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ABSTRACT 
 

This study examines the role of place and ritual performance in the construction 

of subjectivities and social memories in relation to the 1890s Ghost Dance, a North 

American pan-Indian ritually-centered social movement that began in western Nevada 

and spread from the West Coast through the Great Plains during the last decade of the 

nineteenth century. This dissertation also explores efforts to alternatively preserve, 

promote, and eradicate practices representing two inherently contradictory spatial 

regimes, or ways of living as Beings-in-the-World. Such an analysis is done through the 

study of ritual and social responses to the spatial disruptions and collective identity 

ruptures evinced by Westward expansionism on the native peoples of the Great Basin and 

Colorado Plateau called the Numa and Newe. This research is designed to advance 

knowledge of Ghost Dance ceremonial sites and ritual praxis. This is done through the 

isolation of physiographic characteristics, performance characteristics, and cultural 

inscription practices contributing to the selection, valuation, and use of particular ritual 

settings for Ghost Dance performances. I hypothesized that two types of sites were used 

for ceremonialism associated with the Ghost Dance among Numic people. Type I sites 

are ceremonial sites that were used consistently before the arrival of Euroamericans and 

continued to be used during the late nineteenth century for the performance of the Ghost 

Dances. Type II sites are defined as places that were selected as ceremonial sites after 

encroachment activities made the performance characteristics of Type I Sites nonviable. 

The social unit of the present analysis is the Great Basin and Colorado Plateau. The 

current methodological framework has been formulated with the intent of producing a 
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holistic treatment of Numic ritual landscapes as evidenced in Ghost Dance ceremonial 

sites. To this end, I have adopted an intersubjective and iterative approach that utilizes 

performance and narrative studies, behavioral archaeology, cultural landscape studies, 

and phenomenology. This research aims to contribute to the theory and methodology 

underscoring National Historic Preservation efforts. 
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CHAPTER 1  
SITUATING CEREMONIALISM IN PLACE 

 
Every continent has its own great spirit of place…Different places on the face of the 
earth have different vital effluence, different vibration, different chemical exhalation, 
different polarity with different stars: call it what you like, but the spirit of place is a 

great reality. 
 

D.H. Lawrence, Studies in Classical American Literature New York, NY: Thomas Seltzer 
and Sons, 1923:8-9 

 
Introduction 

 
This study examines the role of place and ritual performance in the construction 

of subjectivities1 and social memories in relation to the 1890s Ghost Dance, a North 

American pan-Indian ritually-centered social movement that began in western Nevada 

and spread from the West Coast through the Great Plains during the last decade of the 

nineteenth century. This movement gained momentum at a time when émigré and 

indigenous populations embodying conflicting and sometimes nearly dichotomous 

dwelling paradigms2 alternately vied for control and governance over themselves and the 

western half of the United States. 

If questions about who would control the land and resources of North America, 

were central concerns of the eighteenth century, then what to do with those who did not 
                                                 
1 sensu, Foucault, M., and P. Rabinow. 1984. The Foucault Reader, 1st edition. New York: Pantheon 
Books. The different modes of objectification by which human beings are made subjects including: 
dividing practices, scientific classification, and the human turning him or herself into a subject.  
2 Herein I build upon Heidegger’s notion of dwelling, which is shaped by his concept of Being-in-the-
World. Dwelling involves “sparing and preserving--the kindly concern for land, things, creatures, and 
people as they are and as they can become” Heidegger, M. 1971. "Building Dwelling Thinking," in Poetry, 
Language, Thought, pp. 143-162. New York: Harper and Rowe. As human beings, we cannot fail to dwell, 
for dwelling, is the essential existential core of human being-in-the-world from which there is no escape” 
(Thiis-Evensen and Alexander 2000). By extension, I define the Dwelling Paradigm as the culturally 
encoded perceptions of the natural environment and the praxis of engaging the physical world on the basis 
of such perceptions.  
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support the collective visions of Progress and Manifest Destiny became the principal 

queries of the nineteenth century. Reflecting the biases of the day, this “conundrum” 

became known as, “The Indian Problem” (Berkhofer 1978:169). How the Numic-

speaking people of Nevada, along with 30-35 other indigenous groups, used ritual 

performance as a platform for addressing the ontological and epistemological 

uprootedness that accompanied the colonialist project of Westward expansion is central 

to the current analysis. This dissertation also explores efforts to alternatively preserve, 

promote, and eradicate practices representing two inherently contradictory spatial 

regimes, or ways of living as Beings-in-the-World (Heidegger 1962). Such an analysis is 

done through the study of ritual and social responses to the spatial disruptions and 

collective identity ruptures evinced by Westward expansionism on the native peoples of 

the Great Basin and Colorado Plateau called the Numa and Newe (Fowler and Fowler 

1971:5).  

The Myth of the Frontier 

At the end of the nineteenth century, nation-making within the United States was 

well underway. By the 1880s, the federal government had conferred statehood status on 

all of the land extending from the eastern seaboard to the Pacific Rim excluding: 

Washington, Idaho, Montana, the Dakotas, Wyoming, Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, 

Oklahoma, Alaska, and Hawaii (Virginia 2007). Ten years later, the number of territories 

that had not come under the full jurisdiction of the federal government had been reduced 

to: Arizona, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Alaska, and Hawaii ibid. Given these sweeping 

changes, it is not surprising that national narratives mark the 1890s as the end of the 
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Frontier. By this time, “civilization has supposedly tamed the wilderness and its denizens. 

Those Indians who were left breathing after the struggle bore witness to a process, 

centuries old, on the verge of completion- or so many Americans believed” (Moses 

1996:11). Such narratives appealed to the relatively rootless masses of émigrés that had 

transplanted themselves onto North American soils primarily from northern, eastern and 

southern Europe (86.9% in 1890), Asia (1.2%), Latin America (1.2%), Oceania (.1%) and 

Africa (not enumerated) (Gibson and Lennon 1999).  

By the late 1800s, the conquest narrative supplanted earlier narratives of 

victimization that paralleled the period of intensive physical hostilities evidenced 

between and among multiple indigenous, American, French, Spanish, and Mexican 

citizens vying for control over North America. While both narratives of victimization and 

narratives of conquest helped to legitimate the colonization of North America, they did 

not prepare emigrants or new citizens of the United States for the counterhegemonic 

practices that some indigenous communities employed to counteract the effects of 

domination. How the ritual movement that became popularly known as the Ghost Dance 

became such a counterhegemonic performative event will be explored in greater detail 

over the course of this study. 

This pan-Indian ritual movement began in western Nevada in the late 1880s and 

swept across the nation to the Great Plains, gathering momentum, strength, and adherents 

with each ritual performance conducted.3 The movement’s charismatic leader offered 

                                                 
3 In many “official histories” Wounded Knee marks the end of the Frontier Period and the end of 
Indian history Crum, S. J. 1994. The Road on Which We Came: A History of the Western Shoshone. 



 17

hope, promises of a world created anew and the establishment of peace amongst 

indigenous and non-indigenous peoples alike (Kehoe 1989:13). Such messages came at a 

time when nationalistic fervor was at a high pitch and the spatial practices as well as 

many of the cultural practices of indigenous cultures were under siege. 

Nationalistic Tropes 

The collective activities of exploring, conquering and settling the west closely 

paralleled the discursive activities evidenced in popular national narratives of the United 

States during the late nineteenth century. In particular, the Protestant work ethic, 

Progress, and Manifest Destiny tropes helped to concretize land ethics and conceptions of 

space rooted in western philosophies (Weber 1976). These nationalistic collective 

embellishments gained momentum in the writings of journalists such as Horace Greeley 

and intellectuals such as Frederick Jackson Turner (Berkhofer 1978:10-22, Mooney 

(1896)1973:777, Moses 1996:11). Turner’s set forth the central premise of the “existence 

of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement 

westward.” His position represents one side of an epistemological conflict that 

manifested in spatial practices that completely transformed the social geography of North 

America over the course of a few brief centuries (Prucha 1984:8).  

                                                                                                                                                 
Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press.. Diverse ethnohistories demonstrate however, that both 
Indian history and the Ghost Dance continued on in attenuated forms after Wounded Knee. Among the 
indigenous people of Canada Kehoe, A. B. 1989. The Ghost Dance: Ethnohistory and Revitalization. 
Case Studies in Cultural Anthropology. New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston., the dance continued 
to be practiced into the 1960s; for the Wind River Shoshone, as late as 1990s Vander, J. 1997. 
Shoshone Ghost Dance Religion : Poetry Songs and Great Basin Context. Music in American Life. 
Urbana: University of Illinois Press., and among some N. Paiutes as recently as 2006. 
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Nineteenth century immigrants who supported this nationalistic rhetoric came to 

view North America as a blank slate, or tabula rasa (Lowenthal 1975:13), upon which 

they would create a national masterpiece. According to David Nye, such actions were 

based on a belief in the incompleteness of land and the need to improve upon nature 

(2003). He writes, 

Alexis de Tocqueville remarked that white Americans observed the rapid 
disappearance of the Native American with equanimity and naturalized it as part 
of an inevitable process. The “Anglo-American race,” he wrote, “fells the forests 
and drains the marshes; lakes as large as seas and huge rivers resist its triumphant 
march in vain. The wilds become villages, and the villages towns. The American, 
the daily witness of such wonders, does not see anything astonishing in all this. 
This incredible destruction, this even more surprising growth, seems to him the 
usual progress of things in this world. He gets accustomed to it as to the 
unalterable order of nature.” Yet how could one reconcile the contradiction 
between Native American decline and white American growth? How could 
radical change be a part of an “unalterable order?” 

Most nineteenth-century Americans believed in a deceptively simple story in 
which the natural world as incomplete and awaited fulfillment through human 
intervention. Being incomplete, the land needed technological improvements that 
would express the pattern latent in it. The transformations Americans envisioned 
were thought of less as violations of nature than as useful improvements (Nye 
2003:1). 

For the indigenous people who called the diverse environments of North America home, 

the massive influxes of people, domesticated animals, material culture, and new 

technologies were generally experienced with less equanimity; largely due to a growing 

recognition of the near impossibility of hindering the flow of people, material culture, 

technology, and development that accompanied the resettlement of their homelands lands 

(Berkhofer 1978:126, 134). In the Great Basin “High-impact activities accompanied by a 

complex technology that had been developed to extract or utilize resources on a large 
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scale basis” characterize the development efforts of Euroamericans of this period (Arkush 

1990:314).  

 Within this context, indigenous peoples of the Great Basin were caught between 

trying to maintain old lifeways in places their ancestors had occupied for millennia and 

integrating themselves into the dominant economies established in their wake. With the 

repopulation of the West, however, old methods of subsistence were progressively 

marginalized. Arkush writes “Even the seasonal movements of natives among important 

resource areas were first altered and finally prevented by Euroamerican development” 

(1990:314). Consequently, toward the end of the early historic era (ca. A.D. 1850-A.D. 

1870) many indigenous people were compelled to forgo the old lifeways and increasingly 

integrate themselves into the new economies. 

The Face of Spatial Disruption 

Current research indicates that many of the risks experienced by the indigenous 

people of the late nineteenth century had an underlying spatial component. By the time of 

the 1890s Ghost Dance, the indigenous people of North America had been progressively 

losing their aboriginal lands for several centuries. Federal land laws of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, for example, largely entailed the systematic seizure of American 

Indian territories. Ruth Benedict (1942:110) notes that,  

The fundamental conflict [between Europeans and American Indians] was a fight 
for land.  The Englishman wanted the territories of the Indian, and he wanted 
them free of Indians. The early royal grants of land in the New World read as if 
no human beings occupied the territories. 
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Efforts to secure land occurred through “extermination and segregation.” On a grand 

scale, several legislative acts contributed to the rapid reallocation of American Indian 

properties to the newly arrived Euro-Americans. In 1744, The Treaty of Lancaster 

established the Appalachian Mountains as the dividing line between American Indians 

and Euro-Americans. Nearly a century later, the Indian Removal Act (1830) 

“extinguished Indian land rights east of the Mississippi” and thus reassigned Indian 

country to “the part of the United States west of the Mississippi and not within the states 

of Missouri, Louisiana or the territory of Arkansas.” In 1854, Congress passed the Indian 

Appropriation Act, which “gave Congress the authority to establish Indian reservations 

and provided the legal basis for the removal of specific Indians to specific locations.” 

Shortly thereafter, Congress Passed the Homestead Act and Railroad Act (1862) which 

both acted as “major factors in crushing Indian resistance.” By 1871, the federal 

government put an end to treaty signing, and in 1887 Congress passed the Indian 

Allotment Act, which “eliminated the rights of Indians to hold tribal land in common.”  

In lieu of this arrangement, the government provided American Indians with “160 acres 

[land allotments] per head of household.” The “surplus” land was thus allocated to the 

government, who subsequently redistributed much of this land to Euroamericans (Russell 

1998). Below each of these land acts are described and the manners in which competing 

spatial regimes of Native Americans and Euroamericans is explored. 

The Indian Removal Act 

The Indian Removal Act of 1830 supported a series of actions that suggests an 

idea of place that is above all objectified, homogenized, and abstracted. According to this 
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view, land is a commodity, and commodities can be exchanged at will. Although this act 

extinguished “Indian title” east of the Mississippi, the language of this law is written in a 

manner that masks the large-scale territorial losses experienced by American Indians as a 

result of this “exchange.” Instead, the authors emphasize the reasonable nature of this 

“agreement” which served to severe the physical connection between indigenous people 

and their homelands. Accordingly, American Indians were classified as “emigrants” who 

would reportedly receive help from the government for a year while they “settle[d] in.” 

Furthermore, the federal government promised to provide “protect[ion]” from 

“interruptions” caused by the tribes whom they would inevitably displace. Finally, in 

Section 2, the act reads “The United States will forever secure and guaranty to them, and 

their heirs or successors, the country so exchanged with them.” In the event that “Indians 

become extinct, or abandon the same [land]” the “lands shall revert to the United States.”  

The Indian Appropriation Act  

The philosophies of place underscoring the Indian Appropriation Act (1854) also 

parallel contemporary conceptions of place utilized in preservation legislation. Through 

the enactment of The Indian Appropriations Act (1854), Congress continued to sanction 

policies that suggested that place was a culturally inscribed entity whose composition 

could be altered on an ‘as-needed-basis.’ The authors of this act declared “That the 

President may, from time to time, in his discretion, remove or change the location of any 

of the superintendencies [reservations] now or hereafter to be established by law.” 

Through this statement, Congress reserved the right to reposition tribes in different 

territories not unlike one would move pawns across a chessboard. This legislation 
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suggests that both places and Indians were not perceived as being integrally related, but 

rather arbitrarily legislated. Today the implementation of National Historic Preservation 

legislation continues to defer to a model of place valuation that can be altered on an “as-

needed-basis.” While in theory, the nomination of a TCP to the National Register ensures 

greater protection for a place, in practice, “establishing that a property is eligible for 

inclusion in the National Register does not necessarily mean that the property must be 

protected from disturbance or damage” (Parker and King 1990:4). 

The Homestead Act  

The Homestead Act of 1862 demonstrates continuities in westernized conceptions 

of property that favor the ordering of nature and the extrapolation of resources. The 

enactment of this law also signaled the progressive deterioration of Indian claims to 

aboriginal territories. In this act “unappropriated public lands” became open season for 

adults who had “never borne arms against the United States or given aid and comfort to 

its enemies.” Several stipulations were legislated that held the potential to detrimentally 

impact American Indians. First, Indians who had displayed resistance against the federal 

government were automatically disqualified. Secondly, these lands were to be used “for 

the purpose of actual settlement and cultivation.” This statement implies that land use 

practices that failed to mirror Euroamerican practices would constitute defaults, and thus 

revert back to the federal government. Moreover, for five years a person had to occupy 

the lands assigned to them. Any “change in his or her residence, or abandonment of the 

said land for more than six months at a time” would result in the land being absconded. 

Indians who practiced traditional hunting and gathering methods of subsistence, and 
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those who received lands that were marginal and hence non-sustainable, would be unable 

to meet these demands, and consequently were at risk of losing their properties.  

The Indian General Allotment Act 

Concomitant to the rise of the 1890s Ghost Dance, The Indian General Allotment 

Act of 1887 issued another devastating blow to American Indians by “eliminat[ing] the 

rights of Indians to hold tribal land in common” (Russell 1998). This occurred through 

the claim “whenever in his [the President’s] opinion any reservation or any part thereof of 

such Indians is advantageous for agricultural and grazing purposes, to cause said 

reservation, or any part thereof, to be surveyed, or resurveyed if necessary, and to allot 

the lands in said reservation in severalty to any Indian located thereon.” The philosophy 

underscoring this legislation was highly opportunistic. Through the implementation of 

this act, the remainder of lands that American Indians controlled was subdivided into 

patchworks that resulted in the division of people, properties, and methods of cultural 

maintenance and social cohesion arising through place relations.  

Collectively, these federal acts ensured that American Indians were displaced in 

lands they had occupied for thousands of years. In the Great Basin and Colorado Plateau, 

agricultural, grazing, and mining interests were systematically given supremacy over 

American Indian land claims.  

By 1858 Congress had approved the formation of the new territory as a political 
strategy to keep both the frontier Mormons and the Indians under control. But it 
would take several more years for Nevada to become first a territory (1861) and 
then a state (1864). Indian lands were officially acquired by the state through 
series of land sessions among which the Treaty of Ruby Valley, signed in 1863, 
remains as a main vehicle for Nevada Shoshone dispossession (Zedeño 2003:30).  
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A second federal policy aimed to alternatively place people on reservations where 

they would remain under close surveillance, or to detribalize them, and thus undermine 

their collective power (Berkhofer 1978:170). Although a growing majority of indigenous 

people was being forced onto reservations by 1890, in Nevada, the situation was 

markedly different. Reservation boundaries were marked in Nevada as early as 1859 at 

the Pyramid and Walker Lake Reservations (Elliot 1987:396), however only 25% of 

Paiutes were living on reservations by 1890 (Logan 1980:281). Despite the low 

percentages of Paiutes and Shoshones living on the reservations, however, few owned 

their own lands in 1889 (Hittman and Lynch 1990:71). Thus, while the 1880 and 1900s 

Federal Census records indicate that many Paiutes and Shoshones owned the structures 

that they lived in, the majority of these structures were traditional structures that were 

movable rather than fixed properties (Zedeño, 2003:Appendix A). 

Many of the indigenous people of the Great Basin were adversely affected by the 

spatial regimes that corresponded to the farming, ranching, and mining economies, with 

the latter economies corresponding to the fourth phase of encroachment identified by 

Malouf (1966). He indicates that,  

The vast majority of Shoshonean culture change occurred in five distinct phases 
during which each of the following entities dominated native society: aboriginal, 
trappers and explorers, early settlers, miners and ranchers, and U.S. government 
(cf. Malouf 1966 cited in Arkush 1990:316).  
 

Numic people typically adopted three strategies to ensure survival and cultural 

persistence in the face of these changes. Some retreated to regions of refuge, such as the 

Kawich Mountains of central Nevada where contact with Euroamericans was limited, and 

more traditional lifestyles could be maintained (e.g., Thomas 1974). Others worked in the 
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economies established by the new emigrants; and finally some consolidated political and 

ritual power in an effort to effect change (e.g., Stoffle 2000, Zanjani 1994).  

Partial integration into the new economies was quite common and many Numic 

people lived on ranches owned by Euroamericans or on the margins of mining towns 

(Bowers and Muessig 1982:22, Forbes 1969:61). While living on ranches and on the 

margins of mining camps, Paiutes regularly performed menial labor for Euroamericans in 

exchange for food or wages.However, work was frequently sporadic, and payment for 

labor was not always forthcoming (Zanjani 1994:38). This regular contact with 

Euroamericans facilitated the exchange of ideas, practices, and material culture. 

The US Census Report on taxed and non-taxed Indians indicates that by 1890 at 

least 50 percent of the Indian economy came from wage labor (Zedeño 2003:96). In 

1880, the census taker of Esmeralda County identified and recorded 89 wage workers and 

113 traditional and non-wage workers. By 1900, the totals grew to 247 wage workers and 

354 traditional and non-wage workers. A breakdown of the actual jobs held by 

indigenous people living in Esmeralda County in 1880 and 1900 are reported below 

(Zedeño 2003:Appendix A). 
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Table  1-1Esmeralda 1880 Traditional and Non-Wage Workers 
Esmeralda 1880            Traditional and Non-Wage Workers              Wage Workers 

Columbus                   3 Traditional                                                        0  

*Fishlake  18 Traditional       2 Cook, 3 Farm Labor  

*Pine Grove  1 Gaming, 3 Traditional                                            6 Washer Women, 6 General  

                                                                                                                        Labor, 3 Wood Choppers 

*Mason Valley 18 Farmers, 2 Fishermen, 3 Physicians   12 General Laborers, 7 Farm 2 Gaming, 
47 Traditional                                  Laborers 5 Washerwomen,    

                                                                                                                       8 Housekeeping  

*Smith’s Valley 1 Gardner, 1 Doctor, 11 Traditional,                    6 Washerwomen, 12 Laborer,
 1 Gaming                    5 Housekeeping,  5 Farm Labor 

Sweetwater 2 Traditional                  3 Farm Laborers, 4 Laborers,  

                                                                                                                      2 Washerwomen 

Total 113 Traditional and Non-Wage  89 Wage Workers 

 
Table  1-2Esmeralda 1900 Traditional and Non-Wage Workers 

Esmeralda  1900          Traditional and Non-Wage Workers              Wage Workers 

Aurora  10 Traditional  7 Day Laborers    

Berlin 1 Medicine Man, 1 Basket maker, 3 Ranch Laborers, 4 Dishwashers 
 3 Traditional       

Candelaria 15 Traditional  11 Day Laborers, 2 Laundresses 1 Borax 
Miner 

*Fishlake 11 Traditional  7 Farm Laborers, 8 Day Laborers, 2 
Garden    Laborers 

Hawthorne   19 Traditional  37 Day Laborers, 3 Laundresses, 26 
Servants 

*Lida  1 Farmer, 8 Traditional  5 General Labor 

*Palmetto  10 Traditional  3 Day Laborers, 1 Farmer, 1 Laundress 

Silver Peak  5 Traditional  1 Cook, 20 Day Laborers, 2 Laundresses 

Sodaville  38 Traditional, 1 Doctor  17 Day Laborers, 12 Borax Miners, 2 
Teamsters 

Sweetwater  23 Traditional  19 Farm Laborers, 2 House Servants 

Tule Canyon  2 Traditional    2 Day Laborers, 2 Laundresses, 1 Miner 
     (Placer), 1 Servant 

*Walker Lake  60 Ration Indians, 42 Farmers,  25 Farm Laborers, 12 General Laborers, 5 
Farm  6 Fisherman, 6 Basket makers,  General Labor,  2 Spungers, 1 Wood 
Chopper  2 Physicians, 90 Traditional 

 Total   354 Traditional and Non-Wage 247 Wage Workers 
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In Nye County, the US Census lists 42 people as wage workers compared to 20 

known traditional workers in 1880. This report is necessarily incomplete, given that there 

was a known population of 273 Indians living in Nye County in 1880. By 1900, 111 

wage workers and 139 traditional and non traditional workers are identified. The types of 

occupations held by indigenous people in each precinct in Nye County are detailed 

below. 

Table  1-3 Nye 1880 Traditional and Non-Wage Workers  

Nye 1880           Traditional and Non-Wage Workers              Wage Workers 

*Belmont 0  34 General Laborers 

Ione 23 Adult Indians, Occupations Unspecified 

Grantsville Population ~125 Occupations Unspecified 5 Farm Hands 

Hot Creek No Indian Population is listed 

*Reese River 20 Traditional  2 Field Hands 

Towneyville  1 Servant 

Tybo “Estimated Indian Population 125 Head”      
 Occupations Unspecified 

Total 20 Known Traditional Workers  42 Wage Workers   

Population of 273- Types of Work Unspecified 

 

Tasker Oddie, an attorney hired to work as secretary of the Nevada Company, 

who had mining interests in Nevada recorded the working conditions of the Indians in 

Nevada in the 1890s. He writes, “There is an advantage in hiring an Indian in place of a 

white man in such a place, because an Indian is more easily satisfied, and can stand more 

hardships” (Douglas 1992 in Zedeño, 2003:100). James Mooney, a Bureau of American 

Ethnology scholar and one of the foremost experts on the 1890s Ghost Dance echoes 

Oddie’s sentiment, stating that the Paiutes of Nevada had a reputation for “being very 

good workers” (Mooney (1896)1973:765). Wovoka, the prophet of the 1890s Ghost 
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Dance himself, made a living chopping wood and being a ranch hand for the Wilson 

family of Mason Valley.  

Table  1-4 Nye 1900 Traditional and Non-Wage Workers  

Nye  1900           Traditional and Non-Wage Workers             Wage Workers 

*Belmont45 1 Horse Owner, 1 Farmer, 1 Trapper 6 Day Laborers, 2 Washerwomen, 4 Farm 
 1 Hunter, 31 Traditional  Hands, 2 Servants, 3 Wood 
Choppers, 1 Bronco    Rider, 1 Cowboy, 1 Miner 

*Currant Precinct 5 Traditional  1 Stock Rider, 6 Farm Laborers, 1  
   Washerwoman 

*Duckwater 10 Traditional  6 Stock Riders, 8 Farm Laborers, 7  
   Washerwomen 

Ione 2 Hunters, 7 Traditional  3 Day Laborers, 1 Cowboy 

Pahrump 1 Chief, 2 Gardeners, 42 Traditional 1 Cook, 3 Day Laborers, 2 Irrigators, 1 
Teamster,    1 Washerwoman, 2 Farm Laborers 

*Smoky 1 Chief, 13 Traditional  8 Day Laborers, 1 Farm Laborer, 1 Teams 

Tybo 11 Traditional  4 Stock Riders, 11 Washerwomen, 2 
    Sheepherders, 11 Farm Laborers, 2 Min 
grdil 

White River 10 Traditional  5 Farm Laborers, 1 Stock Rider, 1 Cook 

Total                            139 Traditional and Non-Wage   111 Wage Workers 

 

As the census information listed above indicates, wage work was prevalent among 

the Numic populations that resided in areas where the Ghost Dance was performed. 

Using this information, we can deduce that a high percentage of Numic people adopted 

the second and third strategies of survival around the time of the Ghost Dance. These 

strategies entailed working within the economies established by the new emigrants and 

                                                 
4 1880 Census Note: “Shoshone Indians working for whites in and around Belmont.” The implication of 
this statement is that indigenous people who did not participate in the Euro-American economy were not 
counted in the Nye County Census. 
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consolidating political and ritual power in an effort to effect change (e.g., Stoffle 2000, 

Zanjani 1994).  

While all Numic people were affected by shifts in the western economies, those 

who survived through mixed economies or solely through wage labor were most 

adversely affected by the intermittent winds of change. In particular, the boom and bust 

character of the mining economies dramatically affected Shoshone and Paiute workers. 

Many of the recent emigrants immediately left when a mine town died. By contrast, the 

indigenous residents with deep place attachments typically remained in an area even 

when western economies floundered. The 1880 census indicates that all of the 34 

indigenous people reported to reside in Belmont survived by wage labor. They survived 

by washing  laundry, finding mineral deposits for Euroamericans, and doing general labor 

associated with the mines (Zanjani 1992). During the 1890s, mining activity slowed 

dramatically in the vicinity of Belmont and many of the former services of Belmont were 

withdrawn. “The price of silver reached a high of $1.13 per ounce in August 1891, but 

before any of the companies could revive, it began a precipitous slide” (Patera 2005:75). 

In response, the Euroamerican population dropped, yet indigenous figures remained 

constant. 

Lingenfelter (1986:103) indicates that mining activities in Palmetto and nearby 

regions were equally sporadic at the end of the nineteenth century. A mill opened at 

Pigeon Springs in 1868 was abandoned in 1869 and the revival of dead camps in “Lida, 

Palmetto, Sylvania, Gold Mountain, Tule canyon and Tecopa” between the 1880s and 

1890s were equally short lived. As a result, Western Shoshone and Paiute workers were 
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alternately denied regular employment or cash remuneration for their labor (Zanjani 

1994). Due to changes in their traditional resource bases they were nonetheless dependent 

upon the Euroamerican economy.  

In Mason Valley, Northern Paiutes increasingly lived by the dictates of their 

employers and the weather. At the height of the Ghost Dance, many Northern Paiute 

worked as wage laborers for the local Tibos (white people) (Census 1880, Census 1900). 

By 1880, there were 18 Farmers, 54 Traditionalists, and 32 Wage Laborers in Mason 

Valley alone. A decade later, the Lyon County Times reported that Paiute men received 

$1.25\day during harvest time and $1.50 for stacking hay, while Tibos earned $40\month 

and board and $60 for stacking (Lyon County Times May 31, 1890, inHittman and Lynch 

1990:71). Onto this stage strode a prophet who promised to control the weather with five 

songs learned in an altered state of consciousness (Mooney (1896)1973:772-773), “The 

first of which brings on a mist or cloud, the second a snowfall, the third a shower, and the 

fourth a hard rain or storm, when he sings the fifth song the weather again becomes 

clear” ibid. Hittman makes the brilliant observation that “The Prophet’s God-given 

weather control songs would, in effect, have afforded him power over the entire Walker 

River area regional economy” (Hittman and Lynch 1990:71). Wovoka was not 

exaggerating then, when he said that “God gave him control over the elements so that he 

could make it rain or snow or be dry at will, and appointed him his deputy to take charge 

of affairs in the west, while “Governor Harrison” would attend to matters in the east, and 

he, God, would look after the world above” (Mooney (1896)1973:772). 
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Within the tumultuous as well as hegemonic economic, political, and social 

circumstances that characterized indigenous-Euroamerican relations in the late nineteenth 

century, many indigenous people were receptive to Wovoka’s message (Dyer nd:4). By 

using ritual power, Wovoka and his followers adopted the third strategy of coping with 

wide-scale change by consolidating political or ritual power (e.g., Stoffle 2000, Zanjani 

1994). These collective activities are examined in more detail below. These findings are 

based on interviews conducted in Nevada, California, and Arizona with Southern Paiute, 

Western Shoshone, and Northern Paiute cultural representatives. 

Returning to the Cultural Core 

Hittman found that many Numic people turned to core cultural components for 

solutions to disruptions that emerged in the wake of westward expansionism (Hittman 

1973a:248). The Numic people turned to two core cultural components, war and ritual, as 

a means of coping with perceived risk of the middle to late nineteenth century. The latter 

entailed returning to ceremonial places of power within their traditional lands to 

rejuvenate themselves and the natural world which is both a home in which they dwell 

throughout their earthly existence and both a literal and metaphoric extension of 

themselves.  

During the late nineteenth century, this collective need culminated in the largest 

pan-Indian movement of the day, the 1890s Ghost Dance. Among these groups, the core 

cultural component of a living universe that could be manipulated through ritual praxis 

associated with a shamanistic-curing complex (ibid), helped to sustain cultural practices 

that were being threatened by the surge of Euroamericans intent on overtaking the land, 
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undermining indigenous sociopolitical and religious structures, and alternately 

eradicating, displacing, or assimilating the indigenous populations. 

Modeled on the cultural logic of Numic-speaking peoples, Ghost Dance 

participants gathered at particularly places in the landscape to effect change in themselves 

and the world. “In many areas [throughout the Great Basin] prominent environmental 

features loomed large in different groups’ explanations of the cosmos” (Arkush 

1990:313). Through ritual activities performed at select ritual settings, participants 

understood that they could collectively call forth spiritual forces that either resided in 

these places themselves or served as portals to other dimensions of phenomenal 

experience (Mooney 1896). The places chosen for these ritual performances were not 

isolated areas, but rather relational nodes that collectively constituted a cultural landscape 

(Robertson and Richards 2003). A cultural landscape may be understood as "a geographic 

area, including both cultural and natural resources and the wildlife or domestic animals 

therein, associated with a historic event, activity, or person or exhibiting other cultural or 

aesthetic values" (NPS, 2007). A cultural landscape is typically comprised of a series of 

associated natural places within the landscape that are inscribed with significance by one 

or more cultural groups (Stoffle 1997). Ayers Rock in Australia and The Grand Canyon 

in Arizona are well-known examples of a cultural site and cultural landscape that have 

been imbued with importance and sacredness by multiple groups of people that have 

attached themselves to these places over the course of hundreds and even thousands of 

years (Stoffle 2000). 
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The Northern Paiute prophet from western Nevada, who was alternately called by 

his Paiute name, Wovoka and his English name Jack Wilson, led the 1890s Ghost Dance, 

which was also known as the Father Dance and the Dragging Foot Dance6 (Hittman and 

Lynch 1990). Based on songs and a vision learned while in an altered state of 

consciousness, Wovoka taught other Indians ritual activities that were designed to help 

bring the world back into balance. This revitalistic movement occurred during a time 

when processes of encroachment had begun to erode traditional ways of life among many 

of the indigenous inhabitants of North America.  

While some American Indians’ overall physical welfare had improved since the 

middle of the 1800s, others were in the midst of confronting extreme physical, economic, 

social, and cultural problems associated with the colonization of North America.  

The most significant factor involved in the historic colonization of the Great 
Basin which caused Numic-speaking groups to yield to the disruptive pressures of 
white society was the extensive damage inflicted upon the fragile ecology of the 
region. Euroamericans exploited resources there in a much more intensive and 
destructive manner than aboriginal populations of the past (Clemmer 1974:24-6 in 
Arkush 1990:313).  

 
Under the circumstances of extreme disruption reflected most dramatically in new spatial 

regimes, certain indigenous groups turned to the Ghost Dance to mediate their problems 

(Mooney 1896). By the late 1880s many federal agents, local government authorities, the 

media, and the general Euroamerican public responded in kind by monitoring these 

activities. Some Euroamericans openly expressed fear over the potential of these 

collective efforts to undermine newly established structures of power. These concerns 

                                                 
6 MT indicated that the Paiutes called this dance the Father Dance, whereas the Shoshone referred to it as 
the Foot Dragging Dance. 
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assumed a militaristic fervor in certain areas, culminating in the tragic killing of between 

250 and 300 people at Wounded Knee. In turn, these events fed into nationalist 

discourses about the demise of the ‘Noble Savage’ (Crum 1994:ix). 

Statement of Problem 

A review of the literature surrounding one of the largest pan-Indian revitalization 

movements of the late nineteenth century, the Ghost Dance reveals the need for place-

centered research of Numic ceremonial performances. Since James Mooney’s three-year 

study of this ritual movement (1896), later scholars, especially DuBois (1939), Spier 

(1935) Hittman (1997, 1990), Thornton (1986), Kehoe (1989), and Vander (1997) have 

been instrumental in advancing Mooney’s research and providing a broad understanding 

of the demographic and sociocultural dimensions as well as pan-continental implications 

of this religious movement.  

The extensive Ghost Dance literature (e.g., Osterreich 1991) has tackled the 

events surrounding the development of the movement from the perspective of 

intercultural conflict and ideologies of conquest, emphasizing the political implications of 

this movement as well as the biographic particularities of Wovoka and his main followers 

(e.g., Bailey 1957, Dangberg 1968). This emphasis has resulted in the construction of a 

case for testing theories of acculturation (e.g., Aberle 1959, Herskovits 1958) and the 

origin of modern religious sects (La Barre 1972, Linton 1943, Mair 1959); 

Ethnohistorians, including Dobyns (1967), Gayton (1930), Logan (1980) and DeMallie 

(1982) have examined in detail local manifestations of the Ghost Dance, focusing on the 

relationships between sociodemographic and economic factors and the origin and spread 
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of the dance.  

These findings represent the tip of an iceberg representing the impressive body of 

scholarship on the Ghost Dance that has amassed since James Mooney published his 

findings in 1896. With the exception of Vander (1997) and Stoffle (2000), however 

virtually nothing has been written about connections between Ghost Dance ritual 

activities and associated cultural landscapes. Connections between this ritual dance and 

the surrounding landscape have only recently begun to attract attention. In part, this 

growing interest parallels legally mandated consultation with American Indian groups 

that accompanies historic preservation legislation (Stoffle 2000).  

Since 1966 the federal government has implemented a number of federal policies 

designed to protect heritage sites within North America: These include the National 

Historic Preservation Act 1966 (NHPA), National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 

(NEPA); Archeological and Historic Preservation Act of 1974 (AHPA); Archeological 

Resources Protection Act of 1979 (ARPA); American Indian Religious Freedom Act of 

1978 (AIRFA); Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act of 1990 

(NAGPRA); and Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) (King 2004). 

At present, knowledge of the relationship of ceremonial places and ritual 

performances remains in the formative stages. Contemporary research with Southern 

Paiutes of the Great Basin, however, indicates that the selection of particular ecological 

sites for ceremonial use occurs through the application a cultural logic of place distinct 

from dominant Euroamerican concepts of place (Stoffle 2000, Zedeño 2000). According 

to this cultural logic, places are neither tabulae rasae whose importance derives solely 
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from human inscription practices, nor insular ecological systems unfrequented by 

humans. Preliminary research efforts suggest that the cultural significance of places 

among indigenous people of the Great Basin derives from a selective conflation of 

physiographic and sociocultural characteristics (Stoffle 2000, Zedeño 2000). Mountains, 

rivers, canyons, and springs are examples of physiographic features that are regularly 

cited as integral elements of culturally valued landscapes (Fowler and Liljeblad 

1986:451). Both archaeological and ethnographic studies within the Great Basin and 

Colorado Plateau indicate that indigenous inhabitants from the prehistoric, historic, and 

present have participated in ceremonial activities at such sites.  

Despite an incipient awareness of the presence of a ‘place-logic’ underlying and 

infusing the selection of ceremonial sites among the indigenous people of the Great 

Basin, where the 1870s and 1890s Ghost Dance originated, we are confronted with a lack 

of systematic analyses of physiographic and performance characteristics contributing to 

the constitution of ceremonial-place matrices. As a result, social scientists have limited 

knowledge about ceremonial sites that have often been treated by ritual specialists as 

liminal portals between different worlds (sensu Turner 1995). In part, this knowledge gap 

reflects a tendency among anthropologists to attend selectively to the sociocultural 

components or the ecological and physical parameters within which particular indigenous 

groups articulate themselves (e.g., DuBois 1939, Steward 1938). In addition, this gap 

may reflect a tendency among social scientists to assume etic perspectives that fail to 

grasp the full significance of indigenous statements indicating that the world is literally 

alive. Similarly, relationships between ceremonial places, ritual activities, and narrative 
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performances are poorly understood. As a result, social scientists are currently unable to 

systematically articulate how, why, and\or under what circumstances particular 

prehistoric, historic, and\or contemporary places have been selected for ceremonial use. 

In addition, the capacity to predict where ceremonial sites are located has yet to be 

developed.  

Purpose of Study 

This research is designed to advance knowledge of Ghost Dance ceremonial sites 

and ritual praxis in the Great Basin and Colorado Plateau. This is done through the 

isolation of physiographic characteristics, performance characteristics, and cultural 

inscription practices contributing to the selection, valuation, and use of particular ritual 

settings for Ghost Dance performances. This research allows me to examine how 

individual Ghost Dance sites contribute to a larger cultural landscape that includes 

ceremonial sites used by participants ranging from California through the Dakotas. The 

multiple ceremonial sites used by Ghost Dance participants are related by the fact that 

participants at each of these sites performed ritual activities taught by the Northern Paiute 

prophet, Wovoka. As such, these ritual settings contribute to a unique cultural landscape 

known as an eventscape (Stoffle 1997). 

Importance and Ramifications of this Study 

At a theoretical level, the development and substantiation of the concept of place-

logic provides a vehicle for radically recontextualizing ritual performances within the 

Great Basin and Colorado Plateau. Although ethnohistorians have regularly published 

data about the ritual components of Numic life, the legacy of being characterized as the 
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most primitive indigenous people in North America has resulted in a biased body of 

information that even today continues to shape Great Basin scholarship (see Steward 

1955). Through the use of systematic methods it is possible to begin fundamentally 

rethinking Numic ritual in relation to one of the most significant pan-Indian movements. 

A clearly articulated place-logic approach also holds the promise of bridging approaches 

that focus solely on physical or sociocultural factors of Numic history and prehistory.  

Those participating in National Historic Preservation activities will benefit from 

the development of a broadened knowledge of place-logic patterns associated with 

traditional cultural properties. Traditional Cultural Properties (TCPs) are natural places 

imbued with cultural importance by living communities. TCPs are often “hard to 

recognize” because they do not conform to archaeological or architectural models. As 

nominations to the National Register of Historic Places largely hinge upon criteria 

derived from architectural and archaeological models, there is a growing need to 

understand TCPs on their own terms (Parker and King 1990). Emphasis on the physical 

record of human alterations upon physical environments excludes many sites that are 

culturally significant to indigenous groups, yet ‘culturally invisible’ to those charged with 

accepting or rejecting nominations. Through the clearer articulation of variables 

underscoring place-logic, alternative means of cognizing sustained relations between 

humans and environments developed over periods of occupation sometimes spanning 

thousands of years become available. Finally, the adoption of Numic rituals by non-

Numic groups provides a venue for exploring how place-logic premises were alternately 

upheld or modified to meet the needs of non-Numic populations.  
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Scale 

This investigation is designed to explore Numic ceremonial sites. The social unit 

of the present analysis is the Great Basin and Colorado Plateau. The current 

methodological framework has been formulated with the intent of producing a holistic 

treatment of Numic ritual landscapes as evidenced through Ghost Dance ceremonial sites. 

To this end, I have adopted an intersubjective and iterative approach that is designed to 

explore one question through multiple lines of evidence. I aim to answer the following 

question: “What types of landscapes were selected for Ghost Dance performances and 

did Euroamerican encroachment affect ceremonial site selection?”  

Zedeño (2000) indicates that people ‘make’ places through repetitive behavioral 

engagements. Places thus accumulate significance through the accretion of activities and 

collective memories over time. Among Numic speaking people, archaeological and 

ethnohistoric evidence indicate the creation of distinctive ritual settings including: (1) 

World Balancing Places, (2) Regional Balancing Places, and (3) Local Balancing Places 

(Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeno 2002:18). 

From an emic perspective, these sites differ in at least two fundamental ways. 

First, in terms of practice, or how a place is to be used, and second in terms of perception, 

or the cultural significance attributed to each place. Whereas World Balancing and 

Regional Balancing Places are typically ceremonial places used for group rituals, 

individual Puhagants and their patients often use Local Balancing Places. Another 

difference is associated with the amounts of energy or Puha believed to be concentrated 

in each type of site. In general, World and Regional Balancing Places are perceived as 
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more powerful places, and thus rituals technologies aimed at effecting change at a scale 

beyond the individual are typically conducted at such sites.  

Table  1-5 Numic Ceremonial Sites 

Ceremonial Site Ethnic Group 

Arrow Canyon Southern Paiute 
 
Upper Kanab Creek Southern Paiute 

Darroughs Hot Spring Western Shoshone 

Blue Spring Western Shoshone 

Bald Mountain Wash Western Shoshone 

Duckwater Dance Site Western Shoshone 

Pigeon Spring Western Shoshone & Northern 
Paiute 

Tinemaha Northern Paiute 

Wilson Ranch Northern Paiute 

Schurz Ghost Dance Site Northern Paiute 

 

I hypothesized that three types of sites, World Balancing Places, Regional Balancing 

Sites, and Local Balancing Sites, or Regions of Refuge, were used for ceremonialism 

associated with the Ghost Dance among Numic people.  

• Type I sites are ceremonial sites that were used consistently before the arrival of 

Euroamericans and continued to be used during the late nineteenth century for the 

performance of the Ghost Dances. Both World and Local Balancing Places are Type 

1 Sites. 



 41

• Type II sites are defined as region of refuge sites, or places that were selected as 

ceremonial sites after encroachment activities made the performance characteristics 

of Type I Sites nonviable.  

I further hypothesized that Type I sites constituted ideal ritual sites with the most 

desirable physiographic and performance characteristics, whereas Type II sites would 

have a reduced number of desired physiographic and performance characteristics, with 

the exception of increased seclusion. To interrogate this hypothesis, I employ three 

intellectual pathways. These include: (1) the identification of the physical or 

physiographic characteristics of the landscapes used for Ghost Dance performances; (2) 

the articulation of the behavioral performance characteristics of the places where the 

Ghost Dance was practiced, which means learning what activities are possible in the 

context of the places selected for Ghost Dance ceremonial sites; and (3) the cultural 

inscription practices associated with each ceremonial site, or the ways in which people 

individually and collectively incorporated each dance site into their memories.  

Due to the iterative nature of this research, there are initial conditions proposed 

for each of the three categories articulated above as well as post-analysis conditions that 

reflect trends and findings that emerged in the process of conducting fieldwork. In the 

latter case, the post-analysis conditions often represent the cultural categories proposed 

by Numic elders who participated in this study. Such categories are included as 

progressive approximations of characteristics representing Numic perceptions of place-

making practices. In the methodological section, the initial conditions and post-analysis 

conditions are discussed in further detail. 
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I also utilize an iterative methodology, which is a core component of 

phenomenological research (Kersten 1989:22-25). A scholar working in this tradition 

approaches a research question through an intersubjective framework, which means that 

the researcher is recognized as being part of, rather than outside of, the research 

phenomenon. Thus, in contrast to research methodologies positing a theoretical and 

methodological split between the investigator and the field of inquiry, within the 

phenomenological tradition, the researcher is compelled to first examine and identify 

systematic biases that may influence the research process. Such conventional biases may 

reflect thinking and practices associated with one’s particular cultural background, 

ethnicity, personal experience, intellectual heritage, age, gender, or alternative 

affiliations. After identifying and bracketing potential sources of systematic bias, the 

researcher can then formulate methodologies suitable for tackling a particular research 

question.  

Bracketing Assumptions 

There are several assumptions that require foregrounding before proceeding with 

this analysis. First, this research is founded on the assumption that the sociocultural, 

political, and spiritual acts of the Ghost Dance must be situated in the physical world of 

artifacts, places, the body, and lived experiences, as well as in the discursive field of 

textual renditions. This is particularly relevant when one considers the role of the body in 

the construction of knowledge and power. As Foucault (1995:25) and Butler (1999b:101) 

have noted, the human body is part of the political field within which both knowledge 

and power relations are continuously being contested and reconstructed. As a 
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consequence of this infusion of the body as a locus of power and contestation, the body is 

the potential site of individual and collective affirmation, empowerment, resistance, 

and\or capitulation (Povey, 1998:70).  

Secondly, I premise this research on the assumption that the stories that people 

tell about themselves, each other, and all of those belonging to Benedict Anderson’s 

proverbial ‘Imagined Communities,’ profoundly affect the lived realities of humans 

located in real and mythic space, place, and time (Anderson 1991, Cruikshank 1998). In 

particular, the stories people tell themselves play a powerful transformative role between 

public and private meanings as well as agency and structure (Giddens 1979, Jackson 

2002). In the words of Walter Benjamin, “The storyteller takes what he tells from 

experience- his own or that reported by others. And he in turn makes it the experience of 

those who are listening to his tale” (Benjamin 1969:87). 

 Finally, this research is shaped in part by the experiential framework of the 

researcher conducting the analysis. My positionality as a Euroamerican female scholar 

with established professional and personal ties to the communities of practice involved in 

this research affects the how I cognize the research questions, and as a result, both the 

theory and methodology employed to answer these questions. This research is shaped by 

my conviction that scholars must strive to conduct research that is well grounded in the 

theoretical and methodological canons of the social sciences while simultaneously 

endeavoring to find and develop methodological and theoretical frameworks that 

represent the experiential understandings of the cultural experts with increasing accuracy 

and sensitivity.  
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Summary  

This cultural landscape study is designed to make unique theoretical and 

methodological contributions to academic scholarship of the ritual performance of place, 

social memory, and subject-making processes. This research also aims to move towards 

identifying core characteristics of traditional cultural properties. Findings from this 

research will serve as a foundation for historic preservation efforts in relation to cultural 

places that are potentially compromised by lack of information, inadequate 

methodologies, or indiscriminate development practices.  
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CHAPTER 2  
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Introduction 

From 1888-1891 between 30 and 35 indigenous groups from California through 

the Great Plains repeatedly gathered for the purpose of performing a ceremonial dance 

often referred to as the “Ghost Dance,” “Father Dance,” and “Prophet Dance” by 

Euroamerican writers (Mooney, 1973:926). Quoitze Ow, who was popularly known as 

Wovoka and Jack Wilson, is the Northern Paiute man credited with disseminating a 

vision as well as a particular form of ritual performance that became the basis for the 

largest pan-Indian movement of the nineteenth century (Hittman 1997:8). Throughout the 

late nineteenth and even into the early twentieth century, traditional indigenous leaders 

from diverse ethnic groups repeatedly made pilgrimages via foot, horse, and train to 

behold the prophet in person (Mooney, 1973; Dangberg, 1968). Those who found merit 

in this man’s ritual performances sought to learn from, emulate, and propagate his 

message.  

In a conversation with Indian scout, Arthur Chapman, Wovoka said that Wovoka 

had spoken to God. He learned that Indians were supposed to work hard, get along with 

white people, and perform the Father Dance. In exchange, Wovoka promised that the 

world would be made anew. This world would emerge in the aftermath of cataclysmic 

changes that would ultimately put the world back into balance. Those who followed the 

will of God as transmitted by the prophet would enter into an Eden-like state full of 

natural beauty where they never grow old (Chapman 1891 in Hittman 1997:235). 
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At its peak, Mooney indicates that this ritual movement involved participants 

from ethnic groups whose total population is estimated at 60,000 (Mooney 

(1896)1973:926). Although not all members of these groups adopted the Ghost Dance, 

ethnographic records show that the Ghost Dance was being practiced in sixteen states, 

and among groups such as the Paiute, Shoshone, Arapaho, Cheyene, Caddo, and Pawnee, 

virtually everyone adopted these ritual practices (Mooney, 1973: 926-927). 

Previous Studies 

Over the last hundred and fifteen years much has been written about this seminal 

movement. Arthur Chapman, the Indian scout who interviewed Wovoka in 1890 

(Chapman 1891, Hittman 1997:7), and James Mooney (1973) an ethnologist of the 

Bureau of Ethnology, first studied these ritualistic performances between 1890 and 1894 

a time when rhetoric of civilizing the savage and taming the West were widespread 

(Berkhofer 1978:10-22, Moses 1996:2-3). Chapman indicates that Wovoka first entered 

the public eye as a rainmaker who promised Indians and Euroamericans relief from a 

severe drought (Chapman 1891). James Mooney, the first ethnologist to systematically 

study this movement, described the Ghost Dance as a doctrine of redemption and hope in 

an era of destruction and exile (Mooney, 1973:657-659). In the words of Wovoka, the 

leader of the 1890s Ghost Dance, the impetus for this movement was quite simple. He 

told Mooney,  

When the sun died [eclipsed], I went up to heaven and saw God and all the people 
who had died a long time ago. God told me to come back and tell my people they 
must be good and love one another, and not fight, or steal, or lie. He gave me this 
dance to give to my people (Mooney, 1973:764).  
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Hittman (1997:196, 232) notes that the Ghost Dance was shaped by three visions 

received by Wovoka.  

The first vision consisted of a visit to heaven, the second the revealing by 
God of the fundamental precepts of the religion, and the third, a return to 
heaven, the acquisition of weather control powers and instructions from 
God to “say to his people that they must meet often and dance five nights 
in succession and then stop for three months” (quoting Capt. Josephus, of 
the Indian police). 
 
Since the late nineteenth century, scholarship on the Ghost Dance has continued 

to evolve. Throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries numerous historians, 

anthropologists, and indigenous groups have endeavored to augment these original 

findings. Until the mid-twentieth century, however, representations of this late nineteenth 

century movement were made by and for principally Euroamerican audiences seeking to 

make sense of these pan-Indian ritual performances (Mooney, 1973:926-927). 

Furthermore, owing to historic events culminating in the massacre of approximately 350 

Sioux at Wounded Knee in 1890 (Brown 1972:417), the majority of Ghost Dance 

scholarship has tended to focus on the Plains Indians rather than upon the Numic-

speaking people of the Great Basin, where this movement originated (e.g., Allen and 

Jensen 1997, Coleman 2000, Josephy, Thomas, and Eder 1993, Utter 1991, Zahn 1967). 

Despite this imbalance, a growing body of scholarship on Great Basin groups has 

been directed towards understanding the Ghost Dance. Notable ethnohistoric studies 

include Hittman’s (1973a, 1997) insightful documentation of the founder of the 1870s 

Ghost Dance, known as Fishlake Joe, or Wodziwob, and his more recent detailed 

reconstruction of the 1890s Ghost Dance prophet’s life and times; Kehoe’s concise 

overview of the Ghost Dance religion from the 1890s through the revisiting of Wounded 
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Knee in 1973 coupled with an anthropological analysis of prophet dances and 

revitalization movements (1989); and Moses’ and Logan’s grounded regional studies of 

the Ghost Dance among the Northern Paiute and biographical details about the life of 

Wovoka (Logan 1980, Moses 1985).  

Dangberg also provides insight into some of the main events in the Ghost Dance 

prophet’s life. Her discussion of correlations between the establishment of railroad 

transportation and the dissemination of the Ghost Dance message is particularly valuable 

(Dangberg 1957, 1968); In a related vein, Lesser’s (1933) work reconstructs the spread of 

the Ghost Dance from Nevada. Additional regional ethnographic studies of the Ghost 

Dance include the scholarship of Dobyns and Euler (1967) and Mekeel (1935), a former 

student of A.L. Kroeber, both of which provide incisive information in their analyses of 

the Hualapai Ghost Dance. 

More general ethnographic findings include Stewart’s writings on the prophet 

Wovoka (Stewart 1977), Forbes’ (1967) anthology that includes oral histories associated 

with the Ghost Dance in the Great Basin, Hittman’s (1984) tribal history of the Yerington 

Northern Paiutes, Johnson’s (1975) tribal history of the Walker Paiutes, and Taylor’s 

overview of some of the myths associated with particular places among the Northern 

Paiute (Taylor 1994). 

The local historic accounts of Dyer (nd, 1993, Wheat 1957), Bailey (1957, 1970), 

Dixon (nd), McCracken (1987, 1990a, 1990b, 1997), and Uhlmeyer (1996) offer 

constructive details about the late nineteenth century social, political, personal, and 

economic conditions within which Great Basin participants of the Ghost Dance and local 
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settlers lived. Similarly, Patera (2005) and Stewart (1992) give informative emic 

perspectives of the dynamics of the historic mining towns of Manhattan and Belmont 

outside of which Ghost Dance rituals were regularly conducted. Finally, Zanjani’s 

(1988a) writings include an astute comparison of the Sioux and Nevada Ghost Dances. 

Furthermore, her discussion of associations between Ghost Dancing and a worker’s revolt 

demonstrates past variability of interpretation and function of the Ghost Dance message 

that existed regionally as well as nationally (1988b, 1994).  

National events that influenced the unfolding of the Ghost Dance are supplied in 

diverse historic accounts. The edited volume of Evans, for example, affords a concise 

overview of some of the central historic events that transpired in the late nineteenth 

century (Evans 2002). Utley carefully follows the enfoldment of the Ghost Dance among 

the Sioux (1963), Vestal presents critical nineteenth century Indian policy and history 

documents (1934), Landsman (1979) gives an incisive account of the Land Allotment 

Policy, and Spring offers expertise about the boarding schools that many indigenous 

children were forced to attend at the time of the 1890s Ghost Dance (Spring 1996). 

The Ghost Dance has also been studied under the aegis of religious movements. 

The theoretical underpinnings of Aberle (1966:315-323) are especially useful in the 

analysis of religious movements. Aberle creates a typological construct to distinguish 

between different types of ritual events. He claims that all movements can be divided into 

two units of analysis: (1) transformative movements and (2) redemptive movements. 

Whereas transformative movements aim to fundamentally alter the social order, 

redemptive movements delimit change at the level of the individual. Based on these 
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parameters, the Ghost Dance would be considered a transformative movement. By 

contrast, Jorgensen (1972) identifies the modern Sun Dance as a redemptive movement, 

with ritual performances that potentially effect change at the level of the individual, 

without fundamentally altering the social fabric. This reading has been challenged by a 

contemporary practicing Sun Dancer who indicates that the actions of Sun Dancers are 

sacrifices meant to transform the lives of those whom they dance for: the women, the 

children, those who are ill or suffering, the native nation, and even the world, rather than 

the lives of the dancers themselves (personal communication, RS, 2007).  

Anderson echoes Jorgensen’s categorizations in his comparison of the Ghost 

Dance and the Peyote Religion. He maintains that in contrast to the Ghost Dance, which 

did promise transformation on a grand scale, those who adopted the Peyote Religion in 

the wake of the 1890s Ghost Dance did not espouse a particular prophetic formula nor 

did they anticipate anything more than individual redemption (Anderson 1996:39). Once 

again, this reading has been challenged by those whom I interviewed. They indicate that 

the peyote movement was prophetic in that it began with the vision of Quantum Parker. 

Furthermore, in the wake of the loss of faith and the diminished strength of visions 

experienced by many native peoples, some adopted peyote as a means of reconnecting 

with the power of spirit. In turn, the visions catalyzed by the use of peyote have been 

used to ensure the survival of the tribe, rather than the personal welfare of individual 

participants (personal communication, RS, 2007). 

Scholarship also has been directed toward understanding the contextual basis of 

many transformative ritual movements: prophecy. The general nature of prophetic 
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processes among North American ritual movements is examined by Underhill (1965) as 

well as Overholt (1974, 1978). These prophetic processes are indicated in the writings of 

Peterson as well. His work details a wide range of prophecies ranging from the Aztec to 

the Hopi and Paiute religious systems (1999). A compendium of more recent works on 

prophetic movements is presented in the edited work of Harkin (2004). Notably, both 

popular and scholarly discourse about American Indian prophesy frequently mention the 

spiritual messages of Wovoka. Additionally, ethnographic research conducted for this 

dissertation repeatedly affirms the prevalence of prophecies in relation to the historic 

Ghost Dance of the 1890s as well as the Ghost Dance rituals being organized among 

some contemporary Numic groups. 

 The religion of the Ghost Dance has been a topic of noteworthy scholarship as 

well. Lanternari (1963), for example, explores the nature, purpose, and genesis of 

messianic movements through a functionalist perspective. He also examines the 

Mormons’ interest in the Ghost Dance and the evolution of doctrine in the 1870s as well 

as the 1890s movements. La Barre (1972) describes the Ghost Dance religion as a means 

of coping with the massive changes that accompanied Euroamerican encroachment. 

Knack and Stewart (1984) analyze traditional shamanistic practices associated with 

vision questing and their subsequent alterations; Powers (1975) explores the ritual 

leadership that developed during and after the Ghost Dance at a time when traditional 

roles and social structures were progressively deteriorating; and, Hollenback (1996) 

assumes a cross-cultural perspective to examine Black Elks’ experience of mysticism in 
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relation to the Ghost Dance along with other ritual specialists who have undergone 

transformative ritual experiences. 

Many anthropological studies of the Ghost Dance also are available. Some of the 

earliest scholarship of the Ghost Dance investigates the ritual movement’s diffusion. 

Lowie (1954), DuBois (1939), Gayton (1930), and Spier (1927, 1935) endeavor to 

accurately reconstruct and map the factors associated with the successful spread of the 

Ghost Dance; as well as the transformations of ritual praxis and doctrine that 

accompanied these trajectories. 

Deprivation theories linking factors of encroachment to the rise of the Ghost 

Dance represent another area of scholarship that has received much attention. These ideas 

are evidenced in Aberle (1959), Mooney (1973), and Lesser (1933). Within the Great 

Basin and Colorado Plateau these theories demonstrate resilience even today (Stoffle 

2000). Given that the aboriginal Paiute and Shoshonean people occupied lands that were 

among the last to be subjugated by the federal government (Thomas, 1983:24), and that 

these people were forced to act in response to many diverse risk factors, analyses of the 

dominant behavioral strategies used to mitigate cultural change can potentially yield 

unique information about distinctive and shared responses to sociocultural, economic, 

and environmental change.  

Alternate anthropological analyses of the Ghost Dance emphasize processes of 

acculturation, assimilation and revitalization. These motifs pervade the writings of 

Bernard (1941), Herskovits (1958), Landsman (1979), Linton (1943), Lowie (1954), 

Underhill (1965) and Thornton (1986). The impetus of revitalization movements is 
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examined in the works of Barber (1941). Revitalization themes have most recently 

emerged in conjunction with historic preservation efforts; Dunbar (1997-98), for 

example, discusses such efforts in relation to the preservation of a Ghost Dance ritual 

setting in California. Similarly, revitalization themes are evidenced in the interviews 

conducted within this present research project. Such themes are being taken up by people 

in California, Nevada, Idaho, Wyoming, Arizona, and North and South Dakota. 

Whilst these findings represent only a portion of the robust body of literature of 

the Ghost Dance, they nonetheless reveal a larger trend in which research directed toward 

understanding the Ghost Dance as a place-centered ritual performance is nearly non-

existent. The previously mentioned exceptions include: Vander (1997), Stoffle et al. 

(2000) and Carroll et al. (2003). Stoffle et al. (2000) show that Numic people have 

historically selected unique places in the landscape to conduct ritual practices. Vander 

(1986, 1997) demonstrates how the content of Numic songs expresses deep attachments 

to nature, and Carroll et al. (2003) examine how the interdigitation of the ethnographic 

and archaeological records can be used to reconstruct a ritual setting used by Western 

Shoshone and Northern Paiute Ghost Dancers. Meighan and Riddell (1972) also 

investigate the role of place through the discussion of the built environment evidenced in 

the large dance houses used by the Pomo Indians Ghost Dance participants of California.  

Living Landscapes 

Contemporary and historic Amerindians have always recognized a mysterious 

union between humans, animals, and the physical world (Versluis 1992:13). This 

perceived unity derives from a holistic worldview in which the two legged and four 
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legged, the winged ones, the finned ones, the creepy crawlers, the standing people, the 

stone people, mother earth, father sky, the water, and star nation are all part of a living 

tapestry. The rich oral histories of many North American indigenous groups describe the 

intense and subtle connections of diverse life forces. Those who practiced the Ghost 

Dance told elaborate creation stories that remind participants of their ties to special places 

in the landscape (e.g., Black Elk and Lyon 1990, Erdoes and Ortiz 1984, Steward 1943). 

With the emergence of the Ghost Dances of the 1870s and 1890s came new stories and 

songs drawing upon the old ways as well as the changes that typified the late nineteenth 

century (Mooney (1896)1973:1052, Vander 1986, Vander 1997). A landscape 

characterized by change, fluctuation, and process rather than stasis, inertia and fixation is 

exemplified in many Numic oral traditions. These themes are evidenced in the following 

Paiute Ghost Dance song. 

The rocks are ringing, 
The rocks are ringing, 
The rocks are ringing. 

They are ringing in the mountains, 
They are ringing in the mountains, 
They are ringing in the mountains 

(Mooney (1896)1973:1055). 
 

Edward Sapir (1929) drew similar conclusions about the dynamic characterizations of the 

world in his analysis of American Indian languages. Through linguistic analyses he 

discovered that the verbs were the most complex components of the languages under 

study. Whether referring to humans, the wind, or the land, these languages tended to 

emphasize milieus based on motion and reciprocity. Miller notes that within this context, 

“people speak of living not life and moving not staying, implying ongoing interactions 
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and reciprocities” (Miller 1983:73). The names of some of the people of the older 

generations are configured using the present participle and thus imply a universe and 

conceptions of self that are dynamic rather than fixed. One 85 year old Southern Paiute 

woman shared that her Indian name is “I-be-junc” which means ‘something flowing’ like 

sand. Her mother’s name, “Nuvasit” or “Snow Flower” also represents the dynamic and 

evanescent qualities of nature.  

Positive relationships between the dynamic natural world and humans are fostered 

through practices that center on reciprocity. Groups who participated in the Ghost Dance 

created reciprocal relations with the earth based on an understanding of the earth as a 

living force that requires respect and constant care (Kinsley 1995, Momaday 1974). 

These self-identifying “custodians of the earth” have historically conceptualized their 

relationships with the natural surroundings to be sacrosanct (Gustafson 1997:20, Versluis, 

1992:10, Sinatra and Murphy 1999:24). In part this reverence derives from an ontological 

premise that posits that nature and humans as extensions of each other. The absence of a 

nature\culture dichotomy is exemplified in the following claim, “Indigenous people are 

the land, the land is in their bodies. They don’t see any separation from it” (Sinatra and 

Murphy 1999:24). Considering these cultural perspectives, the need to study North 

American indigenous rituals from a contextualized perspective that attends directly to the 

natural environments within which these ceremonies were historically held and often 

continue to be held, becomes more evident.  

The relative absence of place-centered studies of the Ghost Dance seems ironic 

given the centrality of place within the cosmologies of the Numic-speaking people, from 
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whence the prophet of the 1890s Ghost Dance arose. Among the Numa, a pervasive force 

called “Puha” infuses and orders the visible material world in which humans dwell as 

well as alternate dimensions that are sometimes accessed in altered states of 

consciousness associated with ritual practices. The epistemological foundations of this 

concept are suggested in Underhill’s observation that,  

The Paiute god was all nature: mountains, animals, wind, fog: everything the 
people saw around them. They knew that these things had strange abilities they 
had not. The animals could run faster than they and get better food; the mountains 
could stand firm in storms without shelter: the fog could appear and disappear. So 
they thought of these things as powers (Underhill 1941:51). 

 
This force is understood to concentrate unevenly in people, animals, plants, and in all 

elements of the natural environment (Bean 1992:16, 22, 28, Harris 1940:55, Miller 1983). 

In an analysis of the epistemological foundations of Numic society, Miller writes,  

Power is not the best term for characterizing the life force-energy. It is not static 
or concrete, but rather kinetic, always moving and flowing throughout the 
cosmos, underpinning all facets of the universe in a way that a physicist could 
appreciate (Miller 1983:73). 

 
This force moves through water, canyons, mountains and caves and converges in an 

intensified form in particular places within the natural landscape (Miller 1983:78). 

Powerful places are inscribed with cultural significance and used for ritual purposes 

(David and Wilson 2002:3). While this idea is a core concept among the Great Basin and 

Colorado Plateau indigenous groups, it is by no means unique among North American 

indigenous populations. For example, Lee maintains that,  

Ancient Hawaiians were culturally selecting places significant to them. The 
locations of sites were selected because of their special attributes, as informed by 
worldviews. So called “power” locations existed. Petroglyphs were juxtaposed to 
openings in the lava (e.g., collapsed lava tubes) and may have served as a 
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connection to the underworld and the spirits who reside therein (David and 
Wilson 2002:2-3).  

 
Ethnographic and archaeological studies confirm that Paiutes and Shoshone people 

regularly return to places deemed sacred and powerful for the performance of ritual 

activities (Carroll, Zedeno, and Stoffle 2003, Fowler 1992:170-172, Kelly 1939). Despite 

this awareness, how physical and behavioral characteristics of the Great Basin ritual 

settings are culturally codified has yet to be systematically studied.  

Previous ethnographic and ethnohistoric research demonstrates that the Ghost 

Dance rituals of the 1890s derived in part from traditional rituals such as the mourning 

ceremony known as the Cry (Hittman 1973a) and a balancing ceremony known as the 

Round Dance (Hultkrantz 1986:634). Current ethnographic research appears to 

substantiate this claim (Carroll 2005f). Given the dominant epistemological premises that 

prefigure sentience and power in natural environments as well as humans (Bean 1992, 

Miller 1983) exploring the role of Puha in the Cry, the Round Dance, the Ghost Dance 

appears to be a fruitful course of inquiry. Similarly, examining behavioral similarities 

evidenced between the Cry, Round Dance, and Ghost Dance rituals, and the physical 

environments within which such performances were normally conducted, and the means 

through which these places were culturally constructed as well seems to be a means of 

holistically addressing diverse issues relating ideology, ritual praxis, place, and material 

culture.  
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Cultural Landscapes and Archaeology 

Knapp and Ashmore indicate that “As long as archaeologists have studied the 

human past, they have been interested in space, and consequently, in landscapes” (Knapp 

and Ashmore 1999:1). On the other hand, the ways geographers, cultural anthropologists 

and archaeologists think about space, place, and landscapes have undergone major 

theoretical revisions over the last three decades (Buttimer and Seamon 1980:13). “What 

was once theorized as a passive backdrop or forcible determinant of culture is now seen 

as an active and far more complex entity in relation to human lives” (Knapp and 

Ashmore 1999:2). Despite a widespread interest in landscapes, however, there is little 

consensus about what landscapes are. Phenomenologist Edward Casey explores the 

underlying reason for this opacity, claiming the term “landscape” is “intrinsically 

anexact,” because it escapes measurement; in turn “whatever escapes measurement must 

escape a quick and single definition as well” (in Fuchs and Chaudhuri 2002:3). Hirsch 

and O'Hanlon (1995) indicate that nineteenth century debates between Friederich Ratzel 

and Emile Durkheim contributed to this uncertainty (in Anschuetz, Wilshusen, and 

Scheick 2001:158). Whereas Durkheim viewed natural habitats as secondary to societies 

shaped by social institutions, Ratzel deemed physical environments to be a constituting 

force of human groups and their varying cultural expressions (Buttimer 1971:28).  

The ways in which humans think about their environments play a central role in 

defining the questions employed in these investigations. Consequently, how landscapes 

are defined has important theoretical as well as methodological implications. To this end, 

Anschuetz et al. (2001:160-161) identify several core premises of cultural landscapes. 
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First, “landscapes are not synonymous with natural environments;” instead, they are 

dynamic creations that manifest at the intersections of natural and cultural systems 

(Anschuetz, Wilshusen, and Scheick 2001:160-161, Cosgrove and Daniels 1988); Next, 

“landscapes are worlds of cultural products” (Norton 1989, Tuan 1977). Landscapes 

emerge through a diverse series of emplaced activities involving everyday and 

extraordinary communal experiences shaped by cultural values, beliefs, and practices 

over time. Third, “landscapes are the arena for all of the communities’ activities” ibid. 

Such activities include those conducted “within-place” as well as “between-places,” and 

thus imply the presence of actors as an inherent characteristic of landscapes as well as the 

presence of activities (Casey 1998). Finally, “landscapes are dynamic constructions” 

(Anschuetz, Wilshusen, and Scheick 2001:160-161). According to David, “Landscapes 

are meaningful, socially-constructed places involving bodily and cognitive experience” 

(David and Wilson 2002:6). 

Today postprocessual archaeologists, landscape theorists, and behavioral 

archaeologists continue to investigate the theme of spatial history and the ways in which 

the natural landscape and built environments such as monuments can be deciphered 

(Bradley 1997, Tilley 1994). Central to the study of ritual landscapes is the analysis of 

the interdigitation of nature and culture and the co-creation of individual and collective 

identities and places deemed culturally important. To this end, I examine scholarship 

linking Landscape and Embodiment, Memory, Identity Formation Processes, and 

Performance. 
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Landscape and Embodiment 
 
According to Cosgrove, “landscape denotes the external world mediated through 

subjective human experiences” (1985:13). Through this process of mediation, nature and 

culture engage, and ultimately co-create each other. This co-creation is averred in 

Heidegger’s concept of Being-in-the-World which references “bodily engagement in 

place” (David and Wilson 2002:2). Heidegger’s theory of ‘dwelling’ is equally useful for 

exploring ritual participants’ relationships to the physical world (Heidegger 1971). 

Dwelling involves the process by which people personalize places and transform them 

into their personal worlds (Seamon and Mugerauer 1985). Through the act of dwelling, 

places open themselves up, and thus reveal the fundamental interrelatedness of “things 

that cannot be separated: the earth, the sky and the constellations, the divinities, birth and 

death” (Tilley 1994:13). This topological model forms the basis of anthropologist 

Timothy Ingold’s “Dwelling Perspective,” which affirms that, “People and environment 

are constitutive components of the same world” (Ingold 1993:52-53). From a linguistic 

perspective, cultural conceptions of “dwelling together” are obliquely revealed through 

talk about landscape (Basso 1988). Consequently, communicative acts about place 

provide some of the richest semiotic materials for understanding people’s perceptions of 

ritual landscapes. 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962:5) plays an instrumental role in reconfiguring 

philosophical inquires of place through analysis of the lived body or the ‘body-subject.’  

Arguing that the body is the mediating point between the phenomenal world and 
human subjects, Merleau-Ponty demonstrates that “notions of ‘object’ and 
‘subject,’ ‘nature’ and ‘consciousness’ are dialectically related moments of a 
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totality which is constituted through the Being of the body in the world” (Tilley 
1994:13-14).  

Embodiment and Dance 
Merleau-Ponty maintains that “We grasp external space through our bodily 

situation…Our body is not in space like things. It inhabits or haunts space” (Merleau-

Ponty 1962:5). The body-subject is characterized as, 

The inherent capacity of the body to direct behaviors of the person intelligently, 
and thus function as a special kind of subject which expresses itself in a 
preconscious way usually described by such words as ‘automatic’, habitual, 
involuntary and ‘mechanical’ reminds us of the intimate connection of language 
and perception (Buttimer and Seamon 1980:159). 

Through the central perspective of the body, humans engage a world that is “pregnant 

with its form” and comprised of “the universal style of all possible perceptions” 

(Merleau-Ponty 1962:12).  

Merleau-Ponty’s insight about perceiving the world through the mediating point 

of the body provides a theoretical basis for investigated how ritual participants of the 

Ghost Dance experienced ritual settings at an embodied level. As the body is the primary 

instrument of perception and communication, bodily gestures represent “the first 

language.”  

Dance is a communal manifestation of this first language. Within the context of 

ritual dance, each gesture communicates by “announcing the constitution of a symbolical 

system capable of redesigning an infinite number of situations” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:7). 

Among the Numic speakers of the Great Basin, “singing and dancing [were used] for 

controlling power by becoming attuned to it since all are rhythmical” (Miller 1983:73). 
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The interrelatedness of the earth, dance, and life among the Numa is affirmed in the story 

of Badger and the Widow as recorded by John Wesley Powell. 

[Badger] painted himself and danced a dance and sang a song known only to 
himself. Then he dug a hole and burrowed along under the ground until he came 
to a point just under the bodies and there he emerged from the earth. Standing by 
the bodies of the woman and child, he pierced them with him medicine knife until 
the blood ran and they returned to life (Fowler and Fowler 1971:260). 

A theoretical perspective of embodiment facilitates interpretation of ritual practices 

central to the Ghost Dance. Such a perspective can be use to explore how knowledge 

derived from visions and ancient cultural practices served as a palimpsest of Ghost Dance 

rituals.  

In other words, through an individual dream came a ceremony reaffirming the 
spirituality of the tribe as a whole- and that ceremony in turn became a forum for 
the relating of individual dreams and visions reaffirming the spiritual awareness 
of the tribe (Versluis 1992:31). 

The vision questing and dreaming that underscores Ghost Dance performances thus 

serves to connect the ephemeral world of spirit with the physicality of the everyday 

world.  

‘Embodied’ must be emphasized here: the vision or dream is in essence a 
grounding of the spiritual, as well as an irruption into the subtle, dreaming world; 
this is why so many traditions it is necessary to enter into a ritualization of the 
dream or vision” (Versluis 1992:33).  

  

The scholarship of Pierre Bourdieu also informs the analysis of the embodied and 

emplaced rituals manifest in the Ghost Dance movement. In particular the concepts of 

‘habitus’ and ‘field’ are helpful in the reconstruction of emplaced rituals (Bourdieu 

1977). Habitus can be likened to embodied cultural knowledge acquired through a 

lifetime of socialization. This “acquired system of generative schemes objectively 
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adjusted to the particular conditions in which it is constituted” (Bourdieu 1977:95) is not 

reducible to a set of rules and is both structuring and structured, and materially produced 

(Bourdieu 1977:72, 78). Habitus represents the capacity to act in a socially competent 

manner within a particular context. Within the milieu of emplaced rituals, habitus 

indicates the implicit recognition of the culturally appropriate components of a ritual 

performance, including the places selected for such performances. Despite the capacity of 

habitus to sustain cultures, habitus also embodies agency and thus helps to transform 

cultures as well as to uphold them. In the case of the Ghost Dance, the concatenation of 

elements of the ancient Round Dance, the Cry ceremony, and Christian motifs is created 

through habitus. Rather than diminishing the value of the ceremony through the 

conflation of traditional and new ideological and material characteristics, however, the 

ceremony is given new life. 

Bourdieu’s concept of the ‘field’ also offers perspectives for deconstructing 

emplaced rituals and ritual sequences. The field provides a focal point for theorizing 

about the objective components of social interactions (Edgar and Sedgwick 2002:30). 

Within Numic society, performers regularly engaged in ritual in particular natural settings 

at specified times using traditional as well as new forms of knowledge. The fields or 

social structures inherent to Numic ritual performances are constituted, maintained and 

transformed by agents, activities, places, and material culture. In respect to this continual 

restructuring, Bourdieu and Halbwachs concur (Beck 1994:63). In selecting ancient ritual 

sites, performing dances at night, and conducting ritual sequences that mirrored historic 

and protohistoric balancing ceremonies, people maintained and legitimized traditional 
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social structures. By contrast, the transformation of the traditional Round Dance and Cry 

ceremonies and the diverse manifestations of the Ghost Dance among varied ethnic 

groups are explained by the fact that people within the ritual field were actively 

manipulating the practices as well as the semiotics of these ritual performances to meet 

the needs of diverse late nineteenth century participants. Similarly, use of ritual settings 

based on availability or expediency constitutes changes in the ritual field based on 

exigency.  

Landscape and Memory 

Social memory is another realm of scholarship that has much to contribute to 

ritual studies and the investigation of the 1890s Ghost Dance. Interest in social memory 

has catalyzed the growth of interdisciplinary scholarship that extends across the 

humanities (Hutton 1993:1). “Cultural memory can be seen as memory that is shared 

outside of formal historical discourse, yet is imbued with cultural meaning” (Sturken 

1999). A great debt in social memory studies is owed to Maurice Halbwachs (1980, 

1992), Antonio Gramsci (1982) Pierre Nora (1984, 1996), Paul Connerton (1989), David 

Lowenthal (1975), Patrick Hutton (1993) and others. More recently, compendia such as 

Climo’s (2002) and Stewart’s (2003), provide critical analyses of the relationships 

between memory and history, the issue of contested memories, the role of song and 

memory, and memory and landscape, and memory and embodiment (Stewart 1993).  

Furthermore, the relationship of memory and religion is central in the edited 

volume of Whitehouse (2004), which presents a cross-cultural analysis of divergent 

modes of religiosity. Interest in the embodied memory has also The reason that place and 
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social memory have become so important in post-colonial studies is because of the 

“disruptions caused by modernity itself in the links between time, space and place” 

(Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 2002:178). Giddens (1990) indicates that whereas in pre-

colonial times, “when” was always connected to “where,” conditions of modernity have 

progressively severed this relationship. This disjunction is evidenced at multiple scales. 

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for example, many indigenous 

groups of North America experienced the incremental fragmentation of lifeworlds that 

were in conflict with the lifeworlds and economies introduced in the wake of westward 

expansionism. The Ghost Dance movements correlate closely to westward expansionism 

exemplified by the building of the transcontinental railroad and the passage of the Dawes 

Act of 1887 (Landsman 1979, Utley 1963:213-215). 

Faced with hegemony, spatial uprootedness, and the compulsory restructuring of 

their subjectivities, social solidarity was sometimes sought through pan-Indian ritual 

praxis wherein images of the past and possibilities for the present and future could be 

mutually sustained (Connerton 1989:38, Foucault and Rabinow 1984, Steward 1938:5). 

On the forefront of these movements were The Delaware Prophet and Chief Pontiac, 

Tenskwatawa the Shawano Prophet, Tecumtha and Tippecanoe, Kanakuk, Smohalla the 

dreamer prophet of the Columbia Region, The Shakers of Puget Sound, and both the 

1870s and 1890s Ghost Dances led by Wodziwob and Wovoka respectively (Barnett 

1957, Mooney (1896)1973:663-747, Young 2002). In the case of the Ghost Dance, the 

scale of these ritual performances and level of participation expanded from its roots in 

western Nevada toward the Dakotas, Nebraska, Kansas and Oklahoma. 
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This interethnic development is explained in part by Maurice Halbwachs (1980, 

Halbwachs 1992), claims that “memory can only endure in sustaining social contexts” 

(Hutton 1993:6). In the absence of group confirmation, individual memories fade away 

(Halbwachs 1992:22-30). Given that disruption typified many indigenous groups’ 

experiences, creating interethnic responses to collective changes served as an adaptive 

means of cultural survival. Such wide-ranging disturbances included drought, disease, the 

marginalization of traditional economies through imperial ecology, the waxing and 

waning of Euroamerican economies, the progressive loss of land rights, the expansion of 

the transcontinental railroad, the severing of conventional paths through which traditional 

knowledge had been passed from generation to generation via compulsory attendance at 

boarding schools compounded by language loss, and the outlawing of American Indian 

religious practices. 

The spiritual emancipation accompanying the Ghost Dance rituals provided one 

means for indigenous people to reclaim individual and collective agency. According to 

Gramsci, humans are “thoroughly historical beings, who are capable, through social 

practice, not just of making their history, but also of continually remaking human nature” 

(Edgar and Sedgwick 2002:87). Drawing upon tradition and invention, the rituals of the 

Ghost Dance served as a means for Amerindians to undergo changes in consciousness 

that could potentially alter their standing in the nineteenth century social orders of North 

America. The collective reconstruction of the ritual performers’ experiences occurred at 

two levels, that of the individual and the community. Connerton (1989:37) notes that,  

Groups provide individuals with frameworks within which their memories are 
localised and memories are localised by a kind of mapping. We situate what we 
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recollect within the mental spaces provided by the group. But these mental spaces, 
Halbwachs insisted, always receive support from and refer back to the material 
spaces that particular groups occupy. 
 

This reference back to material spaces can be explained in part by the nature of human 

perception. Casey observes,  

 
There is no knowing or sensing a place except by being in that place, and to be in 
a place is to be in a position to perceive it. Knowledge of place is not, then, 
subsequent to perception- as Kant dogmatically assumed- but an ingredient in 
perception itself (Casey 1996:18). 

 
These material spaces or ritual settings selected for Ghost Dance ceremonial activities 

thus became focal places where time, place, perception and select activities interdigitate. 

Such places were and are used for anchoring cultural memories of the past, present, and 

future. Gustafson explains how our identities are tied to the landscape through stories. He 

relays,  

The landscapes of our own continent hold not just the facts but the memories of a 
place… The land reminds us where we came from and hold the “stories” that 
dwell within. These stories of the Land have the power of evoking our own 
personal and collective “stories” we so arrogantly believe that we no longer need. 
The Land is living and, as such, contains the stories of our long history with it 
(Gustafson 1997:20). 
 

According to Vine Deloria the land calls forth the great ontological questions of Being: 

‘Who am I?’ ‘Where did I come from?’ ‘What should I do with my life?’ and ‘Where am 

I going?’ Personal and communal engagements with place thus help to articulate what is 

most elemental and simultaneously elusive to human existence. Deloria writes, 

There are two fundamental categories of emotional responses to sacred places: 
reflective and revelatory. The vast number of experiences we have with land, and 
in particular with places, are of a reflective kind…We begin to meditate on who 
we are, what our society is, where we came from, quite possibly where we are 
going, and what it all means. Lands somehow call forth from us these questions 
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and give us a feeling of being within something larger and more powerful than 
ourselves (Deloria 1991). 
 

Among the Western Apache of greater Cibeque, Basso (1996) studied relations between 

place and history, morality, memory, and wisdom. His exegesis of particular Apache 

place names, place narratives, and place worlds allowed him to witness both simple and 

complex expressions of human\nature dynamics along a continuum that spans physical 

and symbolic expressions of dwelling. In a comparable study, Myers (1986) examined 

the complex cultural inscription practices that contribute to the identity formation 

processes of Australian Pintupis and the creation of cultural landscapes. He writes, “The 

process by which space becomes ‘country,’ by which a story gets attached to a object, is 

part of the Pintupi habit of mind that looks behind objects to events and sees in objects a 

sign of something else” (Myers 1986:67). Despite working in cultural contexts that are 

vastly different in certain respects, Basso and Myers independently concluded that the 

land teaches and heals people by connecting them with cultural memories inscribed in the 

landscape (Basso 1996:91). Their writings thus affirm that places are an integral part of 

all human experiences. Tilley further substantiates this position claiming, 

People are immersed in a world of places which the geographical imagination 
aims to understand and recover-places as contexts for human experience, 
constructed in movement, memory, encounter, and association (Tilley 1994:15). 
 

Emplaced narratives thus link people to core ontological and epistemological 

understandings, historical knowledge, traditional ecological knowledge, and mythologies 

that have helped particular groups survive physically, socially, psychologically, and 

spiritually for untold generations. When the people came together for Ghost Dances, they 

fought with their words, their songs, and their bodies. With each gesture they breathed 
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life into ways of life that were being laid aside, often forcibly. They joined hands and laid 

siege upon forced forgetting and collective amnesia. 

Many contemporary indigenous groups are aware of the web-like connections of 

place, memory, and the collective construction of contemporary lifeworlds. Annual 

pilgrimages are made to sacred sites as a prelude to certain ceremonial events such as the 

Sun Dance.  

There offerings are made to the sacred markings. The designs are memorized, 
brought back, and replicated on the mellowed earth alter…Year after year the 
visitation to the sacred site reveals to us that the marks do change…Following the 
Sun Dance proper, the shamans…interpret those markings in terms of the 
potential message they might have for the people (Versluis 1992). 
 

The incorporation of pilgrimage into ritual sequences affirms the collective valuation of 

particular places and the social memories inscribed in the landscape. Collective memories 

are drawn upon to strengthen an individual’s or groups’ resolve, to provide guidance and 

healing, and to sustain continuity with the past.  

In addition to examining how people use memories inscribed in the landscape, it 

is important to examine how memories are treated within the context of a community. 

Social memory is in all instances selective. What people collectively remember and 

forget provides a gauge for interpreting the needs of the present. Lowenthal writes, 

We need the past, in any case, to cope with present landscapes. We selectively 
perceive what we are accustomed to seeing; features and patterns in the landscape 
make sense to us because we share a history with them…Every scene and object 
is invested with a history of real or imagined involvements (Lowenthal 1975:5-6). 

 
Michel Foucault has made a career out of studying the reconstructed histories that emerge 

in the wake of selective memory practices; the places where discontinuities manifest, and 

the collective workings of knowledge and power laid bare (Foucault and Gordon 1980, 
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1984). In the case of the Ghost Dance, hindsight allows contemporary scholars to 

dintinguish among the varying subjectivities and their concomitant expressions of 

knowledge and power. In the words of Gustafson, “We can have a spiritual overview of 

yesterday’s collision of two cultures from the privileged position of time” (Gustafson 

1997:20).  

Various strains of social memory and positionality suggest themselves in relation 

to the 1890s Ghost Dance, indicating what appears to be an inverse relationship between 

written histories and social memories; wherein the weaker the social memories, the 

greater the tendency to resort to grand narratives and iconic representations. At the 

national scale, dominant representations focus upon the Ghost Dance among the Great 

Plains Indians culminating in the Wounded Knee Massacre (e.g., Allen and Jensen 1997, 

Burns et al. 1995). Whereas Euroamerican representations advance narratives of 

victimization, conquest, manifest destiny and progress, from an Amerindian perspective 

“The theme of this story is pathos, suffering, which soaks the American soil” (Gustafson 

1997:20).  

The divergent narratives espoused by Euroamerican writers and Amerindians is 

explained by Connerton’s observation about how new sources of power legitimize 

themselves. He writes, “To pass judgment on the practices of the old regime is the 

constitutive act of the new order” (Connerton 1989:7). These grand narratives become 

progressively fainter as one moves from national to regional and local discourses. At a 

regional level, the narratives of the Ghost Dance are principally historic and ethnographic 

reconstructions that center upon the life and times of Wovoka.  
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At the level of local Ghost Dances, specific social memories retained through oral 

traditions begin to predominate over written historic accounts. With the exception of 

Stoffle’s research of Ghost Dancing the Grand Canyon (Stoffle 2000), Hittman’s Wovoka 

and the Ghost Dance (Hittman and Lynch 1990), Landscapes of the Ghost Dance 

(Carroll, Zedeno, and Stoffle 2004), and Shoshone Ghost Dance Religion (Vander 1997), 

however, little has been written about the social memories of Numic Ghost Dance 

performances and ritual settings selected for these events. With the death of elders who 

have direct memories of the Ghost Dance, it is likely that social memories will continue 

to progressively weaken and new generations will begin to revert to grand narratives and 

iconic representations that are more commonly embraced at the national scale. If the 

Ghost Dance is revitalized, however, this trend could reverse itself and new oral histories 

will infuse the collective discourses at local, regional, national and even transnational 

scales. 

Landscape and Identity Formation Processes 

Another means of interpreting the Ghost Dance is through the analysis of identity 

formation processes linked to the cultural landscapes where ritual performances were 

conduced. Social scientists including cultural anthropologists, historians, and cultural 

geographers offer a growing body of scholarship on the relationships between place-

making practices, identity formation processes and contestation (Feld and Basso 1996:4, 

Gupta and Ferguson 1997, Hirsch and O'Hanlon 1995, Tuan 1977). Critical studies of 

place, identity, and contestation between local and global entities are also evidenced in 

Inglis (1993), Kalland (2000), and Posey (2000).  
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Place is so integral to identity that “To be without a place of one’s own- persona 

non locta- is to be almost non-existent” (Gieryn 2000:482). In the short story, The Man 

Without a Country, a classic from nineteenth century American literature, the supreme 

punishment lay in forbidding the protagonist, Philip Nolan, to set foot on land for the rest 

of his life (Hale 1893). Such alienation has been experienced on land by Diasporas that 

have uprooted peoples from their ancestral homes. In the United States, Buttimer (1980), 

Casey (1996), Relph (1976), Seamon (1985), Lowenthal (1975), Soja (1989), and Tuan 

(1977), have written extensively about the phenomenon of dwelling through a 

geographical lens that attends to rootedness, uprootedness, and transrootedness (Feld and 

Basso 1996:3).  

The term ‘diaspora,’ meaning ‘to disperse’ in Greek, is not commonly used to 

describe the Amerindians of North America (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 2002:70). Yet 

such a term seems to describe the condition of homelessness and uprootedness that 

characterized many North American indigenous following the colonization of North 

America. Subsequent to numerous federal acts aimed at freeing up indigenous lands for 

settlement and development, the United States federal government implemented ‘dividing 

practices’ that entailed sequestering indigenous inhabitants onto marginal lands 

designated as reservations (sensu Foucault 1965:10). 

From being some of the most spatially expansive people in the world then, the 

indigenous people of North America became some of the most spatially circumscribed. 

Within the confinement of the reservations, the government and well-intending citizens 

endeavored to reshape Amerindians into subjects that fit the hegemonic needs of the 
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newly established social and economic orders (Foucault and Rabinow 1984:8). For 

Amerindians, these policies entailed being governed by Indian agents who had been 

granted the legal authority to deny them the right to leave reservation lands, being forced 

to attend boarding schools that creating a new working class, and quite often, being 

offered the lowest paying jobs in the new economies (Carroll 2003a, Littlefield and 

Knack 1996). From a psychological vantage point, this collective uprootedness (Casey 

1998) and subsequent imprisonment and indoctrination exacerbated tensions that already 

existed between the indigenous people and the new citizens of the United States. In many 

areas Amerindian populations adopted mixed economies, learned the English language, 

and even befriended the new settlers. Such changes even when mutually beneficial, did 

not however, entirely erase the collective cognitive dissonance that accompanied the 

massive cultural losses that accompanied this process. It was towards this end that ritual 

played such an instrumental role among many North American indigenous populations 

from the middle to late nineteenth century. 

In the midst of these disruptions, people returned to ceremony enacted within 

ritual settings with a sense of place. They went to such places to restore order and 

harmony within their lives. Numic people often consciously selected ancient ritual 

settings for the performance of the Ghost Dance. In doing so, they reached out towards 

their ancestors and the past to heal and rebalance the world of the present. According to 

David, “All landscapes embody memories, and through mnemonics the past is 

continuously drawn into the present as identities are crafted” (David and Wilson 2002:6).  
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Places help to remind people of connectedness to that which lies beyond one’s 

own skin; from the presence of relations with other humans to more subtle connections to 

the wind, the earth upon which we each make a stand against gravity, to the smells of 

decaying leaves, and the feel of sunlight. Places form dialectical relationships with 

humans, each influencing the other in both manifest and subtle ways (Hiss 1990). Places 

simultaneously draw us in and out and help to remind humans of their Being-in-the-

World status (Heidegger 1962). 

Through the act of dwelling one engages that which is beyond the body, and in 

process comes to develop a sense of relationship and belonging (Heidegger 1971). 

Belonging is one of the primary needs of human beings. Prior to westward Expansionism, 

many indigenous groups sustained group affiliations through a sequence of rituals that 

occurred in special natural settings throughout the year (e.g., Steward 1938:54). Among 

some, the processes of colonization disrupted these events and thus pan-Indian ritual 

events served to fill an unmet need. Emplaced rituals thus provided opportunities to foster 

individual and collective identity formation processes.  

Connecting to the land is a process that transcends culture, and is evidenced 

among many aboriginal peoples with deep attachments to place. David writes, “In 

Aboriginal Australia, the identity of the Elders is at one with their ancestral spirits and 

their clan lands. This construction of identity involves temporal as well as spatial 

recognition” (David and Wilson 2002:3). Awareness of concentric circles of relatedness 

becomes possible through the openness that accompanies dwelling and engagement.  

