
1 

The year 1620 reframed by There, There (2018)  
By Elizabeth Ferszt 
Arizona State University 
 
There, There is a debut novel by author Tommy Orange; it begins with a shamelessly bold 
Prologue that is offered as the historical tension point and context for the subsequent fictional 
narrative that follows. In this Prologue, Orange re-frames the Thanksgiving mythos of 1621 by 
explaining frankly that the meal shared by the Plymouth colonists and the Wampanoags was a 
not a ‘thanksgiving’ meal, but rather, a “land-deal meal” (4). Orange, a member of the 
Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes of Oklahoma, aims to forcefully and immediately debunk the 
romanticized, European and Anglo view that the landing of so-called ‘Pilgrims’ in so-called 
Plymouth, Massachusetts in 1620 was benevolent and even heroic. He’s not having even a little 
bit of the misguided nostalgia over what really were lost (they should have landed in Virginia 
because they were navigating with Capt. John Smith’s maps), religious ideologues (they 
‘removed’ themselves from England to the Low Countries to practice ‘purely’), and treasonous 
theocrats (they fully ‘Separated’ from the Church of England and did not travel to the Americas 
with a Charter, as did the Massachusetts Bay Colony Puritans did some ten years later). 
According to Tommy Orange’s version of the early 1620’s period: “In 1621, colonists invited 
Massasoit, the chief of the Wampanoags, to a feast after a recent land deal. Massasoit came 
with ninety of his men. That meal is why we still eat a meal together in November. . .  But that 
one wasn’t a thanksgiving meal. It was a land-deal meal. Two years later [1623] there was 
another, similar meal meant to symbolize eternal friendship. Two hundred Indians dropped 
dead that night from an unknown poison” (4). Savage in its bluntness, this re-framing of the 
1620’s contact period seeks to destabilize locus (“Being Indian was never about returning to 
the land. The land is everywhere or nowhere” (11).), and to disrupt the given storyline. This 
article will explore the Prologue in There, There, connecting it to modern day post-genocide 
commissions, in that if we don’t have truth, there can be no reconciliation between former 
adversaries. 
 
There, There is also about ten steps beyond what Jill Lepore was attempting to do in her 
seminal work, The Name of War (1998) about so-called ‘King Phillip’s War’; indeed, Tommy 
Orange also takes us past the Thanksgiving meal murders, to the fate of Metacomet (a/k/a 
King Phillip), son of Massasoit:  

By the time Massasoit’s son Metacomet became chief, there were no Indian-Pilgrim 
meals being eaten together. Metacomet, also known as King Phillip, was forced to sign 
a peace treaty to give up all Indian guns. Three of his men were hanged. His brother, 
Wamsutta was, let’s say, very likely poisoned after being summoned and seized by the 
Plymouth court. All of which lead to the first official Indian war. The first war with 
Indians. King Philip’s War. Three years later the was over and Metacomet was on the 
run. He was caught by Benjamin Church . . . Metacomet was beheaded and 
dismembered. Quartered. They tied his four body sections to nearby trees for the birds 
to pluck . . . [his head] was kept in a jar of rum . . . [and was] later sold to Plymouth 
Colony for 30 shillings. His head was [then] put on a spike, carried through the streets of 
Plymouth, and then displayed at Plymouth Fort for the next 25 years. (Orange 4-5) 
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However, according to historian Jill Lepore, there is another side to this story. In that during 
the three years of this war, Metacomet (whom she calls Philip), his men, and other chiefs and 
tribes from as far north as Maine, were successful in ransacking towns all up and down coastal 
New England: 

The fighting . . . began in June 1675, when three men were hanged by the neck not far 
from Plymouth Rock. They had been convicted of murdering a [native] man named 
John Sassamon, who weeks before his death, had warned the governor of Plymouth 
Colony that Phillip, a Wampanoag Indian leader, was planning a war against the English 
settlers. The three convicted men, all Wampanoags loyal to Philip, were suspected of 
killing Sassamon, a Christian Indian minister, as punishment for his betrayal. . . . Philip 
began attacking English towns on June 24, just days after the men were hanged. Over 
the next fourteen months, one English town after another was laid waste. In July, 
Middleborough, Dartmouth, Plymouth, and Mendon were attacked. Brookfield in 
August. Springfield, Hatfield, and Northampton in October. Then, in the winter 
Pawtuxet, Lancaster, . . . and Providence (xi). 

 
Obviously, these are very different treatments of the same events, one told by a creative writer 
and novelist, the second by a historian. The first by a young native-American male, the second 
by an older white American female. I think these are also obvious yet crucial lenses to refocus 
and reframe our view of Plymouth circa 1600’s. If taken side by side, the differences are 
informative. Thirty years (1998-2018) separates the two accounts, and I think encapsulates the 
ontological gulf between them: Lepore, careful to get the facts and the chronologies correct, 
does not, however, include the part about Metacomet being beheaded and quartered: “By 
August 1676, when Philip was shot to death near his home in Mount Hope, twenty-five English 
towns, more than half the colonists’ settlements in New England, had been ruined and pushed 
back almost to the coast” (Lepore xii). But before we feel the thrill of tragedy and loss, Lepore 
tells us the facts about the over-kill or over-reaction on the part of the remaining and surviving 
New English: Their losses were great, but “Indian losses were far, far greater. Colonial armies, 
with their Pequot and Mohegan allies, pursued enemy Indians from Narragansett Bay to the 
Connecticut River Valley, killing warriors in the field and families in their homes” (xii). Tribes 
who had attacked and fought the New English – Wampanoags, Algonquins, Narragansetts, 
and Abenakis  – all suffered: “thousands were killed in the fighting, while thousands more died 
of disease or starvation, or were shipped out of the colonies as slaves” (xii). So, a cycle of 
violence was established, making killing (Paspahegh in 1611 Jamestown), poisoning 
(Wampanoag in 1623 Plymouth), massacring (Pequot in 1637 Massachusetts Bay), and 
retribution killing (Wampanoag + Algonquin in 1676 Massachusetts Colony) normal. English 
fought with and exterminated when necessary, their Indian foes. Natives fought back, planned 
and executed raids of their own, and took many casualties. So, to wind the clock at precisely 
1620 does not do service to the expansive nature of the generational violence between the 
English colonists and the Native tribes.  
 
