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Abstract 
 

An 11,000-year-old post-glacial forest once stretched across the land surrounding Lakes 

Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Erie, and Superior. Over the course of roughly 1850 to 1910, this 

forest was decimated by European colonizing forces, including settler farmers, the United States 

and Canadian governments, and the lumber, railroad, and mining industries. In terms of climate 

degradation, the extent of this loss is difficult to fathom and painful to contemplate. Coextensive 

with this destruction was the genocide and removal by colonizing forces of the Indigenous 

people who inhabited and stewarded these lands. Guided by the Polynesian principle of 

wayfinding, that is, understanding where you have been in order to know where you are and 

envision where you are headed, this paper argues it is essential this loss be comprehended. Using 

the piecework quilt structure of a border that creates a negative space to frame individual quilt 

blocks that contrast and stand out, this paper assembles and analyzes various written accounts of 

the Great Lakes Forest to help understand what was lost when these forests were destroyed, and 

why it happened.   
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Introduction 

Something very important happened in America in November of 2016. It fundamentally 

changed the nation. In November of 2016, on big movie screens all over the country, a young 

woman with gloriously strong calves and bare feet perfectly suited to steering a double-hulled 

canoe on the Pacific Ocean, crossed the horizon, and restored the heart of Te Fiti. Moana, the 

title character of the 2016 Disney film, achieved this feat through “wayfinding,” defined by the 

demigod Māui, Moana’s mentor, as “seeing where you’re going in your mind. Knowing where 

you are, by knowing where you’ve been.” Wayfinding is the past informing the present, enabling 

a vision for the future. Moana does restore Te Fiti’s heart. The volcanic goddess Te Kā is 

revealed to be another aspect of the goddess Te Fiti from whom trees, flowers, plants, life itself 

spring forth. Thanks to her wisdom and brave wayfinding, Moana’s people are provided with a 

verdant dwelling place. They will survive (Ron Clements, John Musker, et al.). ⁠1 

There is something that must be found that was destroyed: the Great Lakes Forest. For 

purposes of this essay, the Great Lakes Forest encompasses several ecoregions containing 

11,000-year-old post-glacial forests surrounding the five Great Lakes of North America: Huron, 

Ontario, Michigan, Erie, and Superior. These forests were comprised of deciduous trees to the 

south, shifting to a mix of deciduous and conifer, becoming increasingly coniferous to the north. 

They covered the states of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota, parts of New York and 

Pennsylvania, as well as the provinces of Ontario and Manitoba in Canada (Olson, et al.).  

The Great Lakes Forest underwent profound deforestation in the mid to late nineteenth 

century. “This was a regionwide human—I don’t want to call it a disaster—but a major 

disturbance,” is how one biologist put it (Dwyer). This “disturbance” of the Great Lakes Forest 

was “more instantaneous and dramatic” than in other forest settings inhabited by humankind 
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owing to the convergence of colonization and technology (Whitney 667). Wealth accumulation 

through resource extraction from timber, mining, and farming are understood to have driven 

much of the Great Lakes Forest destruction (Stearns).   

Yet the destruction of trees has antecedents in early colonization that cannot be explained 

as the solely capitalistic pursuit of wealth. Dating back to the 16th century, colonizers 

intentionally removed or mutilated trees as an act of possession and show of power through 

violence. The Portuguese navigator, Juan Díaz de Solís, only two decades after Columbus’s 1492 

arrival at San Salvador, was given royal instructions to conduct one or more “act[s] of possession 

in our name,” the first of which was “cutting trees and boughs” (Greenblatt 55-56). Spanish 

explorer Hernán Cortés “with his sword…struck certain trees,” one of a handful of possessory 

acts Cortés performed upon landing in present-day Mexico (Greenblatt 56). Pedro de Guzmán 

“delegated” ceremonial acts of possession on the Pacific coast to one of his men, “who swam 

ashore and there erected a cross, cut down boughs of trees, and took possession of the island” 

(Greenblatt 56). From colonization’s onset, trees were a target for the European colonizer’s 

enactment of possession, acts that sprang from, as the historian and literary critic, Stephen J. 

Greenblatt put it, the “invaders’ total unfamiliarity with the land, and their absolute ignorance of 

its inhabitants’ cultures, languages, socio-political organizations, and beliefs” (55). Under 

colonialism, trees were targeted for destruction as part of the colonizer’s ignorance of and 

unfamiliarity with the landscape and its inhabitants. This landscape violence obfuscated 

ignorance and fear and was a disturbing demonstration of a willingness to destroy with abandon. 

This willingness would find even more ghastly expression in the genocide of millions of 

Indigenous people (Ostler).   
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For capitalistic gain or as enactments of violent possession or both, the old growth Great 

Lakes Forest was ultimately destroyed. Wayfinding requires understanding the past as a means 

of navigating the future. How can one understand the loss of the Great Lakes Forest if it is gone? 

Land surveys conducted of Great Lakes forests by the General Land Office of the United States 

Government, beginning in Michigan in 1826, Wisconsin in 1832, and Minnesota in 1847, can tell 

us about “the pre-settlement vegetation” of these forests (Stearns 5, Whitney 668). The surveys 

can show “disparit[ies] between the primeval and the secondary forests” that can be seen today 

(Whitney 681). European and European-American painters such as Frank Buchser (1828-1890), 

George Catlin (1706-1872), Paul Kane (1810-1871), William Armstrong (1822-1914) and many 

more offer another way to see the lost Great Lakes Forest. Modern Anishinaabe artists such as 

Norval Morrisseau, Blake Debassige, and Daphne Odjig, Indigenous artists featured in a 2013 

exhibit by the National Museum of the American Indian and the Art Gallery of Ontario, are other 

sources for viewing the landscape from the perspective of the Indigenous culture that called them 

home and stewarded them for thousands of years before colonization (National Museum of the 

American Indian). Tourists can visit a preserved old growth forest like Hartwick Pines State Park 

in Grayling, Michigan, walk the Superior Hiking Trail, or visit the Rice Lake National Wildlife 

Refuge in Minnesota.  

There is another way to understand what was lost when the Great Lakes Forest fell, and it 

depends upon writers. The texts are like traces, remnants that, when pieced together with 

attention to principles of design, offer a vision of what the Great Lakes Forest once was. More 

than that, they enable a fuller understanding of why it was lost. This stitching together of 

remnants is evocative of a folk-art form known as the piecework or patchwork quilt. A quilt is a 

three-layered blanket comprised of a front piece, back piece, and a batting layer in between, and 



Geddes Carroll 

 
 

4 

a patchwork or piecework quilt is a quilt whose front piece is made up of various fragments of 

fabric stitched together according to a design (The Sewing Directory).  

Piecework quilting has resonances with wayfinding, containing the past, the present, and 

the future. In the making of a piecework quilt, there is an acknowledgement of death as part of 

life, since piecework quilts are often made from the pieces of old cloth that fall to the cutting 

floor. These pieces of cloth may evoke memory, such as a newborn’s swaddling cloth, 

Grandma’s out-of-style, sun-faded kitchen curtain, a grandparent’s favorite blue and gray flannel 

shirt, seed or flour sacks, the gift of quilting scraps from a kind neighbor, or contributions of a 

group of quilters at a church. Death is part of life, says the piecework quilt. It comforts, warms, 

suckles life. In this sense, a piecework quilt represents or embodies wayfinding. A quilter 

lovingly sews pieces of where a person or people have been with present hands, enabling 

comfort and warmth into the future.  

The piecework quilt stitches together fragments of cloth into a design that paints a 

comprehensive whole, making it a useful motif for exploring pieces of text depicting the lost 

Great Lakes Forest. This paper will stitch together these written texts into a Great Lakes Forest-

themed piecework quilt. It will compile some of what has been written by eyewitness writers 

about the Great Lakes Forest. It will move backward and forward in time to find texts that have 

been lost or shuffled and scattered haphazardly about within the archive, those that offer incisive 

visions of a past and a future within the natural world, and a future relation to the natural world, 

of survival and of taking care. A design that pays homage to line, texture, and color, will assist in 

seeing the whole of what was lost and why it was lost when the Great Lakes Forest fell. A 

piecework quilt motif will help the reader see the forest through the fallen trees.  
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The primary elements of a piecework quilt are the border (edge) and sash (strips of fabric 

between quilt blocks), and the individual quilt blocks they surround or frame. The border and 

sash together create a negative space upon which the design of individual quilt blocks contrast or 

float. This negative space allows the eye to focus on the subject of the quilt, the quilt blocks, 

serving to enhance their line, texture, and color (Kusmaul). 

This paper will examine the accounts of the Great Lakes Forest by three writers as texts 

that create a negative border space where the Indigenous perspective is absent and the colonial 

explorer or settler is predominantly lost, miserable, and inevitably and with impunity destroying 

or envisioning the destruction of the Great Lakes Forest landscape. The colonial explorer and 

settler writers examined here include Alexis de Tocqueville on the forests of Michigan in 1831, 

Anna Jameson on the forests of Upper Canada and Michigan in1838, and Johann Heinrich 

Phillip Graebner on the forests of Michigan between 1847 and 1853. Here, the term “negative” 

does dual work. First, it signifies a background lacking distinct features that allows other design 

elements to contrast and stand out. The second is adverse or unfavorable, for predominantly that 

is how these writers came to view the Great Lakes Forest they encountered. Onto the negative 

space of these texts, this paper will stitch accounts of the lost Great Lakes Forests by 

Kahgegagahbowh or George Copway (Michigan and Ontario, mid-nineteenth century), 

Bamewawagezhikaquay or Jane Johnston Schoolcraft (Michigan, early nineteenth century), 

Naawakamigook or Maude Kegg (Wisconsin, late nineteenth century), Janet Lewis (Wisconsin, 

and Michigan, 1932 and 1987), Lois Beardslee, (Michigan and Ontario, contemporary) and 

Lorine Niedecker (Wisconsin and Michigan, 1967).  

Applying the visual quilt design elements of line (directing the gaze, perspective), texture 

(bodily senses), and color (light and shadow, color and its absence), to these selected texts on the 
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Great Lakes Forest will illuminate how the writers achieve these effects. In quilt design, line can 

lend the quilt “structure,” “lead a viewer’s eye around the work, lasso or connect objects 

together, and contribute to movement, texture, pattern, and value” (Kusmaul). Line can also 

function in the inverse way by de-structuring, contributing to stasis, devaluing a subject, rending 

objects from one another, disordering, distorting perspectives, miring the gaze. Writers introduce 

lines in the natural landscape of their texts when they describe the spatial organization or 

disorganization of a space, vistas and their obstructions.  

As an element of quilt design, texture “refers to the tactile/real and visual/implied texture 

of a surface” (Canadian Quilters Courtepointes). It “creates the illusion of depth,” having “the 

effect of physically raising the surface of the quilt,” through utilization of beading, collage, or 

appliqué, to name a few techniques (Canadian Quilters Courtepointes). In the border of a quilt, 

texture is used with caution so as not to “confuse the view” of the quilt’s subject, the quilt blocks 

(Canadian Quilters Courtepointes). Writers add texture when they engage the reader’s bodily 

senses, touch, taste, smell, and sound, thereby “physically rais[ing]” the landscape from the page. 

Like line, texture can slow the reader down, enabling focus.  

Finally, the design element of color in quilting—intensity, value, tint, shading, tone, and 

transparency—factors into the quilt’s design. The negative space of a quilt might be flat or atonal 

and the quilt blocks vibrant and colorful (Canadian Quilters Courtepointes). In written texts, 

color can evoke feeling and mood. It can act as symbol, as reference point. It can saturate a 

setting, or filter through it. It can center and highlight or obscure and blur. 

The three Quilt Border texts of Tocqueville, Jameson, and J.H.P. Graebner express fear 

of the Great Lakes Forest’s “primeval” status. The forest is a place of danger and confusion not 

fit for human habitation; a place that must be and will be destroyed. Using elements of line, 
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texture, and color, these texts disorder the viewer and mire them in gloom and darkness they 

must hurl themselves through or suffer discomfort to escape. Each enacts a disavowal of 

violence insofar as they portray the Great Lakes Forest’s destruction as justified and inevitable. 

The perpetrators of this destruction are treated with impunity. 

By contrast, the Quilt Block texts of Copway, Schoolcraft, Kegg, Lewis, Beardslee, and 

Niedecker use line, texture, and color to focus the reader on individual elements of the Great 

Lakes Forest, inviting them to imbibe the landscape through the eyes, the nostrils, the hands, the 

ears. They evoke light and openings that pause and focus the reader upon a textured forest-scape 

full of varying colors and components, showing that violence toward the Great Lakes Forest and 

the Indigenous people who stewarded it was neither inevitable nor desirable. Together, these 

textual fragments are pieced together to form a Great-Lakes-Forest-themed quilt that enables a 

vision of what the Great Lakes Forest was before it fell.  

 

1. Negative Space: The Quilt Border Texts 

1.1 Alexis de Tocqueville, Fortnight in the Wilderness, 1831 

Alexis de Tocqueville was a French scholar who traveled to America in 1831 with his 

friend, fellow Frenchman, Gustav de Beaumont. The French monarchy funded their voyage to 

examine and report back on the prison system in America (Zunz 32-35). Tocqueville’s interests 

in traveling to the new country went beyond this mandate. He wished to absent himself as a new 

regime took power in France, and to study America’s democracy (Zunz 31-32). From his travels 

he penned Democracy in America, first published in 1835, analyzing the young country based 

upon his firsthand experience (Zunz 133-41).2 From this popular book, Tocqueville withheld the 

story of a part of his journey that took him to the forests surrounding the Flint and Saginaw 
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Rivers in Michigan. The account of this part of his travels was published posthumously as a 

separate book, Fortnight in the Wilderness (Tocqueville viii). 

In Fortnight in the Wilderness, Tocqueville tells the story of his journey from Detroit to 

Saginaw in 1831. He takes this journey in order to explore “the utmost limits of European 

civilization,” and to “appreciate great trees and the beauties of solitude” in the “virgin forest” 

(Tocqueville 1, 15). ⁠3 Only 25 years old, this visit to the Great Lakes region was one of his very 

first excursions in America (Tocqueville 88, Zunz 36). When he encounters the old growth forest 

he sought near the Flint and Saginaw Rivers, the very solitude he sought terrifies him. He wants 

desperately to get out. 