We have to dig a bit deeper, but we settle on the surface. We don’t go to what is 
in our bones, that feeling. In order to experience this, we have to walk the land. 
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Then we wake up to feeling, what we call le-an here, and we become more alive, 
we start feeling, we become more sensitive. And that’s the time you start to 
experience, when the land pulls you and takes over. We have to learn to see again, 
learn to walk, to feel all these things again. It’s very hard to grasp that out of 
reading books or through people talking. It’s a very personal experience. So if 
there’s a process where we can be guided though to learn to get to the stage of 
making contact with the land again, we get some calling of responsibility ourself. 
But if you kill this country, you kill the people. We all go down together (Paddy 
Roe and Frans Hoogland in Sinatra and Murphy 1999:11). 

 
Ritual participants danced to reestablish balance within and among themselves as well as 

in and with the earth. “Places, we realize, are as much a part of us as we are part of them” 

(Basso 1996:xiv). Participants of the Ghost Dance recognized that the land ethics of the 

newly arrived populations were changing the earth and that is was no longer as bountiful 

as it had been. In addition to the death of many native plants and its consumption by 

cattle and other domesticated animals, the indigenous populations watched the animal 

populations upon which they depended for sustenance being hunted out or moving to 

places progressively further away from the hubs of human activity (Utley 1963).  

Along with these physical changes, they watched as the landscape around them 

was reconstructed through naming practices. According to Gupta, “The making of spaces 

into places is always implicated in hegemonic configurations of power” (Gupta and 

Ferguson 1997:8). The act of giving names to the landscape and the features of a 

particular place represents the concretization of collective identity formation processes. 

The naming and identification of particular topographical features…is crucial for 
the establishment and maintenance of identity…Place names are of such vital 
significance because they act so as to transform the sheerly physical and 
geographical into something that is historically and socially experienced. The 
bestowing of names creates shared existential space out of a blank environment 
[Basso 1984:27; Weiner 1991:32 in \Tilley, 1994 #447:18 ]. 
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Political and social processes underscore place making practices. The practices that link a 

group of people to a place also serve to legitimize, affirm, and maintain communal 

identities as well as territorial claims. Bourdieu argues that “Doing is what makes 

knowing possible” (Jenkins 1992:69). Gupta et al. (1997:6) view these processes less as 

“ideas” than as embodied practices that shape identities and enable resistances (Freidland 

1994, Harvey 1993, Morely and Robins 1995). Among the Numa, resistance entailed 

returning to core ideas, values, and practices. “In times of stress, nations safeguard the 

physical legacy that embodies their communal present” (Lowenthal 1975:12). This is 

precisely the cultural logic that underscored Numic ritual specialists to return to places of 

ritual and cultural power within the landscape. In the words of Lowenthal, “Catastrophes 

evoke like attachments to the fabric of the past”  (1975:13). For the Numa, the crisis was 

experienced on the spiritual and psychological planes as much as in the physical world 

where daily struggles were and are enacted. Consequently, the immense popularity of the 

Ghost Dance cannot be explained without consideration of the identity making and 

identity breaking processes that accompanied federal Indian policies at the end of the 

nineteenth century. 

Landscape and Performance 

Today a growing number of scholars of cultural anthropology, cultural geography, 

performance studies, folklore, and semiotics express interest in spatial histories, 

performance narratives, and place-making practices (e.g., Schechner 1988, Schechner 

1997, Tuan 1977, Turner and Schechner 1986). Such interest bespeaks a change in 
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theoretical tides, as is indicated in the following observations by Christopher Tilley 

(1994:22).  

Anthropologists and archaeologists have been interested for a long time in the 
relationships between people and the landscape, conceived rather narrowly as 
‘environmental milieu,’ but for the most part research has tended to focus on 
functional and supposedly adaptive parameters of these relationships. In this 
approach myths, cosmologies, and symbolism are largely deemed irrelevant to 
what is really going on…On the other hand, there exists a vast body of literature 
concerned with the analysis of ritual performance and cosmological and social 
structures in which the environment is equally irrelevant, a mere backdrop to the 
unconstrained ramifications of the human mind.  
 

Through the analysis of the Ghost Dance it is possible to demonstrate the relevance of 

both theoretical approaches, while simultaneously showing the need for a more holistic 

approach that attends to an embodied and emplaced perspective. For Ghost Dancers, the 

living landscape served as the bosom of ritual performance, which in turn stands as a 

synecdoche for the dance of life. Each ritual performance was imbued with intentionality 

directed towards the transformation of a people as well as the entire earth. In dancing 

they called upon the fertility of life to bless them and their lands with abundance. From 

an anthropological perspective, they performed rites of intensification, or rituals aimed at 

providing relief from crises (Smith and Freers 1994:1).  

Each ritual can thus be understood as a performative and transformative act aimed 

at communicating and enacting a greater truth (Tuan 1997:242). Such rituals are 

performed in special places selected by ritual leaders. According to Turner, among people 

living in non-industrial societies, these rituals tend to be “immediate” and “context 

sensitive” (Turner 1997:8). Carbaugh (1996:38) indicates such places are the focal points 

for communicative acts. “Communication occurs in places, cultivates intelligible senses 
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of those places, and thus naturally guides ways of living within them.” According to 

Wollock, this insight must extend to all forms of communication. He states,  

All systems of communication, whether they are about “nature” or not- because 
they occur in natural spaces [and] naturally create ways of living in those places 
(bodies included)- are affected by and carry real consequences for those places 
(Wollock 2000:249). 

Within such places, ritual performances individually and collectively communicate 

embodied as well as discursive truths. Such truths are conveyed through the insistent, 

rhythmic and sometimes sacrificial gestures of dance, the melodic and deep bellied 

singing of ancient, historic, and contemporary songs, and the shared purification rites and 

sacrifices of sweats, all of which occur in carefully selected ritual settings. A recognition 

of the interplay of language systems and physical places is evidenced in the works of 

ecolinguistics (e.g., Harmon 1996, Maffi 2001, Muhlhausler 2001, Zent 2001) as well as 

a growing body of ethnographic literature (e.g., Basso 1979, Brody 1981, Cruikshank 

1998, Hunn 2001, Myers 1986, Ryden 1993).  

Conclusions 

How people engage places through speech, gesture and action and how people 

socially cognize emplaced ritual events is the subject of concern within the current 

analysis. As Mühlhäusler aptly surmises, “Life in a particular human environment is 

dependent on people’s ability to talk about it” (2001:10). The spatial sense of the sacred 

in the Ghost Dance covers much theoretical and ethnohistorical ground. In order to 

examine in greater depth the performative dimensions of the Ghost Dance and the 

applicability of a performative framework for researching a series of Ghost Dance ritual 
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settings in the Great Basin and Colorado Plateau, the next chapter assumes a performance 

perspective  
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CHAPTER 3  
A PERFORMANCE PERSPECTIVE 

 
This chapter explores how performance theory can augment knowledge of the 

Ghost Dance as a performative event. I begin by demonstrating how a performance 

framework can be used to investigate key elements of the 1890s Ghost Dance. Thereafter, 

I use a performance framework to examine these elements in greater detail. The latter is 

treated as a series of ritual performances in which relationships between and among 

people and places are fundamentally reconstituted through individual and collective 

efforts culminating in altered states of consciousness and liminality (sensu Turner 1982).  

A Performance Framework 

According to Victor Turner (1982:13) “the anthropology of performance is an 

essential part of the anthropology of experience.” He traces the etymology of 

performance to the Old French, parfournir, which means “to complete” or “to carry out.” 

Accordingly, performance is “the proper finale of experience” (Turner 1982:13). For Bell 

(1992:206), a ritual performance can mean “a tradition-oriented execution of established 

codes of behavior, an action-oriented perspective focused on doing itself, or both.” At its 

broadest, performance can refer to repetitive or reenacted behaviors, the activity that is 

“the twice done” (Schechner 1988). Performance does not produce a perfect reproduction 

of the previous act, gesture, task or code (Szerrsynski 2003:3), but rather a creative 

iteration. Performance is also about variation and experimentation. It is thus “ephermeral, 

unpredictable, improvisatory, and always contingent on context” ibid. 
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Leading theorists, especially Schechner (1988) have identified core elements 

evidenced in all performances. These include: (1) an actor who is governed by social 

conventions, (2) a director, (3) a script, (4) a special language, (5) an audience, (6) time, 

(7) place, and (8) planning and staging. To these I have added the category of (9) props, 

which are an essential component of virtually all performances. Schechner elaborates on 

typical conditions of ritual performances, indicating that they are “performed on 

schedule, at specific locations, regardless of weather or attendance. They mark days and 

places of importance” (1997:613). The relevance of these performative concepts to 

analysis of the Ghost Dance is demonstrated below.  

Actor  

James Mooney’s 1896 ethnography of The Ghost Dance Religion and Wounded 

Knee represents the most complete information that has been gathered on this ritual 

movement. According to Mooney (1973:926) between thirty and thirty-five North 

American indigenous groups participated in the 1890s Ghost Dance. Outside of 

scholarship on the prophet himself, much Ghost Dance research centers on the analysis 

and interpretation of group performances. Notable exceptions include: Mauss (1890) who 

interviewed leaders of the Ghost Dance including Red Cloud, Porcupine, Sitting Bull and 

Little Wound, and Miller (1959) who created an inventory of some of the primary people 

associated with the Ghost Dance from twenty-five tribes. Additionally, Hyde (1956) 

documented the Sioux leaders who journeyed to Nevada to learn about this prophetic 

movement including: Good Thunder, Cloud Horse, Yellow Knife, Short Bull, Flat Iron, 
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Broken Arm, Kicking Bear, and Sitting Bull, and Gastschet (1891) reported on three 

Cheyenne Indians who went to visit Wovoka in Nevada.  

Participation in the Ghost Dance appears to have occurred at two levels. 

Frequently, traditional indigenous leaders sought to meet the leader of the Ghost Dance in 

person whereupon they evaluated the merit of Wovoka’s message and ritual 

performances. Those who accepted the message and practices of this movement then 

returned to their homes and endeavored to convince others to join him (Mooney 

(1896)1973). Concomitantly, many sought to spread the Ghost Dance doctrine and 

practices among neighboring tribes. Although there are examples of divided responses 

towards the Ghost Dance within a single ethnic group, in communities with strong 

traditional leadership, more homogeneous acceptance of the dance predominates (e.g., 

Dobyns and Euler 1967). In addition to self selection practices, it is probable that fear of 

negative consequences may have increased tribal participation.  

Other indigenous groups that learned of the Ghost Dance ultimately rejected it. 

For example, the Navajo decided against participating in the 1890s Ghost Dance after 

being exposed to its core doctrines and practices (Barber 1941, Hill 1944). Barber (1941) 

indicates that the Navajo failed to adopt the Ghost Dance because they already had a 

strong cultural matrix in place for meeting people’s spiritual needs. After examining the 

same question, Hill (1944) concluded that the Navajos’ fear of ghosts was one of the 

principal factor underscoring their decision. The Hopi also reportedly learned of the 

Ghost Dance, but decided against its adoption. According to Hopi elder and expert, 

Emory Sekaquaptewa, the Hopi already had a strong set of ritual practices in place and 
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therefore felt no need to incorporate new forms of ritual praxis (personal communication, 

Sekaquaptewa, 2005). 

Analysis of ethnic groups who became the strongest proponents of the Ghost 

Dance is equally informative from a performance perspective (e.g., Barber 1941, Carroll 

1975). In part, the physical deprivation experienced by certain ethnic groups appears to 

have contributed to the adoption and dissemination of the Ghost Dance ibid. Two other 

circumstances include: changes in subsistence strategies and ethnic groups’ displacement 

from traditional lands following encroachment (Barber 1941). All of these sources of 

deprivation were dramatically demonstrated among the Sioux of South Dakota who 

became strong advocated of the Ghost Dance (Utley 1963). In contrast, the Northern 

Paiutes of Mason Valley who were not only the originators of the Ghost Dance, but also 

extremely strong proponents of the Ghost Dance experiencing less economic deprivation 

in the late 1880s than in previous decades (Eleventh Census 1894:395 inHittman and 

Lynch 1990:55). Given this variable material conditions among those who adopted the 

Ghost Dance, it is imperative to explore multiple material and non-material factors as 

potential catalysts for the rise and growth of the 1890s Ghost Dance. 

Director  

In any performance, someone must lead. Within a Numic ritual performance, a 

director is the vehicle through which a vision is initially disseminated. The director must 

embody and communicate a vision as well as a method of performance that specifies 

behaviors necessary for a successful performance, or reenactment of a vision. The Ghost 

Dance was no exception. Today a rich body of scholarship has been directed towards 
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investigating the leadership of the 1890s Ghost Dance as evidenced in the leadership of 

Wovoka (e.g., Bailey 1957, Chapman 1891, Dyer Mss., Hittman 1973; 1997, Moses 

1985, Stewart 1977). 

Scholarship about 1870s Ghost Dance movement led by Wodziwob, also known 

as Fishlake Joe, has confirmed that the Ghost Dance movement originated in western 

Nevada (Hittman 1973a, Johnson 1975). Wovoka’s knowledge of the 1870s Ghost Dance 

has been established through Wovoka’s father, Tavibo, who was a disciple of Wodziwob. 

In addition, authors have shown possible linkages between the Ghost Dances of the 1870s 

and 1890s and prophet-led movements in the Northwest, such as the Dreamer Cult, which 

originated in the state of Washington along the Columbia River, and the Shaker religion 

led by John Slocum (Barnett 1957, Lanternari 1963, Spier 1935, Strong 1945). Although 

Wovoka himself denied having gone to the Northwest (Mooney, 1973), Edward Dyer, a 

contemporary of Wovoka, notes that Wovoka traveled extensively, at least in northern 

California and Nevada [Dyer, Mss. #2494]. In any event, it is clear that Wovoka had 

direct access to, and possible guidance from, one leader and one disciple associated with 

two of the largest indigenous prophet movements that preceded the Ghost Dance of 1890.  

It has been estimated that twenty prophets arose to lead smaller scale ritual 

movements that directly or indirectly critiqued processes associated with Euroamerican 

encroachment prior to the rise of the 1890s Ghost Dance (Barber 1941). This information 

indicates that rather existing as singular ritual performances, each movement is part of a 

larger cultural ‘eventscape’ that diverse indigenous groups fostered over a period of more 

than two hundred years (Stoffle 1997). 
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In many cases, the prophets of these diverse ritual movements derived their 

powers from sacred places in the natural environment. The Delaware prophet of 1762, for 

example, received his vision on the summit of a mountain, where he reportedly met the 

Master of Life (Mooney 1973:664). Pontiac, the chief of the Ottawa, learned of the 

Delaware’s vision and used it as a basis for forming a grand confederacy of the 

northwestern tribes (Mooney 1973:668). The founder of the Dreamer Cult in the 

northwest, Smohalla, also attributed his power to natural forces. He was frequently 

called, “Yu’yunipi’tquana, ‘The Shouting Mountain,’ from a belief among his followers 

that a part of his revelation came to him from a mountain which became instinct with life 

and spoke into his soul while he lay dreaming on it” (Mooney 1973:717). Similarly, 

natural events played an instrumental role in the construction of the Shawano prophet’s 

movement. Mooney writes that “The Shawano prophet, Tenskwatawa, used an eclipse to 

demonstrate his power (Mooney 1973:674). And Tavibo, the father of Wovoka, and 

assistant to Wodziwob, leader of the 1870s Ghost Dance, reportedly went to a mountain 

on three occasions to receive a vision from the Great Spirit (Mooney 1973:702). During a 

visit among the Indians of Walker Lake, Captain J.M. Lee, Ninth Infantry reported,  

It was a rough mountainous region roundabout, and mysterious 
happenings, according to tradition, always occurred when the prophet or 
medicine-men went up into the mountains and there received their 
revelations from the divine spirits (Mooney 1973:701). 
 

Emerging from this discussion are two preliminary findings. First, while official 

historical texts highlight the Ghost Dance as a singular event, it actually represented one 

movement within a series of ritually-centered indigenous prophet movements whose aim 

was to rebalance the world in the face of Euroamerican encroachment. The second fact is 
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that many prophets and medicine persons derived their powers from sacred natural 

places. The third consideration, addressed in the following section, is that collectively 

each of these prophets appealed to a series of related themes, or scripts if you will, thus 

demonstrating significant parallelism as well as differences. 

Script  

The script or doctrine of the Ghost Dance appears to derive from several potential 

sources. These include the previously mentioned Cry ceremony and the Round Dance, as 

well as northwestern prophet religions, visions, and Christianity. To begin, the mourning 

ceremony, known as the Cry, appears to have served as a template for the Ghost Dance 

(Hittman 1973a). The Cry, also known as Yakappi, Burning, and Powwow is a mourning 

ceremony that Numic and Yuman people have traditionally used as a means of assisting 

departing spirits into the afterlife (Kelly and Fowler 1986:383). Hittman (1973a) links the 

emergence of the 1870s Ghost Dance with the Cry ritual, traditionally performed at the 

death of a Paiute person. In the 1870s John Wesley Powell witnessed a couple of old 

women performing this dance (Fowler and Fowler 1971:61). He relays that one old 

women, “rose to her feet and they joined in a dance which was a shuffling movement, 

circling around the fire.” This dance was accompanied with a chant as follows, 

Alas, Alas, Alas 
Alas, Alas, Alas 

Here long enough I have walked the earth 
Here long enough I have walked the earth 

Enough, enough 
Let me die, let me die. 
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Within the Cry ceremony, ritual specialist called Salt Song Singers, or spiritual 

runners, help recently departed Paiute spirits move into the afterlife by means of a song 

trail (Stoffle 1997:16).  

Traditionally, Southern Paiutes had a system of trails and specialists who 
moved along them carrying messages, goods and services. A knotted 
string, called tapiticapi (literally “the knotted”), was sent out via a runner 
to other Paiute people to inform them of events (Laird 1976:26-27).  
 

Although there are multiple song trails, there is only one trail to afterlife. The Paiute and 

Hualapai share this sacred pathway. Known as the Salt Song Trail, this path covers a vast 

territory that corresponds directly to the traditional boundaries of the Numic homeland. 

When a person dies, it is held that the spirit must travel through each of these places on 

their journey to heaven. Collectively, these places demarcate the Salt Song Trail to the 

afterlife (Laird 1976). The intermingling of the Cry and Ghost Dance rituals shaped the 

meanings attributed to the Ghost Dance. According to one contemporary Western 

Shoshone elder, Ghost Dancers believed they were collectively preparing for death 

(Carroll 2005f). This interpretation suggests that while some ritual participants of the 

Ghost Dance hoped for a positive transformation of the physical world, others hoped for 

a positive journey to another spiritual dimension. 

The Round Dance, a traditional ceremony that was collectively performed for the 

purpose of healing and re-balancing the world, constitutes a second source of the 

inspiration for the Ghost Dance. Round Dances were performed to celebrate a successful 

harvest, to propitiate the dead, to call down the rain, to increase fertility, to heal the sick, 

to incite war, to celebrate victory, and to overcome adversity (Carroll, Zedeno, and 

Stoffle 2003:137). The Round Dance, which was also known as Nikkappi or Kiyappi, the 
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Circle Dance, Harvest, Pine Nut Rabbit, and Squaw Dance, thus played a pivotal role in 

the social organization of the Numic people of the Great Basin (Kelly and Fowler 

1986:384). People would commonly gather around a sacred pole (Hultkrantz 1986:634) 

that was considered the center of the world and the connecting force between the 

underworld, everyday world and spiritual world and then they would dance. “Typically, 

men and women, especially young people, alternated in a circle, each facing inward, arms 

linked (interlocking fingers considered “new style”; Saint George) and moved clockwise” 

(Kelly 1964:104-106). Such dancing was accompanied by singing, commonly performed 

by male leaders with religious and social standing. All of the community participated in 

the selection of the circle dance leader. “They picked the best man, someone not too old” 

(Kelly 1964:105). 

John Wesley Powell writes, “They have many dances, but most of them have one 

thing in common, i.e. The people dance in a circle, men and women, boys and girls and 

little children taking their place in the circle at random” (Powell in Fowler and Fowler 

1971:63). A similar set of ritual behaviors is used in the Ghost Dance. 

Among the Paiutes, the Ghost Dance was called Nänigükwa, “dance in a 
circle” ...The Shoshoni called it Tänä\räyün or Tämanä\rayära, which 
may be rendered “everyone dragging,” in allusion to the manner in which 
the dancers move around the circle holding hands...They insist that it is a 
revival of a similar dance which existed among them fifty years ago 
(Mooney 1973:791). 
 

People repeatedly used the same places for the performance of Round Dance ceremonies. 

For example, among the Timbisha Shoshone of Furnace Creek in Death Valley, 

California, one ritual setting was used for Round Dance performances until its destruction 

in 1925 when the Furnace Creek Inn was built directly on top of the dance site (Carroll 
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2005b). In response, the Timbisha were forced to relinquish their traditional ceremonial 

grounds and move up the valley to a second dance site that provided seclusion from 

Euroamerican interference ibid.  

 The interconnectedness of ritual activities and place is noted in the work of Kelly 

and Fowler (1986:384). These authors indicate Ghost Dance songs often had natural and 

geographical references embedded within them.  Such songs are elegant in their 

simplicity. 

The wind stirs the willows, 
The wind stirs the grasses. 

The whirlwind, the whirlwind 
The snowy earth comes gliding, 
The snowy earth comes gliding. 

The rocks are ringing 
They are ringing in the mountains. 

(in Underhill 1941:57). 
 
The vitality of nature is a central finding in the scholarship of Vander (1997) who 

explores themes of the Ghost Dance songs among the Western Shoshone. Her work is 

discussed in greater detail in the section below on the Ghost Dance and Special 

Language.  

A third potential source of inspiration for the Ghost Dance scripts was the 

northwestern prophet movements known as the Dreamer Cult briefly discussed above and 

the Shaker religion of Puget Sound (Mooney, 1973:716, 746). The Dreamer Cult began in 

the 1860s and continued into the 1890s. Its leader, Smohalla, criticized Euroamerican 

land management practices such as farming as an “abuse of Mother Earth” (Mooney, 

1973:721). He encouraged his followers to reject Euroamerican ways, particularly 

farming; he proclaimed that Indians could heal all problems through dance; and he 
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insisted that they prepare the land for the return of their dead ancestors. Mooney (1973 

#1116), Spier (1935), Strong (1945) and Lanternari (1963) have suggested links between 

the Ghost Dance and the Northwest prophet cults. Parallels exist between the Dreamer 

Cult and 1890s Ghost Dance. For example, both movements were led by a prophet who 

received a message from God; each promised improved quality of life through ritual 

performances; each shared a concern with ancestors that passed to the afterlife too soon, 

provided a framework for addressing concerns of displacement, and finally, employed the 

concept of Mother Earth to describe human-nature relations. As this concept did not 

emerge until the nineteenth century, it provides yet another possible connection between 

the movements. Hultkrantz (1986:633), affirms the late introduction of this term stating, 

“There is very little evidence of an aboriginal religious belief in Mother Earth. The three 

ritual systems where this concept arises are in the Sun Dance, among groups practicing 

Peyotism, and in the Ghost Dance” (Spier 1935:11, 21). 

The Ghost Dance and Dream Cult movements differ in several respects as well. 

Most importantly, Wovoka did not openly critique Euroamerican land use practices and 

he himself worked for a family of farmers for years (Hittman and Lynch 1990:49, 53). In 

addition to farming and cutting wood for Euro-Americans, Wovoka openly appropriated 

Euroamerican clothing styles, learned to speak English, and used the post office to 

communicate with Ghost Dancers living outside Nevada (Dangberg 1957, Hittman and 

Lynch 1990:54). The only time a rejection of Western material culture regularly occurred 

was is in the dance circle itself. Prior to entering into the sacred performance space, 

Ghost Dance participants were told to divest themselves of Western material culture 
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including weapons and to adorn their bodies in sacred red ochre paint, magpie and eagle 

feathers, and among some participants, Ghost Dance shirts as well.  

Persuasive diffusionist arguments exist to explain similarities between The Shaker 

religion led by John Slocum and the 1890s Ghost Dance as well. Both movements began 

after their leaders went to heaven and spoke to spiritual beings. Like the Ghost Dance, the 

Shaker religion facilitated altered states of consciousness among participants, thus giving 

rise to their name “the Shakers.” Furthermore, the Shaker doctrine included a belief in the 

ability of living people to bring the dead back from heaven. Although this motif is 

pronounced in the 1870s Ghost Dance, there are divided opinions on whether this concept 

was part of the 1890s Ghost Dance doctrine. Both movements also employed Christian 

tenets to encourage Indians to live balanced lives. Barnett (1957) concludes that in all 

probability Wovoka traveled to Oregon where he was introduced to the doctrines of the 

Shaker religion. 

The fourth source for the 1890s Ghost Dance was Wovoka’s visions, the first 

reportedly occurring during an eclipse (Mooney, 1973:771-772). In a conversation with 

Mooney, Wovoka relays that he first fell into a trance while going to cut wood in Pine 

Grove, which is located in the Pine Grove Hills of the Toiyabe National Forest in western 

Nevada (Mooney 1973:772, DeLorme 1996:51). As Hittman has noted (1997:196) 

Wovoka had two additional visions that night (see alsoChapman 1891). After 

deconstructing these events Hittman concludes that in all probability Wovoka “died” 

after contracting scarlet fever (1997:17). The cultural significance of the vision derives 

from several factors. First, it happened during an eclipse. Furthermore, the trance 
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occurred in the context of the mountains, which are considered places of power among 

the Numa. Powell writes of spirits associated with natural features of the environment 

such as mountains and bodies of water. “Ku-ni-shuv is a snow white being that lives high 

on the mountain...to talk with one is to hear something of great importance” (Powell 

inFowler and Fowler 1971:65). Other powerful spirits are associated with bodies of water 

such as springs and caves (Bean 1992:xx). 

Finally, Christian ideologies served as a fifth catalyst of the 1890s Ghost Dance 

doctrine. Dyer (nd: Mss.), Bailey (1957, 1970) and Hittman (1997) among others, 

indicate that Wovoka borrowed concepts from the Bible, particularly the Old Testament, 

that he probably learned while living with a Methodist Euroamerican family of Mason 

Valley, the Wilsons.  

Significantly, four out of these five templates of the 1890s Ghost Dance scripts 

are contextually-based rituals. These place-based rituals have several key components 

that are collectively incorporated into the Ghost Dance. First, ritual specialists sing songs 

that are associated with specific places in the landscape.  This practice is evidenced in the 

Cry the Round Dance, and traditional vision questing activities. Next, song trails connect 

places in the physical world and the metaphysical world. This practice is most clearly 

evidenced in the Salt Songs that are sung at the death of Paiute person (Laird 1976). This 

practice also manifests in healing rituals where singing is employed. The place-centered 

dimension of Numic rituals is evident in vision questing as well. Visions are often 

associated with places of Puha that link the physical world with the metaphysical world. 

Visions are traditionally acquired by medicine people or Puhagants, and thus are 



 93

associated with pre-Contact as well as post-Contact ritual performances. Next, doctrine 

can imbue places with power, as in the Cry, the Round Dance, and the Ghost Dance. 

Finally, doctrine helps to articulate problems of displacement, change, and loss. This is 

demonstrated in all of the North American indigenous prophet movements of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Each of these findings confirms that ritual 

performances are closely associated with particular places in the landscape. Collectively 

these observations reaffirm the need for place-centered research on the 1890s Ghost 

Dance. 

Special Language  

Numic-speaking people historically transferred knowledge through oral traditions. 

These oral traditions can be delineated into epigrammatic forms, proverbs, ritualism, 

poetry and verse, and storytelling (legendary and mythological) (Liljeblad 1986: 641-

659). The transfer of information typically occurred through song recitatives (Sapir 

1910). Liljeblad (1986:641) notes that although individualism is prevalent in the oral 

traditions of the Great Basin, “shamanistic songs for health and weather control were 

sometimes passed on to a child or grandchild” (Laird 1976:19-21). In addition to using a 

recognized storytelling form, elders, particularly medicine people, employed a special 

language that included old vocabulary that was not used in everyday conversations. 

Liljeblad further indicates that “formal study of incantation, songs, and dialogues at 

shamanistic séances have been deplorably neglected (1986:645). What is certain, 

however, is that songs were often learned in association with places of spiritual power 

ibid. 
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Notably, the language of the Ghost Dance songs draws upon two Great Basin oral 

traditions, ritualism and poetry and verse. The structure as well as the content of Ghost 

Dance songs has been the subject of extensive analysis. “The Round Dance songs have 

been thoroughly studied by Herzog in connection with the 1889-1890 Ghost Dance” 

(Liljeblad 1986:647). Within Ghost Dance performances, participants often sang songs in 

the Numic tongue. These songs were conceived during individual dreams and visions at 

places of power as well as during collective dance performances wherein some leaders 

and participants experienced altered states of consciousness. “Every member of the Ghost 

Dance religion cult composed a song of what he saw each time he went into a trance at 

each meeting, so that a single meeting might easily result in twenty or thirty new songs” 

(Day 1951:12). 

The Numic Ghost Dance songs have been likened to Japanese haikus about 

nature. Vander (1997) has taken a lead role in examining the Numic Ghost Dance songs 

of the Western Shoshone, and notes the predominance of nature metaphors. Among 

Plains Indians, themes of indigenous suffering predominate over references to nature. 

This shifting emphasis reflects the fact that multiple ethnic groups practiced the Ghost 

Dance. As a result, they often created ritual songs in their own languages. For example, 

among the Arapaho, performers sung Arapaho as well as Paiute songs. This practice 

reflects Overholt’s (1978) observation that each person ultimately customized the 

doctrine and practices to him\herself. 

A third special language that rose in prominence during the Ghost Dance was 

English. Following compulsory education, English became the lingua franca of 
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indigenous groups across North America. Children forced to learn English in boarding 

schools thus became a principal channel through which information about the Ghost 

Dance could be relayed (Carroll Mss., Dangberg 1957) Preliminary research indicates 

that the English language was never used as a ritual language in the Ghost Dance. 

Instead, English served as a means of diffusing the message of the Ghost Dance’s 

existence and for communicating requests for ritual items associated with the Ghost 

Dance or Wovoka’s person (Dangberg 1957). 

Audience  

During the 1890s there were three primary audiences associated with the Ghost 

Dance. First, the ritual participants of the Ghost Dance; second, the spiritual forces to 

whom the ritual participants appealed to via the Ghost Dance performances; and third, 

principally Euroamerican audiences who alternately demonstrated fear of and curiosity 

towards the Ghost Dance.  

Each of these audiences can be further subdivided. Among the indigenous 

audiences, there were the believers such as Porcupine, Sitting Bull, Kuwapi, Täbinshi and 

Nakash, and non-believers such as Johnson Sides and Captain Sam who made a point of 

attempting to discredit Wovoka personally and the movement as a whole (see for 

example, Mooney, 1973:793, 798,807; Chapman, 1891). In the arena of the supernatural, 

the audiences include: (a) the places themselves which were understood to be sentient, (b) 

spirits associated with natural places and aspects of nature such as the wind, trees, bodies 

of water, and mountains, (c) the indigenous people who had died, often prematurely, as a 

result of virgin soil epidemics and starvation, (d) and the Creator who had given Wovoka 
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his vision. The third audience of the 1890s Ghost Dance was comprised of diverse 

Euroamerican special interest groups. These include: (a) people living in the vicinity of 

places where Ghost Dances were performed, (b) newspaper writers, including “space 

writers” that used exaggeration and emotionalism in their reporting, and were not at the 

events they described (Watson 1943), (c) reservation agents, (d) military personnel, and 

(e) politicians and law makers.  

Time  

The timing of Ghost Dance performances can be understood at several scales. The 

historic timing of the Ghost Dance and its relation to westward expansionism has 

previously been discussed (see Chapter 1 for an overview). On a smaller scale, the 

constructs of time also shaped the Ghost Dance performances. To begin, Wovoka’s 

vision is believed to have coincided with natural timing, in this case the eclipse of the sun 

on New Year’s in 1889 (Mooney, 1973:774). Wovoka also announced a particular date 

when the earth would be restored to a more balanced condition. According to Phister, the 

Dance was supposed to culminate in fulfillment in May of 1892 (Phister 1891). Second, 

the dance itself was to be performed at regular intervals of approximately every three 

months. Later this frequency increased, particularly as more people came to Nevada to 

learn the dance from Wovoka (Hittman 1997). Next, the dances typically occurred at 

night in the fall, winter, and spring (Shiimkin 1986:325), and finally, the duration of each 

Ghost Dance typically lasted from three to five days.  

The special timing of each aspect of the ritual performances also corresponds with 

Bean’s (1992:25) observation that “power can be used only at proper times and in proper 
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places, and it must be used in accordance with set procedures.” These regulations may 

“function to control the power holder and prevent his misuse of power” ibid. Alternately, 

time serves to frame the parameters of each performance and the movement as a whole. 

Sub-themes include the use of time to distinguish between the sacred and quotidian, and 

the concentration of ritual effectiveness by suggesting imminent change.  

Planning and Staging  

Relatively little has been written about the planning and staging of the Ghost 

Dance. Recognizing this gap, Grace Dangberg (1968) called for analyses that 

investigated the importance of the railroads in the dissemination of the Ghost Dance. 

Sacred pilgrimages to see the prophet of the Ghost Dance were not uncommon. Tibbles, 

who lived in South Dakota writes, “Four of our friends had actually made a long journey 

up into the mountains to see and talk with the messiah and he had given them instructions 

about the dance” (1957). 

The planning and staging of the Ghost Dance required collaboration at multiple 

scales. Primary components include the dissemination of the Ghost Dance doctrine 

among multiple ethnic groups speaking diverse languages (via word of mouth and 

letters); procuring transportation to visit the prophet or another disciple of the Ghost 

Dance (via foot, horse, train); taking leave of everyday activities (which required shifting 

work loads to those who remained); acquiring passes to leave reservations (via Indian 

agents, or leaving without permission and risking imprisonment); making travel plans and 

getting information on how to locate the prophet; gathering resources to make the 

journeys (pooling money and goods, and getting assistance from other ethnic groups); 
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scheduling Ghost Dance performances; using place logic to determine the best places to 

conduct ritual performances (which sometimes changed due to safety considerations); 

creating strategies to keep Euroamericans appeased in a time when indigenous people 

were considered an obstacle to the realization of the myth of Manifest Destiny; 

establishing support communities to feed and shelter Ghost Dance participants; and 

procuring items that would be used in the Ghost Dance performances. 

Underscoring each of these planning and staging activities is the idea of place: 

participants making pilgrimages through the lands of multiple ethnic groups to ultimately 

arrive at the central place of the Ghost Dance, Mason Valley, Nevada, or alternately to 

the places of power among neighboring participants. The success of this pan-Indian 

movement hinged upon the willing collaboration of numerous people for each element of 

planning, staging, and execution. These people included ritual participants as well as 

outside collaborators such as Wovoka’s friend, Ed Dyer, the Euroamerican who wrote 

letters for Wovoka in English to many of his followers (Dangberg, 1957; Dyer, Mss.). 

Props  

While interviewing Wovoka, Mooney took a famous photograph of the prophet 

after agreeing to pay him for the privilege. In this photograph Wovoka poses with an 

eagle feather fastened to his right elbow (Mooney, 1973:775). Mooney writes, “I 

afterward learned that the feather and sombrero were important parts of his spiritual stock 

in trade” ibid. Thereafter, Mooney agreed to take back some “souvenirs” to Indians in the 

Indian Territory. Wovoka gave him,  

a blanket of rabbit skins, some piñon nuts, some tail feathers of the 
magpie, highly prized by the Paiute for ornamentation, and some of the 
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sacred red paint, endowed with most miraculous powers, which play so 
important a part in the ritual of the Ghost Dance religion.  
 

In letters to Wovoka analyzed by Dangberg, the Ghost Dance participants repeatedly 

make requests for the red paint alluded to in Mooney’s statement. Moses (1985:63) notes, 

The survivors [of the Wounded Knee Massacre] had fenced off the trench 
and smeared the posts with paint made from the clay of western Nevada 
given to Sioux delegates by Wovoka. Significantly, participants requested 
red paint procured from a paint source on Mount Grant, the Origin 
Mountain of the Northern Paiutes (in Hittman 1997:23).  
 

The repeated requests for this particular paint demonstrates that people practicing the 

Ghost Dance in places as distant as the Great Plains, were physically and symbolically 

connecting their ritual performances with particular places deemed sacred and powerful 

by the Northern Paiutes. 

 Within the context of the dance, ritual paraphernalia played an important role. 

Some participants donned the famous Ghost Dance shirts that were reputedly bullet 

proof. At the center of each dance circle, performers placed a pole of cedar, willow or 

pine to which feathers were often attached. Notably, a central pole is also typically used 

in the Round Dance (Hultkrantz 1986:634) and has been associated with cosmological 

principles linking the underworld epitomized by caves and water sources, the physical 

world which is immediately accessible to the senses, and the spirit world which is 

frequently associated with the sky as well as physiographic features with high elevations. 

The use of a central pole that connects each of these dimensions of the world together 

lends support to the idea of the Round Dance as well as the Ghost Dance serving as 

world-balancing ceremonies. Before commencing to dance, participants were asked to 

divest themselves of Euroamerican material culture, particularly weapons. Ironically, the 
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Smithsonian Institution has a picture of a Ghost Dance held among the Cheyenne and 

Arapaho in 1898 in which the center pole is an American flag (Rinehart 1898)! Perhaps 

this signifier was used to abate the fears of Euroamericans who had learned that among 

some Ghost Dancers the rituals were being performed to get rid of white people. 

Alternatively, the flag may have been an assimilation metaphor. Yet another possibility is 

that the flag was burned in protest at some point during the ritual performance. 

 Preliminary data suggest that other “props” in the natural environment contributed 

to the efficacy of ritual performances as well. In the Great Basin, participants often 

performed Ghost Dances at places that had been used for ritual events both historically 

and prehistorically. Petroglyphs, pictographs, manos and metates, lithic scatters, and 

pottery sherds were found at a number of the Ghost Dance ritual settings currently under 

analysis. Such items indicate the continuous use of particular ceremonial settings. In 

addition, they provide another avenue for exploring the behavioral patterns of ritual 

performers. These items are examined in depth in the context of the Ghost Dance site 

descriptions. 

Place  

Ritual performance also must be considered from a behavioral viewpoint that 

attends to place. According to Grimes (2003:6) “Ritual, then, may or ought to perform 

ways of inhabiting a place, to orient the self in an enacted cosmos.” If one adopts 

Crouch’s position that “nature is constituted and understood through practice” rather than 

being “prefigured” and thus only amenable to being “acted out or resisted” (2003:5), each 

Ghost Dance performance can be understood as part of a pan-Indian effort to re-inhabit 
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place and reconstruct the cosmos alongside individual and collective identities in a time 

when displacement was a central motif in the lives of many indigenous people. Within 

the Great Basin and Colorado Plateau, Numic speaking people have regularly returned to 

particular places to conduct ritual activities. Each ritual is constituted by a sequence of 

actions aimed at achieving an observable or measurable change (Walker 1999, Walker 

1995b:71). The acquired power may be used to cause transformations at different scales 

ranging from an individual life to the reconfiguration of the entire cosmos. While each 

landscape is irreducible to another, the ritual activities are rooted in a shared 

epistemological premise. At an epistemological level, Numic-speaking people believe 

that the world is alive and sentient: however, not all places or people are equally infused 

with energy (Bean 1992, Fowler 1992, Miller 1983). Energy is causal and dynamic, as it 

constantly flows through a web-like structure that connects all beings, human or 

otherwise, that constitute the universe (Miller 1983:79-80).  

Summary 

The Ghost Dance is an extraordinarily complex ritual movement that has 

intrigued generations of scholars. Whilst much attention has been directed to 

understanding the development of this movement from the perspective of ethnohistory, 

military and government histories, anthropology, religion, and sociology, the cultural 

landscapes upon which the ritual performances were conducted remains an area about 

which little is known. Through the employment of a performance framework, it is 

possible to weave together the rich data already gathered upon the Ghost Dance, add new 

understandings about the ways in which places and performances shape each other, and 
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ultimately tie these findings back into the epistemologies and cosmologies of the people 

among whom this movement originated.  



 103

CHAPTER 4  
METHODS 

 

If archaeologists and ethnologists are to overcome the limitations of their observational 
fields and contribute to the general field of anthropology, they must develop methods 

which will allow explanatory propositions regarding the operation of cultural systems to 
be tested by both archaeological and ethnographic data (Binford 1968:269). 

 
This research is designed to advance knowledge of ceremonialism of the Ghost 

Dance through the identification and analysis of the cultural inscription practices, 

physiographic, and performance characteristics of 10 ritual settings used for Ghost Dance 

performances. These findings will augment knowledge of the cultural logic underscoring 

the selection, valuation, and use of places for ceremonial activities for Ghost Dance 

performances among the Numa and Newe, alternatively known as the Paiute and 

Shoshone of the Great Basin and Colorado Plateau. This research employs a 

methodological approach that integrates sociocultural and archaeological perspectives 

through a performance approach.  

The methodological and theoretical formulations underlying this research are 

founded upon a position of radical empiricism (sensu James 1976) that incorporates 

material cultural traditional indicators of human use patterns with intersubjective data 

acquired through historic and ethnographic research. To this end, I employ a performance 

perspective and life history approach, which are both heuristic tools used by behavioral 

archaeologists (Schiffer 2005:277). As behavior mediates all “ecological, social, and 

cognitive processes, behavioral methodologies are easily adapted to the analysis of 

prehistoric and historic studies of ritual (Walker 1995a, Walker 1995b, Walker 1998). 



 104

Concomitantly, I draw upon a body of performance literature that has developed among 

scholars studying folklore, narrative, ritual, and theatre (e.g.,Babcock 1984, Bauman 

1977, 1986, Bell 1998, Butler 1997, Glazier 1997, 1997, Schechner and Schuman 1976, 

Turner and Schechner 1986). 

Area of Study 

This investigation is designed to explore Numic ceremonial ritual settings in the 

Great Basin and Colorado Plateau.  

Ceremonial Setting Location Ethnic Group 
Wilson’s Ranch  

Yerington, NV Northern Paiute 

Schurz Ghost Dance 
Grounds 

Schurz, NV Northern Paiute 

Tinemaha Vicinity of Big Pine, CA Northern Paiute 

Pigeon Spring Fish Lake Valley, NV 

 

Western Shoshone & 
Northern Paiute 

Bald Mt. Wash Near Manhattan, NV Western Shoshone 

Darroughs Hot Spring Big Smoky Valley, NV Western Shoshone 

Blue Spring Big Smoky Valley, NV Western Shoshone 

Duckwater Duckwater, NV Western Shoshone 

Upper Kanab Creek Kaibab, AZ Southern Paiute 

Arrow Canyon Moapa, NV Southern Paiute 

 
Table  4-1Ten Ghost Dance Ceremonial Settings 

 

The current framework has been formulated as a holistic treatment of Numic 

ritual landscapes as evidenced through Ghost Dance ceremonial settings. This 
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performance approach is designed to explore one question through multiple lines of 

evidence. I aim to answer the following question, “What types of cultural landscapes 

were selected for Ghost Dance performances and did Euroamerican encroachment affect 

ceremonial setting selection?”  

At the outset of this research I proposed that two types of settings were used for 

ceremonialism among Numic people. Type I settings were defined as ceremonial places 

that were used consistently before the arrival of Euroamericans that continued to be used 

during the late nineteenth century for the performance of the Ghost Dances. Type II 

settings were defined as region of refuges, or places that were selected as ceremonial 

settings after encroachment activities made the performance characteristics of Type I 

locations untenable. I hypothesized that Type I settings constituted ideal ritual loci with 

the most desirable physiographic elements and behavioral performance characteristics. 

By contrast, I anticipated that Type II settings would have a reduced number of desired 

physiographic and performance characteristics, with the exception of increased seclusion. 

This pattern of shifting from a Type I to Type II setting has been documented at the First 

Menses Place, a liminal coming of age ritual setting for women in Monitor Valley in 

central Nevada.  

The First Menses Setting is located on the valley bottom, at the mouth of a small 

canyon that pierces the northwest flank of Petroglyph Butte, in the northern portion of 

Hot Creek Valley, central Nevada (Carroll 2005e:307). This area was first surveyed by 

James Brooks, who worked for the Atomic Energy Commission during the siting of 
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Project Faultless in the 1960s (Johnson, Edwards, and King 1996). However, it was not 

identified as a women’s place until 2000 (Stoffle et al. 2000).  

During the mid to late nineteenth century, the demographics of central Nevada 

changed radically as a result of westward expansionism. The question of how these 

encroachment processes affected ceremonial use patterns among the Western Shoshone 

arose during a study of the First Menses Setting (Stoffle et al. 2000). Initial findings 

indicate that certain Newe families chose to conduct rite of passage ceremonies in close 

proximity to their nineteenth century dwellings and were sometimes forced to move them 

to these locations as a result of diminished access to traditional ritual settings. In other 

cases, indigenous communities continued to use places that have archaeological 

footprints extending back into the protohistoric era. 

Three types of data suggest that the reproductive ceremonies of Paiute and 
Shoshone women in some areas may not have been as adversely affected by late 
nineteenth century Euroamerican legislation banning aboriginal religious 
practices as were many other indigenous ceremonies. First, there is a strong social 
memory of the historical use of this setting. Our ongoing Kawich History Project, 
funded by the U.S. Air Force, indicates that Shoshone families, including Hot 
Creek Annie, whose basketry is exhibited in the Central Nevada Museum, lived in 
the Hot Creek Valley during the late 1800s and early 1900s, and that at least one 
Indian camp across the valley from the First Menses Setting was being used as 
late as 1940. Second, a historic photograph of a seclusion hut belonging to the 
women of a local Western Shoshone family and dating to the 1920s-1940s was 
taken in Kawich Ranch, just south of Hot Creek Valley. And third, the presence 
of well-preserved perishable artifacts associated with female activities, such as the 
beating stick, suggest relatively recent use. Other open-air perishable features 
used by women during seclusion, such as the sage piles found in Airfield Canyon, 
Nellis Air Force Base (NAFB), by archaeologists from Louis Berger and 
Associates, Inc., strengthen our observations of the resiliency of Numic women’s 
ceremonies and their recent practice (Carroll 2005e:309).  
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The continuous use of the First Menses coming-of-age ritual setting is consistent with 

independent ethnohistoric documentation. As Steven Crum (1994:51-2) notes, 

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries the Indian Bureau superintendents 
were given the task of eliminating the culture of Shoshone (and) Paiute 
people. This effort was part of the government policy of assimilating the 
tribal people across the country…on the surface this policy of cultural 
ethnocide, eliminating the Indians’ culture was largely successful. But 
deep-rooted native culture, the results of thousands of years of 
development, could not be fully eliminated. One practice that persisted 
into the 20th century was the isolation of women during menstruation. The 
superintendent could not forbid this practice since it would cause him 
embarrassment if he invaded female privacy. 
 

Today contemporary Paiutes and Shoshones continue to regard the First Menses Setting 

as an important and powerful place. Several geographical aspects of this locality make 

this setting a place of power. First, the entire canyon mirrors the reproductive organs of a 

woman. In addition the setting combines unique geographical features including high 

cliffs, striking color contrasts of white and red rocks, white sands, and an area of 

constriction at the east end of the canyon framed by steep canyon walls. The presence of 

performance characteristics conducive to ritual activity further established this places’ 

salience as a place of power. These characteristics include: a paint source, a stream for 

ritual cleansing, petroglyphs and traditional medicinal and subsistence plants further 

establishes the value of this place as a setting traditionally used by Paiute and Shoshone 

women for physical, ceremonial, social, and educational purposes (Carroll 2005e:310).  

This current research posits that just as the Western Shoshone of Hot Creek 

Valley alternatively used the ancient women’s place in Hot Creek Valley and newly 

established ritual settings, the people who participated in the 1890s Ghost Dance also 

may have used two different types of ceremonial ritual settings. In the following Table 



 108

4.2, Ghost Dance settings are tentatively delineated into primary ceremonial settings 

(Type I) and region of refuge settings (Type II). This is a provisional delineation that has 

been selected for the purpose of exploring diachronic variation in ritual setting usage.  

Type I Type II 

Place  Location 
Place  Location 

Arrow Canyon  Moapa Reservation, NV 
Wilson’s Ranch  Dance Corral 

Yerington, NV 

Pigeon Spring  Fish Lake Valley, NV Darroughs Hot Spring Smoky Valley 

Bald Mt. Wash Manhattan, NV Duckwater Dance 
Grounds 

Duckwater 

Upper Kanab Creek Kaibab, AZ Blue Spring Smoky Valley 

Tinemaha  Big Pine, CA Schurz Dance 
Grounds 

Schurz 

 
Table  4-2 Type I and II Ghost Dance Settings 

 
Archival Methods 

Iterative Nature of Research 
I assumed an iterative approach to the study of Paiute and Shoshone Ghost Dance 

ritual settings. At each stage of research, new findings helped to shape the following 

stages. To this end, I employed evidence derived from multiple sources including: a) 

textual narratives, b) visual narratives: maps and photos, and c) embodied narratives: 

fieldwork interviews and visits to ritual settings. In the following chart, the types of 

information utilized in each category are further delineated. 
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ITERATIVE NATURE
OF RESEARCH

INTERVIEWS

SITE VISITS

Indian History 
Project

Embodied 
Narratives

Journals, Diaries, 
Letters

Federal Census

Newspapers

Books

Local Archival Sources

Local Secondary Sources

Regional and National
Primary and Secondary Sources

10 Ghost Dance Places

Museums

Chairs and Cultural Officers

Paiute Elders

Shoshone Elders

Local Historians

Local Residents

Reservations

Visual Narratives

Textual Narratives

Maps and Photos

 
Figure  4-1 Iterative Nature of Research 
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Literature and Ethnohistory Review 

I made extensive use of published materials including ethnographies, histories, 

archaeological site reports, maps, and diverse sources of anthropological method and 

theory during all stages of my research. Prior to and following site visits, I also 

performed a review of the literature, history, ethnohistory, ethnography and anthropology 

of each geographic area associated with a particular ritual setting. These reviews include 

archival explorations at the national, state and county level, the use of historic maps, 

diaries, letters, scrapbooks, and oral histories derived from contemporary and historic 

interviews conducted with the Numic elders and Euroamericans living in the regions of 

analysis. As evidence of the 1890s Ghost Dance is recorded in numerous primary and 

secondary sources, I investigated both types of documents. Whereas primary sources 

include newspaper articles, ethnographic accounts, Indian agent reports, census materials, 

and oral histories, secondary sources include books, journal articles, and newspaper 

entries.  

During a reconnaissance trip conducted in the fall of 2003, I visited six museums 

and library special collections to gather primary documents about the Ghost Dance, its 

participants, and the places were it was performed. I used archival collections from (1) 

Special Collections at the University of Nevada Reno, (2) The State Historic Society: 

Reno, (3) The State Museum: Carson City, (4) The Laws Museum: Laws, CA, (5) The 

Eastern California Museum: Independence, CA, and (6) Turtle Bay Museum: Redding, 

CA. During the fieldwork stage, and again during the write-up stage, I conducted 
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additional research on both primary and secondary sources in order to develop diverse 

lines of inquiry.  

Cartography 

Three-dimensional topographical maps, one-dimensional topographical maps, and 

aerial maps of each setting were obtained for the purpose of identifying major landforms, 

elevations, water sources, and distances from known Numic and Euroamerican cultural 

settings. I also consulted historic maps to identify territorial demarcations and place 

names. Additionally, I considered environmental variables that could have affected land 

use patterns such as “the presence of water, firewood, chippable stone, building materials, 

minerals, native metals and plants” at each ritual setting (Schiffer 1978:5). 

Field Methods  

This portion of the analysis builds upon the premise that just as the behavior of 

humans is not random, neither are the activities of people within the landscape (Hodder 

1978, Zimmerman 1977). I used several techniques to construct maps and elicit the range 

of physiographic elements and performance characteristics associated with each ritual 

setting.  

Field Survey 

Field survey is an important tool of landscape archaeology because it generates 

data to examine questions of why people used particular places as well as why they 

avoided others (Thomas 2001, Yntema 2002:2). I conducted a pedestrian survey designed 

to identify the “landscape signature” of each ritual setting (Crumley 1987). This survey 

delimited the extent of each ceremonial place, identifying all visible archaeological and 
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historic cultural evidence within these bounds. I also used survey to collect data on the 

physiographic features, generate setting maps, and catalogue the extant material culture. 

Pedestrian Survey  

Pedestrian survey comprised establishing a setting datum linked to true North and 

a survey grid across the site. Each site grid structure consists of transects aligned to true 

or grid North spaced at 10 meter intervals, which Chartkoff (1980:65,  in Hester 1997:55) 

identifies as the preferred distance established by the Forest Service of California. 

Transect survey consisted of a visual examination of the ground surface and the 

immediate surroundings and recording of cultural and natural features. GPS coordinates 

of each setting datum were recorded multiple times during single visits and subsequent 

visits. GPS coordinates were collected for significant cultural and physiographic features. 

Subsequent analysis of the GPS data links setting maps into real space. During survey, I 

also documented the cultural and natural features of each locality. Additional 

photographs helped to create overviews of each ritual setting. 

Standardized forms were used to record the artifacts, physiographic and 

performance characteristics of each ritual setting. Physiographic Characteristics are 

defined as all natural phenomena associated with a particular place. This term refers to 

fixed topographical features, and associated plants and animals. Performance 

Characteristics refer to “interaction-specific capabilities that make a place uniquely 

suited for certain activities (Schiffer 1997:30, Zedeño 2000:108). Simply stated, 

performance characteristics are measurable variables indicating ways in which humans 

could use particular places.  
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Justification for using these survey techniques comes from reconnaissance 

surveys conducted in December 2003-Spring of 2004. I found that each setting was 

characterized by a high level of environmental visibility and cultural obtrusiveness 

(Schiffer 1978:6). Therefore, continuous employment of pedestrian survey with a more 

rigorous structure is used to identify and record the artifacts, physiographic features, and 

performance features at each setting.  

Site Mapping 

I used site mapping to identify relationships between various physiographic and 

performance characteristics, augmented by GPS data. Electronic topographical maps of 

each site have been generated using specific GPS data points gathered during field 

surveys and cultural features have been added as needed. Aerial photos have been 

consulted and details added to maps as appropriate. Survey data were entered into a 

computer format when possible and combined with 3D Topographical Maps of the region 

to provide additional visual references.  

Phenomenological Survey 
 

I utilized phenomenological interviews to explore experiential data about how 

contemporary Numic and peoples’ perception of particular places from an embodied, 

relational and holistic perspective. Phenomenological research is descriptive (Ihde and 

Silverman 1985), qualitative (Bogdan and Taylor 1975), and iterative. Phenomenology 

differs from other descriptive and qualitative approaches because “its focus is on the 

subject’s experienced meaning instead of on descriptions of their overt actions or 

behavior” (Valle 1989:44).  
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This method is designed to “thematize [embodied] acts of thinking and knowing” 

(Kertsten, 1989:6). Awareness of embodiment has fostered a diverse range of scholarship 

in the humanities and social sciences (e.g., Casey 1993, Geurts 2002, Hamilakis, 

Pluciennik, and Tarlow 2002, Husserl 1970, Ingold 1993, Merleau-Ponty 1962, Turner 

and Bruner 1986). According to Ingold, who builds on Martin Heidegger’s notion of 

dwelling, “the landscape is constituted as an enduring record of- and testimony to- the 

lives and works of past generations who have dwelt within it, as in so doing, have left 

there something of themselves (Ingold 1993:152).  

To understand the rich and variegated life histories of the ritual landscapes used 

by Numic people over the course of the late nineteenth century as well as in the 

protohistoric era, it is necessary to progressively demonstrate the multi-stranded and 

multivalent interactions between the physical landscapes and the people whose feet 

pounded the ground and raised the dust; whose hands picked, dried and burnt white sage 

as offerings to the Creator; whose bodies sweat with need, and whose minds stilled with 

repetition. Phenomenology is particularly well-suited to exploration of the multifaceted 

nature of these ritual events due to its holistic emphasis and its’ inherent embodied 

perspective. 

To move towards a position that interdigitates the perceptual understandings of a 

community of practice with the physical realities of specific ritual settings, I implemented 

an iterative approach. I began by identifying and ‘bracketing’ preconceptions or biases 

about this research and making these assumptions explicit. Husserl (1970) indicates that 

the researcher can move from the ‘natural attitude’ or “a naïve belief in the independent 
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existence of what is given in experience” to a ‘transcendental attitude’ through this 

process of reduction, which entails reducing the biases that keep one from fully engaging 

the subject.  

Initial Stages 

At the onset of this study I developed a field of inquiry that included 7 ritual 

settings that Numic people had selected for ceremonial performances along with the 

historic and contemporary communities associated with each ritual place. Over the course 

of the research I added 3 ritual settings. Given the virtual absence of formal 

documentation of Ghost Dance ritual settings, one of the first major tasks entailed doing 

archival research to positively identify places used for the Ghost Dance at the end of the 

nineteenth century. Next, I conducted reconnaissance surveys in order to establish an 

overview of each site. 

Thereafter, I delineated initial place characteristics based upon types of 

information deemed significant in previous ethnographic studies and the types of 

information gleaned from initial site visits (Zedeno 2000). After interviewing people at 

several ritual settings, I added categories that were deemed significant by those being 

interviewed. In the two tables below the Initial Setting Characteristics and the Post 

Analysis Characteristics are delineated. 

These tables of physiographic and performance characteristics and cultural 

inscription practices provide a mechanism for analyzing multiple interactions between 

people, artifacts, and externs from a behavioral perspective (Schiffer 1999:13). Schiffer 
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(ibid) defines externs as “phenomena that arise independently of people, like sunlight and 

clouds, wild plants and animals, rocks, minerals, and landforms.” 

Table  4-3 Initial Ritual Setting Characteristics 
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

 Performance 
Characteristics 

 Degrees of Celebration  

   
Mountains, Hills Seclusion Place Name 
Low Elevation Visibility Animal Stories 
Water Source Distance from 

Cultural Resources 
Petroglyphs or Pictographs 

Canyon Line of Sight Rock Alignments 
Cave Trails 
Large Boulders or 
Cliffs 

Historic Narratives 

Medicinal Plants Personal Narratives 
Paint, Clay or Mineral 
Source 

Writings, Maps, or 
Drawings 
First Person Experience  

 

 

 

Songs 

 

 
Table  4-4 Post-Analysis Ritual Setting Characteristics 
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

 Performance 
Characteristics 

 Degrees of Celebration  

Mountains, Hills Seclusion Place Name 
Low Elevation Visibility Animal Stories 
Water Source Distance from 

Cultural Resources 
Petroglyphs or Pictographs 

Canyon Line of Sight Rock Alignments 
Cave Shelter Trails 
Large Boulders or 
Cliffs 

Flat Dance Area Historic Narratives 

Medicinal Plants Previously Used 
Ritual Setting 

Personal Narratives 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 
Source 

Acoustics Writings, Maps, or 
Drawings 

Guardians  First Person Experience 
Volcanism Songs 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The post-analysis conditions include two additional physiographic characteristics: 

Guardians and Volcanism. I added each of the post-analysis characteristics to reflect 

trends noted during the beginning stages of fieldwork. At this time, cultural 

representatives repeatedly made references to the guardians, spirits, or power animals 
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protecting or watching over each ritual setting. They indicated that guardians may assume 

anthropomorphic forms as rocks, but may also present themselves as spirits, reptiles, or 

animals. I also included the category of volcanism and faulting after learning that several 

Ghost Dance sites had craters, evidence of faulting, and\or recent seismic activity.  

I also added four performance criteria: (1) Shelter, (2) A Flat Dance Area, (3) A 

Previously Used Ritual Setting, and (4) Acoustics. I found that historic shelters were 

often located in close proximity to the newly established dance grounds. Next, while 

visiting different ritual settings, I came to appreciate that some places had more user-

friendly dance grounds than others owing to variations in slope, elevation, ground cover 

or vegetation. The next performance characteristic, Previously Used Ritual Setting was 

always implied in the study, but I found it should be explicitly indicated as a criterion of 

ritual site selection. Finally, I added the acoustical performance characteristics of each 

ritual setting. Both contemporary ritual specialists and oral histories confirm the 

importance of the acoustical properties of natural settings. In his nineteenth century 

analyses of the Numa, John Wesley Powell notes that strong correlation between dancing 

and acoustics among the Numic people. He writes, 

Tsa-wai-i-va: Echo. These are the good echoes that come to teach the children the 
Nu-mü language. Every baby is taught the language of the Num-wad by one of 
them and it is the doings of the Tsa-vai-i-va. Yo-tsi-na-tsi-ta-vi-nup: “Get up it’s 
noon,” the Echo says to the babe and it wakens and so it talks to many things. 
Won-ta-vi-wup Ha-vi-wat-si-to-ka-wup, “Lie down it’s midnight.” Pi-pursh is the 
name of the little black four-legged stinking animal that makes the Echo. Witches 
or old bad women turn into these. The pi-pursh are great singers and dancers. The 
Pi-pursh taught the people singing and dancing. They are old people who have not 
died but turned into pi-pursh (Fowler and Fowler 1971:243). 
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In brief, I added each of these characteristics to the analysis of ritual settings over 

the course of this study. This practice is consistent with the iterative nature of the 

phenomenological method which is designed to progressively adjust methods to more 

closely represent the embodied experiences of people in place as well as the emergent 

details about the physicality of each place. The types of interviews used to elicit such 

information are identified below. 

1. Informal Off-Site Interviews 
 

I conducted individual interviews with Numic cultural representatives using the 

phenomenological method to explore “What is the meaning of being in place?” Rather 

than starting with preconceived categories of how place is experienced, I utilized an 

open-ended descriptive approach. Each person was asked to relay their memories about 

being in a particular place. As memory and affect are often closely related, the selected 

places were limited to natural places with which they expressed a high degree of 

familiarity. Each interlocutor was asked questions with the goals of identifying 

statements of memory associated with the five senses, as well as eliciting any perceptual 

data that do not correspond to these categories. Thus, these interviews sought to 

reawaken, thematize, and reflectively understand examples of Numic experiences of 

being in place. Throughout this interview process meditative thinking rather than 

calculative thinking was prioritized (Heidegger 1966:47). This interview was used to 

establish a baseline of culturally informed perceptions of place.  
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2. Informal Setting Interviews 

I also did individual onsite individual interviews with Numic cultural 

representatives at each Ghost Dance ritual setting. Each person was asked to walk around 

the ritual setting and describe what s\he noticed as s\he moved about. S\he was 

encouraged to discuss her experiences of the place as well as her experience of herself in 

this place. At this stage, s\he was not asked direct questions, but was encouraged to attend 

to all of her senses. 

3. Formal On-Site Interviews 

Each person was next interviewed through a survey instrument designed to 

thematize the experiences of being in a particular place. Questions interrogated the 

embodied experience of being in place, how physiographic features are interpreted, what 

performance features are noticed, the ethnohistory of each ritual setting, and place 

commemoration practices. Questions were used to examine four recurrent themes of 

landscape archaeology. These include (1) Landscape as Memory, (2) Landscape as 

Identity, (3) Landscape as Social Order, and (4) Landscape as Transformation (Knapp 

and Ashmore 1999:13). 

Data Analysis 

The analysis of these data occurred through a mixed-methods approach 

combining quantitative and qualitative techniques. I began by generating a database of 

physiographic characteristics, performance characteristics, and cultural inscription 

practices associated with each ceremonial setting. This catalogue has been used to 

identify behavioral patterns of formal, spatial, frequency, and relational data. Findings 
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were situated into a diachronic analysis that compared proposed Type I and Type II sites. 

At each place I recorded the presence or absence of Physiographic Characteristics 

including: (A) Mountains or Hills, (B) Elevation, (C) Water Source, (D) Canyon, (E) 

Cave, and (F) Clay Source, (G) Medicinal Plants, (H) Paint and Mineral Sources, (I) 

Guardians and Power Animals, and (J) Volcanism. Performance Characteristics are 

measured by the high, medium or low degrees of (A) Seclusion, (B) Visibility, (C) 

Distance from Cultural Resources, and (D) Line of Sight (Zedeño 2000). Additional 

performance characteristics were added in the course of research including (E) Shelter, 

(F) Flat Dance Area, (G) Previously Used Ritual Setting, and (H) Acoustics. 

The following parameters were used for each performance characteristic. High 

seclusion = >2 miles from a main road or settlement, medium seclusion = .5-2 miles from 

a main road or settlement, low seclusion = < .5 miles. Visibility indicates to what degree 

the ritual setting can be seen. High visibility = visible from >1 mile away, medium 

visibility = visible from .5-1 mile away, low visibility = visible from < .5 mile away. 

Distance indicates proximity to cultural resources beyond the principle ritual setting. 

High distance = >5 mile away, medium distance = 1-5 miles away, and low distance = <1 

mile. The term ‘Line of Sight’ indicates to what degree other culturally identified 

resources can be seen from a ritual setting. High Line of Sight indicates that 2 or more 

cultural resources can be seen from the place, medium Line of Sight = 1 cultural resource 

can be seen, and low Line of Sight means that no cultural resources seen from this 

location. 
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Shelter constitutes a movable or fixed structure that can be used for habitation 

purposes. High shelter is defined as one or more shelters within < 1\2 mile of the dance 

grounds. Medium shelter entails one or more shelters within >1\2 mile of the dance 

grounds, and Low Shelter equates to a shelter > 1 mile from the dance grounds. A High 

Rating for a Flat Dance Area = a place with level ground, low slope, and sparse 

vegetation. A Medium Rating equals to a place of level ground with some variability, 

moderate slope and ground cover that includes plants and brush and trees; A Low Rating 

equates to uneven ground, dramatic changes in slope and dense vegetation and or rocks 

that could act as obstructions to dancing. A Previously Used Ritual Setting is one that 

was used prior to westward Expansionism, which equates to 1848 and the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo. A high rating equates to a ritual setting that has been used repeatedly 

in the protohistoric era and shows physical evidence of ritual activities through 

petroglyphs, pictographs or other datable items. A medium rating indicates the setting 

was used for ritual prior to the 1890s Ghost Dance, but shows no evidence of extensive 

protohistoric use, and a low rating indicates that the area was not used for ritual activities 

prior to the 1890s Ghost Dance. Acoustical characteristics refer to the sounds qualities 

evidenced in each ritual setting. A high rating = the presence of echoes; a medium 

rating= the presence of sounds that are identified by cultural consultants as unique- e.g., 

bird calls, wind, singing. Finally, a low acoustical rating means that the sound qualities of 

the area are not markedly different than any other area.  

Quantitative analyses of the present data includes the computation of a cumulative 

score of Physiographic Elements, and the delineation of high, medium, or low degrees of 
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selected Performance Characteristics for each ritual setting. Thereafter, frequency 

distributions of the Physiographic Elements and Performance Characteristics and Degrees 

of Celebration were determined.  

The qualitative dimension of the place analyses were conducted through a 

phenomenological approach that progressively distilled information through inductive 

explications derived from four stages. Analysis of Informal Off-Setting Interviews: Stage 

1: Regard each subject’s description as a story within which descriptive scenes are 

delineated. Emphasis is placed in the subject’s involvement with the phenomena of place. 

Stage 2: Develop researcher’s perspective on the subject’s story. Stage 3: Develop 

situated structural description which answers the question, “What was the meaning of 

being in place as it was experienced and lived by this subject in this situation?” 4. 

Develop a general structural description, which is based on recurring themes of Stage 3 

findings (Valle 1989:134). Informal Setting Interviews were selectively transcribed and 

analysis replicating that of the Informal Off-Setting Interviews was performed. Data from 

Formal Setting Interviews was catalogued into the same database used for the place 

survey information. Each physiographic and performance characteristic had a parallel 

commentary made by people with contemporary or ancestral connections to the 

ceremonial ritual setting. In addition, themes of social memory, identity, social order, and 

transformation in association to particular ritual settings were compiled. Thereafter, 

recurring and unique responses formed the basis for general thematic descriptions.  

Analyses of each ritual setting were used to develop profiles of ceremonial ritual 

setting types that include information about predominant physiographic features, 
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performance variables, and linguistic inscription practices. These profiles included 

information about diachronic dimensions of ritual setting usage that is not reflected in the 

quantitative portion of this analysis. Additionally, information about variables not 

previously profiled was incorporated into case study results.  

Justification for an Intersubjective Approach 

 
This study draws upon and seeks to augment bodies of scholarship that at first 

may appear to be rather strange bed fellows: phenomenology, behavioral archaeology, 

narrative performance studies, and landscape anthropology. Justification for combining 

facets of such heterogeneous theoretical and methodological approaches resides in the 

fact that at the time I began this study, I was aware of no model of scholarship within 

anthropology that was designed to simultaneously and systematically investigate the 

objective and subjective dimensions of human experience in place. This is not surprising 

given that in recent years both anthropology and archaeology have “fragmented into a 

thousand archaeologies” and anthropologies (Schiffer 1988:479).  

There is a distinct advantage to drawing from diverse bodies of thought. In 

Essential Tensions Kuhn (1977) argues that some of the greatest scientific insights are 

made possible only through the collaboration of and debate among practitioners of 

different theoretical perspectives. The paradox of the historic tension between principally 

ideologically and materially driven research is epitomized in two passages written by V. 

Gordon Childe. He writes, “[Ideas] are given in experience and derived from the external 

world. [They] must therefore somehow correspond to that world” (Childe 1956:55). “The 
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ideal reproduction of the external world in society’s head is not, and in fact never can be, 

an exact reflection on that world” (Childe 1956:58 in Cunningham 2003:23). 

In the last three decades growing numbers of scholars express interest in going 

beyond Cartesian dichotomies reified into hegemonic categorizations such as 

subject\object, materialism\idealism, place\space, experience\observation, nature\culture, 

personality\culture, passive\active, and feminine\masculine. Despite theoretical advances 

(e.g., Bender and Aitken 1998, Bourdieu 1977, Bradley 2000, Buttimer and Seamon 

1980, Casey 1996, Seamon 1993, Soja 1989, Tilley 1994, Zedeno 1997) there is still a 

need for scholarship directed towards the systematic construction and application of 

intersubjective procedures. Even among people supporting intersubjective methodologies 

there is a lack of congruity in approaches. This sometimes results in a shift towards the 

use of parallel procedures in which experiential data are merely placed on top of 

empirical data, not unlike icing on a cake. This approach represents what Ingold 

describes as “an arbitrary symbolic framework built on the surface of reality” (Ingold 

1995:66).  

Significantly, each of the units of analysis mentioned in the previous listing of 

dichotomies represent overlapping perceptual frames of knowledge rather than discrete or 

real entities. These perceptual frames find common ground in the condition of physical 

embodiment (e.g., Bachelard 1964, Bourdieu 1977, Merleau-Ponty 1962) as well as 

through the human condition of being immersed in the world (sensu Heidegger 1962). If 

research findings are to more closely approximate lived experience, it is essential for 
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scholars to actively seek out non-dualistic solutions for studying phenomena that are 

always and already fundamentally intersubjective.  

Phenomenology, behavioral archaeology, landscape archaeology, and narrative 

and performance studies each provide valuable conceptual tools that can be used in the 

development of an intersubjective approach for studying place. In the following passages 

I provide a brief synopsis of potential strengths and weaknesses in relation to the current 

study.  

1. Phenomenology 
 

The greatest attribute of phenomenology, and specifically, radical empiricism, lies 

in its central precept to attend to all phenomena (James 1976). This approach provides a 

conceptual bridge linking the subjective and objective elements of human experience and 

encourages the researcher to jump into the thick of life and avoid retreating in into 

intellectualism divorced from experience (Rowe 1996:11). Intersubjectivity prioritizes 

embodied engagements of people, places, and performances (Valle 1989). The principal 

method, the phenomenological reduction or epoché, is an inherently holistic and 

inductive descriptive procedure that is designed to study relational patterns that 

sometimes elude researchers that rely solely upon deductive hypothesis testing 

procedures (Husserl 1970). The phenomenological procedure of bracketing the 

researchers’ assumptions concatenates with the anthropological aim of identifying 

culturally constructed patterns of thought (Valle 1989). Through bracketing, the 

researcher can become aware of assumptions embedded in his/her theoretical frameworks 

and strategies as well as in the data being analyzed. For example, landscape studies have 
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historically and currently privilege visual stimuli, whereas the sensory experiences of 

touch, taste, sound, and smell are rarely systematically utilized as means for obtaining 

data (Cosgrove 1984, Thomas 2001:168). In practice this means that much landscape data 

are systematically ignored and research findings are thereby constrained.  

Whilst the application of phenomenology to landscape studies has contributed to a 

maturation of theoretical understandings (e.g., Bender and Aitken 1998, Howitt 2001, 

Tilley 1994), critics maintain that this qualitative approach produces information that is 

difficult or even impossible to replicate (e.g., Brück 1998). When examined closely, 

however, this argument proves to be based on the premise that information derived from 

individual behaviors are less reliable than group behaviors, which in turn is premised on a 

false dualism of personality\culture (La Barre 1972:46-7, Spiro 1951:43). Spiro and La 

Barre argue that both personality and culture are abstractions based upon observed 

behavior.  

[Whereas] culture is the observed consistency in the behavior of a number of 
individuals in a society, personality is the consistency of pattern in the observed 
behavior in one individual. The concrete empiric source of these abstractions is 
identical, viz. The mutually patterned and resonant behavior of human beings in 
society. No human behavior exists apart from definable human beings; and it depends 
only on the way we look at it whether we see “personality” or “culture” (La Barre 
1972:46-7). 

 
The use of the phenomenological approach inevitably results in a degree of variability, 

which can bound to some extent through the systematic application of phenomenological 

procedures. In addition, reliability is augmented by developing ritual setting-specific 

phenomenological procedures as well as general procedures that can be applied to other 

landscapes.  



 127

A second issue requiring consideration is that the phenomenological method was 

primarily designed to explore individual experiences as well as collective experiences of 

similar phenomena on a rather small scale. It would therefore be a somewhat 

cumbersome tool for large-scale analyses. Third, phenomenological methods are 

designed to generate information about the experiences of people. While such 

information may be synchronic or diachronic in scope, it is ultimately rooted in an 

inquiry of the present. Therefore, the results of such an inquiry must not be over-

generalized. 

2. Behavioral Archaeology 
 

Behavioral archaeology was developed as a means of reintegrating the discipline 

of archaeology and compensating for some of the perceived weaknesses of the New 

Archaeology (Reid 1975:69). Behavioral archaeology is a set of middle range theories 

that provide four strategies for analyzing behavior in all times and places (Schiffer 1995). 

A particularly valuable research tool of behavioral archaeology is the Life History 

Approach, which provides a conceptual frame for studying diachronic as well as 

synchronic variability at all stages of a material object’s life including procurement, 

manufacture, use, maintenance, and discard (Schiffer 1995:27). Behavioral 

methodologies are designed to explain rather than to merely interpret variability in the 

archaeological record (Schiffer 1995). Unlike particularistic approaches with limited 

explanatory power outside of a given study, behavioral archaeology seeks to identify and 

utilize nomothetic laws that allow comparisons across place, time, and cultural groups. 

Behavioral archaeology limits its analysis to the tangible dimensions of behavioral 
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systems and the performance of human activities. As a result, this approach is 

quantifiable and potentially yields results with high reliability. Additionally, behavioral 

archaeology is designed to study variability at any scale. Therefore, its methods can be 

applied to virtually any research inquiry.  

Although behavioral archaeology provides a systematic method for exploring 

human activities through alterations in material culture, and is particularly well suited for 

studying natural and cultural formation processes, the experiential dimensions of human 

activities are omitted from this body of scholarship. Consequently, the cognitive 

dimensions of ritual performances and place attachments, and the epistemological 

frameworks that underscore place selection practices are treated as epiphenomenal. In 

practice this means that the Malinowski’s dictum to study what people say, what people 

do, and what people say about what they do is only partially followed.  

3. Landscape Studies 
 

Concomitant to the rise of the New Archaeology in the 1960s and 70s, regional 

research became increasingly popular. Yntema (2002:1) attributes this development to a 

growing interest in broad scale questions of change, which require a much larger unit of 

analysis. With a dramatic increase in the unit of analysis, archaeologists began to 

entertain new levels of complexity in the archaeological record. One consequence was a 

perceptual shift towards a more relational approach to prehistory.  

There are multiple and competing conceptions about how to define landscape 

archaeology. Among empirically-oriented researchers, landscape is treated as “a territory 

to be apprehended visually” through such mechanisms such as GIS, satellite air photos, 
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field surveys, and cartography (Thomas 2001). Over the last decade a second school of 

landscape archaeology has been attracting more theoretically-oriented scholars. Among 

this cohort, landscape is primarily treated as a “network of relations” (e.g., Bachelard 

1964, Nash 1997, Nash 2000, Tilley 1994). The developments of Cultural Heritage 

Studies, National Historic Preservation Legislation, and the development of Place Studies 

in cultural geography and cultural anthropology have been instrumental in raising 

awareness of the cognitive dimensions of landscapes (Yntema 2002:3). While alternately 

emphasizing quantitative and qualitative methodologies, landscape archaeologists 

perceive the advantage of having landscape as a framework for integrating diverse types 

of information (Thomas 2001). 

Landscape archaeology is a field of scholarship that is still in the process of 

discovering itself. In addition to a lack of theoretical coherence, which is reflected in an 

array of competing definitions of landscape, there is no standardized methodology and 

reporting is non-standardized. In practice this means that it is virtually impossible to 

reconstruct a study or conduct cross-cultural comparisons.  

4. Verbal Performance Studies 
 

Narrative and performance research is founded upon the essential premises that 

all information is contextually-based and inherently dynamic. Whereas the field of verbal 

performance studies originated as a means of studying “folklore as communication” 

rather than “folklore as materials” (Bauman 1977:4), more recently, scholars of verbal 

performance have also begun to investigate relations between narrative performance and 

knowledge-power matrixes (e.g., Butler 1999a, Jackson 2002, Taussig 1993, White 
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1987). At present some of the most innovating theorizing about the performativity of 

politics and subject formation processes is evidenced in the writings of Judith Butler who 

demonstrates that “speech acts are at once performative (and thus theatrical, presented to 

an audience, subject to interpretation) and linguistic, inducing a set of effects through its 

implied relation to linguistic conventions” (Butler 1997: xxv). 

Narrative and discourse represent powerful venues for exploring the semiotics of 

places and ritual performance. In particular, essential questions about landscape and 

social memory, identity, social order, and transformation are aptly met through the 

application of this mode of analysis (Knapp and Ashmore 1999:13).  

Summary  

This analysis aims to contribute to the theory of place, ritual, and narrative 

performance while also demonstrating the potential relevance of intersubjective 

methodologies in cultural landscape studies. My data also promises to highlight 

continuities and changes in ceremonial place practices among the Numic people of the 

Great Basin in the late nineteenth century. setting.
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CHAPTER 5  
RITUAL SETTINGS 

 
Introduction 

This chapter examines 10 ceremonial ritual settings selected by Northern Paiute, 

Western Shoshone and Southern Paiute ritual specialists and community members for the 

performance of the 1890s Ghost Dance. To study the possibility that particular features of 

the landscape might be more desirable for rituals because they are considered more 

powerful, a number of physiographic features of the landscape are examined for each 

site. Next, the behavioral characteristics of each site are explored. In other words, how 

were ritual performances supported or restricted based on the characteristics of the 

landscape. Thereafter I consider how Numic people used social memories of this event in 

relation to contemporary place and identity making practices. To demonstrate the 

multivalency of these cultural performances, I explored the known individual and 

collective cultural inscription practices associated with particular areas of the traditional 

Numic homelands. 

I begin this chapter by presenting a table of the people interviewed by site. Next, I 

present all of the Type I ritual settings, which constitute ceremonial sites which were 

used consistently before the arrival of Euroamericans and continued to be used during the 

late nineteenth century. This is followed by an analysis of Type II places, or areas that 

were first selected for ritual activities during the 1880s and 90s. Each place analysis 

begins with an analytic section that describes the conditions that I identified prior to 
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interviewing elders about the characteristics of each ritual setting, followed by an 

interview section that provides the perspectives of the cultural experts who shared their 

perspectives on each positively identified ceremonial setting.  

In keeping with an understanding of the importance of place-centered thinking, I 

begin with an analysis of a Northern Paiute Type I in the prophet’s homelands. Next, I 

present the Northern Paiute Owens Valley site of Tinemaha, followed by Western 

Shoshone sites in western Nevada and central Nevada, and finally Southern Paiute Type I 

sites in southern Nevada and northern Arizona. Finally, I relay findings on Type II sites, 

once again beginning with a Northern Paiute site in western Nevada, followed by Type II 

sites among the Western Shoshone of central Nevada. 
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Dissertation Fieldwork Interview Summary 
 
Table  5-1 Fieldwork Interviews Conducted in Nevada, California, and Arizona 
 

Ethnic Group Female Male Group Total Interviews 
     

Western Shoshone 10 6 0 16 
     
Southern Paiute 17 7 0 24 
     
Northern Paiute 14 12 0 26 
     
Hualapai 1 0 0 1 
     
Other Indigenous 0 4 0 2 
     
Euro-American 5 8 1 14 
     
Total 47 37 1 85 
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Table  5-2 Fieldwork Interviews by Cultural Site, Location and Ethnicity 
Cultural Site Location Numic and 

Yuman 
Total 
Interviews 

Other Total 
Interviews 

Grand Total 

 
Darroughs Hot Spring 
Blue Spring 

Smoky Valley, NV 10 EA, A, 
N 

8 18 

Pigeon Spring Fishlake Valley, NV 6 EA 2 8 
Bald Mt Wash Belmont, NV 3 

Manhattan, NV 

WS 
 

 EA 3 
  

      
Arrow Canyon Moapa, NV 13 14 
Kanab Creek Kaibab Reservation, AZ 

SP 
 11 

EA 1 
 11 

       
Tinemaha Owens Valley, CA 15  0 15 
Schurz Schurz, NV 
Wilson’s Ranch Yerington, NV 

NP 
 11 EA 3 14 

       
Grass Spring 
Koara Spring 

Northern AZ H 
 

1 EA 1 2 

   67  18 85 
 
*WS= Western Shoshone, SP= Southern Paiute, NP= Northern Paiute, H= Hualapai, EA= Euroamerican, A= Apache, N= Navajo 
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Table  5-3 Type I and II Ritual Settings 
Type I Ritual Settings Type II Ritual Settings 

Upper Kanab Creek Wilson’s Ranch 

Arrow Canyon Blue Spring 

Bald Mountain Wash Ǘdüba 

Tinemaha Duckwater 

Schurz Ceremonial Dance Grounds 

Pigeon Springs 

 

 
1. Schurz Ghost Dance Site 

Location 

Historically, the Northern Paiutes of western Nevada performed Ghost Dances in 

a number of localities including Pine Grove, Sweetwater Valley, Wellington, Yerington, 

Nordyke, Smith Valley and Schurz (Hittman and Lynch 1990:331-2). The Ghost Dance 

sites identified near Schurz, Nevada, are particularly important at this time because this 

area is being used once again among contemporary Northern Paiutes for the performance 

of a Ghost Dance (Carroll 2005d). 

 

Figure  5-1 3-D Topographical Map of Schurz, Walker Lake and Yerington 
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This site description examines the ceremonial place that was used for the 2006 

performance of the Ghost Dance; a place in close proximity to the original Ghost dance 

site used in the 1890s. These ceremonial dance grounds are situated southeast of the 

Northern Paiute town of Schurz, home of the Walker River Paiute Tribe. Schurz is 

located in western Nevada in Mineral County approximately 8 miles north of Walker 

Lake (DeLorme 1996:43). The Schurz Ghost Dance site sits northeast of the Wassuk 

Range, where Mt. Grant, the origin mountain of the Northern Paiutes, is located. A series 

of other culturally significant mountain ranges surrounding this ritual area is discussed 

below.  

 

Figure  5-2 Aerial Map of Schurz Ritual Setting 
Features 

 The principal archaeological features of this site include a contemporary dance 

arbor, two sweat lodges, and a shade hut. No known site documents exist for this site. 

Geography 

The Schurz ceremonial site can be found near the east branch of Walker River, 

which is a tributary of the freshwater lake, Walker Lake, to the south. The latter is of such 
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import, that the Northern Paiute of this area named themselves Agai tukadu after the large 

salmon-trout (agai) that are found to dwell in its waters (Wheat 1967:5). The Ghost 

Dance grounds are surrounded by a number of important hills and mountain ranges 

including the Calico Hills to the north with a peak elevation of 7,067 (Nevada, nd:6-10), 

Black Mountain to the northwest with an elevation of 5,733 feet, White Mountain to the 

northwest with an elevation of 5,733 feet (Nevada, nd:7-10) and Twin Sisters to the east. 

Notably, there is an area called Ghost Dance Ridge east of the Agai Pah Hills, which may 

represent yet another area where the ritual participants gathered for ceremonial purposes 

during the late nineteenth century (DeLorme 1996:43). 

 

 

Figure  5-3 Landscape Overview of Schurz Ritual Setting 
 
Ethnographic Overview  

The works of diverse anthropologists and historians have contributed to the 

knowledge base of the Northern Paiute. Omer Stewart (1939), Michael Hittman (1973a, 

1984), Margaret Wheat (1967), Edward C. Johnson (1975); Jack D. Forbes (1967) and 

Earl Kernstein (1984) have been instrumental in eliciting tribal histories; Catherine and 

Don Fowler (1971) in recapitulating the ethnographic records of Ingalls and Powell and 
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eliciting important ethnographic and historic information (Fowler and Liljeblad 1986); 

Ferol Egan (1972) in documenting the tribal wars of the 1860s; and numerous scholars in 

tracing the diverse elements of the 1870s and 1890s Ghost Dances.  

 

Figure  5-4 Landscape Overview of Schurz Ritual Setting II 
 

An abridged list of these scholars includes James Mooney (1896), Leslie Spier 

(1927, 1935), Cora DuBois (1939), Grace Dangberg (1957; 1968), Thomas Overholt 

(1974), Brad Logan (1980), Joseph Jorgenson (1985), Russell Thornton (1986), Alice 

Kehoe (1989), Michael Hittman (1990), and Richard Stoffle (2000). The next section 

provides an ethnographic overview of the Northern Paiutes living around Walker Lake at 

the end of the nineteenth century. 

Sociopolitical Organization 

In the 1870s Powell and Ingalls reported that the Indian agent enumerated 800 

Pa-vi-o-tsoes living on the Walker River and Pyramid Lake reservations (Fowler and 

Fowler 1971:115). John Wesley Powell also recorded leadership among the Northern 

Paiutes. These 1880 manuscripts identify Northern Paiute chiefs as of 1881. Powell 

indicates that the chief of Walker River was A-gai-du-ka or Captain Wasson. He was also 
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called O-had-na. According to Powers, Lake “Chief” Wasson married a young woman, 

who three or four months afterward gave unmistakable proof that she had been unfaithful 

to him, whereupon he received the sobriquet of O-ha-nah (the bastard’s father) (Fowler 

and Fowler 1971:230). Powell lists the chief as A-gai’-wait mu-pa-vits’-I O-ha-i-na 

Captain (810-1 Manuscript in Fowler and Fowler 1971:230). In addition, he mentions 

Captain Zo (Jo?) or A-gai’-du-ka I dwum for Walker River and Wat-su-wab as the chief 

south of Walker River (Fowler and Fowler 1971:233). It is unclear whether the latter 

chief, Wat-su-wab, is the same person as Wodziwob, who led the 1870s Ghost Dance. If 

so, it is interesting that Powell identified him principally as a sociopolitical leader rather 

than a ritual specialist.  

These leaders helped to facilitate the inner workings of dynamic networks of 

political, social, economic, and familial relations. Each family (nanodik a) existed as a 

node within a network held together through mutual activities, shared ideologies and 

language, communal use of space, and common technologies and material culture. At the 

time of the Ghost Dance, these networks provided a modus operandi for the spread of the 

Ghost Dance message as well as the distribution of ritual responsibilities. Within these 

perimeters, ritual specialists assumed traditional roles. These included the prophet, 

Wovoka, who was a capable rain shaman and medicine man (Hittman and Lynch 

1990:11); singers who were taught the songs Wovoka learned in an altered state of 

consciousness; repeaters, whose job it was to explain the actions of the prophet and 

medicine persons; dance participants, who in addition to dancing learned their own 

medicine songs; and medicine people from other Numic and non-Numic groups, who 

came to learn the dance and songs and to share these messages among their own people. 



 140

Subsistence  

The Northern Paiutes were a seminomadic people whose traditional livelihoods 

were based on hunting, gathering and fishing (Fowler and Liljeblad 1986:436). Among 

the Walker Lake Paiutes, much subsistence derived from fishing in Walker Lake and 

hunting associated water birds. “Particularly attractive were large (15-30 pounds) winter 

and spring migrating cutthroat trout (Salmo clarki henshawii) and suckers (Chasmistes 

cujus) (Fowler and Liljeblad 1986:438). Fishing occurred all year long but was more 

intensive in the late fall, winter and spring ibid. Hunting for large game such as antelope 

and mountain sheep also was common along with small game such as rabbits and ground 

squirrels. Gathering of plants also corresponded to the availability of resources in the 

environment. An estimated 150 species constituted the Northern Paiute diet.  

Anthropologist Margaret Wheat attributes the initial lack of agriculture among the 

Northern Paiute to the northern climate of the Great Basin, which is characterized by 

killing frosts and low rainfall (Wheat 1967). By the time the Pyramid Lake and Walker 

River reservations had been established, agriculture was being progressively integrated 

into the lives of Northern Paiutes. Powell and Ingalls report that Northern Paiutes were 

engaging in agricultural pursuits as well as traditional subsistence activities in the 1870s 

(Fowler and Fowler 1971:115). Despite government support, these pursuits were never 

terribly successful because the selected environments were not suited for agriculture. By 

1870, the Paiutes had become progressively reliant upon fishing because Euroamericans 

were encroaching on other native foods (Hittman 1973b:68). In addition, they were faced 

with a series of epidemics in 1867 and 1868, which caused conditions to further 

deteriorate ibid. By the late 1880s and early 1890s, Paiutes of Walker River supported 
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themselves through a mixture of fishing, farming, and herding. As a consequence of the 

severe droughts of this time and Wovoka’s repute as a strong weather shaman, it is 

probable that they were very receptive to his message (Hittman 1973b:79)  

Habitation  

Paiute encampments were typically occupied by an extended family that included 

husband, wife, children, grandparents, and at times aunts and uncles (Wheat 1967:6). The 

shelters varied from area to area in order to take advantage of locally available materials. 

Park indicates that the Paviotso moved into the mountains to harvest pine nuts in the fall 

and then settled along the lake shores and river banks during the winter (Park 1934:98). 

Winter houses alternately known as kani and nobi were domed-shaped structures 

constructed of willow frames covered with tule or grass (Fowler and Liljeblad 1986:443). 

Kelly (1932:104) indicates that this structure diffused from the Northern Shoshone and 

Bannock. Among the Walker River Paiutes, a small vestibule or mat-covered entryway 

was a common structural addition.  

During summer months, the Numa typically moved out of the nobi and into brush 

windbreak structures or shades that provided greater relief from rising temperatures. 

These shades, known as haba, were cooler than the kani or nobi winter houses. Women 

ranged over the hills gathering diverse plants and men fished and hunted both large and 

small game (Park 1934:98). During periods of rest, they would gather under shades and 

windbreak structures.  

Such structures were used in conjunction with communal ritual events such as the 

1890s Ghost Dance. Circular windbreaks constructed of willow frames sometimes 

surround the dance circle (Underhill 1941). Shade structures were also built in 
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conjunction with ceremonial dance events. These structures are designed to be used by 

dance participants during periods of rest. Today Northern Paiutes continue to use shades 

and windbreaks for dance events. 

Ideology and Ceremonialism  

The Northern Paiutes believe that the energy force called Puha pervades the 

universe and all of the objects and species therein [Miller, 1983 #27]. This power can be 

harnessed by ritual specialists such as shamans through unsolicited dreams, the 

inheritance of power, prayer, and power quests, or visits to places known to concentrate 

power [Park, 1934 #2666:99, 101, 102]. Ritual events such as the Ghost Dance provide a 

public venue in which people collectively participated in repetitious actions conducive 

for eliciting altered states of consciousness. Within such states participants may seek to 

expand their knowledge or to communicate with forces of which they are not generally 

aware. 

The Northern Paiutes traditionally engaged in a number of communal dance 

rituals throughout the year. These included the Round Dance, the War Dance and the 

mourning ceremony known as the Cry. Some of these festivals are identified in the works 

of John Wesley Powell. These include the summer festival “when seeds are ripe, lasting 5 

days, Tat-za’ tu-ni-ta-ma;” the autumn festival, “when the pine nuts are ripe, lasting 5 

days;” and the Tuvi-tsi-tu-nitama “another name for the big meeting.” In addition Powell 

identifies a one night festival called “Tu-ma’-sai-gai. He also relays information about 

the leadership underscoring these ceremonies through the directives of the Priest and 

Singing Master. 
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 A tu-ni-ta-ma is usually held in the winter. When news comes from other gens. 

The Priest has charge of all festivals. The Priest sets the time for the Tu-ma’sai-gai and 

the tu-ni-ta-ma. The Priest is elected by the gens for life. Every festival has a singing 

master under the direction of the Priest. Ho-vi-a-agi-yu: Singing master [Fowler, 1971 

#809:248]. 

Wovoka assumed the important role of overseeing and guiding the emergence and 

evolution of the 1890s Ghost Dance. So powerful was his role that in 1934, members of 

the Walker Lake and Yerington settlements looked upon his as the “last powerful 

shaman” [Park, 1934 #2666:98]. His role and the emergence of the Ghost Dance must be 

understood in the historic context in which he lived. 