There, There is also about five steps beyond what the late Tony Horwitz was trying to do in A 
Voyage Long and Strange (2008), in that Horwitz, like Lepore and Orange, does not flinch at 
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rewriting the frame that has been offered to us for 400 years: that the Plymouth colonists 
were, at all times, heroic do-gooders, beloved by their Indian hosts and neighbors, (which is 
like saying the slave owner was beloved of his slaves), without fault in action or intent. The 
power dynamic of the early 17th century, which included who owned the land, had the guns, 
and could read and write the history, was not fairly shared by all parties, thus the accounts of 
William Bradford in Of Plimouth Plantation and other sources cannot be taken as accepted or 
settled variants. Horwitz explores the predecessor voyages to the Continental, Central, and 
Island ‘Americas’ of the late 15th century, including Columbus, and the very busy Spanish 16th 
century including Ponce DeLeon, Hernan DeSoto, De Coronado, and Rodrigeuz-Cabrillo. He 
starts with the Vikings exploration of New Foundland in 985-1020, and exhaustively ends with 
Plymouth 1620. By this time in his research, Horwitz has become “a grumpy tourist” who “sees 
Plymouth through jaundiced eyes, not as the cornerstone of early America, but as its capstone, 
piled on a cairn erected by all those who came before” (370). He wants to take up arguments 
with the locals and shopkeepers about their slogan and brand, “Plymouth: America’s Home 
Town” – “Not to Virginians it isn’t. Or to Hispanics, or to Indians” (370). He gets to the bottom of 
his disgruntlement by talking to the ‘townies’ at bars, coffee shops, parades, and even at a 
private club. He does research, and as others have found out, he admits that the first 
Thanksgiving was not specifically a ‘thanksgiving’ but perhaps a fall harvest meal where turkey 
may or may not have been served, and that 90 of Massasoit’s men did show up there, as 
Horwitz puts it, “unannounced” (381). The Wampanoag brought freshly got venison and 
perhaps corn. But in 1970, a contemporary Wampanoag leader “convened a Thanksgiving 
protest besides the Massasoit statue on Cole’s Hill [in Plymouth]: 

After declaring the fourth Thursday in November a ‘Day of Mourning,’ and giving 
speeches denouncing Pilgrims, the [Wampanoag descendants] pulled down the English 
flag from the replica Mayflower, threw sand on the [Plymouth] Rock, and turned over 
tables at a Thanksgiving dinner they’d been invited to at Plimouth Plantation. (382)  

 
Horwitz also uses humor to raze the framework of, in one case, actual Plymouth Rock (“looks 
like a fossilized potato” (2)), joking that some Americans conflate 1620 Plymouth with 1492 
Columbus, whose landings in the Caribbean were so ill-informed that he thought he had made 
it to Asia, or what was then referred to as The Indies; hence the fateful misnomer that we still 
struggle with: calling the natives of the Americas, ‘Indians.’ Hence, from the moment ‘go’ – 
everything thing has been bungled about the indigenous peoples of the Americas. These 
interlacing mistakes of nomenclature and location, fueled by Columbus’s gold-lust and refusal 
to admit that he had not ‘found’ Asia, set up the perfect, protracted storm that becomes the 
genocidal, land thievery, treaty-breaking, Trail of Tears debacle, involuntary Indian schools and 
forced concentration camp Reservation legacy that is the reality of the relationship between 
Anglos and Natives. 
 
It began at the beginning of the contact period. Maybe, according to Capt. John Smith in 
Jamestown, there might have been a short ‘honeymoon’ between the newly encountered 
Indians and the newly landed English (and his own head was salvaged by Pocahontas), but this 
lasted only a few years, at best. Gov. William Bradford in ‘Plimoth Plantation’ (1620-1647), 
doesn’t even predict a honeymoon or other pacific interlude; indeed, in Chapter IX, Bradford 
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pauses to reflect on what it was like immediately after landing safely in Cape Cod, 
Massachusetts – it wasn’t like there was a Holiday Inn waiting for them, or friends and family 
there to pick them up at the dock: 
 

But here I cannot but stay and make a pause, and stand half amazed at this poor 
people's present condition: . . . Being thus passed the vast ocean, and a sea of troubles 
before in their preparation. . . they had now no friends to welcome them nor inns to 
entertain or refresh their weather-beaten bodies; no houses or much less town to repair 
to, to seek for succour. It is recorded in Scripture as a mercy to the Apostle [Paul] and 
his shipwrecked company, that the barbarians showed them no small kindness in 
refreshing them, but these savage barbarians, when they met with them (as after will 
appear) were readier to fill their sides full of arrows than otherwise. (par. 7) 

