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Hearing Wampum
The Senses, Mediation, and the
Limits of Analogy
Richard Cullen Rath
In 1756, Virginia citizens were feeling anxious and vulnerable to the
threat of the Catawbas and Cherokees joining the French in the war
against the English. Relations with the Indians were already strained
on a number of fronts. Catawbas had successfully played internal colonial interests off against each other, so that Virginia had only recently been vying with South Carolina and North Carolina for their
loyalties. Virginia had also skipped the unsuccessful Albany Conference, but it had been no more successful in its independent negotiations. With the French and Indian War looming large in their
thoughts, the Virginians were now anxious to shore things up with
the Catawbas and Cherokees, so they sent messengers to both nations
to set up treaty councils.1
The Virginia delegation had prepared for Catawba protocols as best
they could. They had difficulties obtaining enough wampum to make
the treaty hold. They decided to try to be frugal with it in the hopes
that more would be brought, but in the meantime they had to substi-

tute other presents for the usual number of belts and strings of the
patterned beads made from seashells.2 Wampum was central to treaty negotiations. It made sounds significant and impressed those sounds
upon the minds of those present.
For their part, the Virginians began the negotiations by reading
their commissions aloud, thus verbally establishing their legitimacy
to be speaking for the whole of the colony. Lieutenant Governor Robert Dinwiddie’s instructions concerning his speech reveal interesting
notions about Catawba and Virginian beliefs about where sounds
came from. He told the commissioners, “(as the Custom of the Indians is) you are to tell them their Brother, the Governor of Virginia, is
going to speak to them.” The commissioners then read aloud a speech
that Dinwiddie had written and marked it by presenting a belt of
wampum to the Catawbas.3 The idea that one person’s or a group’s
speech could come from the mouth of another, a form of ventriloquism perhaps, is a sonic trait that distinguishes indigenous soundways from Anglo-American ones and seems always to have been
marked by a present of wampum.
The speeches that followed were carefully framed, but in the discourse of the Catawbas rather than the Virginians. Treaty councils
were gendered, age-differentiated spaces, with women and children
generally excluded and elders speaking first, perhaps followed by some
of the younger warriors. Each statement or proposition was accompanied by a string or belt of wampum, hides, or some other item presented to the listening party. This held for both sides of the
negotiations, not just for the indigenous nations. When one side or
the other had finished their speeches, the Virginians wrote down their
records while the Catawbas entered the speeches into their official record with the wampum that the Virginians presented and a loud shout
that the Virginians called the “Yo-Hah.”
The sounds that the Virginians and Catawbas made and the wampum they presented each other were in some respects as important as
their words. According to the published account of the treaty, the Virginians read Dinwiddie’s commission out loud in English, a language
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that most of the Catawbas did not understand. William Giles, the
party’s interpreter, then reread the commission in Catawba. The commissioners then spoke a few words connecting the Virginians—and,
they hoped, the Catawbas—to “our common Father, the Great King
of England.” Indigenous societies, often matrilineal with family relations where the father was like an uncle who visited the household
rather than a patriarch, placed a different valence on that paternalistic
statement than the British and colonial readership of the account
would have. In an earlier treaty, when the English asked “How came
you to call him [the French governor] Father?” the Oneida Indians
replied, “For no other Reason . . . but because he calls us Children.
These Names signify nothing.” The commissioners then prepared the
way for the governor’s written speech to be read aloud by giving a belt
of wampum. Heigler, king of the Catawbas, answered that the ears of
the Catawbas were properly ready to hear what the governor had to
say, now that the message of the presented belt had opened up their
hearing. The Virginians read aloud the governor’s speech in English,
framing it as if it were the governor himself speaking, a practice accommodating Indian rhetorical styles. This was largely a vocal but
nonverbal act to Catawba ears, so it was next translated into Catawba.