 

Figure  5-5 Northern Paiute Singers 
Historic Overview 

After the opening of the West to exploration and settlement, the traditional lives 

of the Northern Paiute were swiftly altered in dramatic ways. Wovoka lived through 

many of the transformations that divided previous generations who were able to maintain 
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traditional ways of living to a larger extent. Northern Paiutes underwent dramatic 

changes during three periods: the Exploration Period, the Paiute War Period, and the 

Reservation Period. Key highlights of each of these periods are presented below. 

Exploration Period  

Trapper Jedediah Strong Smith entered into the traditional lands of the Northern 

Paiute in 1827. Soon thereafter he was followed by Joseph R. Walker, who led an 

expedition to California in search of beaver in 1833. Upon his return in 1834 he crossed 

the Sierra Nevada mountain range at the point later known as Walker Pass. Next “He 

proceeded up Owens Valley to Benton Hot Springs and Hence to Sodaville, south of 

Walker Lake, along what alter became a railroad route” (McCracken 1997:77). During 

his travels he encountered many Indians “subsisting upon grass seeds, frogs, fish &c.-

thus providing some of the earliest written accounts of the Northern Paiute” (Leonard 

1904:166). In 1843, John C. Fremont’s expedition party also attempted to travel through 

Northern Paiute territories around Walker Lake (Wheat 1967:1). Fremont proceeded to 

meet other Northern Paiutes including the Kuyidika-a (Cui-ui Eaters) of Pyramid Lake, 

and made an alliance with Chief Winnemucca who later fought alongside U.S. soldiers 

against the Mexican army in the Mexican War (1846-1848) (Rosinski 2006:18). 

Paiute War Period  

Bad weather, the destruction of primary food supplies, starvation, and the abuse 

of women are some of the factors that led up to the wars between Paiutes and settlers in 

the 1860s (Egan 1972, Rosinski 2006: 31-34). In the first battle of the Pyramid Lake War, 

Paiute warriors reportedly killed between 70 and 76 soldiers. In the second battle, the 

Paiutes were heavily outnumbered by volunteers who came to avenge the deaths of those 
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who preceded them. Other conflicts continued to rage in northern and western Nevada. In 

1865 the Mud Lake Massacre took place in which soldiers brutally killed and scalped 

men, women and children (Rosinski 2006: 47). In response to the Pyramid Lake Wars, a 

fort was built on the south end of Pyramid Lake that was later replaced by Fort Churchill 

on Carson River. Ongoing conflicts often involved the soldiers stationed at Fort Churchill 

(Angel 1881).There was no decisive victory on either side. According to some historians, 

the Bannock War of 1878 may have been a continuation of the Pyramid Lake Wars, as 

both Paiutes and Bannocks fought side by side. 

Reservation Period  

Largely in response to the ongoing scrimmages between Euroamericans and 

Northern Paiutes, the federal government established several Northern Paiute 

reservations. The Pyramid Lake and Walker River reservations were set aside in 1859 

and formally established in 1871 (Fowler and Liljeblad 1986). The conditions on the 

Walker Lake were reportedly much worse than those on Pyramid Lake during the 1870s 

(Rosinski 2006: 54). Confined to reservations, many Paiutes were no longer able to 

provide for their basic needs. In addition to disease, limited food supplies and starvation, 

droughts, floods, disputed water rights and land encroachment collectively created an 

unstable social system that failed to meet the basic needs of its people.  

It was under such circumstances the Wodziwob, a prophet from Fish Lake Valley, 

was able to convince people to use ritual to effect change (Hittman 1973a). In the 1870s, 

Wodziwob taught the Northern Paiute the Ghost Dance. He preached the return of the 

many Indian relatives that had died before their time on a train that was coming to the 

east. He believed the Whites could be made to disappear and the earth could be brought 
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back to its former fruitfulness through ritual means (DuBois 1939, Park 1934, 1938, Spier 

1935) After several years, interest in the Ghost Dance waned and Wodziwob put his 

energies into his role as a medicine man (Hittman 1973a). 

By the late 1870s and early 1880s day schools were established at Walker River 

as well as Pyramid Lake (Fowler and Liljeblad 1986:459). Reservation confinement and 

compulsory education forced many Northern Paiutes to abandon traditional means of 

subsistence. As a consequence, Northern Paiutes had to alternately adopt mixed 

economies, blending traditional and western livelihoods, or move entirely into the new 

economies established by the White settlers.  

By 1887, the Ghost Dance reemerged under the direction of Wovoka. According 

to Mooney, the first Ghost Dance took place on the Walker Lake Reservation “about a 

mile above the railroad bridge near the agency” and was reportedly attended by diverse 

groups including six Apache (Mooney, 1973:802). Other places in the homelands of the 

Northern Paiute were used thereafter for these sacred ritual performances. In this site 

description, an area used in the 1890s and again in the 2006 Ghost Dance is examined in 

greater depth. 

Physiographic Features  

One of the original 1890s Ghost Dance ritual settings and the new location are in 

close proximity to each other and thus share many cultural, physiographic, and behavioral 

performance features. In effect, site selection practices of the current Ghost dance parallel 

those of the 1890s pan-Indian ritual movement. By exploring the interdigitation of 

physiographic, performance, and cultural features, the importance of the cultural 

landscape within which this ritual site is situated begins to emerge. 
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Table  5-4 Schurz Site Characteristics  
Physiographic 

Characteristics 

 Performance 

Characteristics 

 Degrees of 

Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion Low X Place Name 0 

Low Elevation X Visibility Med X Sacred Stories X 

Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 

Resources  

Low X Petroglyphs or 

Pictographs 

X (in area) 

Canyon 0 Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments 0 

Cave 0 Flat Dance area High X Trails X 

Large Boulders or Cliffs 0 Previously used 

Dance Area 

High X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants and 

Trees 

X Acoustics Low 0 Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 

Source 

X   Writings, Maps, or 

Drawings 

X 

Guardians X   First Person 

Experience 

X 

Volcanism X   Songs X 

      

Total Score 7 Total Score 7 Total Score 8 

Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 

 70%  87.5%  80% 
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Figure  5-6 Dance Arbor 
 
Among the Northern Paiute, ritual place-making practices include (1) a return to 

holy places, (2) the concretization of cultural significance through place-centered 

storytelling practices, (3) the creation of ceremonial grounds in a manner that 

incorporates the distinct physiography of the landscape, and (4) the development of an 

inclusive, holistic cultural landscape incorporating the core cultural construct of the 

circle and the six cardinal directions.  

Mountains, Hills  

Sacred mountains surround the ceremonial grounds on all sides. These 

mountains include Black Mountain and White Mountain to the west, the Calico Hills to 

the north, and the Twin Sisters to the east. The origin mountain of the Northern Paiutes, 

Mount Grant, is not visible from the site, but is located approximately 16 miles to the 

south (DeLorme 1996:43, 51). In oral tradition, each of these mountains plays an 

important role in the creation of ancient and contemporary Northern Paiute cultural 

landscapes (Carroll 2005d).  
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Elevation  

This site has a relatively low elevation of 4,120.’ Ethnohistoric documents 

indicate that the Paiutes of this region would camp by the river and lake shores during the 

winter and would move their settlements to higher elevations to gather plants and hunt 

animals during warmer parts of the year (Park 1934:98). 

Water Source  

Walker Lake, Pyramid Lake and Mono Lake are reportedly all that remain of the 

ancient inland sea known as the Lahontan, which created the Great Basin upon its retreat 

(Wheat 1967:1). Walker Lake is said to be connected to Pyramid Lake through 

underground channels. Both the 1890s and 2006 ceremonial grounds are located close to 

the east branch of the Walker River and more distantly, to Walker Lake. In an historic 

account Thomas notes, “The Walker River, also starting from California, flows by a 

circuitous route into Nevada, and forms a lake bearing the name of the river” (Thompson 

1881:19). He also mentions hot springs in the valley of Walker River “ten miles from 

Wellington Station, are the singular and valuable Hind’s Hot Springs, discovered by the 

present proprietor in 1860, and bearing his name” (Thompson 1881:19). 

The importance of these diverse water sources to the Northern Paiute is 

indicated in their self designated name, the Agideecutta or Fish Eaters, as well as origin 

stories that refer to this place. This fresh water lake, fed by the Walker River, served as a 

key source of sustenance and a place that is discussed in the origin stories. The Northern 

Paiute also view Walker Lake as a place of power. Some Numic people tell stories of a 

serpent living in Walker Lake and Park notes that “mythical beings living in the lakes and 

water holes and spoken of as ‘waterbabies’” (Park 1934). From a functionalist 
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perspective, the presence of water is important for ritual cleansing. Water is used in 

purification activities noted before as well as after dancing. Sometimes water also serves 

as a boundary marker of sacred space. Within the parameters of the sanctified ground, 

certain codes of behavior are supposed to be observed. 

Canyon  

There are no canyons in the immediate vicinity of the Ghost Dance grounds.  

Cave  

There are caves in the mountains in that surround this area, but none in the 

immediate vicinity of the Ghost Dance. Therefore, caves are an important, though not a 

defining physical characteristic of this dance site. 

Large Boulders or Cliffs  

The dance grounds are located on a flat plain that sits to the west of the east 

branch of the Walker River. There are no large boulders orcliffs in the immediate 

vicinity. 

Medicinal Plants  

The mountains surrounding this ceremonial site are known plant-gathering areas 

and hunting areas. Prior to the establishment of the reservations, the Walker Lake Paiutes 

“ranged over the semi-arid hills and valleys of their habitat, gathering wild sees and roots 

while the men hunted deer, antelope, rabbits and other game or fish” (Park 1934:98).  

Paint, Clay or Mineral Source  

Ghost Dancers often adorned themselves with red paint (peejup), which can be 

found by the Twin Sisters, on Mount Grant, and near Fort Churchill. Red paint from 

these locations was and is considered to be very sacred and powerful. Ghost dance 
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participants regularly petitioned Wovoka for this paint, magpie feathers, and items of 

clothing that he had previously worn (Dangberg 1957). Trading and sharing of items such 

as clothing, ornaments, and paint was an integral part of Northern Paiute ceremonies.  

At the pine nut festival the Indians exchange ornaments and clothing as an 
expression of their friendship. No person must wear away from the festival the 
articles in which he came. The exchange is made just after the feast and before 
starting for their homes (Fowler and Fowler 1971:248). 

 
Moses (1984:63) indicates that the fence posts around Wounded Knee were covered with 

red paint sent from western Nevada (in Hittman and Lynch 1990:13).  

There are no known white paint (ee-bi) sources in the immediate vicinity of this 

dance site. However, white paint was used by the Walker River Paiutes for medicinal 

purposes. Rosie Plummer, a woman interviewed by Willard Park in the 1930s shared 

the following story. “One time my father was going to Fallon when a rattlesnake bit his 

horse. He took the snake away and put white paint around the bite and sang. The horse 

was all right after that” (Park 1934:101). 

Guardians and Power Animals 

According to the Northern Paiute oral traditions, the I-we-yu Nu-mu, were the 

Ancient People. The Ancient People included birds, animals, men, trees, and rocks. They 

were also called the I-we-yu-num-wad and Num-wad. “Rocks, trees, sagebrush, etc., were 

all people once” (Fowler and Fowler 1971). The most powerful of shamans, weather 

shamans, were able to interact with some of these ancient forces. Wovoka was reputed to 

have such power. One informant interviewed in 1930s maintained, 

Jack Wilson could bring the rain. At Sweetwater (Nevada), five Sioux came to see 
him. As soon as they arrived he took a magpie-tail feather from his hat. He waved 
it in front of his face. Right away the clouds came up in the sky. Rain started to 
fall. When Jack stopped waving the feather the clouds went away (Park 
1934:108). 
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Numic ontology gives rise to non-static views of the universe. Accordingly, the world is 

alive and in motion. At ritual sites, this translates into dynamic encounters between the 

diverse human and non-human species, be they birds and animals, the wind, the moon, a 

mountain, or even a small pebble that catches someone’s eye. The flight of an eagle or 

magpie over a ceremonial site is viewed as communication between the human and the 

sacred. So too, the presence of a single feather is understood as a gift from the Creator. 

Everything has a place, and nothing is insignificant. 

Volcanism  

The Twin Sister Mountains are to the east of the ceremonial grounds, and directly 

opposite of Black Mountain. Like Black Mountain, the Twin Sisters are volcanic. There 

is a prophecy relating to this time and Wovoka’s time that centers on the fate of the Twin 

Sisters (see Native American Interpretation section below). Located south of Schurz is 

another volcanic mountain, Mt. Grant, which is also the Origin Mountain of the 

Northern Paiutes. The elders say that at one time all of the land was covered with water 

and out of the fire erupted Kudugwa, a mountain of fire. A sage hen fanned the waves 

back from the fire and that is why the fire singed his wings and breasts, turning them 

black. Both volcanism and faulting are associated with these ceremonial dance grounds. 

In the 1930s a major earthquake occurred here; There is also a major fault line that has 

been the source of geological analyses. Like Tinemaha, Upper Kanab Creek, and two 

Hualapai Ghost Dance sites, volcanism appears to be a decisive selection characteristic. 
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Figure  5-7 Twin Sisters 
Summary  

Considered collectively, this site has seven of the ten physiographic features that 

were hypothesized to be present at places selected for the performance of a Ghost Dance. 

Each of these features are present in the surrounding hills and mountains, but are not in 

proximity to the actual dance grounds. 

Performance Characteristics  

Seclusion & Visibility 

This site offers limited seclusion as it is less than .5 miles from a major highway, 

and medium visibility, meaning that it is visible from .5-1 mile away. The physical 

structures that are within ¼ -½ miles away from the dance site are more visible that the 

dance grounds.  

Distance from Cultural Resources  

This site is less than 10 miles away from a number of cultural resources including 

a cultural center, gas station, and the Schurz Paiute Indian Reservation. Other cultural 

resources including Walker River, Walker Lake, Black Mountain, White Mountain, the 

Calico Hills and the Twin Sisters are also within close proximity to these dance grounds. 
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Line of Sight  

This ceremonial dance place has a high Line of Sight rating because Black 

Mountain, White Mountain, the Calico Hills and the Twin Sisters can all be seen from the 

dance grounds. 

Flat Dance Area  
 
This ceremonial area offers a completely flat and level area for the performance 

of dances. The dance site itself, which is approximately 100 feet in diameter, is 

surrounded by a windbreak structure constructed of willows, branches, and painted 

telephone poles. Mirroring the outer circle of the mountains is the outer circle of the 

ceremonial grounds. Each spatial direction is marked by the colors of white, red, 

yellow, and black. Within this circle, anther circle is formed by the dancers themselves. 

At the center stands a dance pole with an eagle feather, indicating the connection of the 

four directions with the earth and sky. Within this circle, the dance was conducted in a 

clockwise fashion. For the dance to be effective the circle cannot be broken. 

Acoustics  

There are no special acoustic properties at this site. 

Previously Used Dance Area  

Hittman’s informants (1973b:66) report that the prophet of the 1870s Ghost 

Dance, Wodziwob, “put up dances” at the Walker River Reservation. Mooney and Arthur 

Chapman also discuss the performance of Ghost Dances on the Walker River Reservation 

as well (Mooney (1896)1973:767). 

The dance grounds used in 2006 are within a ¼ of a mile of the dance area used 

for the 1890s ritual performances. As a consequence of the closeness to the original 
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nineteenth century site, there are many overlapping physiographic and performance 

characteristics. The main difference between the two sites is that the 1890s site is located 

near the banks of the Walker River and this site is located approximately ½ a mile away. 

Summary  

The Schurz dance grounds have several desirable characteristics that contribute to 

site selection practices such as nearness to other cultural resources and in the Line of 

Sight of several others. The dance grounds themselves are flat and camping is available 

onsite. Finally, Ghost Dances were held nearby the banks of the Walker River. Potential 

drawbacks of this site are limited seclusion and medium visibility. 

Cultural Inscription Practices 

Place Name  

The Northern Paiute name for themselves and their neighbors derives from an in-

depth relationship to the physical features of the landscape and the food sources utilized 

in each particular area. Thus, people living near Walker Lake and Schurz are known as 

the Trout Eaters, to the south in Hawthorne, the Fish-eaters, to the west, the Grass-Nut 

Eaters, north in Stillwater and Fallon, the Cattail Eaters, and those around Pyramid Lake 

and Winnemucca Lake the Cui-ui-Eaters (Wheat 1967). “The Trout-eaters took their 

name from the huge salmon-trout (agai), known as the Lahontan cutthroat, that lived in 

Walker Lake and Spawned in the Walker River (Wheat 1967:5).   

Fowler and Fowler identify additional Paiute names for cultural landmarks. 

Walker River is called A-kai-i-na-okw (Fowler and Fowler 1971:240). “The Nu-mu-tu-

wip (People’s land, “or “homeland” was south at Walker, Carson, Mono, Snake and other 

water and they drove away the Si-duka from the Humbolt River” (Fowler and Fowler 
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1971:241). Finally, the nearby historic town of Schurz has more recently become part of 

the cultural repertoire of the Northern Paiutes. This town was named after the Secretary 

of the Interior in 1880s, Carl Schurz (Rosinski 2006:79). 

Sacred Stories  

The Northern Paiutes help to maintain the cultural landscape through storytelling 

practices. There are Creation Stories about Walker Lake and Mount Grant along with 

legends and prophesies of the Coyote Hills, Black Mountain, White Mountain, and the 

Twin Sisters. “In Paiute myth Walker Lake was said to be home to two of the Creator’s 

four children. The other two were sent farther north where they became ancestors of the 

Bannock” (Taylor 1994:57). Mount Grant is the place of origins.  

In the beginning the Numu came to the land in boats. All the land was covered in 
water. The people landed on what is now Mt. Grant. The People were named after 
the plants or animals that grew or lived in their area. The People were on good 
terms with each other and shared hunting, fishing, and gathering areas. For the 
largest part of the year the extended family hunted and harvested alone (Tribe 
2006:1). 

The sacred mountains of Black Mountain, White Mountain, the Calico Hills, and the 

Twin Sisters which surround the ceremonial grounds play an important role in the 

creation of ancient and contemporary Northern Paiute cultural landscapes (Carroll 

2005d). 

Petroglyphs or Pictographs  

Black Mountain is a region full of pine nut camps and a rock corral historically 

used for capturing antelope and wild mustangs. There are two lakes near the summit of 

Black Mountain, springs, and numerous petroglyphs were identified during research 

conducted during the 1970s. 
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Rock Alignments  

There are no known rock alignments at this site. 

Trails  

Indian trails as well as historic trails used by explorers, Trapper Jedediah Strong 

Smith who entered into the traditional lands of the Northern Paiute in 1827, Joseph R. 

Walker, and John C. Fremont are found in proximity to the 1890s and 2006 Ghost Dance 

grounds. 

Historic Narratives  

There are rich historic narratives describing the people, places, and events that 

characterized this place from the nineteenth through twenty first centuries.Recommended 

sources of further reading include Hittman (1984; 1987) and Johnson (1975). 

Personal Narratives  

I was invited to watch the performance and provide support for the dancers of the 

Ghost Dance in Schurz in March of 2006.  

Songs  

The number of elders who know the Ghost Dance songs is diminishing. There are 

only a few singers left in Schurz to transfer this knowledge to younger generations. 

During the 2006 Ghost Dance, singers from other places were invited not only attend the 

dance, but to help impart their knowledge to others. 

Prophesy  

The medicine men and women who lived before the arrival of Anglos were 

reputedly much stronger than the shamans of the middle and late nineteenth century. One 

of the powers attributed to the old shamans was the power of clairvoyance or prophesy. 
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Nick Dowington, an 80-year-old Paviotso (in 1934) told anthropologist, Willard Park, of 

the following vision. 

There was a shaman at Pyramid Lake called Tioyap. The People were in the hills 
west of the lake, gathering seeds. Toiyap felt something coming to him. He was 
singing loudly. He told his brother-in-law to get all the people together. They built 
a big bonfire. Then he went into a trance and lay by the fire. They built a big 
bonfire. Then he went into a trance and lay by the fire. When he came out of the 
trance he told them what he had seen. He said that people were coming who had 
white skins and hair on their faces. He said these people had white mountain 
sheep with big ears. He meant horses [?]. He told them these people were coming. 
This happened thirty years [?] before any white people came here (Park 
1934:110). 

 
The return of prophesy is evidenced in discussions that proceeded the 2006 Ghost Dance. 

Raymond Hoeffer, the Northern Paiute organizer’s commented, 

There are many reasons why this ceremony has to take place given the state of 
world conditions, the natural disasters, the state of our environment, the new 
global diseases, there is no doubt we are in a collision course with a worldwide 
disaster. It is our belief we will be given instruction on how our children, 
grandchildren, and future generations can survive as a people who have inhabited 
this place since time immemorial. It is important to note that this ceremony is to 
help stop this collision course for all people (Hoeffer 2005) 

 
Native American Interpretation 
Site Visits  

I first conducted a reconnaissance trip to Schurz in the fall of 2004 and returned to 

conduct interviews and complete the mapping of this site in October and November of 

2005. In the spring of 2006 I attended the Ghost Dance event, which lasted for five days. 

Interviews 

Many Northern Paiute cultural representatives from Schurz and Yerington agreed 

to share their experiences and knowledge about the Ghost Dance during my fieldwork. 

The Schurz ceremonial site is situated immediately south of Schurz and is easily 

accessible. Many Native American consultants were quite familiar with the regional 
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landscape because of its nearness to Schurz. A general observation made by the 

consultants who visited Schurz dance grounds was its associations with the 1890s Ghost 

Dance event and historic as well as ancient places. Cultural consultants felt that Schurz’s 

dance ground location would allow accessibility for Ghost Dancers in Schurz, as well as 

people visiting from more distant localities. Many elders maintained that this is a sacred 

place that has been and will continue to be used for ritual activities.  

Ethnic Group Use  

Northern Paiutes have strong territorial, historical and cultural relationships with 

Schurz. Cultural representatives remember hearing stories about nearby locations being 

used for the performance of the Ghost Dance. When asked about the principal uses of this 

area is historically and now, they answered in descending frequency: (1) Ceremonial 

Area for Ghost Dancing, (2) Healing Area, (3) Vision Questing, (4) Seeking knowledge 

or power, (5) Gathering with like-hearted people and communicating, and (6) Camping. 

Cultural Transmission  

Cultural representatives indicated that this is a good place to bring people to teach 

them about the cultural history of Walker River and Walker Lake, its resources, specific 

ceremonies and rites, and other traditional practices. They will continue to teach youth, 

family, relatives, and their own people about: (1) Ceremonies, (2) Vision Questing, (3) 

Protecting natural resources, (4) Revitalizing Numic language, (5) Oral histories, (6) 

Cultural places and resources, (7) Connections with diverse Indian people, and (8) The 

cultural significance of this area. 
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Physiographic Features 

“At the most general level, Indian people perceive cultural resources to be part of 

and integrated into something greater than the artifacts and plants themselves” (Stoffle et 

al. 1990:12). This is equally true of the physical landforms. Accordingly, “all of the 

elements of the contemporary [and past] world are functionally integrated; weather, soil, 

plants, animals, and being bound together” (Stoffle et al. 1990:12).  

Nevertheless, certain elements of a landscape are imbued with great importance 

due to their uniqueness in terms of size, color, or frequency; just as the accretion of 

multiple layers of cultural activity in an area can strengthen the perceived significance, 

power, or appropriateness of a place for particular activities. At the ceremonial dance 

grounds in Schurz certain features of the landscape are singular in their importance. The 

hills, mountains, and water sources appear to be the defining features of this cultural 

landscape. 

Mountains, Hills  

Sacred mountains surround the Ghost Dance site on all sides. One elder explained, 

There are names for all of the mountains. One elder that knew all of them was 
Reena Bobb. She was doctored by Wovoka as a girl. She never got sick until the 
end (HD). 
 

In oral tradition, each of these mountains plays an important role in the creation of 

ancient and contemporary Northern Paiute cultural landscapes (Carroll 2005d).  

Water Source  

Northern Paiutes indicate that historically they selected dance sites near water and 

trees. 

They danced [the Ghost Dance] by the river. Not right next to it but within the 
vicinity. They would often choose a flat secluded area, away from white 
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settlements. They often camped out nearby and often went to traditional 
ceremonial places, near trees (Relative of Wovoka). 

The current state of Walker Lake is a concern for many Northern Paiute residents 

and 2006 Ghost Dance participants. According to a regional reporter, 

The lower Walker River has been dry for six years. The lake has no water rights. 
Farmers in the Smith, Mason and Antelope valleys have rights to more than 500 
percent of the river's average annual flow, leaving the once robust spawning 
grounds of the Lahontan cutthroat trout a muddy ditch. Lake volume is down 
from 9.1 million acre-feet in 1882 to 1.2 million today. Lake level is dropping 
four feet a year. Scientists say complete ecosystem collapse is likely in less than 
six years, unless a regular supply of water is re-established (Bahouth 2004)  

 
The leader of the Ghost Dance at Schurz, Raymond Hoeffer, says that not only the lake, 

but the well-being of his own people is at stake. He explains,  

Our people are known as Agaicutta, or the trout eaters. If this lake dies, we die 
with it. I'm praying to the spirits for strong winter snows in the mountains. I'm 
also praying we find the strength and power to get some water back from the 
farmers. The farmers have to give some to the lake, now (Bahouth 2004). 

Three years before this article was written, Hoeffer organized a Ghost Dance to try to 

save Walker Lake. He told the reporter, “He was holding a Ghost Dance ceremony. He 

was asking the spirit of Walker River Paiute Jack Wilson-or Wovoka (the Wood Cutter)--

for help saving the lake” (Bahouth 2004). RH’s example shows that the environment 

needs people just as people need the environment. Walker Lake and Walker River are a 

part of the Northern Paiute people’s collective sense of identity. In using ritual to save 

this part of their environment the Northern Paiute demonstrate a foundational belief in 

reciprocity with the natural environment. In addition Hoeffer shows his understanding of 

how puha or power functions. His actions indicate that not only can puha flow from the 

environment to people through individual and collective ritual activities, but even greater 

sources of puha can also be called upon, or harnessed, to heal the environment itself. 
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Other physiographic features within the vicinity of the Ghost Dance grounds are 

considered below in order to more clearly articulate ceremonial site selection practices. 

Plants 

Traditionally dance places were selected with consideration of the medicinal 

plants that grew in an area. In addition, people often chose places with trees that provided 

shade and a degree of shelter. “When we were children we did circle dances at different 

places around Schurz. We would always dance where the trees are. These places were flat 

with big trees. Sometimes we would stay over night for two or three days” (AB). 

Paint, Clay or Mineral Source  

Cultural representatives pointed out that there are several paint sources near the 

ceremonial dance grounds. Paint is often placed on the crown of the head, face, hands, 

and feet prior to dancing. The paint provides protection to the participants whose 

changed state of consciousness may make them vulnerable to unseen forces. 

Guardians and Power Animals  

The eagle feather and the magpie feather are often used in association with Ghost 

Dance performances. Sometimes the eagle feather is attached to the pole in the center of 

the dance circle (Dobyns and Euler 1967:3).  

Eagle feathers can hold power. I once took a feather from a girl in Lovelock and 
she almost died (HD). 
 
My grandmother was an Indian doctor. She kept an eagle feather of her door for 
protection. She went blind because she didn’t use the medicine. People had lots of 
respect for her. Other Indian doctors used bad medicine. There would put their 
bad medicine into quarters and place them in areas where the people they wanted 
to hurt would pass, such as corrals, the main gates to houses, all around where the 
people lived (RM). 
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Volcanism  

Elders indicated that there are several sources of volcanism nearby. South of 

Schurz, is Mt. Grant, the Origin Mountain of the Northern Paiutes. To the east of the 

ceremonial grounds, and directly opposite of Black Mountain are the volcanic Twin 

Sister Mountains. During Wovoka’s lifetime these mountains were reportedly the same 

size. According to local prophecy, when one sister mountain is leveled to the ground this 

will mark the end of time. Today there is a large discrepancy in the sizes of these two 

peaks, foreshadowing the potential completion of this prophecy. Several cultural 

representatives indicate that the Kennecot Mining Company is responsible for the 

restructuring of the landscape. Some contemporary Northern Paiutes read these 

physiographic chances in the mountain with urgency, saying, “Grandfather is trying to 

get our attention before we destroy the entire planet. We have got to do it now. There is 

no time to wait. We are all this is left. This is the last chance” (Carroll 2005d). 

Performance Characteristics 

In contrast to a large number of advantageous physiographic characteristics, 

which would seem to contribute to the selection of this area for ritual dance grounds, the 

Schurz Ghost Dance site has a mixture of promising and objectionable performance 

characteristics. These cultural perceptions are shared below. 

Seclusion  

In the 1890s, seclusion was considered one of the most important factors in 

selecting the Ghost Dance ceremonial grounds. In 2006, seclusion is still considered 

important; however, this site provides only limited seclusion because it is close to a major 

thoroughfare as well as a number of tribal buildings. In order to ensure seclusion, the 
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organizers chose to have guards sit at the entrance of the dance ground road in order to 

insure unwanted people did not gain admittance. 

Visibility  

Site seclusion is also limited by aerial surveillance. During the March 2006 

performances, local military base in Hawthorne sent helicopters to periodically fly over 

the dance grounds and the federal government sent their own helicopters to conduct 

surveillance of the ritual proceedings. . The power dialectics between the indigenous 

ritual specialists and the federal government, though interrupted, continue haltingly into 

the twenty first century. One organizer indicated that this invasion of privacy had been 

going on for months. From the air, this site was highly visible, whereas from the ground, 

it was much less noticeable.  

Distance from Cultural Resources  

Over the course of the Ghost Dance, the sponsors of the dance held several feasts 

to feed all of the participants. The nearness of the dance site to some of the cultural 

facilities helped to expedite this process.  

Line of Site  

Many cultural representatives commented upon the environment where the Ghost 

Dance grounds are located. A clear association was made between the place where the 

dance grounds were situated and the places of power within the surrounding hills, 

mountains, river, and lake. 
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Flat Dance Area  

The dance grounds were prepared for several months prior to the actual event. In 

addition to choosing a level area, efforts were made to clear the area of all debris and to 

construct the circular windbreak structure in which the dances were held. 

Previously used Dance Area  

Cultural representatives indicate that the 1890s Ghost Dancers danced at 

ceremonial dance grounds located right next to the Walker River. The current site has all 

of the same characteristics with the exception that it is located further west of the river 

than the first site.  

Another cultural representative indicated that there used to be a dance area where 

the yellow apartments in Schurz are now located. He said that in contrast to the Ghost 

Dance site, this area was used for pine nut festivals and hand games. Unlike the Ghost 

Dance sites, there was no vision questing to find a proper location for these events. 

In Schurz they used to hold sweats. Mother didn’t believe in it. That was brought 
in by other Indians (IV). 

 
Time  

Cultural representatives also indicted that the Ghost Dance had a ritual sequence 

that extended throughout the year. 

The Ghost Dance was done five times a year at five consecutive intervals. Other 
dances were done at least seasonally or whenever they felt like it (Relative of 
Wovoka, Schurz). 
 

Cultural Inscription Practices  

Whereas the performance characteristics of this site are variable, the cultural 

inscription practices associated with this area are uniform and robust. In the following 
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passages, The Agaidika a of Walker River shared their thoughts about how stories and 

words contribute to the importance of the Schurz Ghost Dance ceremonial grounds. 

Place Name  

One of the organizers of the dance explained that the Northern Paiutes of this area 

are the Trout Eaters, or Agaidika a. She explained that Whites called them other names, 

but they were not the names the Agaidika a used for themselves. Many of the young 

people are lost because they have not learned about who their people are. In addition, 

they adopted other people’s ways and these ways did not serve them well. Through 

cultural revitalization programs that teach children about their cultural roots and their 

language, the Agaidika a are experiencing success with their youth. 

Sacred Stories  

Elders indicated that stories are the threads that connect the people of many times 

together. The stories hold the land sacred and they help to guide people and teach them 

how to act. In oral tradition, these sacred mountains play an important role in the creation 

of ancient and contemporary Northern Paiute cultural landscapes [Carroll, 2005 #2660]. 

According to cultural representatives, White Mountain was once moved by the west 

wind, who did not like it there. Around the center of White Mountain are a series of 

horizontal lines that were made by Coyote, who asked Jackrabbit to place a hand game. 

Soon after the playing commenced, Coyote accused Jackrabbit of cheating. As 

retribution, Coyote decided to dam the river and drown Jackrabbit; but first he had to 

catch him. According to this tale, the white marks on the side of White Mountain were 

made as Coyote chased Jackrabbit around the mountain. Within an extended version of 
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this tale, Jackrabbit stabs Coyote in the Calico Hills. The red blood of Coyote is believed 

to have caused the coloration of the rocks. 

Petroglyphs or Pictographs  

Another mountain that frames this Ghost Dance ceremonial site is Black 

Mountain. Black Mountain is a region full of pine nut camps as well as a rock corral 

historically used for capturing antelope and wild mustangs. There are two lakes near the 

summit of Black Mountain, springs, and numerous petroglyphs formerly researched in 

the 1970s. One representative likened the petroglyphs to the Bible. She explains, “The 

petroglyphs are our instructions. They tell the people what to do. Some of the petroglyphs 

tell people about certain kinds of medicine, the plants to obtain, and the ways to use such 

plants” [Carroll, 2005 #2660]. Another petroglyph of a circle with a dot in the middle is 

described as the center of the self and the world. “This petroglyph teaches people to find 

faith within themselves and inner strength. Sometimes petroglyphs are maps. There are 

petroglyphs for songs, dances, and spirits as well” [Carroll, 2005 #2660]. Whereas 

petroglyphs are believed to be the product of spirits, the pictographs in this area are 

attributed to the work of medicine men. Notably Black Mountain is volcanic. 

There are lots of petroglyphs around Schurz. People used to go and pray at the 
petroglyphs and leave money. The petroglyhs and sometimes the money are still 
there. The whites keep taking the petroglyphs (RM). 

 
Rock Alignments  

No rock alignments were observed. 

Trails  

Cultural representatives discussed several trails in association with the Ghost 

Dance ceremonial grounds. 
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There are lots of Indian trails connected with this area. The Northern Paiute would 
travel long distances. People would go from here to the Pacific Ocean. It was a 
two year journey. They would trade for long white shells, dentalium shells 
(Relative of Wovoka, Schurz). 

 
Historic Narratives  

Cultural representatives shared diverse memories of Wovoka and the 1890s Ghost 

Dance. 

The Ghost Dance was started by Wovoka. It started in Schurz and Yerington. 
Later He went to the Dakotas and shared it there. We didn’t have sweats here in 
the old days. The sweat was brought in after the Ghost Dance. In Bismark, North 
Dakota they like the Paiutes, but in South Dakota they don’t like the Paiutes 
because of the Ghost Dance shirts and Wounded Knee (HD). 

 
The granddaughters of Wovoka are among those who remember the Father 
Dance: Inez Jim, Evelyn Cook, Lillian Rogers. Also Marjorie Johnson and Irene 
and Jimmy Cline know about it (Relative of Wovoka, Schurz). 
 
Some elders share social memories of wars between Northern Paiutes and White 
that preceded the Ghost Dance. 
 
The reason that they had a Ghost Dance was because of the military presence 
here. People were suffering and they turned to the Ghost Dance to relieve their 
suffering. Forth Churchill was established to keep the Schurz and Pyramid Lake 
people from uniting (GW). 
 
The reservation was established on paper in 1858 and ratified in 1872. The Civil 
War was going on and slowed things down. They shipped timber out for the 
mines and started stripping the hills. The pine nuts wouldn’t grow back. The 
Paiutes were fierce about protecting them (MB). 

 
Memories of Wovoka’s role as a trickster are told alongside tales of his rainmaking and 

healing powers. 

Wovoka was a jokester from a young age. There was an ice house in Wilson 
Canyon. He got ice to flow down the river to show his power. Grandmother said 
Wovoka was a smart man. He knew when the eclipse was coming. Kids and 
grown ups dropped down to their knees and thought the world was coming to an 
end. Wovoka was a smart man. He told them to pray and he’d make the sun come 
back (RM). 
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Personal Narratives  

In addition to historic memories of the Ghost Dance and the events leading up to 

this pan-Indian event, many people shared personal memories of people being torn 

between two world; the world of their ancestors and the White world that they were 

compelled to participate in after the settlement of the west. 

When I was small yet I went with my mother to watch it round in circles. We 
didn’t talk about the Ghost Dance. We were taught to be careful about who we 
shared our stories with (AB). 
 
When I was growing up Indian people were told not to believe in the old ways. 
We were taught the Christian Way. Later I got interested in the old ways (RM). 

 
The personal significance of the Ghost Dance is discussed in this cultural representative’s 

comments. 

Wovoka gave us rules to live by. The most important is the natural law or the 
golden rule: be good to others. Today we are out of balance. We turned away 
from our culture, our Creator, who we are. There are lots of Indians who are 
ashamed of their identities. They were not taught who they were when they were 
young so they turned their back on their people and they don’t have compassion. 
We all need balance which can be achieved through reconnecting to our roots 
through practicing our culture, our language and our beliefs (MB). 
 

Songs Although the songs are not sung with as great of frequency as in Wovoka’s time, 

some people have managed to retain this knowledge. 

Circle dance songs are still remembered and sung by some of the Northern Paiute 
elders (AB). 

 
Prophesy  

The cultural importance of this ritual performance is indicated by historic and 

contemporary visions and prophesies. 

All the prophecies of this time are tied together. They are basically the same. 
They talk about the end. People treat each other badly and only come together in 
times of crisis such as the Twin Towers or Hurricane Katrina. We should always 
be united. Not just when things get bad. More and more people will died until we 
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help each other out and learn to respect the earth. We don’t believe in mining or 
farming. If it was meant to have been here grandfather would make it like that. 
We are disrupting the ecosystem. Grandfather is trying to get our attention. We 
will destroy the entire planet. It took billions of years for the earth to form and 
look how fast we have almost destroyed it. Balance and harmony aren’t present. 
Now it’s about getting balance back (MB).  

 
Resurgence of the Ghost Dance There are diverse views about the reemergence of the 
Ghost Dance among the Walker River Paiute. Some of the principal viewpoints are 
shared below. 
 

I think the Ghost Dance is cool for Native Americans. It’s about people coming 
together and being proud of their identity (HD). 
 
I don’t trust the new Ghost Dance. People don’t know what they are talking about. 
If you want to understand the Ghost Dance, get the old recordings of Wovoka. 
(MM) 
 
We can’t make predictions on the impacts o the new Ghost Dance. We have got to 
do it now. There is no time to wait. Now is all that is left. This is the last chance 
(MB).  

 
Conclusions 

 The Northern Paiutes maintain strong cultural connections and memories of the 

ceremonial site used for Schurz Ghost Dances of the 1890s and 2006. The unique spatial 

regimes evidenced at this cultural site utilized in the performance of the 1890s Ghost 

Dance confirm the importance of natural environments and cultural landscapes in the 

construction of social memories and ritual performance. Although each cultural group 

that adopted the Ghost Dance subsequently reshaped their performances in a manner 

that reflected their unique cultural patterns, it appears that the Numic concept of Puha, 

which concentrates in particular people and environments, may have influenced the 

ritual specialists’ choice of particular ceremonial sites.  

 The selection practices include the use of physiographically distinctive natural 

environments for Ghost Dances, the return to culturally recognized places of power as 
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determined by place naming practices, stories, and songs, and finally, the selection of 

areas that are behaviorally optimum for dance performances. While behavioral 

performance features vary, at these two sites several features are particularly 

pronounced. These include (1) being in line of site to cultural places of power, (2) 

having proximity to traditional and interethnic villages, (3) providing seclusion from 

non-participants, and (4) providing space and resources for support camps as well as 

ceremonial dance grounds. Notably, those who are bringing back the Ghost Dance 

rituals in 2006 are recreating cultural landscapes with many of the same performance, 

physiographic, and cultural features. 

 

Figure  5-8 3-D Topographical Map of Owens Valley 

2. Tinemaha 

They would do the Ghost Dances at sacred places... The spirits would guild them to these 
places...They danced at these places in the 1870s and 1890s (MC). 

 
Places are healing for what ails you. I go to the places my father took me. I remember 

him praying there. Now I do (GK). 
 
Location 

The Northern Paiute of Owens Valley, California participated in both the 1870s 

(Steward 1933b:322-323, Steward 1941:325) and 1890s Ghost Dance movements. People 
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gathered to perform these sacred rituals in several places including the ceremonial dance 

site of Fish Springs, also known as Tinemaha and Panatü (Steward 1938:50), which is in 

Owens Valley nine miles south of Big Pine (Alcorn 1991:27).Within the vicinity are 

significant landmarks including the Tinemaha Reservoir to the east, Poverty Hills to the 

south and Crater Mountain to the north (Sowaal 1985:32). 

 

Figure  5-9 Aerial Map of Owens Valley & Tinemaha 
 

 

Figure  5-10 Landscape Overview of Tinemaha 
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Features 

 Tinemaha is part of a broader cultural landscape comprised of many distinctive 

archaeological features including: a rock circle and petroglyphs identified as a vision 

quest site, at least three discrete boulder outcrops with multiple petroglyph panels, a 

small volcanic cave with associated oral histories, a trail depicted in a petroglyph panel 

leading to the top of the Crater Mountain, a rock circle with a door opening to the east, 

historic house foundations, multiple lithic scatters, historic middens, and orchards. 

Geography 

Owens Valley is a dramatic valley bound by the extremely steep and rugged 

Sierra Nevada range on the west and by the austere Inyo and White Mountains on the 

east. These mountain ranges seem like massive walls that both enclose and dwarf the 

“long, narrow, blocked-faulted trough” that runs between them (Thomas 1983:32).  

[Located in] the eastern portion of central California… [this valley]…is more that 
160 km in length, and averages about 16 km in width…Direct precipitation in 
Owens Valley is sparse, and most of the available water originates as either ran or 
snow from Sierran storms. This produces an unusual amount of runoff on the 
eastern slopes of the sierra which in turn creates numerous perennial streams 
flowing into the Owens Valley proper. These streams often seep into swamps and 
ultimately drain into the Owens River” (Thomas 1983:32). 

 
Historic Overview 

Before the arrival of Anglo populations, there were approximately 150,000 

indigenous people living in the present day state of California. By the 1890s, their 

numbers had dropped to 17,000 (Friends nd:1). Roughly 1,000 of these survivors were 

Northern Paiutes, who were driven at gunpoint out of their traditional lands in Owens 

Valley (Chalfant 1933:172-3, Steward 1933b:237), over the Sierra Mountains, 
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whereupon they were imprisoned at Fort Tejon, some 200 miles southwest of their 

traditional homeland (Crum 2001:18). 

 

 
 

Figure  5-11 Fish Springs in Owens Valley 
 

Dedicated to staying in their ancestral lands, the majority escaped and returned covertly, 

only to be the subject of another planned forced removal to the Tule River Reservation, a 

decade later, under the direction of the BIA (Crum 2001:19). In 1927 the BIA attempted 

to force the Paiutes of Owens Valley to relocate once more. This time the city of Los 

Angeles was to blame for displacing large numbers of residents by buying up vast tracts 

of land that would help them establish hegemony over the water rights of the valley. The 

Paiutes once again refused to leave their homeland, to which one resident explained,  

If they were transferred to Walker River they would pine away under the new 
environment from sheer homesickness and misery…If you have read 
Longfellow’s “Evangeline’ and are familiar with the story of the driving out from 
their ancient holdings the settlers referred to therein you will be able to 
understand what is going on in Owens River Valley (Crum 2001:18).  
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During the second wave of attempted forced removal, some Owens Valley Paiutes turned 

towards the Ghost Dance as a means to cope with the ramifications of encroachment. By 

1873, the first wave of the Ghost Dance began to flourish among the Owens Valley 

Paiute. Twenty years later, many joined in the movement led by Wovoka, who lived 

some 200 miles northeast of Owens Valley (Crum 2001:18). By the winter of 1890-1891 

Ghost Dance activities flourished. “Huge Ghost Dances were held, one near 

Independence, California, gathering at least 300 braves…The press reported the Indians 

were well-armed and very saucy” (Zanjani 1988b), and local Euroamericans went so far 

as to call for military support to break up the unity created by Ghost Dance activities 

(Independent 1890, December 12).  

In addition to holding ritual performances in Independence, people gathered at 

Big Pine, Fish Springs, Bishop, Fort and George’s Creek (Dixon nd:74). The Owens 

Valley Paiutes called these dances, Nigi Nigoy, meaning ‘to dance the dance’ (Dixon 

nd:74). “The Indians from the northern end of the Valley differed in speech somewhat 

from those from the south, however all were Piutes and took part in the Nigi Nigoy” 

(Dixon nd:74).  

Ethnographic Overview  

Anthropological accounts demonstrate that the Numic-speaking people of Owens 

Valley Paiute have always structured their societies in a way that is intimately connected 

to ritual events. Their sophisticated forms of social organization blended organizational 

structures of the Great Basin with those of neighboring Sierran groups. This merging 

reflected unique adaptations to an environment that allowed irrigated farming as well as 

hunting and gathering. 
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Liljeblad and Fowler identify one factor governing social organization at the time 

of the Ghost Dance. They write,  

The seasonal increase of population at the sites of their traditional ceremonial 
centers was a consequence of the calendrical nature in this society of public 
ritualism and ceremony. It was the coordination of seasonal events between the 
otherwise autonomous and independently foraging [and farming] local groups that 
necessitated organized leadership of each district or cluster of villages (Liljeblad 
and Fowler 1986:426-7). 
 

 

Figure  5-12 Stove Artifact Fish Spring 
 
The Owens Valley Paiute had special places were they regularly gathered to 

dance. Liljeblad and Fowler view these collective alliances through the lens of kinship 

dynamics. Totemic moieties, which were present among the Monache, are evidenced to a 

less formal degree among the Owens Valley Paiute. They note that, “People who camped 

every year around a cult center on the Independence and George Creeks in the southern 
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parts of Owens Valley were sometimes called ‘the Eagles’” (Liljeblad and Fowler 

1986:428).  

  Chiefs also played an important role in the organization of rituals as well as other 

collective activities. They expressed their leadership through overseeing irrigation 

activities, leading rabbit, antelope and deer drives, and heading ritual activities including 

dances and mourning ceremonies. They also directed harvesting strategies, facilitated the 

maintenance of internal group cohesion, and fostered working relations with neighboring 

groups (Steward 1938:55). Powell noted two of the captains from the White Mountains, 

just east of Owens Valley, at the time of the Ghost Dance: Tohaktiri also known as 

Captain Tom and Woazava (Fowler and Fowler 1971:230).  

Subsistence 

In pre-Contact times, the Owens Valley Paiute survived through hunting, 

gathering, and the development of complex agricultural systems that included 

sophisticated irrigation systems. Like the Numic people of the Great Basin, they 

employed seasonal movement to take advantage of the natural food gathering cycle 

(Liljeblad and Fowler 1986:416). Yet, they had the advantage of being able to secure 

principal foods within 20 miles of each settlement (Steward 1938:50). Steward (1933b) 

estimates that 40 food plants were harvested in Owens Valley, with pine nuts, acorns, and 

Indian rice grass serving as the main sources of nutrition.  

By the time of the Ghost Dance, the Owens Valley Paiute had integrated many 

Euroamerican foods into their diets. More life changing still was the decision of many to 

enter into the Euroamerican-directed cash economy. At the same time, many Numic-
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speaking people continued to practice traditional methods to the extent that they could do 

so.  

Habitation 

Owing to favorable ecological conditions, the Owens Valley Paiute who 

maintained control of their lands lived in relatively permanent residences throughout the 

valley. Julian Steward, who served as the foremost ethnographer of Owens Valley, 

documented Numic lifeways extending into the protohistoric and prehistoric period 

(Steward 1928, 1933b, 1929). In the area of Fish Springs, where the Ghost Dance was 

regularly performed, Steward noted several Paiute residences. He writes, “17. For Fish 

Springs Creek, i.e., the creeks flowing by Fish Springs, GR gave [the name] Suhubadopa. 

Archaeological remains show that an extensive village site existed here” (Steward 

1938:52).The homes in this area were owned patrilineally. Steward explains, “Fish 

Springs and Big Pine plots were owned by men and inherited patrilineally, women 

picking [pine nuts] on their husbands’ plots” (Steward 1938:52). Steward also discusses 

some of the Northern Paiutes who lived at Fish Springs. He states, “Deep Springs Jim 

later married a Big Pine girl and moved to her home. Their daughter, Elsie, married 

George Collins of Fish Springs and had two daughters” (Steward 1938:59). 

Material Culture 

As the Owens Valley Paiute traveled seasonally, they selected their physical 

possessions with movement in mind. Woven items ranging from basketry to sandals 

made up a great portion of their physical belongings. Grinding stones, fire drills, digging 

sticks, metates, pottery, and hunting implements were also common technologies. In 

association with ritual, paint and feathers were the two most commonly used items 
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(Liljeblad and Fowler 1986). Ethnohistoric reports indicate that numerous metates were 

found near the Tinemaha Reservoir. “Hank Bartel of Big Pine told of some metates raised 

by the stem shovel at the Tinemaha Dam Site…Bartel also told of a bunch of grinding 

rocks that he had found at the east end of the dam, and had piled up there” (Tinemaha 

1928:1). Additionally, brush structures were often constructed around the dance grounds. 

After Contact, the Owens Valley Paiutes adopted many Western material cultural items 

for everyday use. This fact is reflected at the Fish Springs site where, for example, there 

are multiple caches of metal cans. 

Ideology and Ceremonialism 

The Owens Valley Paiute have strong traditions of ceremonialism that continue to 

mirror the tempo of the seasons along with the traditional cycles of hunting, farming and 

gathering cycles that preceded economies introduced by Euro-Americans. By the 1870s, 

the Paiutes had adopted the Ghost Dance, and in September of 1870 there was much 

discussion about the “unruly attitude” demonstrated by the local Paiutes, the presence of 

“strange Indians among them,” and the convergence of “as many as 700 Indians upon the 

Nevada Line” for the purpose of dancing (Cragen 1975:89).Twenty years later, interest in 

the Ghost Dance resurged. According to Dixon, the Round Dances and later the Ghost 

Dances served as a principal means of realizing social cohesion (Dixon nd:74).  

Site Characteristics 

This place analysis explores a site that has undergone many incarnations over its 

life history. These include being a Numic Round Dance and Ghost Dance ceremonial 

site, a place for vision questing, a Numic village site, the home of Anglo ranchers, a 

school, a fish hatchery, and a reservoir. Through an examination of this site, it is possible 
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to shed light upon the types of characteristics deemed important in place selection 

practices. Physiographic characteristics, performance characteristics and embodied 

inscription practices associated with the site of Tinemaha are elaborated in the table 

below. 

 

Figure  5-13 Petroglyphs at Tinemaha 
 
Physiographic Characteristics 
 
Mountains, Hills 
 

The physical environment of Tinemaha is unique to Owens Valley. This ritual 

setting is located in a deep valley at the edge of the rugged and high elevated Sierra 

Mountains while having a viewshed of the White Mountains and Inyo Mountains to the 

east, the earth-toned rounded-topped Poverty Hills to the south, and a distinctive and 

vaulted red volcanic mountain called Crater Mountain to the northwest. East of Fish 

Springs in the Inyo Mountains is a granite peak called Winnedumah. This landmark is 

within Line of Sight of Fish Springs and is culturally important as reflected in ancient 

oral histories. These mountain ranges provide protection for the valley in which the 

Tinemaha ceremonial site is situated while also delimiting annual rainfall levels due to 
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their high elevations. The mountains served as regions of refuge where the Owens Valley 

Paiute hid when the armies came to forcibly remove them from their traditional 

homeland. They are overlain with trails connecting them to the people of the Great Basin, 

where the Ghost Dance originated, as well as to neighboring indigenous groups of 

California. 

Table  5-5 Tinemaha Site Characteristics  
Physiographic 

Characteristics 

 Performance 

Characteristics 

 Degrees of 

Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion Med X Place Name X 

Low Elevation X Visibility Low X Animal Stories X 

Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 

Resources  

Low X Petroglyphs or 

Pictographs 

X 

Canyon X Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments 0 

Cave X Shelter High X Trails X 

Large Boulders or Cliffs X Flat Dance 

Area 

Med X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants X Area Previously 

Used for Ritual  

High X Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 

Source 

0 Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 

Drawings 

X 

Guardians X   First Person 

Experience 

X 

Volcanism\Faulting X   Songs X 

      

Total Score 9 Total Score 7 Total Score 9 

Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 

 90%  87.5%  90% 

* X denotes presence of characteristic, O denotes absence of characteristic, **denotes High, Medium, Low 
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Elevation  

Tinemaha has a relatively low elevation of 3,950’ in marked contrast to the high 

and rugged mountains on its east and west fronts. Whereas winter villages were 

traditionally situated at higher elevations, during other times of the year people selected 

valley areas for their primary village sites. Steward’s maps indicate that villages were 

established on all of the major streams emerging from the Sierras (Steward 1938:59). 

Tinemaha is a low elevation site that appears to have been continuously inhabited before 

and after the 1890s Ghost Dance. 

 

 

Figure  5-14 View of Poverty Hills, Tinemaha 
 

Water Source  

 Several creeks meander through this central portion of Owens Valley, of which 

portions have been diverted into the Tinemaha Reservoir and Fish Hatchery, established 

in 1940. They include Tinemaha Creek- a few yards from the ranch house; Malone 
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Spring; Tinemaha Lake and Tinemaha reservoir (Alcorn 1991:31-32). Following the 

earthquake of 1872, the water sources of Owens Valley altered significantly. Several 

springs dried up and others appeared near the exposed fault line (Hobbs 1907:370). Water 

sources were required for daily subsistence needs as well as for ritual cleansing, which 

typically occurred preceding and following dance performances. 

Canyon 

  There are small east-west trending canyons in the foothills of the Sierras. Given 

that the main components of this site are in the valley, however, the presence of the 

canyons does not appear to be the most defining feature of this site. 

Cave  

 A small volcanic cave located on the northern edge of the Fish Springs site is 

another important landform at Tinemaha. Despite its diminutive size, it has a grand 

reputation among the Northern Paiute of Owens Valley. Known among the Numic people 

as the home of the legendary giant, NU´nümic, and his wife, this cave continues to 

resonate as an important cultural landmark. Composed of lava, this cave spans 

approximately five feet in diameter.  

 

Figure  5-15 Giant’s Cave, north of Fish Hatchery 
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Large Boulders or Cliffs 

  Large boulders of lava and granite interspersed throughout this site contribute to 

the general physiography of the area. These boulders range in size from 1-20 feet in 

diameter. According to Hobbs, 

The Sierra Nevada in this district is one vast mass of granite, and the Alabama 
Hills [to the south of Fish Springs] according to Mr. Johnson “a sort of detached 
outlier of the Sierra” have in their core a mottled granite darker than the grey-
white granite of the Sierras, whereas the rocks nearer the valley are generally 
shales and limestones (1907:358). 

 
Medicinal Plants 

  The environment of Owens Valley historically provided diverse plants for food, 

material culture, ritual, and medicine. At the site of Tinemaha grew diverse plants 

including “Brodiaea, Eleocharis, and others, various greens and the seeds of Helianthus, 

Chenopodium, and Juncus” (Steward 1938:53). In addition, several species of cactus and 

berries of Lycium are noted in this vicinity (Steward 1938:53). In historic times, large 

fruit orchards were tended by both Numic and non-Numic residents. 

 

Figure  5-16 Spider Petroglyphs, Lower Power Line 
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Paint, Clay or Mineral Source 

  Numic Ghost Dancers traditionally donned paint on portions of their bodies to 

provide protection from spiritual forces. The Owens Valley Paiutes adorned themselves 

with several types of paint found in the valley.  

A rust on the wildrose produced a bright orange. The reds were said to come from 
a small deposit of cinnabar north of Bishop. The yellows Piutes told me were 
from roots of some mountain trees (aspen?). But blue, a color which was much 
used I could not find its source…The men work broader paint marks than the 
women and used more white. This color came from the chalk hills near Big Pine. 
In the annual Tribal gatherings often most of the body of the male performers 
were marked (Dixon nd:75). 

 
Guardians and Power Animals 

  Numerous animals reside at Tinemaha including, “Jackrabbits, antelope, deer, 

mountain sheep, fishing” (Steward 1938:53-4). An early twentieth century resident of 

Tinemaha also noted the presence of eagle, sagehen, deer, and coyote (Alcorn 1991:84, 

139). It is probable that some of these species were used in conjunction with ritual 

activities. 

Volcanism 

  Evidence of volcanism is present. There is a large cinder cone on the northwest 

perimeter of this site alternately known as Crater Mountain and Red Mountain. This 

dormant volcano is a visually distinguishing feature of this cultural site (Alcorn 1991:27). 

In addition, fault lines running parallel to the Sierra Mountains are associated with 

“perhaps the most violent earth movement of modern times in the United States,” the 

Owens Valley earthquake of 1872 (Gunn 1941). Although predating seismological 

recording, the North American plates in Owens Valley are known to have shifted 

dramatically in 1872. “It is safe to say that at least two-thirds of California (central and 
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southern) were [sic] shaken by this earthquake, or fully 100,000 square miles” (Whitney 

1872:269).  

  In Owens Valley, the greatest impacts of this quake were experienced in Lone 

Pine and Independence, where an estimated 25 people were killed (Independent 1972). 

“At Fish Springs, graphic evidence of the earthquake’s damage included “the tail of an ox 

protruding from the ground indicating where the earth had opened and swallowed him 

whole.” Several horses reportedly experienced a similar fate (Palmer 1948:3). 

Additionally, the barn of one T. Goodale was said to have lost both its north and south 

walls (Garrigues 1993:5). 

 

Figure  5-17 Crater and Sierra Mountains 
 
  It is possible that the presence of volcanism and faulting activities contributed to 

the cultural significance attributed to this place. Increased earth activity, with the most 

recent movements in 1872, may have fostered an understanding of this site’s ability to 

concentrate Puha. If such were the case, it is probable that increased ceremonialism 

would be associated with this site. 

 Considered collectively, Tinemaha has many of the physiographic characteristics 

hypothesized to contribute to a site’s desirability from a Numic perspective. These 
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include the co-presence of mountains, canyons, volcanism, and caves which are 

understood to concentrate power individually and collectively; evidence of faulting as 

recently as 1872; water required for ritual purification and daily needs; and boulders 

inscribed with petroglyphs.  

Performance Characteristics 

Seclusion 

  Previously conducted interviews with Owens Valley elders indicate memories of 

Owens Valley predecesors seeking refuge in the volcanic rocks that characterize Fish 

Springs. One elder reported, 

They would hide in the black volcanic rocks when the Euroamericans were trying 
to run them out of the valley. Lots of them died too. When they widened the road 
to four lanes, they found many graves. These including a mother and child in a 
shallow grave. There was a rock in the head of one of them (BM 3\16\01). 

 
The practice of seeking privacy extended to ritual events. Ray writes, “[ceremonial 

events] took place on the outskirts of valley towns and drew a large attendance from far 

and near” (Ray 1965:1). One local observer recalled, “one day especially they wished to 

be left alone and we always respected their wishes. What they did that day no one seems 

to know exactly, except that there were one or more ‘lodges’ not unlike white man’s 

secret orders. One of these had several sings and procedures, which are supposed to be 

secret to the Masonic order” (Dixon nd:74).  

  During the 1880s several Euroamerican families including Thomas J. Goodale, 

James Jones, and J. R. Weterville had ranches near Fish Springs. Consequently at the 

time of the 1890s Ghost Dance, there were at least some non-Numic people within the 

general vicinity of the dance grounds (Museum 1890s).  
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Visibility 

  This site cannot be seen until one is less than ½ a mile away. From the perspective 

of maintaining seclusion, this performance characteristic would contribute to the overall 

goal of maintaining the secrecy of ritual performances.  

Distance from Cultural Resources  

  Steward reports that the Owens Valley Paiute chose to concentrate their ritual 

activities in a fewer locations after the resettlement of Owens Valley by non-Numic 

peoples. He writes,  

In post-Caucasian times, with a decrease but more concentration population and 
improved transportation, fewer villages gave festivals. The last was at Fort 
Independence about 20 years ago…Visitors camped in oar around the large brush 
dance corral, but were placed in no special arrangement (Steward 1938:54). 

 
Line of Sight 

Several cultural resources can be seen from the site including Red Mountain or 

Crater Mountain, Winnedumah, a mountain associated with strong oral tradtions, and a 

major power rock where people recurrently left offerings en route to other places. 

Shelter  

Records of the Indians Claims Commission report that several Indian families 

lived in the Fish Springs area. Jim Hill lived on an 80 acre allotment at Fish Springs in 

1932 (Commission 1932:15207). In addition to their residence the Hill family had a fruit 

orchard (Alcorn 1991:29). Other Numic families including the Collins, Butchers and 

Naylors lived in the vicinity of Tinemaha; RV reported that the Wattersons stayed at Fish 

Spring as well. 
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Flat Dance Area  

According to historic sources, most dancing at Tinemaha occurred in the foothills 

in proximity to a power rock where prayers were often offered. Furthermore, extensive 

preparations preceded each dance. 

 

Figure  5-18 Rock Ring with Door Facing East 
 
“Days of preparation were necessary in clearing an area of dancing, erecting or repairing 

the brush wind brakes that circled the location and bringing in the firewood and 

provisions” (Ray 1965:1). All could join in the circle dance and often the circle was two 

ranks deep (Ray 1965:1). In Owens Valley one local who moved to the area in the 1890s 

talked about dance preparations. He notes, 

About two acres of ground was cleared of rock and brush. This brush being used 
as a wall or wind shelter. It inclosed [sic] the area. Against this outside wall of 
brush (which was about 5 feet high) small enclosures were made for each family 
or clan. The center of the clearing was reserved for the meeting place, the games 
and the dancing (Dixon nd:74). 

 
Area Previously Used for Ritual  
 
  The Numa of Owens Valley gathered at places of cultural significance to perform 

dance rituals. Dixon recalls they would gather each year,  
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After the pine nut harvest and the big rabbit drive, at the time of the full moon just 
preceding the winter solstice …at a predetermined place. Sometimes it was a Big 
Pine (Tova wahamata), sometimes Fish Springs (Panatu witu), Bishop (Pinana 
Patu), Fort Independence (To owna witu) George’s Creek (Taboose witu) or even 
farther away (Witu or matu means the place of) (Dixon nd:74). 
 

In the 1870s, Round Dances were repeatedly reported near Camp Independence, which 

was later used for Ghost Dance performances (Independent 1877, November 24) They 

also converged at places such as Black Rock (Independent 1873, November 29) in “the 

low sand hills southwest of Laws, one near the old Bob Love ranch at Five Bridges, a 

location in Sunland district and one in Round Valley” (Ray 1965:1). 

Time 

  The Owens Valley Paiutes created rituals that mirrored cycles of nature. In 

particular, the dances appear to have been scheduled in accordance to with lunar cycles. 

As Dixon noted, the dances he witnessed in the 1890s were “at the time of the full moon 

just preceding the winter solstice” (Dixon nd:74). 

Cultural Inscription Practices 

Place Name  

  Chalfant (1933) indicates that “The name Tinemaha came from a Paiute legend 

that the great medicine man of the Piutes was Winnedumah, brother of Tinemaha, War 

Chief of his people” (Alcorn 1991). Today, the basin that is designed to collect water to 

be used by Los Angeles is called Tinemaha Reservoir (Sowaal 1985:33).This name rings 

with irony, given that the Numic people of Owens Valley have been on the losing end of 

the water rights war that has raged throughout the twentieth and twenty first centuries.  

More recent historic names include: Red Mountain Fruit Ranch south of big Pine 
renamed Tinemaha (Alcorn 1991:xiii).Other names are Red Mt Fruit Ranch; 
Burdick Ranch, Chapman Ranch, Alcorn Ranch 1915 until Charles C. Chapman 
sold it to the City of LA (Alcorn 1991:27).  
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Figure  5-19 Owens Valley Cultural Representative Near Petroglyph Panel 
 
Oral Histories 

  The mountains that surround Tinemaha are cloaked in the legends of old. 

According to the Legend of Winnedumah, 

Long long ago there lived in what the white man calls Owens River Valley two 
tribes- one the Piutes, occupying the eastern side and the slopes of the Inyo 
Range, the other the Waucobas on the western side and the slopes of the Sierras, 
and in particular the region about Mount Williamson and extending westwardly to 
the valley now called San Joaquin.  
 
The Roaring Ocean backed up its waters and flooded the wonderful valley so that 
the Indians had to signal to each other by fires. But the Great Spirit sent a terrible 
earthquake which shook the mountains for many days And the pale waters fled 
away and the green grass came again. 
 
One day from his lookout on Mount Williamson, a Waucoba brave espying two 
Piute brothers ascending to the crest of the Inyo Range, set to the sinewy bow 
string of his mighty bow, an arrow made from a tree growing only in the western 
Mountains. The arrow, released from the twanging bow winged fifteen miles 
across the valley and pierced the back of one of the Piutes, who fell dead, his 
body turning to stone and lying face down across the crest, head to the east and 
feet to the west. Terrified his brother started to run, but the Waucoba warrior is a 
voice of thunder shouted to him the Command, “Winnedumah!” which means 
“Stay right where you are!” And lo, the Piute instantly became the shaft of granite 
and has never since moved, awaiting his release by the Great Spirit. Marvelous to 
tell, the fatal arrow took root in the stone body of its victim and grew into a tree 
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still living, like that from which the arrow was made- and the only one of its kind 
in the Inyo Range (Photographs 1900s). 
 

Oral histories also record legends about a being that lived in the cave located on the 

northern edge of this ritual landscape. Julian Steward learned about the cave from his 

informants. He writes, 

He [NU´nümic] was the enemy of the Indians and used to prey on them. The 
Indians came to Fish springs daily to bathe or get fish to eat. NU´nümic would go 
down through the Black Rock country and visit people at the different springs.” 
On one occasion he is said to have spied a woman who was out gathering Indian 
sugar with other women. After discovering the woman he took her back to the 
cave, cooked and ate her. Another time he found a baby, Pau’ha on top of a rock 
at Hine’s spring. In contrast to the predatory stories commonly told about the 
giant, in this version, the baby Pau’ha took the giant by the finger and drug him 
back to the spring where he lived. Then he threw the giant into the lake and 
drowned him (Steward:425). 

 
Petroglyphs or Pictographs 
 
  Tinemaha is commemorated through protohistoric and prehistoric petroglyphs 

throughout the site, of which the majority are of a curvilinear style. There are three 

principal areas with prehistoric and protohistoric petroglyph panels. In addition, there are 

petroglyph sites in the Poverty Hills to the south of Tinemaha. This area is well 

documented in the work of Heizer (1984, 1973). 

Rock Alignments  

  There are no known rock alignments at Tinemaha. There are however, two rock 

circles ranging in diameter from 6-9 feet were identified during the survey of this site, 

along with multiple lithic scatters. These circles appear to be the remnants of house 

foundations. There are openings in the rock circles on the east side of each structure, 

resembling door frames. 
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Trails 

  Several trails transect the site of Tinemaha. First, there is the north-south trail that 

links the village sites from 2-4 miles from the Owens River. These include the villages at 

Big Pine and Bishop to the north and Independence to the south (Steward 1938:59). 

“Steward (1933, map 1) plotted the major trade routes, which generally cut through the 

well-established Sierran passes” (Thomas 1983:38).An additional trail was found onsite 

during the survey. It proceed from the valley floor through the alluvial fans progressing 

north and south along the foothills of the Sierra Range to Crater Mountain, the volcanic 

cinder cone located on the northwest side of the site. 

Historic Narratives 

  Many oral histories are recalled by local residents. One resident who moved to 

Owens Valley in the 1890s recalls attending a dance of the Big Pine clan, Tova-Waha-

Matu. During his attendance he witnessed the performance of a war dance complete with 

a mock battle followed by a Ghost Dance by an elder Paiute man. He writes, “Later in the 

evening, white people ‘passed the hat’ that the old braves might be persuaded to dance 

the war dance, and perhaps give the ghost dance ceremony” (Dixon nd:75). After a 

dramatic display of warrior prowess the mood shifted once more.  

As midnight came Punatubiji, chief of the clan, wanted once more to call back the 
spirits of the past. A thing not generally done or approved by most of the Piuites. 
But the chief had made the request so a fire was built in the opposite end of the 
enclosure. A cold, clear moon shone down, making more weird the sight that 
appeared to us. An old, old Indian dressed in little more that was considered 
necessary—in consideration for the invited white friends. Slowly the old man 
approached the fire. Then stood shivering and shaking He-hee-e-e-e, He-e-e-e-e 
Huh his old knees were bent until he came to the last syllable. Here he 
straightened up with a jerk almost as though he was trying to lift himself upward. 
Sidestepping he again and again went through the same technique. His old 
emaciated form quivering with excitement. The rabbit skin and feather ornaments 
bounced and flopped against the painted body while the moon beams and 
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flickering firelight made still more grotesque the rite. The dance kept up for about 
fifteen minutes. Gradually toward the end the old man’s movements became 
slower, until at last he sank exhausted, talking incoherently. “Spirits talking to 
him now, “one Piute informed us. The next day the Nigi Nigoy broke up. The 
Indian Service during the years of the first quarter of this century did all they 
could to stop these tribal customs of the Indians. It was a great mistake (Dixon 
nd:77-79). 

 
Personal Narratives 

  Many Northern Paiutes traditionally lived at Fish Springs. Their stories are 

relayed in the following section on Native American Interpretations.  

Writings, Maps, or Drawings,  

  Information on Tinemaha has been published in the local newspaper, The Inyo 

Register, and both ethnographic and archaeological reports. In addition, a local resident 

of Fish Springs published a book called Tinemaha, on this area (Alcorn 1991). 

 

Figure  5-20 Former Resident of Tinemaha 
 
Native American Interpretation 

I visited Tinemaha on multiple occasions between 2004 and 2005. A 

reconnaissance survey was conducted in March 2005. Onsite and offsite interviews 

occurred at this time and again in October 2005. 
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Figure  5-21 Owens Valley Representative Weaving a Basket 
Interviews 

 
Owens Valley Paiutes from Benton, Bishop, Big Pine, Lone Pine, and 

Independence were invited to share their perceptions of Tinemaha through onsite and off 

site interviews. These cultural representatives shared observations about Tinemaha’s 

physical characteristics or physiographic characteristics, the types of activities that this 

place alternatively supported or did not support, and the ways in which individual and 

collective memories were kept alive through verbal performances.  

 Tinemaha is an easily accessible site situated nine miles from one of the Owens 

Valley Paiute reservations. Interviews were set up so that Native American consultants 

could explore the regional landscape as well as the particular areas of the site where 

archaeological resources such as petroglyph panels and rock circles are known to 

concentrate. A general observation made by the consultants who visited Tinemaha was 

about the diversity of archaeological resources which to them reflected the fact that this 

site had been used for many purposes over the course of several centuries. Consultants 

felt that Tinemaha’s location would allow equal accessibility for Ghost Dancers on the 

north and south ends of the valley. The presence of historic house foundations, pit 

houses, rock rings, and petroglyph panels suggested to the consultants the desirability of 
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this site for residential purposes as well as ceremonial activities. Those who visited the 

petroglyphs panels and an isolated elevated area deemed to be a vision quest area agreed 

that this was special place that was used for ritual activities.  

Ethnic Group Use  

Native Americans claim strong territorial, historical and cultural relationships 

with Tinemaha. Cultural representatives recalled villages and homes that were occupied 

by family members or people from the community. They remember this place being used 

for the performance of Round Dances and the Ghost Dance. When asked about the 

principal uses of this area, they answered in descending frequency: (1) Ceremonial Area, 

(2) Region of Refuge, (3) Residential Area, (4) Vision Questing, and (5) A place for 

seeking knowledge or power. 

Cultural Transmission 

Cultural representatives averred that this is a good place to bring their youth to 

teach them about the cultural history of Owens Valley and its resources, specific 

ceremonies and rites, and other traditional practices. They will continue to teach youth, 

family, relatives, and their own people about: (1) Ceremonies, (2) Vision Questing, (3) 

Cultural places and resources, and (4) What is at the site, its significance, and how to pay 

respects to this place. 

Oral Traditions 

  The men and women interviewed at Tinemaha had strong memories of this place 

and its historic and cultural importance. They explained that through the stories, they are 

able to orient themselves as individuals and as a society. One elder said, “Stories increase 
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the importance of places. They help us see where we have been and where we are going” 

(GM).  

Place Name  

  Through an exploration of place names, cultural representatives demonstrate that 

this site is linked to the creation stories of the Owens Valley people.  

Behind Fish Spring there is a place called Coyote Valley in the Coyote 
Mountains. Our creation story says that is where we were created (GM). 

 

 

Figure  5-22 Owens Valley Representative at Tinemaha 
 

We were created for this valley [Owens Valley]. We were the first people here 
(GK).  

 
The interdigitation of stories and physical landforms is demonstrated in the place name of 

Tinemaha as well. This rock, like others in the vicinity of Fish Springs, has the life force 

known as puha that is accessed through ritual activities. 

The place name of the Ghost Dance, Tinemaha has two meanings. According to 
one elder, Tinemaha is the name of a chief. In addition there is a rock called 
Tinemaha (GM). 
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Animal Stories  

Stories of Tinemaha’s importance are relayed through animal stories as well. 

There are stories of giants near Tinemaha. A giant lived in the cave next to Fish 
Hatchery and used to eat little Paiute children. Finally the Paiutes ganged up on 
the giant and killed him. His name is Sunawah (MC). 

 
They call the Giant Sun-a-wa-ha (GM). 

 
Petroglyphs or Pictographs 

  The petroglyphs and pictographs of Tinemaha also are mechanisms for 

connecting the Owens Valley Paiute to Tinemaha. These cultural inscriptions help to 

bridge the experiences of present-day peoples with their ancestors. They also mark places 

of power, map places of cultural importance, and record experiences from altered states 

of consciousness. 

Some of the petroglyphs are maps. This one shows these three hills and a trail to 
the top of Crater Mountain. Maybe it was a pilgrimage trail (RW). 
 
Petroglyphs are really to tell where to pray, power, visions, fasting. A few could 
read the petroglyphs, they were born with it. They do vision questing often and 
they have to fast and do things the traditional way. They have to speak their 
language (Paiute); They don’t understand the language [the young people]. They 
can’t understand the spirits. That is why it’s gone or lost. No visions or powers 
without the language (GM). 

 
My father took me to visit the petroglyphs at Tinemaha as a child. I go there 
because that is where he took me. It gives me a good feeling. This is the place 
where my ancestors were. I respect this place (GK). 

 
You need to look at different angles of petroglyphs to read them. Visions are 
sometimes recorded as petroglyphs. Petroglyphs tell us about the future as well as 
the past. Petroglyphs can give directions, tell about water sources or tell how to 
prepare herbs (MC). 
 
Over the years we have lost the meanings of some of the petroglyphs. Now people 
are given power to interpret petroglyphs. They work for that and sacrifice 
themselves through fasting (GK). 
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The little people made the petroglyphs. There is a whole race of little people that 
lived in the White Mountains. They are the Creator’s helpers. They were sent 
down to give messages. There are things coded in the petroglyphs. They are 
sometimes portals through time and animals came through these portals. Animals 
are beginning to return to the earth. The petroglyphs, like the Bible, are sacred. 
One day we are supposed to understand again (LC). 

 
Rock Alignments 
   
  No rock alignments have been identified at this site. 

Trails 

  Cultural representatives indicated that Tinemaha is connected to other cultural 

resources within the valley and in the neighboring communities on both sides of the 

Sierras, White, and Inyo mountain ranges. 

There are lots of Indian trails connected to this area. People would travel to see 
what was on the other side. They traveled to learn about other places and tell 
people stories about their experiences. One trail goes over the hills to Lida and 
Fish Lake Valley where they did the Ghost Dance and Big Times. They came 
over into this valley too. The old stories say they traveled down to Mexico. 
They’d leave for 4-5 years. It was a learning experience for young men. The older 
men would take them. Every year they’d go to different places. Our people liked 
wandering. They met people from all over. There are trails on the eastern part of 
the mountain such as Paiute Pass that goes to Fresno, California. There is a pack 
station in the Eastern Sierras that goes to Yosemite (GK). 

 
There is an Indian trail from Fish Springs to Papoose Flats, a summer 
encampment in the White Mountains. They stayed in Coyote Valley where they 
had everything (GM). 

 
During the height of the Ghost Dance it is highly probable that such trails were used to 

unite the Owens Valley Paiute, Mono Paiute, Northern Paiutes of western Nevada, and 

Western Shoshone participants. The centrality of this particular ceremonial site may have 

been a characteristic that was considered desirable for participants coming from more 

distant localities. 
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Historic Narratives 

 The historic narratives of Northern Paiutes positively confirm the presence of the 

Ghost Dance at the site of Tinemaha. They reveal that this site was used in both the 1870s 

and 1890s for Ghost Dance activities. One Mono Paiute representative said that the 

Northern Paiutes did the Ghost Dance at Tinemaha: 

Fish Lake Joe brought the Ghost Dance to Tinemaha in the 1870s. They started 
one here in Owens Valley. They were doing traditional ceremonies at the time and 
didn’t want the Ghost Dance. Then Wovoka got it. Then the Indians from Owens 
Valley took it. They went up there to Mason Valley to learn it. They were still 
pretty traditional. There was a small group still doing their ceremonies. Wovoka 
didn’t come down here. They did it mainly in Nevada. Red Cloud sent people out 
(RV). 
 
Owens Valley did the original 1870s Ghost Dance. Fish Springs is where they did 
a lot of their dancing, up in the hills. They stayed close to the spring. After that it 
went away. Later Wovoka did it. He had a dream like Wodziwob’s. Wovoka 
added more church stuff to his ideas. The other one was more Indian. The 
philosophies are the same except for getting rid of the Whites. The first dance [of 
the 1870s] everyone was about getting along. During the second dance [of the 
1890s] the Lakota wanted to get rid of the Whites. A lot of people today are still 
dancing. There are people over in Gardnerville that do the Ghost Dance. People in 
Schurz have been trying to start a Ghost Dance for quite a while. The last dance 
site is out of Yerington (RV). 
 
They used to do the Ghost Dance at Tinemaha. One of Wovoka’s relatives told 
me about it (LC). 
 
Tinemaha is a spiritual place; a powerful place. That is the reason they went there. 
They did the Ghost Dance there. You don’t go out uncleansed (MC). 
 
There were Ghost Dances and Big Times here and near Lida. We did the dances 
together (GK). 
 

In addition to conducting the Ghost Dance at Tinemaha, cultural representatives 

indicate that they did the dances in other sacred areas. 

They did the Ghost Dance in Independence, California. There was a newspaper 
article in the San Francisco Chronicle from 1889. 
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Mother said that they performed the Ghost Dance in many areas, Pigeon Springs 
in Nevada and all through Owens Valley. Wovoka preached the Bible; He spoke 
Paiute. He wanted to bring back the old ways and the culture. The doctrine of the 
Ghost Dance is interbred with the Bible; Wovoka mixed the Bible and tradition; 
He was endeavoring to renew the languages and dances and traditions. He was a 
strong man because of the Bible. He mixed the old traditions with the Bible.  
(MC) 
 
They would do the dances at sacred places. The spirits would guide them to these 
places; then on how to live their lives too. They danced there in the 1870s and 
1890s. Sam Kenny was one of the old Ghost Dance leaders. There was a guy from 
Lone Pine and another from Independence too. Mother and I went to Big Pine. 
They did dances by the big colony. We would be locked up in the barn to keep us 
safe. People in NV and CA both did the Ghost Dance. Captain Jack of Big Pine 
and Lone Pine led the Paiutes. He is buried at Sunland cemetery. There was a 
flood and the cemeteries were affected There is a big rock there. The dances were 
usually held for 7 days. The men were the leaders (also BC says this). Women 
assisted with cooking etc. There was always a spring nearby. They would dance 
around a fire representing the Holy Spirit. They did the circle dance. They sang 
the songs. There were songs for changing the weather and different songs for 
different seasons; They would pray for a season. The dances were not something 
that could be public. They were underground. The young kids would get hurt if 
they participated. That is why they locked them in the barn (MC). 
 

Contemporary cultural representatives say the Ghost Dance of the 1890s was performed 

for several reasons, including vision questing, driving out pioneers, and re-establishing 

balance between people and the earth. 

The Ghost Dance was a vision quest dance. Mostly men got visions. They took an 
herb before dancing. They would boil the herb. Even my uncle talked about it. It 
happened in Schurz too. The herb may have been a plant they boiled and drank or 
a mushroom plant that grows in the valley and they dried. It made the dancers 
invisible to the human eye. That’s why people were afraid of the Ghost Dance 
(GM). 
 
This whole valley was a battleground during the 1800s. The Ghost Dance helped 
loved ones get back to where they needed to go. There were many spirits in 
between heaven and earth. They were upset because they were building over the 
graves. The spirits were not at peace. The Ghost Dance was a way to help them. It 
is very powerful. No one liked to go around the Ghost Dance. It is very strong. 
Wovoka was preaching in Bodie, Death Valley and other areas. The old timers 
seen him. They didn’t like to tell where they gathered because it was meant to be 
a secret ceremony. Wovoka was a powerful prophet (MC). 
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In the 1970s they talked to my grandma Rosie and her friend Helen McGee about 
the Father Dance. Grandma said the Ghost Dance was done to drive out the 
pioneers. They remembered the first white people coming into Owens Valley. The 
Indians wanted Wovoka to scare them out. They knew he as close [Wovoka lived 
in Yerington, NV]. Frieda Charles, his great granddaughter still lives in Owens 
Valley (GM). 
 
The message changed when it reached the Plains Indians. They wanted a war 
path. They wanted to bring back the buffalo. They used to be warriors. They 
wanted to get rid of the whites. Wovoka’s message was peaceful (MC). 
 
When grass comes out in the springtime, they would dance .They called them 
fandangos. They tried to bring the fandango back. Wovoka came through Owens 
Valley in the spring. Spring is the beginning of life, the renewal of everything. It 
is clean and fresh (MC). 

 
Social memories of the Ghost Dance continue to change overtime. In part, these 

memories fade, and in part these memories are reconstructed through teleological lenses 

of the present. 

Grandpa was a very spiritual man. He knew a lot about Wovoka (BC). 
 

More recent performances of the Ghost Dance were shared by some participants. 

My mother’s family participated in the Ghost Dances held in Owens Valley. Toga 
Robb was one of the family members that participated in the Ghost Dance. They 
did a dance in the old camp at Big Pine. They locked up the kids for their own 
protection. My own sister was locked up for her protection. Mostly the adults did 
the Ghost Dance. There were lots of kids but they were not participating. Rachel 
and John Beckage, who was 99 at death, were there. Their children just watched. 
The Ghost Dance was strong a long time ago. It died out in the 1960s (MC). 
 
Some kids did the Ghost Dance. They tried to bring it back (MC). 

 
Fear of being discovered by a hostile government made secrecy and seclusion imperative 

in the performance of the Ghost Dance.  

The federal government was afraid of the Ghost Dance. They sometimes had to 
disguise what they were doing to remain safe (LC). 
 
They changed the Ghost Dance. They called it the Rabbit Dance. Maybe when the 
government came in they hid it in the Rabbit Dance. It’s a circle dance too (GK). 
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Personal Narratives 

  Cultural representatives from Owens Valley continue to maintain cultural 

attachments to Tinemaha and memories of families who used to live at Tinemaha are still 

shared. Many Paiutes traditionally lived at Tinemaha. Most recently, Tiffany Hill, the 

uncle of one of people whom I interviewed, lived at Tinemaha. The half brother of this 

person used to stay at Tinemaha quite frequently. “Pearl Allen (maiden name) is also 

from there and her parents may have been from there” (LC). Other families had relatives 

from Tinemaha as well. 

Captain Bowers was a relative of BM’s grandmother. He was an Indian scout for 
the army. He explained why the Indians were being moved by the army. Captain 
Bowers sent the Indians back from Oxny Way and let them escape. They stayed 
over at Tule River. Jerry Bowers and Teenie Jim (Bowers). Jerry’s father had an 
Indian name. He was from Fish Spring, Tinemaha. Tennie was from Oasis. The 
Indians lived in an Indian camp near a little lake by Oasis. Teenie and her folks 
came to Big Pine, California. They had some private land behind Big Pine. They 
moved from there to the reservation where they lived in stone homes. Grandma 
didn’t want to move down here because they did not want to be caged in by the 
government. After grandfather passed away they had a big funeral. He was well-
educated. He had a carriage and four kids. Maggie Jim, the sister of Teenie, she 
married. Teenie’s parents had Indian names on the enrollment records. Graveyard 
nearby one big plot where they are buried on reservation Teenie Jim (Bowers) 
was the youngest sister of Jerry Bowers. 1- Grant Dazie Baker (From Baker 
Ranch); 2- Elsie (her mother) George C. Collins (Fish Springs); 3- Arlie- never 
marries; 4- [and] Lillian (Mexican from L.A.) [who attended] Sherman Institute 
(BM 3\16\01). 

 
Others recall histories of battles fought at Tinemaha. 
 

There was a battle at Fish Springs. There is purse silver shot buried in the ground. 
There were bootleggers connected with the incident (MC). 

 
Writings, Maps, or Drawings  

  Among the Owens Valley Paiute, the memories of Tinemaha are best preserved 

through oral traditions. There are no known writings, maps, or drawings of Tinemaha.  
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First Person Experience 

  While views of the Ghost Dance varied among cultural representatives, a shared 

sense of the sanctity and seriousness of the event was shared by all interviewees  

You have to have a reason for going to Sun Dance or a Ghost Dance. For 
example, you may go for your family. There is always sacrifice (GM). 

 
Songs  
   
  Songs are another mechanism through which cultural attachments to Tinemaha 

are celebrated. 

There are songs about Tinemaha. Sarah Hill used to sing bird songs. She was a 
relative and lived at Tinemaha. We have many songs of Owens Valley: death 
songs, gambling songs, round dance songs, Ghost Dance songs, rabbit songs, and 
eagle songs. All of them are about nature. The drum that accompanies songs is the 
heartbeat (MC). 
 
The songs were handed down. Some are old. Some are from other families. You 
have to ask permission to use these songs. So people from Big Pine have their 
own songs (GK). 
 
There are trail songs and circle dance associated with this area. They did Cry 
dances at the old cemetery and the Ghost Dances too (GM). 

 
Prophesy 

  We live in a society deemed “dangerous’ by social science scholars who call us a 

‘risk society’ (Beck 1999). There are numerous characteristics of such a society, with the 

most salient being that the problems we collectively create outstrip our knowledge of 

how to solve these problems. In Owens Valley, California there is a growing sense of 

malaise and unrest. Along with a burgeoning collective sentiment that the world is 

changing is a belief that it is necessary for we as humans to change ourselves we are to 

continue as a viable species. Elders explain the disruptions we are experiencing from a 

cultural vantage point. 
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The earthquakes we are having right now are a wakeup call. The ancestors are 
coming back. We have to fast, suffer, and sacrifice. We need to remove our evil 
thoughts; pray for the old world and care for everything (MC). 
 
The Hopi say the 11th hour has arrived. If we don’t straighten out and fly right, we 
are in trouble (HW). 
 
There is an Indian profile in the rocks along Senalin Road (Sp?) When people 
begin the see people and animals in the rocks there is little time left before earthly 
destruction will ensue (BC, MC). 
 
Awareness of spiritual matters is growing and needed. A quickening in the 
universe is occurring. We are approaching sort of the last days. The prophecies 
are coming true. It is stupid to deny global warming. They just found a crash site 
in the Sierras from 1942. They found it because it had thawed out. There is global 
warming and we need leaders who will acknowledge the real state of affairs in the 
world and start making constructive policies. We need to correct the way we live 
and live with the earth rather than against it. Everything is connected. I’m 
optimistic and hopeful. The changes are transcending religious boundaries (HW). 
 

Dreams teach people about themselves, provide instruction, and sometimes give glimpses 

into actions that have yet to unfold. One elder shared that she dreamt of a big earthquake 

ripping apart the ground floor of Owens Valley. They had to escape through Westguard 

Pass and then make their way towards Utah. She says she never remembers dreams but 

this one woke her up. 

Some don’t believe in the spiritual way. Some do sweats. The new Ghost Dancers 
are calling the death. They could get hurt. You have to have a vision. When the 
earth cracks bliss comes out. The old way is that when the time comes, Indians 
know what to do. Mountains protect us. There are still spirits of the Valley which 
are very powerful medicine men. Wovoka was an interpreter. He had a gift to 
share his visions which came to him. He got wiser the older he got. They was 
speaking to tell others to wake up. They didn’t really wake up. Now they are 
trying to get the younger generation to participate (MC). 

 
Native American consultants stated that in the nineteenth century, Northern Paiutes came 

to Tinemaha to dance and attempt to rebalance themselves and the world through ritual. 

In the following section, the physical characteristics of Tinemaha are examined through 

the eyes of the cultural representatives.  For them, each of the landforms of Tinemaha 
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contributes to a holistic sense of this place’s importance and inherent sacredness. The 

mountains, water sources, elevation, caves and boulders all contribute to the power of this 

place. 

Physiographic Characteristics 
 
Mountains, Hills 
 
  Three major ranges, the Sierras, Whites, and Inyo Mountains, envelope Tinemaha 

on the east and west sides. They are considered culturally important. In addition these 

mountains provide volcanic rocks used in purification rituals that typically precede Ghost 

Dances. One elder noted,  

Black Rock, Coyote Mountains and Coyote Valley and the Red Cinder Cone by 
Big Pine are all connected to Tinemaha. Northern Paiutes collect the rocks from 
the Red Cinder Cone for sweat lodges. They are volcanic rocks that are able to be 
heated to high temperatures without cracking (GM). 
 

Water Source  

  Water plays a central role in ceremonial site selection. It is needed for drinking, 

cooking, bathing, and ritual cleansing. Due to its multiple functions, it is one of the key 

factors that are considered in nineteenth century site-selection practices. 

Indians congregated at places with water (MC). 
 
In those days water was plentiful. This valley was full of water. They always 
danced near water. Nowadays you have to dig 6 feet to hit water. It used to be 1 
foot below the ground. The whole valley is being drained (NN). 
 
You have to cleanse yourself before dancing. They would always clean 
themselves in the water first before singing. The songs are oral, so they are not 
written down (MC). 
 
You have to individually prepare yourself for traditional dances, hunting or other 
activities. You do so by cleansing yourself (GK).  
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Rock Outcrops, Boulders, and Caves 

  In addition to using volcanic rocks for sweat lodges, the Numa used the stones 

around Tinemaha for house foundations, canvases upon which to inscribe public 

messages and places of power where they prayed. 

The old ones danced by the rock. Rocks are alive too. The lava rocks are used for 
steam and purify your soul. Smudge rocks have a hole inside it for sage (MC). 
 
Near Fish Springs is a power rock. People throw beads up there. Could see these 
all over the place. Laura took her husband up there and he went to the rock. He 
was praying and picking up beads and put into a little sack. He could not sleep 
because he felt bad\funny. Said it was the beads from Fish Springs. Sometimes 
people think bad on the beads. So they took them back. He then felt better. Poney 
Poney beads- blue, red, yellow, with white centers- old beads (BM, NN). 

 
Certain rocks are protectors of the land: scorpion rock, snake rock, bear rock, and 
lion rock. It’s important to protect those areas because they protect you too (MC). 
 
For sweats, people prefer the rocks found outside of Independence because they 
hold their heat (BC). 
 
There is a legend of a giant that lived in the cave at Tinemaha. He used to eat the 
Paiute children (LC). 

 
Medicinal Plants, Animals, Paint, Clay or Mineral Sources 
 
  Preparing for the Ghost Dance required physical as well as mental and spiritual 

preparation. Ghost Dancers used the plants, animals, and minerals of Owens Valley in 

preparatory rituals that preceded the Ghost Dance. 

Before a Ghost Dance they would get together and build a shade hut and gather 
stuff to burn for a fire. They would bring offerings and chew the “sogo.” They 
would paint their faces red paint from Death Valley and white, red, and black 
paint from Mammoth Lake. People would make certain designs. They dance 
barefoot so they are closer to nature. They would paint themselves with designs 
given in visions or else they use family designs (MC). 
 
Head leaders such as Wovoka tell everyone what to do. How to do it; What 
sacrifices are needed. People must suffer before healing. Maybe they starve 
themselves. Tobacco offerings are often given. Dancers smoke the pipe or a 
cigarette or chew. You can’t turn it down. You give up something (MC). 
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It always feels like there is someone around here. There are also bad places. You 
can sense it. When this happens you ask to be protected and burn sage (GK). 
 
Sometimes people would prepare for the Ghost Dance by fasting with the 
rattlesnake or singing with the rattlesnake. The person would go down in a hut or 
cellar and sing with the snake. Rosie Moose did it. Rosie came to the sweats. 
Dewy Charles, an old timer did that with the rattlesnake too (MC). 
 
Places and animals can heal. Spotted eagle, Bald eagle, Mt Lion (su-ka) and the 
Lizard can give blessings (MC). 
 
Animals are powerful guides and helpers. The old ones wore rabbit hides, skins, 
feathers, especially eagle and magpie feathers. These were significant for the 
people (GK) 

 
The old ones used to call the wind or the rain. This doesn’t happen so much lately. 
We used to call the wind when we were harvesting pine nuts. There is a special 
song. It requires a sacrifice to call the rain. You can have power in a bad way or a 
good way. It depends on the type of power you ask for. You sacrifice yourself. Do 
good things for people. I want to do this for my people. Live the right kind of life. 
Peaceful. No drugs (GK). 
 