 
Savage barbarians. Hmm. How would he know that if he had just landed? Was it just Bradford’s 
preemptive, judgmental racism as a white male from England? Or was cultural prejudice that 
he learned in Europe? How would Bradford have known that the Natives (the Wampanoag, the 
Algonquin, the Pequot, the Narragansett, and other tribes) were ‘savage barbarians’? The 
answer is in part that white Englishmen had traveled to the Americas before him, and they 
brought their stories and experiences back, both orally and in publication. Walter Raleigh, John 
Smith, and Bradford’s native-loving contemporary, Thomas Morton, all wrote about Natives. 
But the other obvious answer to how (and why) Bradford would, without having even been on 
the Cape Cod beach long enough to get sand in his stockings, would already label the natives 
as savages (although there is some connotation of ‘pagan’ as well) – is that he wrote from the 
perspective of looking back. And he offers the teaser ‘(as after will appear)’ to intimate that 
he’s going to show readers ample examples that the Native Indians ‘were readier to fill their 
sides full of arrows than otherwise’; a poor way to get a new relationship started. Bradford also 
tells us in chapter “Anno Dom: 1623” in the second volume of Plimouth Plantation, that things 
did not get better after their landing in 1620. Their encounters with the Indians (‘Indeans’) were 
much more frequent, and some colonists (i.e. ‘these people’) apparently were dependent on 
the natives for corn, while others ‘became servants to ye Indeans,’ whilst others were hooking 
up (?) with ‘lasses in beaver coats’ (Morton’s term):   

It may be thought strang that these people should fall to these extremities in so short a 
time, being left competently provided when ye ship left them, and had an addition by 
that moyetie of corn that was got by trade, besids much they gott of ye Indeans wher 
they lived, by one means & other. . . . they spent excesseivly whilst they had, or could 
get it; and, it may be, wasted parte away among ye Indeans (for he yt was their 
cheef was taxed by some amongst them for keeping Indean women, how truly I know 
not). And after they begane to come into wants, many sould away their cloathes and 
bed coverings; others (so base were they) became servants to ye Indeans, and would 
cutt them woode & fetch them water, for a cap full of corne; others fell to plaine 
stealing, both night & day, from ye Indeans, of which they greevosly complained. In 
ye end, they came to that misery, that some starved & dyed with could & hunger. One 
in geathering shell-fish was so weake as he stuck fast in ye mudd, and was found dead in 
ye place. (stanza 157) 
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Bradford is talking about his own people here, who at the end of this chapter are reduced to 
eating “dog[g]s, toads, and dead men” (stanza 165). These passages reflect a savagery, all 
right. But it seems to be on the side of the English. 
 
However, in the chapter “Anno 1621,” Bradford does write with some positive language about 
“their new friend Massasoyet” and his guide Squanto, and how colonist John Billington was 
lost in the woods for five days and Massasoyet and other Indians helped him get back home, 
and also the loyalty of Hobamack and Squanto to Governor Bradford and the English, even in 
the face of being threatened to death by another competing sachem called Corbitant (stanza 
125-126). If there had been any golden period of English-Indian cooperation and peace, it 
would have been 1621. 
 

As a white person who lives in Arizona, home to the largest so-called Indian 
Reservation, the Navajo Nation (pop. approx. 350,000 in 27,000 sq. mi.), and with 
many other smaller reservations such as the San Carlos Apache community east of the 
Phoenix area, it is not unusual for me to see local media coverage of Indian topics 
beyond what 9o’s tribute band is playing in their casino. For example, The New Times, 
a weekly, free, alternative tabloid just ran a story on a San Carlos Apache woman who 
is teaching her tribe members how to hunt for small game using only visual scouting 
techniques (like spotting a desiccated cactus as possible burrow) and cedar sticks to 
dispatch her prey. But I don’t think that much of the rest of the country, unless they 

live in areas originally and overwhelmingly populated by natives (like Arizona or New Mexico), 
is exposed to the regular habits, methods, and lives of the average Navajo or Apache. The 
whole point of the Reservation was to sequester the native, in a two-state system that lawfully 
segregates an ‘us’ from a ‘them’ – because we could not live together, much less assimilate or 
even (mis)-cengenate.  
 
Alexis de Tocqueville predicted this arrangement in his free-ranging history and travelogue, 
Democracy in America (1835). In the chapter entitled, “The Present and Probably Future 
Condition of the Three Races that Inhabit the Territory of the United States,” de Tocqueville 
observes: “Among these widely differing families of men, the first that attracts attention, the 
superior in intelligence, in power, and in enjoyment, is the white, or European, the MAN pre-
eminently so called, below him appear the Negro and the Indian. These two unhappy races 
have nothing in common, neither birth, nor features, nor language, nor habits. Their only 
resemblance lies in their misfortunes. Both of them occupy an equally inferior position in the 
country they inhabit; both suffer from tyranny; and if their wrongs are not the same, they 
originate from the same authors” (de Tocqueville par. 6). Tocqueville was white, privileged, 
French, living in early 19th century Europe, and also North America. His point of view would be 
considered elitist, if not racist. His observations are not scientific, but anecdotal and 
personalized by his outsider, upper class, educated, European, white male status. 
Nevertheless, they have stuck with us and have influenced readers, historians, policy makers, 
and apologists for segregation. However, he did hope that of the three races in the U.S. 
Territories, the white would mix with the Native, but understood that this reproductive 
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aspiration may not occur with frequency because: “The Indian, on the contrary, has his 
imagination inflated with the pretended nobility of his origin, and lives and dies in the midst of 
these dreams of pride. Far from desiring to conform his habits to ours, he loves his savage life 
as the distinguishing mark of his race . . . .” (par. 15). The ‘noble Savage’ metaphor in part 
comes from de Tocqueville’s nascent anthropology. 
 