Upon its completion, a belt of wampum “confirmed” it, the interpreter translated it, and the Catawbas “gave the yo-hah,” in the words of
the Virginians’ account. The commissioners went on to ask the Catawbas to commit warriors to the English cause. Perhaps to accommodate
Indian customs of a person or people speaking through another, the
Virginian account has them speak throughout as a single entity, “the
commissioners” only once mentioning that the actual reader was the
secretary. The Catawba king Heigler then repeated the speech to the
interpreter to ensure its accuracy, taking it to council that evening along
with an interpreter and promising an answer in the morning, at which
time he agreed in substance and “Gave a Belt of Wampum.” After that,
some warriors spoke out with no wampum presented, indicating that
these were just opinions, not binding agreements. The commissioners
then responded with a speech, duly translated, and the presentation of
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their presents, which served a different function altogether than the
wampum. Finally, King Heigler verbally accepted the treaty for the
Catawbas. The treaty was then read aloud and translated once more,
then signed by the commissioners, King Heigler, and a number of the
warriors, the Indians signing with marks. Upon this, the Catawba warriors once more confirmed its delivery with the “yo-hah.” Documents
and signatures made it real for the colonists, wampum and vocalizations for the Catawbas, but the two sets of practices were not interchangeable.4 For the Catawbas, wampum stamped the meaning of the
speeches on the minds of the listeners, and the whole event was framed
and validated by mutually understood nonverbal cries.

The Limits of Analogy

The treaty between the Catawbas and Virginia was typical of most
such negotiations in early America. Native Americans throughout the
Eastern Woodlands and Great Lakes regions used wampum as part
of a multimedia method for capturing proposals, including their performative aspects, making them real, binding, and lasting and impressing them onto communities and nations both present and afar.
Attending to the sonic dimension of wampum opens new avenues for
discerning its uses. The analogies through which scholars have long
understood wampum emphasize its visual aspects and tend to miss
sonic ones.
The approach taken in this essay is not so much a replacement for
such analogies as it is an extension, a way past the limits that by definition all analogies impose. One working proposition used here is that
all media are multimedia, involving some kind of sensory transformation. Writing, for example, captures the sounds of the medium of
speech and synesthetically renders them as silent, visible marks. In
contrast, wampum binds a much larger portion of the soundscape to
the realm of the visible and the haptic than can be captured by analogies with reading, print, or writing, which only transform the sounds
of spoken language. The method of getting past the limits of analogy
is, first, to consider mediation as process—or more simply, ways—
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rather than making an analogy to a particular, perhaps more familiar,
medium; and second, to use a working definition borrowed from Marshall McLuhan, media are extensions of the senses, and we must attend to how those extensions work.5
Framing media as sensory extensions allows us to think about mediation as two linked processes, representation and communication.
Representation takes place at either end of mediation (expression and
perception, respectively), connecting it to the senses. Representation
is the means of mediation, while communication is the ostensible goal.
Representation in this sense is a process for the most part internal to
but not limited to individuals, a socially constructed representational
self. For any notion of actual communication or shared meaning—
what theorists call intersubjectivity—to be entertained, social and cultural relations need to be considered. The representational self is thus
relational, contingent on others, and sometimes plural to perceivers.
The role of the senses is to mediate between the representational self
and the larger world, however that is assumed or constructed. One
consequence of thinking about mediation this way is that there is no
space outside the senses for anything resembling an unbiased understanding or an outside view of mediation, or for that matter, media.
If we entertain the idea that the senses are historically and culturally situated rather than universal facts of nature, then we need to find
out, quite literally, how people made sense of their worlds in order to
understand them on anything like their own terms. To do that well,
we need to discover the sensory biases of our own time and read them
against the biases of the past. While all the senses are integral to the
understanding of media and mediation in any time and place, present-
day scholarly attention has focused largely on visual mediation to the
exclusion or attenuation of the other senses, even in situations described as multimedia.6 One explanation is that writing, literacy, and
print cumulatively shifted the ratio of the senses in literate people
away from hearing and toward vision.7 Thus, thinking about wampum
in the visually oriented terms of books, literacy, or writing tends to
focus discussion on the seen at the expense of other sensory channels.
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Much of the academic understanding of wampum comes from the
use of visual analogies: wampum is “like money,” “like writing,” “like
a gift,” or “like a book,” to name a few. This is a useful approach, rendering the unfamiliar in terms familiar to the assumed readers.