As Tocqueville and Beaumont work their way north through the forest from Pontiac 

toward the Flint and Saginaw Rivers, they are guided by two young Anishinaabe men whom they 

distrust (Tocqueville 39, 50). When they encounter what Tocqueville depicts as eccentric white 

settlers, including one with a chained black bear named “Trinc,” he is also at times distrustful 

and uneasy, though he is at least able to converse with him owing to their common ability to 

speak English (47). Beaumont is as fearful as Tocqueville. At one point, they separate, and when 

they reconnect, their relief is so great they make a pact never again to part (Tocqueville 47). 

Their disdain for their Anishinaabe guides is apparent throughout. When the group stops 

to rest and eat, Tocqueville and Beaumont eat only bread, the rest of their provisions having 

spoiled in the heat. They do not share with their guides, who have no food (Tocqueville 58). 

Tocqueville disparagingly refers to the guides as “wolves” who eat or do not eat as they are able 

(58). When they finish, the Anishinaabe guides ask if they have any food to share, and 

Tocqueville and Beaumont reveal their empty bags. The Frenchmen’s distrust resurfaces when 

the Anishinaabe guides warn the inexperienced Tocqueville and Beaumont that the sun will set 
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before they will reach their destination and suggest that they should spend the night at an 

Anishinaabe village they come upon, empty of people though clearly an encampment with built 

shelters and a cultivated cornfield (Tocqueville 59-60). Tocqueville demurs. There was 

“something strange in the [guide]s’ behavior that was far from reassuring to us,” he writes 

(Tocqueville 59-60). He induces the guides to press on, and they sprint for two hours at such a 

fast pace that Tocqueville is affronted (60). When one of the Anishinaabe guides has a 

nosebleed, possibly due to dehydration, Tocqueville and Beaumont agree to let them take turns 

riding the two Frenchmen’s horses. “It was an odd sight to see” Tocqueville writes, describing 

the guides using a derogatory slur and as “solemnly seated” on their horses, “while we laboured 

along on foot” (61). When at last they emerged from the dark forest, “[t]hree times our guides 

yelled out a savage cry that echoed like the discordant notes of a tom-tom. An answer came from 

the darkness” (Tocqueville 62). Upon hearing the return cry, the young guides proceed, leading 

the Frenchmen across a prairie to the riverbank where they fall to the ground under woolen 

blankets as protection from mosquitos. Tocqueville writes “they soon formed no more than a 

scarcely perceptible heap of wool in which no one could have recognized the shape of man” 

(62). When a man arrives by canoe, the result of the call of their guides, he is perceived by 

Tocqueville to be Indigenous (63). When he speaks to them in French, Tocqueville is astonished: 

“If my horse had spoken to me, I do not think I should have been more surprised,” he writes (63). 

Indeed, Tocqueville frequently dehumanizes his knowledgeable and adept Anishinaabe guides 

throughout his account. He belittles their expertise, even as he relies upon it to reach his 

destination. He makes little to no effort to speak with them nor to understand who they are. In 

short, he learns next to nothing about them, their lives, or their homeland. At a minimum, it is a 
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missed opportunity for a man seeking to understand America and this primeval forest in 

particular.  

In addition to the people they encounter, especially the Anishinaabeg, the forest 

landscape itself engenders fear. The Great Lakes Forest Tocqueville describes is filled with 

obstacles. Beyond the Flint River lies the Saginaw River and their ultimate destination, the 

outpost village of Saginaw. Along this route, they arrive at a pine and oak forest (Tocqueville 

53). Above them the trunks of the trees are “straight as a ship’s mast” and “[m]ajestic order 

reigns.” The tree boughs weave together to form a “damp and unmoving vault” far above their 

heads (Tocqueville 53). The forest floor, by contrast, is “a general picture of confusion and 

chaos.” Tocqueville describes tree trunks “split,” “torn,” “long shaken by the wind.” He fears the 

massive tree roots may serve as cover for an ambush, “form[ing] so many natural ramparts 

behind which several men could easily take cover” (53). In this description, Tocqueville has 

perhaps melded his fear of his Anishinaabe guides and Indigenous people with his fear of the 

forest landscape they guide him through.  

As he traverses the “virgin forest,” Tocqueville recalls his European home where forests 

are cleared by human labor. By contrast, in the “solitudes of America, nature in all her strength is 

the only instrument of ruin and also the only creative force” (Tocqueville 54). Humans in the 

Great Lakes Forest make no effort, in Tocqueville’s mind, to make the forest orderly. Likewise, 

the forest’s silence is evidence for Tocqueville of the absence of humankind. It induces “a kind 

of religious terror” (Tocqueville 55). In the Great Lakes Forest, the traveler “listens and holds his 

breath in fear to better catch the least echo of life; no sound, no murmur, reaches him” 

(Tocqueville 55). Nature, and not humankind, whom Tocqueville’s premise sets apart from 

nature, hold sway in the Great Lakes Forest.  
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Tocqueville describes the Great Lakes Forest as tangled and viny. There is spongy, rotted 

wood from a felled tree, and striving green vining plants that climb over the rot toward any light 

that manages to stream through thick trees (54). “Offshoots, creepers, and plants of every sort 

press across every obstacle to the light,” he writes (Tocqueville 54). These lifeforms “ramp” and 

“push their way into the rotten wood and they lift and break the bark still covering them” 

(Tocqueville 54-55). The forest is “an immense, indestructible edifice,” “a field of violence and 

destruction” (Tocqueville 55). Natural forces vie with one another for supremacy. There is no 

tranquility, no uncluttered vista, no single feature capable of arresting the eye. 

In only one instance does Tocqueville use color to describe the forest: the rotting pieces 

of a fallen pine tree are a “train of red dust” (54). Color and light or their aspects are seen once 

he is out of the forest when “pale moonbeams” fall on the prairie leading to the Saginaw River 

(64). His Anishinaabe guide’s hair is “shining tresses,” and the mixed French and Anishinaabe 

man who rows them across has skin that “shown like a ball of copper” (Tocqueville 63). Aside 

from these instances, the Great Lakes Forest landscape lacks any color at all.  

Instead, the Great Lakes Forest is an “eternal darkness” nightfall only makes worse 

(Tocqueville 55, 61). The pair have not reached their destination when the sun sets, as their 

guides had earlier warned, and the forest takes on a “terrible aspect,” where nothing is visible but 

“gatherings of confused masses, without shape or symmetry, strange disproportionate forms, 

incoherent sights, and fantastic images that seemed to come from the sick imagination of a fever 

bed” (Tocqueville 59, 61-62). “[N]othing but the occasional flight of a firefly through the woods 

traced a thread of light in their depths” (Tocqueville 61-62). Especially at night, the Great Lakes 

Forest is a vast and strange place to Tocqueville, evoking fear and terror, full of confusion and 

disorder, isolation and abandonment. 
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Having crossed the river and reached Saginaw at last, Tocqueville’s troubles are not over. 

They spend a mosquito-plagued night (Tocqueville 64-65, Zunz 62).  Tocqueville identifies six 

religions amongst the 30 or so people living in Saginaw (75). Each claim heaven as their own 

exclusive right, even the Anishinaabe whose idea of heaven, as Tocqueville describes, is a place 

of “evergreen forests which the pioneer’s axe will never bring down, where deer and beaver will 

come to be shot through the numberless days of eternity” (76). Tocqueville describes the 

Anishinaabe heaven as the Great Lakes Forest without colonization, an acknowledgment of 

damage to the Indigenous people and their land stated with impunity for the colonizer.  

This all changes when, in the evening of their first full day in Saginaw, Beaumont and 

Tocqueville travel on their own by canoe up a branch of the Saginaw River. The forest around 

them is still “immense,” yet now, Tocqueville is enthralled: “[T]he rivers are roads that keep no 

marks of tracks, and their banks freely show all the great and strange sights that vigorous 

vegetation left to itself can provide” (79). “The canoe glided without effort and without sound; 

the serenity of universal calm reigned around us. We, too, soon felt the tender influence of such a 

sight. We talked less and less and soon found that we only put our thoughts into whispers…” and 

soon they fell into silence and a “tranquil reverie full of inexpressible charm” (Tocqueville 80). 

Tocqueville and Beaumont have finally arrived at the tranquil virgin forest they sought. The 

forest Tocqueville sees from the Saginaw River is “a flowering solitude, delightful and scented,” 

but also, from his European perspective, “a magnificent dwelling, a living place built for man, 

but which its master had not yet reached” (79-80). Tocqueville sees the forest as uninhabited by 

humans, or at least uninhabited by human “master[s],” that is to say, humans such as European 

colonizers. This despite the fact that two very young Anishinaabe guides had just guided him 

through it only the day before.  
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This new “calm of soul” the forest evokes leads Tocqueville to contemplate civilization 

and its undoing (80-81). He recalls an earlier visit with Beaumont to a ruined ancient city in 

Sicily. “It struck us as a peculiar privilege of fate,” Tocqueville writes, “that we who had been 

able to look on the ruins of perished empires and to walk through wilds of human making, that 

we, children of an ancient people, should be brought to witness one of the scenes of the primitive 

world and to see the still empty cradle of a great nation” (81). The European people are ancient. 

America’s Indigenous people, by contrast, are new and primitive to Tocqueville, their land, 

“empty” even as they guide him through it and lend him their canoe to traverse its streams.  

The memory of the ruins in Sicily brings Tocqueville to the inevitability of the Great 

Lakes Forest’s destruction. “The facts are as certain as if they had already occurred,” Tocqueville 

writes (81). “In but few years these impenetrable forests will have fallen. The noise of 

civilization and of industry will break the silence of the Saginaw” (Tocqueville 81). While today 

the river’s water flows “through nameless wilds,” soon it “will be thrown back…by the prows of 

ships,” “[e]mbankments will imprison its sides” (Tocqueville 82). Tocqueville and Beaumont are 

“privilege[d]” to see the Saginaw in its “primitive splendour,” and will be “perhaps the last 

travelers” to see it, “so great is the force that drives the white race to the complete conquest of 

the New World” (Tocqueville 82). This conquest, this felling of the forest he traverses by canoe, 

gives the doomed forest even more beauty and charm: “It is this consciousness of destruction, 

this arrière-pensèe of quick and inevitable change, that gives, we feel, so peculiar a character 

and such a touching beauty to the solitudes of America” (Tocqueville 82). In light of this coming 

destruction, he views the forest “with a melancholy pleasure” at its “savage, natural grandeur,” 

even while it is intermingled with “splendid anticipations of the triumphant march of 

civilization” (Tocqueville 82). Pride mixes with “bitter regret at the power that God had granted 
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us over nature,” Tocqueville concludes: “One’s soul is shaken by contradictory thoughts and 

feelings, but all the impressions it receives are great and leave a deep mark” (82). From his 

vantage on the river, Tocqueville professes a mixture of anticipation, excitement, sorrow, and 

solemnity at the impending destruction of the forest.  

From the frantic terror of his journey north through the Great Lakes Forest to the “calm 

of soul” he experiences when traversing by canoe on the Saginaw River, Tocqueville arrives at 

inevitability. The Great Lakes Forest must go. The forest’s “masters” are coming to take it down, 

to embank its streams and riverbeds, to ply its waterways with large ships. From Tocqueville’s 

account one can understand the Great Lakes Forest as a terrifying, even hellish place. One can 

also understand it as a place arousing peaceful contemplation. Never does he view the forest as 

compatible with or enabling the survival of humankind. This inability to see the forest as 

habitable coexists with his dehumanization of his Anishinaabe guides and other Anishinaabeg he 

meets on this journey. The tangled, chaotic lines of the forest, its rotting, vining textures and 

dark, obscuring colors vividly reinforce the forest’s proper place viz-a-vis man. It is humankind 

versus the forest in Tocqueville’s text, and with sadness, he reports, the forest will fall. 

 

1.2 Anna Jameson, Winter Studies and Summer Rambles, 1838 

The art historian and writer Anna Jameson kept a journal as she traveled in the United 

States and Canada in 1836 to 1837, publishing it in 1838 (Jameson Vol I and II). As she 

describes in the preface, “While in Canada I was thrown into scenes and regions hitherto 

undescribed by any traveler, (for the northern shores of Lake Huron are almost new ground,) and 

into relations with the [Anishinaabe] tribes” that Jameson describes as rarely entered into and 

never before recorded (Vol 1: iii-iv). ⁠ Unlike Tocqueville and Beaumont, Jameson makes her 
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journey without a constant companion, using hired conveyances and guides to make her way 

across the region only seven years after Tocqueville (Jameson Vol I and II). 

At the beginning of her travel account, Jameson expresses concern about the destruction 

of the forests of Upper Canada. She asks her host why the European settlers do not leave some of 

the “finest tree specimens” and is told that such a thing would be “impossible—for the trees thus 

left standing, when deprived of the shelter and society to which they have been accustomed, 

uniformly perish.” Jameson considers this “only natural,” humanizing the trees of the forest as 

akin to how she herself would feel if deprived of the company of other humans. She concludes: 

“A Canadian settler hates a tree, regards it as his natural enemy, as something to be destroyed, 

eradicated, annihilated by all and any means” (Vol I: 72). Jameson begins her travels 

empathizing with the forest trees and sneering at the Canadian settler for his hatred of them.  

Jameson continues to express both sympathy and empathy for the Great Lakes Forest 

while traveling by sleigh in winter, crossing for seven miles of her journey over the frozen 

Burlington Bay of Lake Ontario. Based upon a conversation she had with the sleigh driver, Mr. 