Richard Rodriguez explores this same racial imagery in “The Triad of 
Alexis de Tocqueville,” the first chapter in Brown: The Last Discovery 
of America (2003), which is the last book of his memoir trilogy 
(Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez, 1983; Days of 
Obligation: Argument with my Mexican Father, 1993). In his 
stylistically complex way, Rodriguez takes us back to origins of the 
word ‘Indian’ –that if Columbus was allowed to mis-name an entire 
ethnic group of people, then Rodriguez, as an ethnically Mexican 
and/or indigenous person, should be allowed to appropriate that 
name as well – he rejects ‘Hispanic’ or ‘Latino’ or ‘Mexican-American’ – no, he argues in the 
poetry of his rhetoric, that all indigenous peoples of the full Americas should lay claim to 
Columbus’s mistake, and turn it against him. After all, Pre-Columbian Mexico (made up of 
Mayans, Aztecs, Toltecs, Hohokam, Anasazi, etc.) stretched from the Yucatan all the way to 
Utah, until the 1846 Mexican American War and the subsequent Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, 
which forced cession of all Mexican territories north of Sonora. It is no coincidence that similar 
ethnic characteristics are shared by all the native peoples of the Americas (the Caribbean, the 
Northeast, the Southwest, Mexico, Central America, South America, and Alaska). If the Taino 
natives in the (present-day) Bahamas could mistakenly be called ‘Indians’ (because Columbus 
thought he found India), then all natives of the islands and the continents would/could also be 
labeled as ‘Indians.’ 
 
Rodriguez also explores the gruesome true story of Joaquin Murrieta, an allegedly vengeful, 
Mexican outlaw whose methods included a Robin Hood-like re-allocation of wealth. In “The 
Head of Joaquin Murrieta” – which is Chapter Six in Days of Obligation, Rodriguez reframes the 
legend of Murrieta as a racist, yet romantic moment in Spanish California history. “This is the 
story about a human head in a jar. This is a story about stories, about Joaquín Murrieta, a 
nineteenth-century Mexican, matinee idol among bandits, who may or may not have been a 
murderer, who may or may not have been killed and beheaded on yellow morning in Fresno 
County in 1853” (Rodriguez 133). Rodriguez and Fr. Alberto Huerta, S.J., ostensibly, eventually 
locate and visit the formaldehyde-d head at an obscure, disheveled museum in Santa Clara, 
California.  
 
Tommy Orange also examines the imagery and the meaning of Joaquin Murrieta as just 
another example of white justification for violence against indigenous people, using law 
enforcement to rationalize their heinous actions; ironically, we know about Murrieta best via a 
19th century Native-American author: “The first novel by a Native person, and this first novel 
written in California, was written in 1854, by a Cherokee guy named John Rollin Ridge. The Life 
and Adventures of Joaquin Murieta was based on a supposed real-life Mexican bandit from 
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California by the same name, who was killed by Texas Rangers in 1853. To prove they’d killed 
Murieta and collect the $5,000 reward put on his head – they cut it off. Kept it in a jar of 
whiskey . . . The rangers took Murieta’s head on a tour throughout California, charged a dollar 
for the show” (Orange 5). If true, seems evocative of terror lynchings in the South after the Civil 
War, where body parts of the victim were removed and preserved in grotesque carnival 
fashion, as trophies of the kill.  
 
So, what I am hoping you are sensing here is a pattern: Brown people since 1492, through 
1620, to 1853 and beyond, while technically not enslaved in an institutionalized slavery-
economic system, were systematically betrayed, killed, removed, re-schooled, segregated, 
and discrimated against since White Anglos and Europeans arrived in the Americas. There is no 
other truth, and there is no American Exceptionalism that somehow exonerates, say, the 
slaughter of the Pequots by fire in 1637 by the Massachusetts Bay Colonists, or the blankets 
infected with smallpox given to Shawnee tribes by British military in Pennsylvania in 1763, 
during the French-Indian War.  
 
So, what would this unresolved historical tension look like if it were given a United Nations 
OHCHR (Office of High Commissioner for Human Rights) type framework? What would 
happen if we went back to 1620 (or earlier, like Jamestown ca. 1607) and told the unvarnished, 
ugly truth, that the Powhatan Native people who helped the colonists (at Jamestown) were 
annihilated in warfare within three years of contact. What would happen if we told the true 
stories of the murderous relationships between the Anglo-colonists and their native hosts up 
and down the Atlantic seaboard? Would reconciliation then begin? In order to heal the wounds 
of the past, we must first admit they happened. That’s what Tommy Orange is trying to do in 
There, There; it’s not for shock value, but to create that needed context, that ‘woke moment’ 
and that causal line that stretches from the 200 poisoned-to-death Wampanoags in 1623, all 
the way to current statistics on suicide rates in Native communities. Indeed, as recently as 
2018, the CDC (Center for Disease Control) reported in its MMWR (Mortality and Morbidity 
Weekly Report) that “American Indian/Alaska Natives (AI/AN) have the highest rates of suicide 
of any racial/ethnic group in the United States. The rates of suicide in this population have 
been increasing since 2003” (Leavitt, et. Al, par. 1). The CDC data are startling, and reveal that 
perhaps there is also causation between rural setting (i.e. Reservation; isolated; limited mental 
health resources), alcohol-abuse, and suicide: 
 

Across multiple demographics, incident characteristics, and circumstances, AI/AN 
decedents were significantly different from white decedents. More than one third 
(35.7%) of AI/AN decedents were aged 10–24 years (versus 11.1% of whites). Compared 
with whites, AI/AN decedents had 6.6 times the odds of living in a nonmetropolitan 
area, 2.1 times the odds of a positive alcohol toxicology result, and 2.4 times the odds 
of a suicide of a friend or family member affecting their death. (par. 4)  
 
Approximately 70% of AI/AN decedents resided in nonmetropolitan areas, including 
rural settings, underscoring the importance of implementing suicide prevention 
strategies in rural AI/AN communities. Residential status can affect the circumstances 
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surrounding suicide. For example, in this study AI/AN decedents had lower odds than 
did white decedents of having received a mental health diagnosis or mental health 
treatment, even when controlling for age and sex. (par. 9) 
  
A larger proportion of AI/AN decedents used alcohol before their suicide and had 
reported alcohol abuse problems. Previous studies have found that AI/AN youths aged 
12–17 years have the highest rates of alcohol use among all racial/ethnic groups. (par. 
11) 

 
So, how do we square the popular view of well-meaning, white, Anglo, European, Christian, 
Manifest Destiny with the repeated reality of actual genocide, contract-breaking, land-
grabbing, back-stabbing, compulsory-schooling, prohibited native language use, and 
exploitation and also mockery of their images and traditions1 ? 1620 is a convenient year to 
remember, but it’s not the only one, and it does not serve as merely a single war crime or 
aberration in an otherwise well executed, just war. 1620 is the beginning of the end, of the long 
slow cultural genocide of Native American tribes that is still being experienced today. 
 