Analogies, however, take us only part of the way and in the process
constrain the historical imaginary. Once a certain threshold is passed,
the discussion becomes more and more about the thing wampum is
like—money, gifts, writing, or book—than about wampum. Analogy
tends to make the indigenous practices appear to be never more than
a subset of the thing they are compared to, a pale shadow regardless
of the capaciousness of the containing ideas.
Scholars from multiple disciplines and subfields have enriched our
understanding of Native Americans’ ways of representing themselves
both to Europeans and to each other. In recent years, some have made
a cogent case for the inclusion of indigenous systems of making durable symbols as writing. Others have resisted this notion, arguing that
writing specifically excludes indigenous practices. They limit the
meaning of writing to inscription that is linked to the sounds of
speech. Depending on one’s definition, then, Eastern Woodlands uses
of wampum or Anishinaabe bark drawings might—or might not—be
considered writing.8
Another, older debate lurks around the fringes of this one. The question of whether literate cultures think differently than those that are
not has divided and rankled scholars since it was first posed in the late
1950s and early 1960s by scholars such as Marshall McLuhan, Walter
Ong, Jack Goody, and Albert Lord.9 The problem with the theory was
that the old divide between civil and savage societies sneaked into the
proceedings in the guise of literate and oral cultures. Implicit in the
claims for indigenous people’s symbol usage being considered as writing is that it then broaches the great literacy divide and places indigenous cultures on the same footing with the colonial invaders, at least
cognitively, at least to adherents (conscious or otherwise) to the Great
Divide theories of literacy.
Germaine Warkentin advocates considering durable symbol makHearing Wampum
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ing not only in terms of writing but also in the terms of book history,
and she argues that rather than containing indigenous practices within these subfields, we should broaden our notions of writing and the
book to make them capacious enough to account for indigenous practices. This solves the cultural baggage problem by admitting indigenous
people to the club and showing that they are in fact literate after all.
It solves the question of cultural appropriation by expanding the Western notions of writing and the book rather than shoehorning wampum into them.10 This approach is valuable, moving Western scholars’
treatment of indigenous wampum use out of the categorical other and
into consideration as a valid form of inscription. Using those visual
media takes us further along in understanding wampum use, but it
runs into the limits of books as an analogy, because books are, at least
on their surface, silent, self-contained, and disembodied things that
have been thoroughly decontextualized, and without these features,
they somewhat cease to be books.11 Wampum use, on the other hand,
was embedded deeply in a different set of social and cultural protocols
that never come up in the study of books or literacy.
Anthropologist Frank Salomon has made the case for graphic pluralism, the idea that different kinds of writing or inscription can coexist within the same society and do their work of symbolic processing
in different ways, yet at the same time.12 Where, then, does graphism
end? Galen Brokaw advocates dispensing with graphism altogether
and replacing it with the more generic idea of media—in general, if
not specifics, the approach I take in this essay. Heidi Bohaker marks
the category of graphic pluralism as too narrow to account for all the
significant phenomena she finds for Anishinaabe visual representation. She calls for new ways of understanding that challenge Western
definitions and categories.13 Margaret Bender points to a compromise
position by pointing out the problem with making Western categories
(which in this case are all rooted in analogies) more inclusive:
If we expand our focus to include material symbols of identity as
Heidi Bohaker suggests . . . through her inclusion of symbolic
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elements of dress (e.g., furs used to express clan identity), then is
there any limit to the graphic? That is, is any object deliberately
created, manipulated, or modified to serve as a sign, a graph?
. . . While we probably do not want to expand our definition of
the graphic so broadly that it becomes synonymous with the
whole orbit of signs, pushing at the boundaries of the graphic
may be helpful in forcing us to think through how graphic systems and texts are and are not like other signs.14
Once the category—whether graphism, inscription, the book, or
writing—is sufficiently broadened, it dissolves into meaninglessness.
In effect, the analogy of writing that lies at the core of graphism
has subtly colonized the conversation. The discussion shifted from
Native Americans’ ways of expressing themselves—mediation—to
what the definition of graphism is and how useful it remains when
extended to take into account indigenous practices. The problem will
be perhaps clearer if the terms are reversed and writing or reading is
treated as being like wampum: “Well yes, but . . .”