Brandford, she describes the “principal methods of killing trees in this country, besides the 

quick, unfailing destruction of the axe” (Jameson Vol 1: 73). The first is “setting fire to them, 

which sometimes leaves the root uninjured to rot gradually and unseen, or be grubbed up at 

leisure, or, more generally, there remains a visible fragment of a charred and blackened stump, 

deformed and painful to look upon” (Jameson Vol 1: 73). She continues: “The other method is 

slower, but even more effectual…. [A] deep gash is cut through the bark into the stem, quite 

round the bole of the tree. This prevents the circulation of the vital juices, and by degrees the tree 

droops and dies,” leaving them a “ghastly forest of tall white spectres, strangely contrasting with 

the glowing luxurious foliage all around” (Jameson Vol 1: 73). Jameson likens the trees to 
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humankind, this time, women. “Is not this like the two ways in which a woman’s heart may be 

killed…—by passion and by sorrow” (Jameson Vol 1: 73). She “shudder[s]” when she hears the 

sound of an axe, and cannot “share the Canadian’s exultation, when these huge oaks, these 

umbrageous elms and stately pines, are lying prostrate, lopped of all their hours, and piled in 

heaps with the brushwood” (Jameson Vol I: 73). The images of dead and dying trees as “white 

specters,” burned forests as “blackened stumps,” or “piled in heaps with the brushwood” are 

vivid, ominous, and concerning. The Canadian settler is the cause of this violent destruction. 

At this point in her narrative, Jameson has yet to travel through a Great Lakes Forest. The 

felled forests she encounters are in and around Toronto, the capitol city of the province of 

Ontario. She drives past them on a sleigh, or through felled or partially felled forests on good 

roads. When she at last enters the forest, she paints a frightening picture that aligns with 

Tocqueville’s, with no reference to the clear cut, burned, or girdled forests she first observed.  

As with Tocqueville, the still intact Great Lakes Forest Jameson enters is one of rot and 

chaos (Jameson Vol. 1: 311). Jameson bemoans a three-and-a-half-hour journey over a seven-

mile stretch of forest road. Jameson’s cart was lifted by her carrier over fallen logs, boughs 

placed across depressions in the road so that the wheels would not get stuck (Vol 1: 311). She 

describes creatures living in the forest she traverses between Lakes Ontario and Huron, 

mosquitos, snakes and “all manner of creeping and living things not pleasant to encounter, or 

even to think of” (Jameson Vol. 1: 311). The white Europeans she encounters are “back 

woodsman” barely able to converse, “tall and strong, and bronzed and brawny, and shaggy and 

unshaven—very much like two bears set on their hind legs; rude but not uncivil” (Jameson Vol 

1: 311). The tangled, verdant forest is a hindrance to travel, the way through cumbersome and 

slow, and full of “unpleasant” creatures.  
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When at last Jameson emerges in open country near the town of London, Ontario, she is 

relieved. The oak plain thrills the weary traveler who has escaped the discomfort and creepers of 

the Great Lakes Forest to find civilization. The plain is “covered with thickets and groups of oak, 

dispersed with a park-like and beautiful effect; and still flowers, flowers every where. The soil 

appeared sandy, and not so rich as in other parts.” Settlements appear (Vol 1: 312). A footnote 

points out to the reader that settlers coveted thickly forested land, as opposed to the sandy soil of 

the oak plain. The more timber, the more the soil will be rich and high-yielding, justifying the 

hard work of clearing it (Jameson Vol 1: 312). Here is a capitalistic view of the forest, signifying 

rich soil for farming, and fated to be felled for agriculture. Jameson has forgotten, or at least does 

not reference, her earlier concern about the “blackened stumps” and “white specters” of the 

clear-cut woods (Vol 1: 73). 

Later in the same summer, Jameson travels by cart through another forest to the south and 

west of London, Ontario on the way to Lake St. Clair and the United States. If the forest in the 

prior instance was a hindrance, now it becomes a nightmare of haunted trees and haunting 

people. Jameson starts her journey with another bone-jarring lurch by cart through a forest 

replete with mosquitos. “There were no longer cheerful farms and clearings, but the dark pine 

forest, and the rank swamp…,” the road occasionally riddled with “rotted vegetable matter, 

mixed with water, black, bottomless sloughs of despond!” (Jameson Vol 2: 27). Within this 

forest on the road to the crossing of Lake St. Clair for Detroit, Jameson and her conveyor stop at 

a “forest inn,” comprised of a “rude log-hut” and horse shed (Jameson Vol 2: 28). She describes 

a man “revolting beyond description—hideous, haggard, and worn, sinewy, and fierce, and 

squalid” (Vol 2: 28). Jameson engages him in conversation and learns he has a 140-acre farm “in 

the bush.” After five years he has cleared five acres. When Jameson decries that he has 
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accomplished so little, he responds: “I have in this wide world only myself! And set a man with 

only a pair of hands at one of them big trees there!—see what he’ll make of it! You may swing 

the axe here from morning to night for a week before you let the daylight in upon you” (Vol 2: 

29). Jameson is humbled. She apologizes for her rudeness (Jameson Vol 2: 29). This anecdote 

comports with her earlier observation that “A Canadian settler hates a tree” (Vol I: 72). Now, 

after some months in the country and after encountering the forest twice, Jameson only 

disapproves that the settler has failed to clear more of his land.  

From the forest inn, Jameson “plunged at once into the deep forest, where there was 

absolutely no road, no path” (Vol 2: 30). “How savagely, how solemnly wild it was!” she 

records. “So thick was the overhanging foliage, that it not only shut out the sunshine, but almost 

the daylight; and we travelled on through a perpetual gloom of vaulted boughs and intermingled 

shade” (Jameson Vol 2: 30). “Vault” is the same word Tocqueville used to describe the way the 

upper branches of the tall trees interweave, and Jameson’s “perpetual gloom” matches 

Tocqueville’s “eternal darkness” (Tocqueville 53, 55). Jameson notes the absence of flowers and 

“herbage,” and the “black rich vegetable mould” of the earth beneath her feet (Vol 2: 30). Snakes 

lurk in the “rank, reedy grass” at the roots of trees (Jameson Vol 2: 30). Like Tocqueville, 

Jameson notes fallen tree trunks cutting across her path, one felled by lightning strike, “riving the 

great trunk in two, and flinging it horizontally upon its companions.” She imagines the 

“strangely picturesque” fallen tree stretching out its arms “as if for support” to other trees 

(Jameson Vol 2: 31). There is something beautiful in the forest’s “savage,” “solemn” wildness, 

she writes (Jameson Vol 2: 31). Like Tocqueville’s forest, disorder and discomfort abound, but 

for Jameson it is tinged with a “strange[]” beauty.  



Geddes Carroll 

 
 

19 

Jameson describes homesteader clearings along the forest road, each only an acre or two, 

some with a log-house, a small crop of wheat or corn. These clearings, evidence of European 

settlement, are “framed in, as it were, by the dark, mysterious woods” (Jameson Vol 2: 31). In 

one such clearing she has a particular memory of “an unfinished log house” with framed in 

windows and a “rustic” porch, around which “lay the forest, its shadows darkening, deepening as 

the day declined” (Jameson Vol 2: 32).  

But what riveted my attention was the light figure of a female, arrayed in a 
silk gown and a handsome shawl, who was pacing up and down in front of 
the house, with a slow step and pensive air. She had an infant lying on her 
arm, and in the other hand she waved a green bough, to keep off the 
mosquitos (Jameson Vol 2: 32). 
 

Jameson’s interest in the plight of this “light figure of a female” alone in the forest with her 

newborn, besieged by mosquitos and the drawing in of night, is palpable. Jameson asks her 

driver to stop so she might talk to this phantasmagoria. Her driver “represented so strongly the 

danger of being benighted within the verge of the forest” that she does not insist and they press 

on (Jameson Vol 2: 32). The driver’s reticence to delay their exit from the forest only enhances 

the plight of the woman left to abide the entire night within its “perpetual gloom.”  

At last emerging onto a plain on the Thames River, still in Canada, Jameson erupts in joy 

at escaping the forest’s tangled, fetid gloom. “How I blessed the whole scene in my heart!” she 

exclaims. “[F]armhouses with white walls and green shutters…cheerful voices…shouts of boys 

at play, sounds of labour and of life; and overall lay the last glow of the sinking sun” (Jameson 

Vol 2: 32). As with the forest outside London, Jameson goes from the dark, mosquito-ridden 

forest slough to the wide open, breezy vista of the open plain, and her mood improves.  

As they traverse the oak plain, Jameson tries to reconcile the woods with human 

habitation. She imagines that to be a hunter in the woods, “roaming at large and independent” 



Geddes Carroll 

 
 

20 

through the forest might be “an exulting and joyous life.” Yet to be confined to a cart, as she 

was, forging through the forest’s “impervious shades, tormented by mosquitos, shut in on every 

side from the light and from the free air of heaven, is quite another thing” (Jameson Vol 2:  32-

33). She finds it difficult to shake the forest gloom as she approaches civilization. “[The forest’s] 

effect upon me, at least, was to bring down the tone of mind and reflections to a gloomy, inert, 

vague resignation, or rather dejection, which made it difficult at last to speak” (Jameson Vol 2:  

32-33). The forest’s “perpetual gloom” has seeped inside her soul.  

The perspective Jameson shares in her two-volume work is unique, traveling as a 

woman through these places, often alone. It offers a fraught and troubling snapshot of a 

moment in history that is replete with the narratives of inevitability of environmental 

destruction. Fleeting initial feelings of identification with the trees, sorrow at their felling, 

girdling, or burning dissipate as she increasingly comes to describe the Great Lakes 

Forest with horror and despondence, as dark, with lurking snakes, dank smells, 

maddening mosquitos, “sloughs of despond.” Its inhabitants are taciturn, unruly, 

unshaven backwoodsman, or a pitiable, lonely young mother with her vulnerable baby. 

Throughout, we know that Jameson will one day depart the Great Lakes region, and it is 

the perspective of a fleeting, yet lively traveling observer that marks her ultimately 

voyeuristic encounters with the Great Lakes Forest. Jameson and Tocqueville do not need 

to reconcile their contradictory sentiments about the Great Lakes Forest, of longing and 

fear, empathy and dislike, peace and anxiety, beauty and rankness. The Great Lakes 

Forest can be all these things, for Tocqueville and Jameson are only passing through.  

 

1.3 J.H.P. Graebner 
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European settlers also encountered the old growth Great Lakes Forest and wrote about 

what they saw. Johann Heinrich Philipp Graebner (J.H.P. Graebner) was a Lutheran pastor sent 

in 1847 by a Lutheran sect in Germany to establish and lead a settlement of 22 families in 

Michigan to be named Frankentrost (Graebner 10-11, 16). The name means “Consolation of the 

Franks,” and was ascribed to the not-yet founded colony by Wilhelm Loehe (Löhe), who in the 

1840s was engaged in dispatching Lutheran pastors to establish colonies in North America 

(Graebner 14). As Loehe explained, “‘[T]he first emigrants having had the Courage … to settle 

on strange, [Anishinaabe] soil, the successors of these shall take Consolation from these their 

brethren, and rest assured that the same divine blessing and the same divine favor and guidance 

are to be their lot likewise’” (Graebner 14). Loehe’s naming the new colony and his othering of 

the land as “strange” while invoking “divine favor” ordains the young J.H.P. Graebner on his 

mission to America under divine guidance and protection, primed to encounter strangeness.  

J.H.P. Graebner’s (1819-1898) manuscript notes were collected and transcribed as part of 

a 1913 publication commemorating the founding of Frankenmuth (1845), Frankentrost (1847), 

and Frankenlust (1848) in Michigan (Graebner). His “reminiscences” are also included at the end 

of the publication under the title, “Life on the Frontier in the Forties” (Graebner 21-24). J.H.P. 

Graebner’s intention in recording his experience is to mark for his and other settlers’ descendants 

the austere and dangerous conditions their forebears encountered upon arriving in Michigan, the 

hardships they encountered, and how through it all, “God provided” for his people (Graebner 

24.) J.H.P. Graebner’s text is informal insofar as it does not appear he organized it for 

publication himself. Instead, a descendant, the author and compiler of the publication, Theodore 

Graebner, compiled and excerpted it. J.H.P. Graebner’s purpose in recounting his experience in 

the Saginaw forests can be divined toward the end. “Ah, those were the times!” he ends his 
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reminiscences, after recounting, among other anecdotes, how sacks of flour served as cash, the 

absence of clocks or bells to summon colonists to worship, stories of individual Frankentrost 

settlers suffering and relying upon God, treks to Saginaw for supplies, and the tales of various 

women and the colony’s sole doctor getting lost in the forest that remained around the colony 

(Graebner 21-24). “May future generations not forget that … there was still the grand primeval 

American forest covering the greater part of what is now prosperous, beautiful Frankentrost; that 

at night the bears would utter their howls and the wolves their shrieks, and the [Anishinaabeg] 

would call during the day, often also at night, at the parsonage at Frankentrost,” that is, at his 

own house (Graebner 24). In this retelling the forest, the bears and wolves, and the Anishinaabeg 

are a vague and menacing tableau conveying to the white settler descendant an image of the 

white colonizer ancestor bravely wresting prosperity from wilderness. 

J.H.P. Graebner is writing from memory, more particularly, from settler memory. Settler 

memory, as described in Kevin Bruyneel’s Settler Memory: The Disavowal of Indigeneity and 

the Politics of Race in the United States, encompasses a “ disavow[al of] Indigeneity and settler 

colonialism [that] also shields attention away from the standing, interests, and expression of 

white settlerness,” where “white settlerness” is understood as a position and structure “secured 

through violent impunity over and exploitation of land and human and nonhuman life” (Bruyneel 

2-3, 9). In J.H.P. Graebner’s text, disavowal of Indigenous presence, impunity for violence, and 

exploitation of land and humanity all find expression. Violence is not violence in settler memory. 