The little people watch over sacred places. They are here in this area. They stay at 
the ancient places with petroglyphs and places where the Indians camped higher 
up. They are the guardians of places. That is why you leave an offering, burn sage 
and clean up the area after you leave (GK). 
 

Volcanism 

  Tinemaha has unique volcanic and faulting characteristics that lead to a sense of 

the earth’s vitality. The people of Owens Valley recognized these physical characteristics 

of the area and incorporated this information into their stories and ritual performances. 

This volcano in Big Pine is called “Heart of the Mountain” by the old people. In 
the distance there is always a volcano (GM). 
 
There used to be some hot springs right at Fish Springs but now they are dried up 
because they are pumping out the water and the water table is dropping There also 
are the Keoughs hot springs used for healing and Coso hot springs too (GM)  
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Performance Characteristics 

Native American consultants positively confirmed that the behavioral 

characteristics contributed to the selection of a ceremonial site. In particular, seclusion 

and visibility appeared to be a shared concern among those interviewed. 

Seclusion and Visibility 

  Seclusion and visibility are two of the performance characteristics deemed most 

important by the Owens Valley Paiutes interviewed. Many of their ritual practices were 

considered subversive and therefore they had to push them underground or disguise them. 

Seclusion was important because they had to hide what they were doing. They 
couldn’t say they were having a Ghost Dance, so they hid it and they tried to 
disguise it as a social dance (GK). 
 
Ghost Dances would be held in certain places. They would want to see if someone 
was coming. That’s what you need (GM). 

 
Distance from Cultural Resources  

Cultural Consultants also indicated a high degree of familiarity with the area, 

indicating that many family members had lived in the area at one time or another.  

The Tinemaha Ghost Dance site is connected to a number of cultural resources in 
Owens Valley. Grandpa, George Collin lived at Black Rock. There were also a 
number of families living at Tinemaha including the Hills, Naylors, Collins and 
Butchers (GM). 
 

Flat Dance Area  

  Prior to dancing, the dance circle was prepared through physical acts of clearing 

debris and ritual acts of sanctifying the space. 

The people place willows around the dance circle. Sometimes the women shake 
the willows when they dance. They also use rattles of willow or birch or even 
intestines (MC). 
 
They went to the same places for dancing. They liked big flat areas in the valley. 
Sometimes these places were close to the places they lived. They would build a 
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big arena with willows and dance in there. For the Big Times they would camp in 
there too (GK). 

 
Area Previously Used for Ritual  
 
  The cultural consultants of Owens Valley repeatedly gathered at ancient ritual 

sites in order to perform the Ghost Dance. 

Tinemaha is a special place. There are trails going to Crater Mountain that you 
can see in the petroglyphs. It’s like a map. You can see all of hills around here too 
(RW). 
 
The Owens Valley Paiutes still use Tinemaha for ceremonial purposes. I follow 
the same religion as my parents and am drawn to the same places to practice 
rituals (GM). 
 
Places are waiting for people to come so they know they are not forgotten. We 
have to learn from people with visions. It’s just like the Ghost Dance (BC). 
 
Fandangos were regularly held in Laws near the water (MC).  
 
Ghost Dances were held at Tinemaha and at a gathering place in Independence. 
There are more Ghost Dance gathering places in Round Valley, near petroglyphs 
by Mustang Mesa, in Deep Spring and Fish Lake. These are places where 
everyone always gathered. Knowledge of these sacred places was passed down 
from generation to generation (MC).  
 
Places are alive. Some paces have certain types of power. You can feel it, like if 
you get to close to the wrong thing. If you know this was a place of power and 
you have already been told then you can cleanse yourself and ask for safety to 
travel through. Some ancestors make themselves known. You will feel something 
around you and the wind will come up (GK). 
 
Every place my father took me was special to him so it is special for me too. Then 
I need to do that too. There is a scorpion place. This is a sacred place and the 
knowledge of it has been handed down. This place is special. There are grinding 
stones, petroglyphs, rock rings. We know our people were here (GK). 
 
Indians are creatures of habit. They would go to places that were used for 
previous dance ceremonies. They liked to go to places near mountains and 
volcanoes, both sources of power and places where they would see other areas of 
cultural importance (RW). 
 
Those who did the Ghost Dance needed a secluded flat area away from white 
settlements. The area needed to be equipped with water as well as a place to 
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camp. They would gravitate towards places known for powerful medicine or 
places with a lot of vegetation. They would use their intuition about the place. 
Colors are important as are the cardinal directions (GM). 

 
Time 

 The people who gathered at Tinemaha selected particular times of the year as well 

as particular times of the month and day for the performance of Ghost Dances. 

 They would dance on the full moon for four or five nights (GK). 

The Big Time was held in the spring when the ground thawed out. They were 
getting ready to do annual moves to the mountains to gather pine nuts and go 
hunting. In the fall they would have another Big Time. It was different for the 
Ghost Dance. They met when the headman called a dance. Sometimes he was a 
chief or medicine man (GK). 
 

Ghost Dances were held at night. The reason they held them at night is because, 
 

The night is powerful. They had to hide their power. They also had to hide their 
rituals from whites. The Ghost Dance turned people invisible where none could 
hurt them. Mostly singers and certain families acquired this power. I stayed away 
from this stuff because I didn’t know a lot about it. They would begin seeing 
visions and seeing the future (MC). 
 
People start singing and dancing from sundown until midnight or dawn. They 
dance on the full moon. It’s always before the full moon. The petroglyphs tell 
that. They tell how many times they came through to get more food or trade 
(MC). 
 

Seclusion  

In the 1890s, seclusion was considered one of the most important factors in 

selecting the Ghost Dance ceremonial grounds. In 2006, seclusion is still considered 

important; however, this site provides only limited seclusion because it is close to a major 

thoroughfare as well as a number of tribal buildings. In order to ensure seclusion, the 

organizers chose to have guards sit at the entrance of the dance ground road in order to 

insure unwanted people did not gain admittance. 
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Visibility  

  Site seclusion is also limited by aerial surveillance. During the March 2006 

performances, the local military base in Hawthorne sent helicopters to periodically fly 

over the dance grounds and the federal government sent their own helicopters to conduct 

surveillance of the ritual proceedings. The power dialectics between the indigenous ritual 

specialists and the federal government, though interrupted, continue haltingly into the 

twenty first century. One organizer indicated that this invasion of privacy had been going 

on for months. From the air, this site was highly visible, whereas from the ground, it was 

much less noticeable.  

Distance from Cultural Resources  

Over the course of the Ghost Dance, sponsors of the dance held several feasts to 

feed all of the participants. The nearness of the dance site to some of the cultural facilities 

helped to expedite this process.  

3. Tünăva, Pigeon Springs 
 

 

Figure  5-23 3-D Topographical Map of Pigeon Springs 
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Location 

 Pigeon Springs is located in western Nevada in Esmeralda County just east of the 

Nevada-California state border. The historic town of Lida is located 7 km east by 

southeast of the Palmetto Mountains, 16.5 km northwest of the historic mining town of 

Gold Point, and 20.6 km east by northeast of the Sylvania Mountains (ACME 2005). 

Pigeon Spring is in the mountains on the eastern end of Fish Lake Valley, where the 1870 

Ghost Dance prophet was born (Hittman 1973a). This ceremonial place is situated along 

the Shoshone-Paiute boundary and historically had a mixed population (Carroll, Zedeno, 

and Stoffle 2003:136). 

 

Figure  5-24 Landscape Overview of Pigeon Springs 
Features 

Tünăva has many protohistoric and historic archaeological features such as two 

areas inscribed with protohistoric petroglyphs and a third with an inscription from the 

early twentieth century, a mano and matate, lithic scatters, historic middens, cabin 

foundations, a corral, material culture from a historic mine, two caves, and a dance circle.  
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Geography 

 Nestled in the Palmetto Mountains, a couple of miles southwest of the Lida 

Summit in the Silver Peak Range in southern Esmeralda County, is the ritual setting of 

Pigeon Springs (Lincoln (1923)1982:76). Pigeon Springs is characterized by an elevation 

of 6,200- 6,500 feet, which is typical of this area as indicated by the elevation of Lida at 

6,100 feet, Lida Summit at 7,403 feet, and the peak of the Palmetto Mountains at 8,945 ft 

(Nevada nd:10-8, DeLorme 1996:60). The Sylvania Mountains to the southwest and 

Magruder Mountain to the east also have elevations of 7,720’ and 9,046’ respectively 

(Nevada, nd:10-8).There are multiple water sources in the vicinity of Pigeon Springs 

including Kline Spring and Nikapah (Dancing Water) to the east and Log Spring directly 

to the south ibid. The physical geology of this area consists of “Cambrian limestones and 

shales, according to Ball, which have been intruded by granite-porphyry and by dikes of 

diorite porphyry” (Lincoln (1923)1982:76). 

Ethnographic Overview  
 
Sociopolitical Organization  
  
 Pigeon Springs was originally a Northern Paiute village that was linked 

extensively to the Western Shoshone through frequent intermarriages (Steward 1938:68-

69). Wide-ranging connections existed between Pigeon Springs and the Paiute of Fish 

Lake Valley as well as the Shoshone groups of Gold Mountain, Stonewall Valley, and 

Clayton Valley. 
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Figure  5-25 Pigeon Springs 
 
Julian Steward provides an overview of the Numic people residing at Tünăva. 

Tünăva at Pigeon Spring, several springs at 6,200 to 6,500 feet in the mountains 
at the eastern end of Fish Lake Valley. This was advantageously located in the 
midst of pine-nut country. Thirty–one persons in four camps (Steward 1938:63). 
 

Near the time of the Ghost Dance, Big Mouth Tom served as the main political and 

religious leader within this community.  

Chieftanship: Big Mouth Tom served in Joe Bowers place, organizing festivals 
and directing rabbit drives. But Big Mouth Tom lived in Fish Lake Valley much 
of the time, where he was also the chief. Other Deep Springs people, moreover, 
spent considerable time visiting friends and relatives in Fish Lake valley (Steward 
1938:61). 

 
Powell and Ingalls identify another leader of the Western Shoshone of Nevada in the 

vicinity of Fish Lake called Wau-govwi. In 1873 and 1874 they provided fine-grained 

enumerations of Western Shoshone populations. They estimate a total population of 62 

members, 25 men, 26 women and 11 children 10 years and under (Fowler and Fowler 

1971:105). By contrast, MH, an informant of Steward estimates an 1870 population of 

about 100 individuals, distributed among 8 villages, each having 1 to 4 camps or families. 

There were a total of 16 such camps, averaging 6.2 persons each (Steward 1938:62). 
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Retrospective census figures gathered by Steward have been compared with the 

1880 and 1900 federal censuses.  

The 1880 US Census indicated an even lower population of 30 for Fish Lake 
Valley. In 1900, US census recorders indicated that 96 persons were living in the 
Fish Lake Valley with 68 persons in Fish Lake Valley precinct and 28 in the 
Palmetto precinct. This data indicates a total population that again approaches that 
of Steward’s estimates, with the Palmetto population being at about the same size. 
… Considered collectively, these census figures indicate a decline in population 
within the Fish Lake Valley region ranging between 50 and 73 percent between 
the late 1870s and 1880 (Zedeno, Carroll, and Stoffle 2003:147). 

 
Subsistence  

The people of Pigeon Springs and Lida adopted a hunting and gathering lifestyle 

that required in-depth knowledge of the plants and animals of this mountainous homeland 

in western Nevada. They typically gathered pine nuts in local mountains around Pigeon 

Springs including the Palmetto Mountains, Magruder Mountains and Sylvania Mountain. 

In lean years they reportedly traveled further west to the Silver Peak Range, Grapevine, 

and even the Kawich Mountains (Steward 1938:70).  

The residents of these areas used indigenous burning practices to promote growth 

of particular botanical species.  

Within a few miles of Lida, on Magruder Mountain, brush was burned in the fall 
so that plants would grow better. These plants were principally üyüp: 
(Chenopodium?) [goosefoot or lambsquarters], waiyabi (probably Elymus, wheat 
grass), waciüp: (unidentified), and a root, tüi (unidentified)” (Steward 1938:70). 

 
Habitation  

The inhabitants of Pigeon Spring are identified by Julian Steward. He writes, 
 

In one [camp], the chief, his wife from Palmetto, a son and a daughter, both of 
whom died before they were married and a daughter whose husband came from 
Panwihumadu, Hot Creek in Long Valley to Tunava. In the second, the chief’s 
sister, her husband from Tunava, their daughter, her husband from Panwihumadu 
(Hot Creek in Long Valley) or Benton, and their three children who subsequently 
married. The third, the chief’s older brother, his wife from Sohoduhatu (oasis), 
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their daughter, their son, and his Shoshoni wife from Lida Valley or Tule Canyon. 
The fourth, the chief’s younger brother, his Shoshoni wife from Lida Valley, their 
oldest daughter and her Shoshoni husband from Grapevine Springs Canyon, and 
their three children. A second daughter, her Shoshoni husband from Lida Valley, 
and their two children. And a third, unmarried daughter with her child (Steward 
1938:63). 

 
Charlie, who was Joe Bowers’ son-in-law’s brother, his wife and daughter. Three 
persons [lived in Deep Springs]. The daughter married and moved to Fish Lake 
Valley…Big Mouth Tom, who was chief of Fish Lake Valley and said to reside at 
Ozaŋwin:’ or Tünăva (Pigeon Springs) but whom JA claimed to be the chief of 
Deep Springs and to reside there; his wife who was a half Shoshoni and Captain 
Harry’s sister from Tünăva in Fish Lake Valley; and their two sons and two 
daughters. Seven persons. One of these sons was JA who married a woman from 
Păũ’uva (McNett range village) in Fish Lake Valley. Big Mouth was the cousin 
of Joe and Sam Bowers and Sport, perhaps the paternal grandmothers of each 
being sisters. It is not certain whether the spouses of JA’s brothers and sisters 
should be counted in this (Steward 1938:58). 

 
Ideology and ceremonialism  

The Numic people of Fish Lake Valley and Pigeon Springs regularly gathered for 

ritual activities. They frequently conducted Round Dances and the Cry. In the 1870s and 

again in the 1890s they adopted the Ghost Dance as a ritual response to the multiple 

stressors that characterized their lives at this time including “death, disease, physical and 

ideological marginalization, and loss of resources” (Zedeno, Carroll, and Stoffle 

2003:147).  

The Numic people of Fish Lake Valley and the surrounding areas went to 

culturally recognized places of power such as Pigeon Springs to conduct their Ghost 

Dance ceremonies (Zedeno, Carroll, and Stoffle 2003:147). Indian people regularly 

gathered to dance near Palmetto, which is on the southeast edge of the Fish Lake Valley 

near the Nevada-California border, and approximately 90 miles southeast of Mason 

Valley, where the 1890s Ghost Dance originated. Palmetto also is the home of Fish Lake 
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Joe (Wodziwob) whom (Hittman 1973a) convincingly argued was the leader of the 1870s 

Ghost Dance ibid. 

Big Mouth Tom, “the main director of Fish Lake Valley festivals,” oversaw the 

festivals at Pigeon Springs along with another director, Palmetto Dick.  

Gold Mountain, Stonewall Mountain, Palmetto, and Pigeon Springs people also 
participated in these. Sometimes, however, festivals were held at Oasis instead. 
That these were strictly native festival groupings, however, is not understood 
(Steward 1938:61, 70). 
 
A primary source of information about this local Ghost Dance comes from 

Hershell Knapp, a prospector and miner who lived in a cabin in this region, and who 

witnessed the performance of the Ghost Dance on a low flat hill directly across from 

Pigeon Spring. The dance was performed in the winter of 1890-1891, around December 

22, 1890, following an Indian uprising against the local mine administrator and while that 

mine was closed (Independent 1891). Knapp observed that a terrible blizzard had forced 

the dancers to take refuge inside the mine (Zanjani 1994:38). The event was reported on 

January 16, 1891 in the Inyo Independent (1891) and in the Belmont Courier (January 21, 

1891) (Carroll, Zedeno, and Stoffle 2003, Courier 1891). The impetus for the worker’s 

revolt can be explained in part by examining the massive changes in Fishlake Valley and 

the Palmetto Mountains following the discovery of precious minerals in these areas. 

Historic Overview 

 Within the vicinity of Pigeon Springs there were a number of mining discoveries 

that contributed to the nineteenth century transformation of this landscape. These 

included the discovery of Dyer in 1863, Palmetto in 1866, and Lida in 1871 (Tule 

Canyon, Alida Valley) (Lincoln (1923)1982:79).  
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Palmetto District The Palmetto district lies in and around the Palmetto Mountains in the 

south-central part of Esmeralda County. According to Thompson, (1881:417) the 

Palmetto District, which lies west of Lida, was organized in 1866 by H. W. Bunyard, 

Thomas Israel and T.W. McNutt.  

About fifty locations have been made, and at one time things were in a flourishing 
condition, but at the present time there are no miners in the district. It lies in the 
same range as the Lida, Sylvania and Gold Mountain Districts. A large twelve-
stamp mill was erected in 1866, for the purpose of working the ores from the 
Champion, and one or two other mines on the same lead. Water was obtained by 
sinking wells in sufficient quantities to supply the mills and mines, and after a 
successful run of a few months the mill was obliged to shut down for want of ore, 
the ore body giving out, and the mines requiring much dead work and capital 
before other ore bodies could be uncovered, and were finally abandoned.  

 
The neighboring Lida Valley District, which is “twenty-three miles southeast of Silver 

Peak…was discovered by William Scott, in May, 1871, and organized August seventh of 

that year” (Thompson 1881:416). 

The deposits are largely of silver, gold and lead and occur in veins in the Palmetto 
pluton or in flanking lower Paleozoic strata. Most of the veins trend west or north-
northwest generally parallel to the long direction of the Palmetto pluton. The host 
rock of the McNamara mine is apparently limestone of the Emigrant Formation 
(Middle and Upper Cambrian) and the ore is in a vein along the undersurface of 
an alaskite dike (Spurr 1906b:93-4) which cut entirely across the Palmetto pluton. 
Some of the mines and prospects in this zone are in granitic rocks and some are in 
the Palmetto Formation, both to the north and south of the pluton. The total 
recorded production of the district (including Windypah district) is 319 tons worth 
$14,686, but this figure is probably much too low as the Palmetto mine alone is 
thought to have produced $6,500,000 in silver (Lincoln 1923:80) (Albers 
1972:70) 

 
Lida District In the Lida District, miners discovered silver, lead, gold and copper. The 

district was reportedly discovered in 1871 by Scott and Black. Two years later, “Hiskey 

& Walker erected an 8-stamp mill there and a second mill of 5-stamps was built in the 

district later” (Lincoln (1923)1982). 
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Figure  5-26 Mill at Pigeon Springs 
 

The Lida district, which was also called the Alida or Tule Canyon District, is 
located in the south-central part of the county and extends from a few miles north 
and east of the town of Lida to 8 to 10 miles south and west. The ore is mostly 
hornsilver or silver-bearing galena, although gold and copper occur in varying 
amounts (Ball 1906:61-2; 1907:64-5; Root 1909).The deposits occur in quartz, or 
calcite veins mostly in limestone. The Deep Spring, Poleta, and Harkless 
Formations appear to be the main host rocks. Deposits in the southern part of the 
district occur in or in close proximity to granitic rocks of the Sylvania pluton. 
Recorded production from the Lida district is 5,573 tons worth $#26,391 (Albers 
1972:69).  

 
There are no recorded production figures for mining in Esmeralda County for 1890 

(Albers 1972:55). However, during the 1880s production in mining fell markedly; and 

while some silver and gold was mined in the 1880s and 1890s in Lida and Dyer, the 

mining economy was stagnant during the rise and climax of the 1890s revitalization 

movement. The reason for this change was that all of the surface mining and easily mined 

places had been exhausted by this time. Following the establishment of mining claims in 

proximity to traditional village sites in 1866, Northern Paiutes and Western Shoshone 

were progressively pushed into a western economic system dependent on mining 
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activities. They sometimes benefited from the mining economy, but at other times it was 

the crux of their difficulties.  

Lingenfelter (1986:103) indicates that mining activities in Palmetto and nearby 

regions were highly sporadic at the end of the nineteenth century. A mill opened at 

Pigeon Springs in 1868 was abandoned in 1869 and the revival of dead camps in “Lida, 

Palmetto, Sylvania, Gold Mountain, Tule canyon and Tecopa” between the 1880s and 

1890s was equally short lived. As a result, Western Shoshone and Paiute workers were 

alternately denied regular employment or cash remuneration for their labor (Zanjani 

1994).Yet, owing to changes in their traditional resource bases they were nonetheless 

dependent upon the Euroamerican economy. 

It is probable that these cumulative stresses led Ghost-Dancing Indians under the 

instigation of Jack Longstreet, a Euroamerican to wage a worker’s revolt in January of 

1891. Longstreet had extensive connections with Indian people, spoke the Paiute 

language fluently, and married a Paiute wife, Suzie. Following a Ghost Dance in the deep 

of winter, Longstreet reportedly encouraged Indian people to track down their employer 

and demand money for work they had performed but for which they had not received 

payment. Upon demanding remuneration, the mining superintendent, Robert Starrett, 

initially refused to pay them. Furthermore, it was only after being physically tortured that 

he finally acceded to their demands (Zanjani 1994:39, Zedeno, Carroll, and Stoffle 

2003:148). In the winter of 1890-1891 a large Ghost Dance also took place near the town 

of Independence, California (Zanjani 1988b:54). In response, local Euroamerican 

ranchers and miners allegedly increased their surveillance and prepared themselves for 
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physical confrontations (Zanjani 1988b:54-55). According to Zanjani, this culminated in 

the worker’s revolt led by Longstreet (Zedeno, Carroll, and Stoffle 2003). 

The following site analysis explores the unique performance qualities of the place 

selected for a Ghost Dance following the worker’s revolt. In the table below, 

characteristics observed in the archaeological survey of this site are noted. Thereafter, 

each of these characteristics is explored in greater depth. 

 

Figure  5-27 Snake or Lightning Bolt Petroglyphs 
 
Mountains, Hills 

Pigeon Springs is nested within the Palmetto Mountains and surrounded by 

mountains on all sides. To the east is Magruder Mountain, where Numic people regularly 

gathered pine nuts and practiced indigenous burning practices. To the southwest are the 

Sylvania Mountains, and to the north east are the Palmetto Mountains. Thomas reports 

that some of the primary mineral formations of this area include “limestone, slate, and 

granite…Some of the silver ore, in which is a small per cent. Of gold, is free-milling; but 
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it generally carries lead, with some copper and iron, as a bas metal” (Thompson 

1881:416). 

Table  5-6 Pigeon Springs Site Characteristics  
Physiographic 

Characteristics 

 Performance 

Characteristics 

 Degrees of 

Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion Med X Place Name X 

Low Elevation 0 Visibility Med X Animal Stories 0 

Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 

Resources  

Low X Petroglyphs or 

Pictographs 

X 

Canyon 0 Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments 0 

Cave X Shelter High X Trails X 

Large Boulders or Cliffs X Flat Dance area Med X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants X Previously Used 

Ritual Area 

High X Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 

Source 

- Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 

Drawings 

X 

Guardians X   First Person 

Experience 

X 

Volcanism X   Songs - 

      

Total Score 7 Total Score 7 Total Score 7 

Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 

 70%  87.5%  70% 

 

Elevation 
Pigeon Springs has an elevation of 6,200 to 6,500 feet; this high elevation 

supports a ground cover dominated by pine and juniper. Traditionally this site and the 

surrounding regions provided a substantial quantity of pine nuts and other staple seeds, 
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roots and grasses. When botanical resources were low in one area, residents would travel 

to alternative gathering areas within the vicinity of Pigeon Springs. 

Water Source  

There are two principal bodies of water within close proximity to Tunava. These 

are Pigeon Spring, which is located directly across from the small mesa where the 

Northern Paiutes and Western Shoshone performed the Ghost Dance. A second easily 

accessible body of water is located approximately one mile to the east of Pigeon Springs. 

This place is called Nikipah (Dancing Water), and is reportedly another area where 

Numic people gathered for dance performances. Pigeon Spring is located on the east side 

of this site at the base of cottonwood trees that create an overstory at least 100 feet tall. In 

addition to the running stream, there is a pond that has been diverted from the spring.  

Canyon  

The Pigeon Springs site is located within the hills around the Palmetto Mountains; 

there are no major canyons near Pigeon Springs. 

Cave  

However, two prominent caves at the Pigeon Springs site are situated southwest 

of Pigeon Spring. At the time of survey, the caves had been most recently occupied by 

bats and a mountain lion. No other archaeological evidence was found on the surface, 

however; ethnohistoric data gathered by John Wesley Powell suggests a high probability 

of such caves being used for habitation. 

In the cliffs found everywhere in this country, there are many half-dome shaped 
cavities or shallow caves, and sometimes in the inclement season the Indians 
repair to these for shelter...A great many of them are supposed to be the home of 
spirits, and they have many legends concerning them… (Fowler and Fowler 
1971:53). 
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Figure  5-28 White Boulder with Fertility Petroglyphs 
 
Large Boulders or Cliffs 

There are large boulders within the site of Pigeon Springs. One white rock, 

standing approximately 12 feet high, has petroglyphs inscribed upon its surface. These 

petroglyphs are 3-4 feet from the ground surface and are all inscribed on the west face of 

the rock; by contrast the other surfaces are left untouched. Additional petroglyphs are 

noted on the east side of the road at the top of the hill. This boulder is approximately two 

by two feet and has a single petroglyph of a zigzag that may represent a snake or 

lightning bolt. Additional petroglyphs are found southeast of Pigeon Springs, including a 

stone with a carved date of 1912. 

Additionally, a large medicine rock also is present approximately 2 miles into 

Lida Valley. Little information has been published about this ceremonial landmark, one 

historical account discusses a confrontation between two men who killed an Indian 

family in the Amargosa Valley. They were stopped by their captors, Shakespeare, Black 

Montezuma Dick, and Butcher Jake. According to this account, the party cornered the 

two men “Rockwell” and “Tex” at Medicine Rock. 
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Medicinal Plants  

Pigeon Springs is dominated by pine trees, juniper, cottonwood and big sage. 

Historic records suggest the environment was similar at the time of the Ghost Dance. In 

writing of this area, Thompson says, (1881:417) “[There is] Pinon pine in abundance 

upon the surrounding mountains, [and] water sufficient for milling purposes in springs 

and shallow wells.”  

Although not strictly a medicinal plant, the cluster of cottonwood trees that tower 

over the base of Pigeon Springs adds to the cultural importance of this site. Cottonwood 

trees are considered a source of great power because they have deep roots. Mooney 

records a Paiute Ghost Dance song that commemorates the importance of the cottonwood 

tree to the Numic ritual participant. He writes,  

Sû’ng-ä ro’yonji’, Sû’ng-a ro’yon, 
Sû’ng-ä ro’yonji’, Sû’ng-a ro’yon, 
Sû’ng-ä ro’yonji’, Sû’ng-a ro’yon. 

Pu’i do’yonji’, Pu’I do’yon, 
Pu’i do’yonji’, Pu’I do’yon, 
Pu’i do’yonji’, Pu’I do’yon. 

 
The cottonwoods are growing tall, 
The cottonwoods are growing tall, 
The cottonwoods are growing tall. 
They are growing tall and verdant, 
They are growing tall and verdant, 
They are growing tall and verdant 

(Mooney 1973:1055). 
 
Paint, Clay, or Mineral Sources  

 
I identified no paint, clay, or unique mineral sources at this site. 

Guardians and Power Animals 

A diverse number of species inhabit this area and come to Pigeon Spring to drink. 

While conducting a survey I observed evidence of mountain lions, bobcat, lynx, deer, 
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cottontail rabbits, redtail hawk, quail, chuckers, and sagehen. Perhaps the most 

noteworthy was a deer trail going directly to Pigeon Spring. 

Performance Characteristics 

Key performance characteristics of Pigeon Springs include  

proximity to open flats where antelope could be hunted, abundance of useful 
plants and wood for fuel and construction, accessibility from several directions, 
and proximity of a substantial camp that was occupied by the aboriginal 
population throughout the 1920s. While the location of Pigeon Springs and its 
neighboring cluster lends itself to seclusion, at the time of the dance the area was 
already encroached by White miners and thus their presence needed to be 
considered in the logistics of the ritual dance (Carroll, Zedeno, and Stoffle 
2003:150). 

Seclusion  
 
By the 1890s, the mining camp at Pigeon Springs was no longer active. 

Lingenfelter reports that a mill opened at Pigeon Springs in 1868 was abandoned in 1869 

(1986:103). He also notes that there was sporadic mining going on in the surrounding 

districts during the 1880s and 1890s, including efforts to revive dead camps in “Lida, 

Palmetto, Sylvania, Gold Mountain, Tule canyon and Tecopa.” Considered collectively, 

these historic uses of space created a medium level of seclusion. 

Visibility  

If the Ghost Dancers held their dances on the small mesa across from Pigeon 

Springs, it is likely that they could be seen from .5-1 mile away, thus giving the dancers a 

medium level of visibility. By contrast, if they danced in the flat area beneath the 

cottonwood trees, they would have a lower level of visibility, and thus unseen from more 

than .5 mile away.  
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Distance from Cultural Resources  

The Pigeon Springs dance site sits in close proximity to several resources 

including the traditional camps of the Northern Paitues, Tunava, and the sister dance site 

of Nikipah, which is approximately a mile away. In addition, the Paiutes and Shoshones 

gathered plants in all of the mountains surrounding Pigeon Spring. This low distance of 

<10 miles would be advantageous for dancers for several reasons. First, the traditional 

camps could serve as support communities, second, those attending the dance from other 

areas would not have long distances to travel, and third, they were close to many natural 

food supply areas.  

Line of Sight  

From Pigeon Springs, one can see 2 or more cultural resources, thus giving 

Pigeon Springs a high line-of-site reading. These include the large boulder inscribed with 

petroglyph panels, the camp sites previously identified by Steward, and pine nut 

gathering camps in the surrounding hills and mountains (Steward 1938:69).  

Shelter  

Pigeon Springs provided a high degree of shelter for ritual specialists and Ghost 

Dance participants. In addition to the presence of two caves south of Pigeon Springs there 

are the traditional camps from the 1870s identified by Julian Steward. In addition there 

are foundations of an historic cabin structure found in association with a large grinding 

stone ibid. It is possible that this is the cabin that belonged to Hershell Knapp, the 

prospector who claimed to witness the 1890s Ghost Dance. 
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Figure  5-29 Nikipah (Dancing Water) 
Flat Dance Area  

The Ghost Dance participants reportedly performed their ceremonies upon the 

mesa directly across from Pigeon Springs. This mesa is not entirely flat, but offers an 

area that could be used without unreasonable accommodations. Stories of the Indians 

dancing on the mesa were eventually recorded in secondary print sources. According to 

one article, some of the miners watched the Indians dance on the mesa at Pigeon Springs. 

Some of the Indians reportedly disappeared, which fueled the fears of the miners that 

watched these rituals from afar (GM). 

Acoustics  

Archaeological survey revealed no remarkable acoustic properties. 

Previously Used Ritual Area  

In selecting Pigeon Springs, people were going back to a site that was previously 

used for ritual dances. This information is confirmed in the ethnographic data gathered by 

Julian Steward (Steward 1938:70). 
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Social Inscription Practices  

Place Name  

This site was known as Pigeon Springs among Euroamericans and “Tünăva” 

among Northern Paiutes and Western Shoshones (Steward 1938:63). 

Petroglyphs or Pictographs  

There are multiple sets of petroglyphs onsite. The first is a large white boulder on 

the west side of Pigeon Springs. The west side of this rock has a panel of petroglyphs that 

include a rainbow, and possible sheep’s head which may be associated with rainmaking 

rituals; vulvaglyphs, generally interpreted as a sign of fertility or coming-of-age rites; 

bird tracks and what appears to be an upside down anthropomorphic figure, which 

sometimes equates to death or an altered state of consciousness. A second petroglyph is 

found on a boulder on the east side of the site on top of a steep hill. This is a zigzag figure 

that is reminiscent of lightning or a snake. A third area has a small stone inscribed with 

the dates 1898 and 1912; possibly it marks a grave, but no definitive information is 

available on this point at this time. 

Trails  

There appear to be a number of trails in the area around Pigeon Springs. One 

wagon trail, which parallels the highway, connects Pigeon Springs with the dance site of 

Nikipah (Dancing Water). There are several other paths near the caves but it is not clear 

how far they extend. Ethnohistoric evidence indicates people that people gathered from 

Lida in the east to Owens Valley in the west. 
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Figure  5-30 Historic Marker 
Historic Narratives  

Some of the original information on this site stems from the first-hand accounts of 

Ghost Dancing witnessed by Pigeon Springs’ resident, Hershell Knapp of Midway 

Mines. Knowledge of this site was shared by DH with anthropologists at the University 

of Arizona. 

Writings, Maps, or Drawings  

Both historians and anthropologists have written about the site of Pigeon Springs. 

Recommended sources include Steward (1938), Lingenfelter (1986), and Zanjani (1994). 

Native American Interpretation 

Site Visits  

Pigeon Springs was visited on multiple occasions for the purposes of 

reconnaissance, survey, mapping, and the interviewing of Numic cultural consultants. 

The first reconnaissance was done in the company of avocational archaeologist DH with 

members of BARA at the University of Arizona in 2000. Additional interviews and site 

visits were done in February, March and October of 2005. Over this time, representatives 

from Fishlake Valley and surrounding areas shared their individual and social memories 
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of Pigeon Spring, former Shoshone residents of this area, and knowledge and 

interpretations of the Western Shoshone involvement in the 1890s Ghost Dance. Below is 

a table that records the people interviewed on this site.  

Interviews  

Many Western Shoshone and Northern Paiute cultural representatives from Fish 

Lake Valley and Owens Valley agreed to share their experiences and knowledge about 

the Pigeon Springs.  

Ethnic Group Use  

Native Americans maintain strong territorial, historical and cultural relationships 

with Pigeon Springs. Cultural representatives remember this place being used for the 

performance of the Ghost Dance and a place of doctoring. Some cultural representatives 

have family members who used to live here and they are deeply connected with Pigeon 

Springs, as well as Nikipah (Dancing Water) a spring to the east of Pigeon Springs. 

During the nineteenth century this place served as a dance area as well as a region of 

refuge. Other uses included (1) Ghost Dancing, (2) Doctoring Area, (3) Birthplace, (4) 

Gathering Place, (5) Numic Residence, and (6) Plant Gathering Area. 

Cultural Transmission 

Cultural representatives recount that this is a good place to bring their youth to 

teach them about the cultural history of western Nevada and its resources, specific 

ceremonies and rites, and other traditional practices. They will continue to teach youth, 

family, relatives, and their own people about: (1) Round Dance and Ghost Dance 

Ceremonies, (2) Family Place Attachments, (3) Shoshone and Paiute Place Attachments, 

(4) Historic Events, (5) Cultural Resources, (6) Communication with other Indian people, 

and (7) The cultural significance of this place and how to pay respects. 
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Figure  5-31 Western Shoshone Representative, Lida Summit 
 
Physiographic Characteristics  

The unique physical landforms of Pigeon Springs create an area that has been 

considered ideal for the ceremonial performances of Northern Paiutes and Western 

Shoshone that preceded all Western records of such events. Elders discussed some of the 

important landforms, indicating that the mountains, caves, and water in particular added 

to their sense of this place’s power and hence suitability as an area for conducting rituals. 

Mountains, Hills  

In the world of quantum physics, everything is alive, moving, and in a state of 

change. This is the world many Numic ritual specialists seek to connect with in altered 

states of consciousness. The cliffs and caves, mountains and trees, the breeze and the 

smallest speck of dirt continue to carry out the complex performances in which are all 
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participants. In the words of two elders who come to Pigeon Springs often, “Oh the 

mountains and trees could tell stories!” 

Water Source  

Those who came to dance the Father Dance in the late 1890s had two bodies of 

water to draw upon during their stay at this mountain retreat: Tunava (Pigeon Springs) 

and Nikipah (Dancing Water). Water is the source of life and a cornerstone of Numic 

ritual. Water is used in ritual cleansing that precedes and follows dance events. 

They would wash in the spring. Sometimes before and sometimes after the dance 
(JK1). 
 
Shoshones used to pray with water. Old people used it to help people and animals. 
It is all connected. Indians used to put a pinecone in the springs at Ash Meadows 
and it would come out at Fishlake. Everything is connected (JK1 Interview 
11\14\04) 

 
The fire of stewardship still burns strongly in the hearts of two of the Western 
Shoshone women interviewed at this site in the spring of 2005. They made a point 
of cleaning out the spring of root, leaves and other debris that collects between 
their visits. Upon our arrival they were disturbed to find the spring all blocked up 
with a mere gurgle of water emitting from a black plastic hose. “People are 
messing with it. They need to leave it alone (DP, MF).  

 
Cave  
 There are two prominent caves at the Pigeon Springs site. Local cultural 

representatives say that these caves would be used for shelter; at present they are being 

used by animals (DP, MF). 

Large Boulders or Cliffs  

 There are large boulders within the site of Pigeon Springs. One white rock, 

standing approximately 12 feet high, has petroglyphs inscribed upon it. Additional 

petroglyphs are noted on the left side of the road at the top of the hill. Cultural 

representatives indicate that the petroglyphs mark the area as culturally important. One 
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elder commented upon a large medicine rock located approximately 2 miles into Lida 

Valley.  

There is a healing rock 2-3 miles into Lida Valley…The rock has a spring about 
it. People would go to this rock for doctoring. It is very powerful (PE). 
 
The people from here would go up to Lida for doctoring. They would be 
authorized by some spokesperson on the issue of using the rock. Doctoring was a 
separate event from the Pine Nut Festival (PE).  

 
Medicinal Plants  

 One of the women who came to Pigeon Springs to share her knowledge of her old 

stomping grounds inhales deeply from the air and then allows her lungs to release their 

pungent contents. “There is always sage brush (Tapobi) at Indian sites. It reminds me of 

home. Look around yourself too. The mountains always have special places that we have 

to go to” (MF). Other commonly found items at this site included watercrest and Indian 

spinach. 

Performance Characteristics  

 The elders indicated that the Western Shoshone and Northern Paiute often 

selected previously used ritual sites for the performance of the Ghost Dance. Whereas 

some ceremonies, such as the Sun Dance revived by the Ruby Valley people, has to be 

moved each time it is performed, other dances, such as the Round Dances done in Death 

Valley, were always done in the same place. In addition to returning to sacred places, 

people chose Pigeon Springs because of its proximity to other resources. Below the elders 

discuss these performance characteristics in greater detail. 

Seclusion  

Elders indicated that Euroamerican surveillance did not change ceremonial site 

selection practices among the Fish Lake Valley people and people of Pigeon Springs. 
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Some ceremonies move around. Sometimes they would use the same place over 
and over. The Whites outlawed Indian religion but around here we kept doing 
what we wanted to do (JK1). 
 

Distance from Cultural Resources  

 There are many cultural sites within close proximity to Pigeon Springs. These 

cultural sites are viewed from a holistic vantage and thus cannot be meaningfully 

discussed in isolation. 

Mother said all these places are connected. We would go to pick pine nuts at one 
place and then when they ripened up, we would move on to the next area. Some 
places we would camp at and other places were there for ceremony (MF, DP). 
 
There is a place called Nu ca pah (Dancing Spring) where people would gather 
after picking pine nuts. The Paiutes would come in to do that. It is close to the 
road. There are no big trees there, but there used to be a small tin building there 
south of the highway. Pigeon Spring is about half a mile further. There is an old 
mail box at the entrance to Pigeon Spring. It has an old mill site and there are 
some large cottonwood trees. It was an area known as a place where people lived 
(PE).  
 
They used to live right here [where the Kennedies live]. There used to be a spring 
but it was blocked by an earthquake. It killed a lot of people here and in Bishop. 
They lived in adobe houses back then. They used to live up and down through 
Fish Lake Valley. There were thousands of Indians. There was Ed Fred, Hank 
Patterson, the Kennedies, Shaws, the Butchers, Ira Miller, many families (JK1). 
 
The Death Valley people were connected to the people in Lida as relatives. We 
would go there to pick pine nuts up in the mountains. Buckberries were real 
plentiful in the valley. Alfalfa fields have since taken out the buck berries. [We 
also used to go] hunting for deer. [There were] lots of rabbits, and big drives were 
held there. In the fall a pine nut dance was held too (PE).  
 

Shelter  

 There are two caves and the foundations of an historic cabin at the Pigeon Springs 

site. At the neighboring place of Nikapah, were additional camps. MF, DP report that 

their father was born there.  
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In historic times, many Western Shoshone moved to Bishop and Big Pine, 
California. They were on reservations and intermarried with the Owens Valley 
Paiute (PE). 
 

Previously Used Ritual Area  

 Pigeon Springs is a traditional Numic ceremonial site. In the following passages, 

elders discuss their knowledge of the Ghost Dance at this site. 

Mother said that they performed the Ghost Dance in many areas: Pigeon Springs 
in Nevada and all through Owens Valley. Wovoka preached the Bible; He spoke 
Paiute. He wanted to bring back the old ways and the culture. The doctrine of the 
Ghost Dance is interbred with the Bible; Wovoka mixed the Bible and tradition; 
He was endeavoring to renew the languages and dances and traditions. He was a 
strong man because of the Bible. He mixed the old traditions with the Bible (MC). 
 
They held a Cry Dance when they saw the end coming. They had visions and they 
learned that many would die of disease. Before the smallpox, some called it the 
Father Dance or the Ghost Dance, but it was the Cry Dance and they were 
preparing themselves for the end (JK1).  
 
They used to come to Pigeon Springs to dance. They would dance at night in a 
circle. Sometimes children would be allowed to dance. It depends. They did the 
Ghost Dance at Pigeon Springs. People came from all over: Fishlake, Lida, 
Schurz. I don’t know how long it lasted (MF, DP). 
 
They probably did the Ghost Dance at Pigeon Springs. They used paint a lot as 
medicine, red paint and also white paint. They would dance in a circle. You don’t 
break the circle. It is the circle of life. You keep everything in a circle, keep it 
connected. At Nikapah they danced too. They held Big Times and War Dances 
there (JK1). 
 
The Shoshone did a lot of Ghost Dancing. My great grandfather was a full blood 
(Jake?). He married into the Paiute community. It used to be the Owens Valley 
Paiute-Shoshone Band Tribe (MC). 
 
Fall festivals. They went to Lone Pine would load up a great big wagon with food 
and blankets. They would play hand games. Everyone danced together Maybe 
ceremonies were held in Fish Lake Valley too (BM 3\16\01). 

 
Social Inscription Practices  

The memories of the Northern Paiutes and Western Shoshone are also retained 

and reinforced through cultural inscription practices. 
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Place Name 

 Today the Numic people generally refer to this site as Pigeon Springs rather than 

Tunava. By contrast, the site located approximately a half mile from Pigeon Springs is 

still called Nikipah, or Dancing Water. This information has been relayed orally as 

contemporary atlases merely record this site as Indian Springs (Nevada nd:10:8). 

Animal Stories  

The Western Shoshone and Northern Paiute of Fish Lake Valley and surrounding 

communities also reinforce place attachments through attachments to the animal world. 

This is particularly evident in their roles as stewards of the animals. They report, 

The Indians made the animals strong. They kept the herds strong. They took only 
what they needed. The foreigners killed them. They didn’t appreciate that all the 
animals were managed by the Indians and were not wild. The Shoshone took care 
of the animals (JK1). 
 

In addition to having an antelope shaman to look after the herds, the Newe used ritual 

songs to care for the animals. 

Johnny Bobb talked about the snow dance and the rain dance, he would ask for 
the animal’s health. He did it all the time (JK1). 

 
Petroglyphs or Pictographs  

Cultural representative indicated that petroglyphs mark sacred places. One 

cultural representative also mentioned that in some places the petroglyphs and 

pictographs are directly related to the Ghost Dance. 

Over at Pintwater Cave there are pictures on the rocks without heads. They drew 
these when they did the Ghost Dance there (JK1). 
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Trails  

 Trails are another way in which the landscape is inscribed with cultural 

significance. Cultural representatives identified several trails within the vicinity of the 

Pigeon Springs Ghost Dance site. 

There are old roads all over. We used them all. There is one that goes from Pigeon 
Springs to Nikipah (Dancing Water). There used to be a wagon trail that went 
right in front of Nikipah. Then back behind the caves at Pigeon Springs there are 
trails. Grandma lived here for some time. She was born here. They did a video 
once. She was living at Scotty’s Castle. Dad was working there. He lived there 
with our mom at Scotty’s. Our dad was a mason. He helped build Furnace Creek 
too (MF, DP). 
 
My grandparents used to travel in a buckboard buggy all the way from Owens 
Valley to Fishlake Valley for fandangos (LC). 
 
Whenever they were going to have a Ghost Dance they would send out runners to 
notify people to do the dance. The message spread like wildfire. This is how one 
of the Indians who went to see Sitting Bull in Schurz got there so fast. Two of the 
traveling companions took the train, and the one who ran beat them there (JK1, 
JK2). 

 
Historic Narratives  

 
The Shoshone and Paiute ritual specialists of the nineteenth century posed a 

formidable threat in the minds of Euroamerican locals. JK1 reports that his own father 

was killed by white people who failed to understand him on his own cultural terms. JK1’s 

dad was a powerful medicine man and singer who could sing dance songs for seven 

nights straight and only repeat one song. .Before being incarcerated he used to sing in 

Fallon at Indian dances. One was held at Rattlesnake Hill. He was reportedly put into an 

insane asylum in Reno, Nevada for having visions. They picked him up in Fallon and 

took him to Reno. After being admitted they gave him a black pill that allegedly killed 

him. When asked why they killed him, JK1 said, “They wanted to get rid of him. They 

thought he was crazy.” In the same conversation, JK1 and JK2 revealed that JK1’s 
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mother was also killed by white people. They reportedly gave her a black pill in 

Tonopah, Nevada, which had the same dire results. JK2 explained, 

They wanted to get ride of them. They wanted their land. They wanted to get rid 
of all the Indians (JK2). 
  

In Lida, Nevada the Euroamericans also allegedly used biological warfare to usurp the 

land from the Western Shoshone during the last quarter of the nineteenth century.  

They gave the Indians of Lida smallpox-infested blankets. My dad and Alfred 
Patterson told me about it. Alfred lived up in Lida. He had an Indian-run butcher 
shop. As soon as they wanted the gold they stole it and killed them. They brought 
in small pox-infested blankets. At that time the Indians controlled the area. They 
had the largest number of people (JK2). 
 
Indians come to live but white people they come to hunt for gold. A lot were 
passing through only. People were killing each other, the Indians and miners. 
They made a peace. They signed that peace treaty. That is why they let them 
come into Fish Lake Valley (JK1). 
 
Shakespeare and Sugar Maggie lived in Lida at that time. They would have 
danced the Ghost Dance. The younger generation stayed over there (JK1). 
 
There were singers in Bishop [California]. A couple of Ghost Dancers, they 
would sing songs half of the night (JK1). 

 
Personal Narratives  

 
MF, who was born in Lone Pine, California, said that her grandmother, Middie 

Dock, was born at Pigeon Springs, Nevada. Dock told MF there used to be lots of Indians 

living at Pigeon Springs. When asked, MF said they would have been Western Shoshone. 

Middie Dock married Bob Thompson, who mined gold there. Thompson worked alone 

and never told anyone about his mining claim, because he was afraid of them disabusing 

the information (MF). 

 MF says that they still go to visit Pigeon Springs, and that it is a good pinenutting 

spot. When they went pinenutting she would hear the stories about Pigeon Springs. MF 
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said that they held many Ghost Dances at Pigeon Springs. MF mentioned that the drums 

were only used for dancing, not for festivals that were for fun, but now they do the latter. 

She also mentioned that the rattles made from gourds were used for Ghost Dancing. MF 

said they gathered at Pigeon Springs for other dances as well. She mentioned that a man 

from Las Vegas went to Sodaville around the bend where there is a sand dune. 

Apparently he came over on a horse and by the time he left he’d lost his saddle and bit 

(MF). 

We camped at Pigeon Springs all the time. We camped everywhere. We would 
come and pick pinenuts. Our people from Schurz camped nearby. When I was 
little they came to camp with us. A few times when I was little they had problems 
and broke down on their way here. Lots of people came from here originally. Our 
dad’s mom was born here. She also lived at Gold Point. Other families were the 
Shaws (Shoshones) and the Millers from Fishlake. The Lida people would come 
to Pigeon Springs too (MF, DP). 
 
We come here a lot. We’ve come here our whole lives. Our parents brought us 
here. We would go camping or picking pine nuts or riding around. We didn’t talk 
about the rock peckings or the cave. We were taught, ‘Don’t ask questions.’ If 
you want to learn you observe and imitate what the old people do. Dad was a 
great hunter and trapper. He’d trap coyotes and sell their furs (MF, DP). 
 
The Kennedy family was in Fishlake. They came from the Docks who lived there 
and near Scotty’s Castle. History is confused because there is Palmetto Dock or 
Big Mouth Dock. He had several names. Palmetto was also occupied by Indian 
communities. All the communities were gardening. They also had houses, of 
which some were stolen by the people coming in for gold. People came in to take 
over the water from Maggie Shaw. She went to court in Goldfield and won the 
water rights. It had to be 1920-1930. Margaret Kennedy, the granddaughter of 
Maggie Shaw, said then we had to move. They got them out of there by sheer 
harassment and because of kids to the school. They were forced to go to Deep 
Springs where there was a school and they became ranch hands. Indians were 
moving around at that time. Because of Scotty’s castle and Bonnie Clare Mine- 
Indians would work at that mine (PE). 
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First Person Experience  

Cultural consultants also retain strong recollections of the kinship ties linking the 

people of Fish Lake Valley and the surrounding regions. Some of these relationships are 

explored in the following recollections. 

Lester Sipey’s family was from Lida. He had mining claims in the mountains 
around that area. He also had a little house in Lida. He had some relationship with 
Maggie Shaw right in Lida. Joe Miller’s family used to live up in Fishlake Valley, 
then they got allotted land in Oasis. They still have that land. They were in Dyer, 
NV that is their post office. That is where they lived. The Death Valley people 
were connected to the people in Lida as relatives. We would go there to pick pine 
nuts up in the mountains. Buckberries were real plentiful in the valley. Alfalfa 
fields have since taken out the buckberries. [We also used to go] hunting for deer. 
[There were] lots of rabbits, and big drives were held there. In the fall a pine nut 
dance was held too (PE).  
 
I remember some of the people in Lida. There was the Shaw family, Lester Sipey, 
and the Shakespears who had a home south of Lida in the same range. Shakespear 
lived up near Lida in the flats and I visited their little house once. Bob Thompson 
had a mine up around Gold Point where Shakespears were living along McGraden 
(?) along the spring. They grew gardens all the time because they had lots of 
water. Bob Thompson was from the Panamints. He went to Duckwater and came 
back with a light complected woman and came home. This is Andy Thompson’s 
parents (?) and they say his father was French Basque. Fred Thompson is (?) of 
Bob Thompson. Minnie Blackeye was his wife. Fred Thompson’s kids are related 
to us through Bob Thompson. Fred Thompson would call me (PE) his niece. Bob 
Thompson is from the Panamints and __ who lived at Happy Bill’s Ranch. HB 
had lots of kids. Tom’s son and Bill’s son. Tim Billsons is a kid of theirs. Bob 
Thompson is one of the sons- Tom’s sons. Panamint Tom is Bob Thompson’s 
father. PT married George Hanson’s sister (PE). 
 

These people represent the families who had established ties to the Fish Lake Valley 

region. They were among those who chose to gather together for the performance of the 

Ghost Dances at Pigeon Springs.  

Prophesy 

In both the 1870s and 1890s Ghost Dances prophesy played a pivotal role. Among 

some contemporary peoples it is believed that prophesy will again play a role in the 
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return of the Ghost Dance. JK1 shares the vision that emerged before the 1870s Ghost 

Dance. Among the Western Shoshone and Northern Paiute in this region, the first Ghost 

Dance was an elaborate Cry ceremony to prepare everyone for death. 

The people seen the future in their visions. They were dancing in preparation for 
death. The white man was carrying diseases, like smallpox. As it moved north, it 
changed the meaning attached to the Ghost Dance. It was different down here. 
(JK1). 

 
Today, some people believe ritual solutions could be used to address modern day 

problems. JK1’s father once had a vision of some of the problems people in our time 

would have to contend with. “In the future the earth will be covered with so many people 

it will look like ants. They will be killing each other” (JK1’s father). When asked how 

imbalances that exist in the twenty first century might be redressed, several cultural 

representatives said,  

Ceremony can help to rebalance the earth. We need to care for the earth. To put 
things into balance today, we need cooperation from other people (JK1, JK2). 
 

4. Bald Mountain Wash 

 

Figure  5-32 Southern End of Smoky Valley and Monitor Valley 

Bald Mt. 
Wash 
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Location 

This section investigates the Bald Mountain Wash ceremonial place along with 

the associated area of Silver Creek, a historic archaeological locale where one 

contemporary cultural representative recalls visions of Wovoka visiting during the late 

nineteenth century. Both sites are positioned on the southern end of the Toquima 

Mountain Range, which is located in Nye County in central Nevada approximately 50 

miles north of the historic mining town of Tonopah. These sites also are proximate to the 

historic mining towns of Belmont, situated on the southeast slope the Toquima Range 

mountains with an elevation of 7,400 feet (Kleinhampl and Ziony 1985:9), and the 

former mining camp of Manhattan, elevation 7,250 feet, to be found on the southwest 

slope of the same range. Each town lies approximately eight miles from the ceremonial 

dance site, which is roughly midway between them. 

 

Figure  5-33 3-D Topographical Map of Bald Mt. Wash 
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Figure  5-34 Aerial Map of Bald Mt. Wash 
 

 

Figure  5-35 Landscape Overview of Bald Mt. Wash 
Features 

 There are a number of distinctive archaeological features characterizing the Bald 

Mountain Wash and Split Rock sites (26-NY-8223, 26-NY-11269) including: three small 

rock shelters with wooden remains of a door, a large cave with a white circular 
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pictograph on the ceiling and a partial rock wall at the mouth of the cave, four areas 

inscribed with protohistoric and historic petroglyphs, and a dance circle.  

Geography 

Bald Mountain Wash is located in the southern part of the Toquima Range at an 

elevation of 9,275 feet. Trending north are the Shoshone Mountains with an elevation of 

10,000’ followed by Mt. Jefferson with an elevation of 11,807.’ Within this configuration 

lie the historic mining towns of Round Mountain and Manhattan. “Round Mountain lies 

at the southern end of Mount Jefferson and Manhattan, between Bald Mountain and the 

Smoky Mountains” (Berg 1942:1). The physical geology of the area is comprised 

principally of shale, limestone, and granite (Lincoln, 1982:160). Tingley et al. (1985:5) 

describe the physical geology of the area stating, 

The central Toquima Range to the east and south of the Round Mountain mine is 
composed of lower Paleozoic metasedimentary rocks which have been intruded 
by Cretaceous granite. The Paleozoic rocks consist of Cambrian to Ordovician 
schist, phyllite, argillite, quartzite, and limestone. 

 
To the east of Bald Mountain Wash lies Monitor Valley, where the historic mining town 

of Belmont is to be found along with a number of Western Shoshone villages and a 

women’s coming-of-age area. Moving west one encounters Bald Mountain, elevation 

9,274,’ and Bald Mountain Canyon which terminates in Big Smoky Valley. The road 

leading into Bald Mountain Wash parallels the large wash, bound on the north by high 

dramatic cliff housing three rock shelters and a large cave, and the south by a series of 

hills and mountains, including Bald Mountain. Silver Creek is approximately 2.1 miles 

north of Bald Mountain Wash. Following Silver Creek south, it converges with Bald 

Mountain Wash. 
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Historic Overview  

The Toquima Range and Monitor Valley of central Nevada were historically 

important to the Western Shoshone as well as the newly arrived settlers who came to 

Nevada in search of mineral wealth. The nearby mining district of Belmont was 

“discovered” in 1865 by C.L. Straight and others following a Western Shoshone man’s 

detection of rich silver deposit in the Toquima Mountain Range (Lincoln, 1982:160; Hall, 

1999). “Indians were often instrumental in helping Anglo citizens to discover mining 

veins and then to do the hardest forms of physical labor associated with mining and 

everyday living out in these then remote outposts in Nevada” (McCracken 1997:39). 

The next closest mining town, Manhattan, “The Pine Tree Camp,” is situated 

almost on the slopes of Bald Mountain at an elevation of 7,000 feet (Florin 1961). This 

mining town was established shortly after Belmont, in 1867, and was reportedly the site 

of some tunnel mining of silver ore. In 1885 McClean and others reorganized the district 

but little came of their efforts to develop the sporadic veins (Hall 1999:154). In 1905 

Manhattan finally boomed with the discovery of gold by John Humphrey at the foot of 

“April Fool Hill” (Basso 1986:97). Other productive mines in that period included White 

Caps, La Verde, and Big Four (Florin 1961). 

With the quest for silver, gold, turquoise, mercury and molybdenum, the 

traditional lands of the Western Shoshone underwent a radical transformation that 

persisted into the early twentieth century. By 1867, the town of Belmont (Beautiful 

Mountain) developed into a prosperous mining camp and milling center supporting an 

estimated 4,000 people (Hall 1999:129). Belmont was declared the seat of Nye County in 

February 1867 and remained so until 1905 (Basso 1986:138, Hall 1999:129). Ten major 



 248

mines were reportedly running within a year of its discovery (Hall 1999:130). “The mines 

were active up to 1885, and the county seat remained at Belmont until the Tonopah 

boom. The Belmont District is credited with a production of more than $15,000,000 from 

1865 to 1885” (Lincoln, 1982:160). By July 3,1891 gold had been discovered, with the 

earliest lode claims, “the Flat, Gold Note, and Golden Gave…[being] located by E.T. 

Carillo, J.T. Darrough, and J.F. Stebbins (Tingley and Berger 1985:7). Of these profits, 

the mines reportedly produced $15 million in gold and silver and $11,000 in flasks of 

mercury before the town finally died in 1903” (Broman 1984:30). At its peak Belmont 

supported over 10,000 residents (Broman 1984:30).  

As in western Nevada at the site of Pigeon Springs, there are reports of early 

conflicts between management, miners, and workers (Zanjani 1994). Florin maintains 

that in Belmont two union organizers were forced to flee town owing to the lack of 

support for their cause. After escaping town they hid in a mine tunnel until they were 

discovered, dragged back to Belmont and hung on the main street. One of the union 

representatives was a 15-year-old boy (Florin 1961).  

During the 1890s, mining activity slowed dramatically in the vicinity of Belmont 

and many of the former services of Belmont were withdrawn. “The price of silver 

reached a high of $1.13 per ounce in August 1891, but before any of the companies could 

revive, it began a precipitous slide” (Patera 2005:75). This loss of revenue hurt both the 

Euroamericans and Newe alike. However, whereas many of the former simply left in 

search of a more productive mining town, the Newe, who were very attached to their 

traditional lands, endeavored to eke out a living in environments that had been altered by 

the presence of mining and ranching. It is during this conspicuous period of economic 
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decline that newspaper reporters document high levels of ritual activities among the 

Numic speakers of central Nevada.  

Being situated between two historic mining towns, the Bald Mountain Wash Site 

and Silver Creek became important loci of ritual performances in the 1890s. At these 

places, Western Shoshone participants met from settlements in Monitor Valley, Smoky 

Valley and surrounding districts. Patera notes that the Newe assembled to dance on Silver 

Creek under the leadership of Chief Kawich (Patera 2005:73), a Western Shoshone big 

man who was renowned for his sage leadership, strong linguistic skills, and capacity to 

resist Euroamerican encroachment. Today the role of Kawich in the Ghost Dance is 

disputed and efforts to clarify historical and social memories are presented below. 

Some of the earliest records of Bald Mountain Wash are found in the writings of 

Mallery (1893:94 (in Heizer and Baumhoff 1962:57). He writes, “Eight miles below 

Belmont, in Nye County, Nevada, an immense rock which at some time has fallen into 

the canyon from the porphyry ledge above it has a patch of marks nearly 20 feet square. It 

is so high that a man on horseback can not reach the top.” In 1899, Joseph Edward Spurr, 

an American geologist, explorer and author conducted a more general reconnaissance of 

the Toquima Range. His work describes the geology of the Tonopah Mining District and 

identifies the ore deposits in the Silver Peak quadrangle (Tingley and Berger 1985:6).  

Ethnographic Overview  

In 1867, two years after the Belmont District was created (McCracken 1997:128), 

the Indian agent from Walker Lake, Franklin Campbell, reportedly met with 300 Western 

Shoshone in the town of Belmont (Nevada, 1976:56). Campbell asserted that “they have 

but a limited knowledge of the Indian Bureau, never having received any presents or 
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promises.” Despite the lack of federal support, the Western Shoshone managed to 

maintain a strong presence within this region.  

By 1889, when Wovoka’s message had already begun to spread beyond the 

Northern Paiute community (Mooney, 1973:802), as many as 500 Numic people were 

living in the southern Toiyabe Range (Patera 2005:73). This number is much higher than 

the population estimates of the 1880s recorded by Powell and Ingalls in the Indian 

Commissioners Report (Fowler and Fowler 1971:105). They indicate 45 men, 39 women, 

and 32 children resided in Belmont in the 1880s, for a total of 116 people (Fowler and 

Fowler 1971:105). While it is most probable that the latter estimate was limited to 

Belmont and the former estimate included surrounding communities, we can say with 

certainty that several core communities of Numic people were extant in this portion of 

central Nevada at the time of the 1890s Ghost Dance.  

Some of the Western Shoshone residents discussed in the local Belmont Courier 

newspaper include: Chief Kawich, Doctor Dick, an Indian Doctor (1900 Dec), Fandango 

Joe, (1895 Aug), Indian Ballard (1898 Nov), and Indian Dave (1885 Aug) (Patera 2005). 

Indian Maggie, a local Western Shoshone, lived in Belmont and resided in a house that 

was once an office space, a jail, and a courthouse (Stewart 1992:32-33). Another local 

Indian was known as Anderson George (Stewart 1992:41). In addition to a concentrated 

Western Shoshone population, a less substantial number of Paiutes also reportedly lived 

in Monitor Valley.  

Sociopolitical Organization  

Julian Steward recorded the names of some of the Western Shoshone political 

leaders in and surrounding Monitor Valley during the last quarter of the nineteenth 
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century. He identifies three leaders that were involved in political as well as ritual 

leadership from 1875 forward. These leaders, Old Joe, Timpanoov’tsu’gupu, and Bill 

Kawich, are discussed below. 

Belmont…became the center of a fairly large white and Indian population at an 
early time and seems to have had local festivals and rabbit drives under a special 
director, Old Joe (JK). JS, who has lived in Belmont during his childhood, circa 
1875 or 1880, said the early, post-Caucasian director was Timpanovo’tsu’gupu’ 
(timb:, rock +pa, water +Novo’, tank, i.e., water in a rocky basin after a rain 
+tsugupiu, old man). After he retired, Bill Kawich, who had come from the 
Kawich Mountains, became director. He is probably Powell and Ingall’s Kai’-
wits, who was chief of 116 persons at Belmont and vicinity (Steward 1938:110). 

 
John Wesley Powell identified yet another ritual leader near Belmont during the same 

period. In addition to mentioning Chief Kawich as “Ka’ watc tai gwun ni” and “Capt. 

Kawatc” he identifies “Pi as’ nâ av tu’ vi a gunt near Belmont (Nevada).” These leaders 

are identified in Manuscript 832-5C (Fowler and Fowler 1971:234). Other leaders also 

played prominent roles in the ritual activities of the Western Shoshone at the time of the 

1890s Ghost Dance. Steward’s (1938:110) informant PH identifies another ritual 

specialist who conducted rituals for Belmont and Stone Cabin residents. 

Festivals at this time drew Indians, traveling now with horses, from most 
neighboring valleys. PH however, named Bogombitsdagwani (bogombits, wild 
currant + dagwani, chief) as director of joint festivals held by people of Belmont 
and Stone Cabin Valley. At what period he was director is not known (Steward 
1938:110)  

 
Finally, Steward refers to a sixth ritual leader in the Belmont vicinity, referred to simply 

as Tom. “Recently, at least people [from Kawich Mountains] joined forces with Indians 

from Belmont, Tom being director of these enlarged festivals and Kawatc also rising to 

prominence (LJB)” (Steward 1938:112). With the exception of Bogombitsdagwani, 

whose period of guidance is unspecified, each of these leaders is positively identified as 

being active proponents of ritual events during the late nineteenth century at the time 
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when the Ghost Dance was at its height. Consequently there were five and possibly six 

active ritual specialists leading dances in Monitor Valley and the neighboring territories 

at the height of the Ghost Dance. 

In particular, Chief Kawich is mentioned on multiple occasions as advocating 

Numic participation in ritual dances among the Western Shoshone. Steward elaborates 

upon the diverse roles of Chief Kawich in the following passage. 

The chief of the general area, at least in post-Caucasian times, was Kawatc. He 
directed festivals, pine-nut trips, when nuts were scared and when all the families 
traveled together, and possibly rabbit drives. A shaman directed antelope hunts. 
Kawatc’s influence was later extended, when, after the mining boom in 1865, 
Belmont acquired a large community of Shoshoni who held festivals of some 
magnitude (Steward 1938:113).  
 

Once Kawich moved to Belmont, the Shoshone of the Kawich Mountains reportedly 

began to attend festivals in Belmont as well. 

Recently, at least people [from Kawich] joined forces with Indians at Belmont, 
Tom being director of these enlarged festivals and Kawatc also rising to 
prominence. Kawich people did not participate in Belted Range festivals (Steward 
1938:112). 

 
Subsistence  

 
Until the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the traditional economies of 

hunting and plant procurement dominated this region. With the advent of mining in the 

middle 1860s, however, many Western Shoshone residents began to work intermittently 

for the miners of Belmont, while continuing to practice traditional hunting and gathering, 

particularly of pine nuts. By the time Indian agent Campbell met with the Western 

Shoshone of this district, a well developed mining camp had appeared. The Western 

Shoshone maintained a tangential relationship to this town’s economy, often adopting 

mixed methods of sustenance. “Small communities of Shoshone and Paiute kept the town 
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supplied with rabbits and game birds, as well as fresh fish caught in Pine Creek. In the 

fall of each year the Indians would take to the forested hills to gather pine nuts” (Patera 

2005:73). 

Habitation  

The Western Shoshone typically lived on the margins of Belmont and other 

mining towns in central Nevada. “Small bands were often camped in the hills west of 

town, mostly Shoshone, but also Piute” (Patera 2005:73). McCracken notes another 

Western Shoshone settlement in Monitor Valley, “a winter camp on the other side of 

Three-Bar Ranch, in those hills down there” (McCracken 1993:18). 

Ideology and Ceremonialism  

The Newe lifeways were infused with a sense of the sacred. Everyday events were 

explained through an epistemology that was grounded in ancient traditions honoring 

nature and the reciprocity of action. Such concepts were reinforced through ritual praxis.  

For the Newe, religion was a part of daily life. The people offered prayers on 
many occasions, giving thanks to the Maker for the things he provided and asking 
that their needs be met. Special dances, like the pine nut dance, were held at 
various times throughout the year. Songs known as “Night Songs” were sung at a 
religious dance held at night for healing. If someone died, the people mourned for 
him at a Cry Dance. Two dances, the Rain Dance, and the Warm Dance, were 
held to influence the weather. The dances began when the leader called the people 
together, saying, “Kimma pemme, temme natayohontoi (Everyone come, let us 
dance to uplift ourselves.) The people gathered together, circling the camp and 
singing four songs. When the songs ended, the leader offered a prayer. After the 
prayer the people performed a symbolic cleaning ritual. This was important 
because the Newe tradition emphasized both physical and spiritual cleanliness. 
They raised their arms, bringing their hands together. Finally they opened their 
hands and blew between them. After this ritual the dances began. The dancing 
continued through the night until the early morning. When the first rays of the sun 
brought light to the horizon, a special song concluded the dance. Before he people 
departed, the dance leader announced the time and place of the next dance. 
Dances and social gatherings brought the people together, strengthened the bonds 
among them, and helped to preserve many aspects of Newe life (Nevada, 
1976:13). 
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The need to strengthen community bonds grew as the mining economy, upon 

which the Newe had begun to increasingly rely, began to fail. At this time, the Newe 

collectively pooled their energies in rituals that were meant to improve their lots and 

rebalance the earth. The Western Shoshone incorporated elements of pan-Indian religious 

movements into their ritual activities (Crum 1994:56-57, Jorgensen 1972). They are 

known to have participated in the Ghost Dance of 1869, The Ute Bear Dance in the 

1880s, and Wovoka’s Ghost Dance ca. 1889 (Rucks 2001:21). 

The Euroamericans called these dances “fandangos” a term adopted from the 

Spanish who used this word loosely to describe all indigenous forms of dance.  

Several times each year they would have fandangos, where the Indians from 
surrounding districts would join local bands for several days of feasting and 
games. These were held in different locations, on the flat south of Belmont or 
west of town, or over on Silver Creek. Their chief Kawich (Cowich) was often in 
attendance” (Patera 2005:73).  

 
Since these “fandangos” occurred during the height of the Ghost Dance revitalization 

movement and many visitors who were positively involved in the Ghost Dance were 

known to visit the Western Shoshone in Belmont during this time, it is highly probable 

that the “fandangos” represented Ghost Dances rather than annual fall festivals that were 

principally for giving thanks to the creator for the earth’s fertility. Commenting on the 

distinctly pan-Indian character of Kawich’s visitors, one reporter writes, 

On April 27, 1889 Chief Kawich was visited at his second residence near 
Belmont, Nevada by a delegation of Navajos, Utes, and Arapahoe (Courier 1889, 
April 27). 

 
This visit was apparently to discuss the Ghost Dance, which Chief Kawich contributed to 

and perhaps led in his district. Another clue to the uniqueness of these dances is indicated 

in the frequency with which they were held. Whereas fandangos were annual or bi-annual 
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events, the Ghost Dances were repeatedly held throughout the fall, winter and spring. The 

Belmont Courier newspaper alludes to the frequency as well as the underlying 

coordination of dances when it states,  

Fandango Captain Joe says that Chief Kawich has ordered that all the Shoshone 
men must gather in Smoky Valley and attend the fandangos that will be held in 
that valley during the Fall, Winter and Spring. In answer to inquiries, Capt. Joe 
said the fandangos would be held ‘to keep the snow from coming down’ (Courier 
1890, November 15). 

 
Fear of the Ghost Dance activities spread like wildfire during this period. The collective 

tensions of this period are alluded to in a Belmont Courier report printed on November 

15, 1890. The reporter writes, “News was received in Belmont on Tuesday evening that a 

band of Piute Indians were on the warpath in Reese River Valley and that 300 Shoshones 

had pitched their tents in Roycroft Canyon near Belmont.” Reflecting on these historical 

events, Patera notes,  

A number of citizens immediately armed themselves and patrolled the town all 
night. Several married men believed it advisable to move their wives and children 
to a safe place and accordingly took them to the Courthouse; the husbands 
performed duty during the night as guards. On the following day it was 
ascertained that the Indians of Roycroft Canyon had no intention of attacking the 
whites, but on the contrary, Captain John, commonly known by the sobriquet 
“Whiskey Johnnie,” informed several citizens that should the Piutes attempt to 
interfere with the whites, the Shoshones would join the citizens in downing the 
Piutes. . . Meanwhile Sheriff W. Broughter has made a requisition to Governor 
Bell for 50 new rifles and ammunition. Governor Bell has already sent two cases 
of rifles and 1,000 rounds of ammunition to Nye County (Patera 2005:76)  

 
Just how divided the Shoshone and Paiutes were on the Ghost Dance is hard to 

surmise. What is clear is that both the Shoshone and Paiutes continued to urge their 

members to dance during the height of the Ghost Dance period. Furthermore, The 

Belmont Courier reports that the leaders of the Shoshone and Paiute remained allied. On 
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May 20, 1893, the Courier reports that Chief Kawich and his family visited and were the 

honored guests of Piute Jack (Patera 2005:76).  

As tensions between the new mining population and the Indians grew, a militant 

atmosphere descended upon Belmont. “The Nevada governor sent rifles and ammunition 

to Belmont; men moved their families into the courthouse for safety and stood guard 

while the Indians danced in the Smoky Valley (Zanjani 1988b:55). Wild speculation 

reigned unchecked.  

They said that the hills were alive with strange Indians and something was in the 
wind. Newly aware of their isolation and vulnerability in the heart of the Indian 
country, newspaper editors took to ruminating in print on how easily a town could 
be set to the torch on a windy night and its inhabitants “killed like rats in a hole” 
(Zanjani 1988b:55).  

 
The rampant fear that many locals experienced in relation to Numic ritual prevented them 

from looking beyond their immediate welfare and endeavoring to understand this pan-

Indian event from a more objective viewpoint. 

Site Characteristics 

The material culture, performance characteristics, and inscription practices 

provide mechanisms for reconstructing key aspects of the Ghost Dance within central 

Nevada in general and Monitor Valley specifically.  

Physiographic Features 
 
Mountains, Hills  

 
The dramatic landforms at Bald Mountain Wash stand out against the muted 

rolling hills on the south end of the Toquima Range. The southern end of the Toquima 

Range, where Western Shoshone gathered for the performance of Ghost Dances, is part 
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of a major mountain range in central Nevada separating Smoky Valley to the west and 

Monitor Valley to the east. 

In 1912 the general area around the dance site was described as follows,  

The rounded hills on either side of this valley rise only 200 to 500 feet above its floor, but 

about 1 1\2 miles to the northwest, they grade into the rugged mountains forming the 

crest of the Toquima range, which extends northward about 80 miles further, paralleling 

the Toiyabe range to the west and separated from it by the Big Smoky Valley (Davis 

1984:971).  

Canyon  

The primary landform of this area is a canyon, and the secondary landform is a 

large wash filled with a light-colored sandy loam.  

Large Boulders or Cliffs  

Entering the mountain wash running N-NW across the southern Toquima Range, 

are large rock outcrops on the eastern perimeter of the wash that appear to form a natural 

gate into the interior portions of the Bald Mountain Wash, where a massive boulder 

approximately twenty feet high sits within the middle of the wash. 

To some observers, Bald Mountain Wash and the canyon in which it sits is 

reminiscent of southwestern ruins, with towering rock cliffs and extensive boulder 

outcrops that arrest the viewer with deep earth-tone colors ranging from burnt oranges to 

espresso browns. The east side of this site is bound by vertical limestone cliffs that rise 

several hundred feet above the canyon floor. Moving northwest up the wash one 

encounters a massive boulder that has split into two pieces as a result of the initial impact 

of falling from the eastern cliff face. This 20-30 foot boulder has petroglyphs incised on 
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its north face, whereas the first boulder one encounters in Bald Mountain Wash has 

petroglyphs inscribed on all faces. Additional small boulders located at the base of the 

cliffs are marked with petroglyph panels on their west panels. 

Table  5-7 Bald Mt. Wash Site Characteristics  
Physiographic 

Characteristics 

 Performance 

Characteristics 

 Degrees of 

Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion High X Place Name - 

Low Elevation 0 Visibility Low X Animal Stories - 

Water Source (not 

onsite) 

0 Distance from 

Cultural 

Resources 

(Resource 

Access) 

Med X Petroglyphs or 

Pictographs 

X 

Canyon X Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments X 

Cave X Shelter High X Trails X 

Large Boulders or Cliffs X Flat Dance area High X Historic Narratives X 

Plants X Previously Used 

Ritual Site 

High X Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 

Source 

0 Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 

Drawings 

X 

Guardians X    First Person 

Experience 

X 

Volcanism X   Songs - 

      

      

Total Score 7 Total Score 7 Total Score 7 

Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 

 70%  87.5%  70% 
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Paint, Clay or Mineral Source  

No paint or clay sources were found onsite. It is hypothesized that a white paint 

source is located in Monitor Valley. 

 

Figure  5-36 Petroglyphs in Bald Mt. Wash 
Volcanism  

The massive rock formations at this site indicate geological activity from the 

lower Paleozoic and Cretaceous Periods. Other notable volcanic characteristics in the 

area are noted by Tingley et al. (1985:17). They identified two major calderas in the 

southern Round Mountain-Manhattan portion of the Toquima Range.. 

Cave  

East of Bald Mountain wash are three small rock shelters as well as a large cave 

with an opening spanning approximately 100 feet across. All but one of the small rock 

shelters is devoid of material culture; the latter having long pieces of wood that appear to 

have once serve as a covering for the shelter’s mouth. The largest cave has evidence of 

previous use, including remnants of a stone wall on the eastern edge of the cave mouth 

and a white circular pictograph on the cave ceiling, ashes on the ground, and charcoal 

stains on the cave ceiling indicate the presence of some type of hearth. Descending from 
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the cave, a final human touch is evidenced in the initials of a Western Shoshone leader, 

and one of the founders of the Duckwater Shoshone Tribe, etched into the cliff panel 

facing the west side of the canyon. From this height, one can see a large dance circle 

(discussed below). 

Elevation  

In comparison to other Ghost Dance sites, this site has a fairly high elevation of 

2,157 meters or 7076.77 feet. Thomas maintains that the Western Shoshone would 

sometimes “camp at higher elevations where they used snow for water” (Thomas 

1983:29). Kleinhampl notes high mountain places, such as those found in the Toquima 

Range, typically have unusually long winters. “During an average year, snow may last 

well into July” (Kleinhampl and Ziony 1985:9).  

Plants  

Primary vegetation at this site consists of an Upper Sonoran over story of Pinyon 

(Pinus monophylla) and Juniper (Juniperus osteosperma) (Kleinhampl and Ziony 

1985:11-13). Berg notes a number of other tree species in the area including “aspen, 

birch, cedar, juniper, and mahogany at higher elevations” (1942:10). Historically, 

Thompson also identifies cedar, mountain mahogany, and nut pine in this area 

(Thompson 1881:519-20). The understory consists of Big Sagebrush (Artemis Tridenta), 

Rabbitbrush (Chrysothamnus nauseosus), bunch grass, tobacco, needle and thread (Stypa 

comata), Indian Tea (Ephedra sp), Red willow (Salix sp), globe mallow (Sphaeralcea 

coccinea), and various wild flowers including lupine (Lupinus species) (Kleinhampl and 

Ziony 1985:11-13).  
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Contemporary vegetation may not reflect late nineteenth century conditions.In 

The Nevada History Book of 1881, Thomas indicates that livestock overtook many 

traditional lands in central Nevada. In Nye County, the cattle increased from 2,000 in 

1865 to 25,457 in 1873, and down to 11,769 by 1880 (Thompson 1881:139).  

A few years ago Nye was considered a fine grazing country, but its feed supply 
has been nearly destroyed by the large herds of stock which have been subsisted 
within its boundaries for several seasons past. During the last two years more than 
10,000 head of cattle have been driven away. The summer feed consists of 
bunchgrass. The winter feed is white sage, a fine forage plant growing from eight 
to ten inches high… (Thompson 1881:515). 

  
Within the current biotic community, several species are used by Numic people in 

conjunction with ritual activities. Crum notes that historically rabbitbrush was used for 

ritual cleansing. “Rabbitbrush was rolled into a tight bundle and burned for purification, 

so that the smoke would ward off the ghost or spirit of the deceased in a dwelling where 

someone had died” (Crum 1994:10) (fn 26). Tobacco and sage are also associated with 

Newe prayer and purification rites. Each of these plants could be used by Ghost Dance 

participants in cleansing rituals preceding the actual dancing performances. 

Guardians and Power Animals 

A diverse range of animals are present in this area. During the survey two red tail 

hawks, woodpecker, cottontails, blue jays, lizards, and a raven were observed. In 

addition, bobcat tracks and mountain lion tracks were found. Steward also notes 

jackrabbits, sage hens, crows, coyote (Stewart 1992:87). Additionally, small points found 

at Silver Creek suggest the presence of many small animals. It is possible that the 

previously mentioned introduction of livestock altered native animal populations during 

the late nineteenth century.  



 262

 To understand Bald Mountain Wash, it is also important to consider cultural 

relations to natural forces. As previously mentioned, Hittman (1973a:248) maintains that 

there are two primary cultural foci among the Northern Paiute, which are equally valid 

for the Western Shoshone. These are, “the food quest and the shamanistic-curing 

complex.” Within the shamanistic curing-complex is the understanding that puhagants, or 

shamans, can manipulate natural forces including the weather. Tim Hooper, representing 

one of the main Shoshone families in Monitor Valley, shared his thoughts about Wovoka. 

He can make it rain whenever he want. Snow too. He can make the wind blow 
too. Everybody know that. One time he want to buy some hay from a man. That 
man not sell him any. That night that man [Wilson] make that whole hay stack 
blow away- every bit of it. All Indian know that, Paiute and Shoshone too. One 
time they put him in jail and it start to snow and it get deep. One man, maybe 
Italian, he go there and tell them to let him loose. Two-three hours later the snow 
stopped. They [people around Schurz?] sent for three people went from Belmont 
(Tim Hooper in Wheat 1959).  

 
Water Source  

One noteworthy absence at this site is a regular source of water. The Western 

Shoshone of the Kawich Mountains, who are among those who resided along the 

outskirts of the historic mining town of Belmont, typically occupied camps near springs 

during the protohistoric period (Thomas 1983:29). This behavioral pattern was generally 

true of the historic period as well. What appears likely is that people converged at the 

Bald Mountain Wash site to dance, where there is clear evidence of a historic dance 

circle. The closest water is at Silver Creek, an archaeological site occupied in the historic 

period. I contend that Silver Creek served as the campsite for those who participated in 

ritual dance activities at Bald Mountain Wash. Evidence of Western Shoshones going to 

Silver Creek for ritual purposes is provided in local newspaper accounts. Given the heavy 

use of Bald Mountain as a ritual site as indicated in multiple petroglyphs of items such as 
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entopic dots and shamanic circles, I suggest that they elected to dance at Bald Mountain 

Wash because it had proven to be an effective ritual site prior to the advent of the Ghost 

Dance. 

Performance Characteristics 

The performance characteristics of this place also shape ritual site selection 

practices. Seclusion, Visibility Line of Sight, Shelter, Flat Dance Area, and Previously 

Used Ritual Site are key characteristics contributing to site selection. Less important 

performance characteristics include the distance from cultural resources and special 

acoustical properties.  

Seclusion  

At the time of the 1890s Ghost Dance, there was a large Western Shoshone 

population living around the town of Belmont, Nevada. As the county seat of Nye County 

had been moved from Ione City to Belmont following the passage of a Legislative Act on 

February 6, 1867, the immediate vicinity of Belmont offered work but little in the way of 

seclusion for private ritual events (Thompson 1881:515). 

The numerous mines located in that vicinity and the rapid developments that were 
being made, attracted wealth and population, and Belmont soon became an 
important center of all kinds of business…several quartz mills were constructed in 
the district, of which Belmont was the center (Thompson 1881:515). 

 
The Bald Mountain ritual setting provides a relatively high level of seclusion from both 

mining towns and consequently the bulk of the Euroamerican population living in this 

vicinity. It is located approximately 8 miles from Belmont and another 8 miles to 

Manhattan. Consequently, a concerted effort would have to be made by people using 

horses and wagons to attend activities at this location. 
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Figure  5-37 Belmont Saloon 
 

Cultural representatives and I positively identified several other dance locations in 

Monitor Valley including a flat south of Belmont, Roycroft Canyon, and the mouth of 

Elkhorn Canyon. In each of these cases, however, the dance site is ~1-3 miles from town. 

By contrast, Bald Mountain Wash is 8 miles from town, and consequently the least 

accessible to the Anglo residents of Belmont. 

Visibility  

There is low visibility of this site from the principal mining towns of Belmont and 

Manhattan, meaning that the site is not visible from less than ½ a mile away. In this case, 

the hilly topography blinds the viewer to the area until they have traveled over a mile on 

the road paralleling Bald Mountain Wash. From the perspective of Ghost Dancers, this 

limited visibility would be advantageous because some locals took a militant stance 

towards the performance of the Ghost Dance. 
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Distance from Cultural Resources  

Silver Creek is the closest known cultural resource, located 2.1 miles away. Other 

cultural resources include White Rock, a petroglyph site on the east side of Monitor 

Valley, and Elkhorn Canyon, just north of White Rock.  

Line of Sight  

White Rock, a petroglyph site on the east side of Monitor Valley, is a women’s 

coming-of-age site within the Line of Sight of Bald Mountain Wash. Bald Mountain to 

the west of the Bald Mountain Wash Site and Mt. Jefferson, the highest peak in the 

Toquima Range, at 11,941’ are also visible (DeLorme 1996:54). 

Shelter  

(see Cave description above). Other places of potential shelter are located at 

Silver Creek, where historic campsites have been positively identified by the Forest 

Service. Some camp sites used for dance purposes were of a very temporal nature. 

Thomas notes for example, Shortly after the fall piñon harvest, the Kawich Mountain 

Shoshone established short-term field camps to conduct communal rabbit drives and 

festivals (fandangos); these field camps were inhabited for only a week or so, seldom 

longer (Thomas 1983:29). 

Flat Dance Ground  

The cliffs of Bald Mountain Wash overlook the canyon where a unique dance 

circle is located. This approximately 90-foot-diameter ring sits in the center of a naturally 

occurring ring of stones that is located around the circumference of the dance area. 

Although the large stones do not extend around the entire diameter of the circle, they 

“frame” it at several points along its trajectory. This area is almost entirely devoid of 
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vegetation and the ground is firmly packed. At the time of the circle being used it is 

probable that some sort of wind structures of brush and willows would have been used. 

These structures have been observed historically at Round Dances and Ghost Dances. 

Moreover, even today, dance corrals are being used by people reintroducing the Ghost 

Dance in western Nevada. 

Cultural Inscription Practices 

Petroglyphs  

Shoshones and Paiutes culturally value petroglyphs as marking places of power. 

Among the Eastern Shoshone, for example, “The most sacred places are the sites of 

pictographs (in Shoshone poha kaahni ‘house of power’)” (Shimkin 1986:325). 

Furthermore, some petroglyph places are associated with spirits, for example, the Water 

Ghost Beings or the Rock Ghost Beings ibid.  

The most recent cultural inscription practices connecting the Western Shoshone to 

Bald Mountain Wash are from the 1930s. On October 23, 1932, Emett Rosse, one of the 

original founders of the Western Shoshone of Duckwater reservation, carved his name 

and the date on the west panel of the large boulder in the center of the canyon. His initials 

also appear on the eastern cliff face near the largest cave at this site. He and his 

companion also carved a horse figure onto the west panel of a small boulder sitting at the 

base of the eastern cliff wall. Information about Emett Rosse’s visit is preserved in oral 

traditions among the Duckwater Indians. 

More ancient inscription practices are evidenced in the wide array of petroglyphs 

clustered in four areas at this site. First, there are petroglyphs on all faces of the boulder 

that sits in the center of Bald Mountain Wash; second, are petroglyphs on several 
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boulders located at the foot of the cliffs on the eastern edge of the canyon. Next are 

petroglyphs on the north panel of Split Rock, the boulder that is found northwest of the 

first set of petroglyphs and directly below the three rock shelters found in the eastern cliff 

face. And finally, there is one white painted circle found in the large cave overlooking the 

dance circle and other inscribed boulders. 

Trails  

The main trails identified in this area go to Silver Creek to the north of this site, 

Bald Mountain and Big Smoky Valley to the northwest, and Monitor Valley to the south. 

Historic Narratives  

Cultural memories of this site also are retained in historic narratives, fragments 

which are preserved in newspaper accounts from the late nineteenth century. Patera 

(2005:73) notes that Chief Kawich regularly attended dances in the districts surrounding 

Belmont. “These were held in different locations, on the flat south of Belmont or west of 

town, or over on Silver Creek” ibid. 

On April 27, 1889 Chief Kawich was visited at his second residence near 

Belmont, Nevada by a delegation of Navajos, Utes, and Arapahoe (Courier 1889, April 

27). This visit was apparently to discuss the Ghost Dance, which it appears that Chief 

Kawich contributed to and perhaps led in his district. 

By November of 1890, when the Frontier Period was supposed to be drawing in 

its final breaths, the Belmont Courier reported that “300 Shoshones had pitched their 

tents in Roycroft Canyon near Belmont and Reese River Valley Indians were on the 

warpath.” Yet another message came from Captain Joe who relayed that “Chief Kawich 

has ordered that all the Shoshone men must gather in Smoky Valley and attend the 
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fandangos that will be held in that valley during the Fall, Winter, and Spring” (Patera 

2005:74).  

Native American Interpretation 

During the fall of 2005 and spring of 2006 I formally surveyed Bald Mountain 

Wash. Thereafter, people from Smoky Valley and Duckwater shared their individual and 

social memories of Bald Mountain Wash, historic figures of Smoky Valley and Monitor 

Valley, and ideas about the Western Shoshone involvement (or lack thereof) in the 1890s 

Ghost Dance.  

Ethnic Group Use History 

Western Shoshone consultants of central Nevada acknowledge strong territorial, 

historical, and cultural relationships with Bald Mountain Wash and Silver Creek. Elders 

are able to remember stories of family members dancing in Belmont, Silver Creek, and 

the surrounding areas. Another consultant recalled how Emmett Rose (mentioned above) 

carved his name into one of the massive boulders sitting in the white sandy Bald 

Mountain Wash. When asked how and why this site was used, they shared the following 

answers: (1) Conducting Ghost Dances and Round Dances, (2) Seeking knowledge or 

power, (3) Gathering with other Indian people, (4) Taking refuge, (5) Teaching Indian 

people about the natural world, (6) Paying respects, and (7) Practicing reciprocity. 

Historic Narratives  

The Western Shoshone expressed contrasting views about Newe involvement in 

the Ghost Dance. Some Western Shoshone maintain their ancestors participated in the 

Ghost Dance and supported the visions of Wovoka. Western Shoshone Spiritual leader 

CH says the Newe engaged in Ghost Dances in many places throughout central Nevada 
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including Monitor Valley and Big Smoky Valley (Zedeño 2000 142-3). Similarly, Crum 

indicates the Western Shoshone were active in the Ghost Dance (Crum 1994:56, 62-3). 

One Owens Valley Paiute elder, NN, recalls her grandmother going to Ghost Dances in 

Monitor Valley. It was at this dance that she met Jack Wilson. NN indicates that many of 

the memories of the Ghost Dance of the 1890s have begun to fade because “intermarriage 

mixes the kids up.” She saw Jack Wilson and said that he was “self centered.” She saw 

him after the dance in Monitor. She said “they believe Jack Wilson got his idea from a 

book.” 

Alternatively, some cultural representatives were told that the Western Shoshone 

rejected the Ghost Dance. 

According to DS, “Kawich did not participate in the Ghost Dance. He was a peace 

maker and did not want to fight.” She states, however, that Kawich as well as her own 

father, Young Pete, actively participated in the big gatherings in Belmont, Nevada. 

Bill Kawich ran a big gathering in Belmont, Nevada. There were no drums or 
rattles. They sang and learned the songs from each other. Sometimes the songs are 
taught in dreams. Dad (Young Pete) used to go to Monitor Valley for fandangos 
in Belmont. His mother was from up north around Elko. She was from the 
Kawich area. She had a different dialect and Dad would tease her. She talked like 
my people. Dad was a Round Dance singer. He knew lots of the songs. He used to 
sing when he was rounding up cows. He’d sing to us too. They’d pick a large area 
that was not dusty. They’d bring horses, wagons and old time cars to the place 
selected for the dance. A medicine man would pray first. He would pray for the 
sick. After the healings, they would wash up. After doctoring and laying on of 
hands they would prepare this and that. By 10:00 pm they were dancing and by 
11:00 if was going full blast (DS).  

 
Another elder indicated that perhaps the reason that some Western Shoshone rejected the 

Ghost Dance was because as an ethnic group the Western Shoshone had scrimmages with 

the Sioux, and especially the Arapaho, who accepted the Ghost Dance (LC). 
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Personal Narratives  

Some elders have memories of participating in ceremonial dances as children. The 

traditional Round Dance is infused with concepts that carry over into the Ghost Dance. 

Among these is the idea of the circle of life and the dance circle. Through sympathetic 

magic, dancing the circle is dancing the earth, aligning oneself with the powers of the 

natural cycles. 

My grandma and grandfather told stories about dances when I was 7 years old. 
My mother knew too. They were one good time. They lasted 7-8 days. They 
believed in the Creator. He made everything: people, animals, the moon, stars, 
sun, mountains, springs, water, hot springs, bear, all animals. They called the 
greatest father and Creator Namandeup. They believed it. They gave honor to the 
Great Creator. It wasn’t called Mother Earth or Grandfather. Those were later 
concepts. They knew about the devil. They knew that the Newe had a will. If they 
don’t feel like doing nothing they won’t. It’s all free will. We were taught to be 
reverent. In the dances we were dancing to the Creator. All of the Indians of 
North and South America do this. The earth is a circle. The sun rises and sets in a 
circle. We are in the middle of the circle. The medicine wheel is a circle. We 
dance in a circle. They danced at night. 
 

Participants of traditional dances often traveled long distances by horse, wagon, or foot.  

When I was a child grandma told me, get ready. We’re going to a fandango. We 
took two horses and a buggy. You got to cook for yourself. We took a Dutch oven 
and flour already mixed with yeast. By the time we got there it was rising. We 
made tortillas like bread with grease and then ate them with beans or honey. 
 