Going back to the United Nations OHCHR (Office of High Commissioner for Human Rights) 
model, looking at one specific example, that of the genocide in Burundi in the 1990’s. This was 
the second declared, modern, genocide event in that country, which included government 
orchestrated killings, mass graves, torture, and rape. Burundi is a former colony of Belgium. In 
the 1960’s-1970’s, it was 86 percent Hutu (a common-class hereditary and tribal designation), 
and 13 percent Tutsi (an elite class hereditary and tribal designation). The place was run by the 
Tutsi elites, even though they represented a minority in terms of population. In the 1970’s the 
Hutu’s attempted to take over ruling power as the majority ethnic group, but were crushed in a 
Tutsi-led, government approved genocide that killed perhaps 300,000 Hutu. In the 1990’s the 
majority Hutu’s responded to renewed tensions with the minority Tutsi’s, who had incited 
clashes at the Rwanda – Burundi border. Approximately 50,000 Tutsi’s (as well as unarmed 
combatants, the elderly, and children) were killed. In 2002, the United Nations International 
Commission of Inquiry in Burundi (UNICIB) called the 1993 mass killing of Tutsi’s an official 
genocide. How does this connect to Plymouth in 1620? 
 
Sadly, and simply, Jamestown-Plymouth-Massachusetts Bay attacks on natives, not to 
mention the over-kill at the end of King Philip’s War (ca. 1675), and the 1830’s forced diaspora 
‘Trail of Tears,’ and the 1870-90’s Plains Indians (Lakota, Sioux, Arapaho, Arikara) Wars that 
resulted in the final battle at ‘Wounded Knee’ – these were merely a slow-motion 200-year 
genocide, not unlike the genocide(s) in Burundi. The main difference is the scale and scope in 
terms of time over years, numbers of bodies, and participants’ motives. Burundi happened in 
1993, and before that in 1972. These were quickly evolving catastrophes of human rights. They 
exploded. They erupted, they caused thousands of deaths all at one time. They also occurred in 
the age of modern media (newspaper coverage, television coverage, photography, etc.). There 
was film footage (of houses being burnt down), there were still photos (of dead bodies in the 

                                                           
1 For example: Prince Lightfoot (a/k/a Timm Williams), the Stanford football team mascot in the 1950’s-70’s  
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streets). The UN was watching. The world was watching. By contrast, 1620 Plymouth, and its 
adjacent English communities in Massachusetts and Virginia, were only covered by the 
subjective, ‘relation’ writing of, or letters or diaries by, its mostly white male ministers and 
governors. The same is true all the way through until the rise of the broadsheet newspaper in 
this country in the late 1800’s, and we then start to see some form of objective journalism or 
historical reportage.  
 
But if we had a UN-sanctioned International Commission of Inquiry into the full list of all the 
small and large massacres, attacks, wars, and genocides done at the hands of the U.S. 
government, and/or its earliest iteration as colonial governance (i.e. 1620 Plymouth), then we 
might begin to approach truth. And then perhaps a reconciliation wherein a tribal member like 
Tommy Orange might not be seen or read as a hysterical revisionist, hell-bent on reparations 
or other compensation for 400 years of his ancestors’ suffering, which has affected him and his 
contemporary peers even to this day. 
 
At the end of the book Strength in What Remains, the main character Deo, who has survived 
the genocide in Burundi, immigrated to the United States as a refugee, and who eventually 
attends college and medical school, returns to Burundi to build a health clinic in Kigatu. He 
encounters a new patient: 

One day a woman (a Hutu) approached Deo (a Tutsi) with her head bowed and said, 
“You don’t know me, but I want to say that I am so sorry for happened.” Deo suspected 
that she was confessing to some offense against his family during the war. Her words 
worried him. If people thought he planned revenge, they might try to kill him first. But 
it seemed to Deo that Kigatu was becoming a “neutral ground,” a place where Tutsis 
from the mountains and Hutus from the lakeside could mingle without fear. A place of 
reconciliation for everyone, including him. And he hoped he wasn’t dreaming. “What 
happened, happened,” Deo said to the woman. “Let’s work on the clinic. Let’s put this 
tragedy behind us, because remembering is not going to benefit anyone.” (Kidder 259)  

 
The story behind Strength in What Remains is a true story, and Deo2 is a real medical doctor 
and survivor of the Burundian genocide. The book was written by Tracy Kidder3 in 2010, before 
the United Nations OHCHR had completed their report into the second Burundi genocide. 
There was a mandated truth and reconciliation commission set up as part or its normal 
investigative duties. However, the UN was still monitoring and reporting on the status of 
Human Rights in the post-reconciliation period. In April 2015, they saw an uptick in violations, 
including violence against women. But by March 2019, the United Nations pulled out of 
Burundi, closing its offices in Bujumbura. According to a report on the UN News website, 
Burundian authorities suspended cooperation with UN due to its most recent investigation 
that continued to hold the “government and its supporters responsible for crimes against 
humanity” stemming from the 1993 genocide, and the UN Final Report on Burundi from fall 