Adopting analogies such as currency, writing, books, reading, inscription, or graphism—all of which in their particulars Bohaker correctly marks as Western categories—focuses attention almost solely
on the visual at the expense of other sensory modalities, particularly
hearing. This ocularcentrism is at least partially the result of our own
text-based, vision-oriented habits as literate scholars and writers in
the modern academy. It extends even into considerations of sonic practices. When noticed at all, consideration of sound is limited to orality,
the linguistic part of the soundscape: just the part reducible to the visual medium of writing. Thus with reading wampum, or treating it
like inscription of a book, connections to spoken language might be
noticed, but non-verbal vocalizations and non-vocal sounds are not.15
But analogies can be transcended, and ocularcentrism is a tendency,
not a sentence, one that can be recognized and accounted for with
some attention to how media and mediation work.
“Media pluralism” might be a more useful term than “graphic pluHearing Wampum
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ralism,” as mediation takes place in every society without succumbing
to the dissolution of meaning Bender signals. This also opens up consideration of the senses as factors in shaping media, providing an escape from ocularcentrism with a little work. Paying attention to the
senses, particularly hearing in addition to vision, rewards us with a
“thicker,” context-specific way of understanding what people meant
and did when they used wampum in early America. While listening
to wampum use does not reveal the indigenous emic with no intervening mediation, it does take us a little further by giving us another
tool with which to shuttle back and forth between emic and etic approaches. Let me reiterate, I am not rejecting the use of analogy—in
fact, thinking about wampum and sound opens up some new possibilities in that regard—just suggesting a way to further our understanding that provides the woof to the visual analogy’s warp.

Hearing Wampum

First Nations people used sounds to imbue things with meanings. The
place where this becomes most apparent is in the uses of wampum in
treaty negotiations. There, the punctuation of a speech with a string
or a belt of wampum rendered the spoken words effective. In the terminology of linguist J. L. Austin’s seminal work, How to Do Things
with Words, the wampum provides the speech act with its “perlocutionary force,” its performativity.16 In turn, the speech entered into the
wampum, leaving traces of its meaning. The vocal but nonverbal communal shout then fixed or set the speech belts, as they were often
called, demonstrating that the message had been received. By getting
beneath the analogy of reading wampum, we can arrive at a clearer
understanding not of an essential meaning but of what wampum
meant to Native Americans on their terms at particular historical moments. Perhaps as importantly, by considering wampum in its full sensory context and as one part of a complex system of mediation, we can
recover a bit more of that meaning than otherwise possible from considering wampum alone, visible and silent.
We need to interrogate the historical accounts of wampum use that
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have come down to us in texts (setting aside indigenous oral histories
just for the moment). After all, they are the work of biased white
participant-observers more interested in getting a particular job done
than in any modern sense of ethnographic accuracy. It was precisely
the jobs they needed to do that give us some confidence in the reports.
While they may not have been able to write from a Native American
perspective, an approximate understanding of that perspective was
necessary for the business at hand to be transacted, whether Jesuit
conversions or French, English, or Dutch treaty making. Competing
interests sometimes recorded the speeches and wampum exchange
with different words attributed to the speakers, as in the example of
the Delaware Indian Teedyuscung in the Easton, Pennsylvania, treaty negotiations of 1756, confounding any objective attempt to reconstruct exactly what was said. James Merrell, reviewing inconsistencies
in reports of Teedyuscung’s speech, concludes that if we attend to what
was shared across all the documents, or if we are able to figure out the
biases of a particular amanuensis or two and factor that in (or out),
then we can still learn much from these flawed accounts once we give
up demands for facsimile.17
Although not the focus of Merrell’s article, much of what was consistent among the accounts was the frame of the negotiations, for to
get that wrong would signal to a knowledgeable colonial reader as well
as to the indigenous party that the author did not know how such negotiations worked. The exchange of wampum pegged to speech acts,
the shout of the gathered Indians when they agreed to something, the
turn taking: each of these tells us something about the negotiations
as a whole and wampum in particular.