Among some Western Shoshone Jack Wilson, the prophet of the Ghost Dance, was 

perceived as a troublemaker. His message was conflated with the massacre at Wounded 

Knee and the conflicts with Euroamericans at this time. Moreover, the dance was cast as 

a Paiute rather than a Shoshone ritual. 

No one talked about Wovoka. Jack Wilson had a white father. He tried to hide it 
but people knew. He worked for the ranches. He claimed he had medicine. The 
problem was that he wanted to kill all the white people off. He made bullet proof 
shirts that could be worn in defense. He spread it and even the Sioux got a hold of 
it. The Ghost Dance shirts had the moon and stars on it. He claimed it was a 
sacred shirt and that bows and arrows would not go through it. People lost faith in 
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Wovoka after Wounded Knee. He became like a legend. The people wanted 
something real. They had their feelings. They had lost their land, horses, places 
where they lived, mines, gold, silver and metals. Jack Wilson started it. Even the 
Cherokees got a hold of it. The Kiowa, Comanche, mainly Sioux and Plains 
Indians. It would really be neat. They would rid the world or whites. The whites 
turned their guns on them. The proof was not true. It was a Paiute thing (MM). 

 
According to one version, the Western Shoshone from central Nevada with relatives 

among the Eastern Shoshone in Wyoming rejected the Ghost Dance following a meeting 

at Fort Laramie where treaty rights for Wind River were discussed.  

Grandma said don’t go to dance the Ghost Dance. We are not of that. You might 
get in with it and turn bad. I never had anything to do with it. Maurice’s 
grandmother said we don’t go for it. My uncles and dad, Willy, Jack, and them 
my father too, it was before their time. Chief Washakie, whose son was Dick 
Washakie, from Fort Laramie in Wyoming told us not to do the Ghost Dance 
(MM). 

 
The story is complicated by the fact that they reportedly rejected the Ghost Dance at the 

time when Ulysses S. Grant, the eighteenth President of the United States, was in office. 

Grant served as the U.S. President from 1869-1877, the period of 1870s rather than the 

1890s Ghost Dance.  

There was a conference attended by the Sioux, Cheyenne, and Shoshone. At this 
meeting at Fort Laramie Chief Washakie wanted Wind River. They had a council 
to discuss a treaty. Ulysses Grant was president of the United States at this time. 
They had a council with them. They never did Peyote either. It was not good for 
them. The Goshute Tribe in Ivanpah was originally Shoshone. They accepted the 
Peyote Dance. They were the only group. They were dying off one by one. Their 
skin turned black. They became sickly from the peyote. The chemist said this.  
 
Chief Kawich was from Fort Washakie in Wind River. He was told to follow the 
buffalo. The Round Dance is okay for being together and socializing. The Bear 
Dance is okay. It is a romantic dance between lovers and couples. All people of 
the world like this dance. The Sun Dance is okay. The Shoshone of Steptoe have a 
Sun Dance there. My husband goes to watch. My father went to Fort Hall and Ft 
Washakie to do the Sun Dance. You must dance with your own. Also the Pawnee 
and Sioux did the Sun Dance (MM). 
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Chief Washakie reportedly became the “principal chief for the Eastern Band of Shoshone 

Indians” from 1840 until his death in 1900. He was known to have “maintained friendly 

relations with the U.S. Government and immigrants” and consequently would be an 

unlikely proponent of the Ghost Dance, a dance that was ultimately outlawed by federal 

decree (Windriver 2006).  

According to one elder, the Western Shoshone rejected the Ghost Dance at the 

time that Chief Washakie signed a treaty to establish the lands of the Wind River 

Reservation. This would be the Fort Bridger Treaty of 1863, the ‘five state treaty’ that 

both Chief Washakie and a Bannock Chief signed to establish the boundaries of the Wind 

River Reservation. Based on information of these historic events and people, it appears 

that if the Eastern Shoshone rejected the Ghost Dance, they did so as early as the 1870s. 

It is possible that some of their Western Shoshone relatives in the Great Basin followed 

suit. At the same time, it is clear that many Western Shoshone did participate in the 1870s 

and 1890s Ghost Dances. Documentation of their participation is present in both primary 

and secondary historical and ethnographic sources (e.g., Crum 1994:56-57, Rucks 

2001:21). 

An alternative reading is that Western Shoshone of central Nevada formally 

rejected the 1890s Ghost Dance after the local people assumed a militant stance toward 

ritual participants. Newspaper accounts suggest that Numic participation in the Ghost 

Dance become a partisan issue, with the Paiute reportedly being proponents of the dance 

and some of the Western Shoshone offering to support the local Euroamericans against 

the Paiutes if necessary. 
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First Person Experience  

According to one cultural representative, the Northern Paiute prophet came to 

central Nevada and shared his message and dance with the Western Shoshone people. He 

shared a vision of being led to Silver Creek and meeting Wovoka. 

Silver Creek-I was led there. I can see the people on the cliffs watching. I was 
taken as a prisoner into that place. I was Apache. They were Shoshone. My hands 
were tied. They took me to see Wovoka. I met Wovoka. I start looking for signs. 
There is a lot of energy around him [Wovoka] [RS]. 

 
Historic newspaper accounts confirm that the Western Shoshone were performing the 

Ghost Dance at Silver Creek during the last quarter of the nineteenth century (see also 

Historic Overview). 

Physiographic Characteristics 

Guardians and Power Animals 

Cultural consultants noted that large rock outcrops on the eastern side of the 

canyon contributed to the importance of this ritual setting. When questioned further, they 

explained that one of the rock outcrops looks like the profile of a bear’s head overlooking 

the canyon wash. This west-facing profile is perceived as a guardian. They explained that 

sacred places often have guardians who may assume different forms such as animals or 

humans or reptiles. They may manifest in the rocks but can also live in water sources, 

which is what the cultural entities known as waterbabies are reported to do. The 

guardians are reportedly manifest in more sacred places at this time than in previous 

decades. At other sites, the presence of anthropomorphic figures is examined as well (see 

also Wilson Ranch). 
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Boulders and Cliffs  

Several cultural consultants indicated that Numic people have historically been 

drawn to Bald Mountain Wash owing to its inherent power, marked by multiple clusters 

of petroglyphs. One consultant shared his experience of this place. From the moment he 

set foot to the ground, he felt that his energy completely changed. He said that sometimes 

sites give energy to a person, and at other times, the person gives energy back to the 

place. This reciprocity was likened to breathing. In anthropological terms, the person and 

the environment engage in a double hermeneutic, in which the human and the 

environment co-constitute the other. Whereas native peoples are taught to give as well as 

to receive from the physical world, he believes that people from Western cultures are 

socialized to take more than they give. For this consultant, when he goes to special places 

in nature, he goes to pray and in the process, to reinvent himself as a part of a larger 

whole.  

Line of Sight  

Many cultural representatives commented upon the environment where the Ghost 

Dance grounds are located. A clear association was made between the place where the 

dance grounds were situated and the places imbued with cultural power within the 

surrounding hills, mountains, river, and lake. 

Flat Dance Area  

According to RH, the leader of the Schurz Ghost Dance, the place of the Ghost 

Dance was selected through a vision. In addition to telling him where to hold the dance, 

the way to build the dance arbor and sweat lodges was given to him. The dance grounds 

were prepared for several months prior to the actual event. In addition to choosing a level 
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area, efforts were made to clear the area of all debris and to construct the circular dance 

arbor. 

Previously used Dance Area  

Cultural representatives indicate that the 1890s Ghost Dancers danced at 

ceremonial dance grounds located right next to the Walker River. The current site has all 

of the same characteristics with the exception that it is located further west of the river 

than the first site.  

Another cultural representative indicated that there used to be a dance area where 

the yellow apartments in Schurz are now located. He said that in contrast to the Ghost 

Dance site, this area was used for pine nut festivals and hand games. Unlike the Ghost 

Dance sites, there was no vision questing to find a proper location for these events. 

In Schurz they used to hold sweats. Mother didn’t believe in it. That was brought 
in by other Indians (IV). 

Time  

Cultural representatives also indicted that the Ghost Dance had a ritual sequence 

that extended throughout the year. 

The Ghost Dance was done five times a year at five consecutive intervals. Other 
dances were done at least seasonally or whenever they felt like it (HD). 
 

Cultural Inscription Practices  

Whereas the performance characteristics of this site are variable, the cultural 

inscription practices associated with this area are uniform and robust. In the following 

passages, The Trout Eaters of Walker River shared their thoughts about how stories and 

words contribute to the importance of the Schurz Ghost Dance ceremonial grounds. 
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Place Name  

One of the organizers explained that the Northern Paiutes of this area are the 

Trout Eaters, or Agaidika a. She explained that Anglos called them other names, but they 

were not the names they used for themselves. Many of the young people are lost because 

they have not learned about who their people are. In addition, they adopted other people’s 

ways and these ways did not serve them well. Through cultural revitalization programs 

that teach children about their cultural roots and their language, members of the cultural 

office believe they are experiencing success with their youth. 

Sacred Stories  

Elders indicated that stories are the threads that connect the people of many times 

together. The stories hold the land sacred and they help to guide people and teach them 

how to act. In oral tradition, these sacred mountains play an important role in the creation 

of ancient and contemporary Northern Paiute cultural landscapes (Carroll 2005d). 

According to cultural representatives, White Mountain was once moved by the west 

wind, who did not like it there. Around the center of White Mountain is a series of 

horizontal lines that were made by Coyote, who asked Jackrabbit to play a hand game. 

Soon after the playing commenced, Coyote accused Jackrabbit of cheating. As 

retribution, Coyote decided to dam the river and drown Jackrabbit; but first he had to 

catch him. According to this tale, the white marks on the side of White Mountain were 

made as Coyote chased Jackrabbit around the mountain. Within an extended version of 

this tale, Jackrabbit stabs Coyote in the Calico Hills. The red blood of Coyote is believed 

to have caused the coloration of the rocks. 
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Petroglyphs or Pictographs  

Another mountain that frames this Ghost Dance ceremonial site is Black 

Mountain. Black Mountain is a region full of pine nut camps as well as a rock corral 

historically used for capturing antelope and wild mustangs. There are two lakes near the 

summit of Black Mountain, springs, and numerous petroglyphs formerly researched in 

the 1970s. One representative likened the petroglyphs to the Bible. She explains, “The 

petroglyphs are our instructions. They tell the people what to do. Some of the petroglyphs 

tell people about certain kinds of medicine, the plants to obtain, and the ways to use such 

plants” (MB). Another petroglyph of a circle with a dot in the middle is described as the 

center of the self and the world. “This petroglyph teaches people to find faith within 

themselves and inner strength. Sometimes petroglyphs are maps. There are petroglyphs 

for songs, dances, and spirits as well” (MB). Whereas petroglyphs are believed to be the 

product of spirits, the pictographs in this area are attributed to the work of medicine men. 

Notably Black Mountain is volcanic. 

There are lots of petroglyphs around Schurz. People used to go and pray at the 
petroglyphs and leave money. The petroglyhs and sometimes the money are still 
there. The whites keep taking the petroglyphs (RM). 

 
Rock Alignments  

No rock alignments were observed. 

Trails  

Cultural representatives discussed several trails in association with the Ghost 

Dance ceremonial grounds. 

There are lots of Indian trails connected with this area. The Northern Paiute would 
travel long distances. People would go from here to the Pacific Ocean. It was a 
two year journey. They would trade for long white shells, dentalium shells (HD). 
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Historic Narratives  

Cultural representatives shared diverse memories of Wovoka and the 1890s Ghost 

Dance. 

The Ghost Dance was started by Wovoka. It started in Schurz and Yerington. 
Later He went to the Dakotas and shared it there. We didn’t have sweats here in 
the old days. The sweat was brought in after the Ghost Dance. In Bismark, North 
Dakota they like the Paiutes, but in South Dakota they don’t like the Paiutes 
because of the Ghost Dance shirts and Wounded Knee (HD). 

 
The granddaughters of Wovoka are among those who remember the Father 
Dance: Inez Jim, Evelyn Cook, Lillian Rogers. Also Marjorie Johnson and Irene 
and Jimmy Cline know about it (IJ). 
 

Some elders share social memories of wars between Northern Paiutes and White that 

preceded the Ghost Dance. 

The reason that they had a Ghost Dance was because of the military presence 
here. People were suffering and they turned to the Ghost Dance to relieve their 
suffering. Forth Churchill was established to keep the Schurz and Pyramid Lake 
people from uniting (GW). 
 
The reservation was established on paper in 1858 and ratified in 1872. The Civil 
War was going on and slowed things down. They shipped timber out for the 
mines and started stripping the hills. The pine nuts wouldn’t grow back. The 
Paiutes were fierce about protecting them (MB). 

 
Memories of Wovoka’s role as a trickster are told alongside tales of his rainmaking and 

healing powers. 

Wovoka was a jokester from a young age. There was an ice house in Wilson 
Canyon. He got ice to flow down the river to show his power. Grandmother said 
Wovoka was a smart man. He knew when the eclipse was coming. Kids and 
grown ups dropped down to their knees and thought the world was coming to an 
end. Wovoka was a smart man. He told them to pray and he’d make the sun come 
back (RM). 

 
Personal Narratives  

In addition to historic memories of the Ghost Dance and the events leading up to 

this pan-Indian event, many people shared personal memories of people being torn 
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between two worlds; the world of their ancestors and the White world that they were 

compelled to participate in after the settlement of the West. 

When I was small yet I went with my mother to watch it round in circles. We 
didn’t talk about the Ghost Dance. We were taught to be careful about who we 
shared our stories with (AB). 
 
When I was growing up Indian people were told not to believe in the old ways. 
We were taught the Christian Way. Later I got interested in the old ways (RM). 

 
The personal significance of the Ghost Dance is discussed in this cultural representative’s 

comments. 

Wovoka gave us rules to live by. The most important is the natural law or the 
golden rule: be good to others. Today we are out of balance. We turned away 
from our culture, our Creator, who we are. There are lots of Indians who are 
ashamed of their identities. They were not taught who they were when they were 
young so they turned their back on their people and they don’t have compassion. 
We all need balance which can be achieved through reconnecting to our roots 
through practicing our culture, our language and our beliefs (MB). 
 

Songs 

Although the songs are not sung with as great a frequency as in Wovoka’s time, 

some people have managed to retain this knowledge. 

Circle dance songs are still remembered and sung by some of the Northern Paiute 
elders (AB). 

 
Prophesy  

The cultural importance of this ritual performance is indicated by historic and 

contemporary visions and prophesies. 

All the prophecies of this time are tied together. They are basically the same. 
They talk about the end. People treat each other badly and only come together in 
times of crisis such as the Twin Towers or Hurricane Katrina. We should always 
be united. Not just when things get bad. More and more people will died until we 
help each other out and learn to respect the earth. We don’t believe in mining or 
farming. If it was meant to have been here grandfather would make it like that. 
We are disrupting the ecosystem. Grandfather is trying to get our attention. We 
will destroy the entire planet. It took billions of years for the earth to form and 
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look how fast we have almost destroyed it. Balance and harmony aren’t present. 
Now it’s about getting balance back (MB).  

 
Resurgence of the Ghost Dance  
 
There are diverse views about the reemergence of the Ghost Dance among the Walker 

River Paiute. Some of the principal viewpoints are shared below. 

I think the Ghost Dance is cool for Native Americans. It’s about people coming 
together and being proud of their identity (HD). 
 
I don’t trust the new Ghost Dance. People don’t know what they are talking about. 
If you want to understand the Ghost Dance, get the old recordings of Wovoka 
(MM). 
 
We can’t make predictions on the impacts o the new Ghost Dance. We have got to 
do it now. There is no time to wait. Now is all that is left. This is the last chance 
(MB).  

 
Conclusions 

 The Northern Paiutes maintain strong cultural connections and memories of the 

ceremonial site used for Schurz Ghost Dances of the 1890s and 2006. The unique spatial 

regimes present at this cultural site utilized in the performance of the 1890s Ghost Dance 

confirm the importance of natural environments and cultural landscapes in the 

construction of social memories and ritual performance. Although each cultural group 

that adopted the Ghost Dance subsequently reshaped their performances in a manner 

that reflected their unique cultural patterns, it appears that the Numic concept of Puha, 

which concentrates in particular people and environments, may have influenced the 

ritual specialists’ choice of particular ceremonial sites.  
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5. Arrow Canyon 

 

Figure  5-38 3-D Topographical Map of Arrow Canyon 
Location 

Sixty-three miles to the northeast of Las Vegas, Nevada, is another key settlement 

in the traditional Numic Homelands, known as Moapa or Muddy Water (Commissioner 

of Indian Affairs 1922:1, Fowler and Fowler 1971:133-135). Ethnohistoric reports 

indicate that at the turn of the century, “The Moapa River Agency [was] located about 

three miles from the station of Moapa, on the S.L. & L.A. railroad, now a part of the 

Union Pacific System” (Commissioner of Indian Affairs 1922:1). Approximately 10 

miles northwest of the Moapa Reservation is Arrow Canyon, where Southern Paiutes 

gathered to perform the Ghost Dance ceremony in the late nineteenth century. Arrow 

Canyon is located in southern Nevada in Clark County. 

Features 

 The Arrow Canyon site is characterized by a number of notable archaeological 

features including: a dance circle located on Table Mountain and a side canyon with two 

distinctive petroglyph panels. Within these panels are anthropomorphic figures within 
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designs described as war shields, and deeply incised lateral knife marks inscribed around 

circumference of a panel that has fallen from an adjacent canyon wall. This site also has a 

clay source that continues to be used for healing purposes.  

 

Figure  5-39 Aerial Map of Arrow Canyon 
 

 

Figure  5-40 Landscape Overview of Arrow Canyon 

Arrow 
Canyon 
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Figure  5-41 Calendar Rocks, Arrow Canyon 
Geography 

The Arrow Canyon Range is a north-south trending mountain range northwest of 

the Moapa Reservation. Such parallel narrow north-south trending mountain ranges 

separated by valleys and basins are typical of the Basin-and-Range province (Ezzo 

1996:9). The Arrow Canyon Range is bound on the west side by a dry lake and the Las 

Vegas Range and on the east side by the Dry Lake Valley in which the Moapa Indian 

Reservation is located. On the east side of the canyon range are warm springs; and within 

the canyon itself, water runs intermittently. In addition there are several primary water 

sources closer to the Moapa Reservation including the Muddy River that drains into Lake 

Mead and the Virgin River (DeLorme 1996:66-67). Other major physiographic features 
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include the North Muddy Mountains, the Black Mountains, the Virgin Mountains, the 

Virgin Valley, the Moapa Valley, and the Valley of Fire (Ezzo 1996:9). 

Historical Overview 

Spanish exploration of this area began in 1776 when Escalante led the first 

expedition through the Southern Paiute territory. The next wave of Euroamerican 

exploration of this area began in 1826 and 1827 when fur trader and explorer Jedediah 

Strong Smith crossed through this area by means of the Old Spanish Trail (Basso 

1986:36). The small town of Glendale, which is located immediately to the southeast of 

Moapa, marks the intersection of this famous historic route connecting Santa Fe to 

Southern California (Hauck et al 1979 in Ezzo 1996, Tours 1984:2). By 1830, traffic 

along the Old Spanish Trail had officially begun (Kelly and Fowler 1986:386). In 1844, a 

third catalyst of societal change was thrust upon the Southern Paiutes with the arrival of 

Captain John C. Fremont and his party (Nevada 1976:43-46). An incident during 

Fremont’s second expedition, in the Virgin River area, east of the Las Vegas Meadows, 

demonstrates the volatility of Euro-Indian relations. Upon approaching Fremont’s camp 

in 1844, the chief counted the men and animals in the camp, which numbered 22. Then 

he stated, “So many and we- we are a great many. If you have your arms, we have these 

(bows)” (Fremont 1887:370, McCracken 1997:90).  

In contrast to the brief expeditions of the Exploratory Period, in the 1860s, a more 

permanent form of encroachment was practiced by followers of the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter Day Saints (LDS). In 1865 LDS church leader Brigham Young sent 75 

Mormon families to settle the area. The two-fold mission- to grow cotton for the people 

in Utah and to establish another link in a corridor extending from Salt Lake City Utah to 
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the Pacific Ocean via the Colorado River- was established over the protests of Numic 

residents who had been residing in this area for millennia (Ezzo 1996:66, Tours 1984:1). 

In 1871 the Cotton Mission was abandoned after LDS church leaders called them back to 

Utah territory to avoid paying taxes in Nevada. The Mormons sought to take over Numic 

lands again in 1877 with the establishment of the towns of Bunkerville and Mesquite, and 

again in 1880 with the re-establishment of the towns of St. Thomas and Overton (Tours 

1984:1). With the exception of the movement of Mormons back to Utah in 1871, contact 

between Numic people and the newly arrived populations steadily increased from the 

early 1830s forward. Kelly and Fowler (1986:387) observe that by the 1870s, “…most 

Southern Paiutes had been under some form of direct and sustained contact with settlers 

for at least a decade.”  

If the advance of settlers and miners into Numic lands led to turmoil in the 1860s, 

so too did the Mormon withdrawal in 1871. In the latter case, the Paiutes had come to 

depend on the Euroamerican economy to which many had been forced to adapt to as a 

means of survival (Ezzo 1996:66). In 1873 the Moapa Reservation, comprised of 3,900 

square miles, was established by Executive Order. By the late 1870s, settlement was 

again on the upswing and Southern Paiutes endeavored to cope with changing lifeways 

that included marginal inclusion in the Euroamerican economy. Powell and Ingalls 

(Fowler and Fowler 1971:109) reported to the Special Committee of Indian Affairs that 

even after the Moapa reservation was established by Executive Order there was “constant 

conflict between [the white settlers] and the Indians, which becomes more bitter daily 

and, as the number of Indians is increased, it is liable to result in disastrous 

consequences.” 
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The new Euroamerican economy centered on two enterprises: farming and 

mining. Although the Numa practiced farming on the Muddy, Virgin, and Santa Clara 

Rivers prior to contact, the Euroamericans sought to derive a greater profit from their 

labors by exporting goods to distant locations (Moapa 1911, February 27). The second 

industry of mining developed around the extraction of gypsum (Moapa 1910, July 10). 

Mining of Moapa gypsum deposits occurred on the north end of the Muddy Range and 

southeast of Moapa by the White Star Plaster Company. “The gypsum deposit is on the 

St. Thomas Branch of the UPRR about 3 ½ m. E of Moapa. Two beds of gypsum occur in 

limestone (Lincoln 1982). 

The Moapan Paiutes adopted mixed economies, endeavoring to blend traditional 

trades with newly available jobs, in order to secure an existence.  

The women make a few baskets and in the summer season some work on the 
ranches of the white men in the valley at the time of gathering cantaloupes…the 
maintenance of ditches and general work for the others occupy a part of the time 
of the able bodied men (Commissioner of Indian Affairs 1922:7).  
 

Although the majority of Southern Paiutes appeared to adapt to the changes that 

accompanied encroachment, there were signs of periodic unrest in the activities of 

reputed “renegade Indians” such as Mouse of the Valley of Fire and Queho of 

Cottonwood Island and Eldorado Canyon (Carroll 2003b). In the early decades of the 

twentieth century, social resistance appeared to manifest in new forms, often expressing 

itself through alcoholism and fighting (Commissioner of Indian Affairs 1911:1). 
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Figure  5-42 Figure and Shield Petroglyph, Warshield Canyon 
 
Ethnographic Overview  

 
Within Moapa Valley and the surrounding areas are rich archaeological records 

spanning from the prehistoric age to the present. Contemporary Southern Paiute Numic-

speaking populations maintain strong connections to their traditional lands within Moapa 

Valley and the Arrow Mountain Range where one of the 1890s Ghost Dance ritual 

settings is located.  

Sociopolitical Organization  

The sociopolitical organization of the Southern Paiutes degraded as a result of 

factors of encroachment including disease, warfare, compulsory education (see for 

example Stoffle, Jones, and Dobyns 1995:1-23, Zedeno, Carroll, and Stoffle 2003:107-

108). Nevertheless, the Southern Paiutes were able to maintain a strong cohort of leaders 

prior to and during the 1890s Ghost Dance. Powell and Ingalls recorded the names of 
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chiefs during their fieldwork sessions. They indicate that there was a population of 2,027 

Paiutes as well as 300 Chemuhuevis for a total of 2,327 Numic people in the vicinity of 

Moapa in the last quarter of the nineteenth century when they drafted a report to the 

Special Commission of Indian Affairs (Fowler and Fowler 1971:109). 

 

Figure  5-43 Calendar Rock Petroglyphs 
 

Furthermore, there were several chiefs that served their communities in Moapa 

Valley. The Chief of Alliance for this area was To’-shoap. His role was to oversee the 

other leaders of this area including Tau-um’-pu-gaip; Mau-wi’-ta; Ai’-at-tau’-a; Kwi’-vu-

a; Mo-wi’un-kits; and Tan’-ko-its (Fowler and Fowler 1971:104). Given the large 

population in this area as well as its proximity to other Southern Paiute settlements 

around Las Vegas and Cottonwood Island, it is probable that this area served as a locus of 

ceremonial activity at the end of the nineteenth century. 
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Subsistence  

Some of the Numic people along the Santa Clara River and Virgin River called 

themselves, Kaivavichutsin- or Paiute people from the ‘mountain lying down’ area. When 

Father Escalante and Father Dominguez arrived at the Virgin River in 1776, his party 

found Numic farmers who called themselves the Parussits. By all accounts, the name 

referred to the Parussi River, which the Paiutes used to irrigate their farms. Escalante 

renamed the river the Rio Virgin, or Virgin River (Stoffle 2001). Bolton's (1950:205) 

translation of Escalante’s expedition provides a closer look into the Southern Paiutes 

agricultural practices within this vicinity. 

...in a small plain and on the bank of the river, there were three small corn 
patches with their very well made irrigation ditches...From here downstream 
and on the mesas on either side for a long distance, according to what we 
learned, live Indians who sustain themselves by planting maize and 
calabashes, and who in their language are called the Parussi 
 

Powell and Ingalls made similar reports about the centrality of farming among the 

Southern Paiute. They write, 

Most of the tribes of Pai Utes still continue to cultivate the soil to a greater or 
lesser extent, raising ka-mout, corn, and squashes. The little patches of ground 
selected for this purpose are situated in the vicinity of springs which are 
utilized for purposes of irrigation (Fowler and Fowler 1971:49). 

 
Habitation  

The Southern Paiutes of Moapa adapted to their surroundings by designing winter 

as well as summer dwellings. The winter shelters were conical or subconical structures 

with doors facing to the east (Kelly and Fowler 1986:371). Sometimes they also inhabited 

caves within the canyons in the vicinity of Moapa Valley. In the summer they built 

windbreak and shade structures to provide relief from the sun and the elements. Such 

structures were also built near dance grounds to provide relief to the participants.  
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The Numic residents of Moapa lived along the Moapa and Virgin Rivers. 

Following the two phases of Mormon encroachment in 1865 and again in the 1870s, the 

Southern Paiutes lost rights to many of the richest lands in the valley. This in turn, was a 

constant source of tension between the Southern Paiutes and newly arrived populations 

(Fowler and Fowler 1971:109). 

Ideology and Ceremonialism  

Traditional ceremonial gatherings among the Southern Paiute included the “Cry” 

and the “Round Dance” (Kelly and Fowler 1986:383-384). In the 1900s the “Bear 

Dance” reached the Southern Paiutes (Kelly 1964:107-112). Ezzo notes that circa 1900, 

“some pan-Southern Paiute gatherings were held” (1996:65). Given traditional alliances, 

it is most probable that people from Las Vegas, Moapa, Shivwits, and St. George were 

among those who attended ritual performances held in Moapa in the late nineteenth 

century. Steward indicates the paramount importance of ritual gatherings to Numic life, 

stating, 

The annual fall festival was probably the outstanding activity which in aboriginal 
days united several villages. Unfortunately, however, the village alignment is not 
known. In recent times festivals were held at places where the population has 
been concentrated, for example, Manse, Pahrump, Las Vegas, or Moapa (Steward 
1938:184). 

 
Typically, the festival was run by a local ritual specialist whom the community had 

invested with power. 

The festival lasted 3 or 4 days and terminated with mourning rites. It was planned and 
directed by the local chief, who had it announced 6 or 8 months in advance. While the 
dances and rites were in progress the chief made speeches from time to time (Steward 
1938:184). 

 
Although Steward does not discuss the Ghost Dance specifically, he does refer opaquely 

to ‘two special dances.’ “Amusements included the circle dance a borrowed form of the 
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Ute bear dance, and two special dances” (Steward 1938:184). More specific references to 

the Ghost Dance among the Moapan Southern Paiutes are provided in the work of Kelly 

and Fowler (1986:384) as well as Kroeber (1935:198). They indicate that the Ghost 

Dance spread in a western and northwestern direction (Chemehuevi, Las Vegas, Moapa, 

Panaca, Pahranagat) and, according to Hualapai authorities, arrived at St. George by 

1889. 

People sometimes traveled great distances to participate in pan-Indian rituals. 

Visiting tribes included  

the Havasupai, the Hualapai, and certain northern tribes including the 
Paran’nigiwi (water steppers from Pahranagat Valley) who live along the Virgin 
River in Nevada and the Sivitsiwi who could be either the Coso California Paiutes 
or the Shoshones” (Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeno 2002:34). 

 
Following five nights of dancing, Hualapai ritual specialists left the ceremonial dance 

grounds to communicate with spiritual forces at a particular mesa near Grass Springs. 

“Just before daylight on the morning of the last night the medicine men ascended a 

small butte, where they met and talked with the expected god, and on coming down again 

delivered his message to the people” (Mooney 1896:814-815).  

Although ethnographic and historic sources allow anthropologists to reconstruct 

these late nineteenth century events, the Indian agents from Moapa professed ignorance. 

They reportedly held limited knowledge of Numic ritual in general and the Ghost Dance 

in particular. In the annual report of 1910, the Indian agent observes that the Paiutes, 

“indulge in very few dances, of which as I have just taken charge here I know but little” 

(Commissioner of Indian Affairs 1911:2). By 1920, the agent reports that “The only 

dances ever indulged in are for the sick or dead and these are more singing than dancing” 

(Commissioner of Indian Affairs 1920:1).  
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This agent describes a “Cry” from which the Ghost Dance reportedly originated. 

He provides an additional piece of important information, which is that many of the most 

traditional people choose to live off the reservation. He writes “Some old Indian from off 

the reservation generally comes when one is about to die and they ‘sing’ over them every 

night till death claims the victim…Just now there is an Indian woman on crutches, who 

does the singing act for the different Indian camps” (Commissioner of Indian Affairs 

1920:1). From this statement it can be surmised that even when Ghost Dances were being 

held among this group, it is probable that they were done principally among non-

reservation Indians, or at least at a distance from the more visible hub of reservation 

activities. By 1926, the Indian agent reports that he observed little traditional dancing. 

“The dances practiced in this region have no religious significance, only pass time as do 

the dances of the whites, as far as can be ascertained. The old Indian dances have been 

practically abandoned, the only kind now seen is the bear dance” (Commissioner of 

Indian Affairs 1926:1). 

 

Figure  5-44 War Shield Canyon Mouth 
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Site Characteristics 

This site analysis is designed to reconstruct knowledge about the Ghost Dances 

performed in Arrow Canyon during the 1890s, at an ancient ceremonial site that sits upon 

the Salt Song Trail (Laird 1976). 

Table  5-8 Arrow Canyon Site Characteristics 
Physiographic 

Characteristics 

 Performance 

Characteristics 

 Degrees of 

Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion High X Place Name X 

Low Elevation X Visibility Med X Animal Stories X 

Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 

Resources  

Med X Petroglyphs or 

Pictographs 

X 

Canyon X Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments O 

Cave 0 Shelter Med X Trails X 

Large Boulders or Cliffs X Flat Dance area High X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants X Acoustics High X Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 

Source 

X Previously Used 

Ritual Site 

High X Writings, Maps, or 

Drawings 

O 

Guardians X First Person 

Experience 

X 

Volcanism 0 Songs X 

  

 

  

Total Score 8 Total Score 8 Total Score 8 

Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 

 80%  100%  80% 
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Physiographic Characteristics 
 
This ritual setting is found in a deep north-south trending canyon range of rich 

earth-tone sandstone cliffs that extend for fourteen miles. Within this configuration, the 

site is located on the range’s northern exposure. A side canyon on the western flank of 

Arrow Canyon, War Shield Canyon, is the location of a several prominent petroglyphs 

and pictograph panels as well as a white clay source used in historic times for medicinal 

purposes. 

Large Boulders or Cliffs  

Arrow Canyon is enclosed by dramatic sandstone cliffs that envelope a sandy 

loam wash extending the length of the canyon. The base of these cliffs shows dramatic 

evidence of erosion patterns that have ground away the surface layer of rock, leaving 

from one to three feet of the cliff base exposed. Within War Shield Canyon are large 

sandstone boulders that appear to have fallen to the valley floor at different time 

intervals. At the mouth of this canyon are several slabs of rock that are incised with 

petroglyphs. It appears that these panels most recently fell from the southern side of the 

canyon wall. 

Mountains  

The ceremonial dance grounds are located on Table Mountain, a sandstone mesa 

on the northwest side of Arrow Canyon. Currently all lands in the Arrow Canyon Range 

are under the jurisdiction of the Bureau of Land Management.  

Water Source  

A large wash runs through the center of Arrow Canyon. Within the last twenty 

years, the canyon floor, comprised of a sandy loam soil, has risen several feet. War 
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Shield Canyon has small pools that periodically fill with water. , Arrow Canyon is 

situated 1-2 miles northwest of Warm Spring.  More distantly located is Muddy River, a 

waterway where many Southern Paiute have traditionally settled and farmed.  

Caves 

On the Moapa Reservation there are many caves that have been used as sites of 

ancient burials. By contrast, there are no known caves in Arrow Canyon or in the side 

canyon known as War Shield Canyon. 

Medicinal Plants  

Within Arrow Canyon are a wide range of botanical species were historically used 

by the Southern Paiutes for medicinal purposes, ritual, food, and fuel. These include: 

mesquite, creosote bush, globemallow, desert willow, sagebrush, white bursage, catclaw 

acacia, Fremont dalea, desert scrub, tumbleweed, cactus, banana yucca, coyote melons, 

tamarisk, seep weed, saltbush, saltgrass, squaw berries (cees), and gourds (Ezzo 1996:17, 

23, Tours 1984:2). 

Among Numic-speaking groups, gourds were used for ceremonial purposes. 

Gourds (Cucurbita foetidissima) was used “as a cure-all…It is known to have both male 

and female flowers. For treatment the part of the plant which corresponds to the part of 

the body—root for foot; top for head” (Reed 1971:15). Sage (Artemisa tridentate) also is 

used for ceremonial activities including smudging. Reed (1971) reports that sagebrush 

moccasins were used in some Nevada sun dances and was burned at the beginning of 

ceremonies. In addition, “brooms for the Sun Lodge were made of sagebrush” ibid. 
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Paint, Clay or Mineral Source 

A distinct crevice in War Shield Canyon is filled with a white clay used for 

medicinal healing purposes. Knowledge of this resource has been passed on from 

generation to generation. It is not known whether this white clay source was used as paint 

as well.  

Guardians and Power Animals 

A diverse range of animals inhabit this region including coyote, mountain sheep, 

mule deer, black tailed jack rabbits, desert cottontails, Gambel’s quail, doves, ringed-

neck and white-winged pheasants, road runners, wild mustangs, wild burros, bobcats, 

mountain lions, chipmunks, beavers, skunks, raccoons, gray fox, kit fox, muskrats, 

porcupine, deer mice, kangaroo rats, lizards, horned toads, desert tortoises, and bats 

(Ezzo 1996:19, Tours 1984:2). 

Volcanism  

Bagley (1979) reports that there was extensive block faulting 17 millions years 

ago giving rise to the distinctive topography evidenced today (in Ezzo, 1996:11). In 

addition to the volcanism that is evidenced in the Arrow Canyon Mountains and Arrow 

Canyon, there are indications of volcanism in Pahranagat Valley.  

There is a volcanic butte in the middle of an extensive riverine oasis filled with 
clear fast flowing artesian springs, creeks, lakes, and marshes. This is Pahranagat 
Valley and it was the traditional home of large irrigated agricultural villages and 
extensive fishing areas (Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeno 2002:24). 
 
In this setting is a special puha place for rain shaman. The volcanic butte at Black 
Canyon, north of this site, also has the place logic of a rain shaman power place 
including volcanic activity, lots of flowing water, a small narrow canyon 
constricting the water flow, tobacco plants growing out of the cliff faces, and 
vistas. It is a place of great power in a valley of great power. Along the cliff faces 
are numerous large and unusual peckings. These seem of great antiquity but 
portions have been re-pecked, thus documenting repeated use. . (Stoffle, Toupal, 
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and Zedeno 2002:25) The Mountain Sheep images are interpreted by Indian 
people as symbolic of the normal spirit helper of the rain shaman. Also present is 
the symbol of an unusual helper – a water baby. Normally, waterbabies are not 
used as spirit helpers because they are so powerful and unpredictable (see 
Liljeblad 1986: 653 for a summary of waterbabies). On this volcanic butte, 
however, a powerful rain shaman can connect with waterbabies and concentrate 
great puha for his rain making ceremonies. Indian people say that visitors from far 
away came to this site, because the top of the butte is covered with large stone 
houses where they stayed. This may be the major rain shaman site in the region 
(Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeno 2002:25). 

Performance Characteristics 

Arrow Canyon is a site that concentrates multiple performance characteristics that 

would make this a desirable location for the performance of ritual events. 

 

Figure  5-45 Bird Tracks and Cardinal Directions 
 
Previously Used Ritual Site  

Returning to a setting that had been previously used for ritual purposes increases 

the perceived its sanctity. This Southern Paiute Ghost Dance site is located on the Salt 

Song Trail, which traverses through the major landmarks of the 13 Southern Paiute 

Districts. It is probable that the cultural significance of this place was heightened 



 298

through the layering of cultural inscription practices such as singing and storytelling 

involving two distinct ritual events, the Salt Song and the Ghost Dance. The 

significance of the reuse of places of energy is relayed below. 

Places of power are usually culturally important to more than one American 
Indian ethnic group, so often places are shared. This is the case for the Zuni Salt 
Lake in New Mexico and the Hopi Salt Mine in the Grand Canyon near the mouth 
of the Colorado River. Similarly, places can hold similar meanings for different 
ethnic groups, for example, the travertine spring upstream on the Little Colorado 
River is viewed by both the Hopi and the Zuni as their origin place. Paiute-
Hualapai connections are strong and lasting. They jointly used the Sugarloaf 
Mountain cultural landscape and the Lava Falls culture landscape – both along the 
Colorado River where it is constricted by extensive volcanic activity. These two 
ethnic groups have a common path to the afterlife and sing each other to there 
during the Cry Ceremony along this shared songscape (Stoffle, Toupal, and 
Zedeno 2002:32). 

 
Seclusion  

Arrow Canyon provides a high degree of seclusion from the closest historic 

settlements. One Indian agent wryly commented,  

I do not know what motive impelled the Moapa Band of Paiutes to take up their 
abode where they are, but, if it were flight from persecution from their enemies, 
they could never have found a spot where they would have been more 
unmolested, for their pursuers could not have live upon the country 
(Commissioner of Indian Affairs 1922:1). 

 
Visibility  

 
Arrow Canyon provides a low level of visibility in that one cannot see the site 

from more than ½ a mile away. Despite having low visibility this site is still within 

reasonable proximity from other cultural resources. 

Distance from Cultural Resources  

Arrow Canyon is located within 10 miles of the Moapa Reservation. It is within a 

couple of miles of Warm Springs and the Moapa River. More distant cultural resources 

include Norm’s Mountain and Mt. Charleston. Most importantly, the Arrow Canyon site 
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is located on the Salt Song. The connections among all of these places include line-of-

sight, geographic proximity to mountains and the Muddy and Virgin Rivers, and 

interrelations between ceremonial areas. 

Flat Dance Area  

There are two probable places where the Ghost Dance was performed. These are 

on the canyon floor of Arrow Canyon, and on top of the mesa at Table Mountain. Both 

ethnohistoric as well as ethnographic sources support the latter claim. 

Acoustics  

The physiographic layout of War Shield Canyon creates unique acoustic properties: 

sounds reverberate and echoes are commonly heard. This property contributes to the 

cultural importance of this site. John Wesley Powell confirms the significance of 

acoustics among the Paiute in his recordation of the Origin of the Echo (Fowler and 

Fowler 1971:93-4). Here, Teu-gai (a witch) and To-go-av (a rattlesnake) have an 

encounter.  

Teu-gai wriggled with the skin into a crevice in the rocks and made her home 
there; and when the people of the village came in search of her, she repeated their 
words in mockery; and though they heard her voice they could not find her. Since 
that time all Teu-gais live in snake-skins, and the echoes which are heard in the 
rocks are their spiteful mockings ibid.  
 

Cultural Inscription Practices 

Arrow Canyon is a place that concentrates significance through layers of social 

memories culturally inscribed through praxis and oral traditions. Some of these methods 

of celebrating and commemorating collective memories and representations of the past 

are examined below. 
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Place Name  

Moapa is the name of the Southern Paiute tribe which occupied the region called 

Moapariats, which means Muddy Water (Fowler and Fowler 1971:108). Moapa is also 

located in close proximity to the Virgin River, known as Pa-ru’-sha or Rapid Water 

(Fowler and Fowler 1971:138). According to oral histories, the name of Arrow Canyon 

derives from an event in which two groups of competing Paiute neighbors opted to come 

to a truce rather than experience the loses of battle. To demonstrate their sincerity to keep 

the peace, they shot their arrows into the canyon that commemorates their truce. 

Animal Stories  

The people of Paranagat Valley and those living along the Muddy River were 

related as a single district and together they had their own origin place called Coyote’s 

Jar, a peak in the mountains surrounding the valley. At the narrow, southern end of the 

valley is an old Pleistocene lake bordered by a 15-foot tall, continuous white band at the 

base of the cliffs; this is the origin place for the redtail hawk (Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeno 

2002:25). 

Petroglyphs or Pictographs  

There are a number of unique petroglyphs and pictographs in War Shield Canyon. 

These are located at the mouth of the canyon, consisting of several panels that have fallen 

from the cliff face. One of these boulder slabs is known as Calendar Rock. The “War 

Shield” motif refers to circle petroglyphs inscribed with triangles and anthropomorphic 

figures. These “War Shields” are located near the center of a sandstone panel 

approximately 5’ x 3’. In the center of the canyon where the reverberating acoustics are 
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most pronounced is another “War Shield” that includes an anthropomorphic figure. These 

incised figures are very faded.  

Trails  

This site is connected to multiple trail systems. 

Pahranagat, Moapa, Caliente, Hiko, and Crystal Springs are connected by trails 
that people traveled for the ceremonies, to find spouses, and for fandangos. The 
trails are special because they are within song trails and viewscapes important to 
our people. Some of the songs are traveling songs, some are ceremony songs, and 
some are Mountain Sheep songs. The ceremonies include the Ghost Dance, the 
Rabbit Dance that was held at Corn Creek in the 1900s, the Cry Dance or Burial 
Dance that was held at Corn Creek in the 1880s on into the 1900s, and a 
ceremony at Shaman Cave that was for gaining power to call the wind and to 
predict the weather (Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeno 2002). 

 
The main trail identified in this canyon is the Salt Song Trail, previously discussed.  

Writings, Maps, or Drawings 

Additional information on this site is available through BLM site records, the works 

of Fowler and Fowler (1971:4), and the Nevada Rock Art Foundation. 

Native American Interpretation 

Site Visits  

I first conducted a reconnaissance trip to Arrow Canyon in 2004. During this site 

visit, a Southern Paiute cultural representative showed me the location of the Arrow 

Canyon Ghost Dance site along with special physiographic features that had come to his 

attention over the course of visiting the site for over fifteen years. I returned to conduct 

interviews and complete the mapping of this site on March 21-25, 2005, August 24-6, 

2005 and December 12-16, 2005. 
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Figure  5-46 Southern Paiute Elders Group Interview 
 

Arrow Canyon is situated approximately 10 miles from the Moapa Reservation. 

Although close, the topography is rough, and the site is accessible only by four-wheel 

drive. Interviews were set up so that Native American consultants could explore the 

regional landscape as well as the particular areas of the site where archaeological 

resources such as petroglyph panels, a medicinal clay source and mesa where the dance 

site is located. A general observation made by the consultants who visited Arrow Canyon 

was about the seclusion resulting from the rugged terrain, and the acoustics contributing 

to a a sense of the place as sacred.  

Cultural consultants felt that Arrow Canyon’s location would allow accessibility 

for Ghost Dancers in Moapa, along the Virgin River, and the Santa Clara River, within 

the Las Vegas community and those on Cottonwood Island on the Colorado River. Those 

who visited the Arrow Canyon and Table Mountain maintained that this is a sacred place 

that was used for ritual activities including the 1890s Ghost Dance.  
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Figure  5-47 Southern Paiute Elder 
 
Ethnic Group Use  

Native Americans avow strong territorial, historical and cultural relationships 

with Arrow Canyon. Cultural representatives remember this place being used for the 

performance of the Ghost Dance. When asked about the principal uses of this area, they 

answered that it would be used for (1) Ghost Dancing, (2) Doctoring, (3) Vision 

Questing, (4) Plant Gathering, (5) Region of Refuge, and (6) A place to seek spiritual 

knowledge or power. 

Cultural Transmission 

Cultural representatives indicated that this is a good place to bring their youth to 

teach them about the cultural history of Moapa and its resources, specific ceremonies and 

rites, and other traditional practices.They will continue to teach youth, family, relatives, 

and their own people about: (1) Ceremonies, (2) Vision Questing, (3) Historic Events, (4) 
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The location of sites and resources, and (5) What is at the site, its significance, and how 

to pay respects to this place. 

Physiographic Characteristics 

Mountains, Hills  

According to several cultural representatives and avocational archaeologist DH, 

Table Mountain, a mesa within the Arrow Canyon Range, is the location where the 1890s 

dance circle is situated (HS, MM). Another representative indicated that the dance was 

held in the canyon behind Table Mountain (Carroll 2005c). Associated mountains include 

Whistling Mountain, War Mountain, and Byron Mountain, where the shadow of an eagle 

is reported in the physiography of the mountain contours as being culturally significant 

(LM). Mountains are considered places of power that are often used for ritual purposes.  

If they were dancing up in the mountains, that’s where they pray anyway. 
Standing you give thanksgiving. Standing and reaching. “Kivanahp” is to pray to 
the mountain man. The old ones taught us to value anything with action: 
mountains, air, rain, the sun, rocks, and minerals. My Indian name, I-be-jonc 
means something flowing like sand and color (ES). 
 

Southern Paiutes identity formation processes are intimately integrated with the physical 

landscapes in which the Numic people have lived in for millennia. 

Being out there today where the silence is, you hear it, see it, feel it. All of the 
elements are there. You can feel whether it is a sacred place. You become part of 
it, even though you are an outsider, you become part of it. We are mountain 
people. That is where we need to pray and find ourselves. Cedar Mountain, Table 
Mountain, Spring Mountains, being with family, even being by yourself. Enjoying 
with nothing is good (MM). 

 
Medicinal Plants  

As a child, one elder recalls going with her family to Arrow Canyon to harvest 

mesquite beans (JK). Powell mentions the importance of mesquite beans among the 

Southern Paiute saying,  
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In the region inhabited by he most southern Pai Utes two species of leguminous 
plants are found in great abundance; the popular names of these plants are 
mesquite (botanical name [Prosppis juliflora glandulosa]) and mescrew 
(botanical name [Prosppis pubescens])…The pods and seeds are gathered and 
ground together in a flour and afterward used as mush or made into cakes” 
(Fowler and Fowler 1971:39).  

 
Many cultural representatives also talked about gathering squaw berries each year. In 

addition, there are gourds onsite that are used for fashioning rattles, and sagebrush that is 

burned in purification ceremonies. Among contemporary Paiutes, sweet grass is also used 

in purification rituals. The smells of plants also contribute to a place’s sacredness. The 

smells of sage, pine, and flowers such as lupins are plants that one elder said invoked a 

sense of a place’s sacredness and suitability for being used as a dance site. This sacred 

association is evidenced in her mother’s Indian name, Nuvasit, meaning Snow Flower 

(ES).Other plants are used for medicinal purposes, including curing cancer. 

We use the greasewood for healing; boil it, drink it to clear out the system. Also 
we used chaparral for cancer. You boil and drink it too (MM). 
 

Other types of plants were used for ritual purposes. In particular, peyote came into use 

among some of the Southern Paiutes in the Moapa Valley and surrounding districts. 

My grandfather, Charlie Chemehuevi was a Puhagant. He died in the 1930s or 
40s. He burned to death. He used peyote for medicine. It was used by the old 
Indians. The white lily, Datura, they used that too. They didn’t have a Native 
American Church (ES). 

 
Growing up we were trying not to be Indians. Grandma wanted us to be 
Mormons. Grandfather was prohibited from teaching us. He was part of the 
Native American Church and used peyote. Grandmother made him stop (MM). 

 
The vegetation and trees are important characteristics of each dance site area. ES, an 85 

year old Southern Paiute elder, recalls that when they used to go to Pyramid Lake for the 

Pine Nut festival. There were no trees on the reservation, so they would get them in the 

mountains and bring them down to the reservation and dance around them all night long. 
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They would dance around pine trees or cottonwood trees, depending on the preference of 

the tribal members (ES). 

Paint, Clay or Mineral Source  

Cultural representatives identified a white clay source used for medicinal 

purposes in War Shield Canyon. Knowledge of this clay was given to the current 

generation by their parents and grandparents. “I started coming out here twenty years 

ago. Each time I came out here the place taught me something. There is a special mineral 

that you can find in the canyon that will take a burn or boil away. The white clay in 

Arrow Canyon sucks up the poison” (CM, MM).  

 
Guardians and Power Animals 

A diverse range of animals inhabit this region including coyote, mountain sheep, 

mule deer, black tailed jack rabbits, desert cottontails, Gambel’s quail, doves, ringed-

neck and white-winged pheasants, road runners, wild mustangs, wild burros, bobcats, 

mountain lions, chipmunks, beavers, skunks, raccoons, gray fox, kit fox, muskrats, 

porcupine, deer mice, kangaroo rats, lizards, horned toads, desert tortoises, and bats 

(Ezzo 1996:19, Tours 1984:2). 

Numic people are taught that the activities of animals are potentially significant to 

individuals and communities. 

One time my friend was rounding up cattle. His hat fell off and he couldn’t find it. 
Finally he found the place where his hat had dropped. Sitting there was an eagle 
feather. It was a gift. In the past the medicine doctors knew the signs. Some of 
them still do. Clifford Jake used to know when we were coming for a healing. He 
always knew (LM). 
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Performance Characteristics 

According to cultural representatives, the two most important performance 

characteristics of Arrow Canyon are seclusion and the fact that this area was previously 

used as a ritual site by former generations of Numic people.  

Seclusion  

Arrow Canyon provides a high degree of seclusion from the closest historic 

settlements at a time when privacy was considered important. 

Distance from Cultural Resources  

Arrow Canyon is proximate to a number of cultural resources, including Moapa 

Reservation, Norm’s Mountain, Mt Charleston (MM) and the Salt Song Trail (BC, LE, 

VJ, CM).  

Line of Sight  

Having an overview of the landscape was important to some cultural 

representatives. The viewscape helps to allow people to orient themselves within the 

larger landscape. 

Ideally you see everything down there and know what was there. Like a 
viewscape. They know that I’m here. When you pray you get good feelings about 
a place (MM). 

 
Acoustics  

Several elders emphasized that the sound of an area contributes to a place’s 

sacredness (CM, MM, ES). Hearing birds talking and the wind blowing contributed to 

one elder’s sense that this was a good place for a Ghost Dance. The same elder shared 

that she attended the local Mormon Church growing up. The one thing that she liked 

about going was listening to the bell (MM). Another elder confirmed that the acoustic 
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properties of a place are important for selecting a place of worship. “There is a reason 

you hear things. Sometimes a place will tell you things” (LM). 

Previously Used Ritual Setting 

Several elders stated that returning to a site that had been previously used for 

ritual purposes increased a place’s perceived sanctity. One representative said that people 

regularly retuned to conduct dances in Moapa and Cedar (MM). Places known for 

powerful medicine would be desirable for dance performances (ES).  

Both Moapa and Upper Kanab Creek are places of power. The people who would 
lead the dances knew how to find these places and it was their responsibility to 
bring everyone together in such places. They would need to be with a strong 
medicine person who knew what they were doing (BC). 
 
Arrow Canyon was a place for ritual practices and hunting of big horn sheep. It is 
easier to pray in nature. Talk to the old people. They always took us to the 
ancestral lands. They wanted to let us see something. It is easier to pray where the 
ancestors are. That is what the Salt Song Project is about too. You get a feeling it 
is a special place. You want to give thanks. The place talks to you. You don’t 
have to go to a chapel to talk to the Creator (LM). 
 

At the same time, elders emphasized that you could pray wherever you were when you 

needed to pray.  

Often they were encouraged to make an offering of tobacco before going on a 
journey in order to make a safe passage (LM). 
 
There was a big gathering in Moapa in 1934; part of it was a Ghost Dance. They 
called it a big meeting of all Indian tribes. It was not a powwow. I knew of the 
Ghost Dance as a child. Then I heard about it explicitly in the 1970s when I was 
around the Nez Perce (BC).  

 
Cultural Inscription Practices 

 
Cultural representatives said that the stories and ritual practices associated with 

Arrow Canyon also imbue this place with cultural significance (see below).  
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Place Name  

Moapa is the name of the Southern Paiute tribe which occupied the region called 

Moapariats, which means Mosquito Creek People (Tours 1984:1).  

Animal Stories 

The act of storytelling and the stories themselves are intimately associated with 

the physical landforms where the old ones gathered the youth to pass along their 

knowledge. 

My uncle used to gather us together on a hill near Penguich Lake and tell us 
stories. They would hold gatherings there and foot races. One woman beat all the 
guys. That was my great grandmother (MM). 

 
Petroglyphs or Pictographs  

Some elders indicated that the petroglyphs in Arrow Canyon are very old and 

were there long before the Ghost Dance was conducted.  

I don’t know how they were created. Maybe the Indians didn’t make them. Maybe 
the little people did (OT). 
 
When the old ones need to know where to go they followed the instructions on the 
petroglyphs. They all understood what they meant. They would wait for the 
medicine man’s permission; what kind of energy; it had to be a universal 
understanding; you don’t do on a whim. A traditional person kept up the 
wellbeing of the band; they appeased sprits with tobacco or sage. It is a serious 
business and a big responsibility. Both Moapa and Kanab Creek are power spots; 
also Pahrump and Ash Meadows (BC). 

 
Trails  

Elders indicated that Arrow Canyon is connected to places of cultural significance 

through a network of trails. 

There are other trails connected to Arrow Canyon. One leads to the origin 
mountain of the Southern Paiutes, Charleston Peak in the Spring Mountains north 
of Las Vegas and another goes to Dry Lake (LM). 

 
They also mentioned that this Ghost Dance site is located on the Salt Song Trail:  
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This trail goes through the major landmarks of the Southern Paiute. Spirits don’t 
go voluntarily. They are taken by the Salt Song energy. A male singer takes you 
with him, following the energy and escorting the spiritual beings. It’s a mourning 
song, a midnight song. The trail goes through AZ, NV, UT, [and] CA then swings 
back this way. There are landmarks of the Salt Song. Birds are part of it, any bird 
that flocks together, enmeshed with it, they carry the songs. So do the ants of the 
land. West of Kingman is a place on the Salt Song trail of big red ants. Then the 
trail goes north through the pine trees. Then the spirits know it’s the Hualapais. 
That means they’re receiving Hualapai energy. The trail goes north to the Grand 
Canyon area. That’s the jumping off point to the afterlife. On the northern rim the 
S. Paiutes did Ghost Dances where they hold sings. There is a big power energy 
there. It is full of light, pure white. It hangs over the Grand Canyon. It’s a big 
white light with lightening bolts and sparkling. 3 elders saw it (BC). 
 

Historic Narratives  

Oral narratives have been used to explain the cultural importance of the Ghost 

Dance. Southern Paiute interpretations of this event are explored below. 

The purpose of the Ghost Dance was to create continuity with the past, to help 
ensure cultural survival (BC). 
 
The Ghost Dance started when Wovoka had his vision. We are at that point again. 
The Christian world preaches the coming of Christ again. The Ghost Dance is not 
quite like that again. It is to lift us spiritually to what we were before. We lived 
according to honor. We had no jail houses. There was no locking one another up. 
We were kept in line with stories... All in all we could live together (LE). 

 

 

Figure  5-48 Southern Paiute Participants 
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Personal Narratives 

Personal narratives reveal contemporary cultural connections to the petroglyphs in 

Arrow Canyon. 

I met a woman from Laughlin who told me this story. Her uncle was once 
traveling around in the cliffs and canyons around Moapa when he heard a pecking 
sound being made real fast. Why is there a woodpecker here? He asked himself. 
Then he turned the corner and saw a little guy making the petroglyph. My 
grandfather talked about the little people. He said they are the Creator’s helpers. 
Here in Owens Valley we say that the pictographs are made by spiritual leaders 
and the petroglyphs by the little people (LC). 

 
First Person Experience  

Over the course of this research several cultural representatives have shared 

visions they have experienced while in places culturally deemed as sacrosanct. Some of 

these visions relate experiences linking contemporary people with historic events 

associated with the Ghost Dance and the prophet of the 1890s movement, Wovoka. 

I came to Arrow Canyon at night with some friends. We were just out driving 
around and having a good time. Once we got to Table Mountain, I felt something. 
Things felt different. I could hear people singing. When I looked up on top of 
Table Mountain I could see the Ghost Dancers moving around in a circle. I had 
not been told anything about this place, but knew what it was about once I was 
here (PS). 
 
It was a good experience to come to Arrow Canyon. It cleared my mind. I know 
those Ghost Dances went on here before. I could hear a drum beating and I heard 
people talking in Indian. I tried to listen hard. It was so peaceful. I didn’t think 
about anything but that place. The animals were chasing each other and the lizard 
was running after something. It brought peace to me and it also made me 
mournful so I prayed. You hear things when you are in tune. That place is alive 
with spirits there. They communicate that to you. There is also a quietness of the 
canyon that is very special (MM). 
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Prophesy  

Southern Paiutes also commented upon the myriad ecological, social, political, 

and technological changes that characterize this time and the meanings attributed to these 

changes. 

The earth changes happening in 2005-6 are very frightening; It could happen here: 
Thousands homeless from New Orleans. There is more coming; definitely. He 
[the Creator] is the only one that knows what will happen. We better start looking 
up to him. He’s telling us something. If we ignore it, it’s our own fault. It’s all one 
big prophesy. It’s happening now. If we have no eyes, ears, noses, to see hear and 
smell it then we’ll miss it. People need to reach out to each other (ES). 
 
Prophesies: Some heard of as a child, or young girl. There is a great eagle that 
was here and about. I understand it to be true because of the Salt and Bird songs. 
The Eagle will show its face from time to time. I know it is important. . . Also 
Always knew that Jesus Christ existed. My grandfather has seen him (BC). 
 
Earthquakes prophesied by Wovoka are happening now. In addition, there will be 
more attacks on the US, mark my words (ES). 
 
The old people went through big changes. Now we are going through big changes 
too. They didn’t know if it was good or not. They had to deal with reservations, 
TB and boarding schools (ES).  
 
Earth changes are the rebellion of the earth; Earth fighting back; We haven’t been 
kind to it; Show its face in visions; Straighten up or get worse and worse; It can 
force us out; Wants us to be somewhere else; Earthquakes; People quite 
appreciating the land; CH says this; We need to live in harmony with the land 
(BC). 

 
Summary 
  
 The Southern Paiutes maintain strong cultural connections and memories of 

Arrow Canyon a historic ceremonial site used for Ghost Dances in the 1890s. Following 

a descriptive analysis of nine other Northern Paiute, Southern Paiute and Western 

Shoshone ceremonial sites, the common and variant components of each place will be 

discussed in greater detail.  
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6. Upper Kanab Creek 

You intuitively sense a place. Kanab Creek is such a place. It is a place you have 
to be at to really understand. It is amazing. The Creator gives Puha to you. Puha 

can be given through Mother Earth or spirits or dreams. Mother Earth gives 
Puha to people. When people dance, they connect to the earth, they connect with 
Puha. There is a feeling in this area. There is certain vegetation you have to get. 
The cliffs are so high up. It makes you feel humble. You can see the petroglyphs. 
They are really sacred, like Mayan temples. They are unique. You don’t see all of 

this in other places (IB). 
 

 
 

Figure  5-49 3-D Topographical Map of Upper Kanab Creek 
 

 
 

Figure  5-50 Aerial Map of Upper Kanab Creek 
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Figure  5-51 Landscape Overview of Upper Kanab Creek 
Location 

Kanab Creek, known as Kanav ‘uip or willow canyon, is a culturally important 

ecoscape within the Grand Canyon regional landscape (Bradley 1999:1, Stoffle 

1997:241). The Upper Kanab Creek Site is located in the upper portion of Kanab Creek 

in northern Arizona between Fredonia and the Kaibab Paiute Reservation, which forms 

part of the traditional territories of the Southern Paiute demarcated by Isabel Kelly in 

1934 (Kelly and Fowler 1986:368). Positioned at an elevation of 4,915,’ the Upper Kanab 

Creek site is part of a culturally recognized landscape that is “physically defined by 

steep-sided canyons and streams” (Stoffle 1997:241). This area 

contributed to the aboriginal adaptations of the Southern Paiute people and to 
their ethnic groups’ survival during the historic period” through a number of 
means including the provision of ceremonial grounds used for the performance of 
the 1890s Ghost Dance ibid. 

 
Features  

 Key archaeological features include of this site include: a rock shelter, a boulder 

incised with long parallel knife marks, two handprint petroglyphs, and pictograph panels 
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located on the east canyon wall face. The latter includes geometric designs, dancing 

figures, and an anthropomorphic form with a rabbitskin robe. A white paint source is 

located on the east face of the canyon wall immediately south of the pictograph panels, 

and more distantly, a rock shelter with petroglyphs identified by contemporary cultural 

representatives in association with space travel. The Upper Kanab Creek site has been 

positively identified as a ritual setting used by Southern Paiutes for the performance of 

the 1890s Ghost Dance (Stoffle 2000:11). 

Geography 

Kanab Creek is part of the Grand Canyon ecoscape, which is approximately 60 

miles long by 40 miles wide and covers portions of north-central Arizona as well as 

south-central Utah (Stoffle 1997:241). Comprised of towering sandstone cliffs and bold 

escarpments, this unique site is located in the Kanab Creek Basin (Fowler and Fowler 

1971:38). Kanab Canyon is a north-south trending canyon that runs from the Colorado 

River in the northern Arizona to the Pink Cliffs in southern Utah. The Kanab Creek Basin 

extends from the Kaibab Plateau in the south through the Paunsaugunt Plateau in the 

north. Kanab Creek empties into a number of major tributaries flowing east and west 

including Hack Canyon, Jumpup Canyon, Bull Rush Wash, and Snake Gulch. A series of 

dramatic cliffs running in an east-westerly direction also characterize the Kanab Creek 

Basin (Webb, Smith, and McCord 1991:2).The closest cliffs framing the northern 

exposure of the Upper Kanab Creek site are the dramatic red, white, and gray bluffs 

known as the Vermillion Cliffs that run east-west along the corridor of Northern Arizona 

that includes the Arizona Strip (Webb, Smith, and McCord 1991:2). Further north are the 

White and Pink Cliffs. 
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Historic Overview  

Explorers first entered Southern Paiute territory in the late eighteenth century. 

Through the exploits of Escalante and Dominquez in 1776 knowledge of the Paiute 

homelands in the Great Basin and upper portions of the Virgin River on the western 

Colorado Plateau was first recorded. Escalante’s party journeyed through Kanab toward 

the Paria River and The Crossing of the Fathers (Stoffle 2004:45). At the settlement east 

of the present town of Kanab, some Kaibab Southern Paiutes fed the explorers and also 

practiced traditional healing methods upon the ailing travelers, Don Bernardo Miera and 

Pacheco (Euler 1972:16).  

1829-1848 The people living in this region experienced a second wave of disruption 

through the legalization of Spanish trade along trails that traversed the aboriginal 

territories of the Southern Paiute. This phase of activity gained impetus through the 

travels of Antonio Armijo, begun in 1829. Armijo and his party crossed the Colorado 

River at the Crossing of the Fathers, took a westbound trail that crossed the Paria River, 

and continued west towards Kanab. On November 30, 1829 they met three Indians “at the 

water hole of the Payuches (Paiutes). No trouble ensued, and it was necessary to scale a 

canyon . . .” (Hafen and Hafen 1993:160). By December 1, 1829 they arrived at the lake 

of Las Milpitas (The Little Corn Patches) before working their way down a canyon 

(Hafen and Hafen 1993:160). Travel along the Old Spanish Trail, Armijo’s Route, and 

Escalante’s Route between 1829 and 1848 contributed to the degradation of the land, 

vegetation, and health of Southern Paiutes living in the Eastern Yanawant Territories 

(Stoffle 2004:48). 
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1848-1858 The next phase of encroachment extended from 1848-1858. Enactment of the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the arrival of the first Mormon settlers in the traditional 

lands of the Southern Paiutes typified this process. Permanent immigration as well as 

Gold Rush immigration ensured massive migrations through Salt Lake City. The 

confluence of a diseased population with a highly mobile population increased the 

probability of dispersing disease over vast territories within a short period of time (Stoffle 

2004:58). Twelve diseases (measles, cholera, malaria, tuberculosis, scarlet fever, 

whooping cough, typhoid, fever, intestinal parasites, mumps, and smallpox) assaulted 

Southern Paiute peoples from 1847 until 1856, accounting for the deaths of thousands 

(Stoffle, Jones, and Dobyns 1995). 

1860s-1870s Large-scale migrations of Mormons into Paiute territories escalated in the 

1860s. By 1864, Mormons were located in at least 4 ranching and farming communities: 

Short Creek, Pipe Springs, Moccasin and Kanab. Upon arriving to these places the new 

settlers “assume[ed] control over the best resources for their own uses” (McPherson 

1988:6, Stoffle 2004:61). They established their first settlement at the site of Kanab, 

where they intended to raise livestock and farm. As Kanab was already occupied by 

Southern Paiutes, competition over limited resources readily ensued. Raiding and warring 

with certain Navajos and Paiutes convinced the Mormons to abandon the settlement in 

Kanab in 1866 (Bradley 1999:66). However, in 1870 new settlers arrived from Salt Lake 

and competition over limited resources resumed (Stoffle 2004:63-4). 

1880s-1890s The Anglos’ efforts to establish control over both the Western and Eastern 

Yanawant Territories contributed to the progressive marginalization of Southern Paiutes 

into the least desired lands in the Eastern Yanawant Territories and Arizona Strip. 



 318

Between 1871 and 1881 the population of white settlers in the Arizona Territory 

reportedly quadrupled, growing from under 10,000 to 40,000 people (Hughes 1967:61). 

Consequently, many Southern Paiutes became dependent upon Anglo settlements where 

they might furnish menial labor or procure temporary supplies of food (Nevada 1976:95, 

Stoffle 2004:69). Many Southern Paiutes turned towards the Ghost Dance of the 1890s to 

lesson the diverse physical, spiritual, and social hardships that characterized this period. 

Much of what we know about the Ghost Dance among the Southern Paiutes derives from 

ethnographic and historic data of neighboring Ghost Dance participants, the Chemehuevi 

Paiutes and the Hualapai (Dobyns and Euler 1967, Laird 1976:44-45). 

According to ethnographic data collected by A.L. Kroeber’s students, The 

Yuman people of northern Arizona adopted the Ghost Dance from the Southern Paiutes 

of St. George [Utah] and St. Thomas (Nevada) in 1889 (Mekeel 1935:198, Mooney 

1896:814). They, in turn, learned it from the Northern Paiutes, the originators of this 

revitalization movement (Stoffle 2000:14). Ethnographic evidence indicates that the 

Paiute visitor Panamoit, from across the Colorado River, visited Jeff, a Yuman shaman at 

the Hualapai Ghost Dance ceremonial grounds at Duncan Ranch, known as Tanyaka or 

Grass Springs. Later, Jeff accompanied by “a party of prominent Walapai, including 

Jeff and several recognized chiefs, went to St. George and witnessed the dance” 

(Mekeel 1935:198). 

George Laird, a Chemehuevi who participated in the Hualapai dances, reported 

that at these gatherings, “‘someone’ would speak from above from the sky. All listened 

and many heard the voice” (Laird 1976:45). Through these communications, 

participants learned about where and how to conduct future ritual performances. One 
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Hualapai informant relayed, 

Once chief Serum and chief Kwasula wanted to visit the Paiute and see if this 
dance was true. They went in August. They took some men with them and 
traveled on horseback to Panyimsavolua on the other side of St. George. There 
they danced with the Paiute. They stayed with them for a month and came home 
(Mekeel 1935:199). 

The Hualapai and Paiute attended dances together.  

Kijinpuka, Jeff went to the Ghost Dance. Tamnada went. Oava’dima, my father 
Kua’da, Levi-levi, Serum, these four went as far as St. Thomas [on the Colorado 
River north of Las Vegas]. The dance was held at St. George. They went there 
the next night. Sticks were put around in a circle. People danced in a circle 
around a pole. The dance stopped the fourth morning. Jeff and Tamnada learned 
all their songs (Mekeel 1935:201). 

Thereafter, the Hualapai held dances at Grass Springs on the west rim of the Grand 

Canyon. This is a known site along the Salt Song trail, mentioned previously as a trail to 

the afterlife (Laird 1976: Salt Song Trail Map) (Mekeel 1935:Map 2). In addition to 

being culturally deemed a sacred place, Grass Spring’s  proximity to Southern Paiute 

settlements appears to have increased participation in these ritual events. The Hualapai 

anthropologist, Henry Dobyns, suggests that the “largest Hualapai ceremony may have 

been held at Grass Springs in order to facilitate Paiute attendance” (Stoffle 

2000:16).Given the large population of Hualapai living in Kingman, this entailed a 

pilgrimage requiring a seventy-five mile journey (Miner 1889). 

These Ghost Dances were co-sponsored by Southern Paiutes and Hualapai 

groups who willingly assumed many personal and economic risks in order to participate 

in rituals meant to balance the world and restore traditional ways that were disrupted by 

multiple waves of Spanish, Mexican, and Anglo encroachment.  
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Ethnographic Overview 

Kanab Creek is located on the Kaibab Plateau which the Numa call Kai-vwaw-i 

(Fowler and Fowler 1971:78). This is also the location of a Southern Paiute origin story, 

involving a burden basket that held the brothers and sisters that peopled the Great Basin 

and other areas. Powell writes,  

There were yet a few people left in the sack and Ta-vwots took it to the Kai-
vwaw-I (Kaibab Plateau) to the brink of Pa-ga We-wi-gunt (Grand Canon of the 
Colorado), and there took out the remainder where the nant [Agave utahensis] was 
abundant on cliffs, and herds of game wandered in the forests. These are the Pai-
Utes, the true Utes, the others have scattered over the world and live in many 
places” (Fowler and Fowler 1971:78). 

 
Sociopolitical Organization  

Powell and Ingalls identify Chuar’-um-peak as the Chief of the Southern Paiute in 

the Vicinity of Kanab in the 1870s. They estimate a total population of 131 members, 75 

men, 25 women and 17 children 10 years and under (Fowler and Fowler 1971:104) 

Typically, a small faction of elite leaders provided all of the Southern Paiute people in all 

of the districts with socio-religious, economic, and political leadership (Stoffle 2004:26). 

This was true at the time of the Ghost Dance, as well.  

Subsistence  

The Kaibab Paiute people irrigated gardens of maize, beans, and squash near 

permanent water sources. They also hunted and collected the fauna available in their 

ecologically diverse territory. They had gardens along the Colorado River at 2,300 feet. 

In addition, they roasted agave (yaant) along the upper edges of the canyon, hunted deer 

(Tuhi) in the mountains of the Kaibab Plateau at 9,000 feet, and gathered hundreds of 

acres of sunflowers (akump) and Indian rice grass (wa'iv) in the sandy foothills below the 

Vermillion Cliffs. They utilized all of the ecological zones within their territory (Stoffle 



 321

2004:36-7). The introduction of sheep and cattle at Kanab Creek in 1863 and 1870 

negatively impacted the natural vegetation. As the natural ground cover decreased, cattle 

were moved to more distant and higher elevations. This process caused further depletion 

of plant life throughout many areas integral to the livelihood of resident Southern Paiutes 

(Stoffle 2004:66). 

Habitation 

Much of what we know about the Southern Paiutes of this district derives from 

the ethnographic work of Isabel Kelly. In Kelly’s (1964) Southern Paiute Ethnography 

she provides detailed notes on Kanariuipi (Willow Canyon; Kanab Creek) that are 

deconstructed below. 

Springs in the vicinity of Kanab, East to Navajo Well (III: 25-34) 

General Informational Status of these sites: 

• Kinship: (Kelly 1964, Stewart 1942:239) 

• Cultural Landscape: (Kelly 1964, Sapir 1930:597, 629) 

• Ethnographic Interviews: (Kelly 1964) 

• Documents: (Stewart 1942:239) 

Specific Informational Status of these sites: 

Kinship 

Topographic maps for the region show there is both a Navajo Springs and a 

Navajo Well (34). The Navajo Well is located on the southern border of Grand Staircase-

Escalante National Monument, 1.5 miles west of the old bridge over the dry and deep 

precipice of White Sage Wash.  
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Both sites served as regions of occupation for particular Southern Paiute groups. 

Between 1937 and 1938 Steward (1942:239) consulted with a Southern Paiute woman 

name Sarah Williams. At the time of the interview Sarah lived at Navajo Well. Stewart 

interviewed Sarah for one hour at this site, and worked through an interpreter, Fred 

Bullets, whom Stewart found to be an excellent translator. 

Another Southern Paiute individual alternately called Kami onsoc (Tries to Strike 

Little Rabbits) and Kwicapa aku (Excrement on Thigh) owned and occupied Sawavac 

(Sagebrush Water, 25). Though Kami onsoc and his wife reportedly ‘stayed at Sawavac 

all the time they were known to join others from Kanariuipi (Willow Canyon\ Kanab 

Creek, 26) to hunt deer. A great number of people resided at Kanariuipi (Willow Canyon; 

Kanab Creek, 26). In Camp 1 Chief Miapi (Little) lived with his wife, Cantuya (Slashed 

Forehead) and one child. They had other children who had previously died from 

unspecified causes. The wife, Cantuya was a shaman. Chief Miapi, the shaman Cantuya, 

and four others who were not relatives of the couple lived at this camp. Kipi (Elbow), his 

wife, two boys, and the orphaned child of Kipi's older brother resided in the second 

camp. At a third camp Sagovonkuic (Blue Spot on Elbow) lived with his wife, one son, 

and two daughters. 

A Southern Paiute man called Mancavait, or ‘Waiving Hand’ owned the region 

comprising Johnson Creek (Canyon, 30), Na avac (Lone Spring, 31), Muiantic, the lake 

east of Johnson Creek (32), and Pagawipi (Cane Canyon, 33). Mancavait was married 

and had one daughter and two sons. In addition, the orphaned son of Mancavait's brother 

lived with Mancavait’s family. At a second camp Toicikaipi (Gray Squirrel) lived alone 

with his wife, and had no children. 
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Cultural Landscape 
 

The settlements ranging along Kanab Creek were used for both permanent and 

semi-permanent occupation. Kanab Creek remained of central importance because it 

served as the primary source of water. The residences along Kanab Creek are located on 

the later site of Kanab Village. There were many important settlements in this area with 

numerous occupants.  

Kami onsoc and his wife owned and occupied Sawavac (25) on a year-round basis. 
The owners of other settlements along Kanab Creek regularly shifted their residence 
at optimal times of the year. In the summer months, the people from Kanariuipi (26) 
would move their residence to Ciakwiavac (Oak [var.] Spring, 27), and return to 
Kanariuipi in the winter. While living at Ciakwiavac spring, they gathered Tasiu Root 
(Peteria Thompsonae Wats).  

They remained at Ciakwiavac through June when the seeds ripened, and returned to 
Kanariuipi where they harvested the seeds. Many people from settlements at springs 
(26, 30-34, 53, 56 & 57) also stayed at Oavac (28) and Tiavac (29), particularly when 
they traveled to the Paria Plateau to procure food. Additionally, they occupied 
settlements at Johnson Creek (30) for the duration of Mentzelia (Ku u) seed gathering. 
While at Johnson Creek they also gathered an unidentified root called Tsii, and in the 
summer they visited Alton to gather and harvest Cicaganti Seeds (Balsa Morrhiza 
Sagitata). 

In the fall they moved to cliffs above Three Lakes (Sapir 1930:597) Pa(i)- yu(u)gwi-ci, 

water sitting) for Pasi (Artemisia) seeds and pinenuts on top of Vermilion Cliffs). In 

addition, they sometimes hunted deer around Orderville during the fall and joined people 

from Ipa (Navajo Well) to hunt deer in the Kaibab Plateau. Before the snows they 

returned towards with some people returning to Na avac (31) or (26) Kanariuipi where 

they remained for the winter. 

Documents 
 

In “Cultural Element Distributions: XVIII Ute-Southern Paiute,” Stewart (1942) 

published an anthropological report in which he interviewed a 78-year-old consultant 
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from Navajo Springs, Utah. Stewart spoke with his consultant, Sarah Williams, through 

the expert interpreter Fred Bullets.  

Stewart also worked extensively with Mose, who was alternately known as Bishop: an 

eighty-year-old Paiute elder from Parianunts (Stewart 1942:239). Mose had previously 

consulted with Isabel Kelly, and served as one of her primary interpreters of Southern 

Paiute culture (Kelly 1964:13, Stoffle 2004:89-90). 

Ideology and ceremonialism 

The Southern Paiute have always had direct relationships with the Creator 

expressed through prayer, dreams, and both personal and shared ritual acts. Among the 

Southern Paiute the Round Dance (Nikkappi and Kipyappi) has always been fundamental. 

The Round Dance is also known as the harvest, pine nut, rabbit, or squaw dance (Kelly 

and Fowler 1986:384).The Mourning Ceremony known as the Cry is also a fundamental 

ritual performed when a person dies and their spirit needs to be guided to the afterlife.  

The Southern Paiute reportedly did not participate in the 1870s Ghost Dance 

however they were known to be active participants in the 1890s movement (Kelly and 

Fowler 1986:384). The following analysis explores how the physical landscape and 

performance characteristics of the Upper Kanab Creek site contribute to ceremonial site 

selection practices. 

Site Characteristics 

 In the table below are a series of physiographic and performance characteristics 

and inscription practices identified in association with the Upper Kanab Creek Ghost 

Dance Site. In the following section, each of these factors is examined in greater detail 
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Table  5-9 Upper Kanab Creek Site Characteristics  
Physiographic 

Characteristics 

 Performance 

Characteristics 

 Degrees of 

Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X  Seclusion High X Place Name X 

Low Elevation X Visibility Low X Animal Stories X 

Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 

Resources  

Low X Petroglyphs or 

Pictographs 

X 

Canyon X Line of Sight Low X Rock Alignments X 

Cave X Shelter Med X Trails X 

Large Boulders or Cliffs X Flat Dance Area High X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants X Previously Used 

Ritual Site 

High X Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 

Source 

X Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 

Drawings 

X 

Guardians X First Person 

Experience 

X 

Volcanism X 

 

Songs X 

      

Total Score 10 Total Score 7 Total Score 10 

Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 

 100%  87.5%  100% 

 
Physiographic Characteristics 

Mountains and Hills  

The Upper Kanab Creek site concentrates a number of distinctive physiographic 

characteristics that contribute to this site’s inimitable cultural significance. These 

comprise (1) proximity to Thunder Mountain north of the Kaibab reservation behind the 

historic settlements in Moccasin and Kaibab, (2) the Vermillion Cliffs, (3) Kaibab 

Mountain, and (4) Mt. Trumble  
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Elevation  

This site has a low elevation of 4,915,’which places it in the sagebrush zone of 

high valleys, low mountain slopes and alluvial flows (Lanner 1984:6). This elevation is 

within an ecological zone that increased accessibility to women and children.  

Water  

A primary source of water is provided through Kanab Creek along with several 

secondary sources including the Colorado River mentioned above (Stoffle 2000:17).  

Canyons  

This site is located in a large canyon with distinctive tributaries. In addition, 

Kanab Creek connects with the Grand Canyon, a place that is culturally central to the 

Southern Paiutes. This canyon location is important because canyons serve as conduits of 

Puha, the energy force that manifests in natural phenomena such as a channel of water 

moving through rockwalls.  

Caves  

A rock shelter inscribed with historic dates, including 1870, 1888, and 1910, is 

situated enroute to the pictograph panels along the upper reaches of Kanab Creek. 

According to local histories this cave is associated with a massacre that occurred in the 

late nineteenth century. In addition to functioning as shelters, caves are also considered 

places of power. According to Powell and Ingalls, caves often house spirits as well as 

humans. There is one cave located on Upper Kanab Creek associated with a small body 

of water called Cave Lake. “The pool lies partly in an overhanging alcove in the 

sandstone wall of the cliff” (Fowler and Fowler 1971:136)  
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Boulders and Cliffs  

There are large sandstone cliffs and boulder outcrops extending from Upper 

Kanab Creek in the north to the Grand Canyon in the south. Upon the east walls are white 

and red anthropomorphic and animal pictographs as well as triangular configurations. 

Enroute to the panels is a boulder that is covered with naturally occurring cupules.  

Plants  

Upper Kanab Creek supports culturally recognized plants including Indian Tea, 

Four Wing Salt Brush, Snakeweed, Tanzi Mustard, Indian Rice Grass, Princess Plume, 

Indian Spinach, Fremont’s Buckwheat, Squaw bush and Red Willow, after which the 

canyon is named. 

Paint, Clay, or Mineral Source  

There is an abundant white paint source located in the east canyon wall below the 

pictograph panels. “This pigment from the seam along the base of the sandstone cliff had 

the consistency of cornstarch and would have needed very little grinding to prepare it for 

making paint…This seam shows the scars of extensive quarrying” (Stoffle 2000:20). This 

paint was used to adorn the Ghost Dancers as well as to record as pictographs events 

experienced in altered states of consciousness. 

Guardians and Power Animals 

The Upper Kanab Creek environment is associated with animals depicted in the 

pictograph panels. These include a series of human figures painted from white paint, 

several headless human figures, a quadruped, with its feet pointing upwards and several 

other small animal figures (Stoffle 2000:18). 
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Volcanism 

Thunder Mountain, the rumbling mountain, is located directly north of the Kaibab 

Reservation. There is also a fault line that runs alongside the hill and splits around the 

town of Moccasin. As recently as 1993 or 1994 there was an earthquake registering 5.0 

on the Richter Scale. 

The Upper Kanab Creek Site thus has 10 of the 10 distinctive physiographic 

features hypothesized to contribute to a sites’ perceived strength and hence desirability as 

a ritual dance setting. Given the cultural understanding that energy is cumulative, the 

accretion of multiple unique landscape features would appear to elevate the perceived 

power of this area. 

Performance Characteristics 

Seclusion & Visibility 

Upper Kanab Creek provides a number of performance characteristics that would 

make this a desirable place to perform the Ghost Dance. First, this site offers a high level 

of seclusion; a decisive performance characteristic in site selection practices. In addition 

to being secluded from the historic towns of Kanab, Fredonia, and Moccasin, this site has 

a low level of visibility. From atop the Kaibab Plateau one cannot see the canyon in 

which Kanab Creek is situated until one is directly over the entrance to the canyon wash.  

Line of Sight 

From Upper Kanab Creek, one can see the Vermillion Cliffs to the north. By 

contrast the views to the south, east and west are obscured. Thus, while the south is 

important because that is where Kanab Creek links up to the Colorado River, it cannot be 

seen from this location.  
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Distance from other Cultural Resources  

Distance from other cultural resources is another performance characteristic 

hypothesized to influence ceremonial site selection. These include the villages along the 

Vermillion Cliffs, proximity to the Grand Canyon, and other locations on the Salt Song 

Trail. This site is also connected to places along Kanab Creek that terminate in the Grand 

Canyon. For example there is a rock shelter with a ceiling that is heavily inscribed with 

white, yellow, orange and red pictographs. This site has been previously identified by 

Numic representatives as a place used by Puhagants to engage in rituals of space travel.  

Shelter  

The settlements along Kanab Creek (see ethnographic section) may have served 

as support communities, as may have settlements along the Vermillion Cliffs including 

Pipe Spring, Moccasin and Five Mile. While Paiutes continued to live on the margins of 

these areas, they were dominated by Mormon interests from the 1850s forward. Moccasin 

is a Numic village that was later usurped by Mormon settlers because of its desirable 

water source and its use as a refuge for polygamists in the 1880s and 1890s. Pipe Spring, 

where the Kaibab Reservation was formally established in 1907, was also used as an 

outpost in the Arizona Strip.  

Flat Dance Area  

As a consequence of ongoing and severe erosion patterns, the dance floor of the 

Ghost Dance of the 1890s is no longer visible. Since the late 1880s, Kanab Creek has 

undergone extensive accretion and erosion that has been linked to land use practices 

including increased flooding ( see photoFowler and Fowler 1971:37, Webb, Smith, and 
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McCord 1991:3). Prior to this time, geological evidence shows that the dominant trend 

was the accumulation of sediment.  

Alluvial rivers previously observed to be aggrading suddenly entrenched in what 
seemed to be very unusual if not unnatural circumstances. Most observers of the 
erosion blamed poor land-use practices, especially overgrazing ibid.  
 

Based on the proximity of other site features it is possible to hypothesize about the actual 

location of the dance site.  

Acoustics  

No outstanding acoustical properties were noted at this site. 

Time  

Ghost Dances were held outdoors, at night, often on the full moon. For the Numa, 

night is a time of power. Power both attracts and repels (Douglas 1966). As children 

many elders were taught to be indoors when the sun set. At the same time that night and 

spiritual forces are sometimes avoided, such forces are also collectively embraced when 

ritual activities are performed.  

Inscription Practices 

Cultural inscription practices contributed to interpretations of ritual performances 

at the Upper Kanab Creek. As this is a ceremonial area that has been imbued with layers 

of cultural significance for centuries, there is an accretion of multivalent meanings 

recorded through place names, animal stories, pictographs and petroglyphs, trails, oral 

histories, written histories, and direct experience. Through the analysis of cultural 

inscription practices ranging from pre-contact times the present it is possible to trace 

some of the performance practices associated with this site.  
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Place Name  

As previously noted, Upper Kanab Creek is called Kanav ‘uip or Willow Canyon 

(Stoffle 1997:241). This is reputedly a place where people would come to gather plants 

for medicine, basket weaving, and ritual activities. 

Animal Representations 

Animal representations in stories and drawings further contribute to the cultural 

importance of this site. One animal that is represented is the mountain sheep. 

Traditionally, mountain sheep have been closely allied with ritual activities and such 

animals repeatedly are drawn and pecked into boulders and cliff faces in the Great Basin 

and Coso Range (Whitley 1994). 

Pictographs and Petroglyphs  

The cultural memories of the Numa also are retained in the numerous pictographs 

and petroglyphs. These include a unique set of hand prints set into a boulder in front of a 

rock shelter where the dates from the late nineteenth century are recorded in paint along 

the outer wall. Inside this same rock shelter is a large flat boulder with straight long 

incision marks that appear to represent remnants of someone sharpening of knives. 

Finally there are the multiple pictograph and petroglyph panels that line the east canyon 

wall. The panel associated with the Ghost Dance has a series of anthropomorphic figures 

that appear to be holding hands as would occur in the performance of a dance. One 

anthropomorphic figure wears a rabbit skin robe. Many headless figures of humans and 

animals are also present, indicating death or altered states of consciousness. Another 

figure has been described as a Numic deity. Based on the distance of the pictograph 
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panels from the canyon floor, it is probable that the canyon floor has been altered since 

the late nineteenth century.  

Trails  

As previously indicated, the cultural importance of this site is inscribed through 

trail systems, most notably through this sites’ position on the Salt Song Path (Carroll 

2005a, Laird 1976). Other trails lead from Upper Kanab Creek to the Colorado River and 

from the Colorado River to Havasupai and Hualapai Country. In addition, rock 

alignments in front of the rock shelter demarcate a trail that used to enter the shelter. 

Historic Narratives  

Social memories concentrate around the performance of the Ghost Dance along 

the Upper Kanab Creek (Stoffle 2000). According to many Numic elders interviewed in 

the 1970s, the Ghost Dance was performed at this location as well as in associated areas 

throughout the Southern Paiute territory (Stoffle 2000). More recent inscriptions of this 

site have been recorded through maps and writings. 

Songs  

The Numic people commemorated Kanab Creek through songs. John Wesley 

Powell records one such song about Kanab Canyon.  

The Rattlesnake [MS 831-b, c] 
 
U-yu’-gwa gi-ni’-va  Crawling along 
U-yu-gwa gi-ni-va  Crawling along 
Kana’-reu U-wing’-wa-ruk Through Kanab Canyon 
U-yu-gwa gi-ni’-va  Crawling along 
(Fowler and Fowler 1971:126). 
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Native American Interpretation 

In December of 2005 I completed a site visit to the Upper Kanab Creek locale and 

spoke with local Southern Paiute representatives from the Kaibab Band of Paiute Indians 

about their perceptions of the physical and cultural landscape of Upper Kanab Creek as 

well as their social memories of the 1890s Ghost Dance. The individual and collective 

ideas of participants were recorded in formal and informal interviews.  

 Upper Kanab Creek is an easily accessible site situated a short distance from the 

Kaibab Reservation. Interviews were set up so that Native American consultants could 

explore the regional landscape as well as the particular areas of the site where 

archaeological resources such as petroglyph panels, paint source and rock shelter are 

known to concentrate. A general observation made by the consultants who visited Upper 

Kanab Creek centered upon the seclusion of the area and low visibility which would keep 

the site hidden if necessary. Consultants felt that Upper Kanab Creek’s location would 

allow accessibility for Ghost Dancers above the Colorado River, as well as visiting 

groups from across the river. The concentration of multiple sites along the Upper Kanab 

Creek suggests the suitability of this site as a natural corridor connecting the Southern 

Paiute to the Colorado River. Those who visited the petroglyphs panels agreed that this 

was special place that was used for ritual activities.  

Ethnic Group Use  

Native Americans avow strong territorial, historical and cultural relationships to 

Upper Kanab Creek. Cultural representatives recalled villages and homes that were 

occupied by family members or people from the community. They remember this place 

being used for the performance of the Ghost Dance. When asked about the principal uses 
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of this area, they answered in descending frequency: (1) Ceremonial Area for Ghost 

Dancing, (2) Vision Questing, (3) Numic Residence, (4) Region of Refuge, (5) Place for 

seeking knowledge or energy, (6) Plant Gathering Area, (7) Corridor to Colorado River, 

and (8)Massacre Site. 

Cultural Transmission  

Cultural representatives averred that this is a good place to bring their youth to 

teach them about the cultural history of Kaibab and its resources, specific ceremonies and 

rites, and other traditional practices. They will continue to teach youth, family, relatives, 

and their own people about (1) Ceremonies, (2) Vision Questing, (3) Historic Events, (4) 

Cultural Places and Resources, and (5) What is at the site, its significance, and how to 

pay respects to this place. 

Physiographic Characteristics 

Below the elders discuss some of the natural features of the landscape and the 

ways in which they perceive these landforms contributing to the ritual landscape where 

the Ghost Dance was practiced. 

Mountains and Canyons  

Many of the cultural representatives expressed that canyons are places of power 

sought out by ritual specialists. 

The old ones went to the mountains and canyons for power. For example in Zion 
Canyon, people didn’t live there because they were afraid of the gods there. There 
is only one way in and one way out (GT). 
 

In addition to being considered spiritually powerful places, mountains and canyons 

provide seclusion and privacy.  

They would go deep into the canyon to get away from White people. It was a 
region of refuge (GH, EO)  
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Being an isolated area is an important characteristic of Kanab Creek Ghost Dance 
Ceremonial area (BD).  
 
Canyons are good places for dances. Muupuuts Canyon would be a good place for 
a dance (GS). 

 
Water  

The presence of water appeared to be one of the characteristics for selecting a 

ceremonial site. “Indians consider water as a gift” (LE).  

Plants  

Elders noted several plants of cultural significance in Upper Kanab Creek. 

“Coyote willows [found at this site] are red and straight. The willows are used for frames 

and cradle boards. They are used for burden baskets to pack in stuff” (EO and GH). They 

also reported that the Southern Paiutes planted corn along Kanab Creek. Notably, there 

are pictographs that appear to represent stalks of corn. One elder noted, “One of the ritual 

leader’s jobs was to feed and take care of the people and keep them informed” (IB); a 

place with rich vegetation, water, and shelter would contribute to this end. Trees also 

have medicinal properties. “Trees hold medicine: cedar, pine, etc. We gather them for 

dances” (BD). 

Paint Source  

According to local Southern Paiute consultants, they would adorn themselves 

with white paint before they danced. They also used red paint (ompi) acquired in the 

Grand Canyon. In addition, they traded ompi at Pipe Spring, where one elder remembers 

seeing a big ompi ball near an area where a chicken coop stands today. “Preparation for 

Ghost Dancing involves donning red and white paint for spiritual protection” (BD). 
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Guardians and Power Animals 

One elder explained that the presence of the mountain sheep, contribute to this 

site’s sacredness. “They are our food. We use them in ritual, and we celebrate them in the 

Mountain Sheep Dance. They mean al lot. It is really good to see them. It is good to see 

more than one” (IB). While visiting the places where the Ghost Dancers gathered at the 

turn of the nineteenth century, some elders commented about the recent return of certain 

animals such as the quail. “Another bird that looks almost like a crane or heron, came 

here again last year. I’ve also seen mountain sheep with long white hair too” (IB). 