                                                           
2 Deo is Deogratias Niyizonkiza, M.D., CEO and founder of Village Health Works.org 
3 Tracy Kidder is a Pulitzer-prize winning non-fiction writer, and also the author of Mountains beyond Mountains 
(2004), about the work of Dr. Paul Farmer, founder of Africa-based, Partners in Health.org 
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2016 (“UN human rights” par. 1). The UN Human Rights Office in Burundi was established in 
1995. In December 2018, “the Government claimed that the existence of the UN office was no 
longer justified because Burundi had made sufficient progress in putting in place national 
mechanisms for the protection of human rights . . . [Yet] the UN Office continued to receive 
allegations of human rights violations and abuses” (par. 3). In that final report, the UN stated 
that “patterns of violations clearly suggest that they are deliberate and the result of conscious 
decisions; [therefore] it is in the Government’s power to stop them” – yet the government has 
denied all allegations, which include “summary executions [by military and security forces], 
targeted assassinations, arbitrary detention, torture, and sexual violence” (“Burundi” par. 4). 
The point here is that the truth and reconciliation infrastructure put in place by the UN was not 
perfect, and perhaps has not held. But for at least some time post-genocide, while Deo was 
struggling in New York City as a lawful, albeit homeless and under-employed refugee, and 
later when he got into Columbia then Harvard then Dartmouth Medical School, and then 
returned to Burundi to build his clinic (2005-2007), the seeds of the reconciliation, built on 
thoughtfully investigating the truth of the genocide, had been sown and taken root.  
 
What would it hurt us, now, some 400 years later, to seek out that same genocidal truth about 
Plymouth (and Massachusetts Bay, and all the other sites during the Contact Period) where 
white English clashed with Natives over rights to their land, their waters, their wildlife, their 
women and children, who in some cases, were sold into slavery following King Philip’s War. 
 
Jill Lepore explains this complicated outcome from the war, as it had to be agreed upon and 
deemed a ‘just war’ by the colonists first, in order to ultimately order the enslavement of 
enemy Indians post-war. The English, ever careful with their written rationale, picked and 
parsed their way through their own extant laws, including the “Body of Liberties” of 1641, 
which stated, “There shall never be any Bond-slavery, Villenage, or Captivity amongst us, 
unless it be lawful Captives taken in just Wars” (qtd. in Lepore 162). Thus, this allowed for a 
Certificate of Slavery to be issued to a captain Thomas Smith, who transported seventy Indian 
‘slaves’ out of the colonies. According to the Certificate, written by Massachusetts Bay Colony 
Gov. John Leverett, the Indians were “duly convicted of being actors and Abettors of s[aid] 
Phillip with s[aid] inhumane and barbarous crueltys, murder, outrages and vilianies. Wherefore 
by due and legal procedure the s[aid] heathen Malefactors men, women, and Children have 
been Sentenced & condemned to perpetuall Servitude, and by special Li-cense Seventy of the 
s[aid] Malefactors are transported in this ship – the Seaflower – Thomas Smith, Commander to 
be made sale of in any of his Majesties Dominions or the Dominions of any other Christian 
Prince” (qtd. in Lepore 163). 
 
In 1638, after the Pequot massacre, the few Indians who survived were captured, and were 
shipped to the Caribbean where they were exchanged for African (i.e. ‘Moorish’) slaves (Lepore 
306). Indeed, the African slave trade and the suppression and genocide of Indians are part of 
the same cloth. Both (native) groups seemed expendable to the white English interlopers. 
According to Lepore, in 1645 John Winthrop feared war with the local Narragansett tribe, but 
instead of worrying about it, his Massachusetts Bay colleague Emmanuel Downing decided to 
put a ‘positive’ spin on it, using the ‘just war’ = slaves rationale: “If upon a Just warre the Lord 
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should deliver them into our hands, wee might easily have men weomen and children enough 
to exchange for Moores . . . I suppose you know verie well how we shall maynteyne 20 Moores 
cheaper than one Englihse servant[!]’” (qtd. in Lepore 162).   
 
Tommy Orange obliquely takes on the slave-history of Natives as well, in a series of rapid-fire 
images that recall the atrocities of both 16 c. Spanish and 17th c. English: “We have been 
defined by everyone else and continue to be slandered despite easy-to-look-up-on-the-
internet facts about the realities of our histories and current state as a people. . . . All the way 
from the top of Canada, the top of Alaska, down to the bottom of South America, Indians were 
removed. . . . They did more than kill us. They tore us up. Broke our fingers to take our rings, 
cut off our ears to take our sliver, scalped us for our hair. . . . They tore unborn babies out of 
bellies, took what we intended to be, our children before they were children, babies before 
they were babies . . .” (Orange 7-8). Several more, obscene images follow this passage, as you 
can feel his righteous anger mounting. Orange also keeps up with, develops, and reinforces the 
controlling image of the Prologue: the Indian head. 
 
At first sight, it’s the old-timey television station-sign-off/test pattern image of the Indian head 
in silhouette, signaling that it’s time to shut off your set. Then it’s the image of the beheaded 
Metacomet/Philip upon a spike, which is followed by the denouement of the Pequot 
“’successful massacre’” resulting in a victory celebration in Manhattan where people “were said 
to have celebrated by kicking the heads of Pequot people through the streets like soccer balls” 
(Orange 5). The next is the head of Joaquin Murrieta, a Mexican Indian outlaw, whose head was 
kept in a jar full of booze. Next: A Cheyenne story about a dismembered woman’s head rolling 
and chasing a family whose father/husband was the murderer (the head is the head of the 
unfaithful wife/mother).  Next, an allusion to Mel Gibson’s movie, Apocalypto (2006) features 
one spectacularly gory scene in which hundreds of beheaded heads roll down a central 
American (‘Mexican’) pyramid. The Indians in question are the Mayans. Orange refutes Gibson 
in part, but also acknowledges the power of ‘seeing oneself represented on screen’: “One thing 
we should keep in mind, moving forward, is that no one ever rolled heads down temple stairs. 
Mel Gibson made that up. But we do have in our minds, those of us who saw the movie, the 
heads rolling down temple stairs in a world meant to resemble the Indian world in the 1500’s in 
Mexico. Mexicans before they were Mexicans. Before Spain came” (7). This rhetorical move 
echoes the argument by Richard Rodriguez in Brown, that all natives are ‘Indians’ – that there 
is a hereditary kinship between so-called Hispanics and so-called Indians. Being ‘Mexican’ is a 
political conceit, and does not reflect indigenous status, that connects more with all natives of 
the Americas, than it does with a language group (Spanish). 
 