In order for treaties in the vast Eastern Woodlands region to be
binding, negotiations had to follow indigenous people’s protocols to
some degree. Broad congruences existed between how different Indians perceived wampum. Otherwise, it would not function as a mediating device between nations with different languages and cultural
systems. It had to be capable of crossing cultural and linguistic boundaries. Although an agreement could be made in multiple languages,
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the tracks of its sounds were stored as an underlying meaning that
was not constrained by language, like pictographic or logographic
writing. The attention to indigenous protocols shifted with the balance of power relations between colonists and Indians. The treaty negotiations at the Albany Congress of 1754 provide a representative
example. The colonists’ speech to the Six Nations was divided into
short sections. At the end of each section, looking much like a signature, was reference to a string or belt of wampum being presented. To
resemble Iroquois ways, there needed first to be a ritual address
(“brethren . . .”), then a section of a speech given, a gift presented,
and a loud, tuneful shout on the part of the Indians, which indicated
that the proposal was received for consideration.
According to Peter Wraxall, a New York colonial Indian agent who
participated in the Albany Congress, all of this was necessary to negotiate with the Six Nations without being “obnoxious” to them.
Wraxall does not even say it was a satisfactory way, perhaps indicating
that he and the colonists felt as if they did not quite understand everything themselves. Since the negotiations were between state entities rather than simply within them, this performative system of
mediation—of associating words with things to invest them with
meaning—must have been spread across all the nations, including Native ones, who maintained diplomatic relations with the Iroquois, not
just the Iroquois and the English or the French.18
The shout was more than symbol or ritual. Sounds sealed proposals
and treaties, making them real, whether between Indian nations or
between Indians and colonists. First Nations people structured treaty
councils in part through vocal but nonverbal responses to speeches.
The shout, which, according to Jonathan Carver, “they repeat at the
end of almost every period, is by uttering a kind of forcible aspiration,
which sounds like an union of the letter oah.” Not coincidentally, “almost every period” would be an apt description for when wampum
was presented too. Eighteenth-century Virginians referred to the shout
without comment as “the Indians gave the Yo-Hah,” indicating it was
something known to their audience and without need of explanation.19
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Perhaps the best description of the shout is Conrad Weiser’s 1744
account of treaty making between the English and the Six Nations:
When they make treaties with whites, the wholle council and all
the warriors perform the “shout of approbation,” the “Io—hau.”
It is performed in the following manner: The Speaker, after a
Pause, in a slow tone pronounces the U—huy; all the other Sachems in perfect Silence: So soon as he stops, they all with one
Voice, in exact Time, begin one general Io’ raising and falling
there Voices as the Arch of a Circle, and then raise it as high as
the first, and stop at the Height at once, in exact Time; and if it
is of great Consequence, the Speaker gives the U—huy thrice,
and they make the Shout as often. It is usual, when the white
People speak to them, as they give a belt or string of Wampum,
for the Interpreter to begin the U—huy, and the Indians to make
the Shout.20
As late as 1780, A Hessian chaplain noted that Creeks accepted a
speech by a British colonel for consideration, “as indicated by their
mutual Ha!” These vocalizations were not a rhythmic mnemonic device, as was often the case with African American antiphony. Nor were
they a repetition, as in white hymnal antiphony. Instead, when combined with the wampum, they served as a communal embodiment of
the speech. In effect, Indian antiphony meant that the words were
heard and spoken by the whole community. Communal speaking was
not merely a metaphor either, as witnessed by a Naudowessie sachem
who began a speech by claiming that “I am now about to speak to you
with the mouths of these, my brothers, chiefs of the eight bands of
the powerful nation of the Naudowessies.”21
The vocal, nonverbal sound of the shout served as a liminal space
marking passage between the proposing of it and its consideration in
council. Only attention to mediation, rather than just media, brings
this out. The fact that the shout was nonlinguistic was crucial. It
bridged communication gaps in situations where all but interpreters
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(though sometimes not even them) found some part of the proceedings unintelligible. Coming only after translation, it was a way of acknowledging across languages and cultures that the other party had
been heard and understood.