According to some elders, many animals will appear that were gone in the end times, and 

many will be fat in preparation for a difficult future. Given the presence of such cultural 

indicators, it is important to consider ethnobotanical and faunal evidence in the 

interpretation of these nineteenth century sites. 

Volcanism  

The earth is considered to be a living entity. Therefore any changes in the 

topography of the earth are considered to be of great import. 

The mountains would move. When the mountains would move, they would move 
north. When the earth would shake the Paiutes would hang on to Cedar Trees for 
support. There were craters too. One hit by Flagstaff Mountain, Sunset Crater. They 
felt it all the way up here. They knew it was there. The earthquakes, they lived with 
them as a reality. It was not proper not to talk about it (BD). 
 

The Upper Kanab Creek Site thus has 9 of the 9 distinctive physiographic features 

hypothesized to contribute to a sites’ perceived strength and hence desirability as a ritual 

dance site. Given the cultural understanding that power is cumulative, the accretion of 

multiple unique landscape features would appear to elevate the perceived energy of this 

area. 
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Performance Characteristics 

Upper Kanab Creek also exhibits a number of performance characteristics that 

would make this a desirable place to perform the Ghost Dance. First, this site provides a 

high level of seclusion, which cultural representatives from every group interviewed 

unanimously indicated was a decisive performance characteristic in site selection 

practices (GS, GT, all)  

It’s a region of refuge here. They came to be out of sight. The Whites were afraid 
because the dancing was to get rid of them. They had to hide to dance. It was an 
uprising to get rid of the White Man and go back to the old life (GH and EO).  

 
According to one representative, Line of Sight and proximity to other mountains are not 

important characteristics of Upper Kanab Creek. She explained that if it were, they would 

just go to Bullrush or Buckskin Mt. where you can see the Vermillion Cliffs and other 

areas in all directions (AB). 

Distance from other Cultural Resources  

Cultural representatives and ethnographic accounts also confirm that the Upper 

Kanab Creek Ghost Dance Site is on the Salt Song Trail and close to culturally 

significant places along the Colorado River (VJ, LE, GH, EO, GS). Several 

representatives confirmed the latter connection by noting that the red paint source (ompi) 

for the Upper Kanab Creek site pictographs is located in the Grand Canyon (AB, CB). 

Additionally, a second site with multiple, colored petroglyphs near Colorado City on 

Highway 89 has been linked to the Upper Kanab Creek Ghost Dance site (IB). Upper 

Kanab Creek is also connected to the canyons known as the three fingers next to the 

Kaibab Reservation. Both share the zigzag patterned pictographs along the canyon walls 

(AB, CB). Given the need for support communities during times of community dances, it 
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is probable that the nearby settlements along the Vermillion cliffs were used in this 

capacity (BD).  

Flat Dance Area  

Another performance characteristic to note is the capacity of an area to provide a 

suitable dance area. Given that the Upper Kanab Creek wash provides protection from 

wind, it is probable that the dance circle was located inside the canyon rather than on the 

Kaibab Plateau above the site (IB, GH). IB also indicted that a campsite with protection 

from wind would be preferable over an open campsite. Further protection would be 

provided through willow sidings that were typically placed around the dance circle (MM, 

EO, GH). 

Previously Used Ritual Setting 

In the course of interviewing elders, several consultants mentioned desired 

performance characteristics. These include (1) a site with a good food source and (2) a 

Previously Used Ritual Site (IB). According to several representatives, returning to a 

place that has been used for ritual on a previous occasion increases the sacredness of the 

experience of the person visiting such a site. “If there was a sacred area, they would use 

that area.  In the 1890s, Numic people returned to Upper Kanab Creek to perform the 

Ghost Dance” (LE). Elders also say that finding a sacred site not previously known to 

them is powerful because they are in a sense being allowed to be in that place. “If you 

knew how and what had taken place there, it would contribute to the power of a place. In 

the old times knowledge was widely shared. Now they keep it to themselves. Few people 

do old ways today but some people still have the knowledge” (BD). 

Elders also mentioned the unique acoustical properties of Upper Kanab Creek.  
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A lot of people, even cowboys and ranchers hear things: laughing, talking and 
singing when they are out there. For Paiutes the main means of transcending the 
world as you see it is through the mind. In dreams they learn of other realities. 
Dream life is as important as waking life. People with gifts are able to share this 
with others (GT). 
 

Time 

Time matters. People did the Ghost Dance at night under the stars. The reason 
why the people in Schurz chose the full moon for the time of the Ghost Dance is 
because that is when the spirits are the strongest. They would do the Ghost Dance 
for five days. That was in Wovoka’s vision (BD). 

 
Inscription Practices 

The cultural representatives interviewed at Upper Kanab Creek shared numerous 

memories of this ritual site and its historic and cultural importance. They explained that 

through storytelling, they are able to orient themselves as individuals and as a society. 

Place names, Animal stories, Petroglyphs, Trails, Historic Narratives, Personal 

Narratives, Prophesies and Songs are among the avenues through which social memories 

and cultural identities are developed and maintained. Some of the stories the elders 

shared about this place follow. 

Place Names  

Local elders explain that Kanab refers specifically to the ganuv or red willow, and 

Kanab Creek is known as the place where the red willow grows (EO, GH). At the time of 

the Ghost Dance, willow was typically used for the creation of baskets and cradle boards. 

In addition, willow was reportedly used for making ritual staffs used by Puhagants for 

concentrating and moving life force energy (BC).  

Animal Representations 

Several elders indicate that mountain sheep are connected with this site. 

Traditionally, mountain sheep have been closely allied with ritual activities and such 
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animals repeatedly are drawn and pecked into boulders and cliff faces in the Great Basin 

and Coso Range. One informant explained, “There are petroglyphs of mountain sheep at 

Kanab Creek. The petroglyphs are there for a purpose…When I was a child my dad 

taught my brothers the Mountain Sheep songs. When the animal is upside down it 

reminds me something happens to the animal” (IB).Other cultural memories of Kanab 

Creek are retained through Salt Songs and Ghost Dance Songs (EO, GH). 

Pictographs and Petroglyphs  

Commenting on the height of the pictograph panels local representatives say, “It 

might not have been a deep canyon before, could have been flatter erosion over last 

century to now, floor higher than now” (IB).One elder observed that the human figures 

dancing in a circle are wearing capes or rabbit blankets. Based on this finding, she 

inferred that they did the Ghost Dance in the winter or fall when it was cold (EO, GH). 

Several elders suggested that the Ghost Dance would have occurred near the pictographs. 

The pictographs would have a positive effect on the dancers. They would pray to be 

strong enough to go through it (GS). According to one elder, a series of triangle 

pictographs found on the canyon wall are burden baskets (EO, GH). 

Trails  

As previously indicated, the cultural importance of this site is inscribed through 

trail systems, most notably through this sites’ position on the Salt Song Path. Other trails 

lead from Upper Kanab Creek to the Colorado River and from the Colorado River to 

Havasupai Country (GT). People would come from many neighboring communities to do 

the Ghost Dance including Cedar City, Shivwits, Kaibab and occasionally Moapa ibid.  
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Oral Histories  

Social memories tend to concentrate on two especially poignant events that 

occurred at Upper Kanab Creek. First, several representatives indicated that a massacre 

occurred near the site of the rock shelter near the head of the canyon. According to one 

account a mother and little boy were traveling across Kanab Creek to the Colorado River 

where they planned to pick Yucca, which was a favored food at that time. The little boy 

and grandmother went traveling in a bunch and made camp there at the cave. That night 

the little boy had a bad dream. He dreamed people were dying and squirming around on 

the ground. He awoke and told his grandmother what he had seen. They left and 

immediately began hearing the sounds of soldiers. Soon the place was ambushed and 

many of the Indians in their party were killed by the soldiers (GS). 

Historic Narratives  

A second event is the performance of the Ghost Dance along the Upper Kanab 

Creek (EO, GH). According to many Numic elders, the Ghost Dance was performed at 

this location as well as in associated areas throughout the Southern Paiute territory during 

the late nineteenth century (BC, LE). Other Ghost Dances were carried out in Cedar City, 

Moapa, Sham, Shivwits, St. George and Mocassin too (AR). 

Social Memories  

The Ghost Dance is remembered in a number of ways. Among some it is viewed 

as a balancing ceremony in a time of disruption.  

The Ghost Dance is as a healing ceremony for the people (AB, CB). 

The Ghost Dance led us back spiritually to what we were before. We lived according 
to honor. There were no jail houses; no locking one another up. People were kept in 
line with stories. We were taught the way of the old people: The Law. If you didn’t 
live that way, then you were outcast. All in all, we could live together. Once the 
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Indian Law was threatened in the 1800s, the Indian population was in complete 
turmoil. There was sickness. People were massacred. It looked like everything was 
going to hell. At that time the Indian men all came together into a cave and meditated. 
They stayed there two weeks and asked the spirits to show the way. During that time 
visions were brought to different tribes. The vision by this man [Wovoka] came when 
the time was right. He introduced the Ghost Dance to lift them spiritually and give 
them immortal life (LE).  
 

To others the Ghost Dance is remembered as a method of resistance: “It was a war dance 

against Whites and Indians from other areas. It went on for quite a while” (AR). More 

recent memories are from the 1970s when ethnographic research on this site was first 

conducted (AB, CB). Today Numic people also express concern over misrepresentations 

in dominant historic accounts. “Wovoka used to be just a name. Now it’s not just a name. 

It’s the same with the Ghost Dance. It happened. It was here. He did the whole thing. It 

also happened here. Not just at Wounded Knee. Wovoka had good Puha. My dad had his 

own Puha too. He received information in many ways, visions, dreams. He knew people 

were coming before they arrived (IB).  

My son got mad when he read about the Ghost Dance. It was the movement of a 
man who may have had good intentions but it was inevitable that white people 
were going to dominate. Today the Ghost Dance is coming back. It’s hard to say 
why. One way to read it is that Paiutes and other Indian people are out of control. 
Who else to blame but whites? Rid the world of whites to rebalance the world. 
There are many earth changes happening today. We are mistreating the earth and 
the earth is adjusting in a way it is needed to maintain its own life. This is the 
Creator’s way of taking care of the earth due to people’s treatment of the earth. It 
may be part of the evolution of the earth. Maybe we’ll become extinct. We’ll be 
the dinosaurs (GS). 

 
Several Numic residents view the Ghost Dance as a part of contemporary practices as 

well as historic events. As children, some of the Numic elders participated in Ghost 

Dances. “They did the Ghost Dance for quite a while. We did it as kids. The singers were 

not always the same. We would do a circle dance. The kids and the old one participated. 

We would dance until the sun was shining; until daybreak. It was done by the church in 
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Moccasin near the old rock houses. The circle dance is about the same. It is a shuffle step. 

There was no preparation, maybe in old days there was. Everyone danced in circle. Both 

men and women participated (AR). 

Cultural representatives also indicate specific elders with memories of the Ghost 

Dance.  

Bill talked about Upper Kanab Creek as the Ghost Dance area (EO, GH). 
 
Mabel mentioned the Ghost Dances that people had here at Kanab Creek. She 
used to talk about Jack Wilson too. She was blind when we knew her. We’d pick 
plants and ask what it was. She’d smell it and tell us what the plant was by the 
smell alone (BD). 
 
My uncle, Theodore Drye used to have peyote meetings. When I was growing up 
I went with grandma to the meetings until I was a teenager. Just his family 
participated in the Peyote meetings. His wife was a Ute lady and her brothers 
came to the meetings too. Big blockage in that era against alcohol and peyote. 
They criticized him a lot. Probably they knew a lot about the Ghost Dance (BD). 
 
A while back the Hualapai talked of bringing the Ghost dance back. They wanted 
to learn how we used to do it. They came across [the Colorado River] to learn the 
Ghost Dance a long time ago and then took it back across (BD). 
 
My great grandmother may have done the Ghost Dance. It is like the circle dance, 
and originated from that. Times change and it’s used for something else. She did 
not talk about its purpose. Long time ago. It was about rebalancing. Today the 
Ghost Dance has a different meaning. The majority of the people don’t 
understand it now. It was mostly done in Nevada (GS). 
 

Spiritual significance is attributed to Ghost Dances. Whereas Round Dances sometimes 

have a social function, the primary purpose of the Ghost Dance was to effect change in 

the earth as well as in the ritual participants.  

The Ghost Dance was like the circle dance, but was it was done for more spiritual 
reasons. Later on, the dance was used in more recreational ways. A lot has to do 
with the songs. The songs changed too. It is like praying to the gods to keep the 
earth safe; it is like prayer but with songs. The Ghost Dance had leaders that 
would sing. The rest would follow. They would always to go to the left in a circle, 
in a clockwise direction. At that time there were older people that used to pray 
about the weather, saying Grandfather, this is where we need the rain. The older 
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people did it. Nobody talked about it. People looked on. That’s how they learned 
(GS). 

 
Today the Ghost Dance is coupled with twenty-first century prophesy. Several 

elders indicated that there are geographic features associated with Kanab Creek, the 

Ghost Dance, and Numic prophesy. The first prophesy concerns a mountain called 

Thunder Mountain, located on the northern boundary of the Kaibab Reservation in a 

mountain range next to the Vermillion Cliffs, called Uń-kar-Mu-kwà-ni-kunt. The 

mountain occasionally rumbles and some, but not all, people in the community can hear 

it. According to prophesy, when the mountain starts to rumble and shake violently, then 

all of the people from Kanab need to leave the area immediately. In one version, they are 

directed to go to a place southeast of the reservation called Bull Rush (?) or Buckskin 

Mountain. In the visions of another tribal member, the Kaibab Paiutes are supposed to 

flee to Toyak, Colorado, where they will join up with Ute relatives. In these cataclysmic 

dreams, the world is broken apart and many, particularly White people, fall into the 

bowels of the earth while others, often Indian people, manage to continue ascending a 

protected path of stepping stones up a mountain.  

Some elders link the Ghost Dance of the 1890s with political, ecological, social, 

and spiritual events transpiring today. A collective sense of impending danger is 

expressed in the conversations of many contemporary Southern Paiutes. Some of the 

elders recall that as children their parents always talked about end times in which they 

would once more need to live off of the land. Elders would teach their children how to 

get out of a room and safety issues were always paramount.  

Make sure family is safe first. Parents always talked about being prepared for the 
end of the world. 
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Today they are bringing back the Ghost Dance. They probably feel a big empty 
spot in history. The Paiute tradition needs to be revived because what has 
happened then. They see what is happening. It is happening now. For the ones 
that believe, things can happen. These ceremonies can affect earth changes. 
Grandma told us there would be hard times. She said you are going to suffer. We 
were going to suffer. She’s knew what’s going to happen. Grandma stayed blind, 
so she could see it better. She had to be more aware by listening (BD).  
 
The Ghost Dance participants of the 1890s knew what would happen today. 
People made prayers. Some things don’t happen over night. It may take years to 
have prayers answered. The first lesson is patience. You may be an old man or 
woman before an answer comes. Today lots of people are coming together to 
dance. It is about sharing Puha. Elders taught us to have an open heart to 
everything. If intend is good, things are good. Everything comes together easily. 
Good intentions help it to happen (BD). 

 
When asked why the Ghost Dance is coming back today, one of the descendents of Chief 

Chaurumpeak who was interviewed by Powell in the 1870s says,  

They are trying to bring something back that was spiritually lost and to see the 
effect on their personal lives. They don’t understand some of the old stuff. No one 
really knows. We weren’t nosey. We have experienced a lot of language loss, but 
that may be a different issue. There are a lot of changes happening in the natural 
world that are causing disruptions. The weather is changing. The water is 
changing. The groundwater is contaminated and undrinkable (GS). 
 
One hundred years ago the people foresaw what would happen: The arrival of 
Europeans, planes, trains, nuclear bombs. The Hopi said that white dust would fall 
from the sky. Today the government is paying money to cancer survivors that are 
down winders from the NTS [Nevada Test Site]. Indians used to have no cancer at 
all. There are strict categories for claims of down winders. It started showing up 
in the 1960s, 20 years after the testing started. Everything we do affects changes 
in the atmosphere. We are messing with Mother Nature (GT). 

 
The Southern Paiute elders indicate that their visions reveal a world of imbalance. In one 

vision, an elder is asked by the White Buffalo to help heal a wounded Eagle. The elders 

explain that these visions are warning signs of the many earth changes. We must change 

or the coming earth changes will be even more severe (VJ). In response to the many 

changes occurring in the world today, there is talk among the Southern Paiute of reviving 

the Ghost Dance.  
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Conclusions 

 The Numic-speaking people maintained strong cultural connections and memories 

of the previously discussed Type I ritual settings. Each of these places had unique 

physiographic and performance characteristics as well as layers of cultural inscription 

practices that accumulated over extended periods of use predating the 1890s Ghost 

Dance. By contrast, the following places are Type II ritual settings that appear to have 

first been used during the late nineteenth century. The hypothesis that such places were 

selected as alternative ritual sites is examined below. 

7. Wilson’s Ranch 

Location  

 One of the places where people reportedly converged for the performance of the 

1890s Ghost Dance is the corral located on the Wilson Ranch where Wovoka worked for 

the Wilson family for a number of years (Dangberg 1968:26; Hittman 1990:91). 

 

Figure  5-52 3D Topographic Map of Yerington and Schurz 
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The Wilson Ranch is located in western Nevada on the southern end of Mason Valley, 

south of Nordyke, a small farming community with an estimated population of 873 

people (Falling Rain Genomics 1996-2004).  

 

Figure  5-53 Aerial Wilson Ranch and Missouri Flat 
 

 

Figure  5-54 Landscape of Wilson Ranch Dance Site 
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Features 

The principal archaeological features of this site include the dance corral, the 

Wilson house, and the Cold Room where Wovoka reportedly had a room on the second 

story. There are a number of manos and matates on site, but the provenience of these 

items does not appear to be local. 

 

Figure  5-55 Wilson Ranch Dance Corral 
Geography  
  
 Two elements dominate the landscape in which Wilson Ranch is located: 

mountains and water. The Wilson Ranch is bound on the west side by a series of large 

mountains. From north to south, ranging from Nordyke to the Wilson Ranch, these 

include Black Mountain with an elevation of 6,490’, Black Peak with an elevation of 

6,074’ and Mt. Wilson at 6,778’ (DeLorme 1996:43). The west branch of the Walker 

River runs directly through the Wilson Ranch property and the east branch of the same 

forks off around Nordyke. Approximately 1 ½ miles south of Mt. Wilson and the Wilson 

Ranch is Wilson Canyon which opens ups into the Missouri Flat. From Wilson Canyon a 

small side road going southeast connects Wilson Canyon with The Pine Grove Hills, the 

location where the Wilson family mined gold until 1902 (Ellis 1973). 



 349

 

Figure  5-56 Wilson Canyon and West Branch of the Walker River 
 

Historic Overview 
  
 In April of 1860 a battle was held between Northern Paiutes and local miners on 

the shores of Pyramid Lake (Angel 1881:149-165). James Mooney provides a succinct 

account of this event.  

Some miners having seized and forcibly detained a couple of Indian women their 
husbands raised a party and rescued them, without, however, inflicting any 
punishment on the guilty ones. This was considered an “Indian Outrage” and a 
strong body of miners collected and marched toward Pyramid lake to wipe out the 
Indian camp. The Paiute, armed almost entirely with bow and arrows, surprised 
them in a narrow pass …with the result that the whites were defeated and fled in 
disorder, leaving nearly fifty dead in the field (Mooney (1896)1973:771). 

 
Three years after the Paiute War raged on the shores of Pyramid Lake, David and Abigail 

Wilson settled on a ranch in Mason Valley and soon thereafter met the Northern Paiute 

family whose son Wovoka would one day lead the pan-Indian revitalization movement 

known today as the 1890s Ghost Dance (Ellis 1973, Mooney (1896)1973:771). 

In the words of Mrs. Genevieve Chapin, the daughter of Mr. David Wilson,  

On the first of September 1863, my father, David Wilson and my uncle, William 
Wilson, purchased squatters rights of the Wheeler family to approximately 4,000 
acres for the sum of $2000, Mr. Wilson wrote. “Pap” Wheeler and his seven sons 
had squatted on unsurveyed land under the Utah law in 1860. The land they chose 
was on the west fork of the Walker River, in the extreme southern end of Mason 
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Valley…After they bought the ranch and settled, William Wilson became 
interested in prospecting in the mountains (REG 1954:7)  

  
Since Wovoka was born around 1856, he was only seven-years-old when the Wilson 

family moved to Mason Valley. Soon thereafter, he became well-acquainted with the 

family. Genevieve Wilson Chapin reports, 

Some of Jack’s people worked for him (David Wilson) and they always brought 
all the children to be fed as food was scarce. Jack began playing with Billy (J.W.) 
and Joe (J.I)…There were no other playmates…their play consisted in climbing 
trees, hunting bird’s nests, fishing and swimming in the river (Dangberg, 
1968:26). 
 

 From 1864-1874, the Central Pacific Railroad Lines were completed, Wodziwob 

prepared the Paiutes for the dead who would return to them on a train from the east, and 

the 1870s Ghost Dance faded away (DuBois 1939:4, Hittman 1973a). Towards the tail 

end of this decade, Wovoka began to assume a greater role of leadership among his 

people (Dangberg 1968:26-27). It wasn’t until around 1887, however, that Wovoka’s life 

changed drastically. This is when Wovoka reportedly contracted scarlet fever and went 

into a coma for several days (Mooney (1896)1973:773; Dangberg 1968: 27). By 1886 

Wovoka began to publicly share his visions (Mooney (1896)1973:765, 771) and on 

January 1, 1889, during a total solar eclipse, Jack Wilson reputedly experienced his grand 

revelation. 

On this occasion “the sun died” was eclipsed, and he fell asleep in the daytime 
and was taken up to the other world. Here he saw God, with all the people that 
had died long ago engaged in their oldtime sports and occupations, all happy and 
forever young. It was a pleasant land and full of game. After showing him all, 
God told him he must go back and tell his people they must be good and love one 
another, have no quarreling, and living in peace wit the whites; that they must 
work and not lie or steal that they must put away all the old practices that savored 
of war; that if they faithfully obeyed his instructions they would at last be reunited 
with their friends in this other world, where there would be no more death or 
sickness or old age. He was then given the dance which he was commanded to 
bring back to his people (Mooney (1896)1973:771-772). 
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From the mid 1880s forward, Wovoka’s message spread rapidly. Both local people and 

those traveling great distances came to meet the Prophet, learn about his vision, 

participate in dances and evaluate the merit of this ritual movement. “M. Wilson” 

recalled in the Dangberg Notes the reputed emergence of the Ghost Dances in Mason 

Valley. 

Messiahship- Big Dance- Indians from V. City, Bodie, Walker Lake- held in this 
S[outhern] end of Valley. On Wilson ranch. Biannual dances. All Indians lived in 
this end of Valley. Each Fall and Spring dances. Had a dance. Jack conceived idea 
of being prophet. Old fellows gathered in a circle and smoked a pipe. Talk a little. 
Meanwhile others merry-making. Jack gave a big talk to whole trip [sic]. 
Proclaimed himself. Addressed whole trip [sic] Unusual proceedings. Prophesied 
some things which came true. This is a spring dance (Hittman and Lynch 
1990:91). 
 

 
 

Figure  5-57 Wilson Ranch Home 
 
Other dances were held on the north end of Mason Valley. James Mooney described the 

dance ground he saw while visiting Wovoka in January of 1892.  

I saw…the place cleared for the dance ground- the same spot where the large 
delegation from Oklahoma had attended the dance the preceding summer-at the 
upper end of Mason valley. A large circular space had been cleared of sagebrush 
and leveled over, and around the circumference were the remains of the low round 
structures of willow branch which had sheltered those in attendance. At one side, 
within the circle, as a larger structure of branches, where the messiah gave 
audience to the delegates from distant tribes, and according to their statements, 
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showed them the glories of the spirit world through the medium of hypnotic 
trances (Mooney (1896)1973:802-3). 

 
Ethnographic Overview  

 How a ritual event involving over 30 distinct ethnic groups and 60,000 adherents 

mushroomed from its modest beginnings on the Walker Lake Reservation and Mason and 

Smith Valleys is difficult to fathom. The following brief ethnographic synopsis provides 

a context within which the rich and variegated events of Wovoka’s life and the Ghost 

Dance movement unfolded. 

Sociopolitical Organization  

 Among the Northern Paiute the headman (poinabi) and the family (nanodika) 

were the principal units of social and political organization prior to encroachment 

(Fowler and Liljeblad 1986:446, 450). With the settlement of Paiute lands by 

Euroamerican ranchers, farmers and miners, the political and social fabric of Numu 

society was progressively altered. During the spring and summer many Paiutes worked 

on the ranches, yet still engaged in more traditional economies during the fall and winter 

(Mooney (1896)1973:765).  

 With the adoption of mixed economies, power and authority began to shift away 

from traditional leaders towards the newly arrived Euro-Americans. While many Paiute 

families did attach themselves to ranches throughout Mason and Smith Valleys, they still 

recognized the traditional authority of certain Paiute leaders. Dangerg (1968:5) indicates 

that when Wovoka was born around 1854 (Mooney (1896)1973:764), his father, Tavibo 

or Numataivo was a petty chief or headman and dreamer among the Northern Paiute of 

Mason Valley. He in turn was a follower of Wodziwob, (Fish Lake Joe), leader of the 

1870s Ghost Dance (Hittman 1973a), who reportedly died in 1872 (DuBois 1939:4). 
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Subsistence  

 The traditional economies of the Great Basin groups have been characterized by 

Catherine Fowler (1986:65) and Margaret Wheat (1967). Staple foods of the Northern 

Paiute included a rich diet of pine nuts supplemented by diverse seeds, bulbs and berries, 

as well as fish, deer, antelope, mountain sheep and smaller mammals (Wheat 1967:6-8). 

Some of the primary plant foods of the Northern Paiute are listed below. 

Bigseed Lomatium root, Yampa root, Big sagebrush, Hairy balsamroot, Hootker 
balsamroot, Arrowlead balsamroot, Chaetadelpha wheeleri, Thistle, Glypptopleur 
marginata, Sunflower seeds, prairie sunflower seeds, Wooly wyethia seeds, Tansy 
mustard, Tumble Mustard, Prickly Pear stems and buds, S. racemosa ssp. Pubens 
var. melanocarpa fruits, Elderberry fruits, Atriplex argentea seeds, Lamb’s 
quarters seeds, seepweed seeds, Chufa flat sedge bulb, Tule bulrush seeds and 
roots, Alkali bulrush seeds , Russet buffalo berries, Canyon live oak fruit, 
Hydrophyllaceau waterleaf ssp., A. anceps bulbs, A. parvum leaves, Nevada 
onion, Tolmie onion, Sego lily bulbs, Big blazing star seeds, Broomrape, 
Ponderosa pine leaves, Wheatgrass, Bentgrass, Great Basin wild rye, Northern 
manna grass, Galleta grass, Barley, Mat muhly, Indian ricegrass, Nevada Blue 
Grass, Curly Dock, Spring beauty bulbs, Serviceberries, California Wildrose, 
Prickly Currant, and Cattails (Fowler 1986:69-79). 
 
After the arrival of Euroamerican settlers in Mason Valley, many Paiutes were 

compelled to move away from traditional economies and to adopt mixed economies in 

their stead. Hittman (1973a:252) reports that many of the food supplies were killed off by 

local ranchers.  

Ranchers grazed herds of cattle upon wild grasses which constituted another 
important food resource. Farmers in Smith and Mason Valley poisoned Paiute 
foods such as gophers and rabbits as ‘pests’ because the animals interfered with 
alfalfa cultivation (Lyon County 1893).  
 
Such practices revealed layers of conflict unsuspected by James Mooney who 

writes, “They spend the autumn and winter in hunting, fishing, and gathering seeds and 

pinon nuts, working at fair wages on ranches through spring and summer” (Mooney 

(1896)1973:765).  
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Mrs. Genevieve Chapin, the daughter of Mr. Wilson, recalls several Paiutes 

attaching themselves to the Wilson Ranch in the 1860s as ranch hands and domestics. It 

is reputedly one of these helpers who discovered gold in the Pine Grove Hills. 

There were three Paiutes Indians that came to the [Wilson] ranch often, begging 
food. They were called, “Hog-or-die-Jim,” and his wife, “Hog-or-die-Mary,” who 
did washing, and their son, “Bummer Charlie,” who never did anything 
useful…Hog-or-die Jim liked to chop wood for a meal. One day, having no need 
for wood chopping, my father, David Wilson, showed Jim a piece of rock with a 
chunk of gold in it, and asked him if he knew where there was more like it. By 
sign language, Hog-or-die Jim showed him where there was some more rock like 
it, about 3 ½ miles southeast of Mt. Etna. Understanding him David Wilson told 
my uncle William, who following the directions given by the Indian in sign 
language, looked until he discovered a rich gold deposit in the canyon, 
approximately 18 miles from the home ranch. They named the claim Pine Grove, 
for the many pine trees which grew around the mine. This was in June 1866 (REG 
1954:7)  

 
Habitation  

 At the time of the 1890s Ghost Dance many Paiutes lived in traditional domiciles. 

Winter houses alternately known as kani and nobi were domed-shaped structures 

constructed of willow frames covered with tule or grass (Fowler and Liljeblad 1986:443). 

When James Mooney went to Mason Valley, he stayed for a week in such a dwelling 

with Wovoka’s Uncle Charlie, “surrounded always by a crowd of interested Paiute, 

discussion the old stories and games, singing Paiute songs and sampling the seed mush 

and roasted piñon nuts” (Mooney (1896)1973:768). After securing Uncle Charlies’ trust, 

Mooney was allowed to go and visit the Messiah in his own wikiup. He describes the 

domicile and experience accordingly, 

On entering through the low doorway we found ourselves in a circular lodge 
made of bundles of tule rushes lad over a framework of poles, after the fashion of 
the thatched roofs of Europe, and very similar to the grass lodges of the Wichita. 
The lodge was only about 10 feet in diameter and about 8 feet in height, with 
sloping sides, and was almost entirely open above, like a cone with the top cut off, 
as in this part of the country rain or snow is of rare occurrence. As already 
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remarked, the deep snow at the time was something unusual. In the center, built 
directly on the ground, was a blazing fire of sagebrush, upon which fresh stalks 
were thrown from time to time, sending up a shower of sparks into the open air. It 
was by this means that we had been guided to the camp. Sitting or lying around 
the fire were half a dozen Paiute, including the messiah and his family, consisting 
of his young wife, a boy about 4 years of age, of whom he seemed very fond, and 
an infant surrounded always by a crowd of interested Paiute, discussion the old 
stories and games, singing Paiute songs and sampling the seed mush and roasted 
piñon nuts (Mooney (1896)1973:770). 

 
Had Mooney remained until the summer, he would have witnessed the seasonal move 

into shade structures, called haba, discussed in the Schurz site description (Fowler and 

Liljeblad 1986:443). He did, however, in passing, see one of the windbreak structures 

that were also commonly used by the Northern Paiute during the summer months. He 

writes, “Soon after leaving the settlement we passed the dance ground with the brush 

shelters still standing” (Mooney (1896)1973:768). 

Ideology and Ceremonialism  

 The Northern Paiutes of Mason Valley practiced a belief system similar to those 

previously described (Fowler and Liljeblad 1986:451). Park (1934) identifies several 

major classes of doctoring among the Northern Paiute: the generalist, the specialist, 

weather shamans, and antelope doctors. Whereas the generalist does “typical doctoring” 

the specialist is “especially good in curing certain things. “Jack Wilson was an excellent 

doctor for gunshot wounds. Those with the power from rattlesnakes could cure people 

who had been bitten by snakes better than other shamans” (Park 1934). The strongest 

doctors demonstrated a quality of invulnerability and “were thought to be immune against 

bullets or arrows” (Park 1934:109). Thus, one of the 1870s Ghost Dance prophets, Frank 

Spenser, reputedly sought to demonstrate his invulnerability to being fired upon with a 

loaded gun. Later, Jack Wilson would give similar demonstrations of his great puha. The 
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strongest shamans were also reputedly clairvoyant. In the pre-Contact period great 

Paviotso shamans reportedly prophesied the coming of the white man (Park 1934:109-

110). 

 “The shamanistic-curing complex,” identified in previous sections, (Hittman 

1973a:248) underscored the 1890s Ghost Dance as well as the 1870s movement. The 

traditional Numic foundations of these rituals were revealed in the course of Cora 

DuBois’ 1939 fieldwork. When DuBois (1939) arrived to do fieldwork 10 days after the 

death of Wovoka, she was told by adherents and detractors alike that, 

his [Wovoka’s] doctrine was neither new nor unique, but that it was simply one 
expression of a recurring native pattern. The impression was gotten that in almost 
every generation shamans arose who preached the imminent return of the dead 
and in addition were capable of performing miracles, among which weather 
control was a favorite (DuBois 1939:3).  

 
Site Characteristics 

Physiographic Characteristics 
  
The Wilson Ranch concentrates a number of distinctive physiographic characteristics that 

contribute to this site’s inimitable cultural significance. The Wilson’s Ranch dance 

grounds are situated towards the south end of a 30-mile-long sage prairie valley that sits 

in the rain shadow of the Sierra Mountains (McNally 2000:130). Also within close 

proximity to Wilson Ranch are several prominent mountains that played a direct role in 

cultural inscription practices (DeLorme 1996:43). In addition to the presence of a 

“miracle mountain,” this valley is near vision questing caves, anthropomorphic rocks, and 

paint sources. Finally, the east branch of the Walker River is near the dance grounds. This 

river provided a place for ritual cleansing as well as water for daily use for people 

camping out. 



 357

Table  5-10 Wilson Ranch Site Characteristics 
Physiographic 

Characteristics 

 Performance 

Characteristics 

 Degrees of 

Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion Low 0 Place Name X 

Low Elevation X Visibility High 0 Animal Stories X 

Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 

Resources  

Low X Petroglyphs or 

Pictographs 

0 

Canyon 0 Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments 0 

Cave 0 Shelter High X Trails X 

Large Boulders or Cliffs 0 Flat Dance 

area 

High X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants 0 Previously 

Used Ritual 

Site 

Low 0 Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 

Source 

0 Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 

Photographs 

X 

Guardians X   First Person 

Experience 

X 

Volcanism X   Songs 0 

      

Total Score 5 Total Score 4 Total Score 7 

Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 

 50%  50%  70% 

 

Mountains, Hills  

The great vision underscoring the 1890s Ghost Dance happened in the mountains, 

where spiritual power is believed to concentrate. The year was 1886. Jack went to cut 

some woods in the mountains. The best descriptions of what happened next are given by 

Josephus, a Paiute informant from 1890. 
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About three years ago Jack Wilson took his family and went into the mountains to 
cut wood for Mr. Dave Wilson. One day while at work he heard a great noise 
which appeared to be above him on the mountain. He laid down his ax and started 
to go in the direction of the noise, when he fell down dead, and God came and 
took him to heaven (Mooney 1896:772). 
 

Within the immediate vicinity of Wilson Ranch are three mountains, Black Mountain, 

Black Peak, and Mt. Wilson. The latter has the highest elevation being 288 feet higher 

than Black Mountain and 704 feet higher than Black Peak. Mount Wilson also is the 

closest mountain to the Wilson Ranch, and has the distinction of being remembered in 

oral traditions and later, ethnographic texts, as a place of power (DeLorme 1996:43, 

Hittman and Lynch 1990:335). Michael Hittman records the social memories of Hazel 

Quinn (b.1899) of a mountain having cultural significance in this vicinity.  

He talked to the people when they gathered to dance…There was one big 
mountain where he gathered his people. They gathered below to hear him talk of 
the coming vision of a horse that was to appear on top of the mountain. There 
were thousands, maybe two thousand people, to hear Jack Wilson talk, and show 
his power, and listen to the stories that were coming to pass. He wanted to show 
the people because some people didn’t believe his miracles. 

 
He said in five days a horse will appear on the mountain top. And sure enough a 
beautiful white horse appeared on top of the mountain. The horse was so 
beautiful, it was the color of snow. My mother told me this. She saw it happen. It 
was before my time… 
 
Now that horse finally departed back onto his journey. He was going along slow, 
trotting along part of the time, and his hooves looked like they weren’t even 
touching the ground. My mother said this. It was a beautiful sight, she said. The 
horse went up the mountain and he disappeared. My mother said there was no lie 
about this. This was Jack Wilson’s power (Hittman and Lynch 1990:335-336). 

 
In addition to being places of power, areas for vision quests, and sites for public 

demonstrations of puha, the mountains and hills in Mason Valley and Pine Grove served 

as a region of refuge. Dangberg (1957:284) reports that one of the Wilson brothers, J.I. 

Wilson, sought permission from the government to take Wovoka to the World’s Fair in 
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Chicago. “One month before the two men were to depart, Jack went into the hills and 

remained in hiding for 8 weeks, or until all thought of the journey had been abandoned.” 

Jack knew Mason Valley intimately, and used this knowledge to keep himself from being 

a spectacle at the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago. 

Elevation  

The Wilson’s Ranch is located at an elevation of 4,527 feet, just slightly higher 

than Nordyke, which is 4,445’ (Falling Rain Genomics 1996-2004). The elevation of the 

Wilson Ranch area made this site highly accessible to people of all physical conditions. 

By contrast, the high elevation mountains to the west are the places associated with puha 

that were used primarily by ritual specialists. 

Water Source  

The two branches of the Walker River are close to the Wilson Ranch, with the 

west Fork flowing into Wilson Canyon in the south, and the east fork branching off near 

Nordyke towards the north (DeLorme 1996:43). The presence of water would be a 

valuable resource to dancers. Cora DuBois’ informants, Gilbert Natzchez and Jackson 

Overton of Pyramid Lake, reported that people always bathed after dancing. In 

discounting the actions of two former 1870s Ghost Dance prophets, Weneyuga and 

Wodzibwob, they said, 

There wasn’t anything new or special about the way Weneyuga and Wodziwob 
had the people paint themselves or wash themselves when they were through 
dancing. Indians always wash themselves when they get through dancing (DuBois 
1939:4).  

 
Mooney confirms that ritual bathing was always done in association with the Ghost 

Dance. He writes, 
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The Paiutes always dance five nights, or perhaps more properly four nights and 
the morning of the fifth day, as enjoined by the messiah on the visiting delegates, 
ending the performance with a general shaking and waving of the blankets, as 
among the prairie tribes, after which all go down and bathe in the nearest stream. 
The shaking of the blankets dispels all evil influences and drives sickness and 
disease away from the dancers (Mooney (1896)1973:803). 

 
Canyon  

Wilson Canyon is located approximately a mile and a half south of the Wilson 

Ranch property. This canyon concentrates several unique physiographic features such as 

a constricted canyon with high walls, through which the west branch of the Walker River 

flows before looping back towards the northwest (DeLorme 1996:51). For the Numic 

people the clustering of landforms believed to concentrate power magnifies the overall 

power attributed to place. Equally dramatic in this canyon is a large anthropomorphic 

figure of an Indian’s head in profile on the west side of the canyon wall (see Native 

American Interpretation). 

Cave  

 There are no caves within the immediate vicinity of the Wilson Ranch. There are, 

however, caves located a couple of miles to the south in Wilson Canyon. In addition there 

are caves located in the Wabuska Hills, which are located approximately 22 miles north 

of the Wilson Ranch (DeLorme 1996:43).  

Large Boulders or Cliffs  

Large boulders and cliffs are not a defining characteristic of the ceremonial 

grounds at the Wilson Ranch. However, within Wilson Canyon to the south, these are 

both primary landforms. 
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Medicinal Plants  

The Wilson Ranch and the surrounding ranches and farms have been under 

cultivation for at least 100 years. Consequently, the native vegetation that existed at the 

close of the nineteenth century is difficult to surmise. It is probable that Wilson Canyon 

and the Pine Grove Mountains in the Toiyabe National Forest to the south would be the 

optimum places for gathering ethnobotanical resources that could have been used in 

conjunction with ritual activities at the Wilson Ranch. The disruption of native food 

sources was one of the many stresses introduced by Euroamericans in the middle to late 

nineteenth century (Crum 1994:21). 

Paint, Clay or Mineral Source  

Wovoka reportedly obtained white pigment (ebe) from a source in the Wabuska 

Hills, north of Yerington (Hittman and Lynch 1990:186). Andy Vidovich relayed that 

Wovoka would “chew it [white paint] up, but he didn’t eat it. And while he was doctoring 

his patients he would use that for his purification. He’d blow on his patients…He’d put it 

over the sick, over the part where the sickness was” (in Hittman and Lynch 1990:186). 

White paint has been identified in association with other Ghost Dance sites including 

Upper Kanab Creek (Stoffle 2000:20), Grass Springs (Dobyns and Euler 1967:5), and 

Arrow Canyon (Carroll 2005c). 

Red paint was used as well. After meeting Wovoka’s uncle, Charley Sheep, and 

getting to know him over the course of a week, Mooney broached the subject of the 

Ghost Dance. “I then told Charley that, as I had taken part in the dance, I was anxious to 

see the messiah and get from him some medicine paint to bring back to his friends among 
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the eastern tribes” (Mooney (1896)1973). Dyer indicates that red paint was among the 

items frequently requested by Ghost Dancers.  

They were almost invariably post-marked Darlington, Oklahoma and written by 
one, Grant Left-Hand who appeared to function as a scribe for most of the Indian 
Nation. Most letters asked for something of Jack’s in the way of a ‘gift;’magpie 
feathers, red ochre paint, clothing that he had worn (Dyer nd:11) 

 
Guardians and Power Animals 

Paiutes received spiritual guidance from a number of sources including dreams, 

inheritance, and going to places of power “When animals such as eagle, owl, deer, 

antelope, bear, mountain sheep, or snake, comes to a person a number of times in a 

dream, he knows he is to become a shaman” (Park 1934:99). Guidance assumed other 

forms as well. Physical landforms and dynamic forces of nature, such as the wind- can 

communicate messages to people. WG, who was interviewed by anthropologist Margaret 

Wheat for the Ed Dyer Story, reported that a mountain came to her son to keep him safe.  

MW: Do they ever use red paint? 
 
WG: Use two (kinds), red and white main ones. Some use yellow. Is good too. 
One man, he alive yet, went to first war, was a doctor. Rub all over with yellow, 
bullet can’t kill, man never get killed, all friends get kill. Man cry ‘cause he feel 
bad ‘cause all friends get kill. Man cry ‘cause he feel bad ‘cause all friends get 
killed. When my boys go to war he (JG) took all boys over there (Job’s Peak) talk 
to mountain, say you gonna help my boy, so bullet can’t hurt my boy. That night 
he come back he dream. I guess that mountain told him to put white paint on fact, 
on top of head, all over. In the morning all of ‘em do that. Do that five days every 
morning. They say when bullet come, gonna miss you everytime If he bullet come 
fast gonna go over dead. If he come fast gonna go over head, if come slow gonna 
drop in front. White paint best, red one too (Wheat 1957:2). 
 

Volcanism  

The dynamic qualities of the landscape represented by Mt. Wilson to the west of 

the dance ground corral also contributed to ritual performances of the Ghost Dance. This 

volcanic mountain sits in a flat prairie bound on the west side by Black Mountain, Black 
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Peak, and Mt. Wilson (DeLorme 1996:43). Moving in widening circles from the site 

there is evidence of volcanism in the Sierra Mountains. Mooney’s graphic description is a 

reminder of the once dynamic plate tectonics.  

Some thirty miles in length, [it is] walled in by the giant Sierras, their sides torn 
and gashed by volcanic convulsions and dark with gloomy forests of pine, their 
towering summits white with everlasting snows (Mooney (1896)1973:765). 

 
Summary 

This site has 8 out of the 10 physiographic characteristics posited to be culturally 

desirable for a Numic Ghost Dance Site. These include mountains used for gatherings 

and vision questing activities, a low elevation, a narrow constricted canyon with a river 

running through it, vision questing caves to the immediate south, a paint source, power 

animals or spirits, and volcanism. Notably absent are large boulders and cliffs until one 

enters Wilson Canyon and native vegetation. 

Performance Characteristics 

Seclusion  

By contrast to the previously discussed performance features, only a limited level 

of seclusion is available at Wilson Ranch. The presence of the Wilson family and 

neighboring Euroamerican ranchers would negate the possibility of true seclusion. From 

ethnohistoric records it is clear that the Wilson family was supportive of Wovoka and his 

role as the leader of the 1890s Ghost Dance, and in all likelihood, acted according to 

Wovoka’s wishes in relation to the selection or maintenance of Ghost Dance ceremonial 

grounds. Next, ethnohistoric accounts indicate that Wovoka’s activities did seem to elude 

some of the people who might have endeavored to interfere with his activities. The Indian 

agent at Walker River Reservation, CC Warner, reported on October 12, 1891, that he 
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had never met Wovoka or seen a picture of him and had absolutely no knowledge of any 

Ghost Dancing activities (Mooney (1896)1973:767). 

Visibility  

On a similar note, Wilson Ranch is near a main road, and within full site of traffic 

along this route. Consequently, this site offers little protection in the way of being 

invisible to others. 

Distance from Cultural Resources  

Cultural representatives and ethnographic accounts confirm that multiple cultural 

resources are connected to the Wilson Ranch. One example is a wickiup that has 

alternatively been described as Wovoka’s home or a root cellar (personal communication, 

Gunard Solberg, 2006). One of their daughters, Beth Wilson, recalls that “In 1902 the 

[Pine Grove] mine was sold and we all moved back to Mason Valley to a home called 

Nordyke. Jack and his family, including his father and mother, also moved back and 

made their camp not far away in the field below the Wilson home (Ellis 1973). This 

wickiup appears to be referenced in the following passage. 

This five acre site is located just east of the ranch house in Nordyke , 7 miles from 
Yerington…In this area in 1890 was a Paiute known as Jack Wilson…The 10’ x 
6’ wood and mud semi-subterranean hut in which Wovoka lived is still standing 
although some of the roof mud has collapsed. The Nevada State Museum has an 
exhibit case containing some of Jack Wilson’s clothing and a photograph of his 
hut made by Lowie in the early twentieth century. It is the same hut. It is located 
on what is locally known as the Mac Wilson Place or Ranch [Schumacher, 1963:1 
#2611].  

 
Other notable cultural resources in the vicinity of Wilson Ranch include: (1) Wilson 

Canyon to the south, (2) Anthropomorphic face in Wilson Canyon, (3) Pine Grove Hills: 

location of another Ghost Dance site, (4) Wabuska Hills: the place where Wovoka got his 
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power, (5) Wabuska Hills: White Paint Source, and (6) Black Point Mountain and Mt 

Wilson: Story of Wovoka flying on a horse from one mountain top to the other. 

Line of Sight  

This site is within the direct line-of-site of Wilson Mountain, Black Peak and 

Black Mountain (DeLorme 1996).  

Flat Dance Area  

One of the Oglala Sioux Ghost Dancers, George Sword, relayed his experiences 

of Ghost Dancing to James Mooney ((1896)1973:831-83) saying, 

The persons in the ghost dancing are all joined hands. A man stands and then a 
woman, so in that way forming a very large circle. They dance around in the 
circle in a continuous time until some of them become so tired and overtired that 
they become crazy and finally drop as though dead, with foams in mouth all wet 
by perspiration. 

 
Acoustics  

I recorded no unique acoustics at this site. However, in interviews, I was told that 

some visitors are of the opinion that there are singular acoustical properties on Mount 

Wilson, directly to the west of the Wilson Ranch and the dance corral. 

Cultural Inscription Practices 

In addition to behavioral and physiographic characteristics, this site has associated 

stories that contribute to the site’s perceived value. The following research considers how 

inscription practices may facilitate interpretations of ritual performances at the Wilson’s 

Ranch site.  

Place Name  

Grace Dangberg reports that in 1863 the Wilson Ranch was known as Missouri 

Flat. She writes, 
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David Wilson and his wife settled in the southern end of Mason Valley; their 
home was subsequently called Missouri Flat. The family of Wovoka, soon to be 
named Jack Wilson, lived in a wikiup on the Wilson Ranch (Dangberg 1968:26). 
 

At an unspecified time thereafter, Wilson Ranch acquired a new name, “The 

Cottonwood” (personal communication, DJ, ranch owner, 2006). Today the ranch is 

called Wilson Ranch. As the property is currently being sold, it is possible that a new 

name will be forthcoming in the near future. 

Animal Stories  

There are stories of a white stallion that Wovoka Rode from the top of the 

Wabuska hills where he got his power to Wilsons Canyon (Hittman and Lynch 

1990:333).  

Petroglyphs or Pictographs  

No petroglyphs or pictographs have been identified at Wilson Ranch. The closest 

petroglyphs are located in Wilson Canyon to the south of these grounds. 

Rock Alignments  

I observed no rock alignments at this Ghost dance site. 

Trails  

No trails have been positively identified in this area. However, given the high 

population of Northern Paiutes along the west branch of Walker River, it is probable that 

there are many trail systems linking Pine Grove, Smith Valley, Nordyke, Yerington, and 

the Walker Lake settlements. 
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Historic Narratives  

Social memories of the activities at Wilson Ranch have been passed down 

through oral histories of which the current owner of Wilson Ranch, DJ, has been one of 

the primary recipients up to this time. Recollections of the Ghost Dance at Wilson’s 

Ranch also are given by Larry Lamkin and Warren Lewis, two Euroamericans who lived 

in the nearby town of Yerington. Lamkin shared his stories of the Ghost Dance with the 

current owner of the Wilson Ranch, Darlene Julian.  

He recalled many stories. He could remember when Indians came all over and 
danced in the corral at the Wilson Ranch. Warren Lewis said the same thing. He 
talked about the dances as well as the adoption of Wovoka by the Wilson Family. 
He lived here in Yerington. Now both of them are dead.I am told they used to 
hold large dances at the Wilson Ranch in the corral during when Wovoka was 
alive. Helen Belcher and Larry Bilder, who are both gone now, said that the 
Indians came from all over to dance (DJ). 

 
Michael Hittman also notes several historic newspaper references to Ghost Dancing in 

Mason Valley. He reports, “Quite a number of Idaho Indians- Bannocks and Shoshones 

are in the valley and will enter the [Jack Wilson Dance] scheduled for Sunday” (in 

Hittman and Lynch 1990:90).  

First Person Experience  

People’s attachments to the Wilson Ranch are exemplified in the high number of 

people that visit this site from all over the United States every year. The current owner of 

the ranch, DJ, indicates that people have been making the pilgrimage to this dance site for 

at least the last 20 years. Over the last twenty years, growing numbers of people have 

journeyed to Wilson’s Ranch in order to conduct ceremonies or pay tribute to 1890s 

Ghost Dance leader, Wovoka.  

Complete strangers would come to tell us about Wovoka or conduct Indian 
dances. One time they sat around the table for dinner and coffee and some of the 
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guests played their flutes and drums. I wish I still had that tape. The pilgrims 
represent a diverse cultural lot. For the last 15 years Indians have come from all 
over. Bernice Barlow [author of Sacred Sites of the West] and Willie Two Feather 
and Joe Windwalker regularly make the pilgrimage here to do ceremonies. Many 
Indians come to the ranch. It is very spiritual. They bring buffalo heads and horns 
and abalone shells. They are big shells. One Indian scared me. He went into the 
closets to scare the ghosts away. He smudged the place (DJ). 
 

Although this site has been transformed into a pilgrimage site, opinion remains divided 

about whether parts of the ranch were in fact used as ceremonial dance grounds during 

the late nineteenth century. For some people, the ranch is the place where Wovoka 

worked for the Wilson family, for others, the grounds of this site are considered sacred 

because of the alleged dances that occurred in Wovoka’s day. 

Native American Interpretation 

Site Visits and Interviews were conducted in October 2005. 
 
Interviews 

In October of 2005 I completed a site visit to the Wilson Ranch and spoke with 

local Northern Paiute representatives from the Yerington reservation about their 

perceptions of the physical and cultural landscape of Wilson’s Ranch as well as their 

social memories of the 1890s Ghost Dance. The individual and collective ideas of 

participants were recorded in formal and informal interviews.  

Wilson Ranch is an easily accessible site that is situated a short distance from the 

town of Yerington and the Yerington Paiute Tribal Reservation. Interviews were set up so 

that Native American consultants could explore the regional landscape as well as the 

Wilson Ranch where the 1890s Ghost Dance is reputed to have taken place. Since this is 

farming country, a cultural landscape approach entailed driving around Mason Valley, 

Wilson Canyon and Missouri Flat as well as doing survey and interviews on site at 
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Wilson Ranch. A general observation made by the consultants who visited Wilson Ranch 

was that it was close to the Walker River, Mt. Wilson, and Wilson Canyon- All sites 

viewed as being culturally important to Northern Paiutes. The concentration of multiple 

sites along the west fork of Walker River suggests the suitability of this site as a 

gathering place connecting the people of Smith and Mason Valleys as well as those living 

in the vicinities of Yerington and Walker Lake. 

Ethnic Group Use History  

Northern Paiute consultants of western Nevada acknowledge strong territorial, 

historical, and cultural relationships with Mason Valley, Wilson Ranch and Wilson 

Canyon. Elders are able to remember stories of Wovoka, Wilson Ranch, Wilson Canyon, 

and Smith Valley. Social memories of Wilson’s Ranch as a Ghost Dance site are 

maintained in the oral traditions of some Northern Paiute people. Whereas some elders 

affirm that Ghost Dancing was done at Wilson’s Ranch, some cultural representatives are 

skeptical about this place as an actual dance site because it was a ranch owned by a 

Euroamerican family at the time of the 1890s Ghost Dance. When asked how and why 

this site was used, they shared the following answers: (1) people came to visit the 

Northern Paiute Prophet, Wovoka, (2) to participate in Ghost Dances, (3) to seek 

knowledge or power through songs, (4) to seek knowledge or power at Mt. Wilson, (5) to 

communicate with other Indian people, (6) and to pay respects and leaving offerings at 

the dance corral. 

Cultural Transmission 

Cultural representatives stated that this is a good place to bring their youth to 

teach them about the cultural history of Mason Valley and its resources, specific 
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ceremonies and rites, and other traditional practices. They will continue to teach youth, 

family, relatives, and their own people about: (1) Ceremonies, (2) Vision Questing, (3) 

Historic Events, (5) Cultural places and resources, (6) Communication with other Indian 

people, and (7) What is at the site, its significance, and how to pay respects to this place. 

Physiographic Characteristics 

Mountains, Hills  

The elders noted that mountains have unique characteristics that ritual specialists 

can engage for the purpose of receiving guidance. Due to these properties, Northern 

Paiutes were accustomed to doing vision quests in the mountains and hills and leaving 

votive offerings in places within the mountains deemed spiritually powerful. There are 

several mountains in proximity to Wilson Ranch that were mentioned as areas for vision 

questing, communal gatherings, leaving offerings, and experiencing “miraculous events.” 

The old ones always chose powerful places to dance. They would go to the 
mountains to get a vision and the vision tells them where to dance (RM and HD). 
 
Up in the hills there is a big rock with beads and rags in it. They are medicine. 
Grandpa knew all of the mountains in this area. He knew all of the names of the 
mountains around Sweetwater (IV). 

 
Elevation  

The Wilson Ranch has a low altitude of 4,527 feet. Elders indicated that the 

Wilson Ranch was in proximity to many of the old Northern Paiute settlements along the 

Walker River. 

Water Source  

All of the Northern Paiutes who shared their ideas about Wilson Ranch indicated 

that the presence of the Walker River increased its value as a possible place to conduct 
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Ghost Dances. So important is water to the Northern Paiutes that they have a ritual 

specialists dedicated to controlling the weather (Park 1934). 

Calling the rain: Mother and Hazel could change the weather. They would talk to 
it. Sometimes they would throw rocks. Go over there to Pine Grove. Schurz needs 
good water. Guys called them witches (IV). 

 
Canyon  

 Wilson Canyon is considered part of the Ghost Dance cultural landscape of 

Mason Valley. Stories of Wovoka are closely associated with the natural landforms of 

this canyon. Elders report that Wovoka visited Wilson Canyon for purposes of accessing 

his ritual powers. 

Wovoka landed at a high peak in Wilson’s Canyon at a place where his power and 
medicine is (IV). 

 
Next, several Northern Paiute representatives showed me an anthropomorphic figure of 

an Indian’s profile on the cliff wall on the west side of Wilson Canyon just south of 

Wilson Ranch. Some people associate this face with Jack Wilson and the Ghost Dance. 

They say that this face watches over the canyon. Another elder from Owens Valley, 

California, inquired about the figure. He said that there is another Indian face on the 

rocks in Owens Valley that faces east as well. 

Cave  

There is reportedly a cave in Wilson Canyon where Pahiotso (Big Foot) lives. He 

is one of two kinds of giants that the people of Yerington and Schurz tell stories about.  

Pahiotso lives near a giant grinding stone. There are petroglyphs back there and 
tiny bones from the children consumed by Big Foot. To get children to go to bed 
early parents would tell their children this story (MB).  

 
Other caves within Mason Valley and associated areas also were traditionally used by the 

Northern Paiute to acquire power. 
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Spiritual caves have lots of power.There is lots of power in the caves. Snakes can 
bite you. The old ones used to go to the caves for songs or other types of power. 
They had to have courage and face their fears. There are other places of power 
too. There used to be a hot spring with miracle water soda spring but the hot 
springs were destroyed (TR). 
 
There are caves in Fort Churchill. A guy got scared. Non-Indians found shoe and 
bones up high (IV). 
 
There are a lot of caves where the old ones used to go to have a vision (MT). 

 
Large Boulders or Cliffs  

There are no boulders or cliffs in the immediate vicinity of the dance site. 

However, there are some in Wilson Canyon directly to the south of Wilson Ranch. 

Medicinal Plants  

Two plants that would have been readily accessible for ritual offerings at Wilson 

Ranch are sagebrush and Indian tea. Two elders explained, “We used sagebrush and 

Indian tea when we prayed. They are both cleansing” (IV). 

Paint, Clay or Mineral Source  

Cultural representatives indicated there are paint sources on the north end of the 

valley and at Mount Grant. They explained that many of Wovoka’s followers used paint 

from this area for healing purposes. 

Power Animals or Guardians 

Elders mentioned that Wovoka had a special white horse that would mysteriously 

appear amongst the people who gathered to listen to the prophet talk. At one meeting, 

Wovoka put a little girl on its back and because she was pure, the horse rode away with 

her and she was seen no more.  

Wovoka was a god-like man. He traveled with own people. He had his own horse. 
Many families gathered together. Out of the families an Indian girl was selected. 
Wovoka let her ride the horse. Several girls were put on the horse and allowed to 
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run. He let the horse run with the girls. The horse never touched the ground. On 
the final night Wovoka placed the chosen girl on the horse. The horse kept going, 
and running on and on. She disappeared and was never seen again. That night he 
let it rain. There was loud shouting and he was gone. He took the girl away (IV). 

 
Volcanism  

Cultural representatives said that mountains within the vicinity of Wilson Ranch 

are places where power concentrates.  

Performance Characteristics 

Wilson’s Ranch also provides a number of performance characteristics that would 

make it both desirable and undesirable to perform the Ghost Dance. “The old ones always 

chose powerful places to dance. They would go to the mountains to get a vision and the 

vision tells them where to dance” (RM and HD). 

Seclusion & Visibility 

Like many other Type II Ghost Dance sites, this area provides a low level of 

seclusion and high visibility. On the other hand, this site is easily accessible and close to 

residences that could provide resources for participants. 

Distance from Cultural Resources  

Cultural representatives indicated that Wilson Ranch’s proximity to other cultural 

resources intensified the cultural attachments to this place. They mentioned: (1) 

Wovoka’s wickiup (MT), (2) Indian villages along the [Walker] River (MB), (3) the 

Indian Face on the cliff wall in Wilson Canyon (IV), (4) Mount Wilson, where Wovoka 

flew on a horse from Black Point (DJ), (7) Pine Grove (IV), and (8) Wabuska Hills (DJ). 

Line of Sight  

Elders indicated that they could see Mount Wilson and Black Point from the 

dance corral at Wilson Ranch. 
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Flat Dance Area  

Cultural representatives said that flat areas and places with large trees that 

provided shade were often selected for ceremonial functions. “We used to dance in a flat 

place by Hazel’s house” (IV). 

Acoustics  

Elders mentioned no special acoustics in relation to the site. 

Cultural Inscription Practices 

Historic Narratives  

Despite the passage of over 100 years, memories of Wovoka are still kept alive 

among the Northern Paiute. Some of these cultural memories are relayed below. 

My parents told me about the Ghost Dance. Also people in the community would tell 
me about it. My grandpa was not a real religious man, but he may have done the 
Ghost Dance. I’m not sure (RM). 
 
My parents knew he [Wovoka] was a medicine man. They didn’t know all his 
powers. Grandpa said when he was out rabbit hunting someone shot him on accident. 
He shook the bullets out of his coat and was fine. There is a story of him making ice 
float down the river in the middle of the summer When I was told it by a white person 
they just told it to make fun of him. They wanted to be mean and to taunt him (IV). 
 
When he got mad, it would start raining. One time he destroyed a man’s hay because 
he got mad at him (MB). 
 
We used to do circle dances. Mother would make turkey sandwiches and feed 
everyone at midnight. Grandpa would pray while the people listened. Several times 
we danced until morning (IV). 

 
Petroglyphs or Pictographs  

There are no petroglyphs at the Wilson Ranch. “The closest petroglyphs are 

located in Wilson Canyon” (MB). Others mentioned Petroglyphs at Desert Creek. “We 

went pine nutting there and ground them. She went up there and crushed pine nuts in the 

area there. We had pine nut soup for dinner” (IV). 
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Rock Alignments  

No rock alignments were identified. 

Trails  

Many Indian trails pass through Mason Valley, where the Ghost dance was 

practiced in the 1890s. It was also a main thoroughfare for railroad traffic at the end of 

the nineteenth century. 

The Wilson Ranch was a shipping point in railroad years. Walk the fence line can 
see tracks by the house; the RR came through the canyon. It was steep narrow and 
dangerous. 
 
This ranch once served as the ranch headquarters for this end of the valley, 
comprising ~2100 acres. Today the ranch has been reduced to a more modest 30 
acres (personal communication, DJ, 2005). 

 
Personal Narratives  

 
Material cultural remains on the Wilson Ranch were identified by the previous 

owner of the Wilson Ranch. 

Over the years I have found marbles as well as old coins at the Wilson Ranch. I 
think they are from the time when Wovoka and the Wilson family lived here 
(personal communication, DJ, 2005). 
 

Songs 

Northern Paiute Ghost dance songs have been handed down from generation to 

generation. Despite such transmissions of knowledge, the number of people who can sing 

these songs is diminishing. 

The Ghost Dance songs have been handed down. I know the words but it’s hard to 
translate. A lot of them are about nature, mountains, plants, regeneration (MB). 

 
Prophesy  

Today some Northern Paiutes are endeavoring to bring back the Ghost Dance. 

Such efforts are coupled with more generalized efforts to strengthen Numic traditions. 
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The dance is coming back. We are teaching young kids and passing on traditions. 
Some of the young people want to learn there old ways. Even in California the 
tribes are bringing their history out. On the east Coast, the Hupa. In Oregon they 
are teaching the younger ones. I am proud of this (TR). 
 

8. Blue Spring 

Location 

Blue Spring is located in the mountainous highlands of central Nevada in Smoky 

Valley, a long and constricted valley that commences in Lander County to the north and 

continues southward into Nye County for approximately 140 miles (Thompson 

1881:516). This unique valley ranges from 5 to 15 miles wide and is enclosed by high 

mountain ranges trending north and south [ibid]. Due to its dramatic mist-covered blue 

mountains, early explorers called this place Smoky Valley. The ceremonial site of Blue 

Spring is situated northeast of the town of Carvers and approximately three miles south of 

the settlement of Smoky Joes on the eastside of a highway that follows the route taken by 

nineteenth century explorer, John C. Fremont, on his passage through this portion of 

central Nevada. 

 

Figure  5-58 Landscape of Blue Spring 
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Figure  5-59 Aerial Map of Blue Spring 
Features 

 This ritual setting has a number of archaeological features from the historic period 

including two waddle and daub houses, house and school foundations, a corral, and a 

dance circle. These are situated in close proximity to the central physiographic feature of 

this site: Blue Spring. 

Geography 

Blue Spring is on the northwest side of in narrow alluvial valley dividing the 

Toiyabe and Toquima Ranges. Blue Spring sits of the western edge of a dry lake, which 

reportedly had water in it as recently as 1902 (Berg 1942:3). The dry lake is about twenty 

miles long and three or four miles wide [ibid]. Blue Spring is part of the Blue Spring 

Mining District that extends along the Toiyabe Range between Park Canyon to the south 

and Bowman Creek to the north, which is at the junction of the Nye and Lander County 

boundary (Doyle 1987:335). The district includes Park Canyon, the Community of Park, 

Cleveland Canyon, the Community of Calhoun, Greenglaugh Canyon, McClead Canyon, 

Decker Canyon, Aiken Canyon, Alice Gendron Canyon, Decker Bob Canyon, Minimum 
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Station, the Post Office of Junction, the Mining Community West of Bowman Ranch, and 

Bowman Canyon (Doyle 1987:337).  

Historical Overview 

Big Smoky Valley is the focal point of many nineteenth century historic events 

that shaped the lives of Euroamerican miners, ranchers and Western Shoshone whose 

traditional lands include this portion of Nevada (Basso 1986:42). Smoky Valley lies 

between the north-south trending Reese River and Monitor Valleys where Western 

Shoshone traditionally lived in both pre and post-Contact eras. Early Euroamerican 

expeditions into this valley were conducted by Jedediah Smith in 1827, as well as John C. 

Fremont who was accompanied by nineteenth century figures such as Kit Carson and 

Basil LaJeunesse in 1845.  

Succeeding the discovery of mineral wealth in Austin, large numbers of 

Euroamericans began to enter into Smoky Valley. The Blue Spring Mining District, 

where one of the Western Shoshone Ghost Dance ceremonial sites is located, was 

established in 1865 (Doyle 1987:336). The Buel-Todd Map of 1864-65 shows the Blue 

Springs Mining District as well as the North Twin River Mining District (Doyle 

1987:336). This district was named after Blue Spring “a large deep springs on the west 

side of Smoky Valley, along with several springs of water varying in diameter from 

twenty to eighty feet and approximately one hundred feet in depth” according to the 

Nevada historian, Hubert Bancroft (Bancroft nd). The water was reported to be soft and 

clear and the depth of the springs gave it a dark blue appearance. “The springs are about 

one half mile north of the magnificent hotel very appropriately called Calhoun’s Ranch” 

(Doyle 1987:336). 
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Blue Spring Ranch  

The Blue Spring ranch was reportedly one of the first ranches to be established in 

Smoky Valley. Ranching interests continued to grow in Smoky Valley and by the 1940s 

there were an estimated “three ranches in Monitor Valley, thirteen in Smoky Valley and 

one or two outside of the Indian Reservation in Reese River Valley” (Berg 1942:11).  

The first non-indigenous owners of Blue Spring were Messrs. Robert, Calhoun, 

King and Walker (Doyle 1987:364). Comprised of several hundred acres, the ranch was 

put under cultivation by 1864 with one hundred and thirty tons of hay cut from the ranch 

along with potatoes, turnips beets, cabbage and other vegetables [ibid]. Records indicate 

that the Gendron family owned Twist Ranch on the northern border of the Blue Spring 

Ranch at the time of the 1890s Ghost Dance (Doyle 1987:365-66). They divorced in 1900 

and in 1913 Alice Gendron married Chester Perrine. She reportedly maintained control of 

the ranch until Chester Perrine died, after which she sold the ranch to Francis Gendron 

(Doyle 1987:365).  

Mining District  

With the arrival of Euroamericans, the economy of to Big Smoky Valley shifted 

towards mining and ranching (Berg 1942:11). By the end of the nineteenth century, 

multiple mining districts dotted the landscape. These mining districts were propelled by 

the Austin boom of 1864 as well as the movement of prospectors north from Death 

Valley and the Mormon trail (McCracken 1997:128-129).  

Just three years later (1867), the Blue Spring District, named after the spring 

under investigation, was established, and remained one of the principal mining districts of 

the region through the late nineteenth century. According to Thomas (1881), the 
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geological “formation in which the veins are found consists of slate, quartz, porphyry and 

granite” (Thompson 1881:516). The principal mineral extraction consisted of ore with 

traces of gold. Despite an abundance of mineral wealth, other resources used in the 

milling process were found to be deficient. Thompson noted a scarcity of wood and 

water. As a result “No mills [had]…been erected” by 1881 (Thompson 1881:516).  

Euroamericans progressively displaced the Western Shoshone communities of 

Smoky Valley over the next decade. By 1881, seven years before the height of the Ghost 

Dance among the Western Shoshone of central Nevada, the valley reportedly contained, 

“thirteen ranches and forty inhabitants, and 500 acres of ground under cultivation” 

(Thompson 1881:516). Despite its rapid development, the initial boom was short lived. 

McCracken reports that, “By the 1880s, most of the [mining] excitement in the wake of 

the Austin boom had died, the majority of mines in the mountain ranges surrounding the 

valley had petered out, and just a few ranchers and prospectors remained in the area” 

(McCracken 1997:xvii). 

 As many Western Shoshone participated in mixed economies, the downturn of the 

mining economy at the end of the nineteenth century hurt the Western Shoshone residents 

of Smoky Valley along with the more recently relocated miners and ranchers (Arkush 

1990:326). Among the multiple risk factors that scholars have explored in association 

with the Ghost Dance, it is probable that a deteriorating mining economy contributed to a 

collective sense of world imbalance. 

School  

By the 1890s residents established a school for the Blue Spring District at the 

Blue Spring Ranch. There were reportedly 7 children in attendance: three Indian, two 
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Mexican, and two White from the Gendron family (Doyle 1987:364). In this era, it was 

an established practice to start a school if five children would be in attendance. The 

school would be founded at the nearest ranch, a fact that indicates that these children 

represent a microcosm of the demographics around Blue Spring at the time of the 1890s 

Ghost Dance.  

Ethnographic Overview 

Blue Spring is located in Big Smoky Valley, which corresponds to the west-

central portion of the Western Shoshone traditional territories (Thomas, Pendleton, and 

Cappannari 1986:264). In comparison to the ethnographic records for the neighboring 

valleys of Reese River and Monitor, the ethnographic record of Big Smoky Valley is 

fairly shallow. Julian Steward, the principal ethnographer of the region indicates that the 

Western Shoshone of Big Smoky Valley were, “like other Nevada Shoshone in all 

important features” (Steward 1938:110). 

Sociopolitical Organization  

Knowledge of the demographics and sociopolitical organization of the valley is 

recorded by explorers J.W. Powell and G.W. Ingalls. They write that by the mid- 1870s, 

approximately 25 Indians lived in Big Smoky Valley under the political leadership of 

Chief Brigham (Powell 1874:12 in Steward 1938:110). Chief Brigham maintained 

contact with neighboring Western Shoshone communities in Reese River, Austin, Grass 

Valley, Monitor Valley, Hot Creek, and Ralston Valley. Additional leadership was 

provided through Captain John, who led some of the five day ritual festivals held in 

Smoky Valley, at Hot Creek, Millett’s Ranch, Manhattan, and other localities (Steward 

1938:110). 
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Subsistence  

The subsistence activities of the Big Smoky Valley Newe resembled those of the 

Reese River Valley Shoshone in all respects except ownership. Whereas the former 

owned their seed areas, the people of Big Smoky Valley reputedly shared harvesting 

areas. 

Thus Hot springs people gathered seeds in their own valley and in the Toquima 
and Toyabe Ranges where they pleased. There was probably no danger of their 
trespassing on Reese River Pine nut groves in the Toyabe Range, for they 
ordinarily gathered on their own side of the summit (Steward 1938:110). 

 
A resident of Smoky Valley from the late nineteenth century recalls the importance of 

plants to native residents.  

Like other tribes, the Shoshones gathered many roots, herbs, and seeds, as well as 
pine nuts and would migrate from place to place in the season where and when 
they’d find them.” One old woman called “Whoopachichi which means old 
woman… depended largely on her own resources for her living... She always 
cared for at least one of her grandchildren. With a rabbit roll for blankets, a basket 
on her head, the child on her back, a sharp stick in her hand and matches in her 
pocket, she would go off in the hills for weeks at a time. She would dig roots and 
herbs, gather seeds and snare rabbits for food for the two of them and so year in 
and year out she lived (Uhlmeyer 1996:2-3). 

 
Towards the end of the nineteenth century, many of the traditional subsistence 

activities of the Big Smoky Valley Western Shoshone became increasingly untenable. 

With the expansion of cattle herding, “Important perennial grasses such as Indian rice 

grass, Great Basin wild rye, and wheatgrass were severely depleted. [This occurred] 

through overgrazing and haying” (Thomas 1971:5-6, 1982:20, 24-25; Young, Evans, and 

Tueller 1976 in Arkush 1990:326). The mountain ranges were equally exploited. “Heavy 

cutting of juniper, pinyon, and mountain mahogany in the Toiyabe and Shoshone 

mountains (Thomas 1971:5; Young and Budy 1971), and overgrazing in the Reese River 
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Valley (Thomas 1971:6), depleted a large segment of the native food base” (Arkush 

1990:329).  

Habitation  

Steward’s records of this portion of Big Smoky Valley are incomplete. 

Ethnographic accounts indicate that in contrast to the middle portion of the valley, where 

Darroughs Hot Springs is located, the north end of Smoky Valley was sparsely populated. 

Within the central and southern portions of the valley, the Newe created permanent 

settlements at the many small creeks emerging from the Toiyabe Range into the valley at 

regular intervals of every mile or two. “There were probably camps on each of these 

[springs] but the largest villages were at Millett’s Ranch, on the South Twin River (6,002 

feet), at Darroughs Hot springs (5,609 feet) called Ǘdü’ba (hot water), and at Peavine 

Creek (Steward 1938:109). More information about their places of residence is provided 

in historic documents of Clarice T. Uhlmeyer, a resident of Smoky Valley in the late 

nineteenth century. She recalls,  

There were a great many Shoshone Indians in Smokey [sic]. They made their 
camps near ranches. Perhaps this was the other way around. The ranches took up 
land where there was water and naturally that was also where the Indians made 
their camps. However that may have been, there was a camp of Indians near most 
of the ranches (Uhlmeyer 1996:1). 
 

McCracken, a local historian, concurs with the latter view stating, “Most of the best land 

in the valley was claimed in the early 1860s for farms and ranches” (McCracken 

1997:142). Despite demographic shifts, Western Shoshone people managed to maintain 

strong place connections to Blue Spring and continued to reside on the margins of this 

spring even after a ranch was established in 1864 (ibid), one year after the first 
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Euroamerican settlers, H. Robinson and William Shay, reportedly entered Smoky Valley 

(Thompson 1881:516).  

Ideology and Ceremonialism  

By the 1890s, many Western Shoshone of central Nevada adopted the Ghost 

Dance. Ethnic conflicts between Shoshone and White residents may have contributed to a 

collective sense of unrest and malaise which the Ghost Dance, a balancing ceremony, 

was meant to appease. This dance also was used to “assure abundance of water, plants 

and animals; to prevent illness and destructive storms; and to cure illness” (Vander 

1997:18). An unpublished account comes from the papers of Clarice Tate Uhlmeyer 

helps to shed light upon these events (1996). She writes of an “uprising” in 1887 that 

exacerbated tensions between local Indians and Whites. 

Mother tells of an uprising that occurred in about 1887. It began in this way: In a 
drunken brawl, Wash, a well-known Indian, stabbed and killed his squaw. He fled 
to the Rogers ranch where he stole a gun then went on across the valley to 
Stoneburger’s ranch. He asked Stoneburger for blankets. When the rancher went 
to the barn to find blankets for him Wash hit him with an ax wounding him very 
badly but he managed to get back to the house. He and his two daughters were 
able to keep Wash out of the house all night but Stoneburger would not permit 
one of the girls to go for help for him. About daylight Wash became frightened 
and left so then one of the girls went to get help. She got word to Al Millet who 
always had influence with the Indians. He and others got the word around to be on 
the look out for Wash. The Indians were afraid of Wash and were glad enough to 
help. Several days went by and then one day Wash appeared at the cabin of a 
lonely rancher asking for food. Wm. Hutton was the rancher. Hutton told him to 
wait at the woodpile while he got breakfast ready. Wash still had his fun. Hutton 
got his own gun and ordered the Indian to drop his. Wash did not so Hutton shot 
him, killing him instantly. The Indians were satisfied that Wash had deserved 
what he got (Uhlmeyer 1996:3-4). 
 

A second confrontation between the Whites and Shoshone followed shortly thereafter, 

eclipsing any hopes of an armistice. 

A short time later a white man killed a squaw at Jefferson Canyon. The man was 
arrested and the Indians demanded that he be killed in all justice to them. When 
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this was not done immediately, they were up in arms. This asserted injustice 
together with whiskey and one white man who was a trouble-maker was the 
beginning of months of uneasiness. The Indians procured arms and carried their 
guns wherever they went. They became surly and unfriendly toward all the people 
who had long befriended them (Uhlmeyer 1996:4). 
 

Collectively, the Western Shoshone turned against local Whites whom they had 

previously befriended.  

Many times on his stage route my Father met bands of them with guns and they 
would not exchange even a friendly nod. My father subcontracted mail routes and 
was much away from home…Mother had grown from childhood among all these 
Indians and know them practically all by name. One day a squaw was washing for 
her and was acting surly. Mother tried to hurry her through her work but the 
squaw became more sour. Soon a string of Indians came and sat on the woodpile 
all with guns. For a while Mother ignored them but when the strain became too 
great she went out to talk to them. They told her they were going to kill all the 
white people and get back their land. The attitude was sullen though they made no 
attempt to harm her. After a while they went away (Uhlmeyer 1996:4-5). 
 

In Belmont, a small mining town to the east of Smoky Valley, tensions between the local 

Anglo and Indian populations are evidenced in the same period. It is unclear whether 

Ghost Dance participation preceded growing unrest. What is evident, however, is that the 

Whites viewed the Numic ritual activities with suspicion. Zanjani writes, 

During the winter of 1890-1891 the messiah craze rose to a fevered pitch…The 
Nevada governor sent rifles and ammunition to Belmont; men moved their 
families into the courthouse for safety and stood guard while the Indians danced 
in the Smoky Valley” (Zanjani 1988b:55).  

 
The papers of Uhlmeyer provide additional information about this period of unrest. She 

writes, 

They told her they were going to kill all the white people and get back their land 
… Meanwhile the situation was so bad around Belmont that the authorities there 
sent to Carson for a supply of arms and everyone in town spent the nights at the 
courthouse, but the scattered ranchers In Smokey were entirely defenseless. When 
my father came home after this episode when the band had visited his own house 
he and Mother decided something must be done so they got in the wagon and 
went and visited Millet who lived several miles to the north (Uhlmeyer 1996) 

 



 386

Change was in the air. “Some spoke of the ranches, homes, and stores that would soon be 

theirs; others departed from their jobs without explanation. Prospectors who had walked 

unmolested and unafraid with their burros through the lonely reaches of the desert for 

years suddenly found it advisable to head into town for a while” (Zanjani 1988b:55). 

How this transformation was going to unfold was uncertain. For the Western Shoshone, 

going back to places of power was the first step in rebalancing the world. Blue Spring is 

such a place. 

Site Characteristics 

Physiographic Features  
 
Like the sister site of Darroughs Hot Spring, the most important and outstanding 

physiographic characteristic of Blue Spring is the water, around which all other landform 

features and archaeological features cluster.  

Water Source  
 

Historic records indicate that during the 1860s Blue Spring was comprised of 

“several pools varying in diameter from twenty to eighty feet and at least one hundred 

feet deep” (Bancroft nd). The spring is “thought to originate from the mountain stream 

which flow underground and meeting an obstruction from a large underground reservoir, 

then some to the surface” (Bancroft nd, Berg 1942:5). Blue Spring is a cold spring that is 

partially covered with algae, and forms a relatively stagnant pool of deep water that 

“sends off a large stream of water into the dry lake but this sinks before it goes any 

distance” (Berg 1942:5). For the Ghost Dancers the presence of water supported several 

activities including: ritual cleansing before and after dancing, drinking water, and water 

for cooking.  
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Figure  5-60 Blue Spring 
 
Waterbabies  

Blue Spring is considered a place of great spiritual power because it is known to 

be the home of at least one and possibly two waterbabies. One of the earliest known 

historic accounts of waterbabies is relayed by Charlie Stebbins, a local from Austin, 

Nevada in 1862 (Thompson 1881:18). He shares that local Indians spoke of fish-like 

beings weilding great power that lived in the subterranean lake on Ruby Mountain.  

To the red men it was a mystic spot, over which an evil spirit ruled, whose home 
was in those waters. This dread sprit was never seen except in the form of a large 
fish, and whoever saw that fish went away to linger for a time and die. Sho-kub, a 
chief of the Shoshones, died of consumption in the fall of 1861, at the trading-post 
kept by Stebbins; and during his illness, often spoke to the latter concerning this 
pool of death in the mountains (Thompson 1881:18). 
 

John Wesley Powell provides yet another early ethnohistoric description.  

The pa-o-ha is half a woman, and half a fish. These beings are said to dwell in 
lakes. Like the mermaids of the sailors’ tales they also have long hair and sing 
doleful songs. A pong-a-pits is the sprite of a spring. It descends into the earth by 
day but at night comes up and sites on the water. It hides when grown people 
come near but lies in wait for little children whom it carries to its home beneath 
(Fowler and Fowler 1971:66). 
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Table  5-11 Blue Spring Site Characteristics 

Physiographic 

Characteristics 

 Performance 

Characteristics 

 Degrees of 

Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills ~1mile 

west, ~5-15 

miles east 

Seclusion Low 0 Place Name - 

Low Elevation X Visibility Med X Animal Stories X 

Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural Resources  

Low X Petroglyphs or 

Pictographs 

0 

Canyon 0 Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments 0 

Cave 0 Shelter High X Trails X 

Large Boulders 

or Cliffs 

0 Flat Dance area High X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants X Previously Used 

Ritual Site 

Low - Personal 

Narratives 

X 

Paint, Clay or 

Mineral Source 

0 Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 

Drawings 

X 

Guardians X First Person 

Experience 

X 

Volcanism\Faulti

ng 

X Songs - 

  

 

  

Total Score 6 Total Score 5 Total Score 6 

Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 

 60%  62.5%  60% 

 
 Rucks provides an ethnographic synthesis, noting that waterbaby stories are 

“localized, true, and took place when animals no longer used human language” (Rucks 

2001:17). These beings are one of a pantheon that includes “mountain men,” giants and 

dwarfs (e.g., Clemmer 1990:73; Thomas et al 1986:29; Fowler, 1971:66; Stewart 
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1941:286 in Rucks 2001:17). The springs where waterbabies dwell are places of power 

and hence both sought and avoided (Douglas 1966). Whereas waterbabies sometimes 

help ritual specialists to strengthen their powers; those whose hearts are found wanting 

are believed to be destroyed in the process. 

Plants  

Blue Spring is home to a wide range of plants and animals less likely to be found 

in drier areas of the valley. Bulrush, cottontails, and diverse native grasses grow in 

abundance near the edge of the water (Berg 1942:5). At times, the vegetation is so thick 

that the water is almost completely covered by new growth. A tangle of willows mixed 

with other trees provides canopy over the mouth of Blue Spring. Towards the periphery 

of this site grow big sagebrush and white sage. These plants are used for food, material 

culture, ritual, and medicine. Of particular importance from a performance perspective is 

the presence of two large trees approximately one hundred feet in height just west of the 

spring itself. These trees provide protection from the elements, particularly the sun. Other 

plants typify the land cover found along the corridor from US 50 to Beowawe. These 

include,  

Sagebrush (60 %), salt desert scrub (19 %), and greasewood (16%). The Big 
Smoky Valley corridor is dominated by salt desert scrub (74%) and has 
comparatively less sagebrush (17 %) than the Monitor Valley secondary corridor, 
which is higher in elevation. Along the Monitor Valley secondary corridor, 
common land cover types include sagebrush (62 %), salt desert scrub (25 %), and 
sagebrush-perennial grass (13 %) (Rautenstrauch March 1999).  
 

Guardians and Power Animals  

While surveying Blue Spring, I observed evidence of bobcat, coyote, jackrabbit, 

cottontail, leopard lizard, horny toad lizard, crow, raven, golden eagle, spotted eagle, and 

magpie. Among these, the magpie, eagle, along with the crow, raven, and sagehen were 
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particularly important for Ghost Dance rituals (Mooney 1973: 982); therefore, their 

presence wouldcontribute to the perceived cultural importance of Blue Spring. Wovoka 

wore a magpie feather on his arm in a photograph taken by James Mooney and Ghost 

Dancers frequently plied Wovoka with requests for these feathers. Furthermore the Ghost 

Shirts worn by the Sioux were often adorned with symbolic figures, including the magpie 

(Mooney, 1973: 823, 982).  

Mountains, Hills  

The people who came here to dance arrived at a picturesque valley bound on the 

east side by the Toiyabe Range, the largest mountain range in central Nevada which 

reaches its highest elevation at 11,775 feet at Arc Dome (McCracken 1997:34). To the 

east is the equally dramatic, if slightly less steep, Toquima Mountain Range, that extends 

down the valley for approximately seventy miles and peaks at Mt. Jefferson, a peak that 

can be viewed from several Ghost Dance ceremonial sites, including Bald Mountain 

Wash. 

Elevation  

Those who crossed over the Toquima and Toiyabe Ranges made a rapid descent 

onto the valley floor which averages between  4,900 feet in the south to 5,500 feet in the 

north (Kleinhampl and Ziony 1985:10). At the ceremonial site itself, the ground is fairly 

level and provides several areas suitable for camping out as well as for dancing. 

Absences 

Blue Spring lacks many physical landforms such as canyons, caves, large 

boulders or cliffs, and a paint, clay or mineral source within the immediate vicinity of the 
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dance grounds evidenced at many other Ghost Dance sites. There is, however, one other 

defining physiographic characteristic that is present at this site, volcanism. 

Volcanism  

According to USGS, a major fault line runs through Smoky Valley along the base 

of the Toiyabe Range.  

This long, high-angle, down-to-the-east fault zone bounds much of the prominent 
eastern front of the north-northwest-trending, westward-tilted Toiyabe Range, 
separating it to the east from the Big Smoky Valley that directly flanks about the 
southern two-thirds of the range” (USGS 2006:xx).  
 

Kleinhampl and Ziony (Kleinhampl and Ziony 1985) state “the range is elevated and 

tilted westward by frontal faults of large troughs which cut Quaternary sediments along 

the west side of the Big Smoky Valley.” From the center of the site, looking towards the 

four cardinal directions one sees major mountain ranges to the east and west, and the 

continuation of a relatively flat valley floor to the north and south.  

Performance Characteristics 

Blue Spring has several key performance characteristics that increase its viability 

as a Ghost Dance site. In the section below these characteristics are examined in greater 

detail.  

Shelter  

First, this site is next to several Western Shoshone residences. In addition to two 

standing wattle-and-daub houses are what appear to be the building foundations of the 

schoolhouse discussed in historic accounts, which shows that Blue Spring was a primary 

residence, educational facility and ceremonial setting.  
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Figure  5-61 Wattle and Daub Residence 
 

Distance from Cultural Resources  

In addition to being next to historic Numic residences, Blue Spring is also close to 

the Ophir Pass trail connecting Smoky Valley with Reese River Valley, another area of 

Western Shoshone residence during the late nineteenth century. This trail extends over 

the ridge of the Toiyabe Range. Blue Spring also is approximately 15 miles north of 

Darroughs Hot Spring, another former Western Shoshone residence, Ghost Dance site, 

and place of healing.  

Seclusion  

Given that Blue Spring is on the north end of the valley and many of the 

traditional Western Shoshone camps were situated in the south, Darroughs Hot Spring 

would be a more readily accessible site for ceremonial activities. However, as the 

population appears to have been higher and there was more foot traffic near Darroughs, 

Blue Spring may have been used as a Region of Refuge, or Type II site. 
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Visibility  

Blue Spring is situated in a flat alluvial valley ranging from 5 to 15 miles in 

width. It can be seen from .5-1 mile away, giving it a medium visibility rating. Although 

at ground level this site is indistinct large trees located on the west side of the spring can 

be seen on the horizon. 

Line of Sight  

Blue Spring has a medium Line of Sight rating. Cultural resources within site of 

Blue Spring are the Toiyabe Range which includes the area where the mythical Coyote 

spilled his blood (see Native American Interpretation). 

Flat Dance Area   

Blue Spring provides an ideal area for dancing as this portion of the valley floor is 

extremely level, there are virtually no rocks or boulders, and diverse grasses dominate 

that area, making dance circle preparations minimal. The dance area at this site has been 

identified immediately north of Blue Spring.  

Previously Used Ritual Site  

The ethnographic record and historic documents indicate that this site was used on 

multiple occasions for Round dances as well as Ghost Dances.  

Cultural Inscription Practices 

Storytelling  

Oral traditions include legends about Blue Spring as well as Big Smoky Valley 

These include waterbaby and coyote stories, and a legend about a medicine man who 

leapt off the cliff face of the Toiyabe Range with the aid of an eagle feather (see Native 

American Interpretation).  
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Trails  

Blue Spring also is commemorated through trail systems linking this site with 

other village sites, ceremonial dance areas, and burial grounds within Smoky Valley. This 

cultural landscape extends into neighboring valleys linked through Indian Trails. Those 

passing over the crest of the Toiyabe Range include: Ophir Pass, South Twin, Summit 

Canyon; Pablo Pass, and Peavine Pass. From the mid 1800s forward a number of new 

trails were established including: the Chorpenning’s Jackass Mail, the Pony Express, and 

the Overland Telegraph and Stage Company (Basso 1986:42). 

Native American and Euroamerican Interpretations 

Site Visits and Interviews Conducted  

Following a reconnaissance visit with the NAGPRA coordinator of the Shoshone 

Duckwater Reservation, I returned to formally map Blue Spring and conduct both formal 

and informal interviews in the fall of 2005.  

Use History  

Western Shoshone consultants acknowledge strong territorial, historical, and 

cultural relationships with Blue Spring. Elders recall stories of Ghost Dances and Round 

Dances held at Blue Spring. Blue Spring is regarded with reverence and awe, and many 

stories are relayed about the spiritual nature of Blue Spring. Local Euroamericans who 

are descendents of the early ranchers and miners also have clear recollections of this era. 

One elder remembered traveling here by wagon to attend Round Dances. When asked 

how and why this site was used, they shared the following answers: (1) Conduct 

Ceremonies- Ghost Dances, (2) Conduct Ceremonies- Round Dances, (3) Seek 
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knowledge or power, (4) Pay respects (5) Communicate with other Indian people, (6) 

Region of Refuge, (7) Residence, and (8) School. 

Physiographic Characteristics 

Material culture and oral histories about Blue Spring contribute to the perceived 

historic and contemporary significance of this ritual site. Some of these unique cultural 

practices and stories have remained vividly intact in cultural memory of contemporary 

Numic as well as the Euroamerican people. 

Waterbabies  

Blue Spring is considered a place of great spiritual power because it is known to 

be the home of at least one and possibly two waterbabies. According to local elders, 

waterbabies are spirit-like but have real physical bodies (EM, DM). Among the Big 

Smoky Valley Shoshoni, waterbabies are called pa-‘ohmaa (Crapo 1976:191). When 

asked about Blue Spring, the elders relate the following comments. 

That’s where the waterbabies are too. Those waterbabies are real. Seem like they 
don’t never die. You don’t find no bones or nothing. I guess they are like spirit, 
but they are real. That’s where that water baby swallowed that woman’s breast. It 
pretended to be a baby and latched on to her breast and wouldn’t let go. People 
tried to save her but the water baby would not let go. They had to cut her breast 
off. Mitch talked about that story too (MFC). 
 
It was early in the springtime. She was cutting willows. She had a baby in a 
cradleboard and went to hang the cradleboard on the tree. Later she brought the 
baby up to her chest to nurse. He sucked her dry. Then she realized t was not a 
baby but a waterbaby. People poked her with hot irons and needles to try to get 
the waterbaby to release her breast but they couldn’t do anything. The waterbaby 
bit her breast off and dove into the water. It dove into the water and she bled to 
death (MH). 
 

Springs  

 The waterbabies are always associated with particular bodies of water. They are 

often found in lakes and streams, or even river beds. One elder noted that the petroglyphs 
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at a site in central Nevada depicted waterbabies that lived inside the water next to the 

rocks. Another representative explained,  

I don’t know where they come from, from the spring, probably. Somewhere. 
They’re alive. They’re alive. They can be anywhere. Wherever water is at. Ya. 
Cuz that’s where she seen it, down there, where that culvert is, right there. Nye 
cut it down. There’s still green there where Nye cut it down (DM). 

 
Large Boulders or Cliffs  

The sources of water are transformed by the substances through which the water 

is channeled. CH, a Western Shoshone spiritual leader explains, “Each water has its own 

purpose. They are connected but when they came through different kinds of rock it gives 

them a different power. Rocks give the songs” (CH). Some boulders from this region are 

believed to act as portals between the spiritual world and the everyday material world. 