Violence toward the land and its human and more than human inhabitants is logic. Violence is 

progress. Violence is inevitable. It is present and unacknowledged. It is treated with impunity 

(Bruyneel 2, 3-9). 
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Like Tocqueville and Jameson, J.H.P. Graebner describes the Great Lakes Forest as 

tangled and disordered. Yet he complicates that description somewhat when, upon arriving in the 

Saginaw Valley, he and a small group of men set out to look over the colony land. He finds a 

“primeval forest” of “dense woods,” whose trees are “ancient giants,” littered with “thick 

underbrush,” and “visited by no human foot except the [Anishinaabe] hunstman…to track wolf, 

bear, and deer” (Graebner 10-11). As with Tocqueville and Jameson, for J.H.P. Graebner, the 

Great Lakes Forest is obstructive, chaotic, a place “for very hard walking,” for men to “tramp 

steadily” through (Graebner 15). He describes a Great Lakes Forest men must conquer for the 

womenfolk left behind in the comfort of Saginaw. While Tocqueville and Jameson reference the 

fear, discomfort, and even depression evoked by the Great Lakes Forest, J.H.P. Graebner sets 

forth the forest’s difficulties as a test of strength, where the difficulties they overcome prove 

divine favor (Graebner 14). 

Yet J.H.P. Graebner also calls the Great Lakes Forest a “splendid wood” (Graebner 15). 

In the midst of their two-day journey from Saginaw, he settles down with the other men on the 

banks of a creek of “fine clear water” to drink tea and enjoy a “repast.” As the Saginaw River did 

for Tocqueville and Beaumont, the waterway allows J.H.P. Graebner to rest and appreciate the 

natural beauty around him (Tocqueville 79-80). The stream J.H.P. Graebner sits beside cuts a 

line through the forest that is agreeable to the tired, long-journeying men. At this point, he and 

the men had been traveling for at least eight weeks from their homes in Germany and at last fine 

themselves at their intended home (Graebner 14-15). J.H.P. Graebner signifies by his softening 

description of this particular place, that God has destined them for it, and it would become the 

site for their church (16). The clear stream restores the weary journeyman and offers a site for 

repast amidst the “dense underbrush” and “ancient giants” of the “primeval forest” (Graebner 15, 
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16). He and the men sing evening songs as they settle to encamp for the night (Graebner 15). 

“Then each wrapped himself in his woolen blankets” and enjoyed a “peaceful slumber” “under 

the protection of God and his holy angels among the trees of the American forest primeval” 

(Graebner 15-16). This is hardly Jameson and her porter, intent on escaping the forest before 

nightfall, nor Tocqueville racing through the dark forest for the Saginaw River (Jameson Vol 2: 

32, Tocqueville 53, 55). Instead, these men tuck in by a stream in warm blankets enjoying tea 

and provisions and a night of restful slumber.  

J.H.P. Graebner moves from this scene of repose in the forest to a surveyor’s accounting 

of the costs per acre and the divvying up of parcels of land among the settlers (Graebner 16). He 

and the men return to the forest, this time leaving their wives and family in Frankenmuth, the 

earlier German settlement, to survey and mark the plots of land. The task will take a full week, 

“again spent in the beautiful green forest” (Graebner 16). When the surveyor points out the sky 

portending a storm, a “leafy shelter” is built of tree branches (Graebner 16). “We smoked our 

pipes in comfort until the rain ceased,” writes J.H.P. Graebner (Graebner 16). This is another 

scene of contentment, of men enjoying their pipes as rain falls on the roof of their leafy shelter.   

This scene of the forest as shelter is abruptly disrupted when, after the rain passes, four of 

the “young men” rise, “seize[] their axes” and set to work chopping down a giant oak tree six 

feet in diameter (Graebner 16). They remove the old tree so that the site can serve as the location 

of the future pastor’s house (Graebner 16). The peaceful, clearwater stream is now the sight of a 

great disruption. “After two hours work,” recounts J.H.P. Graebner, “the mighty giant of the 

forest fell” (Graebner 16). So much for the “splendid wood” (Graebner 15). The switch from 

inhabiting the forest as shelter and comfort to this act of violent possession is sudden, marked by 
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pride in the young men’s skill and strength. It resonates with the enactments of possession by 

Cortés and Guzmán in the sixteenth century (Greenblatt 55-56). 

After the colonists have moved onto their parcels of land, a log building is constructed as 

a space for worship on the site of the fallen oak (Graebner 16-17). J.H.P. Graebner recalls how 

lovely the sun looked over the “green forest” in this “tabernacle to God in the wilderness,” 

furnished “quite in German style” (Graebner 17). “[T]he thought comes to me that our dear 

Savior would indicate how well He is pleased that His praises are sung” in the “green forest” 

(Graebner 17). “Only a little while ago,” he ruminates in a letter to Loehe, “only the dreadful 

howling of wild beasts was heard” (Graebner 17). The settler has transformed this part of the 

Great Lakes Forest from a howling wilderness into a space of worship to his god.  

While J.H.P. Graebner lauds the “splendid woods” in its primal form, he does not 

pause to question that it be chopped down. Indeed, any remaining forest after the 

settlements are made only serves as a space of danger wherein humankind, especially 

women, may become irrevocably lost (Graebner 21-24). In J.H.P. Graebner’s text, the 

splendor of the forest is an interstice between emigration and settlement experienced with 

his male comrades, by necessity short-lived, its memory proof of divine providence, and 

the colonist’s bravery and hardiness. Yet what lingers is that clear-running stream, the 

ancient oak beside it, the tea and the pipe smoked under a shelter of boughs as rain fell.  

J.H.P. Graebner’s final anecdote in his reminiscences is of an Anishinaabe family visiting 

his parsonage offering presents of “beautifully embroidered moccasins, little baskets and boxes 

made of birch-bark, sometimes filled with maple-sugar” (Graebner 24). When visiting a 

neighboring town, Frankenmuth, J.H.P. Graebner recounts, the pastor there would “send the two 

grown-up daughters of the medicine man,” and these Anishinaabe women would carry his two 
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infant sons “Indian style, upon their backs.” “Thus we would go to Frankenmuth, and back to 

Frankentrost,” he ends the anecdote (Graebner 24). He told of the “medicine man” departing the 

parsonage “with a hearty ‘Bushu-ni-kawnis’ (Good-bye, dear friends)” (Graebner 24). This is 

settler memory marking both the presence and absence of Indigenous people. These accounts are 

included, by the author’s own explanation, in order to show how far the colony has come from 

the wilderness the colonizers encountered to the place of prosperity it now is. Yet what is shared 

that is now lost from the particular land that J.H.P. Graebner settled is this friednship between 

the Anishinaabe family and his own. J.H.P. Graebner feels no need to account for this loss, or to 

reckon with it as loss. He ends with “Ah, those were the times!” (Graebner 24). His “Ah,” echoes 

as loud as the axes of the men who chopped down the ancient oak beside the stream.  

The Quilt Border texts of Tocqueville, Jameson, and J.H.P. Graebner portray a forest in 

the way. With exceptions that seem to prove the rule, it is difficult to discern any value in leaving 

intact the old growth forests of the Quilt Border texts. These texts offer images of a fraught 

forest-scape. Their descriptions lack focus; generalities prevail. The reader, too, is lost in these 

woods, longing with the protagonist to be clear of them. These forests were cleared, and these 

three texts’ use of line, texture, and color make the case for that destruction. Each enacts a 

disavowal of violence to the forest by portraying it as justified and inevitable. This inevitability 

grants impunity to the perpetrators. But the impunity and the inevitability rely upon the text 

obscuring the forest and its trees, eliding specificity, disordering. The Quilt Border texts 

ultimately obscure the Great Lakes Forest in advance of its destruction (Tocqueville and 

Jameson) and in settler memory (J.H.P. Graebner), an obfuscation of the landscape that presaged 

its violent destruction and justified it in settler memory after the fact. 
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2. The Quilt Block Texts  

In the design of a piecework quilt, quilt blocks are sewn onto and within the negative 

space of the quilt border and sash. This design allows the quilt blocks to contrast or float, 

centering them for the viewer. The negative space allows the viewer to focus on the subject of 

the quilt, serving to enhance the crisp points, color, and texture of individual quilt blocks 

(Fuchs). Applied to the conceit of a Great Lakes Forest piecework quilt made of text, this design 

arrangement dictates that while the Quilt Border texts, discussed above, disordered, obstructed 

and obfuscated a view of the Great Lakes Forest, texts selected for the Quilt Blocks engage the 

bodily senses, depict varying colors, slow the reader down to focus on elements of the forest-

scape, and intimately inhabit it with human and more than humankind. What follows is an 

analysis of Quilt Block texts that achieve this more comprehensive view of the Great Lakes 

Forest. These authors include: (1) Kahgegagahbowh or George Copway, Mississauga 

Anishinaabe author, lecturer, publisher, activist and author, 1818-1869 (Michigan and Ontario, 

mid nineteenth century); (2) Bamewawagezhikaquay or Jane Johnston Schoolcraft, an 

Anishinaabe poet and writer, daughter of Anishinaabe mother, Ozhauguscodaywayquay and Irish 

American John Johnston, 1800-1842 (present-day Michigan and Ontario, early nineteenth 

century) (Parker 4); (3) Naawakamigook or Maude Kegg, an Ojibwe storyteller and craftsman, 

1903-1996 (Wisconsin, late nineteenth century) (Kegg ix-xiv); (4) Janet Lewis, a European 

American novelist, poet, and librettist, 1899-1998 (present-day Wisconsin, Michigan, and 

Ontario, 1932 and 1987); (5) Lois Beardslee, contemporary Anishinaabe author and illustrator 

from northwest Lower Michigan who grew up in Michigan and Ontario on family farms and 

remote bush camps (Michigan and Ontario, contemporary) (Cline); and (6) Lorine Niedecker, a 

European American poet, 1903-1970 (Wisconsin and Michigan, 1967).  
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2.1 Kahgegagahbowh or George Copway, 1818-1869 

 Kahgegagahbowh or George Copway was born in Pamadusgodayong or Rice Lake in 

present day Ontario (Parks Canada). John R. E. Bird, in his 2020 essay Settler Salvation and 

Indigenous Survival: George Copway’s Reconciliatory Vision, 1849-1851 describes Copway as 

“Canada’s first international literary celebrity” (139). Copway traveled throughout the United 

States and Europe advocating a vision of reconciliation between the Indigenous and non-

Indigenous American and Canadian people inspired by the spirit and theology of Christianity, a 

tradition he was steeped in from childhood (Bird 139). Initially finding his calling as a Methodist 

missionary, Copway was severed from the church on charges of embezzlement and jailed. The 

charges stemmed in part from a meeting he organized of Anishinaabe ministers, chiefs and elders 

to discuss the implications of European settlers’ encroachment upon Anishinaabe land that the 

Canadian government would not redress (Bird 140).  

As Bird explains, far from a setback, in 1846 Copway found himself on the American 

and European lecture circuit, on a path to becoming a prolific writer and advocate of the 

Anishinaabe people (140). His Methodist background and education equipped him with the 

“moral and theological language comprehensible to non-Indigenous audiences, which he used to 

call for the acknowledgement of and atonement for the wrongs committed against his people” 

(Bird 142). Copway’s written work is that of a skilled and knowledgeable advocate well-

equipped to state his people’s case before the non-Indigenous colonizing powers.  

Copway’s adept navigation of the structures of colonial power is apparent in his first 

book, Traditional History and Characteristic Sketches of the Ojibway Nation, published in 1851. 

Copway notes the impetus for writing the book is an “oft-repeated request of a number of literary 
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friends” (Copway I). One of these is Amos Lawrence of Boston, Massachusetts, to whom he 

inscribes the book, and it is worth pausing to understand who Amos Lawrence was as a window 

into Copway’s life and work (Copway I). A New Englander who made his wealth in the textile 

industry, specifically cotton, Lawrence eventually became active in the anti-slavery movement 

(Mass. Hist. Society). In 1849, just a few years prior to the publication of Copway’s book, 

Lawrence wrote a letter of recommendation when Copway provided testimony to the United 

States Senate arguing for land set aside for Indigenous people (Copway II). In Copway’s vision, 

this territory would ensure the survival of Indigenous people while also, as Bird expresses it, 

providing European settlers with a way to “atone for the sins committed against Indigenous 

North Americans” (Bird 138). In supporting Copway’s testimony, Amos Lawrence wrote: 

“during [Mr. Copway’s] visits here in the last two months, he has awakened a strong interest in 

many to have our national government consider how the [Anishinaabe] can best be served to 

save them from wasting away, and how to elevate and educate them to enjoy the blessings of our 

common Father, no less than ourselves who occupy their lands” (Copway II: 28). Lawrence 

describes Copway as an “interesting and enterprising young Christian Indian, and preacher, and 

chief,” and appends a letter of support from his “friend,” Massachusetts Governor Briggs 

(Copway II: 28). No mention is made of Copway’s kerfuffle with the Methodist Church. Within 

just three years of his imprisonment, Copway has found a wealthy, well-connected supporter in 

Lawrence and secured an audience before Congress.   

Copway’s 1851 Traditional History and Characteristic Sketches of the Ojibway Nation is 

part of this skilled advocacy on behalf of the Anishinaabeg to the colonizing powers. Copway 

sets out to “give a sketch of my nation’s history, describing its home, its country and its 

peculiarities and…narrating its traditionary legends” in order to “awaken in the American heart a 
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deeper feeling for the race of [Indigenous Americans] and induce [European Americans] to use 

greater effort to effect an improvement in their social and political relations” (I: vii). Copway 

undertakes this work, then, as continuing advocacy for his people.  