Chanting and singing provided another arena linked to wampum
use where things that were heard beyond the speech sounds representable in writing played an important cross-cultural and international
role, both among Indian nations and between Indians and Europeans.22 Treaties and alliances had a sonic performative element, literally chanted into being—enchanted. In 1685, at a council in Albany
among Virginia, New York, and the Five Nations, the Mohawks responded to Virginia’s complaints that the Iroquois had not kept up
their part of the treaty. In his response to the Virginians, a Mohawk
orator “sang all the Covenant Chain over,” thus both chanting it back
into being and renewing it. He then concluded with a song “by way
of Admonition to the Onnondagas, Cayugas and Oneydoes, and concluded all with a Song to the Virginia Indians.”23 In part, the song’s
melody and rhythm may have served as a mnemonic device, but in
cultures where identities were sung, the chanting had a much more
immediate and active role too, in this case making the covenant chain
present at the council.24
Sound and wampum could be used in contexts other than treaty
councils as well. The Haudenosaunees sang and presented wampum,
which the French called “porcelain beads,” at the arrival of the Jesuits
Joseph Chaumont and Claude Dablon at the Onondagas’ main town
in 1655. In response to a half-hour speech by one of the missionaries,
The Chief began the song of response; and all commenced to
sing, in wondrous harmony, in a manner somewhat resembling
our plain-chant. The first song said that it would take all the rest
of the day to thank the Father for so good a speech as he had
made them. The second was to congratulate him upon his journey and his arrival. They sang a third time to light him a fire, that
he might take possession of it. The fourth song made us all rela302
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tives and brothers; the fifth hurled the hatchet into the deepest
abyss, in order that peace might reign in all these countries; and
the sixth was designed to make the French masters of the river
Ontiahantagué. At this point the Captain invited the salmon,
brill, and other fish, to leap into our nets, and to fill that river for
our service only. He told them they should consider themselves
fortunate to end their lives so honorably; named all the fishes of
that river, down to the smallest, making a humorous address to
each kind; and added a thousand things besides, which excited
laughter in all those present. The seventh song pleased us still
more, its purpose being to open their hearts, and let us read their
joy at our coming. At the close of their songs, they made us a
present of two thousand porcelain beads.
While this was not a treaty in European terms, the Onondagas treated it in much the same way as other alliances. To them, spiritual and
earthly politics were not necessarily distinguishable, and both were
mediated through song.25 The visual medium, the porcelain beads
(wampum), comes last, playing a crucial role in making sounds hold
and in rendering linguistic symbols durable and effective.
The “enchantment” of treaties, whether through singing or the Yo-
Hah, played a part in making agreements count and in making them
present. “Present” is an interesting word, with odd interlocking fields
of meaning that usually pass unnoticed. A present, as in a gift, takes
its meaning through the fact that it has been or will be presented to
someone or some group or community. And to “present” something
(the verb) is to make it present to the recipient. While there is a massive literature on “the gift,” colonial negotiators were as or more likely to call them presents than gifts.26 Not to imply that all the analysis
of gifts is off target in particular, but the absence of the present seems
to be something worth considering. The present, usually treated as a
gift in the anthropological sense and lumped together with wampum
and pelts, was actually a separate but related part of treaty negotiations, taking place near the end of the proceedings. It served as a tribHearing Wampum
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ute, a sign of respect, or a cost of keeping the Indians on the side of
the colonists. The importance of the presents grew in the settler accounts of treaty making over the eighteenth century as Indian-colonist
power relations shifted in favor of the colonists and indigenous people
grew more dependent on English or French manufactured goods.
In the discourse of Indian treaty protocols, the distinction between
presents and wampum could be used to make pointed statements. In
1693 negotiations at Albany, the Oneidas made a series of proposals
alleging their steadfast support of the covenant chain and the English
cause against the French and asking New York’s and Pennsylvania’s
governor, Colonel Benjamin Fletcher, where English support was. The
Oneidas “made the Governor a considerable Present of Furs, to shew
their Respect to his Person; but they did not give one Belt to confirm
any one Article; so that the whole of it is, according to their Stile, only
argumentative.”27 This also tells us that the speech acts accompanied
by wampum were serious, if not yet binding, proposals: to rectify past
damages, sort out present power relations, and prescriptively map the
future of those relations.