Orange is also laying the ground work for the novel itself, where the themes of modern Indian 
heads and the consequences of 400-500 years of abuse and dislocation meet: “Getting us to 
cities was supposed to be the final, necessary step in our assimilation, absorption, erasure, the 
completion of a five-hundred-year-old genocidal campaign” (8).  The first part of There, There, 
called “Remain,” introduces the reader to Tony Loneman, whose head is different than his 
childhood peers because he is the victim of Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS), whom he calls “the 
Drome.” His face literally looks different, and his thoughts are in “the lowest percentile”:  
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My eyes droop like I’m fucked up, like I’m high, and my mouth hangs open all the time. 
There’s too much space between each of the parts of my face – eyes, nose, mouth 
spread out like a drunk slapped it on reaching for another drink. People look at me then 
look away what they see I see them see me. That’s the Drome too. My power and curse. 
The Drome is my mom and why she drank . . .  
 
I’m twenty-one now, which means I can drink if I want. I don’t though. The way I see it, I 
got enough when I was a baby in my mom’s stomach. Getting drunk in there, a drunk 
fucking baby, not even a baby, a little fucking tadpole thing, hooked up to a cord, 
floating in a stomach (16).   

 
Statistics on alcohol abuse in Native populations has long been established. According to 
researchers at the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, a division of the 
National Institutes of Health, they reported back in 1998 that “the high prevalence of alcohol 
use and its consequences among American Indians may be attributed to a number of factors, 
including the influence of the European colonists who first made large amounts of alcohol 
available to Indians, as well as current social and cultural factors” (Beauvais 253). Dr. Beauvais 
contextualizes the historical roots of Indian alcoholism as follows:   

Before European colonization, the native population of the territory that would 
eventually become the United States was relatively naïve to alcohol’s effects. Some 
tribes produced weak beers or other fermented beverages, but these were generally 
used only for ceremonial purposes.  . . . . When various European colonists suddenly 
made large amounts of distilled spirits and wine available to American Indians, the 
tribes had little time to develop social, legal, or moral guidelines to regulate alcohol 
use. Early traders quickly established a demand for alcohol by introducing it as a 
medium of trade, often using it in exchange for highly sought-after animal skins and 
other resources. Traders also found that providing free alcohol during trading sessions 
gave them a distinct advantage in their negotiations. (253) 

 
Statistics back in the 1990’s pointed toward risk factors for alcohol-related consequences, such 
as full-blown alcoholism, drunk driving accidents, Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, and deaths: 

Compared with the U.S. population in general, the American Indian population is 
especially at risk for alcohol-related consequences. According to IHS records on 
alcohol-related illness and death among tribes in the United States (IHS 1996), the age-
adjusted alcohol-related death rate in 1992 was 5.6 times higher among the Indian 
population than among the U.S. population in general; this rate was 7.1 times higher in 
1980.  
. . . Chronic liver disease and cirrhosis are 3.9 times as prevalent in the Indian population 
as in the general population; alcohol-related fatal automobile accidents are 3 times as 
prevalent; alcohol-related suicide is 1.4 times as prevalent; and alcohol-related 
homicide is 2.4 times as prevalent. 
. . .  High rates of fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS) have been found among some Indian 
tribes. May (1991) found rates ranging from 1.6 to 10.3 births per 1,000 for a selected 
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number of tribes. The rate among the general, non-Indian population is 2.2 births per 
1,000. (255) 

 
Thus, the story of Tony Loneman in There, There, is credible. And this is of course Tommy 
Orange’s point, that all of that, since 1620 and before and after, caused all of this now: among 
the highest rates for suicide, drunk-driving, FAS, and alcoholism in the U.S. population. More 
current data from the CDC shows that the Native American population, whom they call ‘Non-
Hispanic American Indians or Alaska Natives,’ have higher and/or increased over-all mortality 
rates as compared to the white, black, or Hispanic populations. In 2016 the final report for 
deaths, there was a 14 percent change (increase) for both sexes in the Non-Hispanic American 
Indians or Alaska Natives segment, ages 15-24. This compares to whites who had a 7.3 percent 
increase; blacks who had a 10 percent increase, and Hispanics who saw a 6 percent increase in 
that age group (Xu et al. 4). 
 
“Percent change in death rates and age-adjusted death rates in 2016 from 2015, by age, race and Hispanic origin”: 

Population  American Indian White Black Hispanic 

Ages 15-24 +14 % +7.3 % +10 % +6 % 

 
This simple data point can speak volumes about the general outlook for our Native American 
brothers and sisters, who have suffered longest among the oppressed in America, and who are 
the direct descendants of the Algonquin, Pequot, Narragansett, Powhatan, and other tribes 
driven away or exterminated by the English colonists at Plymouth, Jamestown, and 
Massachusetts Bay. Granted, the Native population is a smaller cohort than any other ethnic or 
racial group in the U.S., and thus their data may appear to represent a higher percentage due 
to lower over all numbers. For example, according to the 2010 U.S. Census, American Indian or 
Alaska Natives accounted for 5.2 million people of the total population of 308.7 million, which 
represented a 39% increase from the 2000 Census (Norris et al. 1). However, the 5.2 million 
itself represents only about two percent (+/-.016) of the total number. So, this group’s troubles 
in terms of disease, deaths, and demographics disproportionally affect the population harder.  
 