The structure of Copway’s remarkable book reveals his advocacy strategy. The first 

chapter includes three subtitles: “Their Country,” “Their Lakes,” and “Their Rivers” (Copway I: 

13, 14, 20). These signal to the reader an Indigenous possessory stake in the Great Lakes Forest 

landscape. Throughout the book, Copway makes use of the possessory “Their” when referencing 

the Ojibway people’s origin and migration story, wild game, system of government and more (I: 

29, 33, 137). He eschews the possessory “my,” but in claiming his Ojibwe identity throughout 

the volume this is not a distancing but rather an expanding. Copway signals even in the title of 

his book that he is describing the “Ojibway Nation,” that this is a people who exist with land 

rights and governmental rights intact. The book encompasses the wars of the Ojibway with other 

Indigenous tribes, evoking for the reader a long, complex history stretching far back in time 

(Copway 1: 61-96). He humanizes his people by dedicating a chapter to “plays and exercises,” a 

recognizable universal occupation (1: 49-60). At times, Indigenous people are described using 

stereotypes regarding alcohol consumption and references to their spirituality as “heathen,” and 

urging Christian instruction (Copway I: 175-76). Copway also complicates these stereotypes, 

pointing out that alcohol has been used by the colonizing powers intentionally to weaken the 

Anishinaabeg: “First you give us rum by the thousand barrels, and, before the presence of God 

and this enlightened world, point to God, and charge him as the murderer of the unfortunate 

Indians” (Copway I: 249). This last is part of four letters Copway penned to newspapers that 

form the final chapter of his book (Vol 1: 239-266). The letters detail Copway’s proposals of a 

territory for Indigenous people, in order to, as Copway writes, “do[] all that I can towards 
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bettering the condition of my brethren” (I: 240). Throughout Traditional History and 

Characteristic Sketches of the Ojibway Nation, Copway advocates for his people by speaking in 

terms the colonizers would understand. 

This advocacy begins, and Copway’s book begins, with helping the reader see the 

Anishinaabe people in the context of their Great Lakes Forest landscape. For Copway, the trees 

of the forest frame the valor of his people:  

Over his head the forest trees waved their heavy branches. Behold him! he 
stands there ruler of the forest world. One of Nature’s sons standing in her 
own battlements. His erect and manly form, his easy, graceful motion, are 
true indicators of the exalted soul that lives its active life within. Living as 
he does, amid the happiest creations of the Great Creator, he cannot but 
adore and worship Him. His devotion is pure (I: 24).  
 

The Ojibwe people, Copway asserts, are a people for whom the Great Lakes Forest is a fit and 

natural backdrop, whose very physical fitness for the forest—an “erect and manly form” and 

“easy, graceful motion”—speaks to spiritual character, “the exalted soul that lives its active life 

within” (I: 24). If colonizers thought they had encountered a Great Lakes Forest wilderness 

awaiting a “master,” as Tocqueville mused, with only the “dreadful howling of the wild beasts,” 

as J.H.P. Graebner phrased it, they missed something (Tocqueville 79-80, Graebner 17). The 

forest land the colonizers settled was already ruled by the Ojibwe Nation, Copway explains, and 

his people and other Indigenous people were stewarding this landscape long before the 

colonizers arrived. The Great Lakes Forest is “their land,” “their lakes,” and “their rivers” 

(Copway I: 13, 14, 20). The Ojibwe nation is “ruler of the forest world” (Copway I: 24). 

This description of the forest and the Indigenous nations inhabiting it resonates with a 

passage from Copway’s travel narrative, also published in 1851, Running Sketches of Men and 

Places in England, France, Belgium, and Scotland (Copway III; Bird 142). In Running Sketches, 

Copway argues that the Bible does not support Manifest Destiny, the doctrine that European 
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colonizers are sanctioned by God to take land from Indigenous Americans (Bird 142). Instead, 

Copway writes, God’s “benevolence is written in the page of nature around me,” upon “every 

blade of grass, and the sweet sounds that vibrate on my ear, and salute my heart with feelings of 

warm emotion” (III: 312, Bird 142). These signs of God’s love in nature tell Copway that “[t]he 

God that we adore, my brethren, is not the author of the downfall and ruin of the North American 

Indians” (III: 312, Bird 142). The beauty and solace of the natural world is proof of the humanity 

and rights of the Indigenous people who inhabit the landscape. When Copway describes the 

Anishinaabeg as framed by the Great Lakes Forest, as in the opening of Traditional History and 

Characteristic Sketches of the Ojibway Nation, he is describing a people suited to their forest 

landscape, expertly stewarding it, and in harmony with the benevolent God who created the 

human and more than human world (I: 24). 

Copway also argues in Traditional History and Characteristic Sketches of the Ojibway 

Nation that Anishinaabe storytelling practices have “an important bearing on the character of the 

children of our Nation,” and need not conflict with Christianity (Copway I: 98). He describes 

stories told in the lodge or wiigwam in the winter months that embody the beliefs of the 

Anishinaabe people (Copway I: 98). These stories are “fanciful,” told for “amusement,” and 

intended to teach character, referencing the collection of many of these stories by “H.R. 

Schoolcraft, Esq” (Copway I: 98).4 Copway ties these stories inextricably to the Great Lakes 

Forest landscape. After hearing them, he explains, “the characters would haunt me at every step, 

and every moving leaf would seem to be the voice of a spirit” (I: 98). The “skies were filled with 

the deities they worshipped, and the whole forest awakened with their whispers. The lakes and 

streams were the places of their resort, and mountains and valleys alike their abode. All the 

remarkable spots in the country were considered their favorite resorts….waterfalls…their 
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sporting scenes” (Copway I: 147). Through oral storytelling traditions, the Great Lakes Forest of 

the Anishinaabeg is filled with the voices of spirits. While J.H.P. Graebner and his colony 

constructed a place of worship to enable the praise songs of German Lutherans to replace the 

“dreadful howling of the wild beasts,” for Copway, the forest has always been full of spirits 

(Graebner 16-17). Not only are the Anishinaabeg bound to the Great Lakes Forest landscape, so 

are their stories.  

In order to transport his audience to the landscape of these stories, Copway uses the florid 

language of romanticism to paint an elevated, composed picture of the Great Lakes Forest. He 

describes the “carpet” that flowers formed, the air “laden with their fragrance, and redolent with 

the songs of married warblers, that flew from branch to branch, fearing none…. There were birds 

then of more beautiful song and plumage than now” (Copway I: 100). This description is Edenic. 

He is describing first the forest and then his people before the corruption of colonization, when 

“instead of amusements in close rooms, the sports of the fields were theirs,” and “the beasts of 

the field were tame, they came and went at the bidding of man” (Copway I: 100). This is an 

idyllic past that reclaims the status of Copway’s people, using the bodily senses—the smell of 

flowers, the softness of the carpet they form—and the tame, plentiful living creatures to place the 

reader in an Eden. Copway evokes a time before the over-hunting, over-fishing, and over-

trapping practices of colonizers changed the nature of the Great Lakes Forest.  

Like Tocqueville, Jameson and J.H.P. Graebner, Copway writes in general terms about 

the forest landscape. Yet his Great Lakes Forest is not frightful, it is Edenic, inhabited by (and 

ruled by) an Indigenous people suited to its light and its shadows, whose stories are tightly bound 

to it. Copway’s Great Lakes Forest is a paradise lost, his people cast out not by God, but by 

colonizers. Copway’s book offers a strong counterargument to the notion of Europeans’ brave or 
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frightful encounters with an empty wilderness in a New World. Instead, Copway asserts, the 

colonizers encountered a nation with a history and a migration story all their own, inextricably 

bound to the landscape.  

 

2.2 Bamewawagezhikaquay or Jane Johnston Schoolcraft, 1800-1842 

While Copway wrote as an advocate to a wide audience, painting with broad strokes to 

evoke his people’s land and history, a poet born almost two decades before George Copway took 

a different approach. Bamewawagezhikaquay or Jane Johnston Schoolcraft was a poet of 

Anishinaabe and Irish ancestry born in 1800 at Bawating, the Anishinaabe name for the rapids 

connecting the more highly elevated Lake Superior with Lake Huron in what is today Sault Ste. 

Marie, Michigan. Fluent in Anishinaabemowin, English, and French, Schoolcraft grew up in the 

métis or “middle ground” culture of the French and Anishinaabe fur trading north, the daughter 

of Irish trader John Johnston and her Anishinaabe mother, Ozhaguscodaywayquay. Her mother 

was an important Anishinaabe leader whose own father was Waubojeeg, a revered warrior and 

leader whom Schoolcraft would later memorialize in her poem, Invocation.5 With the centrality 

of the rapids connecting the two Great Lakes, Schoolcraft’s mother’s skill and leadership among 

the Anishinaabeg, and her father’s library of books, Schoolcraft’s girlhood home became a 

stopping point for visiting Indigenous, French, English, and American travelers coming to trade 

and negotiate in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Indeed, Schoolcraft met Anna 

Jameson and brought her from Michilimackinac to St. Mary’s (Jameson Vol 2: 204). This is also 

how Jane Johnston met her future husband, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, eventual Indian Agent for 

the United States government for the Northwest Territory who arrived as a tenant in her mother 

and father’s home in 1822 (Parker 20-21). They married in 1823, living near Schoolcraft’s 
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parents at St. Mary’s and at Michilimackinac. She traveled to Ireland and England with her 

father as a young girl (Parker 14, 48-49). She spent time in New York City, Washington, Detroit, 

and throughout the Great Lakes region with her husband, travelling for his social and 

professional career (Parker 28-45). H.R. Schoolcraft lost his Indian Agent position on suspicion 

of embezzlement and Schoolcraft moved with him to New York City, ultimately joining a sister 

in Upper Canada, where she died unexpectedly at age 42 (Parker 70). While her husband’s 

writings are well-known, only recently have all known Jane Johnston Schoolcraft’s letters, 

stories, and poetry been compiled from her husband’s archives and other sources (Parker 1-2). 

Like Copway, Schoolcraft sometimes filled the role of, if not an advocate, then a truth 

teller on behalf of her people. Her poem Invocation whose subject is her “Maternal Grandfather, 

Wabojeeg, on hearing his descent misrepresented,” excoriates the “slander invented” that 

“minions detail” about her “sublime[]” “warrior” grandfather (Parker 99-100). Jameson wrote 

that Schoolcraft gave her “new ideas of the Indian character…. She is proud of her Indian origin; 

she takes an enthusiastic and enlightened interest in the welfare of her people” (Jameson Vol 2: 

148). Schoolcraft also frequently wrote her poetry in Anishinaabemowin, another way in which 

she insisted upon the presence and power of the Anishinaabeg through her own artistic medium: 

language. Jameson’s relation of her interactions with Schoolcraft evinces the poet and writer’s 

penchant, seen in Invocation, for pushing back against displays of ignorance or prejudice by the 

white Europeans or Americans she met. Unlike Copway, Schoolcraft’s works were not published 

widely during her lifetime (Parker 35). When Schoolcraft portrays the Great Lakes Forest in her 

writing, it is an inhabited place of infinite beauty to be celebrated. In two of the poems discussed 

here, she takes as her subject individual pieces of the forest landscape, a flower and a pine tree. 
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“To the Miscodeed” uses the Anishinaabemowin name for a wildflower, the miscoded, in 

her title, known by its Latin name as “Claytonia Virginica” (Parker 91). The poem starts with a 

distinct color, “sweet pink,” and identifies it by its place, “of northern wood and glen” (Parker 

91). Schoolcraft’s forest is not a vaulting, creeping place of “eternal darkness” or “perpetual 

gloom” (Tocqueville 55, Jameson Vol 2: 30). It is the “northern wood and glen” and the “hazel 

copse” and “sunny glade” where the “sweet” flower grows. The English translation of her 

mother, Ozhauguscodaywayquay’s name, “Woman of the Glade,” is evoked in this description. 

The poem suggests the ways in which this “tender” pink flower and the forest within which it 

grows are living in symbiosis with one another. It is the sun shining through bare trees not yet 

leafed out that allows the flower to grow even as snow remains (“Whilst still the wintry wind 

hath power” and “Oft peeping out whilst still the snow, / Doth here and there, its presence 

show.”) This is a forest that “greet[s]” the eye. This “tender,” “modest” aspect of the forest is 

Schoolcraft’s focus (Parker 91). Niether Tocqueville nor Jamesons ever used the terms “tender” 

or “modest” to describe the forests they experienced.  

Schoolcraft also wrote an Anishinaabe origin story of the miscoded, wherein a young 

woman is converted into the flower upon the violent deaths of her parents (Parker 181-83). This 

story dwells at length upon the beauty of the forest (Parker 181-83). “There was no valley so 

sweet as the valley of Taquimenon,” Schoolcraft writes, describing what is today Tahquamenon 

Falls State Park in Michigan (Parker 181, 183). In this wood could be heard “the earliest notes of 

the wild birds, who returned from the south, to enliven the forests after the repose of winter” and 

breathe “the charms of thy fragrance, causing the most profound sensations of pleasure” (Parker 

181). The young girl builds a bower there to fast and “obtain a guardian spirit…according to the 

belief and customs of her people” (Parker 181). She “slumbers” happily and is visited by a white 
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bird, her “angel of promise” (Parker 183). “[H]appy her awakening,” the story continues, “as she 

hasted back, with fawn-like fleetness, to her parents’ lodge, with one more charm—one more 

pleasing recollection—one more tie to bind her fancy and her heart to the sweet valley of the 

Taquiemenon” (Parker 181).  

Beautiful valley of soft repose! there, she had first learned to know the sweet face 
of nature, and seen the river leap and laugh in foam, from the rocks, and then 
pursue its sylvan course through the green leafed forest. Sweet enthusiast of 
nature! wild gazer of the woods! There, too, were the sacred graves of her 
forefathers, and there, she hoped, when the Great Spirit should summon her to 
depart, her friends would lay her simply bark-enchased [sic] body, under the 
shady foliage in a spot she loved (Parker 181).  
 

The story’s heroine is bound to this wooded place by “fancy” and by “heart,” by ancestry (“the 

sacred graves of her forefathers”), by the spirit world, by her enthusiasm for its beauty (Parker 

181). This connection makes her fate, the sudden, violent loss of her mother and father to an old 

enemy seeking reprisal, and her transformation into the miscoded a salvation of sorts (Parker 

183). In the poem, the miscoded is the emblem of spring. In the story, the miscoded embodies the 

intimate, multifaceted connection between a young woman and the forest where its emergence 

each spring speaks to joy in the natural world, the promise of spring, and the promise of the 

Great Lakes Forest landscape to provide a home for body and spirit.  