Nonetheless, wampum was presented even though it was not a present per se. It was this presenting that tied together words, threats, and
promises—in short, power relations—with wampum. For many First
Nations people besides the Iroquois, a relationship of identity existed
between speech acts (the content of treaties, for example) and wampum. The presenting of it did not so much stand for the words or sentences; it made their traces present—
by presenting it—
in the
wampum. And when speech, wampum, and nonverbal vocalizations
went together, speech took on its performative aspects, the enactment
of all three together making the propositions hold. Wampum embodied the speech acts and nonverbal vocalizations of treaty proposals as
visible tracks, the patterns of the shells. Wraxall quotes the Mohawks
as saying, “By this belt we desire you to consider what we have said,
and by the same we inform you that the Five Nations have something
to say to you.”28 A string of wampum and a sentence in isolation were
two different things. Only when they were put together in the proper
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Fig. 9.1. Naudowessie sachem holding a belt of wampum and speaking to
Anishinabe neighbors, represented as a deer. Carver used this as a pass to
travel through Anishinaabe lands. Jonathan Carver Journal, Add. 8950 folio
169, British Library. © British Library Board. Used by permission.

way along with the necessary shout in a public setting did they come
into a relationship of identity that made the treaty real and present.
Wampum belts and strings were thus interdependent media—the visible forms in which sonic utterances left their traces—as well as messages. As such, the intent was more immediate than would be captured
by calling it “representation,” another term, like “gift,” with an immense body of writing dedicated to it.29
Taking this approach, strung or belted wampum, as well as pelts,
were like the tracks of a speech event, with the paths of those tracks
as well as the content of the speech embodied in the strings and belts.
Take, for example, a drawing that served Carver as a passport up the
Chippeway River to Lake Superior (fig. 9.1). It shows a Naudowessie
sachem giving a speech and a belt of wampum to an Anishinaabe sachem (represented as a deer) asking for safe passage from all Anishinaabeg along the river. The speech sounds of both parties were
represented as tracks from the mouth of each to the ears of the other.
Both the drawing and the wampum were the manifestations of those
tracks, the visible effects of the speech sounds. In this case, the drawHearing Wampum
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ing communicated the message and the power relations while the
wampum indicated that it was binding. The Jesuit Joseph-François
Lafitau claimed that Indians could recognize ethnicities, even particular people, by their tracks.30 It is likely that wampum marked similar
differences, with belts and strings having slightly variant designs and
styles from one nation to another, although in the Carver drawing the
picture does at least some of that work.
The identities expressed in the Anishinaabe drawing are good examples of the fluidity of the notion of representational selves discussed
above. In the drawing, sounds of a voice did not necessarily belong to
the speaker. Groups could speak as an aggregate turned into an individual, like the deer. In the Catawba treaty, one individual could use
another’s voice without being present, and the aggregate “the commissioners” could be used to represent the actual speaking of the secretary, who was himself, not one of the two people who were members
of the group of commissioners. Messengers were said to be the sender speaking. Groups, aggregates, and individuals were mixed together
in a meaningful, complex way in indigenous practices, and parts of
that discourse seeped into the communications of the settlers as well.
The emphasis in the Carver drawing is on the relations as much as
the people, places, and things, and there is a sense of action and movement. Many other examples of both voice tracks and animal and human tracks appear in Indian creative expression, from rock art to
ledger drawings, that visually illustrate tracking of speech as well as
sounds from a much wider scope than could be expressed through
writing. Visually, the tracks, whether on the ground or on a page, take
a static medium and put it into narrative form, moving through time.
They could be seen and felt as a story and a set of relations in the held
belt and the drawing rather than as a speech being read.