In There, There, Tony Loneman must find his way through the historical deck of cards stacked 
against him in very personal manifestations. His lower intelligence or disability from FAS is one 
of those challenges. But he handles it with an insight that is anything but ignorant: “They told 
me I’m stupid. Not like that, they didn’t say that, but I basically flunked the intelligence test. 
The lowest percentile. That bottom rung” (Orange 15-16). His counselor Karen at the Indian 
Center of Oakland, CA, wisely advises him to forget about his I.Q. score: “Karen told me I don’t 
have to worry about what they try to tell me about intelligence. She said people with FAS are 
on a spectrum, that the test is biased, and that I got strong intuition and street smarts” (16). 
The I.Q. test is of course a white-construct, a white-instrument to calibrate and control the 
other. The intelligence values of Native Americans are not aligned with white intelligence 
values such as alphabet literacy, factual memorization, and quantitative analytics.  For Tony 
Loneman and his native community, intuition is a very high value intelligence, as it connects to 
empathy and trust. Tony knows “what people have in mind. What they mean when they say 
they mean another thing” (16). 
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The Drome taught me to look past the first look people give you, find that other one 
right behind it. All you gotta do is wait a second longer than you normally do and you 
can catch it, you can see what they got in mind back there. (16) 

 
Tony is an ‘urban Indian’; he is not sequestered on a tribal reservation. He experiences a greater 
variety of diversity and has access to better social support services. In the context of his 
culture, his FAS disability is seen in a positive or at least potentially positive light. His friend 
Maxine tells him he is “a medicine person” and that people like him are “rare” – similar to how 
mental illness such as schizophrenia is viewed in some indigenous cultures as a form of 
shamanism.4 She also tells Tony that they are “Cheyenne people. That Indians go way back 
with the land” but that the land was taken from them because they “didn’t have any guns”: 

Plus the diseases. That’s what Maxine said. Killed us with their white men’s dirt and 
diseases, moved us off our land, moved us onto some shit land you can’t grow fucking 
shit on. I would hate it if I got moved outta Oakland because I know it so well. (17) 

 
Tony, like many young, city, men in a tough place financially, with little education or job 
opportunities, ends up getting mixed up in the drug dealing scene, complete with armed 
robbery at ironically, sadly, a Powwow at the Oakland Coliseum. Other portrait-like stories fill 
the subsequent pages of There, There. For example, “Dene Oxendene” of Chapter Two wants 
to make a film about Urban Indians to reframe the stereotypical Native story (40).  
Recently, National Public Radio (NPR) did a story on the Canadian government issuing a 
genocide declaration by Anglo-European Canadians against indigenous Canadians spanning a 
century, and in so doing, have redefined the legal and political use of the term ‘genocide.’ 
According to Jorge Barrera, a reporter for the CBC (Canadian Broadcasting Company), 

The national chief of the Assembly of First Nations [Perry Bellegarde] issued a 
statement [explaining that] in Canada, just like in the U.S., there were Indian residential 
schools. And what’s come out is that at least 6,000 Indigenous children died at these 
schools [due to] diseases that were allowed to spread and deaths resulting from 
physical abuse. . . .Then after that there was the Sixties Scoop [ca. 1960’s] where 
children were scooped out of their communities and fostered out into non-indigenous 
homes. And now we have a child welfare system that is still seeing high rates of 
[criminal, juvenile] apprehension of Indigenous children. All these things are controls of 
what First Nations leaders say [are] the tools of genocide” (“Investigating a ‘Canadian 
Genocide’” pars. 12-13). 

 
Violence against contemporary indigenous women and girls will now also be re-categorized as 
a hate crime and/or part of the Canadian genocide. 
 
Recently, I attended a major, week-long English Literature working conference in Salt Lake 
City, Utah. After each day’s session, when we had free time, I would walk over to Temple 

                                                           
4 See the film, “Road to Bali,” (2017) by Jon Casey for more info on schizophrenia and shamanism 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lr_7IkrLnNQ&feature=youtu.be 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lr_7IkrLnNQ&feature=youtu.be
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Square, home of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS, a/k/a ‘Mormon’) most 
sacred and foundational site. The place is beautiful. The buildings, including the Temple itself, 
are spectacular. The messaging to the causal, non-Mormon visitor is carefully crafted: The 
Mormons were ‘pioneers’ and their efforts to settle in the Salt Lake valley were nothing short 
of heroic. It’s the same messaging that we have taught at Plymouth – the colonists were 
‘pilgrims’ and their efforts were heroic, proto-patriotic, pure. But the sad reality in Utah as in 
Massachusetts, is that those settlements were got at a price: the Utes were challenged, 
removed, and killed for their land in Utah. The Wampanoag and other tribes were challenged, 
removed, and killed for their land in Plymouth and in the greater Massachusetts Bay.  
 
This is why there can be no celebration over the fourth centenary of Plymouth (1620-2020). 
There can only be a memorial to a holocaust, to four hundred years of genocide that is still 
being felt in places like Thunder Bay, Ontario, Canada, and in Oakland, California. Unless a text 
like There, There is privileged in the cannon in the same way Bradford or Smith’s texts are, and 
unless we demand a truth and reconciliation genocide investigation as they did in Burundi and 
now have done in Canada, the public, at the tacit behest of literature scholars and historians, 
will still see 1620 Plymouth as year and a place to be remembered with pride.    
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