Schoolcraft emphasizes “evergreen,” a color associated with a sense of an infinite 

presence in her poem “To the Pine Tree” (Parker 89-90). The origin of the poem was 

Schoolcraft’s return home after a long absence at an impressionable age (Parker 90). Her Irish 

father, John Johnston, took her to England and Ireland in 1809 when she was nine years old, 

leaving her with an aunt in Wexford (Parker 15). She was miserable, sick from the voyage and in 

the end, stayed in Ireland and England for a total of six months, returning to her homeland in 

1810 (Parker 15). Her father had told of his daughter’s euphoria upon seeing the forests of her 
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homeland, exclaiming, “There pa! See those pines!” and “After all I have seen abroad, you have 

nothing equal to the dear pine” (Parker 90). Her husband, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, took credit 

for urging his wife to recall the memory and craft a poem from it. She did so, writing the poem in 

Anishinaabemowin, her husband translating it into English (Parker 90).  

The poem is marked by unabashed love and pride in the evergreen forest Schoolcraft saw 

upon reaching the landscape of home at Queenston Heights, Upper Canada (Parker 90). The 

recurring phrase, “The pine,” an incantation, insists on her homeland tree’s status above the 

“trees” and “lawns” of England and Ireland. Schoolcraft expresses intimate and buoyant 

affection for the pine tree: “lovely,” “cherished,” “beauteous,” “happy sight,” “heart-sweet,” 

“dear.” The evergreen pines are a “friend” (Parker 89-90). Schoolcraft’s poem is a rallying cry 

on behalf of the beloved trees in the face of a colonial power constantly invoking its superiority.  

While “To the Pine Tree” expresses the joy of reconnecting with her homeland, “On 

leaving my children John and Jane at School, in the Atlantic states, and preparing to return to the 

interior” expresses the agony of separation. Written in 1839 near the end of Schoolcraft’s short 

life, it is a lamentation of the separation from her children and from her homeland, both enacted 

by her husband (Parker 48-49, 141-43). Schoolcraft wrote the poem in Anishinaabemowin. H.R. 

Schoolcraft wrote an expansive English “translation” of the poem, inserting rhyme, meter, and 

language not present in the original poem (Parker 48-49, 141-43). H.R. Schoolcraft’s poem is, if 

not a complete fabrication, at least a distortion. A recent translation of Schoolcraft’s poem is the 

basis of this analysis (Parker 143).  

As I am thinking 
When I find you 
My land 
Far in the west 
My land 
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My little daughter 
My little son 
I leave them behind 
Far away land 
 
[emphatically] But soon 
It is close however 
To my home I shall return 
That is the way that I am, my being 
My land 
 
My land 
To my home I shall return 
I begin to make my way home 
Ahh but I am sad  
 (Parker 142-43). 

 

The poem injects the reader immediately into the speaker’s preoccupation: “As I am thinking.” 

Then, abruptly, the line, “When I find you” where the “you” is not directly identified unless by 

the incantations that follow: “My land / Far in the west / My land / My little daughter / My little 

son / I leave them behind / Far away land” (Parker 142-43). These are the subjects preoccupying 

the speaker. There is bewilderment at this in-between space where she finds herself, turning from 

one loss, to the other, and back again. “[Emphatically]” reads the translation of the poem at its 

next stanza, the speaker states, “But soon,” and from that point onward it is only the land the 

speaker is longing for and lamenting, until the conclusion: “Ahh but I am sad” (Parker 143). 

There is a refusal on the speaker’s part to relay grief as a narrative. Instead, the poem insists 

upon an experience of grief as bewildering, a preoccupied state. The speaker cannot be 

comforted, nor make sense of her loss. “To my home I shall return / I begin to make my way 

home / Ahh but I am sad” (Parker 143). The poem begins with preoccupation, “As I am 

thinking,” and ends with its speaker having gone nowhere, exclaiming in sadness.  
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Schoolcraft’s poem evinces an unbreakable connection between a mother and her 

children, and the speaker and her home that has been severed, disturbed. In a letter to a white 

female friend in Philadelphia, “Mrs. General Patterson,” Schoolcraft explains her grief at leaving 

her 9 and 11-year-old children at boarding schools concluding, “I know it is for their good” 

(Parker 48-49). In the poem there is no such explanation (Parker 143).6 The speaker remains 

bound to her home. “To my home I shall return / That is the way that I am, my being / My land” 

(Parker 143). The speaker equates home with her very being. Schoolcraft herself would die 

separated from her beloved home. After her husband’s professional woes led them to live in New 

York for a time, and his interest in promoting his book led him to travel to Europe, she ultimately 

went to Upper Canada to be with her sister, dying suddenly while there (Parker 48-49).  

Schoolcraft is not writing advocacy pieces, as Copway was, presenting a polished, 

considered set of work to advance policies to benefit her people. Schoolcraft is a storyteller and 

poet whose being is bound together with the Great Lakes Forest landscape of her home. She is a 

poet insisting on the primacy of place, even as her people are displaced by violent colonialism, 

and even as she is married to one of the primary negotiators of that fate, Henry Rowe 

Schoolcraft. Together, “To the Miscodeed,” “To the Pine Tree,” and “On leaving my children 

John and Jane at School” allow the reader and the wayfinder to vividly comprehend the 

Anishinaabe people’s joyful inhabitation of and inseverable bond to the lost Great Lakes Forest 

and to one another across generations.  

 

3.3 Naawakamigook or Maude Kegg, Portage Lake: Memoirs of an Ojibwe Childhood, 1904-

1996 
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 As Schoolcraft rouses feelings of pride and exuberance in her celebration of the pine tree 

and the miscoded, another storyteller, Naawakamigook, or Maude Kegg, would share her 

grandmother’s words about the old growth forest of her homeland in a tone of quiet 

contemplation. Maude Kegg, 1904-1996, was an Anishinaabe storyteller and craftsman. In 

addition to publishing several books, she told stories of her childhood to visitors at the Mille 

Lacs Indian Museum in Minnesota (Kegg ix-xiv). She also told stories in Anishinaabemowin, 

enlisting the help of John D. Nichols, a language scholar, to translate them. Nichols recorded, 

transcribed, and translated them in Portage Lake: Memoirs of an Ojibwe Childhood (Kegg ix- x). 

Maude Kegg’s stories are published in many other books and her craftwork exhibited in various 

museum collections (Kegg xiii). She was a 1990 recipient of the National Heritage Fellowship 

from the National Endowment for the Arts (Kegg xiii).  

Kegg shares her grandmother’s description of a forest in Mille Lacs Lake in Northern 

Minnesota: 

…[L]ong ago there were lots of pine trees here at Mille Lacs Lake. There 
were so many pines that it was dark. The fallen pine needles lay a foot or two 
deep. The fallen pine needles lay so deep that sometimes you couldn’t hear 
anyone coming (27). 

Kegg’s description includes repetition and space, a silence in the text that mirrors that of the 

forest. Here, darkness and silence evoke sleep, the womb, comforting spaces of rest and stillness 

and safety. The reader can feel the thickness of the fallen pine needles underfoot and imagine 

their softness, their scent. The description contemplates an intrusion or disturbance: “sometimes 

you couldn’t hear anyone coming” (27). Yet the reference to how quietly a human or animal 

might traverse the forest also reinforces the sense of stillness imposed upon humankind. 

Humankind is present in this forest. Someone is dwelling within the quiet, listening for 
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incursions. For Kegg, the forest is silent and dark, but this is not Tocqueville’s “eternal darkness” 

or “religious terror,” or Jameson’s “perpetual gloom” (Tocqueville 55, Jameson Vol 2: 30). It is 

the quiet stillness of blanketing pine needles. Kegg has multiple stories in this volume of 

sugaring maples with her grandmother and other women (3-35). Her grandmother kept her 

sugaring equipment in a lodge that “looked like a house,” the kettles for boiling sap, a paddle for 

stirring, the trough for cooling, the sap boiling poles and frame (5, 13, 21, 31). Kegg “always 

tagged along watching how things were done” (Kegg 3). She describes her grandmother along 

with other women bustling to the sugaring camp or Iskigamiziganing (Kegg 3). When they 

arrive, a trip that takes from dawn till noon by horse, her grandmother prepares the lodge frame 

that is there by pulling it up and tying it, then lining it with matts and constructing bed frames for 

sleeping off of the wet ground, and cleaning and preparing the sugaring equipment, concluding, 

“The old lady really was industrious” (Kegg 3-5). “‘The trees aren’t running yet,’” Kegg quotes 

her grandmother saying (5). “They were getting ready. The time came that she was looking at the 

trees every day” (Kegg 5). This is an inhabited forest, filled with family and with women 

working together, where trees are expertly watched for the sugar they will give. Kegg’s 

childhood was spent within and alongside the Great Lakes Forest. She learns from watching her 

grandmother how to live within the Great Lakes Forest (Kegg 21).  

Kegg’s grandmother was among the “Nonremoval Mille Lacs Band of Chippewa,” some 

two hundred individuals who refused the unlawful demands and extrajudicial, violent tactics of 

the United States government, immigrant farmers, land speculators, and lumberman to remove 
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them from their land, the translator John D. Nichols explains in the introduction to Kegg’s book 

(x-xi). “[T]hey lived in cabins and shacks as well as seasonal bark wigwams,” and “continued to 

make maple sugar, pick berries, harvest wild rice, fish, and hunt” (xi). “The Mille Lacs 

Anishinaabeg,” Nichols concludes, “essentially outlaws in their own land, made the 

accommodations necessary to survive, but still maintained a rich religious and community social 

life reinforcing their identity as Anishinaabeg, in which outlying families such as Maude Kegg’s 

participated” (Nichols xi). This fragment of a memory of a forest, this remnant, is the result of a 

child of such resilient people asking her grandmother about the Great Lakes Forest landscape. 

With this tiny snippet, along with others in this volume, the darkness, the smell, the softness, the 

silence of these forests that Maude Kegg’s grandmother saw and dwelled within are raised up for 

the reader. What is beautiful about this text is its space for breath, its repetition. Far from rushing 

through the Great Lakes Forest, this text allows the reader to stand within the forest and breathe 

it in as substance, from the awed perspective of a young child listening to her grandmother.  

 

3.4 Janet Lewis, The Invasion, 1932 

While Maude Kegg told her own stories and those of her grandmother, the novelist, 

poet, and librettist, Janet Lewis, wrote a work of historical fiction set in the Great Lakes Forest 

landscape of her family’s summer cabin. Lewis, 1899-1998, was an American of European 

descent who lived most of her life in Los Altos, California. Born in Chicago, she spent many 

summers at a cabin her father built on Sailor’s Encampment Island near Sault Ste. Marie 
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(Winters and Lewis Papers). Her close friend at that time was Molly Johnston, a descendant of 

Jane Johnston Schoolcraft, whose brother, Howard, “was a wonderful storyteller,” as Lewis later 

recalled (Haven). Some of these stories reached back to the 18th century and the parents of Jane 

Johnston Schoolcraft, Ozhauguscodaywayquay (mid-1770s-c.1840) and John Johnston (1762-

1828) (Haven, Parker 6-7, 9, 239). Her 1932 novel, Invasion: A Narrative of Events concerning 

the Johnston Family of St. Mary’s is the result.  

Lewis opens her novel from the perspective of the “Woman of the Glade,” an English 

translation of the name of Ozhauguscodaywayquay, as a young woman (Lewis Invasion: 4). The 

setting is Ozhauguscodaywayquay’s place of origin, Chegoimegon, present day LaPointe, 

Minnesota, on the western shore of Lake Superior (Lewis Invasion: 4, 10). A ceremonial 

celebration of late summer, Midé, is taking place when “Neengay,” the name Lewis uses 

throughout the novel to refer to Ozhauguscodaywayquay, is still a young girl (Lewis Invasion: 

9). The narrator notes the many temporary shelters being constructed along the shore for the 

ceremony: “saplings thrust into the ground in a circle, the ends tied together at the top and the 

framework covered with rush or cedar mats, or with pieces of bark” (Lewis Invasion: 9-10). By 

choosing to delineate the materials of these shelters, the text emphasizes the abundant gifts of the 

forest landscape, and a people inhabiting it as shelter.  

As the preparatory excitement of the coming ceremonies unfurls, Neengay is “walking 

between the tall leafy clusters of cornstalks,” listening to “the sound of the Midé drum and the 

voices from the great Midé shelter in the center of the village” (Lewis Invasion: 10). The young 
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girl picks green ears of corn, dropping them onto a blanket. The drumbeat “traversed the wall of 

leaves, entered the wood and the cornfield, spread outward upon the water of the bay, and 

became a part of the weather and the still sunshine” (Lewis Invasion: 10). The ceremonial 

practices of the people are integrated into the landscape itself in this description. They become 

the very weather and sunshine.  

Like this field Neengay walks through, the forest Tocqueville traversed also had a 

cornfield near an Anishinaabe encampment, but its presence is only briefly noted in the text (59). 

For the traveling Frenchman, such signs of human habitation do nothing to dispel the eternal 

darkness and frightening void of humanity he saw in the Great Lakes Forest. Indeed, Tocqueville 

restates that the forest is a place of “complete isolation,” and he is uneasy about why his guides 

have brought them to it, declines their invitation to rest the night there, and insists on pressing on 

past sunset, resulting in a difficult and frightening night (Tocqueville 59).  

In Lewis’s text, the cornfield is set alongside the forest, so that the village, the field, and 

the forest are all part of an integrated whole which Neengay may traverse with ease. Leaving the 

cornfield, Neengay follows an aspen forest path with her bundle of harvested corn. The narrator 

describes how it feels to tread this forest path. 
 

The ground was soft, it sprang under her feet a little at each step. 
Through her moccasins she felt the texture of it, twig and leaf and 
moss, and the thin moccasins, in summer, lasted a long time upon 
this gentle earth; it was the ice of winter that cut them (Lewis 
Invasion: 10).  
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There is an intimacy to this footfall between the human and the earth, suited to the seasons, as 

the feel of icy snow beneath moccasins is contrasted with the feel of softly-springing woodland 

moss (Lewis Invasion: 10-11). Neengay’s footwear, her moccasins, recognizable as an 

Indigenous invention and artform, are what enable this intimacy with the forest floor.  