There is one spot out toward Elko that is supposed to be very powerful. My buddy 
says he has medicine power. Out of Austin there are a bunch of boulders. He 
could see the entrance through the rocks. It is a real powerful spot. He prayed 
there. I didn’t know if I believed him. There are rocks there. No cave, and no 
writings (RM, HD). 
 

Ritual specialists draw upon the physical environment for their medicine. One ritual 

specialist said he uses magpie feathers, crystal rocks, white rocks and water to connect to 

the spiritual realm. Bear, Buffalo, Eagle and Hummingbird also serve as his animal 

helpers (CH). Another medicine person explained that the medicine comes to the person 

when the need arises (RS). In effect, the environment is never static. Instead it is an 

entirely dynamic system in which the human is just one small part. Just as the mineral 

formations around Blue spring are considered unique, so too is the earth.  

Mud is important. It is a powerful substance. They all got different kinds of 
power. Water today does not have the strength it used to (CH). 
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Plants  

The elders attributed significance to the trees found in the vicinity of Blue Spring. 

When a person is physically or spiritually unwell, plants can help a person to heal. 

If you lean up against a tree it will take the pollution away. Water animals, rocks 
all can take away sickness. All of them can take away sickness if you talk to it 
(CH). 
 
There is lots of medicine on this earth. 10,000 years ago there was no drug store. 
They worked with nature, the spirits of animals, mountains, trees. I am just an 
interpreter of these spirits. It is still out here but some of us do not understand. We 
had to be given the power to heal each other by using their hand, songs, etc. (CH). 
 

Mountains  

Mountains house powerful sources of energy that can be accessed through ritual 

acts. The mountains to the west of Blue Spring are a case in point. One elder explained,  

Toiyabe has everything to help you. Mountains have power. They are not for 
everybody to use. They give to those they know will take care of it. Power is 
given to you when you were born (NN). 
 

Within the Toiyabe Range is a special area known as Belcher Basin where people used to 

gather eagle feathers for medicinal purposes. An Indian once jumped off one of the cliff 

faces. Instead of crippling his body or killing himself from the fall, he flew to the base of 

the mountain and landed gently. In his hand he held an eagle feather. It is said that the 

eagle gifted him with flight (MFC).  

Cultural Inscription Practices 

Both Numic and Euroamerican elders recalled historic accounts of Blue Spring 

that affirmed the Western Shoshones’ involvement in the 1890s Ghost Dance. They also 

discuss Blue Spring as one of the areas where the Numic people of Big Smoky Valley 

regularly convened for ceremonial purposes. 
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Meeting the Prophet  

One Numic elder’s grandmother recalled how two Western Shoshone and one 

Northern Paiute went from north of Reese River to Mason Valley to meet Wovoka. She 

indicated that the two Western Shoshone traveled by horse or rail and the Paiute cut 

across the desert and ran the entire distance. The two who traveled in relative luxury were 

shocked to find out that the Paiute runner greeted them upon their arrival to the land of 

the prophet in western Nevada (MFC).  

Tim Hooper, a Western Shoshone elder (b.1874), also talked about the diffusion 

of Ghost Dance songs and rituals from Mason Valley. He maintained, “They [people 

around Schurz] sent for three people to come and learn the songs [from Wovoka]. Three 

men from Belmont” (Wheat 1959). The interviewer added parenthetically that “Tim said 

that Jack Wilson told the Paiutes to come back from Austin.” This comment indicates 

that Wovoka received the Shoshone delegates positively, and welcomed ongoing 

collaboration with these central Nevada representatives (Zedeno, Carroll, and Stoffle 

2003:141). In a separate interview, Hooper names the Shoshone delegates that went to 

see Wovoka in Mason Valley. He recalls, 

TH: they all passed away. A long time ago. They was old fellows when they go 
on up. 
  
I: They were old fellows when they sent them, huh? What were their names? 
 
TH: One was Bishop (?), one was Jeff (?), one was Johnny ?? All dead. 
 
I: And did they bring the songs back, and did they have the dances down here? 
 
TH: Yea, that’s the songs back wit them and make a fandango here. 
 
I: So they did three nights for that, too? 
 
TH: Five nights (Wheat 1959 cited in Zedeño, 2003:141).  
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Ghost Dances at Blue Spring  
 

CH, a spiritual leader of the Western Shoshone, recalls that the Ghost Dance was 

practiced in multiple locations in central Nevada. These included Blue Spring and 

Darroughs Hot Spring in Smoky Valley; in Beowawe, situated between Elko and Battle 

Mountain, Nevada; in Dixie Valley, between the Stillwater Range and the Clan Alpine 

Mountains; at the numerous springs located on Cortez Mountain, northwest of Crescent 

Valley; in Spring Valley; in the Crescent Valley area south of Beowawe; near Austin; at 

Tecopa Spring; and at a site on the outskirts of Elko (Zedeno, Carroll, and Stoffle 

2003:143). Notably, they returned to ancient sites to perform the songs and dance learned 

at the end of the nineteenth century. CH explains,  

Jack Wilson said they should have a Ghost Dance to unify the people and all the 
living things together. This is the reason why the Ghost Dance was put here. They 
had a Ghost Dance in several places. They went back to places where people 
always used the ceremonies before. This is the reason, you have to sing your 
songs at a place…They always used that one [place] like animals. Singing songs 
is very important. [It is a way to become] connected to the earth (CH). 

 
Round Dances at Blue Spring  

Blue Spring is also culturally important because it is remembered as a place 

where Western Shoshone and neighboring tribes came to perform Round Dances. DS, a 

Western Shoshone cultural representative, recalls visiting and dancing at Blue Spring as a 

child. 

We had to travel to Austin, Smoky Valley and even Kawich for pine nutting. We 
would often camp out for a week or two…They used to do a big powwow in 
Smoky Valley. In Smoky Valley, this side of Bernice Roger’s place (north of her 
former residence) they would hold dances. It was real swampy looking, with lots 
of grass and willows. People would come from all other. They shared. Sometimes 
the whites would donate a cow for a feast. Young people met their future 
husbands and mates. Duckwater had big dances too (DS). 
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RSB (91 years old in 2005,born in 1914) of Smoky Valley says the Western Shoshone 

didn’t do dances at the Berg Ranch, but did them up the valley at Blue Spring. Reiny 

Rogers was born at the Wine Glass Ranch in Smoky Valley. Her brother, Pete Rogers, 

lived in Smoky Valley as well. Reiny married Dan Berg. She and her brother Wesley 

Pete went to dances at Blue Spring as a child. They called them fandangos.  

They were lots of fun. I participated in the dances at around the age of 12. Dad 
took us up (Ben Rogers). We drove there from the Berg Ranch. Indians didn’t 
have cars at that time but the Bergs did. This valley was full of Indians. They 
worked on the ranches for the people. The Mikes were a Shoshone family that 
worked for Reiny’s dad. She had a lot of kids-12 kids. Sophie and Alec were the 
parents. They’d go to the fandango. They’d go around in the circle. The men 
would chant. We’d dance. The circle was huge. There were lots of Indians. 
Around 50 of more people dancing. There were always Indians in Austin too. 
They came from Reese River too. They came on horses (RB). 
 
They would go for 5 days. Start at night. Dad took us up. It went 5 nights. Men 
were the chanters. Indians camped out near the dance area. There were no houses 
then. (She drew a map of them dancing on the north side of the spring.) Most 
Indians left here (Smoky Valley). That’s why they left off dancing. Some [are] at 
Duckwater, possibly they went there. Edna Mike is related to the ones here. And 
Johnny and Minnie Abe, worked for our dad too. They had a cabin (RB). 
 

Another local from Belmont, Nevada recalled the use of Blue Spring as a ceremonial site.  
 
They used to hold fandangos at Blue Spring. The Indians wanted Blue Spring, 
Millet Ranch and McCloud Ranch [for a reservation]. I don’t know what happed 
but the government sent them to Reese River. They were kicked out before my 
time. Now lots of them are on the Reese River Reservation. Back then there were 
Charlies, Rogers, Deckers on Decker Creek, Hoopers, and Frank Panoli of the 
Panoli Ranch (NB). 

 
Performance Characteristics 

A number of factors went into the selection of Ghost Dance ceremonial grounds. 

Among those whom I interviewed, seclusion was repeatedly mentioned as one of the 

most important considerations for selecting a dance area.  



 401

Region of Refuge 

The Western Shoshone had a history of occupation. Several elders reported that 

their ancestors had been forcibly removed from their homes in Reese River Valley and 

Austin during the mid-late nineteenth century. One Duckwater elder shared, 

My great grandma Eddie remembers them rounding up Indians in Austin and 
Reese River. They put them in holding camps in Carlin. They also rounded up 
Indians from White Pine County and brought them there (DS). 

 
The Western Shoshone of Austin experienced the “xenophobic” reactions of locals once 

again during the height of the Ghost Dance, when the citizens of Austin reportedly called 

upon the governor’s office to send them arms to fight the Ghost Dancers if they became 

unruly (Crum 1994:56). Although the weapons were never used, the threat of war 

compelled the Indians to remain in a state of readiness. 

Distance from Cultural Resources  

Another means of maintaining safety was to select familiar places to harbor the 

Western Shoshone. To do so, the Western Shoshone opted for places where they were 

already established. Blue Spring is a place where Western Shoshone have always 

congregated. Several elders relayed, “Indians have always hung around there at Blue 

Spring. There are stories about Blue Spring. There are arrowheads there. It’s a central 

location” (MJ, SA). 

Previously Used Ritual Site  

The Newe also selected places that were deemed powerful enough to help effect 

changes through ritual acts. One elder explains, 

It is really important to have prayers at certain places for ceremonies. Whenever 
there is a ceremonial ground that was done there for many years, you can still see 
where the people camped long ago (CH). 
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Blue Spring is a place used previously for ritual gatherings. In addition it is an area 

imbued with cultural significance through stories that explain the landforms around Blue 

Spring.  

Flat Dance Area  

The people of Big Smoky Valley also chose to congregate in an area that was 

considered suitable for dancing. The area at Blue Spring is very flat and allows a large 

circle of people to dance simultaneously. When the people join hands and move in a 

circle they are recreating the circle of life and death.  

Ghost Dance circle represents the never ending circle of life and death. Among 
the Western Shoshone this dance is always done in a clockwise direction (MC). 
 

Trails  

Blue Spring is an important cultural site that was nested in larger cultural 

landscape. MFC’s grandmother told him of one trail linking Reese River to Smokey 

Valley. As you move further north there are other Indian trails that bridge the valleys 

such as There’s one Indian Trail called Boy-weya Pass. Other passes follow the routes 

that are used today.  
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9. Ǘdüba, Darroughs Hot Spring 

 

 
 

Figure  5-62 3D Topographic Map of Big Smoky Valley 
 

This site description explores the general life history of Ǘdüba, the locale that 

served as a central ceremonial gathering place for the Western Shoshone of Smoky 

Valley, Reese River Valley, Monitor Valley and surrounding districts in the late 

nineteenth century.  

Location 

Situated just four miles northeast of Carvers in central Nevada, this natural hot 

springs served as a gathering place for ritual performances. Darroughs Hot Springs is 

located “about twenty miles south of the big dry lake. . . There is one spring, the largest, 

which jumps several feet into the air constantly and is said to be the second hottest spring 

in the world” (Nugget 1908). 
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Figure  5-63 Aerial Map of Ǘdü’ba 
 

 

Figure  5-64 Landscape Overview of Ǘdü’ba Ritual Setting 
 
Features 

The principal archaeological features include a cemetery, a large house built in 

the middle nineteenth century, a building constructed over the hot spring, a small wooden 

box built over the cold spring, and grounds that appears to have been used as an antelope 

corral, dance ground, and horse and cattle corral over its life history. 
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Figure  5-65 Aerial Map of Ǘdü’ba II 
 
Geography 

 Smoky Valley is part of an arid ecosystem in the highlands of central Nevada. 

Some of the oldest maps of central Nevada show a distinct line running through Smoky 

Valley, an alluvial valley situated between the north-south trending Toiyabe and Toquima 

mountain Ranges. This contour denotes “Fremont’s trail in 1845” (Thompson 1881:512); 

an expedition of one of the earliest Euroamerican explorers to cross through this remote 

region. Along this historic trajectory several place names are recorded, including San 

Antonio Peak, Hot Springs, Twin Rivers and Smoky Creek. Each of these is a mining 

district that came into being after the discovery of diverse minerals such as iron (1865), 
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cinnabar (1876), and antimony (1876) (Doyle 1987:66).The hot springs district referred 

to in this passage represents the area around “Boiling Spring,” later to be named 

Darroughs Hot Springs, a place with a rich and diverse life history  

Historical Overview 

 Darroughs Hot Spring first came to the attention of Euroamericans through the 

exploits of John C. Fremont in 1845. “Prior to his feats, however, another explorer, 

Jedediah Smith crossed Nevada in 1827…He probably went north and east through 

Smoky Valley and so on to the southwest corner of Great Salt Lake” (Berg 1942:15). The 

Western Shoshones’ first encounter with Euroamericans appears to have come on 

November 16, 1845, when John C. Fremont camped at Darroughs Hot Springs (Fletcher 

1929, Fremont 1887:435). One Shoshone elder named Whoopachichi or “Old Woman” 

was alive when Fremont made his trek through Smoky Valley. She recalled, “how 

terrified the Indians were when the first wagon train came through the valley- this was 

Fremont’s first trip- how she shad taken children on her back and fled to the mountains, 

then how some of the bolder more curious bucks had finally ventured close enough to the 

travelers to find that they were really people” (Uhlmeyer 1996:2).  

 In interviews done in the 1940s, Lucile Berg learned that, “The Indians were 

afraid [of Fremont’s party] and hid in the hills. They were surprised to see men who 

walked like Indians and who traveled with “big white wings” (Mr. J Weeks, Interview 

July 1941). These wings were the white canvas coverings on the wagon. A few of the 

bravest ventured near and were given candy in sticks. John Dooley, an old Indian, said 

they were “Like candles, red and white.” The Indians were given calico, beads and food. 

Fremont broke his thermometer testing the water and said it was the hottest spring in the 
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world. Since that time the spring has been tested and found to register 242 degrees 

Fahrenheit (Berg 1942:14). 

According to histories cloaked in the dusts of legend, J.C. Fremont first spied the 

steam emanating from Darroughs Hot Springs, he immediately set out to investigate the 

area and ended by setting up his camp site there for an extended stay. He writes, 

This is the most extraordinary locality of hot springs we had met on our journey. 
The basin of the largest one had a circumference of several hundred feet; but there 
is at one extremity a circular space of about fifteen feet in diameter, entirely 
occupied by boiling water. It boils up at irregular intervals, and with much noise. 
The water is clear, and the spring deep; a pole about sixteen feet long was easily 
immersed in the center, but we had no means of forming a good idea of the depth. 
It was surrounded on the margin with a border of green grass, and near the shore 
the temperature was 206°. We had no means of ascertaining that of the center, 
where the heat was greatest; but by dispersing the water with a pole, the 
temperature at the margin was increased to 208°, and in the center it was 
doubtless higher. By driving the pole towards the bottom, the water was made to 
boil up with increased force and noise. There are several other interesting places, 
where water and smoke, or gas escape, but they would require a long description. 
The water is impregnated with common salt, but not so much as to render it unfit 
for general cooking; and a mixture of snow made it pleasant to drink (Thompson 
1881). 

 
Following his stay in Smoky Valley, he then “moved around the south end of the 

Toiyabe Range and went on to Walker Lake (Morgan 1964a: xxvii-xxviii). Capt. J.H. 

Simpson is the next known explorer to come through Smoky Valley and Monitor Valley. 

He reportedly made his way through the high deserts of central Nevada in 1859 and is 

reputed to have camped out at Antelope Creek (Berg 1942:15). Although the Western 

Shoshone were “slower to experience the full effect of the arrival of the whites,” with the 

onset of mining and ranching in the 1860s, “the Western Shoshone of Smoky Valley felt 

the full effect of the white influx” (McCracken 1997:61). Soon thereafter, control of 

Darroughs Hot Springs transferred from Western Shoshone to Euroamerican hands. 

McCracken suggests that the “1863” date engraved in the stone building at Darroughs 
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Hot Springs may have been done by H. Robinson and William Shea, the first ranchers in 

the valley (Berg 1942:56) also (McCracken 1997:142). 

 

Figure  5-66 Darroughs Residence, Built 1863 
 
With the reoccupation of the Great Basin and the extraction of the resources 

found therein, many Newe found themselves homeless within their own territories. This 

predicament stemmed from the fact that “for a century of more following the first 

contact, Indian ownership and occupation of the Great Basin territory was not considered 

a significant impediment either to passage through the Great Basin or to the extraction of 

the resources there” (McCracken 1997:89). One consequence of encroachment was that 

many Newe were unable to pursue traditional forms of hunting and gathering in 

environments that had been stripped of their botanical wealth by the domesticated 

animals brought in by the newly arrived ranchers. The horses and cattle destroyed the 

plants and animals upon which the Western Shoshone depended while also polluting the 

springs upon which survival depended. 

According to one local historian, Darroughs Hot Springs came under to 

proprietorship of Jim Darrough, who “arrived in Nye County from Texas (probably) at 

the age of 17, and went to work at the Pine Creek Ranch. He saved his money in the 
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1860s’ bought the ranches which were known as the Hot Water and Cold Water Ranches. 

Several reports state that Jim Darrough secured the hot springs Ranch by driving off the 

Shoshone Indian Tenants at gun point” (Doyle 1987:159). According to other accounts, 

Jim Darrough married a Western Shoshone woman who lived at the hot springs and they 

continued to reside there. Darrough’s new residence reportedly included the stage station 

and hot springs. Later he built a hotel, “which operated until the teens, thanks mainly to 

the attraction of the hot springs. The family house, however, burned in 1909. He 

remained there until he died in 1911 at the age of 52” (Hall 1999:140-1). 

 

Figure  5-67 Darroughs Residence, Date Inscription 
 
The stage station, built in the 1860s, was intended to serve the Belmont-Austin 

line (Hall 1999:140).In all likelihood, the stone building at the hot springs was used as a 

“Station;” a nineteenth-century version of today’s rest stops. Here travelers and horses 

refreshed themselves before proceeding. According to McCracken this station, like others 

such as San Antone, were located on roads that were previously Indian trails linking one 

spring to the next, a performance characteristic of these stops that was necessary for 

successful travel in the desert. “Along these ancient pathways they often established, 

stations; one of these was established at the site of Darroughs Hot Springs, where a stone 
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building constructed in 1863 was used by passing travelers. Many of the principal trails 

and roads of the 1860s were established over previously extant Indian trails” (McCracken 

1997:145-6). 

To the south of Darroughs Hot Spring was the Sayes Ranch, one of the oldest 

ranches in Smoky Valley. Originally owned by J. Moore, this ranch was later renamed 

the Wine Glass Ranch. This ranch reputedly holds water rights to Devil’s Canyon, Broad 

Canyon and Bowman Canyon (Doyle 1987:158). 

Darroughs Hot Springs is the location that spiritual leader CH, indicates was used 

by Western Shoshone for the performance of the Ghost Dance. Both ethnographic and 

historic sources confirm the repeated use of Darroughs for Western Shoshone gatherings. 

The Ghost Dances were principally performed in the late 1880s through the early 1890s, 

however, an older balancing ritual dance known as the Round Dance was performed well 

before and well after the Ghost Dance ended. Significantly, many of the sites used for the 

Round Dance were also the same places selected for the performance of the Ghost Dance. 

This was true at a number of places including the ceremonial site at Darroughs Hot 

Springs. 

The Western Shoshone maintained strong attachment to Ǘdüba even after the 

height of Ghost Dance activities in the 1890s. Doyle reports that a school that was 

established on October 30, 1909 at Darroughs Hot Spring was well attended by Indian 

children (1987:163). Interview data collected by McCracken with Pete Rogers confirms 

this point. Rogers shares, “Typically there were about 7 or 8 [kids enrolled in the school 

at Darroughs Hot Springs… Most of them were Indians. Of course the Mealmans from 

across the valley used to come over and go to school with us. They had a ranch there at 
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Moores Creek. . . [The Indians] had a camp at our place just above the ranch (21-22)… 

(McCracken 1990b: 21-23). In later times it would become evident that the Smoky 

Valley Shoshone, like many other Western Shoshone communities of central Nevada, 

were deeply tied to the land and extremely reluctant to be forced into giving up their 

honored traditions and intimate connections to the land that provided for them spiritually 

as well as physically. Crum (1994:2) attributes this deep place attachment as the reason 

that the Shoshone refused to move to the Fort Hall Reservation in Idaho and also the 

reason they insisted on a series of reservations within their own valleys rather than one 

centralized reservation for all Western Shoshone of central Nevada. 

Ethnographic Overview  

The traditional Western Shoshone territories extend from Death Valley through 

central Nevada and north into northwestern Utah (Thomas, Pendleton, and Cappannari 

1986:262). In central Nevada, the Western Shoshone had extensive territorial claims in 

Reese River Valley, Smoky Valley, Monitor Valley and associated areas. Prior to the 

onset of mining and ranching in Smoky Valley, many Newe lived near springs up and 

down the valley. One place that remained culturally important in pre and post Contact 

times is Darroughs Hot Springs.  

The Western Shoshone of Smoky Valley called themselves the Wiyambitükanü, 

or “buffalo berry people,” and the valley that they lived in Wiyumbahunovi “buffalo berry 

valley” (Steward 1938:100). Census figures for the 1890s are unavailable, and only one 

person was counted in the census of Smoky Valley in 1880, suggesting that a formal 

census never occurred. A decade later, however, census figures record 132 Newe living 

in this area (Doyle 1987:91). 
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Sociopolitical Organization  

Explorers John Wesley Powell and G.W. Ingalls write that by the 1870s, 

approximately 25 Indians lived in Big Smoky Valley under the political leadership of 

Chief Brigham (1874, p.12) (Steward 1938:110). The chieftain lists of Powell and Ingalls 

serve to demonstrate that the Newe created and sustained strong political and religious 

social systems throughout their traditional territories. In the immediate vicinity of Smoky 

Valley a solid leadership contingency existed with four chiefs in Reese River, three in 

Austin, one in Big Smoky Valley, one in Hot Creek, one in the Morey District, [at least] 

one in Belmont, and one in Duckwater (Fowler and Fowler 1971:105). These systems 

worked together well in times of need. During the 1890s Ghost Dance, for example, it 

appears that there was heavy collaboration between various political and religious 

authorities in different districts.  

Subsistence  

Steward reports the Shoshone of Big Smoky Valley adopted subsistence strategies 

similar to the Reese River Valley Shoshone, with the exception that they did not formally 

own seed areas. “Thus Hot springs people gathered seeds in their own valley and in the 

Toquima and Toyabe Ranges where they pleased. There was probably no dancer of their 

trespassing on Reese River Pine nut groves in the Toyabe Range, for they ordinarily 

gathered on their own side of the summit” (Steward 1938:110). Pete Rogers briefly 

shared some of his recollections of pine nutting in Big Smoky Valley. 

RM: Did they go pine-nutting in the fall? 
 
PR Oh yes, every fall Rene and I would go with them. We'd get in the wagon and 
go up with old Dora and Bisk. Where did you do your pine-nutting? In several of 
the canyons just about us- Twin and Summit and Wisconsin and some of those 
(McCracken 1990b:21-23). 
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Ritual festivals often commenced following a successful harvest. Thomas et al. 

(1986:272-273) write that, “The Round Dance ceremony was held when food supplies 

were abundant, usually in the fall, coinciding with the pine nut harvest, rabbit drive, and 

antelope drive. The dance provided opportunities for courtship and the cementing of 

social bonds, and it allowed people to exchange information on available resources.”  

Habitation  

Ethnographic accounts indicate that in contrast to the middle portions of the 

valley, where Darroughs Hot Springs is located, the southern and northern ends of Smoky 

Valley were less heavily populated. Within the center of this valley, the Newe created 

permanent settlements at the many small creeks emerging from the Toiyabe Range into 

the valley at regular intervals of every mile or two. Steward notes, “There were probably 

camps on each of these [springs] but the largest villages were at Millett’s Ranch, on the 

South Twin River (6,002 feet), at Darroughs Hot Springs (5,609 feet) called Ǘdü’ba (hot 

water), and at Peavine Creek” (Steward 1938:109). 

In an interview with Robert McCracken, Pete Rogers recalled the typical 

construction of Western Shoshone dwellings which were situated on many of the ranches 

throughout Smoky Valley. 

PR: They made houses out of poles and willows and then put mud on them. They 
usually had 2 rooms, or the one they made up there at our place did. Maybe it was 
3 rooms. They heated it with a wood stove.  
 
RM: What was the name of that family? 
 
PR: The Andrews-Bisk and Dora Andrews.  
 
RM: And Bisk worked for the ranch? Were there a lot of Indians living in the 
valley at this time?  
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PR: Most every ranch had Indians on the place and the Indians worked at the 
ranch (McCracken 1990b: 21-23). 

 
Ideology and ceremonialism  

Some of the earliest memories of a Western Shoshone dance in Smoky Valley are 

recorded in the works of Captain James H. Simpson of the U.S. Army Corps of 

Topographical Engineers who crossed the Great Basin enroute to California in 1861. 

While camped at the mouth of the Smoky Valley Canyon, he recounts, 

Just before leaving, the Indians (some twenty) amused us with a specimen of one 
of their dances, all entering into it with a great deal of zest, and shouting with the 
utmost delight. The appearance of so many white men and wagons in this country 
is quite an epoch in their lives and they are correspondingly elated (Simpson 1859 
(1983):111). 

In the twentieth century, Julian Steward gathered recollections of Numic ritual from the 

1870s forward. Typically, ritual specialists led healing ceremonies for individuals and 

also were called upon to pray at large gatherings such as Round Dances or Ghost Dances. 

The Newe regularly held 5 day festivals at, 

Hot Creek, Millett’s Ranch, Manhattan, or elsewhere. They were directed by 
Captain John. After the dance, Captain John would announce the 10-day rabbit 
hunt, held at various places in the valley. Visitors from Reese River, Austin, and 
elsewhere attended these and it is possible that in post-Caucasian times, at least, 
Monitor and Ralston valley customarily joined forces with the Great Smoky Valley 
people under Captain John (JK) (Steward 1938:110). 
 

From the end of the nineteenth century into the beginning of the twentieth century, the 

Western Shoshone continued to practice rituals passed down through millennia while also 

incorporating new songs learned through the spread of the Ghost Dance. In order to 

sustain these practices, it was necessary for many of these ceremonies to go underground. 

In the following passage, Robert McCracken asks a local resident, Pete Rogers, about his 

perceptions of the ceremonial life of the Western Shoshone.  
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RM: Did the Indians have their own culture, their own way of life? If they had 
their own religion, beliefs and things like that. Did you ever see any of their 
ceremonials or anything like that? 
 
PR: We saw some- they'd sing and all that. And then they had the Indian doctor- 
she would come and ...if they were in bad shape they'd take them out of the house 
and doctor  them outside if they thought they were going to die, because if they 
ever died in the house they'd have to burn it down. That was their belief.  
 
RM: Did you ever see any of their healing ceremonies?  
 
PR: Well, not much of that. They really didn't want you around when they did that 
(McCracken 1990b: 21-23). 
 

 

Figure  5-68 Hot Spring 
Site Characteristics 

The section examines Ǘdüba as a physical place that constitutes a portion of a 

cultural landscape considered important to the Numic people, and used actively for ritual 

purposes during the late nineteenth century.  

Physiographic Features 

Like Blue Spring, the most important and outstanding physiographic 

characteristic of Ǘdüba is the water, around which all other landform features and 

archaeological features cluster.  
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Water Source  

The Darroughs Hot Springs have multiple performance characteristics that 

contributed to their usage. “The great hot springs of Smoky Valley, in Nye Country, is 

wonderful for the high temperature and abundant flow of its waters” (Thompson 

1881:19). Some of the early explorers and miners found these temperatures useful “for 

boiling foods such as ham, beans and potatoes, and some people even cooked bread in 

ovens suspended over the waters” (Doyle 1987:158). The hot springs became a favorite 

stop for travelers. They often camped at the springs, and alternatively used the water for 

cooking, bathing, and drinking. Nineteenth century historian Thomas writes, 

The great hot springs of Smoky Valley, in Nye Country, is wonderful for the high 
temperature and abundant flow of its waters, more than from any medicinal 
quality they contain. The spring is situated in the midst of a broad plain, its 
column of steam giving to the passing traveler the only intimation of its presence. 
A great shaft in the earth, fifty feet in diameter at the surface, out of which rises a 
stream of boiling water, bubbling at the center like a cauldron over a furnace, and 
flowing but a few hundred yards in the plain, at first a considerable stream, then 
disappearing- every a mystery. The water is fresh and potable when cooled, or is 
used in tea or coffee, which beverage are readily prepared by its use. Here is a 
favorite camping place for travelers or prospectors, the boiling pot being 
perpetually in readiness for culinary purposes, cooking potatoes, or other 
comestibles immersed or suspended in water (Thompson 1881:19). 

 
Volcanism   
 

The geological activity that is visibly evidenced in the hot springs is linked to a 

number of frontal faults that run along the length of Big Smoky Valley. Collectively 

these faults have been referred to as the Toiyabe Range fault system. “The fault extends 

from the north end of Big Smoky valley east of Austin, south along the eastern front of 

the Toiyabe Range to about 11km southwest of Seyler Peak” (USGS 2006).  

[Along] the mountain front, about 1.5 miles to the west, is a fault scarp of a major 
Basin-and Range fault along the east side of the Toiyabe Range. The amount of 
displacement on this fault is unknown. Fiero (1968) has suggested that the hot 
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springs are along a fault parallel to this major fault. Best estimates for thermal 
aquifer temperatures at Darroughs Hot springs from several geothermometers are 
in the 200° to 275° range … Geophysical data for Darroughs Hot Springs are 
reported in Kaufman (1976), Long and others (1976) O’Donnell (1976) and 
Peterson and Dansereau (1976a). 

 
Table  5-12 Ǘdüba Site Characteristics 

Physiographic 

Characteristics 

 Performance 

Characteristics 

 Degrees of Celebration  

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion Low X Place Name X 

Low Elevation X Visibility High X Animal Stories X 

Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 

Resources  

Med X Petroglyphs or 

Pictographs 

0 

Canyon 0 Line of Sight Med X Rock Alignments 0 

Cave 0 Shelter High X Trails X 

Large Boulders or Cliffs 0 Flat Dance Area High X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants X Area previously 

used for ritual  

Low 0 Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 

Source 

0 Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 

Drawings 

X 

Guardians X   First Person 

Experience 

X 

Volcanism X   Songs - 

      

Total Score 6 Total Score 6 Total Score 7 

Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 

 60%  75%  70% 

 
Elevation  

The hot springs, themselves, are situated at the moderate elevation of 5,609 feet 

(Steward 1938:109). The average elevation in Big Smoky Valley as a whole ranges from 

4,900 feet in the south to 5,500 feet in the north (Kleinhampl and Ziony 1985:10). 
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McCracken (1997:57) notes that “The Western Shoshone usually spent every winter at 

their permanent campsite, which was most often positioned near water and in the low 

foothills, off the valley floors with their colder temperatures.” Given this tendency, they 

may have relocated to the camps at the base of the Toiyabe Range during the coldest 

parts of the year. 

Mountains, Hills  

The hot springs is approximately 1 mile east of the Toiyabe Range base and faces 

Arch Dome Peak at an elevation of 11,361 feet to the southeast (DeLorme 1996:53). The 

hot springs issue forth from alluvial fans just west of the Berg and Darroughs Ranches. 

Plants  

While residing at Ǘdü’ba, the Shoshone had access to a number of culturally 

important plants. Several of the key plants of this area were elicited by Richard Crapo. 

He describes plants frequently used by the Big Smoky Valley Western Shoshone in his 

1970s ethnographic text. These include cattail toi, toih (-a”), cedar sama”-pin (–tta”), 

currant berry (poki- mpih (-a”), wild black berry (tuu-ppihtyn poko—mpih (-a”), currant 

bush pokono-ppyh (-a), dandelion puity-kkappyh (-a”), sagebrush poho-pin (-tta”), aspen 

sapling tyty-synkappyh (-a”), cottonwood sapling ty-sohopin (-tta”), willow sapling syy-

patakwiccih (-a”), black walnut tree saka”-pin; fir tree, pine tree wa’a”-pin (-tta”), and 

tule, reed sai-ppyh (-a”) (Crapo 1976:154-194). Each of these plants was used for food, 

material culture, ritual, medicine. It is probable that visiting dancers camped out below 

the large cottonwood and willow trees along the east side of the property.  
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Guardians and Power Animals  

Western Shoshone language provides a window through which we can become 

familiar with some of the animals that inhabited Smoky Valley prior to as well as after 

the arrival of Euroamericans. Crapo indicates some of the animals interlocutors from 

Smoky Valley mentioned. These include mountain lion, pia-tukku-ppiccyh (-a”), toja-

tukku-ppiccyh (-a”); mountain sheep tukku: (-i”), bobcat (old word) tukku-ppiccih (-a”), 

mouse ponaih (-a”), porcupine jyhnyn (-a”), prairie dog kyympai, robin suikkokko (-a”), 

rattlesnake tokoa (-i”), bullsnake kokon (-a”), water snake pa-tokoa, weasel pamonaix, 

wolf pia-isa, and coyote ica-ppy (Crapo 1976:154-194). Although any animal can serve 

as a helper animal or spirit for a ritual specialist, the magpie, eagle, and sagehen are often 

mentioned in association with the Ghost Dance. Both the magpie and eagle are frequently 

sighted in this valley. 

Absences  

Several landforms that commonly occur at other Ghost Dance sites that are absent 

at the site of Ǘdü’ba. These include the presence of canyons, caves, and large boulders or 

cliffs. In addition there is no paint, clay or mineral source immediately onsite and the 

closest mountains are positioned approximately 1 mile west of the actual site. The 

significance of these absences is investigated in further detail in Chapter 6.  

Performance Characteristics 

Owing to the popularity of Darroughs Hot Spring, two desirable performance 

characteristics, seclusion and low visibility, are absent from this site. On the other hand, 

Darroughs Hot Spring was positioned in a central location for many Numic residents of 

Smoky Valley and the neighboring districts. 
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Seclusion  

Darroughs Hot Springs was a popular locale that well known to both Western 

Shoshone and Euroamerican residents. In 1878 The Belmont Courier reported on the hot 

springs, then under the proprietorship of H. Hawkins. In this brief report, people were 

encouraged to visit the hot springs and enjoy the comforts of the sun and warm waters. 

As a consequence of the hot spring’s notoriety, this site underwent many incarnations, 

including use as a ceremonial site, Numic residence, way-station for explorers such as 

Fremont, ranch, hotel, stage station, and school. 

Visibility  

In addition to having a number of physical conveniences that attracted people to 

the hot springs, the notoriety of Ǘdü’ba was probably fed to a small degree by its 

visibility on the landscape. The presence of steam rising from the hot springs and the 

presence of large cottonwood and willow trees contributes to this location’s visibility. 

Distance from Cultural Resources  

Ǘdü’ba is connected to places of cultural import throughout Smoky Valley. In 

addition to Shoshone settlements at virtually all of the creek beds flowing out of the 

Toiyabes at intervals of 1-2 miles, Ǘdü’ba is linked to Numic settlements outside of 

Smoky Valley. One of the principal passes through the Toiyabe Range, the Ophir Canyon 

Pass, links Smoky Valley to Reese River Valley. There are also many important 

archaeological sites in the Toquima Range, such as the Alta Toquima Site on Mt. 

Jefferson.  
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Line of Sight  

From Darroughs Hot Springs, one faces the Toiyabe Range and Shoshone 

Mountains on the west side of the valley and the Toquima Range on the east side of the 

valley. Within the Toiyabe Range, Line of Sight vision is directed at Cove Basin and 

Belcher Basin, which both have trails over the mountain range and into the next valley to 

the west, Reese River Valley. At the time of the 1890s Ghost Dance, Western Shoshone 

community resided in each of these valleys.  

Shelter  

According to Thomas (1983:31), “temporary field camps were set up for a 

number of purposes such as communal antelope and rabbit drives and fandangos. These 

task specific moves rarely exceeded 60 to 80 km.” These camp grounds were often 

located in proximity to a water source. J.W. Powell writes, “The campground is generally 

selected in the vicinity of a spring or stream of water and in a grove which furnishes 

partial protection from storms and affords firewood in abundance…” (Powell MS 830 

inFowler and Fowler 1971:53). 

 

Figure  5-69 Dance Area & Corral 
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Flat Dance Area  

Throughout the historic period the fandango 

was held in a central location, creating a temporary residential camp which was 
much larger than any individual winter camp, but lasted for only a week or so. 
Historic fandangos drew from large areas, but the prehistoric versions were 
probably more local in nature. In addition to the obvious social and ritual aspects, 
fandangos probably functioned to disperse critical ecological information, perhaps 
serving as a devise to assist the overall regulation of regional population density 
(Thomas 1972a, 1979a, pp123-126 cited inThomas 1983). 
 

The Ǘdü’ba dance circle is located southeast of the hot springs between RB’s and RB’s 

ranches. According to SB, this large depression in the land was there before he modified 

it by adding a wall of stones on its east side. Local oral histories also indicate this is 

where the Round Dance was traditionally held in the early twentieth century. During the 

1920s and 30s through the 1950s, Euroamericans began gathering at Darroughs Hot 

Spring to dance (McCracken 1997:439). “The white people used to have dances at 

Darroughs Hot Springs. It burned down one time and they had to rebuild it. They would 

dance all night. The white people danced there. Waltzes, fox trots. Everyone from Austin, 

Manhattan, Tonopah, Smoky Valley; Big Event, during the summer 1 time a month 

(Doyle 1987:161). 

Seasonality\Time  

The winter of 1889-1890, when the Ghost Dance began to grow measurably, was 

uncharacteristically cold. A Swiss native, Emil Baumann, who settled in Austin said, It 

“was a terrible hard winter they had- There’s never been one that bad since” (McCracken 

1993:3). That winter, “Nearly all the cattle died…It kinda changed everything” 

(McCracken 1993:3).  
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Cultural Inscription Practices 

The site of Ǘdü’ba is commemorated through linguistic practices such as place 

names, legends, and historic narratives as well as embodied practices such as the creation 

and use of trails and dance areas. 

Place Name  

Steward records the presence of multiple Shoshone sites in Big Smoky Valley. 

The site at Darroughs Hot Spring was called Ǘdü’ba meaning ‘hot water’ (Steward 

1938:109). Additional place names are recorded on a map from 1864 showing the 

Shoshone name of Smoky Valley as Wanahenupee and the name for the Toiyabe Range 

as Pereireah (Big Mountains) (Doyle 1987:84). 

Animal Stories  

Further evidence of the importance of this valley is presented in oral histories that 

describe natural landforms of the valley and inscribe them with significance. Although 

the Newe lifestyle once entailed the frequent movements associated with a hunting and 

gathering lifestyle, they managed to maintain a strong sense of place rooted in particular 

localities (Crum 1994:8). In this valley, for example, where at least two ceremonial Ghost 

Dance sites have been located, place attachments are commemorated through stories of 

Crow and Coyote, who once traveled through the valley with pine nuts from Idaho. 

They entered Smoky Valley [central Nevada] and there the Pinenut Eaters caught 
up with them. Coyote was very brave and he held them off from the others. 
Coyote was finally shot and somewhere in Smoky Valley there is a buckberry tree 
which grew on the spot where Coyote was killed. It is very bitter and cannot be 
eaten. The other buckberry trees which are edible are the fallen companions of 
Coyote. Crow hid the Main Seed in his thigh and before he was killed he wished 
his thigh into becoming infected and also that Crane would kick it and 
temporarily lose his mind…[After Crane kicked Crow’s leg, Crane’s companions 
helped him look for Crow’s leg in the mountains.] When they went into the 
mountains people were already roasting pinecones like they did in the North 
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…Perhaps you have seen a red coloring in the mountains which looks like blood 
flowing down somewhere in the Southern Part of the State. We are told it is there 
because when Crow was choking he vomited blood (Crum 1994:6). 
 

Steward also recorded one of the early written accounts about how the Toiyabe 

Mountains came to be colored with red tones in the story known as, Coyote Learns to Fly 

(Big Smoky Valley, Nevada. Shoshoni). 

Goose said to Coyote, "I'll give you wings. See those two sharp mountains? One 
is farther away. If I give you wings, you can fly up to that hill." Coyote said, "All 
right." 

Goose pulled some of his feathers out and stuck them along Coyote's arms and 
said, "If you fly, sit on that mountain and wait for me. Don't go away. I will watch 
you." Goose sat down to watch. Coyote said, "All right," and went, saying "Wa’ 
wa’ wa’." He felt good. He said, "I don't want to sit on that hill. I feel good." He 
flew a long way and fell down. 

Goose was watching him and found him. He went to Coyote and broke his head. 
Coyote's brains ran out and he died. 

When he came to life he felt his brains and said. "My nephews gave me some 
mush." He ate some. Then he found that his head was broken and that he had been 
eating his own brains. He vomited. Goose came and found him and said, "You are 
bad, adabu!" He took his wings away from Coyote and left him. 

Coyote cried. He did not know what to do (Steward 1943). 

Julian Steward relays another oral histories tell about the origins of the Western 

Shoshone in Smoky Valley. He writes 

Wolf had a big water jug. He said to his brother, Coyote, "Coyote, don't touch or 
open this jug. Be careful!" Then Wolf went away. Coyote said, "What is the 
matter with my brother? What is in that jug? Why did he tell me not to open it? I 
am going to open it." Coyote pulled out the stopper. 

Many people came out and flew away. He replaced the stopper, while a few 
remained. The good ones had come out and had flown away like flies. 

Wolf told Coyote they were going to move. He told Coyote to carry the big jug. 
They went to Smoky Valley. Wolf did not know that Coyote had opened the jug. 
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He thought all the people were still in. When they came to Smoky Valley, Wolf 
said, "Open that jug!" Just a few Indians came out. They are the Shoshoni 
(Steward 1943:267). 

Trails 

It is probable that the wagon road connecting Reese River, the Twin River Mines 

and Smoky Valley, is laid over the original Western Shoshone trail (Doyle 1987:62-3). 

Another trail, known as the Beowe Trail, was reportedly used by Reese River residents. 

After being established these trails were used unfailingly. Powell writes, 

It is curious to notice with what tenacity an Indian clings to a trail; a path which 
has been followed by his forefathers is sacred to him, and though in the constant 
and rapid erosion of the guides and sides of the hills and mountains these trails 
have become very difficult yet he never abandons them when they can by any 
possibility be followed (Fowler and Fowler 1971:39). 

 
Historic Narratives  

Discussions of Ghost Dancing and Round Dancing in Smoky Valley are provided 

through nineteenth and twentieth century historic newspaper reports as well as 

ethnohistoric accounts. As there were no active newspapers in Smoky Valley until 1906, 

with the establishment of the Round Mountain Nugget, most of the historic information 

on dancing is post 1890s. For example, The Manhattan Post, Sept 2, 1911 mentioned a 

fandango at Darroughs Hot Springs.  

Information about ceremonial activities from the 1890s must therefore be derived 

from newspapers in Austin and Belmont, the most prominent mining towns at the end of 

the nineteenth century. From the Belmont Courier, we learn that Chief Kawich, then the 

most prominent chief in central Nevada, ordered all of the Indians to go and dance in 

Smoky Valley when tensions grew in Monitor Valley and the governor was called to 
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supply arms to the local White citizens. The Belmont Courier alludes to the frequency as 

well as the underlying coordination of dances when it states,  

Fandango Captain Joe says that Chief Kawich has ordered that all the Shoshone 
men must gather in Smoky Valley and attend the fandangos that will be held in 
that valley during the Fall, Winter and Spring. In answer to inquiries, Capt. Joe 
said the fandangos would be held ‘to keep the snow from coming down’ (Courier 
1890, November 15). 

 
Reports from the Belmont Courier also describe collaboration between the Numic ritual 

specialists in Smoky valley and those from Monitor Valley. On June 1, 1889, Old 

Fandango Joe and Peavine Tom from Smoky Valley led a fandango and temperance 

lecture outside of Belmont (Courier 1889, June 1). Shortly thereafter, a reporter from the 

Belmont Courier noted that the Western Shoshone of Smoky Valley were gathering in 

Ophir Canyon above Darroughs Hot Spring for a “Large Powwow.”  It is important to 

note that the date of this dance is at the height of the Ghost Dance movement. 

Furthermore, the Paiutes who were generally strong supporters of the Ghost Dance were 

in full attendance (Courier 1889, June 20). 

Ethnohistoric accounts by Julian Steward confirm that large, five day festivals 

were convened in Smoky Valley under the directorship of Captain John. He did little 

fieldwork with people from Smoky Valley, but does mention that people regularly 

gathered at Millett’s Ranch, Hot Creek, and Manhattan to dance (Steward 1938:110). The 

Millett Ranch was formerly a Western Shoshone residence. “The proprietorship has 

changed many times from Popular Ranch (late 1800s) to Ott Ranch, and then H.P. Millett 

Ranch. This ranch is at the base of Pueblo Canyon” (Doyle 1987:124). Ironically, Al 

Millett, the owner of one of the places where the Shoshone reputedly danced, was the 
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person credited with stopping what appeared to be collective resistance to encroachment 

on the part of the Western Shoshone residents. 

A local resident of Smoky Valley, Clarice T. Uhlmeyer, indicates that the Indians 

became “surly” in the late 1880s and early 1890s and began threatening miners and 

ranchers in the area. This situation reportedly continued unabated until one of the 

ranchers, Al Millett was called to put a stop to the indigenous resistance.  

Millet said “This has gone one long enough. We’ll go talk to them. So he got in 
the wagon with my folks and they went to the nearest big camp where it happen a 
lot of the surliest had gathered. Millet minced no words. He told them that they 
were to put up their guns and no back talk! He said the whites were not going to 
stand it one more day. If they made any more threats he would send for troops and 
the first men that started anything would be hanged. Millet’s bold fearless attitude 
struck fear into the hearts of the Indians. They knew he meant every work of what 
he said. They also knew he was their friend. From that day their attitude changed 
and they put their guns and started acting in a friendly manner. Had there been a 
real leader among the Shoshones at that time there no doubt would have been a 
bloody war (Uhlmeyer 1996:5-6). 

 
In Austin, similar accounts of calls to arms among local citizenry occur at the height of 

the Ghost Dance. The Western Shoshone of Austin experience the xenophobic reactions 

of locals during the height of the Ghost Dance, when  the citizens of Austin reportedly 

called upon the governor’s office to send them arms to fight the Ghost Dancers if they 

became unruly (Crum 1994:56). The bitter irony of these standoffs lies in the fact that the 

leader of the Ghost Dance advocated peace, love and cooperation. The flagrant 

misinterpretation of the Ghost Dance is evident in historic newspaper accounts of the 

time in which participants seek to assure the Whites of their peaceful intentions. 

Native American Interpretations 

During the fall of 2005 and spring of 2006, people from Smoky Valley and 

Duckwater shared their individual and social memories of Darroughs Hot Springs, former 
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Shoshone residents of Smoky Valley, as well as their ideas and interpretations about the 

Western Shoshone involvement in the 1890s Ghost Dance.  

Use History.  

Western Shoshone consultants of central Nevada acknowledge strong territorial, 

historical, and cultural relationships with Ǘdü’ba. Ǘdü’ba is regarded as a natural place 

of healing and many stories are related about people going to this second hottest mineral 

waters in the world. People also remember Ǘdü’ba as as a sacred area where the Western 

Shoshone gathered to do Round Dances and Ghost Dances in the late nineteenth century. 

Several decades later, Euroamericans reportedly began to hold dances at the same spot. 

When asked how and why this site was used, they shared the following answers: In 

addition to serving as an oasis of healing and ritual dance, people came to Ǘdü’ba to seek 

knowledge or power, pay respects, and meet with other Indian people.  

Healing  

Most consistently mentioned are the healing properties of the mineral hot springs. 

One elder explained, 

We are like the animals. When we heal we look for mineral water. We know 
some waters are stronger than others. Some travel from one spring to the other. 
But hot waters, they have strong powers…Talk to it, sing to it, ask those spirits 
[for help]. Horses go to hot springs to heal themselves. They intuitively 
understand what they need (CH). 

 
The use of mineral waters for healing is widespread among the Western Shoshone. “The 

mineral qualities of the hot springs have traditionally been used for healing purposes. We 

used to go to the hot springs to soak. It’s good for your arthritis” (DM). Due to these 

qualities, Darroughs became healing center long before the arrival of Euroamericans. 
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“My grandmother taught me that this water can heal you. At Darroughs the water is about 

200 degrees. People used to go there for doctoring (MFC). 

Dance Site  

The Western Shoshone remember Darroughs Hot Spring as a ceremonial place 

where people convened during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. One elder 

recalled, 

We had to travel to Austin, Smoky Valley and even Kawich for pine nutting. We 
would often camp out for a week or two…They used to do a big powwow in 
Smoky Valley. In Smoky Valley, this side of Bernice Roger’s place [north of her 
former residence] they would hold dances. It was real swampy looking, with lots 
of grass and willows. People would come from all other. They shared. Sometimes 
the whites would donate a cow for a feast. Young people met their future 
husbands and mates. Duckwater had big dances too (DS). 

 
Western Shoshone elders repeatedly mentioned the use of several central Nevada areas 

for Ghost Dancing. These include Blue Spring and Darroughs Hot Spring in Smoky 

Valley; Beowawe, which is located between Elko and Battle Mountain, Nevada; Dixie 

Valley, which lies between the Stillwater Range and the Clan Alpine Mountains; at the 

numerous springs located on Cortez Mountain, northwest of Crescent Valley; in Spring 

Valley; in the Crescent Valley area south of Beowawe; near Austin; at Tecopa Spring; 

and at a site on the outskirts of Elko (Zedeño, 2003:143). 

Familial Connections  

Darroughs Hot Spring and Smoky Valley are areas to which many descendents 

have strong cultural attachments. Several of the first families to move to Reese River 

Valley when the Yomba Reservation was first established came directly from Smoky 

Valley. Homer Hooper shared some of these connections and indicates that the Shoshone 
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Darroughs of Reese River were distantly related to the Euroamerican Darroughs of 

Darroughs Hot Spring. 

RM: Could you tell me who were the first Indian families that came into the 
valley when they decided to make it (Yomba) a reservation?  
 
HH: We were- the Hooper family and...I think it was [the] Darroughs.  
 
RM: Were they from Darrough Hot Springs?  
 
RM: Well, it was a distant relative (McCracken 1990a:19-20). 

 
School  

In addition to familial connections, several people interviewed about Darroughs 

Hot Spring recalled the presence of a one room school house that was attended by 

Shoshone and Euroamerican children. One local elder recalled, “There was a school at 

Darroughs Hot springs and then Round Mountain. There were quite a few Indians in the 

school” (RB). McCracken provides further details indicating, 

Typically there were about 7 or 8 [kids enrolled in the school at Darroughs Hot 
Springs… Most of them were Indians. Of course the Mealmans from across the valley 
used to come over and go to school with us. They had a ranch there at Moore’s 
Creek... [The Indians] had a camp at our place just above the ranch (21-22)… 
(McCracken 1990b: 21-23). 

 
Trails  

 
Like other stage stations, such as San Antone, Darroughs waslocated on a road 

that had previously been an Indian trails linking a series of springs together, which was 

necessary for successful travel in the desert (McCracken 1997:145-6). 

A person could get over [to Reese River] from Ophir canyon, going down on Ophir 
Road up here, and then going down into it, with a 4-wheel drive. It was open last 
year- we saw 4-wheel-drive cars going over it. It's fairly steep on the other side, but it 
will come right out close to the R.O [Ranch in Smoky Valley] (McCracken 
1990a:49).  
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One Western Shoshone elder’s grandmother told of an Indian trail connecting the 

residents of Reese River Valley to the west with the Smoky Valley residents to the east. 

This passage allowed Western Shoshone to cross over the Toyabe Range, and into each 

of the associated valleys (MFC). Passing along Indian trails over the summits of the 

Toiyabe and Toquima Ranges, the Western Shoshone of central Nevada repeatedly 

convened in Smoky Valley, Monitor Valley, Manhattan, Reese River Valley and the 

vicinity of Austin to perform Ghost Dances. 

10. Sũ huva, Duckwater 
 

 

Figure  5-70 3D Topographical Map of Duckwater 
Location 

The Duckwater ceremonial dance site is located on the Duckwater Shoshone 

Reservation, which is in east central Nevada, in Nye County (ACME 2005). The 

Duckwater Reservation is approximately 200 miles north north-west of Las Vegas. This 

Western Shoshone reservation was started in 1940, with the purchase of 2 Euroamerican 

ranches, the Florio Home Ranch and the Florio Bank Ranch which six families from 

Smoky Valley and two families from Tonopah settled (Crum 1994:96, McCracken 
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1997:63). According to the 2000 census, the Duckwater Indian Reservation has a 

population of 149 (Census 2000). 

 

 

Figure  5-71 Topographical Map of Duckwater 
 

Features 

 This is a Type II Ghost Dance site that appears to have been first used in the late 

nineteenth century for Ghost Dance performances. It is located next to a house that was 

constructed in the early twentieth century by the BIA. There is also a contemporary 

residence where descendents of Chief Blackeye live today.  

Geography 

The Duckwater ceremonial dance site is situated in Railroad Valley, a north-south 

trending alluvial valley that is characteristic of much of central Nevada. Railroad Valley 

is over 100 miles long, extending from Hamilton in the north to the Kawich Range in the 

south (Steward 1938:117). Duckwater is bound on the west by Little Smoky Valley and 

the Pancake Range, and on the east, by the White Pine Mountains, Grant, and Quinn 
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Canyon Ranges. To the south lies the Railroad Valley National Wildlife Refuge (Nevada 

nd: 6-4, 7-4). Duckwater is located 28.6 km west of the Pancake Range, 37.5 km 

northeast of the Hot Creek Range, 38.3 km south by southeast of Ninemile Peak, and 

39.3 km east of the Monitor Range (ACME 2005). Duck Water Creek trends north-

northwest through the reservation and is roughly paralleled by Bull Creek. The 

Duckwater reservation is on the bottom of the valley and in comprised mainly of 

rangelands and agricultural lands irrigated by Duckwater Creek (BIA nd). 

Historic Overview 

During the first half of the nineteenth century, the period of exploration, 

Euroamerican trappers and explorers passed through the lands of the Western Shoshone 

of central Nevada. Notable expeditions were conducted by Jedediah Smith in 1827 

(Brooks 1977), Joseph Redford Walker and Benjamin Bonneville in 1833 (Leonard 

1904), and John C Fremont accompanied by Kit Carson and Basil LaJeunesse in 1845 

(Basso 1986:42, Fremont 1887).  

 

Figure  5-72 Aerial Map of Duckwater 
 
In 1845, between 200 and 300 immigrants passed through Western Shoshone 

territory along the Humboldt River (Intertribal Council of Nevada 1976:21).Given the 
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relative remoteness of central Nevada, the Western Shoshone did not experience the full 

brunt of encroachment until after Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the 1849 Gold Rush, and 

the establishment of mining communities such as Austin, Nevada in the 1860s 

(McCracken 1997:61). With the discovery of gold in California and the commencement 

of mining in multiple areas throughout Nevada, the lives of the Western Shoshone altered 

significantly. “Euroamerican settlers of the mid-nineteenth century had a far greater 

impact upon the Western Shoshone than did earlier explorers and trappers (Rusco 1976). 

In addition to settling on the most prime locations in Newe lands, many of the natural 

resources upon which the Western Shoshone depended were destroyed by the horses, 

cattle, and sheep introduced by the Anglos.  

With ever-increasing competition for reduced resources, governmental efforts to 

establish control over native populations grew. Extermination and assimilation were the 

two models proposed to rid the Anglos of “the Indian Problem” (Utley 1963). After the 

signing of the Treaty of Ruby Valley 1863, armed conflicts between the Western 

Shoshone, Anglo settlers, and the federal government abated. Nevertheless, other forms 

of crisis festered just below the surface. Disease epidemics, starvation, and 

marginalization in the assorted mining camps throughout central Nevada characterized 

the experiences of many Western Shoshone. As a consequence of these depredations, 

many Newe were receptive to the use of communal rituals as a way to mediate conflicts 

and rebalance the world. 

One of the great disruptions of this time was the government’s goal to force the 

Western Shoshone to give up their semi-nomadic lifestyles and cease fighting. In 

exchange the government promised to give the tribes $5,000 for 20 years (Thomas, 
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Pendleton, and Cappannari 1986:263). Notably, only a small percentage of the tribes ever 

signed the treaty, and none agreed to surrender their lands (Stewart 1978). Over the next 

several decades, the federal government endeavored to round up the Western Shoshone 

for the purpose of confining them on small plots of reservation land.  

Crum reports that both the Euroamericans and Western Shoshone favored the 

establishment of a reservation for the Indians of Duckwater (1994:96). When the Western 

Shoshone of Big Smoky Valley learned that their homelands would not be considered for 

a reservation, they joined forces with the people of Duckwater. While consideration of 

Duckwater as a possible site began in 1934, the actual reservation was not established 

until 1940.  

Ethnographic Overview  

The Western Shoshone territories were some of the last areas to be conquered by 

the newly arrived Euroamericans (Thomas, Pendleton, and Cappannari 1986:262). Their 

“power of cultural persistence” is evidenced today, and is in part to be attributed to their 

responses to encroachment during the middle to late nineteenth century (Limerick 

1987:21-22). 

Sociopolitical Organization  

According to population estimates proposed by JW and AC, two informants of 

Julian Steward, “The population of the northern part of the [Railroad] Valley, excluding 

Currant Creek, was 70 persons, or 1 per 13.5 square miles” (Steward 1938:117). Using 

BH’s population enumerations for Duckwater result in a total of “89 persons, or 2 per 9 

square miles” ibid. Thomas (1983) qualifies these numbers with a reminder of variability 
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in population density. Within the northern part of Railroad Valley Steward estimates that 

there were 8 Western Shoshones residences. These are as follows: 

(1) Bambasa- West side of Hamilton- 15 people 

(2) Akamba- spring on eastern slope of Pancake Range- 8 people 

(3) Duckwater, Suhuva, ~50-60 people 

(4) Wongodupijugo, southeast of Green Spring, two families 

(5) Currant Creek, two festival chiefs lived here; Kwitavui (stink bug eye) and Ba: 

kep (ice) 

(6) Warm Spring, Bauduin, 7 families 

(7) Nyala, ten families (Steward 1938:118). 

Leaders among the people of Railroad Valley are mentioned in the Special 

Commission Report prepared by J.W. Powell and G.W. Ingalls in 1873. They record his 

name as Mo-tso’-guant. The Chief of Alliance, Chief Timoak, reportedly presided over 

Mo-tso-guant and others including the chiefs of Ruby Valley, Hamilton, Halleck, Elko, 

Mineral Hill, Palisade, Carlin, Robison District, Spring Valley and White River Valley. 

In Powell’s Manuscript 832, he mentions another Duckwater Chief named Pi av’ as si 

zop’ tu’ vi a gunt (Fowler and Fowler 1971:234). 

According to census figures provided in the Indian Commissioners Report, there 

were 25 men, 24 women, and 11 children residing in Duckwater in 1873, for a total of 60 

people (Fowler and Fowler 1971:105). When one includes other Western Shoshone 

residents in Railroad Valley “extending from the region of Hamilton in the north to the 

latitude of the Kawich Mountains in the south” the population is slightly higher (Steward 

1938:117). Steward indicates that “Using BH’s estimate of Duckwater, it was 89 persons, 

or 1 per 9 square miles” (Steward 1938:117). Details about the Duckwater settlements 

and its residents are provided below. 
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59. Duckwater, Suhuva (suhuvi, red top grass), BH; wandabamuts (wanda, hooked 
willow pine-nut pole + bamuts, a pool, creek, or pond), JW: Payagombi (paya, water? 
+ gombi, flat). People called Tsaiduka (tsaip, tule + duka, eat), BH. JW and AC 
remember 4 families, perhaps 24 persons. BH thought 50 persons. Powell and Ingalls 
(1873, p 12) give 60 persons under Chief Mo-tso’-gaunt. A locality with many seeds 
and a center for rabbit drives and festivals (Steward 1938:118)  

 
Whereas Chief Mo-tso’-gaunt offered political and possibly religious leadership 

in the 1870s, this authority passed to Willie Blackeye in more recent times, in which 

political and religious leadership were conflated. While social memory of his role as a 

religious and political figure remains alive in the storytelling practices of contemporary 

Western Shoshone elders, the written record only discusses his political works. Steward 

writes, “In recent years, when festivals were discontinued in other localities, they were 

still held in Duckwater” (Steward 1938:120). Oral histories confirm that Black Eye was a 

leader among the Duckwater people. They also indicate that he was a puhagant, ritual 

specialist, and presided over dances at Duckwater. Lucille Estella, who was interviewed 

by Robert McCracken, remembered Willie Blackeye. 

RM: Willie Blackeye, over at Duckwater, was an Indian doctor, wasn’t he?  
 
LE: Yes he was a good doctor. If you were sick and went to him, he’d tell you 
what was wrong with you, after a little while (McCracken 1993:Estella 22). 
 

The Blackeyes’ family role in the ceremonial events of the late nineteenth century is 

seminal; under this family’s leadership, many ceremonial dances were held at the time of 

the 1890s Ghost Dance. Willie Blackeye is reported to be the organizer of these events. 

These dances occurred on the valley floor in the meadow behind a series of traditional 

encampments identified in the works of Julian Steward (Steward 1938:118).  
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Subsistence  

The subsistence economies of the Western Shoshone of Railroad Valley consisted 

of hunting, plant procurement strategies, and horticulture managed through indigenous 

burning practices (Steward 1938:119). They reportedly sowed üəp: (Chenopodium or 

Lambsquarters), which, incidentally, is a plant with both native and introduced varieties; 

wu:sia (Mentzelia or Blazing Star) and other seeds. Other seeds used in the fertile valley 

of Duckwater included sunflowers, redtop grass, and pamanmbi ibid. 

Owing to the general fertility of Duckwater, Western Shoshone residents rarely 

had to forage for food far from their homes. They would leave to collect pine nuts and to 

go on rabbit drives. Otherwise, it was more often the case that neighboring groups would 

come to Duckwater to gather seeds or hunt. Rabbit drives were held in a valley flat near 

Biadoya, 15 miles south of Duckwater (Steward 1938:119). 

Duckwater served as a central place where people from diverse locations gathered 

for ritual activities. Significantly, some groups planned their subsistence activities around 

ceremonial dances that took place in Duckwater. Steward writes, 

Sometimes groups would select their seed gathering areas to correspond to the 
annual festivals held at Duckwater. ‘Though local hills supplied most seeds, they 
[people living at Bambasa near Hamilton] sometimes went as fare as Duckwater, 
especially if they wished to attend the 5-day festival held in May…They 
occasionally went to Duckwater for a midsummer festival. In the fall they usually 
went to Duckwater for the festival and rabbit drive’ (1938:118). 

 
Habitation  

 
The seminomadic lifestyle of the Western Shoshone of central Nevada generally 

favored domiciles that were “temporary and unambitious affairs” (Thomas 1983:72-91, 

Thomas, Pendleton, and Cappannari 1986:268). Accordingly, easily constructed 

buildings made of materials readily available in the environment were optimum. In 
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Duckwater, where virtually all foods except pine nuts and rabbits could be obtained 

locally, permanent residence was possible to a higher degree than among neighboring 

groups. Winter dwellings were more elaborate than summer structures (Crum 1994:8). 

The most common dwelling was a conically-shaped structure. A light frame was 

constructed of willows and covered with slabs of bark. At times a single layer of rocks 

were placed around the base of the frame to provide stability (Steward 1941:238).  

Among the Duckwater Shoshone, Julian Steward reports patrilocal residence 

patterns. This pattern was evidenced in the Black Eye family, among whom Wheel Black 

Eye was a ritual leader and organizer of Duckwater dance performances. 

There was a strong preference that permanent residence should be patrilocal, as 
evidenced whereof BH cited Black Eye’s son, who married a girl from Sharp but 
returned to live with his father in Duckwater (Steward 1938:116). 
 

Within the Black Eye family, Steward also noted evidence of sororal polygyny. “Sororal 

polygyny was sometimes practiced by the Western Shoshone of Duckwater. BH’s 

grandfather, Blackeye had three wives” (Steward 1938:116). 

Ideology and Ceremonialism  

Like other Western Shoshone, those of Duckwater understand the world to be 

infused with a sacred energy that would be cultivated through private as well as 

communal ritual activities (see Ideology and Ceremonialism Sections).  

The main festivals were held at Duckwater, under Haiduka (hai, crow + duka, eat; 
so called because as a little boy he ate crows), who lived at Duckwater” (Steward 
1938:120). Another puhagant, deer charmer and talker at the festivals was 
“Tujgwainjugo [tun, fat + gwai, summit + jugo, old man; tungwai, a mountain 
south of Hamilton in the Pancake Range]. Festivals were held in March, April or 
May, when plants began to grow, in midsummer when seeds had ripened, and in 
fall” (Steward 1938:120).  
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A five day festival was held in May, then again during mid-summer, and then in 

the fall (Steward 1938:118-119). Two festival chiefs also lived at Currant Creek, 

Bawazivi (ba, water + wazi, end + vi, long), AC: Icagooep: festival chiefs, Kwitavui 

(kwit, stink bug + bui, eye) and Ba: kep (ice) lived here (Steward 1938:118).  

Large numbers of participants came to attend Round Dances and Ghost Dances in 

Duckwater. In post-Contact times, these included villages north to Hamilton, Currant 

Creek, Warm Springs, Nyaland, and Hot Creek. After the horse became more common as 

a form of transportation, people from Belmont, Eureka, and Kawich people attended. 

“Even Kawich, chief in the Kawich Mountains, sometime attended and talked” at the 

ritual dances held in Duckwater (Steward 1938:120). “Hot Springs undoubtedly also 

participated in Tybo festivals, though the people often went to near Morey and even to 

Duckwater” (Steward 1938:116). 

Physiographic Features  

Duckwater is a fertile place that hosts diverse plant and animal communities. The 

latter are supported by numerous springs as well as Duck Water Creek which runs 

through the reservation and is about 8-10 miles long. The Duckwater reservation is on the 

bottom of the valley and in comprised mainly of rangelands and agricultural lands 

irrigated by Duckwater Creek (BIA nd). 

Mountains, Hills  

Duckwater is bound by a number of mountain ranges including Little Smoky 

Valley and the Pancake Range on the west and the White Pine Mountains, Grant, and 

Quinn Canyon Ranges on the east (Nevada, nd:6-4, 7-4). When describing the Western 

Shoshone of Nevada, Hubert Bancroft, a noted historian of the nineteenth century, 
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explained, “They are lovers of their country; lovers not of the fair hills and fertile valleys, 

but of the inhospitable mountains and barren and plains” (Bancroft 1883:440-441). 

Elevation  

Duckwater has an average elevation of 5,463 feet, typical of valley floor 

elevations in central Nevada ranging from 4,000 to 6,000 feet (Crum 1994).  

Table  5-13 Duckwater Site Characteristics 
Physiographic 

Characteristics 

 Performance 

Characteristics 

 Degrees of 

Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion Low 0 Place Name X 

Low Elevation X Visibility Med X Animal Stories - 

Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 

Resources  

Low X Petroglyphs or 

Pictographs 

0 

Canyon 0 Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments 0 

Cave X Shelter High X Trails X 

Large Boulders or Cliffs 0 Flat Dance area High X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants X Previously Used 

Ritual Site 

Low 0 Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 

Source 

0 Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 

Drawings 

- 

Guardians X First Person 

Experience 

X 

Volcanism 0 Songs X 

  

 

  

Total Score 7 Total Score 5 Total Score 6 

Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 

 70%  62.5%  60% 
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Water Source  

The primary source of water on the Duckwater Reservation is the Duck Water 

Creek which reportedly “originates from a large thermal spring, located on the 

Reservation” (BIA nd:2). Big Warm Spring and Little Warm Spring discharge an 

estimated “11,000 acre-feet per year and are the primary source of Duckwater Creek and 

smaller springs” ibid. These springs include: Young Florio Spring, Nevada Governor 

Spring, Pogue Wells, Rye Grass Spring, Little Nevada Spring, Butte Station Spring, 

Moody Spring, Mahogany Spring, Portuguese Spring, McClure Spring, Sand Spring, Big 

Louis Spring, and Cook Tank Spring (Nevada Natural Heritage 2004). 

There are two species of fishes native to this area, the Duckwater Creek tui chub 
and the Railroad Valley springfish. The tui chub inhabits many of the cold water 
springs, seeps, and creeks in this system. The Railroad Valley springfish is a 
thermal obligate that resides in the many thermal springs and pools of Railroad 
Valley and in warm springs on the Duckwater Reservation. The relict fish fauna 
in this area is exceptional in that the tui chub is of Lahontan Basin origin while 
the springfish is of Colorado River basin origin, indicating that there was a 
Pleistocene connection between each of the basins. This is the only known valley 
in Nevada in which fishes from each of these historic drainage basins co-occur 
(Nevada Natural Heritage 2004). 

 
Canyon  

There are no canyons in the immediate vicinity of the Duckwater ceremonial 

dance grounds. 

Cave  

A small rock shelter is located ~200 yards away from the cottonwood trees where 

people camped while attending the ceremonial dances sponsored by Captain Wheel 

Blackeye. Survey revealed no artifacts on the floor surface, walls, and ceiling of the cave.  
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Large Boulders or Cliffs  

A small rock outcrop is located on the eastside of the dance grounds near Captain 

Blackeye’s encampment. 

Medicinal Plants  

The Duckwater ceremonial site concentrates ethnobotanical species that are 

typical of central Nevada such as rabbitbrush, big sagebrush, üəp: (Chenopodium or 

Lambsquarters), wu:sia (Mentzelia or Blazing Star), sunflowers, redtop grass, and 

pamanmbi (Steward 1938:119). 

Paint, Clay or Mineral Source  

I found no paint, clay, or mineral sources in the immediate vicinity of the 

Duckwater ceremonial dance grounds. 

Guardians and Power Animals 

The Shoshone people have religious beliefs connecting them to animals on the 

physical plane as well as in the spiritual dimensions. The intimate connection of the 

species is revealed in origin stories. One Wesern Shoshone woman asked rhetorically, 

“Where do the Shoshone believe all the animals came from? Well, they were the 

Shoshone people. Those are their animals-Also the owl and the deer. Everything gray, he 

said, used to be the people” (McCracken 1993:21). Through ritual, Numic people connect 

themselves to the seen as well as the unseen. Speaking to the little people and 

waterbabies are one means for Numic medicine people to heal people and maintaining 

the wellbeing of the community. 
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Volcanism  

A BIA analysis of the water sources of Duckwater and Goshute reported on the 

presence of two thermal springs on the Duckwater Reservation.  

The Reservation is underlain by unconsolidated and consolidated alluvial 
materials which yields groundwater to most wells on the Reservation. Carbonate 
rocks occur at depth and are likely the source for the thermal springs, Big Warm 
Spring and Little Warm Spring. The Big Warm Spring and Little Warm Spring 
discharges approximately 11,000 acre feet per year and is the primary source of 
Duckwater Creek with other smaller springs contributing to the flow (Purdic and 
others, 1993) (Exhibit 4508). The Reservation is considered to be within the 
Railroad Valley flow system of the regional carbonate-rock aquifer system, as 
described by Prudic and others (1993) (Exhibit 4508) (BIA nd:2) 

 
Performance Characteristics 

Key performance characteristics noted at the Duckwater ceremonial dance 

grounds included close proximity to the residence of ritual specialist, Wheel Blackeye, 

the continuous use of previously used ceremonial dance grounds, and a high level of 

privacy owing to low visibility. 

Seclusion  

This ceremonial is situated immediately next a Western Shoshone settlement, 

which was later replaced by stone houses built by the federal government, as well as a 

road that connects this site to other portions of the reservation. As a result, this site has a 

low level of seclusion. 

Visibility  

A series of large cottonwood trees behind the residential properties diminish the 

visibility of this site from the road. These trees as well as the buildings block visual 

access to the flat field where the dances took place until recent times.  



 445

Distance from Cultural Resources  

This ceremonial site is less than 5 miles away from multiple cultural resources 

within and surrounding Duckwater.  

Line of Sight  

This dance area has a high Line of Sight rating, meaning 2 or more cultural 

resources can be seen from the dance grounds.  

Flat Dance Area  

The Duckwater dance grounds are situated in a large flat meadow wherediverse 

grasses and native vegetation flourish. Large tall cottonwood trees stand along the edge 

of the field where people historically camped out while attending dances. 

Acoustics  

I found no special acoustical properties in this area. 

Previously used Ritual Place  

Steward (1938:118-119) and local Shoshone residents noted the centrality of the 

Duckwater dance grounds for neighboring valleys Round Dances. The ceremonial dance 

grounds at Duckwater were reportedly used for performances of the 1890s Ghost Dance 

as well as seasonal Round Dances as well as. One elder reported, 

I heard that they used to do the Ghost Dance in Duckwater in the 1900s. The 
places where they danced should be sacred places (JC, from Carroll field notes 
January 22-31, 2003). 

 
Another Western Shoshone resident noted the same event.  

They had a Ghost Dance in the 1900s in Duckwater. They fixed the ground for it. 
It’s gotta be sacred ground (HE from Carroll field notes January 22-31, 2003, 
p.4). 
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Cultural Inscription Practices  

The importance of the Duckwater ceremonial dance grounds is increased through 

the cultural inscription practices discussed below. 

Place Name  

The name for the encampment at Duckwater is called Sũ huva. Sũhuvi refers to 

the red top grass that grows in abundance in this valley (Steward 1938:118). The people 

themselves were called Tsaidüka, or the tule eaters ibid. 

Animal Stories  

Song and stories serve as mechanisms for transmitting cultural and ecological 

knowledge. In addition, songs served as morality tales meant to teaching codes of 

behavior to the recipients of the tales (Crum 1994:11). Western Shoshone songs, such as 

the following, played an integral role at gatherings where the Ghost Dance and Round 

Dance was performed. The following song typifies the moral undercurrents found in 

many Newe songs. 

Pia isam pentsi, 
Pennan kwasin kasunka 

Piyaahteki, 
Piyaahteki, 

Piyaa tua nooten. 
 

Fury wolf, 
On his tail he carries him away, 

Carrier him away, 
Carrier him away, 

Upon his tail he carrier the child away 
 

Petroglyphs or Pictographs  

There are no petroglyphs within the immediate vicinity of the dance grounds in 

Duckwater. 
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Rock Alignments  

I identified no rock alignments at this site. 

Historic Narratives  

According to HE, Western Shoshone elder from McGill, Nevada they did not do 

the Ghost Dance in Ely, Nevada. However, “they have one at Fort Hall at Bannock 

Creek. They still hold this dance in the middle of June. They also had a Ghost Dance in 

the 1900s in Duckwater” (HE from Carroll field notes January 22-31, 2003:4). 

Songs  

The Newe used oral traditions to pass knowledge from generation to generation. 

The use of Round Dance songs was one mechanism through which knowledge was 

transmitted from elders to youths (Crum 1994:10).  

Native American Interpretation 

Use History 

Western Shoshone consultants of central Nevada acknowledge strong territorial, 

historical, and cultural relationships with Sũ huva. Elders are able to remember stories of 

Ghost Dances and Round Dances held at Sũ huva. Sũ huva is regarded as a sacred area 

where the Western Shoshone gathered for Round Dances and Ghost Dances in the late 

nineteenth century. 

In addition, it is the former home of ritual specialist, Wheel Blackeye, who 

reportedly orchestrated many ritual gatherings at this site. The latter is a list of primary 

uses identified by Western Shoshone elders. (1) Conduct Ghost Dances and Round 

Dances, (2) Historic and Contemporary Residence, (3) Pay respects, (4) Communicate 

with other Indian people, (5) Seek knowledge or power, and (6) Pay respects. 
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Figure  5-73 Duckwater Cultural Representative 
 

Physiographic Characteristics  

Native Americans view the cultural landscape of the Duckwater ceremonial dance 

site through a holistic viewpoint that ascribes importance to the diverse physiographic 

characteristics of the Duckwater Reservation.  

Mountains, Hills  

Cultural representatives indicated some of the primary mountain ranges in the 

area including the Pancake Range, the White Pine Mountains, Grant, and the Quinn 

Canyon Ranges. They also mentioned Hot Creek, and the Monitor Range (ACME 2005). 

Although these mountains are known, elders interviewed remembered no specific stories 

about the mountains surrounding Duckwater (EM, DM). 
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Elevation  

Duckwater has an average elevation of 5,463 feet, which is typical of the valley 

floor elevations in central Nevada which tend to range from 4,000 to 6,000 feet (Crum 

1994).  

Water Source  

Elders indicate that the water sources at Duckwater are very important. They 

mentioned the springs in the area as well as the changes attributed to these springs over 

the last several decades. 

There are three creeks near the dance grounds. There is lots of water all over the 
Duckwater area (EM, DM). 
 
There used to be nice cold water; now it is warm. There used to be no fish in the 
water and it was clear. Now there are fish in there, including minnows (EM, DM). 
 
Before the dance we’d take a bath or go swimming in the big warm spring. The 
tree used to be green there. Now it’s dead (EM, DM). 

 
Many of the springs, including those in close proximity to the dance grounds are the 

homes of waterbabies, which are described by elders as powerful beings that can 

alternatively help and harm humans. 

There was a big hole there. That’s where that water baby, whatever it is, it’s got a 
house there. It’s in the water. It all where that water is. It’s all clean around there. 
That’s what my mom said, “Don’t go there.” So we didn’t go there. But now, we 
don’t see anything. But we could hear babies. Oh, I don’t want to hear that water 
baby when it cries. It really sounds bad. Ya (EM). 

 
When I was little, me and my sister Lily and, who was it, I think that was Clifford 
and Shoddy (sp?) I think who was playing down here and there was one lady was 
sitting down there in the water, by the water, got long hair, got no clothes on. I 
think she was sitting that way, not towards us and my sister said, we better go. I 
guess they know what it is. It was a ghost or a water baby or whatever. It wasn’t a 
ghost, it was real.  And we came I think we told my mom and her sister I think 
and they went down here on the gold Creek where she was sitting and she was 
gone. Ya, that tree over there where that (EM) 
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Waterbabies move through time, like in vampire movies when they move super 
fast. Move you to where he wants you to be and entices you with crying. He will 
drown you. That is his goal. The medicine man has the power to sit down and talk 
to him. The water baby will give him whatever he needs for doctoring. Maurice 
said Stanley said waterbabies talked to his uncle. Maybe he had doctoring to talk 
to him. They are not afraid to talk to waterbabies or little people, only medicine 
man has this special privilege. Whatever people are afraid of, they are there to 
give gifts to heal people that are sick; power to move things, move at speed of 
light; to appear to look like a child; some people use it to put fear in children, e.g. 
to get them to obey. They are like messengers-coyote, owl, wild beast (MM). 

 
Waterbabies can also communicate information that is not normally available to human 

beings. 

By the big cottonwood trees someone was making a sound like somebody crying. 
He cried funny. One to two hours later we learned that Lucile’s relative died in a 
car accident. Then we found out that the water baby was crying at the same time 
that Lucile’s relative died (MFC). 

 
Waterbabies tend to express themselves at night: 

Nighttime is not the proper time to speak of waterbabies. That is when they come 
out (MM).  
 
We used to go play hide and seek on horseback when we were kids. We’d go hide 
in the willows. Once it was sundown when the game stared. There was Irvin 
Bobb, Pricilla Hooper and her sister Cindy. I heard the crying and so did some of 
the people I was with. The baby was crying in the big duck pond there. It will 
drown you or pull you in. We all ran off because we were so afraid (MFC). 
 

In addition, they repeatedly appear in the same places. When one Western Shoshone 

medicine man was asked who the waterbabies are, he commented, 

It’s the earth or something. They have the strength to know when someone has 
passed away. That is when they used to come (MM). 
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Canyon  

Elders indicate that the canyons around Duckwater are also important landforms 

that are often selected for dance performances. Some of the canyons around Duckwater 

served as the dance grounds for some of the earliest known Round Dances. 

There was once a dance gathering in a canyon near Duckwater. They moved it 
because of the creature. People had gathered for a feast and all of the delicacies 
were laid out. There was a white woman who came to watch. She hid under the 
basket and watched. A creature emerged. It was the earth. It had come alive. 
When they heard it coming, the Indians ran off. Everyone left but the white 
woman hidden under the basket. One Indian ran off without her baby. The 
creature slapped warm pitch on the baby and threw it over his back into this 
basket. The creature did the Round Dance. He did a round dance stopping to taste 
the food and delicacies that had been abandoned. He even stopped to taste the 
pine nut gravy (MM). 
 

Cave  

Behind Captain Blackeye’s former house there is a field with large cottonwood 

trees and a small rock shelter. 

 

Figure  5-74 Rock Outcrop and Rock Shelter 
 
Large Boulders or Cliffs  

There is a rock outcrop near Captain Blackeye’s Dance Area. 
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Medicinal Plants  

Both native and introduced species were used in association with the Round 

Dances and Ghost Dances. 

Edna remembers getting wood up in the hills around Duckwater. She says they 
used sagebrush for the fires at the fandangos. Sometimes the singers would gather 
around the fires. They would make fires in bunches near the campsites along the 
ditch too (EM). 
 
Grandpa (Captain Blackeye) had a large garden that was full of potatoes and 
carrots. He used to feed the dancers when they came to Duckwater (TS). 

 
Paint, Clay or Mineral Source  

No paint, clay or mineral source was identified in proximity to the Duckwater 

Ghost Dance site. 

 

 
Figure  5-75 Duckwater Camp Site 

 
Guardians and Power Animals 

The Western Shoshone people have religious beliefs connecting them physically 

as well as spiritually to the animals. “Where do the Shoshone believe all the animals 

came from? Well, they were the Shoshone people. Those are their animals-Also the owl 

and the deer. Everything gray, he said, used to be the people” (McCracken 1993:21). 
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Another species that ritual specialists may communicate with are known as the little 

people. 

I seen little people. One had a carved head of an eagle. He wore buckskin and his 
hair was tightly woven, not wild like the hair of waterbabies. The other had a 
carved heard of a coyote. They moved really fast. They came to me. It looked like 
the eagle was flying low then came to a stop. The little people told me don’t be 
afraid to ask us for what you need; to ask us for help. That is what we’re here for 
(MM). 

 
Volcanism  

The elders did not discuss volcanism in association with the Duckwater Ghost 

Dance site. 

Performance Characteristics  

The people of Duckwater often danced near their homes. They went to great 

efforts to create dance grounds suitable for large numbers of guests, traveling to 

Duckwater from diverse locations including villages north to Hamilton, Currant Creek, 

Warm Springs, Nyaland, and Hot Creek. After the horse became a common form of 

transportation, people from Belmont, Eureka, and Kawich people attended. “Even 

Kawich, chief in the Kawich Mountains, sometime attended and talked” at the ritual 

dances held in Duckwater (Steward 1938:120). “Hot Springs undoubtedly also 

participated in Tybo festivals, though the people often went to near Morey and even to 

Duckwater” (Steward 1938:116). 

Seclusion  

  Elders indicated that seclusion was probably a key factor in site selection 

practices among the Western Shoshone of Duckwater. One elder suggested, “Maybe they 

hid the Ghost Dance and called it a fandango. This would have kept the White people 
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from being afraid of it” (EM). In addition to the performance characteristic of seclusion, 

dances were held close to historic encampments from the nineteenth century. 

Visibility  

This site cannot be seen well from more than an eighth of a mile away because of 

the dense vegetation and buildings that are situated between the dance grounds and the 

road. 

Distance from Cultural Resources  

Newe villages are located close to the Round Dance and 1890s Ghost Dance 

grounds.  

There were Indian villages close to the place where they used to dance. Chief 
Wheel Blackeye was the caretaker of the area where Edna now lives. He would 
keep the place up. He kept the ditches clean. He would invite people way in 
advance of the time a dance would be held. Mother and aunt said people came 
from all over to get together. They would talk, dance, sing, and trade (MM). 
 

Line of Sight  

Elders indicated that you can see a boulder outcrop and cave from the dance 

grounds. They did not express any connections between the cave and the dance grounds. 

By contrast, they indicated that the encampments of the Western Shoshone were 

stronglyconnected to the dance grounds during their lives and several proceding 

generations. 

Flat Dance Area  

Prior to the performance of fandangos and Ghost Dances, extensive preparations 

were made. These included the leveling of the ground, clearing away of rocks and debris, 

the selection of the camping area communication with groups invited to attend, and hand 

harvesting foods that would be used to help feed the attendants.  
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Blackeye did preparation before the dance. He would clear the rocks for the dance 
area. He would also prepare the food from the garden (MM). 
 
People attending the dances stayed in tents that ere pitched under the cottonwood 
trees behind the house. That is also where the Indians used to live before they 
built permanent house (EM, DM).  

 

 

Figure  5-76 Duckwater Dance Area 
Acoustics  

Cultural representatives mentioned no special acoustical properties at this site. 

Previously used Ritual Place  

Many elders in the community of Duckwater and neighboring indigenous 

communities affirmed that the Duckwater ceremonial dance grounds had a long history of 

use that extended over many generations. Certain dance grounds were used repeatedly for 

ritual purposes. 

The old people would often use the same places over and over again. They would 
go to the places where they used to do fandangos. Maybe they hid the Ghost 
Dance and called it a fandango. This would have kept the White people from 
being afraid of it (EM, DM). 
 
Traditional dances in Duckwater were held behind Edna’s house at the Blackeye 
Place, Wheel Blackeye was married to Mary Blackeye. They had lots of kids: 
Mike, Willy, Tabits, Minnie Maggie Nonie, Mary and Agnes. They also had 
dances by Theresa’s house across the road under the trees and across from the 
tribal building. They had it over there. There were no willows or trees. Once they 
did it by Janeys and Ida Smiths. Just in the open (TS, HW).  
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Elders indicate that three places were used in Duckwater for ceremonial dances. 

There are three places for dancing in Duckwater. One is right here below the 
cottonwood trees. That is where Chief Blackeye brought everyone together. Then 
there is the place underneath the cottonwoods across the street by Theresa’s in 
that open area. There is the old dance site for fandangos where the health clinic 
sits now. And today below by the tribal building on the lawn is where they do the 
jingle dances (EM, DM). 
 
Sometimes we would hold Round Dances at Virginia’s when Homer came home 
from the Army and before they left for WWII. We did it for all the boys. They 
stopped around 1940 (TS, HW).  

 
Time  

The fandangos and Ghost Dances were held for a prescribed amount of time that 

corresponded to the seasons. 

The fandangos lasted around 5 days and nights. They danced at night until before 
the sun came up. The dance was always held n the fall. It may have been held at 
other times as well (EM). 
 

Cultural Inscription Practices  

Knowledge of Duckwater Round Dance and Ghost Dance site is maintained 

through the oral histories of the elders. 

Place Name  

In the 1870s, the name for the encampment at Duckwater was called Sũ huva. It 

refers to the red top grass that grows in abundance in this valley (Steward 1938:118). 

Today the people call the site by the name of the man who led dances at this site, 

Blackeye. The site itself is known as the Blackeye Place. 
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Stories  

Water is the source of life as well as a potentially dangerous foe. Western 

Shoshone elders told many stories about the water sources associated with the Duckwater 

dance grounds. See the previous section on Water for additional details. 

Petroglyphs or Pictographs  

There are no petroglyphs within the immediate vicinity of the dance grounds in 

Duckwater. There are, however, petroglyphs in the Duckwater area.  

Some are along Currant Creek. Daniel found some while riding along and pushing 
the cows (EM, DM). 

 
Rock Alignments  

 
I found no rock alignments in association with this Ghost Dance site. 

Trails  

Many trails are associated with the dance grounds and Blackeye residence. Elders 

relate that people traveled from distant areas in Nevada, Utah, and Idaho to attend Round 

Dances and Ghost Dances in this area. 

Indians came from all over to participate in the dance. There were people from 
Reese River, Smoky Valley, Hot Creek, Ely, and Cherry Creek, where Andy 
Thompson is from. They didn’t have cars back then so they would travel by horse 
and wagons. It took 2-3 days of travel for them to arrive (EM, DM). 

 
Additional Places are connected to Duckwater through elaborate trail systems. 

There are many Indian trails connected with this area. People came from Reese 
River, Goshute, Battle Mountain and southern Idaho. They came from St. George 
and from further south too (MM). 
 

Historic Narratives  

Knowledge of the Round Dances and Ghost Dances has been retained through 

social memories and personal experience. Edna Mike remembers going to a Round 
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Dance when she was about 12years old and her brother Nye was about 9. These dances 

were led by her grandfather, Captain Wheel Blackeye.  

There were dances around Duckwater led by Captain Blackeye. They used willow 
drumsticks and pushed them back and forth on a washtub. They would sing 
Shoshone songs and dance around a pole. They danced all together, men and 
women. The dances were held at night. They lasted 5 days. They would have fires 
in one bunch where the singers were at. They lit fires in the evening. Grandpa 
(Wheel Blackeye) would prepare for the people that came from all over. He 
would give them potatoes and carrots and onions to the people. There were white 
people that owned the ranch. They gave us meat. The ranch is where the health 
building is now. The ranch has been gone for a long time now; maybe since the 
60s (EM, DM). 
 

Extensive preparations were conducted prior to gathering of Western Shoshone for ritual 

dances. 

Wheel Blackeye relayed messages to the people that came to dance in Duckwater. 
He wrote letters to them and they’d write letters too. He would invite them to 
come and then prepared way in advance for the dances. He would clear the area of 
rocks, make places to camp and feed and welcome them when they came. The 
dances lasted 4 days to a week. They were done a number of times a year. They 
did the Round Dance and Back and Forth Dance (Bear Dance). Aunt Lily says the 
powwow dances: Jingle and Grass Dance are not ours. They are the dances of the 
Plains Indians (MM). 

 
In addition to Ghost Dances and Round Dances, a dance known as the Morning Dance 

was conducted. 

They brought hides, beads and beadwork to exchange. Mother remembers at the 
dance site they would get up early in the morning and hold a prayer ceremony. 
They would get up and dance in a circle. They called it the morning dance. Aunt 
Edna said the last place they performed the dance was across the way under the 
cottonwood trees. Aunt Lily said this too. They set up booths and had lemonade 
or hotdog stands. They played hand games. The last of the eagle dancers was seen 
there.  Don’t know where they were from. They would cover their arms with 
eagle feathers. They did round dances too (MM). 

 
More recently, the Western Shoshone of Duckwater have incorporated the dances of 

other tribes such as the Jingle Dance. There are now fewer people who dance the 

traditional Round Dance and Ghost Dance. 
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They are not doing the old dances in Duckwater now. What I seen was the Round 
Dance Seen maybe 1 singer who is fairly young; maybe Battle Mountain Keith 
Andress is one of the few Round Dance singers left. Clifford, Theresa’s brother 
was a Round Dance singer there in Duckwater. He knew a ton of songs and could 
sing through the night. No more. They are all gone (MM). 

 
Songs  

  Recollections of the singing that accompanied the traditional dances were shared 

as well.  

Nothing happened before the dance started. There were no drums, no rattles, only 
singing. With the bear dance they used a wash tub and a willow with notches in it 
(TS, HW). 
 
Back then everyone sang. The singers were from all over. They always had 
singers and everybody had songs. They did not use a drum for singing. They 
didn’t use rattles either. Instead they used a washtub and they would rub it with a 
willow stick while sitting on the ground. Nye has songs. I have songs and Henry 
does too (EM). 
 
Elmer can sing all night long. Edward Brown, a Paiute Guy placed hand game 
with Elmer. Emma knows a lot of songs (MFC). 

 
Weather songs were sung to help call upon the snow, the wind or the rain. 

There are special rain songs. People with medicine sometimes know these songs. 
Yetta Jake once talked about calling up the wind. The wind was so strong that it 
blew several trucks off the road. Yetta said she had to apologize tot wind because 
she didn’t realize that it would cause ay trouble (MFC).  

 
One elder’s grandmother used to bring up the breeze with her songs. She used it to help 

when they were using the winnowing baskets to prepare the pine nuts. Edna’s mom used 

to do that too. Today, knowledge of the Round Dance and Ghost Dance songs is 

diminishing. 

There are few singers still around. There is only 1 singer now, Alan Mike. He 
sang over in Schurz. He sang the Round Dance songs (MM). 
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Considered collectively, both primary and secondary documents and oral histories 

confirm that Western Shoshone retain strong cultural connections and memories of Sũ 

huva, a historic ceremonial site used for Ghost Dances in the 1890s.  
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CHAPTER 6  
FINDINGS 

 

Chapter 5 demonstrates that the ritual settings selected for the performance of the 

1890s Ghost Dance were neither arbitrary nor incidental; instead, many places were 

consciously selected on the basis of a cultural logic rooted in thousands of years of ritual 

practices (Hittman 1973a:264, Vander 1997:7, Whitley et al. 1999), and others on the 

contingencies posed by living under a spatial regime resulting from westward 

expansionism (e.g., Carroll, Zedeno, and Stoffle 2004:143-144). In turn, the ritual 

settings selected for the performance of the Ghost Dance shaped the ceremonial 

performances as well as the social memories and identity formation processes of Numic, 

and later pan-Native American groups that practiced the Ghost Dance. A recordation of 

the ritual technologies employed in this revitalization movement provides a context for 

constructing a general model and heuristics for identifying and interpreting the ritual 

settings and ritual landscapes that typified this movement within the Great Basin and 

Colorado Plateau. 

