves into the Anglophone majority 
in a generation or two.7 

Of greater concern than the growing number of African American 
residents and new white immigrants was the apparent “degeneration” of 
the native-born Anglophone population. The old Hoosiers, descendants  
of the first white settlers in the southern hill country, had resisted updating 
their farms or changing their ways of life, and modernizers assumed that 
this cultural conservatism grew from the old settlers’ innate backward-
ness and immorality. Poor hill-country whites were, in the view of social 
reformers, dirty, ignorant, incestuous, and violent, and had over the gen-
erations embedded these traits in their bodies and their genes. The state 
Committee on Mental Defectives (1916–1922) stopped short of proposing 
the old Hoosiers’ sterilization, but its reports did recommend isolating many 

(Urbana, Ill., 2012), 48, 55, 200; Ginette Aley, “Bringing About the Dawn: Agriculture, Internal 
Improvements, Indian Policy, and Euro-American Hegemony in the Old Northwest, 1800–1846,” 
in Daniel P. Barr, ed., The Boundaries Between Us: Natives and Newcomers along the Frontier of the 
Old Northwest Territory, 1750–1850 (Kent, Ohio, 2006), 196–218.
7 Mark A. Furnish, “Black Hoosiers and the Formation of an Antislavery Stronghold in the Central 
Ohio Valley,” Ohio Valley History 16 (Fall 2016), 6–27; Stephen A. Vincent, Southern Seed, Northern 
Soil: African-American Farm Communities in the Midwest, 1765–1900 (Bloomington, Ind., 2002); 
Dana M. Caldemeyer, “Conditional Conservatism: Evansville, Indiana’s Embrace of the Ku Klux 
Klan, 1919–1924,” Ohio Valley History 11 (Winter 2011), 3–24; James H. Madison, Hoosiers: A 
New History of Indiana (Bloomington, Ind., 2014), 192–94, 225–26.
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of them in state asylums, prisons, and farm colonies, where institutional 
officials could and did prevent them from reproducing.8

To regard some human beings as nothing more than obstructions to 
social progress, deserving only removal from their homes or permanent 
isolation from society, is a fundamentally immoral act. It follows inevitably 
from the idea that a place, a geographically bounded aggregation of human 
lives, is actually a project, to whose ends one can bend those lives to the 
breaking point. The founders of the American national republic and of the 
state of Indiana probably did not, when they dreamed of an orderly future 
for the trans-Appalachian West, envision burned cabins, deadly deporta-
tions, and forced sterilizations. These nightmares necessarily arose from 
lawmakers’ and officials’ emphasis on economic development, measured 
by a continual increase in midwestern states’ economic output and effi-
ciency, and on the deployment of laws and coercion against the disorderly, 
the economically irrational, or the “backward,” who often wanted only to 
preserve their homes or their autonomy.9  

We would do well to avoid so teleological a view of Indiana’s history, 
and the unbecoming contempt that it breeds toward so many marginal-
ized historical actors. Early surveyors and historians treated Indiana like 
stonecutters shaping blocks of limestone, dividing the state’s land into 
parcels of real estate—each with its owner—and its history into successive 
developmental stages—each with its winners—and leaving the dispossessed 
and the losers with the rest of the rubble. We should instead regard the 
Hoosier state as a great conjoined mosaic of experiences, and view our 
task as one of curation, illumination, and interpretation of that evolving 
artifact. Lakota activist Mary Crow Dog once described her homeland in 
South Dakota as a text of her people’s history: “The whole country is one 
vast winter count. You can’t walk a mile without coming to … a place where 
something worth remembering happened.” Like the pictographic winter 

8 Nancy Isenberg, White Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of Class in America (New York, 
2016), 115–16, 192–94; Robert L. Osgood, “The Menace of the Feebleminded: George Bliss, 
Amos Butler, and the Indiana Committee on Mental Defectives,” Indiana Magazine of History 
97 (December 2001), 253–77; Alexandra Minna Stern, “‘We Cannot Make a Silk Purse out of a 
Sow’s Ear’: Eugenics in the Hoosier Heartland,” Indiana Magazine of History 103 (March 2007), 
3–38, esp. 18–21; Kendra Clauser-Roemer, “‘What Indiana Can Do’: The Influence of Female 
Field Workers on the Indiana Committee on Mental Defectives,” Indiana Magazine of History 
106 (September 2010), 246–71. 
9 On the deaths caused by Indian Removal from Indiana see Jeffrey Ostler, Surviving Genocide: 
Native Nations and the United States from the American Revolution to Bleeding Kansas (New Haven, 
Conn., 2019), 296–97, 311–14.
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counts that recorded memorable events in Lakota history, the landscape 
of the northern Plains recalled, to those who knew the land, the personal 
experiences of those who lived there and their predecessors. This is true, I 
think, of any peopled locale, and it is true of the Midwest. Indiana and its 
neighboring states are notional landscapes onto which millions of people 
from multiple continents have inscribed their stories. What may appear 
barren or nondescript to the casual observer is, more often than not, a 
place where people did memorable or worthwhile things: planted crops, 
went fishing, went to church, attended school, argued, fought, danced, told 
jokes, helped build houses and corncribs and railroads, fell in and out of 
love, got sick and got well, buried the dead, and cared for the living. One 
simply needs to know how to read the landscape, which for historians 
means knowing how to read and analyze the letters and essays, artifacts 
and oral testimonies, place names and songs that past generations have 
bequeathed us.10

The Indiana Magazine of History has always sought to preserve some 
of these guides to the historical landscape, the diaries and letters and 
memoirs that help historians and other educated readers elucidate the 
state’s past and match people and places with their stories. We will also 
continue to showcase the work of those who take these materials and 
explain to a wider audience the significance of the stories they reveal. We 
may differ from our earliest predecessors in what our authors and edi-
tors, and (I think) our readers, consider significant. Indiana’s past is not 
something we scrutinize looking for signs of backwardness or quaintness 
or inferiority, an underdeveloped country whose wildness makes us feel 
better about our own era and to whose inhabitants’ behavior we might 
feel morally superior. Nor do we go searching for a golden age, an epoch 
of heroes whose lives vastly outshine the lesser lights of our own age of 
iron. We look instead for reasoned articles that focus on the subject which 
objective historical study can actually help us understand—how human 
beings deal with change. 

What values and ways of life do people try to preserve in the face 
of economic or demographic change? When do internal conflicts within 
traditional institutions (like the aforementioned family farm) themselves 

10 Mary Crow Dog and Richard Erdoes, Lakota Woman (New York, 1990), 11. See also Keith H. 
Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places: Landscape and Language among the Western Apache (Albuquerque, 
N. M., 1996); Kathleen Bragdon, Native People of Southern New England, 1650–1750 (Norman, 
Ok., 2008), 53.
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create pressure for change? How do national and international events 
alter behaviors and attitudes within communities and regions, and how 
do those altered behaviors reflect local peculiarities? What happens when 
people encounter unpredictable and life-changing contingencies, like a 
financial crash or a terrorist attack or a pandemic? Such studies may not 
offer us obvious lessons on how to conduct our affairs in the present. 
History is a mosaic, not an instruction manual, and human beings are too 
complicated for their collective stories to repeat themselves very often. The 
articles and essays we publish, and hope to continue publishing, instead 
help us understand what it is to be a human being in time—how our lives 
are conflicted, and unpredictable, and interconnected, and worthwhile.