The text’s keen attention to the character’s surroundings move her through the landscape 

and the reader with her, showing what exists above and below and around the character, what she 

hears, sees, and smells. These images work together to raise the Great Lakes Forest up for the 

reader, who may see the ceremonial lodges and temporary shelters spring up from the ground, 

feel and smell the leaves of corn Neengay walks through, relish the mossy earth through her 

moccasins, hear the sound of the Midé drum. Together these carefully reconstructed elements of 

the heroine’s landscape create a sense of comfort for the reader, who inhabits the forest with 

Neengay as a place of abundance.  

Lewis’s novel goes on to tell the story of John Johnston and Ozhauguscodaywayquay’s 

remarkable lives and that of some of their progeny, including Jane Johnston Schoolcraft, through 

the War of 1812, including a visit by General Lewis Cass who sought Anishinaabe land to build 

an American fort (Lewis Invasion: 138-56). These elements of Invasion later became the subject 

of an opera Lewis wrote with her nephew, composer Bain Murphy, in 1987, called The Legend. 

In The Legend, Lewis makes use of duets to show where the Anishinaabe and white European 

union in marriage is at last made happily, as Ozhauguscodaywayquay, called Neengay in the 

opera as well, brings her baby to this new place, Bawating, “The Place of Water Tumbling over 
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Stones,” present-day Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan (Lewis Legend: 37-39). “The water comes from 

my home, Chegoimegon, / Far away,” sings Neengay (Lewis Legend: 37). Her infant son will 

hear the rapids when he wakes, she sings, and say, “We are home” (Lewis Legend: 37). Neengay 

is heartened by an island of maple trees. “Ah! / In the spring / We will make sugar” (Lewis 

Legend: 38). There is an Anishinaabe village, and the couple sing in duet: “The village of 

your/my people / Yes—my people are here / Winter and summer. / It will always be here. / You/I 

need never be lonely,” the “you” and “your” being Johsnton’s lines, and the “me and “my” 

Neengay’s (Lewis Legend: 38). Together the couple sings in duet about the house they will 

build, “A house well-built, to last” (Lewis Legend: 38). Then separately Neengay imagines 

herself singing of the natural world to her infant son: “the sound of the tumbling waters. / The 

moon is walking the sky, / The birds are asleep in the woods. / The sound of the water goes on. / 

Hush my son” (Lewis Legend: 38-39). The natural world is a lullaby, a marker of home, an 

inheritance for her child. Johnston, meanwhile, sings his own songs of the home he intends to 

establish on the shores of the rapids: “I will build here a barn for cattle. / Here, a carpenter’s 

shop, and a smithy. Here / A warehouse with goods for trading. / Here a storehouse for furs” 

(Lewis Legend: 39). Perhaps the vision of Neengay and the vision of Johnston conflict if the 

natural world of the forest and the rapids must give way to the colonizer’s built world. However, 

The Legend posits the two in harmony with one another, just as the marriage of Neengay and 

Johnston is in harmony, “Love how slowly grown / In trust, in kindness, / Slowly acknowledged, 

/ Slowly known” (Lewis Legend: 38-39, 33).  
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The close of The Legend laments the loss of the natural world Neengay envisioned as 

home and comfort for her child. Lewis depicts in the libretto the dramatic scene of 

Ozhauguscodaywayquay urging her people to not resist Lewis Cass’s demand for Anishinaabe 

land to build a military fort (Lewis Legend: 55-60). “We will do as you counsel,” say the 

Anishinaabe leaders to Neengay, “We will make peace,” ends the scene. An Epilogue shares the 

fate of the treaty Neengay so boldly, and wisely or not, counseled her people to sign. “The fort 

was built. / The Ojibways gave, the Americans received” (Lewis Legend: 61). “Gone” repeats 

the libretto’s closing stanzas, “the portage,” “the islands,” “the camping grounds,” the “perpetual 

right to fish in the Rapids, / Gone O-sha-wa-no’s Island, / Devoured by the last great lock; Gone 

the Ojibway and Ottawa Nations” (Lewis Legend: 62). “Treaty followed treaty, / The last treaty 

dissolving all other treaties” (Lewis Legend: 62). Overall, the libretto tells the story of a people 

thriving in the Great Lakes Forest landscape, yet ultimately both the people and the landscape are 

beleaguered by the twin colonizing forces of progress and military might.  

Lewis, also a poet, depicts the landscape of her family’s cabin near Sault Ste. Marie, a 

landscape and culture that inspired Invasion, in the poem, River (Winters and Lewis Papers). 

River asks the reader to “Remember for me,” a call to know the landscape which the speaker 

laments she “will not be able to remember” (Lewis River: 107). There is a concern about the loss 

of the landscape in the poem, even the loss of its memory. The speaker directs the reader to 

remember a river “flowing wide and cold, from beyond Sugar Island, Still and smooth, breathing 

sweetness / Into still air, moving under its surface / With all the power of creation” (Lewis River: 
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107). The river landscape is sweetened by the maple trees on Sugar Island where Jane Johnston 

Schoolcraft’s family sugared each spring (Parker 17, 79). “…[T]he scent of sweet-grass / In 

Ojibway baskets, / Of meadow turf, alive with insects” (Lewis River: 107). This is a landscape of 

sustenance. Next to the inevitability of violent loss and of erasure of the Great Lakes Forest and 

their Indigenous stewards disavowed in the texts of Tocqueville, Jameson, and J.H.P. Graebner, 

this speaker’s concern over a loss of landscape, and of the memory of that landscape, represents 

an avowal of loss and absence.  

In River, as with the novel, Invasion, and the lullaby Neengay imagines singing to her 

child in The Legend, the reader is brought into the Great Lakes Forest landscape as a welcoming 

place of solace. This landscape is habitable and inhabited. In all three texts, the materials of the 

landscape are manipulated by human, Anishinaabe hands that are Indigenous to the landscape, 

from the shelters in Invasion, to the maple trees for sugaring in The Legend, and the baskets 

woven of sweetgrass in River (Lewis Invasion: 9-10, Legend: 38, River 107). In River, the 

landscape’s memory must be preserved. The river’s beauty, its “scents,” its “power of creation,” 

its “alive”ness are the reasons this remembrance is so crucial to the speaker (Lewis River: 107).  

With wayfinding, a knowledge of the past (Lewis’s charge in River to “remember”) 

begets future survival. Lewis’s texts tell the reader that to remember the Great Lakes Forest 

landscape is to remember that the landscape she experienced in her lifetime, heard about through 

stories told to her by Anishinaabe descendants of Jane Johnston Schoolcraft, was not a frightful 
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landscape of danger and suffering, but one that gave sustenance, inhabited and stewarded by 

Indigenous presence.  

 
3.5 Lois Beardslee, Words Like Thunder, 2020 

If Lewis asks readers to remember the Great Lakes Forest landscape and its Indigenous 

inhabitants and stewards, Anishinaabe author and illustrator Lois Beardslee conveys to the reader 

that the Indigenous Anishinaabe presence, through resilience, has survived and is still here. Born 

in 1954, Beardslee grew up in Michigan and Ontario on family farms and remote bush camps 

(Cline). She now lives in northwestern Michigan on the Lower Peninsula (Cline). In her 2020 

collection, Words Like Thunder: New and Used Anishinaabe Prayers, Beardslee impels 

remembrance of colonial violence and asserts Indigenous presence and survivance in poems such 

as “I Left a Map Through the Diaspora,” “Harvest Me,” and “Listen to Your Grandmother,” 

among others (46, 69, 118). The Great Lakes Forest’s smallest, sweetest gift of sustenance, wild 

berries, are treated in a series of persona poems about an Anishinaabe mother and berry harvester 

called Folded-Over Woman (Beardslee 2-18). These poems stress the ongoing work of 

harvesting the gifts of nourishment from the forest even in the face of colonialism’s 

environmental and cultural degradation and violence.7  

In the opening poem, “Beskikwe,” “Folded-Over Woman,” the Great Lakes Forest 

landscape is a world of “abundance” (Beardslee 2). Folded-Over Woman picks berries in her 

nightshirt, snatching harvest time from other imperatives of modern life (Beardslee 2, 4). The 

shirt is torn by thorns, “faded red plaid shreds under the pull of Folded-Over Woman’s 

constricted, sore muscles” (Beardslee 4). Berry-picking is painstaking work: “To reach hidden 

fruits below her knees, she folds herself over even more, and she daydreams about walking 
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upright” (Beardslee 4). Folded-Over Woman is “patient” and “careful,”, and the forest gives 

back. The “Raspberries are tumbling into Folded-Over Woman’s hands, ripening and available 

faster than she can keep up with them” (Beardslee 2-3). As she picks and struggles in the heat 

and thorns, Folded-Over Woman expresses her anguish over damage done to her own family, the 

pain of child removal and forced education at Native American Boarding Schools (Beardslee 3). 

She cries tears that “rain[] onto wilted raspberry canes,” and “for the first time in seven years, 

since her youngest child had been wrenched from her arms, Folded-Over Woman cries out loud 

and thunders back at clouded-over skies, black hearts, and empty souls that surround her berry 

survival patch” (Beardslee 4). Folded-Over Woman and the forest berry patch of the Great Lakes 

Forest are places of sanctuary facing damaging encroachers with “empty souls.” In her anger and 

anguish, Folded-Over Woman “stretches upward with berry-stained, grasping fingers into sister 

spruce boughs” (Beardlsee 4). The trees are Folded-Over Woman’s kin. Tears are likened to rain, 

anger to lightning and thunder, and Folded-Over Woman’s emotions are manifest in the natural 

world (Beardslee 4). Lightning “bursts down toward her angry, expectant berry patch” 

(Beardslee 4). “A wet Indian woman is like a lightning rod,” concludes the poem, the lightning 

reaching down to Folded-Over Woman’s straight, firm, resilient frame (Beardslee 4). In 

“Odemeinigiizis: A Poem About Picking Wild Strawberries with an English Translation,” 

Folded-Over Woman stands upright once again. She is a “leafed-out tree top in a demanding 

breeze, shaking her long hair—first to the sun, then down to strawberry earth” (Beardslee 6). 

Folded-Over Woman takes sustenance from the sky in the form of the wild strawberries, like a 

tree gets energy from the sun. Folded-Over Woman and her offspring “consumed the sky, like 

gods” (Beardslee 6). While she reaches skyward, as the treetop, her feet are the tree’s roots 

scratching at the earth: “[H]er long toes scratch out a habitat for seedlings and trail wispy runners 
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to horizons, pounding seeds into expectant soil” (Beardslee 7). Folded-Over Woman stands 

within the Great Lakes Forest landscape as one with the trees. Likewise, in 

“Odatagaagomiinike,” “Blackberry Picking,” Folded-Over Woman is like a tree, taking oxygen 

from the air and rain from the clouds, bending and stretching, tossed by wind. With her “sky-

lungs / Lungs moist with late-summer monsoons / Lungs heavy with voice,” she “releases, un-

tenses; grasps for sustenance and soothing / Spanning from earth to sky in easy, wind-swept 

arcs,” just as the wind-swept tree top arcs, and the trunk spans from earth to sky (Beardslee 17). 

In each of the Folded-Over Woman persona poems, her sustenance, sanctuary and strength come 

from the Great Lakes Forest landscape and are expressed through it. They create a space where 

the human and the more than human merge into one or act in symbiosis. In every one of Folded-

Over Woman’s aspects, she is kin to the trees of the forest. She is the forest’s child, gaining 

berry sustenance from it. She is the forest’s sister, able to stretch as tall as a tree and snatch the 

sky’s energy to sustain her. This is a speaker in kinship with a forest-scape that is alive with 

energy, emotion, life, that in turn enlivens her, even today, facing the imperatives of modern life 

with a history of trauma, in her torn plaid nightshirt. 

 

3.6 Lorine Niedecker, 1968 

A century before Beardslee’s Folded-Over Woman experiences the Great Lakes Forest 

landscape in ways that empower and affirm her resilience, Lorine Niedecker wrote poetry about 

the Great Lakes Forest landscape that diminished human presence, in particular, colonial 

presence. While in Beardslee’s poems, Folded-Over Woman merges with and emulates the Great 

Lakes Forest, Niedecker excises the colonizing human from the landscape in the poem “Lake 
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Superior,” published in 1968. As the critic Douglas Crase explains, “Lake Superior” “coax[es]” 

the reader to “think like Lake Superior” by escaping the limitations of being human (Crase 49).  

Niedecker, 1903-1970, led a reclusive life, living and writing poetry from her home in the 

Lake Superior region of Wisconsin. Of European American descent, she was born and spent 

most of her life in Blackhawk Island on Lake Koshkonong, inland from the western shore of 

Lake Superior. Her mother and father lived estranged lives in separate, neighboring dwellings, 

owing at least in part to her mother’s worsening hearing and preference for isolation, a family 

schism that had a profound impact on the poet. After two years in a nearby college which she left 

due to lack of funds, followed by a brief relationship while in New York City with the modernist 

poet, Louis Zukofsky, Niedecker returned to Wisconsin and worked several odd jobs to support 

herself until her marriage (Peters).  

The poem “Lake Superior” begins escaping the human even in the very first lines:  

In every part of every living thing 
is stuff that once was rock 
 
In blood the minerals 
of the rock 
 (Niedecker 1) 

Humans are immediately subsumed within the category “every living thing,” the presence of iron 

in blood as not so much a link between the human and their land- or rock-scape as the landscape 

being embedded in the human and more than human world. The poem anchors the reader to a 

specific place, “Sault Sainte Marie,” where Niedecker visited with her husband on a road trip in 

1966 (1, 14-15). The acclaimed poet Douglas Crase references Niedecker’s Lake Superior travel 

notes and the primary sources they incorporate in his essay, “Niedecker and the Evolutional 

Sublime.” Crase’s analysis is helpful in reading Niedecker’s poem, which somehow manages to 

be “spare yet capacious,” as another commentator put it with regard to another Niedecker poem, 
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“My Life by Water,” discussed in more detail below (Chang). Crase explains that “Lake 

Superior” achieves the “evolutional sublime,” as opposed to the “egotistical sublime” by making 

“rocks, not men, the heroes of her poem” (36, 28). In other words, she removes the human from 

the center of the poem and centers the landscape (Crase 36).  