This research posits that ascertaining ritual technologies used in the Ghost Dance 

as well as the “processes of technological change” that characterized this movement are 

beneficial endeavors (Schiffer 2005:275). By identifying the ritual technologies 

underscoring this Numically-inspired pan-Indian movement, it is possible to determine 

specific criteria that contributed to the selection of two types of ritual settings by ritual 

specialists who led the performances of the Ghost Dance among the Numa and Newe. To 

this end, dominant and subtle patterns characterizing the ceremonial places that 
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participating groups of Western Shoshone, Southern Paiute, and Northern Paiute used for 

the 1890s Ghost Dance are examined. 

To explore these questions I adapted a performance matrix and life history 

framework, which are core heuristic tools within the canons of behavioral archaeology 

(Schiffer 2005:277). A life history approach is a primary analytical tool used by 

behavioral archaeologists to study an artifact and the multiple activity contexts within 

which an artifact performs. LaMotta and Schiffer describe the life history approach as 

follows: 

[An] artifact’s life history is the sequence of behaviors (i.e. interactions and 
activities) that lead from the procurement of raw materials and manufacture of 
that object, through various stages of use, reuse, and\or recycling, to the eventual 
discard or abandonment of the object in the archaeological record- with the 
possibility of multiple cycles of manufacture, use and recycling, and of 
reclamation, reuse and discard (LaMotta 2001:21). 

 
The life history approach helps archaeologists to make inferences about artifacts and past 

behavioral systems (Binford, 1968:21-2; Schiffer, 1975b; 1976:44-9; 1987:13-15; 

Shipman 1981; Zedeño 1997); (cf. chaine operatoir seeLaMotta 2001:21, Sellet 1993). In 

researching the Ghost Dance, this approach is coupled with the use of a performance 

matrix. According to Schiffer, a performance matrix is, 

A table that enables the investigator to compare the performance characteristics 
(PCs) of two or more competing technologies. At the nexus of internal and 
external factors affecting the course of technological change, PCs are behavioral 
capabilities, which can be assessed in relation to particular activities and groups. 
They run the gamut of behavioral capabilities, denoting, for example, the ability 
to carry out mechanical, chemical, and electrical interactions…to sensory PCs (for 
example, visual, acoustic, or tactile [characteristics] to accommodate aesthetic and 
symbolic capabilities…The performance matrix itself is a causally neutral tool 
involving no a priori assumptions about whether adoption decisions were based 
on the weighting of specific PCs. Indeed, the matrix merely makes visually 
evident any major and minor patterns in the PCs of competing technologies. On 
the basis of these patterns, the investigator can postulate the factors that past 
decisions makers weighted in their adoption practices (2005:287). 
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Both the performance matrix and the life history approach are used to build upon the 

work of Carroll, Zedeño and Stoffle (2004:130) who examine ritual and ritual settings 

used at a Western Shoshone Ghost Dance site in western Nevada. They define ritual as 

follows: 

From a practical analytical angle it may be said that a ritual constitutes an action 
or a sequence of actions aimed at achieving an observable or a measurable 
transformation and a lasting effect (Walker 1995:71, 1999). Ritual is a 
performance-driven action (sensu Schiffer 1999) because its success depends on 
the ritual specialist’s capacity to effectively harness power from its physical and 
spiritual sources. In this process, the specialist engages in one or more interactions 
with objects, places, or people. Because ritual is usually intended to obtain a 
specific outcome (e.g., health, weather control, fertility, protection), it also tends 
to guide and segregate specific sets of interacting people, places, and objects 
along similar and consistently patterned life histories that, in turn, leave 
distinctive material traces on the landscape (Walker 1995:72; Zedeño 1997, 
2000). 

 
This research asks where Ghost Dances were performed, the physiographic and 

performance characteristics that distinguished these ritual settings, and the ways that such 

places were collectively commemorated and physically inscribed through cultural 

inscription practices and praxis. Each Ghost Dance place is a ritual setting, which is 

understood as, “the locus of ritual performance…a place or set of connected places where 

powerful forces concentrate to make ritual transformations possible” (Bradley, 1997:11 

inCarroll, Zedeno, and Stoffle 2004:132) that is “remarkably sensitive to the character of 

local ecology” (Bradley, 1997:11 inCarroll, Zedeno, and Stoffle 2004:132). 
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Behavioral Chains and Ritual 

Those who adopted the Ghost Dance performed rituals in particular physical 

settings. One means of identifying the complex interactions between objects, agents, 

ritual knowledge and places is through a behavioral analysis of the activities that 

collectively create a ritual performance as well as an analysis of the diverse 

characteristics of each ritual setting. This work echoes Turnbull’s effort to “explore the 

ways the cognitive and the material are jointly co-produced with the social, that is, how 

knowledge, artifacts and human agents work together to produce our lived lives in the 

world” (Turnbull 1995: 125).  

Below, a composite behavioral chain segment of activities contributing to the 

collective performance of a Ghost Dance are catalogued. Each portion of the behavioral 

chain denotes activities shaped by the singular performance characteristics of the artifacts 

used within a given activity.  LaMotta and Schiffer note that performance characteristics 

are  

crucial to that element’s interactions in a specific activity. If the performance 
characteristics of a substituted element differ from those of the element it 
replaced, the fit between the substituted and the activity may be sufficiently 
imperfect to alter activity performance, possibly leading to changes in linkage 
factors and far-reaching behavioral changes (LaMotta 2001). 

 
In the following table, the reference artiface whose life history is being modeled is a 

Ghost Dance ritual setting. Through an analysis of a behavioral chain segment, it is 

possible to identify activities, energy sources, artifacts that are used in relation to the 

creation of the ritual setting, and specific patterns associated with these activities. 
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Table  6-1 Behavioral Chain Segment (from Ritual Specialist’s Viewpoint) 
Activity Energy Source Conjoined 

Elements 

Time and Frequency Location Outputs Intersections 

 Social 

Units 

Non-

human 

    + _ 

Select Dance 

Site 

Ritual 

Specialist 

Wind, 

sky, 

other 

force of 

nature 

Medicinal Plants- 

e.g., Tobacco or 

Sage; feathers; 

Rattles; Wovoka - 

virus7 

Variable; based on 

visions; possibly 1x per 

site; some visions 

consciously induced, 

others not. 

Vision questing 

site; e.g., cave or 

mountain 

ASC8; 

Ritual Setting 

Selected9  

Ashes of 

Tobacco, Sage, 

Sweetgrass 

Plants; Scarlet 

Fever 

Invite 

Participants 

Ritual Specialists; 

runners; people who 

wrote in English 

Knotted string; 

modern version: 

pen and paper 

Variable; roughly 1 

month in advance 

home; public 

gatherings; 

workplace; 

store   

Ritual 

Participants 

Knotted String, 

Letter,  Stamps; 

Newspaper 

Articles 

 

Invite Singers Ritual Specialists; 

runners; people who 

wrote in English 

Knotted string; 

modern version: 

pen and paper 

Variable; roughly 1 

month in advance 

From home; at 

gatherings; at 

work   

Singers Knotted String,  

Letter, 

Newspaper  

 

                                                 
7 Wovoka contracted Scarlet Fever. This sickness catalyzed a trance in which he learned songs that would be used in the Ghost Dance 
8 Altered State of Consciousness 
9 Different scales: local, regional, world balancing places  
Local landscapes, individualized local pilgrimages, e.g., home to hot spring, canyon vision home trail 
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Activity Energy Source Conjoined 

Elements 

Time and Frequency Location Outputs Intersections  

 Social Units Non-human    + - 

Clear Dance 

Grounds 

Host of the Dance; 

family and community  

Modern version: 

shovel and rake 

Depending on condition 

of ritual setting; 1 x 

Dance Grounds Cleared dance 

grounds 

 Debris- sticks, 

rocks, plants 

Prepare Dance 

Arbor and 

Shade 

Structures  

Host of the Dance; 

family and community 

Willow and wood 

poles from locally 

available trees, 

sinew or rope 

Ongoing, 1 week to a 

month\ 2006 dance 

arbor created over 

several months 

Ritual Setting 

Dance Grounds 

and Vicinity 

Arbor and 

Shade 

Structures for 

Dance 

Participants 

Excess wood, 

sinew or rope 

 

Prepare Camp 

Grounds 

Host of the Dance; 

family and community 

Modern version: 

shovel and rake 

Depending on condition 

of camp grounds 1 x 

Nearby dance 

grounds 

Cleared Camp 

grounds 

 Debris- sticks, 

rocks, plants 

Make Food 

Arrangements 

Host of the Dance; 

also individual 

families 

Gardens, canned 

goods 

Several weeks before 

dance and immediately 

before dance 

Variable- some 

carried in; some 

at site 

Food for 

participants 

 Metal cans and 

containers (high 

density at many 

sites!) 

Manage Public 

Relations  

Ritual Specialists Talk; newspapers Days preceding dances 

and following dances 

Local vicinity 

around where 

dance performed 

Create safe 

venue for 

dance 

participants 

Articles on 

Dancers’ intent 

 



 467

Linking Agents, Objects and Places 

From the inception of a vision to the completion of a Ghost Dance, each ritual 

activity is linked to particular agents, objects, and places within the cultural landscape 

(e.g., Bailey 1957:86-87, Hittman and Lynch 1990:23, Mooney (1896)1973:772). 

Ethnographic accounts, historical data, and contemporary interviews confirm that ritual 

specialists sought guidance for ceremonial activities in an altered state of consciousness 

(e.g., Dyer nd:4-5, Mooney (1896)1973:764). While in altered states, natural forces such 

as the wind, sky, and earth along with spiritual beings communicate with the ritual agent 

to provide guidance. Medicinal plants, feathers, pipes and rattles made from items grown 

from the earth can serve as bridges between the ritual specialist and the spirit. An account 

by Andy Vidovich confirms Wovoka’s use of feathers for prayer. 

He was a big man, tall in that wind and rain and everything. He sticks up that 
eagle plume up there [in mid-air] as high as he could reach. He took it [his hand] 
[down] and that eagle plume stayed up there (Hittman and Lynch 1990:71). 

 
In the process of inviting participants to the Father Dance, the ritual specialist 

called upon people with diverse forms of knowledge. Messengers in the form of runners 

(Wheat 1959), boarding school students and others who could write letters (Dangberg 

1957:288-296), reporters who recorded ritual events in newspapers (e.g., Belmont 

Courier 1889-1890), leaders who publicly announced proposed ceremonies (e.g., Courier 

1890, November 15), and storytellers traveling to neighboring settlements helped to 

spread the message of each proposed event (Courier 1889, June 1). The Western 

Shoshone leader, Tim Hooper (b.1874), for example, recalls the names of two Western 

Shoshone and one Paiute runner who went to meet Wovoka (Wheat 1959). 
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 The letters received by Wovoka also indicate that much correspondence between 

ritual participants occurred through standard mail. Boarding school students who could 

write letters in the lingua franca of English could relay messages about upcoming ritual 

events and request medicinal paint, feathers and other items used to call upon natural 

forces [Dangberg, 1957 #2670:285]. Euroamerican reporters also spread knowledge of 

proposed ritual events. Given that most indigenous people did not read English, this 

message probably hit a principally Euroamerican readership. Leaders who publicly 

announced proposed ritual events also helped to spread knowledge of ceremonial events 

(e.g., Courier 1890, November 15). Finally, indigenous people traveling to neighboring 

settlements helped to raise collective awareness and possibly participation.  

Knowledge of ritual events was physically transmitted via oral communication, 

possibly knotted strings, letters, and local newspapers. Laird reports that that knotted 

string was used to relay messages of large gatherings. She writes, 

The Cry and the Gathering were the two occasions upon which the People came 
together from far and near. When preparations for either even were well enough 
in hand o that a date might be set, the knotted string was sent out. In this string, 
called tapitcai, “the knotted,” knots were tied equal in number to the nights that 
would elapse before the occasion to which the people were being summoned. 
Each night that he spent on the road the messenger (called tapitcapiyawitsi, 
“bringer of the knotted string”) would untie a knot. When he arrived at a 
settlement there would be great excitement; the people would exclaim, “Tapitcap 
nayaak ingu, the knotted string is brought!” (Laird 1976:27). 

 
Given that her informant, George Laird was born in 1871 and had direct knowledge of 

this practice, it is probable that the use of the knotted string as a form of communication 

was alive and well at the time of the 1890s Ghost Dance. How many communities 

beyond the Chemehuevis used this practice is less clear, however, at least the Southern 
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Paiute and Hualapai were among Ghost Dance participants with a tradition of this form of 

mass communication (Stoffle et al. 2004:136). 

Diverse community members helped to use their expertise to spread the message 

of ritual events. Similarly, those who attended the ceremonial events each brought 

different knowledge and skills which contributed to ritual performances. Singers, healers, 

and dancers each augmented the pool of liturgical expertise upon which all participants 

drew, yet no one person necessarily held expertise in all aspects of the ritual performance. 

There are a diverse range of ritual specialists among the Numa.  

Park (1934) identifies several major classes of doctoring among the Paviotso: the 

generalist, the specialist, weather shamans, and antelope doctors. Whereas the generalist 

does “typical doctoring” the specialist is “especially good in curing certain things. “Jack 

Wilson was an excellent doctor for gunshot wounds. Those with the power from 

rattlesnakes could cure people who had been bitten by snakes better than other shamans” 

(Park 1934:107). The strongest doctors demonstrated a quality of invulnerability and 

“were thought to be immune against bullets or arrows” (Park 1934:109). They were 

reputedly clairvoyant as well. In the pre-Contact period great Paviotso shamans 

reportedly prophesied the coming of the white man (Park 1934:109-110).  

Diverse knowledge and variable practices are found among ritual specialists. 

According to Kelly (1939), Gayton (1948), and Whiting (1950), plant doctors, 
snake doctors, bone doctors, arrow doctors, and sorcerers each have discrete 
sources of power, liturgical repertoire, and places (including rock art sites they 
“own,” (Gayton 1948:113) where they obtain their paraphernalia (Carroll, 
Zedeno, and Stoffle 2004:133). 
 
The preparation of the dance grounds represents another series of acts within the 

ritual sequence that typically preceded a Ghost Dance ceremony. By subdividing the acts 
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associated with the preparation of the dance grounds, it is possible to reconstruct the 

physical dimensions of these undertakings. A.I. Chapman (1891) recorded three dance 

grounds used in the Ghost Dance as follows:  

They [the ceremonial sites] had been cleared of sagebrush and grass and made 
perfectly level, around the outer edge of which the willow sticks were still 
standing, over which they spread their tenting for shelter during the ceremonies. 
The cleared ground must have been from 200 to 300 feet in diameter, and only 
about four places left open to enter the grounds.  

 
Mooney provides a similar description of a Ghost Dance ritual setting he witnessed in 

passing, saying, “Soon after leaving the settlement we passed the dance grounds with the 

brush shelters still standing” (Mooney (1896)1973:768). Mooney and Chapman do not 

mention who constructed the windbreaks and shelters, nor the physical surroundings of 

each Ghost Dance site. Underhill and others (1941) indicate that such windbreaks were 

often made from willow branches.  

The common practices associated with preparing a proposed dance area provide 

information about what to anticipate in the archaeological record. Whereas high 

frequencies of artifacts often draw attention to historical patterns of use within a given 

context, the absence of material culture can be equally informative when investigating 

Numic ceremonial grounds. For example, a level area with a low frequency of rocks, 

native vegetation, and other physical remains may be indicative of sanctified grounds that 

were systematically cleared. By contrast, in the areas where dancers slept and prepared 

food, one would expect a higher frequency of objects including metal cans, evidence of 

fires, and even food preparation tools. At several places were the participants gathered to 

eat and rest there are large middens composed of discarded cans from food they appeared 

to have packed in for the ceremonial event. 
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Little information is given about the cultural landscapes within which the dance 

grounds were located. Such information is beneficial from an archaeological perspective 

because it helps to contextualize the areas selected for ritual performances. Nevertheless, 

the ethnographic record provides information about ritual site selection practices that help 

to highlight particular practices of cultural agency. As previously indicated, not all places 

are considered to be equally suitable for ritual performances, and secondly, certain ritual 

sites are used repeatedly through time (see Chapters 2-3).  

 The use of a behavioral chain highlights a particular tension that existed among 

different agents directly and indirectly associated with these ritual performances. Among 

the indigenous populations participating in this revitalization movement, it was essential 

to represent the rituals as well as the ceremonial places selected for dancing in the most 

positive and powerful light possible. By contrast, among non-participants, particularly the 

predominantly Euroamerican public, it was important to downplay the transformative, 

teleological bent of these rituals, the general exclusivity of participation (Dyer nd:10), 

and the implicit as well as explicit critiques of the Tibos’ ways of living, their 

relationships to each other and the land, and the ways in which they interacted with the 

indigenous populations. 

Place-Making and Identity  

The ritual performances of the Ghost Dance effected several great changes 

including affirming and solidifying cultural identities or subjectivities rooted in 

archetypal concepts as well as invented and amalgamated concepts borrowed from 

Christianity (Dyer nd:2, Mooney (1896)1973:703), performing rebalancing ceremonies in 

places of power, affirming the holistic epistemology underlying Numic practices, 
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affirming and creating social memories linking the past and present, and performing 

symbolic alternatives to Western ontologies and epistemologies that can be construed as 

symbolic and\or political resistance.  

A specific relationship obtains between place-making and identity formation 

processes (Keith and Pile 1993 inGupta and Ferguson 1997:13). Communities are formed 

in contradistinction from others. In the case of the Ghost Dance, the rituals served as a 

communal method to have an embodied experience of something. Foucault describes “an 

experience as something you come out of changed” (Foucault and Trombadori 1991:27). 

“An experience is neither true nor false: it is always a fiction, something constructed, 

which exists only after it has been made, not before; it isn’t something that is ‘true’ but it 

has been a reality” (Foucault and Trombadori 1991:36). Experience must be connected in 

some manner to a collective practice, so that others can “cross paths with it or retrace it” 

(Foucault and Trombadori 1991:38-40). 

Ghost Dance performances served to legitimize struggles collectively experienced 

by many participants. Gupta and Ferguson indicate that the subject-making practices that 

accompany regimes of power are recast through acts of resistance.  

If one of the modes of operation of power is to attach identities to subjects, to tie 
subjects to their own identities through self-knowledge, then resistance serves to 
reshape subjects by untying or untidying the relationship (Gupta and Ferguson 
1997:20). 
 

This is precisely what participation in Ghost Dance performances did for Western 

Shoshone and both Southern and Northern Paiutes. The ritual participants performed 

ancestral, historical, and shared contemporary identities with every dance step; each 

movement within a closed circle representing the conjoined nature of the cosmos and the 

circle of life confirmed communally held ontologies, epistemologies, and practices. At 
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the same time the performances demonstrated the reclamation of identities rooted in 

place, practice, memory, and imagination, with each performance demonstrating alterity 

from the newly arrived populations (Levinas 1992:33, 44). Some perceived this 

separation, alterity, or otherness as a sign of resistance; resistance to being the new, often 

underpaid, labor pool of the recently arrived Euroamericans (Littlefield and Knack 1996); 

reclamation of collective identities bent and sometimes broken by the Dawes Act of 

1887, the establishment of reservations, rations, and compulsory boarding schools. 

Unlike the participants of the 1870s, the physical conditions were not nearly so dire in 

terms of physical survival; by the 1890s, the question had transformed into a question of 

survival as what.  

It was at the proverbial end of the historical frontier era that indigenous people 

chose to collectivize their efforts and redefine themselves. It is not accidental that 

Wovoka wore formal western clothes that many of his followers requested he send to 

them along with more traditional items such as red paint and magpie feathers (Dyer, 

nd:11; Dangberg, 1957:289-290). Neither is it by chance that Wovoka claimed that the 

President of the United States would be in charge of half of the United States, and 

Wovoka the other half. Mooney writes, 

Finally God gave him control over the elements so that he could make it rain or 
snow or be dry at will, and appointed his deputy to take charge of the affairs in the 
west, while “Governor Harrrison” would attend to matters in the east, and he, 
God, would look after the world above (Mooney (1896)1973:771-2). 

 
Wovoka was making a public declaration about himself and his people. Rather than being 

the lowly digger Indians stereotyped in the works of the nineteenth-century social 

evolutionists, or a mere woodcutter employed by a family in Mason Valley, Wovoka 

publicly presented himself as equal to the most prominent and powerful person in the 
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United States at that time. In addition to redefining himself, he invited his followers to do 

so also. He invited them to have hope for a better future, to place their collective 

empowerment above their daily concerns or those of the Euro-Americans, to embrace 

their autonomy and power which could be realized through the performance of a simple 

circle dance. 

Ancient and Historical Ritual Settings 

Ceremonial activities often occur in places where power is believed to 

concentrate. As a result such places become the vestibules of social memories (e.g., 

David and Wilson 2002, Riano-Alcala 2002, Stoffle 2001). Miller writes, “The best 

places for [concentrating power] are high mountains with caves, springs, rock cairns built 

during vision quests, rock art, and graves in close proximity” (Miller 1983:76). While this 

is a topic that has historically received little attention in the literature, Miller maintains 

that ignoring “such ties to ancestors and places…is an oversight” ibid.  

The indigenous people of the Great Basin and Colorado Plateau gathered at such 

places in their aboriginal territories to perform the dance that promised to improve their 

lives.   

Memory-anchoring places, such as those associated with the Southern Paiute 
creation—Mount Charleston, Gypsum Cave, Pintwater Cave, the Colorado River—
are… powerful ritual settings that may be used repeatedly, are mentioned in narrative, 
prayer, and song—Salt Song and Fox Song--and may be acknowledged as such even 
after rituals are no longer practiced there (Laird 1976). Such places may be reused 
when the need arises... Although ritual settings are varied, ranging in importance from 
a creation place to a doctoring rock known only to one or a few individuals, they are 
all connected within the web-like structure of the Numic living universe. These 
connections are acknowledged in the liturgy, as for example in the lyrics of the Salt 
Song (Southern Paiute Nation 2001) and in the Naraya or Ghost Dance songs of the 
Wind River Shoshone (Vander 1997)  (Carroll, Zedeno, and Stoffle 2004:133). 
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The practice of perceiving physical places within the natural environment as being 

endowed with puha or power is encoded within the epistemological foundations of 

Numic thought (Miller 1983:73). The Numa ontology is premised on the concept that all 

physical items in the world from the rocks to the trees were once people too. According 

to John Wesley Powell, the “I-we-yu Nu-mü: The Ancient People consisted of   “birds, 

animals, men, trees, rocks, etc.” (Fowler and Fowler 1971:241). They were also called 

the “I-we-yu-num-wad, and Num-wad” ibid. “The Num-wad are the progenitors of the 

present species. In the old time when the Numwad lived there was no winter. [The] 

Rocks, trees, sagebrush, etc., were all people once. The Numwad spoke the language of 

the Numü´; Num´-wik as-so-wun´ [means] Numic language…The Numwad make people 

wise or foolish” ibid. 

Ethnographic work with elders in the Great Basin over the last five years and 

specifically for this dissertation has yielded additional information about how some 

elders transfer, receive and embody knowledge in ritual settings. In addition to the five 

recognized senses, they share a belief in the reception of knowledge through 

clairvoyance, clairaudience, clairsentience, and clairessence, or smelling something 

which does not correspond to an item in the immediate physical environment. Cultural 

representatives explained that it is through such diverse sensory channels that some ritual 

specialists are able to know places and in turn learn from the natural environments in 

which they are engaged. A plant, for example can be seen, touched, and smelled. A 

rustling leaf can be heard. A blind woman from Owens Valley once explained to her 

children that she chose her blindness because it allowed her to attend more closely to the 

other world. Some ritual specialists report that they can call a plant into being in a 
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particular area if they need that medicine. Other information about the plant, for example, 

how to use it for healing purposes, may be presaged through clairvoyance, clairaudience, 

clairsentience, or clairessence. What is important to note is that such a vast wealth of data 

potentially exists for each of the physical characteristics of a place, its plants, and 

animals, and the interconnecting natural forces such as the wind, sun, stars, and rain. All 

of these characteristics can be engaged through the recognized senses as well as the 

special senses that are purported to exist among certain ritual specialists. Collectively 

these diverse perceptions contribute to a holistic understanding of a place. 

The Numa select particular places of power to represent the deep-rooted 

epistemological connections held with all of the physical components of the landscape. 

According to the Nevada Regional Model, there are two types of ceremonial places: 

“those created and used for (a) acquiring puha and (b) [places where puha is used] for 

balancing ceremonies and healing” (Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeno 2002:15). The 

ceremonial places where puha is used can be further delineated into “(a) places where 

ceremonies to balance the world are conducted, (b) healing places, (c) places on the way 

to ceremony, and (d) synergy places” (Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeno 2002:19). 

Despite the degree of individual variability in the range of rituals practiced, in the 
structure of the settings, and in the resources used, there remain numerous 
invariant landscape connections acknowledged by all members of a techno-
community (see also Liljeblad 1986; Fowler and Kelly 1986; Miller 1983), as for 
example, the close spatial connection of rock art, springs, caves, and box canyons 
that is observable across the Desert West, from the Colorado River to the Sierra 
Nevada (Stoffle and Zedeño 2000; Stoffle, Loendorf, et al. 2000; Stoffle, Zedeño, 
et al. 2000; Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeño 2002) (Carroll, Zedeno, and Stoffle 
2004:133). 
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I hypothesized that among participants of the Ghost Dance, two types of ceremonial 

places were regularly used. These are called Type I and Type II sites for ease of 

representation.  

Type I, Traditional Ritual Settings 

Type I ritual settings are places that were used for ritual purposes prior to as well 

as during the 1890s Ghost Dance. Sometimes these ceremonial places were used for 

Round Dances in the prehistoric and protohistoric period (e.g., Tinemaha); in other cases, 

the ritual setting is the site of ancient ritual practices. This is the situation with the Upper 

Kanab Creek site as well as the Arrow Canyon site, which are both located upon the Salt 

Song Trail, an ancient physical and spiritual pathway that connects culturally important 

places together throughout the aboriginal homelands of the Southern Paiutes (Carroll 

2005a, Laird 1976). In a similar fashion, a Hualapai Ghost Dance site on the west rim of 

the Grand Canyon has been positively identified as being located on the Salt Song Trail 

(Dobyns and Euler 1967). In the three case examples listed above, the same ritual setting 

is used repeatedly over time by the same ethnic groups for different ritual activities. In 

the tables below, characteristics of each site are identified10. Thereafter, I examine 

patterns evidenced in a performance matrix adapted to the analysis of ritual settings  

                                                 
10 An “X” indicates the presence of a characteristic, a “0” indicates the characteristic is not 
present, and a “-” indicates that no records about the given characteristic have been located at the 
present time. In the latter event, a “-” is counted as a “0.” 
 
 



 478

Table  6-2 Upper Kanab Creek Characteristics 
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

 Performance 
Characteristics 

 Degrees of 
Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X  Seclusion High X Place Name X 
Low Elevation X Visibility Low X Animal Stories X 
Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 
Resources  

Low X Petroglyphs or 
Pictographs 

X 

Canyon X Line of Sight Low X Rock Alignments X 
Cave X Shelter Med X Trails X 
Large Boulders or 
Cliffs 

X Flat Dance 
Area 

High X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants X Previously 
Used Ritual 
Site 

High X Personal 
Narratives 

X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 
Source 

X Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 
Drawings 

X 

Guardians X   First Person 
Experience 

X 

Volcanism X   Songs X 
      
Total Score 10 Total Score 7 Total Score 10 
Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 
 100%  87.5%  100% 

 
The Southern Paiute Upper Kanab Creek ritual setting is situated in a long and 

dramatic sandstone canyon that links the Kaibab Paiutes to the Grand Canyon and 

Colorado River. Prominent features involve extensive pictograph panels lining the 

sandstone walls including historic white figures holding hands in a dance formation, a 

white paint source and a rock shelter adjacent to an incised sandstone panel that includes 

handprint petroglyphs.  The Upper Kanab Creek ritual setting has all 10 of the 

physiographic characteristics. Furthermore, all of the performance characteristics 

purported to be important to participants are present except one, unusual acoustical 

properties. Finally, the site is well represented in the oral and written narratives of the 

Southern Paiutes as well as in primary and secondary historical, ethnographic, and 

anthropological texts. 
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Table  6-3 Tinemaha Characteristics 
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

 Performance 
Characteristics 

 Degrees of 
Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion Med X Place Name X 
Low Elevation X Visibility Low X Animal Stories X 
Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 
Resources 
(Resource 
Access) 

Low X Petroglyphs or 
Pictographs 

X 

Canyon X Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments 0 
Cave X Shelter High X Trails X 
Large Boulders or Cliffs X Flat Dance area Med X Historic Narratives X 
Medicinal Plants X Area previously 

used for ritual  
High X Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 
Source 

0 Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 
Drawings 

X 

Guardians  X First Person 
Experience 

X 

Volcanism\Faulting X Songs X 
  

  

  
Total Score 9 Total Score 7 Total Score 9 
Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 
 90%  87.5%  90% 

 
This Northern Paiute ritual setting also has many of the anticipated physiographic 

and performance characteristics. Key features include boulder outcrops covered with the 

petroglyphs, a small volcanic cave to the north of the Fish Hatchery, two rock rings, 

multiple lithic scatters, house foundations from the historic period, an elevated area with 

petroglyphs that may have been used for vision questing south of the Tinemaha 

Reservoir, and a trail, depicted in a petroglyph panel, leading to the top of the Crater 

Mountain. In the following section the physiographic features noted in the 

anthropological survey are described in greater detail. In addition to having 9 of 10 

physiographic characteristics, there is a strong record of the site’s cultural importance 

through pictographs, oral traditions, songs, trails and writings. Elders retain stories of the 

Northern Paiute people who used to live at Tinemaha alongside stories of the giant 

reputed to live in a cave on the northern edge of the ritual setting. This site appears to be 

part of a cultural landscape that includes a vision quest site, a cinder cone with trails 
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leading up to it, historic and protohistoric rock rings, a dance area, and multiple areas 

inscribed with petroglyphs.  

Table  6-4 Arrow Canyon Characteristics 
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

 Performance 
Characteristics 

 Degrees of 
Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion High X Place Name X 
Low Elevation X Visibility Med X Animal Stories X 
Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 
Resources  

Med X Petroglyphs or 
Pictographs 

X 

Canyon X Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments O 
Cave 0 Shelter Med X Trails X 
Large Boulders or 
Cliffs 

X Flat Dance 
area 

High X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants X Acoustics High X Personal 
Narratives 

X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 
Source 

X Previously 
Used Ritual 
Site 

High X Writings, Maps, or 
Drawings 

O 

Guardians X First Person 
Experience 

X 

Volcanism 0 Songs X 
  

  

  
Total Score 8 Total Score 8 Total Score 8 
Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 
 80%  100%  80% 

 
Arrow Canyon is the sister site of Upper Kanab Creek and has many similar 

landforms, performance characteristics, and cultural inscription practices. Dramatic sheer 

cliff walls enclose the narrow canyon, opening into a small side canyon known as War 

Shield Canyon on its northwest side. Perhaps the most powerful characteristics of this 

ritual setting are the acoustical properties evidenced in a side canyon where a large 

number of petroglyphs are concentrated. The sound properties create a deep silence in the 

canyon punctuated by intermittent echoes that can be heard across the canyon. The actual 

dance area is located on a mesa in the north section of the main canyon. Like Upper 

Kanab Creek and Tinemaha, the dance grounds comprise one area in a much larger ritual 

landscape. 
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Table  6-5 Schurz Characteristics 
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

 Performance 
Characteristics 

 Degrees of 
Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion Low X Place Name 0 
Low Elevation X Visibility Med X Sacred Stories X 
Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 
Resources  

Low X Petroglyphs or 
Pictographs 

X (in area) 

Canyon 0 Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments 0 
Cave 0 Flat Dance 

area 
High X Trails X 

Large Boulders or 
Cliffs 

0 Previously 
used Dance 
Area 

High X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants and 
Trees 

X Acoustics Low 0 Personal 
Narratives 

X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 
Source 

X Writings, Maps, or 
Drawings 

X 

Guardians X First Person 
Experience 

X 

Volcanism X Songs X 
  

  

  
Total Score 7 Total Score 7 Total Score 8 
Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 
 70%  87.5%  80% 

 
The Schurz Ghost Dance grounds are the focal point within a cultural landscape 

deeply inscribed with cultural significance. In each of the four directions are mountains 

and water sources central to the lives of the Northern Paiute. Key features of this site 

include historic trails, petroglyphs located on Black Mountain, a dance arbor, two sweat 

lodges and a shade structure. There are no canyons, caves, large boulders or cliffs 

associated with this site and only limited seclusion. Knowledge of this area has been 

maintained through diverse storytelling practices. Most notably, there are place-based 

stories from Wovoka’s days that presage the end of the world when the landscape is 

modified to match the original vision. 
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Table  6-6 Bald Mountain Wash Characteristics 
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

 Performance 
Characteristics 

 Degrees of 
Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion High X Place Name - 
Low Elevation 0 Visibility Low X Animal Stories - 
Water Source 0 Distance from 

Cultural 
Resources 
(Resource 
Access) 

Med X Petroglyphs or 
Pictographs 

X 

Canyon X Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments X 
Cave X Shelter High X Trails X 
Large Boulders or 
Cliffs 

X Flat Dance 
area 

High X Historic Narratives X 

Plants X Previously 
Used Ritual 
Site 

High X Personal 
Narratives 

X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 
Source 

0 Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 
Drawings 

X 

Guardians X First Person 
Experience 

X 

Volcanism X Songs - 
  

  

  

Total Score 7 Total Score 7 Total Score 7 
Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 
 70%  87.5%  70% 

 
The Bald Mountain ceremonial setting has an extensive record of ritual use as 

demonstrated by multiple petroglyph panels. Key features include a large boulder in the 

center of the wash inscribed with pictographs on all sides, a split boulder with 

petroglyphs on one panel, and a series of historic petroglyphs on a third series of 

boulders. Additional features include three small rock shelters with remnants of a wooden 

door, a large rock shelter with remains of a wall covering the opening, and a large dance 

circle. This area has many beneficial physiographic characteristics, but lacks a permanent 

source of water. The closest stable supply of water is at the historic camp site at Silver 

Creek. This place shares land formations similar to Kanab Creek and Arrow Canyon and 

a high elevation like Pigeon Spring. Considered collectively, the performance 

characteristics of this ritual setting constitute a classic region of refuge. Situated half way 

between two historic mining towns, this place provided a place of safety.  
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Table  6-7 Pigeon Springs Characteristics 
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

 Performance 
Characteristics 

 Degrees of 
Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion Med X Place Name X 
Low Elevation 0 Visibility Med X Animal Stories 0 
Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 
Resources  

Low X Petroglyphs or 
Pictographs 

X 

Canyon 0 Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments 0 
Cave X Shelter High X Trails X 
Large Boulders or 
Cliffs 

X Flat Dance area Med X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants X Previously Used 
Ritual Area 

High X Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 
Source 

- Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 
Drawings 

X 

Guardians X First Person 
Experience 

X 

Volcanism X Songs - 
  

  

  
Total Score 7 Total Score 7 Total Score 7 
Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 
 70%  87.5%  70% 

 
Pigeon Springs is a high elevation site located in mountains. Pigeon Springs is an 

ancient ritual site whose presence is anchored into the social memories of the Numic 

people through ritual actions, including the creation of several petroglyph panels. Key 

features include a historic mill and cabin, multiple lithic scatters, a large metate and 

mano, two caves, a white power rock with petroglyphs inscribed on one panel, a bolder 

with a petroglyph positioned at top of a hill overlooking the white power rock, what 

appears to be a headstone from the late 1800s, and a dance circle on top of the mesa 

across from the spring. Historic connections to Pigeon Springs are demonstrated through 

historic accounts, census materials, ethnographic works and anthropological writings. 

Pigeon Springs has 7 of the 10 physiographic features hypothesized to be prominent at 

Ghost Dance ritual settings. There is evidence of white paint use on site, but no paint 

source was located. There may, therefore, be as many as 8 out of the 10 characteristics. 

From a behavioral standpoint, this site provides 7 of the 8 performance characteristics 
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deemed important in previous ethnographic studies. Notably, this site was used as a 

region of refuge following the workers’ revolt at a mine within the vicinity of this area. 

This pattern of usage will be examined in greater detail later. Finally, this site is 

commemorated through 7 of the 10 cultural inscription practices detailed in this study. 

Today people continue to use this place and retain knowledge of its ritual purposes in oral 

traditions. 

Type II, Non- Traditional Ritual Settings 

Type II Sites were hypothesized as places of compromise, places in which certain 

physiographic or performance characteristics were substituted for something less than the 

original.  LaMotta and Schiffer (2001:29) indicates that “Human responses to element 

substitutions” depend upon the following: 

(1) on how those changes modify linkage factors (inputs) for the activity in question 

(2) on which linkage factors (outputs) for that activity are prioritized 

(3) on the technological and behavioral compromises that can or must be made to 

offset changes in linkage factors and in activity performance 

(4) on the availability and interpretation of feedback from activity performance 

(LaMotta 2001:29). 

Following an analysis of ritual places that appeared to have been newly established at or 

near the time of the Ghost Dance, the substitutions, tradeoffs, and performance outcomes 

of these substitutions are evaluated in greater depth. 
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Table  6-8 Wilson Ranch Dance Site Characteristics 
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

 Performance 
Characteristics 

 Degrees of 
Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion Low 0 Place Name X 
Low Elevation X Visibility High 0 Animal Stories X 
Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 
Resources  

Low X Petroglyphs or 
Pictographs 

0 

Canyon 0 Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments 0 
Cave 0 Shelter High X Trails X 
Large Boulders or 
Cliffs 

0 Flat Dance 
area 

High X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants 0 Previously 
Used Ritual 
Site 

Low 0 Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 
Source 

0 Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 
Photographs 

X 

Guardians X First Person 
Experience 

X 

Volcanism X Songs 0 
  

  

  
Total Score 5 Total Score 4 Total Score 7 
Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 
 50%  50%  70% 

 
During the 1880s the Wilson Ranch became a locus of ritual activities. Primary 

features include a corral and small shed where the dances reputedly took place, the 

Wilson family house, and a barn with a cold storage room where Wovoka reportedly 

lived. The site is surrounded by physiographic characteristics such as Wilson Mountain to 

the immediate west and Wilson Canyon directly to the south. That the area is culturally 

valued is uncontested; what this research indicates, however, is that this place appears to 

have become a ritual setting in the late nineteenth century in conjunction with the spread 

of the Ghost Dance. Contrary to the original hypothesis, there is no indication that this 

was a region of refuge site. Indeed, this was a central ranch and hence meeting place in 

Mason Valley at that time, and thus knowledge of dances at this place would have been 

very difficult to hide. 
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Table  6-9 Blue Spring Characteristics 
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

 Performance 
Characteristics 

 Degrees of 
Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills ~1mile 
west, 
~5-15 
miles 
east 

Seclusion Low 0 Place Name - 

Low Elevation X Visibility Med X Animal Stories X 
Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 
Resources 
(Resource 
Access) 

Low X Petroglyphs or 
Pictographs 

0 

Canyon 0 Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments 0 
Cave 0 Shelter High X Trails X 
Large Boulders or Cliffs 0 Flat Dance area High X Historic Narratives X 
Medicinal Plants X Previously Used 

Ritual Site 
Low - Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 
Source 

0 Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 
Drawings 

X 

Guardians X First Person 
Experience 

X 

Volcanism\Faulting X Songs - 
  

  

  
Total Score 6 Total Score 5 Total Score 6 
Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 
 60%  62.5%  60% 

 
Blue Spring is a Western Shoshone site located in a long narrow north-south 

trending valley between two major mountain ranges. There are no canyons, caves, and 

boulders and cliffs associated with Blue Spring. The primary landform characteristic is a 

large spring. Principal archaeological features include two standing wattle-and-daub 

houses, the foundation of two other structures, possibly residential houses or the school 

house, a corral, and a dance circle. Ethnographic accounts do not specify a Newe name 

for this spring. During survey historic artifacts were identified. Performance 

characteristics at this site are quite informative. This place provides virtually no seclusion 

and is highly visible within the landscape. Old-time Euroamerican ranchers still recall 

attending dances at Blue Spring, and it is probable that even during the height of the 

Ghost Dance, these events were not entirely underground. The proprietorship of this 

ranch reputedly shifted to a local Euroamerican prior to the Ghost Dance, as had the 
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Wilson Ranch, it appears that Euroamerican observers were merely an arm’s length 

away. On the other hand, the dance site was close to Shoshone residences and this may 

have contributed to place selection practices. Both Smoky Valley and Blue Spring 

continue to be commemorated through oral and written narratives. 

Table  6-10 Ǘdüba Characteristics 
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

 Performance 
Characteristics 

 Degrees of 
Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion Low X Place Name X 
Low Elevation X Visibility High X Animal Stories X 
Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 
Resources 
(Resource 
Access) 

Med X Petroglyphs or 
Pictographs 

0 

Canyon 0 Line of Sight Med X Rock Alignments 0 
Cave 0 Shelter High X Trails X 
Large Boulders or 
Cliffs 

0 Flat Dance Area High X Historic Narratives X 

Medicinal Plants X Area previously 
used for ritual  

Low 0 Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 
Source 

0 Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 
Drawings 

X 

Guardians X First Person 
Experience 

X 

Volcanism X Songs - 
  

  

  
Total Score 6 Total Score 6 Total Score 7 
Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 
 60%  75%  70% 

 
Located just north of Blue Spring, Ǘdü’ba is another well-known Western 

Shoshone residence in Smoky Valley  Prominent features of this site include a residential 

building that is inscribed “1863,” a cemetery, a hot spring and cold spring, a pool house, 

and a dance area immediately to the north of the hot spring. During survey, several items 

from the historic period and a number of lithic scatters were found in a circular area of 

packed ground that one consultant suggested might be an antelope corral that was later 

used for dances. During the era when the Ghost Dance was flourishing, the site of Ǘdü’ba 

was a rest stop that travelers frequented. Although this setting clearly has some signs of 
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prehistoric use, it is not clear whether ritual was among those patterns. By the late 

nineteenth century, Shoshone were using the ritual setting for dance purposes, and 

continued to use it for Round Dances after the Ghost dance faded out. Ironically, the 

Euroamericans began to use this site as a gathering place for western dances in the 

twentieth century.  

Table  6-11 Duckwater Characteristics  
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

 Performance 
Characteristics 

 Degrees of 
Celebration 

 

Mountains, Hills X Seclusion Low 0 Place Name X 
Low Elevation X Visibility Med X Animal Stories - 
Water Source X Distance from 

Cultural 
Resources 
(Resource 
Access) 

Low X Petroglyphs or 
Pictographs 

0 

Canyon 0 Line of Sight High X Rock Alignments 0 
Cave X Shelter High X Trails X 
Large Boulders or Cliffs 0 Flat Dance area High X Historic Narratives X 
Medicinal Plants X Previously Used 

Ritual Site 
Low 0 Personal Narratives X 

Paint, Clay or Mineral 
Source 

0 Acoustics Low 0 Writings, Maps, or 
Drawings 

- 

Guardians X First Person 
Experience 

X 

Volcanism 0 Songs X 
  

  

  
Total Score 7 Total Score 5 Total Score 6 
Total Possible 10 Total Possible 8 Total Possible 10 
 70%  62.5%  60% 

 
Like Ǘdü’ba, Duckwater is an area positively confirmed to the residential center 

of a number of Shoshone families during the mid to late nineteenth century. Primary 

features at this site include large cottonwood trees, a small cave, a rock outcrop, a modern 

field, several twentieth-century stone houses used by Shoshone residents and a modern 

house in which descendents of Chief Blackeye, leader of dances held at this location, 

live. Notably absent from this site are any physical indicators of ritual activity prior to the 

nineteenth century. There are few dramatic landforms in this area, and narratives of this 

site appear to represent the late nineteenth century forward. Consequently, I believe that 
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this is a Type II site that was used for ritual purposes and selected for this purpose 

because of its close proximity to the ritual specialist leading the dance. This is also what 

happened at the Wilson Ranch, where Wovoka lived and reportedly conducted dances. 

While each of these site overviews helps to magnify dominant landscape 

characteristics, use patterns, and commemoration practices, it is necessary to examine the 

sites side by side in order to conduct a more fine-grained analysis. In the following table, 

the physiographic characteristics, performance characteristics, and degrees of celebration 

or cultural inscription practices are listed for the 10 Ghost Dance ritual settings. The first 

column denotes the presence and absence of physiographic characteristics of all 10 ritual 

settings. The second column identifies physiographic characteristics of Type I sites, 

followed by the physiographic characteristics found for Type II settings in column three. 

This order repeats itself for performance characteristics and degrees of celebration. 

Additionally, the performance characteristics are delineated into a unit of analysis of 

high, medium and low (see Chapter 4). Following this overview, variations in sites 

patterns are identified and discussed. 
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Table  6-12 Place Logic of Type I and Type II Ceremonial Sites 
Physiographic 
Characteristics 

Total TI TII Performance 
Characteristics 

Total T I TII Degrees of 
Celebration 

Tot
al 

TI TII 

    H M L H M L H M L     
Mountains, 
Hills 

10 6 4 Line of Sight 8 1 1 5 0 0 3 1 0 Place Name 7 4 3 

Low Elevation 8 4 4 Flat Dance 
Area 

8 2 0 4 2 0 4 0 0 Animal Stories 7 4 3 

Water Source 9 5 4 Shelter 7 2 1 3 2 1 4 0 0 Petroglyphs or 
Pictographs 

6 6 0 

Canyon 5 4 1 11 Previously 
Used Ritual 
Site 

6 0 4 6 0 0 0 0 4 Rock Alignments 2 2 0 

Cave 5 4 112 Seclusion 3 2 5 3 2 1 0 0 4 Trails 10 6 4 
Large Boulders 
or Cliffs 

6 5 1 Acoustics 2 0 8 1 0 5 1 0 3 Historic Narratives 10 6 4 

Medicinal 
Plants 

9 6 3  34 7 19 2
2 

6 7 12 1 11 Personal Narratives 10 6 4 

Paint, Clay or 
Mineral Source 

3 3 0           Writings, Maps, or 
Drawings, 
Photographs 

10 6 4 

Guardians 10 6 4 Visibility 2 5 3 0 3 3 2 2 0 First Person 
Experience 

10 6 4 

Volcanism 8 5 3 Distance from 
Cultural 
Resources  

0 3 7 0 2 4 4 0 0 Songs 5 4 1 

    2 8 10 0 5 7 6 2 0     
74 48 25            77 50 27 
                 

                                                 
11 Wilson Canyon is approximately 1-2 miles south of the Wilson Ranch. 
12 There are caves located in Wilson Canyon, which as noted above, are 1-2 miles south of the Wilson Ranch. 



 491

Type I Place Logic 

The dominant ritual place-making practices identified in conjunction with Type 

I ritual settings include (1) a return to holy places, (2) the creation of ceremonial 

grounds in a manner that reflects the distinctive physiography of the landscape, (3) the 

concretization of cultural significance through place-centered storytelling practices, and 

(4) the development of an inclusive, holistic cultural landscape incorporating the core 

cultural construct of the circle and the cardinal directions 

Type II Place Logic 

In contrast to Type I ritual settings, Type II sites represent places that were 

selected for ritual activities at the end of the nineteenth century. In addition to being 

recently sanctified areas, these ritual settings lack the physiographic complexity of 

more ancient ritual settings. From a behavioral perspective, such sites offered close 

proximity to other cultural resources and tended to be located near places where Numic 

people lived. Such sites are commemorated through diverse inscription practices, with 

an emphasis on oral and written methods. The differences between Type I and Type II 

ritual settings are elaborated below. 

Physiographic Characteristics 

Type I Ritual Settings have 52% more physiographic complexity than Type II 

Ritual Settings. Thus, out of 74 identified physiographic features, 48 of these occurred in 

Type I Ritual Settings, whereas only 25 occurred at Type II Ritual Settings. In 

descending order, the following physiographic characteristics occurred most often at 

both Type I and Type II ritual settings: (1) Mountains or Hills (100%), (2) Guardians: 

Power Animals or Spirit Helpers (100%), (3) Medicinal Plants (100%), (4) Water 
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(90%), (5) Volcanism (80%), (6) Low Elevation (80%), (7) Cave (50%), (8) Canyon 

(40%), (9) Large Boulders or Cliffs (60%), and (10) Paint, Clay or Mineral Source 

(30%). 
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Table  6-13 Physiographic Characteristics 
 

The most prominent physiographic characteristics at Type I ritual settings are (1) 

Mountains, (2) Medicinal Plants, and (3) Guardians (Power Animals or Spirit Helpers). 

These characteristics are present at all of the surveyed Type I Ghost Dance ritual 

settings (100%). Additional characteristics included the presence of a (4) a Water 

Source (83.33%) and (5) Large Boulders or Cliffs (83.33%). Next, (6) a Low Elevation 

(66.66%), (7) Canyon (66.66%), and (8) Cave were found at 4 out of 6 sites (66.66%). 

All Type II Ritual Settings were characterized by (1) Mountains and Hills, (2) 

Low Elevation, (3) Water Source, and (4) Guardians (Power Animals or Spirit Helpers) 

were present (100%). Medicinal Plants (5) were found at 75% of Type II ritual settings. 

Three places displayed evidence of volcanism (6) (50%). Canyons (7) and Caves (8) were 

only identified in association with one ceremonial setting, the Wilson Ranch (25%), and 

these were a couple of miles away from the actual dance grounds. No cliffs or large 

boulders were found near any of the Type II sites (0%) nor was any paint, clay or mineral 

source identified (0%).  
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Degrees of Celebration 

Both Type I and Type II ritual settings tend to be inscribed in the collective social 

memory through diverse cultural performances including (1) physical actions, (2) 

contemporary, historic and ancient oral traditions, and (3) written traditions, In 

descending order, the following cultural inscription practices occurred most often at 

both Type I and Type II ritual settings: (1) Trails (100%), (2) Historic Narratives 

(100%), (3) Personal Narratives (100%), (4) Writings, Maps, Drawings, or Photographs 

(100%), (5) First Personal Experience (100%), (6) Place Name (70%), (7) Animal 

Stories (70%), (8) Petroglyphs or Pictographs (60%), (9) Songs (50%), and (10) Rock 

Alignments (20%). The following bar graph illustrates the total degrees of celebration, 

and the degrees of celebration at Type I and Type II ritual settings. 
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Table  6-14 Degrees of Celebration 
 

The most prominent degrees of celebration at Type I ritual settings are (1) Petroglyphs 

and\or Pictographs (100%), (2) Trails (100%), (3) Historic Narratives (100%), (4) 

Personal Narratives (100%), (5) Writings, Maps, Drawings or Photographs (100%), and 

(6) First Person Experience (100%). These characteristics are present at all of the 
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surveyed Type I Ghost Dance ritual settings. Additional characteristics included the 

presence of a (7) Place Name (66.66%), (8) Animal Stories (66.66%), (9) and Songs 

(66.66%). 

At all four Type II Ritual Settings there is evidence of (1) Trails (100%), (2) 

Historic Narratives (100%), (3) Personal Narratives (100%), (4) Writings, Maps, 

Drawings, or Photographs (100%), and (5) First Person Experience (100%). (6) A Place 

Name, and (7) Animal Stories were present at 75% of the Type II sites. No Petroglyphs 

or Pictographs or Rock Alignments were found in association with any of the Type II 

Ritual Settings surveyed (0%).  

Finally, the performance characteristics of each site provide information about 

how Type I and Type II sites were used by ritual performers. Several behavioral patterns 

emerge among performers using Type I sites. First, Numic people sought to return to 

previously used ritual settings. This was consistently true at all of the 6 Type I ritual 

settings. Next, people selected areas with a powerful viewscape. From both Type I and II 

ritual settings, there is consistently a selection of places offering visual access to multiple 

cultural sites. Four of the six ritual settings provided dance areas that were completely 

level. Two places offered moderately level areas to perform dances. Each place provided 

high (3) to medium (2) seclusion, and one offered only a low level of seclusion. One 

place offered special acoustical properties as well. In contrast, Type I sites provided low- 

medium levels of visibility, thus again providing safety through a combination of the 

former characteristic and seclusion. Finally, 4 of 6 sites (66.66%) were located in close 

proximity to other cultural resources that could have served as a support camp to Ghost 
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Dance performers. Two other ritual settings were located slightly further away, but could 

still function vis a vis the support camp.  

Type II ritual settings do not appear to have been used for ritual purposes prior to 

the onset of the Ghost Dance. That most often these places were situated nearby the local 

residences of the Numic ritual specialists is confirmed at Wilson Ranch, Duckwater and 

Blue Spring. One of the most surprising findings is that the Type II ritual settings offered 

virtually no seclusion, a characteristic that was deemed important by virtually everyone 

interviewed for this project. This finding also runs contrary to the hypothesis that Type II 

ritual settings were regions of refuge. Instead, it appears that, based on location, the 

previously used Type I ritual sites offered the greatest sanctuary for ritual specialists 

participating in the Ghost Dance. Type II ritual settings were expedient, and close to 

residences that could serve secondarily as support camps. These ritual settings were often 

close to local Euroamerican neighbors.  

Conclusion 

The life history approach and adaptation of the performance matrix have been 

used in this chapter to positively confirm that the ritual settings selected for the 

performance of the 1890s Ghost Dance were selected through cultural rules attentive to 

the distinctive physiography of the landscape and the performance characteristics of each 

ritual setting. Knowledge and practice at such ritual settings have been retained in social 

memories that span multiple generations. The ritual settings selected for the performance 

of the Ghost Dance shaped the ceremonial performances as well as the social memories 

and identity formation processes of Numic, and later pan-Native American, groups that 

practiced the Ghost Dance during the late nineteenth century. A recordation of the ritual 
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technologies employed in this revitalization movement provides a context for 

constructing a general model and heuristics for identifying and interpreting the ritual 

settings and ritual landscapes that typified this movement within the Great Basin and 

Colorado Plateau. 
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CHAPTER 7  
YESTERDAY’S SHADOW, TOMORROW’S LOOKING GLASS: 

POLITICIZING THE PAST, PONDERING THE PRESENT 
 

Introduction 

This research demonstrates that the collision of indigenous and Western 

epistemologies, ontological premises, and lived practices evidenced from the mid to late 

nineteenth century coincided with the rise of new concepts of selfhood and society, 

economics and labor, material culture and technology, and both place and spirituality 

throughout the continental United States (Gupta and Ferguson 1997:20). At root was a 

concatenation of multiple sociocultural, economic, political, and technological changes 

that altered the social fabric of many North American indigenous cultures including the 

Numa of the Great Basin and the Colorado Plateau. Amerindians found the sheer rapidity 

with which these changes occurred, especially after the building of the first 

transcontinental railroad, particularly challenging (Dangberg 1968, Fenelon 1998). 

Deloria and DeMaillie write, “The era of transcontinental railroad building coincided 

precisely with the reduction of Indians to reservations, and in some cases railroad 

building was the motivation for subsequent reduction of the reservations themselves 

(1999:514).” 

While not a causal agent, the diffusion of railroad technologies accelerated the 

colonization of North America, which in turn hastened the processes already underway in 

the exploration, acquisition, and settlement of the West, the displacement of indigenous 

populations from aboriginal territories, the proliferation of disease and starvation, the 

decline of traditional subsistence methods, the creation of a new labor pool, and the 
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development of a new dwelling paradigm that entailed the concentration of populations 

into boom and bust settlements and the rapid consumption of natural resources 

(Landsman 1979, Littlefield and Knack 1996, Nye 2003, Stoffle, Jones, and Dobyns 

1995, Zedeno, Carroll, and Stoffle 2003). Those who participated in the Ghost Dance 

movement sought to understand and cope with the new hegemonic orders that were 

competing with and sometimes replacing the traditional sociocultural, political, 

economic, and environmental systems that preceded them (Fenelon 1998, Vestal 1934). 

In particular, differing attitudes toward land use became “a major stumbling block 

between Amerindians and Euro Americans.” Nabakov (1991:70) writes, 

In the new world- whites cleared the forests, cultivated the ground, slaughtered 
wild game in massive quantities, mined the earth’s gold and silver as if they 
would never end, and began peopling villages and towns blocked out after those 
of their homelands. Yet the Indians generally viewed themselves as the earth’s 
occupiers and custodians- not as its surveyors and engineers. Defining land as a 
commercial product, like sugar or gun powder, the whites measured it, bought it, 
sold it, fenced it, tilled or built on it with an abandon that horrified Indians.  

 
Each ritual performance represented a spiritual act meant to bring living beings back into 

balance with the natural world, as well as political act in which the human body became 

the site of pacifistic resistance to the regulations and disciplinary measures being imposed 

by the new immigrant communities (Foucault 1965). These performances thus affirmed 

and legitimated select subjectivities while simultaneously negating and undermining 

others (Foucault and Rabinow 1984:7-11, Halbwachs 1980:43). At the same time, 

participants alternately buttressed and contested competing social orders, place practices, 

social memories, and both individual and social transformations evinced by the new 

society (Knapp and Ashmore 1999:13, Kuchler and Melion 1991:19). As Hannah Arendt 

has observed, each person is both a ‘who’ and a ‘what’- being “a subject who actively 
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participates in the making or unmaking of his or her world, and a subject who suffers and 

is subject to actions by others, as well as forces or circumstances that lie largely outside 

of his or her control” (Jackson 2002:13). An overview of some of the core subject 

formation processes that accompanied the colonization of the central and western reaches 

of the United States are examined below. 

Performance of Subjectivities 

The subjugation processes of indigenous populations of central and western North 

America largely paralleled the Great Confinements of the heterogeneous elements of 

society in Europe from the fifteenth through the nineteenth centuries, including lepers, 

the impoverished, and the putatively mad (Foucault 1988). Among Amerindians these 

subjugation practices included the quasi-private face of “ritual exiles” from traditional 

lands, spatial confinement on reservation lands, the establishment of “the imperative of 

labor,” and the introduction of compulsory education (sensu Carroll 2003a, Foucault 

1988:10-11, 38, 46, Willis 1977).  

The more public face of conquest was exhibited through the display of show 

Indians in Wild West Shows, Fourth of July Parades, and festivals to commemorate the 

advancement of the colonialist agenda of acquiring land, labor, and resources as rapidly 

and cheaply as possible (Moses 1996). Indigenous communities who opposed these 

ghettoizing policies were alternately subjected to military interventions, of which 

Wounded Knee was just one of many stages upon which the muscle of a young 

government was flexed, alongside more subtle biopower interventions of spatial 

confinement as well as interventions advanced under the guise of humanitarian rhetoric 
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propounded by religious and educational organizations as well as the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs (Foucault and Rabinow 1984:8). 

Governmental entities largely endeavored to realize policies that preferentially 

favored the new immigrant populations through the literal as well as the symbolic 

subjugation of the indigenous body. As Foucault (1995:25), Butler (1997, 1999b), Povey 

(1998:70) and others have noted, the human body is part of the political field within 

which both knowledge and power relations are continuously being contested and 

reconstructed.  

They invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, control 
ceremonies, emit signs. This political investment of the body is bound up, in 
accordance with complex reciprocal relations with its economic use; it is largely 
as a force of production that the body is invested with relations of power and 
domination; but on the other hand, its constitution as labour power is possibly 
only if it is caught up in a system of subjection (in which need is also a political 
instrument meticulously prepared, calculated, and used); the body becomes a 
useful force only if it is both a productive body and a subjected body (Foucault 
and Rabinow 1984:173). 

 
As a consequence of this infusion of the body as a locus of power and contestation, the 

body came to be seen as the site of affirmation, resistance and in some cases, capitulation 

among Ghost Dance participants (Povey, 1998:70). The centrality of embodied acts 

within this ritual movement is confirmed in the words of participants who wrote letters to 

Wovoka from the 1890s well into the next century (Dangberg 1957). Many of the letters 

are requests for red paint, held to be sacrosanct and powerful by diverse individuals who 

participated in the Ghost Dance. Participants ritually adorned their bodies, often placing 

the highest concentrations of paint on the head and feet, which symbolically linked each 

person to the earth as well as the heavens. The clothing some dancers wore provides 

additional clues about the subjectivities being constructed, affirmed, or legitimated 
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through the rituals of the Ghost Dance. Among Plateau and Plains Indians, Ghost Dance 

shirts include symbols of entopic dots which are replicated in Numic rock art, and 

indicative of altered states of consciousness. Other representations include the morning 

star, power animals, and geometric patterns (Minneapolis Institute of Arts, Peterson, and 

Minneapolis Regional Native American Center 1976). 

The subjectivities of Ghost Dancers were co-constructed by the embodied dictums 

of Wovoka as well. In addition to warning people to participate in the dances to avoid 

bodily harm, Wovoka urged people to abstain from bringing the colonizers’ material 

culture into the ritual performances (Mooney (1896)1973:784). By exercising these 

controls, Wovoka created a sanctified space in which participants could engage in 

ceremonial acts meant to rebalance the world and themselves and improve their general 

quality of life. Although Numic cosmologies attribute sacredness to everything, power 

concentrates in particular people and places. One means of honoring or perhaps 

contributing to the sanctity of places included separating the types of material culture 

allowed in everyday life and ceremonial life (Douglas 1984). 

At times, Ghost Dancers creatively co-opted the material culture and technologies 

that accompanied the colonizing of North America. For example, some Ghost Dancers 

created their ceremonial shirts out of cotton sacks, others rode the railroads to visit 

Wovoka, obtain work, and meet other indigenous people, and still others learned to speak 

English, literally embodying the signified Other, only to subvert such new found skills 

for their own purposes (Dangberg 1957, Dyer nd, Hittman 1997:54, 248). Perhaps even 

more remarkably, sometimes Euroamericans were invited to dance alongside indigenous 

people. In these cases it appears that the participants generally expressed subjectivities 
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that were more closely allied to the dancers than United States government 

representatives, and were thus more easily united with those who sought to reconfigure a 

colonized world. These creative patterns affirm the mobility of subjectivities within a 

larger tapestry of intellectual and economic colonialism colored by policies and people 

who sought to manipulate the actions of the indigenous populations of North America for 

its own ends (Cruikshank 1998:71).  

Efforts to transform the so-called savages into docile bodies yielded neither 

smooth nor predictable results. The Numic people used two methods of resistance that 

may be likened to Michel de Certeau’s idea of strategy as opposed to tactic as discussed 

in The Practice of Everyday Life (De Certeau 1982). Whereas a strategy requires having 

a place of one’s own, from which a certain “calculus of force” can be organized and then 

projected outward, a tactic entails walking through and occupying a space differently and 

subversively (De Certeau 1982: xiv, xix). A “tactic” is the “logical action” of the 

displaced. 

In spatial terms, “the place of the tactic belongs to the others place, fragmentarily, 

without taking it over…without being able to keep it at a distance. Because it does 

not have a place, a tactic depends on time, it is always on the watch for 

opportunities that must be seized on the wing (De Certeau 1982, Russo 

1998:299). 

Prior to the Ghost Dances of the 1870s and 1890s, collective resistance was evidenced 

through the strategy of waging war, as evidenced in the Paiute Wars of the 1860s, the 

Owens valley War of 1863, and the Bannock War of 1878 (Hittman and Lynch 1990:33). 

In the last quarter of the century, resistance shifted to an individual level in which 
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multiple Numic individuals, including Mouse, Posey, Queho and Willy Boy, fought to 

maintain their claims to subjectivities, resources, and lands that were quickly being 

claimed by the new elite (Carroll 2003b). 

By the 1870s and 1890s indigenous communities alternated between the use of 

strategic and tactical resistance. Recognition of a shift in thinking is evidenced in the 

prophecies of Wovoka, who urged indigenous people to get along with their White 

neighbors even as they participated in a dance that aimed to rebalance the world through 

cataclysmic changes including large scale earthquakes, fires, and floods (Mooney 

(1896)1973:784). In effect, Wovoka recommended that Indian people learn to empower 

themselves within the confines of a socioeconomic system largely defined by 

Euroamerican powers, and a spiritual system that was an amalgamation of Numic and 

Christian tenets. The fulfillment of Wovoka’s prophesy promised to lift the native 

populations of North America out of their newly established positions as outcasts, exiles, 

and a laboring class within lands occupied by their ancestors for millennium. In its place, 

Wovoka offered a pastoral vision of youth and health and peace and plenty. Josephus 

relayed Wovoka’s vision to the Indian scout, Arthur I. Chapman. He described this place 

as “the most beautiful country you could imagine…the country was nice and level and 

green all the time; there were no rocks or mountains there, but all kinds of game and 

fish…both Indians and whites…were all young…everyone was dancing, gambling, 

playing ball and having all kinds of sport” (Chapman 1891 in [Hittman, 1997 

#916:Appendix A, 232) 

Through participation in the identities of Ghost Dance participants were thus 

creatively reconstructed. Such subjectivities may be described as multidimensional or 
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mobile (Ferguson 1993:158, 177, Rose 1993:151). These were inherently unstable, being 

interpolated by multiple subject positions that were sometimes in conflict with each 

other. Thus, Wovoka could concomitantly wear Western style clothing, live in a wickiup 

without many amenities of the dominant culture, sell his Euroamerican styled clothing to 

Ghost Dance participants, and simultaneously insist they bring no items from 

Euroamericans into Ghost Dance ritual events. The Ghost Dance acted as the midwife of 

new communal, regional, and pan-Indian identities. These identities stood on the narrow 

possibility swaying between a sometimes idealized past and an uncertain future; the 

product of negotiations enacted, invented, reconfigured and reconstructed in a new era. 

Performance of Social Orders 

From the metaphorical and often literal margins of the dominant Euroamerican 

communities, Ghost Dancers alternatively supported or rejected social orders and 

counter-hegemonic cultures with which to resist the subjectivities being advanced by the 

newly established dominant culture (hooks 1990). Whereas dominant groups were intent 

on eliminating competition for physical and social capital and simultaneously create a 

new working class within the putatively “New World,” which had been occupied by 

indigenous populations for roughly 12,000-14,000 years, ritual leaders and participants of 

the Ghost Dance followed their rival desires to reconfigure the dominant social orders in 

their entirety or at least their new-found positionalities therein (Knack 1978, Littlefield 

and Knack 1996).  

In one version of this reconstruction, the dominant social orders representing the 

new communities of power that accompanied colonialism would be revamped in a 

manner that recognized the power, authority, and legitimacy of the United States federal 
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government and the power, authority, and legitimacy of the Ghost Dance’s leader, 

Wovoka on equal footing. Wovoka initiated this endeavor by positioning himself as a 

leader on par with the President of the United States federal government. Although 

Wovoka was revered by many as a powerful medicine man and prophet, his interest in 

splitting power with the chief executive was most likely met with some incredulity. 

Mooney writes,   

Finally, God gave him control over the elements so that he could make it rain or 
snow or be dry at will, and appointed him his deputy to take charge of affairs in 
the west, while “Governor Harrison” would attend to matter in the east, and he, 
God, would look after the world above. He then returned to earth and began to 
preach as he was directed, convincing the people by exercising the wonderful 
powers that had been given him (Mooney, 1896:772).  
 
Efforts to reconfigure the dominant social orders of North America emerged from 

other corners as well. For example, in 1892 an anonymous pamphlet was issued in Salt 

Lake in connection with some lectures being given. In this publication, the author 

declares Wovoka the Mormon Messiah (Mooney, 1896:792-793). Vander notes the 

multiple continuities between Mormonism and the Ghost Dance (Vander 1997:13). 

Having experienced many confrontations with the federal government by the late 

nineteenth century, members of the Mormon Church had limited governmental loyalty. 

At the same time, they were a young church in the early stages of establishing itself as a 

regional power, and thus were searching to find ways to legitimate its own doctrines of 

faith. Some believed that the presence of Wovoka, in the role of the Christ, had the 

capacity to do just this.  

Although Wovoka sought to position favorably himself within extant social 

hierarchies, he declined this proposed alliance with the Mormon Church. Nevertheless, 

among Wovoka’s peer group there was a sense that Wovoka wanted to recast his 
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positionality more favorably, saying Wovoka resented Tibos (Hittman 1997:11). From a 

behavioral perspective, it does appear that Wovoka repeatedly staged the reconfiguration 

of his own subjectivity from a relatively unknown day laborer and medicine man to the 

father of a ritual and social movement adopted by diverse indigenous ritual leaders and 

participants from the California through the Great Plains.  

In addition to openly attempting to reconfigure agency within the dominant extant 

social structures, participants exercised resistance to the dominant social orders through 

acts deemed insurgent and potentially revolutionary. At the end of the nineteenth century, 

federal policy mandated that reservation Indians obtain permission from Indian agents to 

travel outside of the reservation boundaries By the latter part of the 1800s, many 

American Indian nations had been sequestered on small reservations established upon 

lands that the federal government deemed worthless. Thereafter, the federal government 

hired Indian Agents who were given the power to control Indians who were forced by 

law to remain on their reservations. A common treaty stipulation read, “No member of 

said tribe shall leave said reservation for any purpose without the written consent of the 

agent or superintendent having jurisdiction over said tribe” (Statutes at Large Vol. 

14:683). In the treaty with the Cheyenne, Comanches, and Kiowas, the conditions of 

internment are expounded as follows:  

…they will not go from said country for hunting or other purposes without the 
consent in writing of their agent or other authorized person, such written consent 
in all cases specifying the purpose for which such leave is granted, and shall be 
borne with them upon their excursions as evidence that they are rightfully away 
from their reservation, and shall be respected by all officers, employees, and 
citizens of the Unites States…(Statutes at Large Vol. 14:704 and 718). 
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Given these restrictions, when indigenous people left the spatial confines of the 

reservations without consulting the assigned agents, they were openly and consciously 

challenging the legitimacy of the Indian agents’ and federal government’s authority to 

contain them at will. In the words of Paul Willis, the indigenous people had experienced 

“penetration” which means “to designate impulses within a cultural form towards the 

penetration of the conditions of existence of its members and their positions within the 

social whole but in a way which is not centred, essentialist or individualist” (Willis 1977: 

119). 

While potentially de-centering, these acts merely set the stage for the more 

revolutionary act of rejecting the spatial regimes being promoted by the new elite. These 

spatial regimes are best understood as representations of a particular episteme, or 

“epistemological space,” that was specific to the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century (Foucault 1974:xi). If the episteme of space and time in the new society was 

exemplified by the building of a linear trajectory called the transcontinental railroad that 

extended from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean, the episteme of space and time amongst 

Ghost Dancers is most elegantly represented by the circle of the Circle Dance, and 

mimetic of the circle of life and death, the seasons, the cardinal directions, and the cycles 

of nature. In performing the Ghost Dance, based on the ancient Round Dance, then, the 

participants called attention to a counter-hegemonic spatial regime rooted in a holistic 

nature-centered model.  

The contested nature of this episteme is revealed in typical responses of 

Euroamerican audiences to even the most blatantly pacifistic of Ghost Dancers. In part 

the power of each performance to call into question the spatially–based biopower regimes 
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of the new elite may have fueled fear-based responses. Within the performaces, visions of 

creating a powerful and united community of indigenous people thus challenged 

Euroamerican visions of creating a new working class of indigenous workers.  

Ghost Dancers practiced other forms of resistance as well. Some killed ranchers’ 

cattle to feed Ghost Dance participants (Dobyns and Euler 1967:8). Near the Ghost 

Dance ritual setting of Pigeon Springs, a worker’s revolt ensued shortly before the 

performance of the Ghost Dance (Independent 1891). At Grass Springs, another Ghost 

Dance ceremonial setting in northern Arizona, are oral histories of a building being burnt 

down allegedly by arson. The details of this historic event are not known, but it is 

interesting that the social memories conflate the community tensions and collective 

resistance. In each of these scenarios, Wovoka and Ghost Dance participants sought to 

renegotiate their positionality in manners that would be more advantageous.  

In the place of the dominant social orders representing the new communities of 

power that accompanied colonialism, Ghost Dancing affirmed social orders based on 

ancient epistemologies of holism and reciprocity with the diverse life forces of the 

universe and their immediate environments. Ghost Dancers buttressed the 

epistemological frameworks underscoring ancient ritual activities of singing and dancing 

the Circle Dance. From a Numic perspective, the body is connected to a web of life that 

includes all life forms including: animals, reptiles, insects, plants, minerals, the earth, 

sky, and the forces of nature.  

Each embodied performance thus represented a physical enactment of a 

cosmological order based on connections to nature that had effectively guided the Numic 

people for multiple generations (Hittman 1973a, Hultkrantz 1986:634). At the heart of 
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this ceremony was and is the embodied performance of a cosmology, a holistic 

worldview that explains how all elements of the universe are connected –the earth and 

sky, the four cardinal directions, the circle of life, the circle of death, the cycle of seasons, 

and the past, present, and future (Kelly and Fowler 1986:384). The body thus served as a 

vehicle for physically expressing a social order of balance and an ecological order of 

unity. 

Performance of Place 

Throughout this analysis, I have endeavored to draw attention to the importance 

of places and place selection practices in the performance of the one of the most powerful 

and transformative movements of the nineteenth century. The concept of being emplaced 

is so fundamental that Simone Weeil (1952:41) claims, “To be rooted is perhaps the most 

important and least recognized need of the human soul (Jackson 2002:12). In a similar 

vein, Martin Heidegger conceptualizes humans as Beings-in-the-World, thus affirming 

the always and already present interconnections between human subjectivities and the 

lived world. In his works on Dwelling, Heidegger, contemplates the simplicity as well as 

the profundity of the human experience which is forever imbricated in a platial matrix of 

physical reality (Heidegger 1971).  

 Given that rootedness is among the most fundamental, and simultaneously least 

recognized, of human needs, I have argued that it is apropos that the Numic people 

responded to the spatial disruptions that accompanied nineteenth century colonialism 

with a spatially-centered ritual meant to rebalance the world of physicality with the 

experiential worlds of its participants. Through the analysis of places I have demonstrated 

that it is both possible and desirable to “explore the ways the cognitive and the material 
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are jointly co-produced with the social, that is, how knowledge, artifacts and human 

agents work together to produce our lived lives in the world” (Turnbull, 1995:125). 

Based on an analysis of behavioral life histories and a performance matrix model I have 

demonstrated that one can trace the complex interactions between objects, agents, ritual 

knowledge and places and activities that collectively created ritual performance popularly 

known as the Ghost Dance. In particular, I emphasized that the ritual settings selected for 

the performance of the 1890s Ghost Dance were neither arbitrary nor incidental, but 

rather, consciously selected on the basis of a cultural logic rooted in thousands of years of 

ritual practices (Hittman 1973a:264, Vander 1997:7, Whitley et al. 1999), and 

alternatively, on the contingencies posed by living under a spatial regime imposed by 

westward expansionism and the newly arrived Euroamerican populations (e.g., Carroll, 

Zedeno, and Stoffle 2004:143-144).  

Performance of Social Memory 

In recent years Paiutes, Lakotas, Shoshones and others have endeavored to 

breathe new life into the visions of the Paiute prophet Wovoka and the pan-Indian ritual 

movement that he and those before him inspired. While researching the Ghost Dance I 

formally interviewed approximately 100 people and informally spoke to many more. 

Over the course of these interviews it came to light that there is a growing interest in the 

Ghost Dance within California, Nevada, Idaho, North and South Dakota, and perhaps in 

other states as well.  

Current interest in the Ghost Dance is manifest as participation in commemorative 

events (Hittman 1999) as well as the performance of contemporary versions of the 1890s 

Ghost Dance. In the northern reaches of California I met with a ritual specialist who is 
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replicating the ritual regalia found in anthropological texts which will be used for Ghost 

Dances at an unspecified future date. Within this area, the Ghost Dance remains at the 

discursive level. By contrast, in 2006 Ghost dancers gathered in Nevada to perform their 

first Ghost Dance since the early twentieth century. In preparing for this event, youths 

and elders alternated between vision questing for directions on ritual setting selection and 

how to conduct dances, to sitting around tables in tribal offices, sipping from coffee 

mugs, balancing a ceremonial event budget, and faxing invitations to reservations from 

coast to coast.  

In other locations, it appears that the Ghost Dance never really stopped. Vander 

(1986:23), Kehoe (1989) and others present compelling arguments for the continuation of 

the Ghost Dance ritual knowledge, songs, and dances from the nineteenth century into the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries. In contrast to the self-consciously pan-Indian scope 

of emergent Ghost Dance performances, the former tend to be more localized, with time 

depths linking contemporary, historic, and sometimes protohistoric performances, and 

what appears to be structural continuity that promises to continue into the future.  

The apparent resurgence of the Ghost Dance raises multiple questions, many of 

which go beyond the parameters of the current study. At the same time, issues around the 

performance of social memory directly pertain to the late nineteenth century versions of 

this performance and concomitantly link them to more contemporary manifestations. 

Both nineteenth century and contemporary versions of the Ghost Dance are collective 

ritual performances sharing many core elements of performances including: (1) an actor 

governed by social conventions, (2) a director, (3) a script, (4) a special language, (5) an 

audience, (6) time, (7) place, (8) planning and staging and (9) props (Schechner 1988). 
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While the core elements of the performances are shared, the creative manners in which 

these components are understood and expressed vary. 

Today we are witnessing the beginning stages of a renaissance and reinvention of 

ritual knowledge and practices representing Numic epistemologies adopted for pan-

Indian ceremonial events. My research suggests that whereas some performative 

elements of the Ghost Dance have undergone little or no change since the 1890s, other 

elements have been much more radically reconfigured. I discovered that the most stable 

elements in both the late nineteenth century performances are the material elements of 

each performance. These include: (1) The ceremonial settings selected for ritual 

performances, and (2) the props used in the ritual performance including ochre paint, 

magpie and eagle feathers, willow dance arbors constructed to represent the circle and 

cardinal directions, and sweat lodges.  

Contemporary ritual leaders drew upon traditional knowledge to replicate some of 

the material cultural elements of the late nineteenth century. First, they selected the ritual 

settings through vision questing, thus using the same methods of site selection practiced 

in the late nineteenth century. The place chosen for the 2006 Ghost Dance is located 

within an eighth of a mile from a nineteenth century Ghost Dance site, thus replicating 

many of the core physiographic and performance characteristics of the nineteenth century 

ritual setting. Secondly, the props, or ritual paraphernalia used in the contemporary Ghost 

Dance, largely mirror those used in the 1890s performances. Actors gleaned information 

about what types of material culture to use based on everyday ritual practices and both 

oral and written narratives about what Wovoka and other ritual specialists used in the 

1890s Ghost Dance.  
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The scripted language used in the Ghost Dance appears to have undergone little 

alteration since the 1890s. Although fluency in the Numic languages has diminished to 

the point of near extinction, efforts have been made to replicate the Numic language of 

the 1890s Ghost Dance performances as expressed in Ghost Dance songs. Whereas it was 

characteristic of the late nineteenth century performers to improvise and create new 

songs, today, however, it appears that efforts are primarily restricted to the mimesis of 

Ghost Dance songs, with people abstaining from overt linguistic variation or innovation. 

Such a position potentially compromises the performance, which like all ritual requires 

some change to remain salient. 

While some elements of the performance appear to change little, other elements 

reaffirm the inherently “ephemeral, unpredictable, improvisatory, and always contingent 

on context” and show noteworthy departures from the 1890s versions of the Ghost Dance 

(Szerrsynski 2003:3). For example, today there is no recognized contemporary prophet of 

the Ghost Dance. In its stead there are numerous medicine men and women who have had 

separate visions of the reemergence of this ceremony, the prophet Wovoka, and 

challenges facing individuals and communities in our time. One medicine person 

envisions the Ghost Dance as a huge ring of light made of people. He shares this 

interpretation in the following vision, No Color in Light. 

I was awoken one night from a silent sleep, to awaken to the voice of the creator. 
He said, "Stop, look and listen.” 
He took hold of me, and took my spirit around the world, like we were one with 
the winds as we circled the earth. I could see animals running, cities, and forests. 
I saw people who could see us harnessing the wind. 
He took me round and round til we shot out of the earth, herself. 
As we floated in space, he took my head in his hands, and faced me to the earth. 
Again he said, “Stop, look and listen.” 
He said, "The earth is alive, and all that is in her is alive. Tell everyone.” 
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At that same instant, I could see the earth herself expanding and contracting, very 
delicately and very gently. She was in fact breathing. 
He then took me into space and showed me an old wooden bowl. 
He began to spin the bowl until it was spinning very fast. He then showed me a 
red bead, as he dropped it into the bowl. 
The inside of the bowl showed a red streak in it as it spun. He then took a black 
bead and dropped it in the bowl; again I could see a black streak within the bowl. 
He next put a yellow bead in the bowl, and did the same. The bowl showed a 
yellow streak, a red streak, and a black streak, each within its own line. 
Then I saw him drop in a white bead. 
Again a white streak was added. 
Then he spun the bowl faster and the streaks started fading, till they became one 
color, then he said, "Stop, look and listen.” 
All the streaks became one light. It was a brilliant light, like looking into the Sun. 
He said, "There is no color in spirit, tell everyone.” 
 
The presence of multiple ritual specialists rather than a single prophet has the 

potential to influence the manner in which the contemporary versions of the Ghost Dance 

manifest. Among the people with whom I spoke, the participants of the Ghost Dance are 

still governed by the social conventions and doctrine presented by the 1890s Ghost Dance 

leader and ritual specialists. In terms of the individual performances, however, the details 

of where to dance, when to dance, and how to organize are determined at the local level 

through a combination of information derived from visions and the pragmatics of 

working with tribal counsels and getting permission to carry out such performances on 

reservation lands. Notably, those who espouse ritual authority and those representing 

governmental authority do not always speak with one voice. As a result, the role of the 

“director” of the Ghost Dance is somewhat of a contested category and a moving target.  

Scant information exists about the planning and staging of the 1890s Ghost 

Dances. What is known is that the host and the host’s family largely exercised authority 

over preparing the dance grounds, making food preparations, getting the camping 

grounds ready, and sending out messages to others to attend the dance. Today, planning 
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and staging responsibilities appears to have shifted to the cultural specialists of the tribes, 

who are often hired and paid to attend to events and activities earmarked as “cultural.” 

Additionally, modern technologies have been fully incorporated into the planning and 

staging processes. Telephone, fax machines, and computers now assume an integral role 

in the staging and planning stages of anticipated performances.  

The conventions of participation appear to be similar for contemporary and 

historic participants of this ceremonial event. During the 1890s, many Ghost Dances had 

to be performed in secrecy in order to avoid detection and possible retribution from 

people who supported the colonial agenda. When information about the Ghost Dance was 

shared, actors sought to represent their activities as benign and non-threatening. On 

occasion, Euroamericans were invited to participate; for example, Jack Longstreet was 

most likely one of the participants of the Pigeon Springs dance and Mormons were 

known to occasionally participate in these ritual performances (Mooney 

(1896)1973:818).  

Today, Ghost Dances also are performed to protect the privacy of the participants 

and honor the sacredness of the ritual activities. Participation by non-indigenous people is 

largely discouraged and efforts are made to represent the event as a ritual activity with a 

circumscribed audience rather than a public performance which anyone can attend. On 

the day of the 2006 performance scheduled in Nevada, a group of people representing 

themselves as New Agers showed up without invitation, set up camp right next to the 

Ghost Dance grounds, and expressed great reluctance to leave when asked to do so. 

Another audience that distantly mirrors the past arrived in helicopters that circled over 

the dance grounds throughout the week of the dance as well as over the course of months 
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while the organizers were building the dance arbor. Their presence echoes the insidious 

military presence of the past while also affirming how even today the bodies of Ghost 

Dancers remain the contested sites of social and political resistance.  

Among the people whom I interviewed, I found a high degree of self-reflexivity 

about themselves and their efforts to revitalize the Ghost Dance. This reflexivity is 

characterized by intentionality to bring back ritual practices that have either not been 

practiced for an extended period of time or relatively marginal practices. In order to bring 

these practices into action, organizers educated themselves about the practices, material 

culture, narratives and doctrines of the Ghost Dance through an admixture of oral and 

written knowledge. Whereas knowledge was once transmitted by oral traditions almost 

exclusively, today people learn ritual knowledge of the Ghost Dance today they couple 

this knowledge with a conscious farming of relevant anthropological and historical 

records.  

Such knowledge-acquisition practices place the anthropologist in a double 

hermeneutic, in which the anthropologist alternately plays the recipient and producer of 

ritual knowledge. This creates the curious situation in which anthropologists may learn 

information from cultural members that was in fact learned from anthropological writings 

derived from previous generations of cultural members. In the process of receiving, 

reinventing, and reproducing this information, the agency appears to shift back to the 

communities of practice, who may once more become the communities of analysis! 

Within this performance matrix, all actors potentially shape the ritual knowledge and the 

performance of such knowledge. However, the practice of some anthropologists to 

removing themselves from the experiential realm of ritual knowledge may foster a divide 
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in knowledge that the double hermeneutic does not breach unless the anthropologist self-

consciously endeavors to reconstructs his or her own positionality. 

Performance of Individual and Social Transformations 

Participants of the Ghost Dance catalyzed diverse spiritual, psychological, social, 

political, and physical transformations. These transformations were and are created 

through the embodied acts of ritual dance, music, and storytelling which together become 

“a kind of theatre where we collaborate in reinventing ourselves and authorizing notions, 

both individual and collective, of who we are,” who we have been, and who we are 

becoming (Jackson 2002:16). One elder relayed to me, “The Ghost Dance never ended. 

All the songs that were sung long ago, they are still around. They are still having an 

effect.” 

 Transformations assume many forms, of which the most powerful is exemplified 

in the efforts of indigenous people of North America to create meaningful experiences 

out of trauma and loss. While the experiences inciting the sufferings may never be 

vanquished, the capacity to collectively bear such experiences may be fostered through 

their collective transformation. One means of realizing this end has historically occurred 

through the legitimization of struggles through ritual performance of dance, song, and 

narrative. In The Human Condition, Hannah Arendt writes of the transformative qualities 

of storytelling, which has the capacity to deprivatize and deindividualize the experiential 

dimensions of life and make them “fit for public appearance” (Arendt 1958:50 inJackson 

2002). 

Due to the transformative qualities of ritual performances, the performers assume 

the dual roles of actor and audience. To be both the actor and the acted upon, this is 
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ritual. In this intersubjective zone of deprivatized and deindividualized experiences, the 

performers co-create a sense of community which in turn helps to simultaneously bear 

and bear witness to collective experiences. Significantly, the ritual settings themselves 

are alive too, and hence they also serve as actors and audiences within the drama of 

transformation.  

Acts of repetition evidenced in the shuffling dance step reaffirm connection to 

earth, air and touch, while simultaneously anchoring individual and collective memory. 

At the same time, the continuous singing of hiku-like songs fosters the development of 

altered states of consciousness among many participants. By entering into different 

perceptual realities within the co-constructed realm of intersubjectivity, the positionality 

of each participant is automatically and fundamentally reconfigured at a neurological and 

chemical level, which in turn frees up the potential for agency within the performer. 

In their efforts to effect such changes, participants often placed themselves in 

places deeply inscribed with the ritual past as evidenced in storied landscapes, 

petroglyphs and pictographs, caves, vision quest circles, paint sources, and proximity to 

song trails. When such places proved unavailable, people within this study selected sites 

near their own domiciles which also were in the process of becoming storied landscapes, 

albeit, without the time depth evidenced in the previously discussed ritual settings. In the 

end all were and are connected and changed. At an experiential level, psychological, 

social, and spiritual transformations register as changes in energy states expressed in 

word and motion. 

This study demonstrates that during the late nineteenth century, transformative 

and revitalization efforts were used to alternately neutralize the impacts of colonialist 
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expansionism or to generate positive change. Such efforts were directed towards 

counteracting the manifest disruptive risks that accompanied colonialism including 

environmental changes, diminished access to land, traditional plants, animals, and water, 

and declines in population due to disease and starvation (Mooney 1896, Hittman 19xx), 

as well as the equally catastrophic risks of cultural loss, language loss, and the forced 

reconstruction of their subjectivities.  

Faced with increasing physical as well as psychological and spiritual risk-imbued 

situations, people turned to the Ghost Dance to mediate change. In turn the performance 

of the Ghost Dance produced (1) strengthened connections to places of power, (2) the 

development of ritual specialists and cultural brokers (3) the expansion and reinforcement 

of interethnic relations, (4) and the invention and reinvention of a pan-Indian response to 

Euroamerican domination.  

Today contemporary transformative and revitalization efforts appear to be 

directed towards addressing diverse issues including language loss, traditional knowledge 

loss, environmental degradation including the progressive destruction of Walker Lake, 

and the leveling of a mountain through mining practices. Similar concerns are raised by 

efforts to transport nuclear wastes through reservation boundaries. In each case, the land, 

which is considered to be a living breathing being by the Numa, and the old ways are 

literally and figuratively the contested grounds of revitalization and transformation. 

 Once again, the Ghost Dance appears to be a vehicle for maintaining agency in 

the face of disempowering circumstances and transforming the subjectivities of the 

performers while also serving as a political platform upon which power imbalances in the 

real world can be addressed through shamanic practices (Jackson 2002). The use of 
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shamanic practices in relation to colonialist struggles and state formation practices is a 

practice that is evidenced throughout the world (see Atkinson 1992:315). Through acts of 

symbolic affirmation and resistance, both individuals and whole communities of practice 

transform themselves. The theatre of ritual performance thus becomes the stage that 

alternately maintains and de-centers the status quo conceptually, socially, psychically, 

and physically (Tausig in Atkinson 1992:319). 
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	CHAPTER 1 
	The Indian Removal Act
	The Indian Removal Act of 1830 supported a series of actions that suggests an idea of place that is above all objectified, homogenized, and abstracted. According to this view, land is a commodity, and commodities can be exchanged at will. Although this act extinguished “Indian title” east of the Mississippi, the language of this law is written in a manner that masks the large-scale territorial losses experienced by American Indians as a result of this “exchange.” Instead, the authors emphasize the reasonable nature of this “agreement” which served to severe the physical connection between indigenous people and their homelands. Accordingly, American Indians were classified as “emigrants” who would reportedly receive help from the government for a year while they “settle[d] in.” Furthermore, the federal government promised to provide “protect[ion]” from “interruptions” caused by the tribes whom they would inevitably displace. Finally, in Section 2, the act reads “The United States will forever secure and guaranty to them, and their heirs or successors, the country so exchanged with them.” In the event that “Indians become extinct, or abandon the same [land]” the “lands shall revert to the United States.” 
	The Indian Appropriation Act 
	The philosophies of place underscoring the Indian Appropriation Act (1854) also parallel contemporary conceptions of place utilized in preservation legislation. Through the enactment of The Indian Appropriations Act (1854), Congress continued to sanction policies that suggested that place was a culturally inscribed entity whose composition could be altered on an ‘as-needed-basis.’ The authors of this act declared “That the President may, from time to time, in his discretion, remove or change the location of any of the superintendencies [reservations] now or hereafter to be established by law.” Through this statement, Congress reserved the right to reposition tribes in different territories not unlike one would move pawns across a chessboard. This legislation suggests that both places and Indians were not perceived as being integrally related, but rather arbitrarily legislated. Today the implementation of National Historic Preservation legislation continues to defer to a model of place valuation that can be altered on an “as-needed-basis.” While in theory, the nomination of a TCP to the National Register ensures greater protection for a place, in practice, “establishing that a property is eligible for inclusion in the National Register does not necessarily mean that the property must be protected from disturbance or damage” (Parker and King 1990:4).

	The Homestead Act 
	The Homestead Act of 1862 demonstrates continuities in westernized conceptions of property that favor the ordering of nature and the extrapolation of resources. The enactment of this law also signaled the progressive deterioration of Indian claims to aboriginal territories. In this act “unappropriated public lands” became open season for adults who had “never borne arms against the United States or given aid and comfort to its enemies.” Several stipulations were legislated that held the potential to detrimentally impact American Indians. First, Indians who had displayed resistance against the federal government were automatically disqualified. Secondly, these lands were to be used “for the purpose of actual settlement and cultivation.” This statement implies that land use practices that failed to mirror Euroamerican practices would constitute defaults, and thus revert back to the federal government. Moreover, for five years a person had to occupy the lands assigned to them. Any “change in his or her residence, or abandonment of the said land for more than six months at a time” would result in the land being absconded. Indians who practiced traditional hunting and gathering methods of subsistence, and those who received lands that were marginal and hence non-sustainable, would be unable to meet these demands, and consequently were at risk of losing their properties. 

	The Indian General Allotment Act
	Concomitant to the rise of the 1890s Ghost Dance, The Indian General Allotment Act of 1887 issued another devastating blow to American Indians by “eliminat[ing] the rights of Indians to hold tribal land in common” (Russell 1998). This occurred through the claim “whenever in his [the President’s] opinion any reservation or any part thereof of such Indians is advantageous for agricultural and grazing purposes, to cause said reservation, or any part thereof, to be surveyed, or resurveyed if necessary, and to allot the lands in said reservation in severalty to any Indian located thereon.” The philosophy underscoring this legislation was highly opportunistic. Through the implementation of this act, the remainder of lands that American Indians controlled was subdivided into patchworks that resulted in the division of people, properties, and methods of cultural maintenance and social cohesion arising through place relations. 
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	I further hypothesized that Type I sites constituted ideal ritual sites with the most desirable physiographic and performance characteristics, whereas Type II sites would have a reduced number of desired physiographic and performance characteristics, with the exception of increased seclusion. To interrogate this hypothesis, I employ three intellectual pathways. These include: (1) the identification of the physical or physiographic characteristics of the landscapes used for Ghost Dance performances; (2) the articulation of the behavioral performance characteristics of the places where the Ghost Dance was practiced, which means learning what activities are possible in the context of the places selected for Ghost Dance ceremonial sites; and (3) the cultural inscription practices associated with each ceremonial site, or the ways in which people individually and collectively incorporated each dance site into their memories. 
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