According to Crase, part of the excision is done through sublimating human language 

itself. In “Lake Superior” Niedecker references what Crase calls the “linguistically promiscuous” 

and “overwhelmingly talkative continent” of North America and asserts that “the self will not be 

composed of language only.” Crase quotes Niedecker’s 1966 Lake Superior travel notes as 

evincing a preoccupation with the linguistics of the Lake Superior region: “The North is one 

vast, massive, glorious corruption of rock and language….People of all nationalities and color 

have changed the language like weather and pressure have changed rocks” (Niedecker 11, Crase 

48-49). Niedecker is referencing specifically in her notes the Anishinaabe pronunciation of 

Manistique, which she writes as “MAN isty,” the Anishinaabe word for vermillion. Crase 

contends that owing to the corruptions of language, in Niedecker’s text, “the self will not be 

composed of language only” but also “of the mute things we look upon, the unspoke beauty of 

them” (48-49). That is, the self is composed also of landscape in “Lake Superior.”  

Crase invokes Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay, The Poet, in which Emerson uses the word 

“human” only once as a “limitation to be escaped” by the poet, a lock that must be 

“unlock[ed]” (49). As Crase summarizes Emerson, poets “must unlock at all risks their ‘human 

doors’ and be caught up instead into the life and thought of the universe” (49). Niedecker 

achieves this in “Lake Superior,” Crase contends, so that humans and their language are 

sublimated to the natural world, and the reader is thereby “coax[ed]” into “thinking like Lake 

Superior” (49). The evolutional sublime has “a passionate deference to the organic and inorganic 
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commonwealth that cannot otherwise speak for itself” (Crase 36). The “life and thought of the 

universe,” in which a poet must be caught up, is Niedecker’s Lake Superior landscape.  

Niedecker’s poem “My Life by Water” effectuates this deference to the Emersonian mute 

organic and inorganic commonwealth in a way that evokes the watery Great Lakes Forest 

landscape where Niedecker spent her life. The poem exhorts the reader or listener in its sole 

opening line: “Hear” (Chang). When such an exhortation is uttered, it is customary to quiet one’s 

own voice, and so the reader does. “[S]pring’s first frog,” continues the poem. The reader must 

also hear: the “cold ground giving,”; “Muskrats / gnawing”; “Rabbits”; “birdstart / wingdrip / 

weed-drift” and “the soft / and serious—/ Water” (Chang). These are the lists of organic and 

inorganic mute beings and things of the poet’s landscape. 

Yet in “My Life by Water,” the human speaker is present in the title’s possessory “My 

Life,” and in “my lettuce,” the boats approaching “my shore,” plying the waters of Niedecker’s 

island home in the wake of the spring thaw. Recall the use of possessive language in 

Schoolcraft’s poem, “On Leaving my children John and Jane at School”: “My Land,” repeated 

throughout the poem, “My little daughter / My little son” “my home,” “my way home” (Parker 

48-49, 141-43). The speaker in Niedecker’s poem is standing upon her land, watching it enliven 

with springtime. The speaker in Schoolcraft’s poem has been separated from her land and her 

children, and is in a liminal space, her “my land” and “my home” is replete with longing. There 

is a lack of certainty in “On Leaving my children John and Jane at School” that is not present in 

“My Life by Water.” In the latter, the poet possesses her life by the water, and indeed stands 

upon the shore, claiming that space as hers.  

The human in “My Life by Water” is present not only in the possessive pronouns but also 

in a reference to “arts and letters,” human creations, and the “board” on the cold ground (as 
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opposed to a log or branch), gnawed by the muskrat making “doors / to wild green.” The 

vulnerability of the human to the landscape is also present, for the “Water” of the poem is “soft” 

but also “serious,” suggestive of the ways that water is capable of damage.  

In “My Life by Water,” the human is part of the mute organic and inorganic world. The 

human is also vulnerable to the water in mysterious, suggestive ways. Even the “One boat / 

two— / pointed toward / my shore” that now cross the thawed, “soft” water, there is a suggestion 

of an unsolicited intrusion upon the recluse, the “arts and letters,” of the poet’s island home 

resonate with Kegg’s silent forest where needles muffle the sound of anyone coming (Kegg 27). 

The speaker watches from her shore and counts advancing boats, “One boat / two.” The reader 

turns with the speaker from the encroaching boats to “birdstart / wingdrip / weed-drift.” The 

rabbit raiding the store of lettuce, the muskrat chewing the board and doors, these the reader is 

told to “hear”, as in, be alert. The sounds of spring mean re-communing with the human and the 

more than human world and an interruption of winter seclusion. With short lines and blank 

space, the poem allows the reader to breath, to notice, to hear.  

 

Conclusion 

In wayfinding, a knowledge of the past reveals the present and illuminates a way forward 

to a habitable future. By assembling texts depicting the Great Lakes Forest landscape before the 

trees came down and arranging them as a piecework quilt with a negative quilt border space and 

vibrant, centered quilt blocks, a vision of the lost Great Lakes Forest emerges. Not only that, but 

also the violent, colonial forces that destroyed it, and the enduring presence of the forest 

landscape’s Indigenous stewards come into clearer view. Fear, ignorance, and the violence they 

engendered converge in the colonizer’s narrative of inevitable destruction. This narrative helped 
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destroy the Great Lakes Forest landscape, allowing its individual trees to be run through the buzz 

saw with impunity. Disavowing the violence of this destruction and the ramifications of this loss 

becomes more difficult when one is made to see what the Great Lakes Forest once was.  

The Quilt Block Texts depict forests whose lines are human in scale, suited to human 

habitation, welcoming, and enveloping. The colors of these forests are vibrant and changing, not 

monotone and ominously dark and foreboding as in the Quilt Border texts. These texts reveal the 

texture of the forest, focusing on the details, such as a single flower blossom, offering the 

perspectives and depths of the Great Lakes Forest that the Quilt Border Texts elide and move 

through without seeming to notice. In the Quilt Block Texts, humankind and more than 

humankind inhabit the landscape in kinship with one another.  

Overall, this piecework quilt of texts of the Great Lakes Forest suggests the role writers 

can play in nurturing a more healthful, loving, and nonviolent future for the natural world by 

placing characters within their vibrant natural world, rather than pitting humans against nature or 

placing humans above nature, and by resisting the inevitability narrative of environmental 

decline and degradation through pseudo-romantic nostalgia, the faux-picturesque, or notions of 

progress, and instead embracing narratives of constant and ever-evolving choice.  

Two contemporary writers offer ideas for how writers can think about depictions in their 

work of the natural, more than human world: Robin Wall Kimmerer and Louise Erdrich.  

The first is to apply the criteria of close attention, of seeing and knowing described in Robin 

Wall Kimmerer’s Gathering Moss. Robin Wall Kimmerer is a contemporary writer, scientist, 

and enrolled member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation (Kimmerer). Kimmerer describes finding 

“a vehicle of intimacy with the landscape” (vii). For Kimmerer, it is moss. “In Indigenous ways 

of knowing,” Kimmerer explains, “we say that a thing cannot be understood until it is known by 
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all four aspects of our being: mind, body, emotion, and spirit” (vii). Kimmerer uses scientific 

observation alongside this cultural knowledge, asserting: “The already gorgeous world becomes 

even more beautiful the closer you look” (vi). ⁠ In her chapter, “The Web of Reciprocity: 

Indigenous Uses of Moss,” Kimmerer offers three insights that a writer might adopt in thinking 

about and describing the natural landscapes their characters inhabit that will raise up the natural 

world for the reader (100-110). First, use the names of plants. “Losing their names is a step in 

losing respect. Knowing their names is the first step in regaining our connection” (Kimmerer 

101). Second, know the stories of Indigenous presence in stories set in the Americas, and do not 

write about landscape as if Indigenous human presence is not there. Most obviously, do not write 

as if the landscape was a wilderness devoid of a “master,” to use Tocqueville’s revealing word 

(80). Learn and be aware of this human presence so that the story of the landscape is truthful 

about how humans are in relationship with the natural world (Kimmerer 102). Third, “be 

sensitive to [a plant’s] coming and going.” Know the story of when, where, and why a plant 

exists where it grows. Kimmerer points out that in Indigenous ways of knowing, “it is 

understood that plants come when and where they are needed” (Kimmerer 103). “[P]lants show 

us their uses by where they live,” Kimmerer concludes, and “[t]he plant’s purpose can be read 

through its place” (106). This is not to say that all of this knowledge is inserted into the text 

itself, but that it is in the writer’s head as they write, part of the churn of information that is 

brought to bear upon characterization, landscape, and other elements of writing, so that writing 

about the landscape is informed by a true knowledge and sense of humankind’s kinship with the 

more than human world.  

Through a practice of writing that situates characters and perspectives within their natural 

world and views the act of writing about the natural world as a practice of what novelist Louise 
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Erdrich calls “treating everything around [us] with great care,” writers can contribute to a 

habitable future for the human and more than human world. The character Zhaanat Paranteau in 

Louise Erdrich’s novel The Night Watchman is mother to one of the novel’s primary characters 

(190). She is a wise presence in the novel, dispensing medicines and wisdom to her community, 

knowledgeable about the natural world and acting decisively within it to extract resources and 

sustenance (Erdrich 190, 339, 345). “Zhaanat’s intelligence was of frightening dimensions,” the 

reader is told (Erdrich 190). To Zhaanat, “everything was alive, responsible in its own way, 

capable of being hurt in its own way, capable of punishment in its own way. Zhaanat’s thinking 

was built on treating everything around her with great care” (Erdrich 190). This is the role of the 

writer who wishes to, with as much truth as possible, evoke the natural, more than human world. 

Tocqueville, Jameson, and J.H.P. Graebner wrote as the axes fell and just before the sawmills 

buzzed, the rivers clogged with lumber, and steamers plied waterways and chuffed over tracks 

with loads upon loads of felled trees. The Quilt Border Texts did not write about the extent of 

this loss; these texts failed to take great care. They expressed effusively fears, grotesque visions, 

discomfort, dismay, alongside the inevitability of destruction and decimation of the Great Lakes 

Forest. When the dark gloom of the forest could not be shaken off, the forest’s destruction 

became inevitable in the texts of Tocqueville and Jameson, and in J.H.P. Graebner’s text, the 

violence of the forest’s destruction was cheerfully elided by a people acting under “divine favor” 

who could do no wrong. “Ah, those were the times!” (Graebner 24).  

Fear, intimacy, and violence converged to run the trees of the Great Lakes Forest through 

the buzz saw. Colonizing narratives of inevitable progress and inevitable destruction contributed 

to this tragic, avoidable outcome, while offering impunity to perpetrators of this destruction. 

Writers can nurture a more healthful, loving, and nonviolent future by placing characters within 
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their natural world, rather than pitting humans against nature or placing humans above nature. 

Through a practice of writing that situates characters and perspectives within their natural world, 

interacting with it, treating the natural world as in correspondence with humanity as teacher, as 

kin, by knowing and conveying the landscape in the mind, body, emotion, and spirit, in short, by 

taking great care. In this way, while telling more fulsome, vibrant, interesting, beautiful stories, 

writers can contribute to a habitable future for the human and more than human world.  
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Notes 

1. The makers of MOANA, including celebrated writer and performer, Lin-Manuel 

Miranda, conducted extensive, careful research into the Polynesian culture and engaged scholars 

and performers from that culture in crafting the animation, storytelling, and song-making in the 

film (Clements, Grieving).  

2. Democracy in America expressed Tocqueville’s “deepest belief…that democracy is a 

powerful, yet demanding, political form” (Zunz 7). A fuller discussion of Tocqueville’s 

Democracy in America goes beyond the scope of this paper. It is important to note, however, 

that, as expressed by Zunz in his recent biography, Tocqueville expressed many “contradictory 

positions” within the work, including “promot[ing] equality of all people but champion[ing] 

colonial domination” of Indigenous people (6). Zunz discusses Tocqueville’s contradictory 

positions on liberty, equality, and colonization in his chapter entitled, “Abolitionist, Nationalist, 

and Colonialist” (226-56).  

3. Gustave de Beaumont published a novel, Marie, or Slavery in the United States: A 

Novel of Jacksonian America, that opens in this same forest landscape of Saginaw, suggesting 

that the trip to Saginaw made prior to colonial devastation of the forests was profoundly 

impactful to both men (Beaumont).  

4. H.R. Schoolcraft published Algic Researches in 1839. The strange name comes from 

combining Algonquin with Atlantic (Parker 25-27). Algic Researches includes a collection of 

Ojibwe stories that “rely[] heavily” on Ozhaugsocdaywayquay and her children, Jane Johnston 

Schoolcraft, and George, Charlotte, William, and Anna Maria as well as “numerous other Indian 

people who visited [H.R. Schoolcraft’s Indian Agent] office over the years and whom he met in 

his official travels through Indian lands across the Michigan Territory” (Parker 25-26). Thus 
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through “diligence, opportunism, and imagination,” H.R. Schoolcraft “was the first person to set 

out systematically to write down a large body of Native American stories, though in line with the 

tastes of the day, he revised the tales, limiting their value by later standards” (Parker 26).  

5. Copway also writes of an Anishinaabe warrior and leader named “Wah-boo-jeeg” (I: 

87-89).   

6. Schoolcraft left her two children at boarding schools, one in Philadelphia and the other 

at Princeton, in 1839 (Parker 143). After losing her oldest son to croup at the age of only 3, a 

profound loss she wrote about in earlier poems, this separation was a painful one for Schoolcraft, 

who wrote to a Philadelphia friend, Mrs. General Patterson, of the “great trial it was to part with 

my poor children,” aged 9 and 11 (Parker 132-33, 143). “[B]ut I know it is for their good & I 

strive to feel reconciled,” she concludes in her letter (Parker 143). 

7. It is instructive to consider Beardslee’s poetry in the persona of Folded-Over Woman 

in light of the Indigenous food sovereignty movement which emphasizes the ways in which 

Indigenous people, including the Anishinaabe, were the first cultivars of the Great Lakes Forest 

region, and the ways in which the removal of Indigenous people from their land disrupted 

important food systems (Green et. al.).  
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