Colonial accounts taken individually often missed the performative
aspects of wampum use. Dutch accounts tended to focus on wampum
as currency. When a band of Delaware Indians returned various stolen shirts and blankets to New Amsterdam city officials in 1656, the
officials responded with a speech through an interpreter, saying that
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Tachpausan, the Indians’ sachem, had been wise to return the goods,
“for else it might create disharmony and quarrels.” In order for the
words to have meaning, the New Amsterdam officials sent the Indian
messengers back to Tachpausan bearing “a pound of powder” for him
that was intended as “a sign [my emphasis] of our good heart.” The
Dutch treated it as a sign, with a signifier (the powder) and a signified (the speech). To the Indians this would not fully make sense, for
powder was meant to be used up, and the tracks of the speech event
could not be seen. Instead it served as a gift given in exchange.31
How was wampum used, particularly in relation to sound? Cadwallader Colden described wampum and its use in treaties this way:
“With this [wampum beads], put upon strings, they make these Belts,
which they give in all their Treaties, as signs of Confirmation, to remain with the other Party. The Wampum is of two sorts, viz. White
and Black; the Black is the rarest, and most valuable. By a regular mixing of the Black and White they distinguish their Belts with various
Figures, which they often suit to the Occasion of making use of them.”
While Colden understood enough for an outsider, and elsewhere in
the same book showed a more nuanced understanding, here his treatment of wampum as a sign was perhaps an imposition.
The French might have had a better understanding of wampum
than the Dutch and English. In 1684 a French agent of Governor de
La Barre spoke to Garangula, an Onondaga orator. De La Barre
threatened to declare war against the Iroquois. He punctuated each
statement of his threat with wampum belts and the words “This Belt
Confirms my Words.” In turn, Garangula responded to de La Barre that
the Five Nations were not averse to war with France, marking his
paragraphs with “This Belt preserves my Words.” At the end of his reply,
he provided a final belt that “preserves . . . the Authority which the Five
Nations have given me” from speeches at a preparatory council among
Iroquois leaders.32 Regardless of the lacunae in understanding, a better provisional understanding of wampum use is still possible by reading across many sources and listening for indigenous accounts in the
way Merrell prescribed for Teedyuscung’s speech.
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George Washington, on a trip to the Ohio River in 1754, showed a
sharp understanding of the sonic dimension of wampum belts when
he called them “speech-belts.” A Shannoah (Shawnee) sachem, Half
King, offered a French speech belt to him, along with other strings
and belts, if only he would wait a day. Washington agreed because he
“knew that returning of Wampum was the abolishing of Agreements;
and giving this up, was shaking off all Dependence upon the French.”33
Although he already knew the content of the speech that would be
given, he waited for the giving of it out loud in council, accompanied
by the appropriate shouts, strings, and speech belts. Once the tracks
of the speech were left and the French speech, in the form of the
speech belt, was turned over, the agreement of Shawnee allegiance to
the British became real.
Washington felt it was worth his wait to ensure this accountability.
Speaking in a public setting without laying down pelts or belts was
the equivalent of trackless speech, the meaning of which would not
hold. Three Oneida sachems excused their public slander of the New
York governor Edmund Andros during treaty negotiations in 1679 by
saying that “it was said after your Answer, and without laying down
either Bever or any Belt or Wampum, as we always do when we make
Propositions; Therefore we desire that if it be noted, it may be blotted
out, and not made known to Corlaer [the governor]; for we hold firmly to our Covenant, as we said in our Propositions.” As mentioned
above, the Oneidas a few years later made a present of furs to the governor but presented no wampum, indicating that nothing being said
or done was binding.34
Often, the speeches of Native American orators were quoted directly, as when Colden provided the words of the Mohawk orator,
Odianne, who referred to a belt of wampum as a “Remembrancer”
that would “Stamp Understanding” into its recipients, the other Iroquois, in a council with the English colonists at Albany in 1684.35 Here
was a perfect example of perlocutionary force and a much more immediate process than could be conveyed by analogies to reading or
signification.
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Understanding the role of wampum as a remembrancer that stamps
understanding requires a rethinking of the relationship of sound to
preservation held by many media scholars. Writing, in this view, extends memory in time, overcoming the ephemerality of sound, which
is susceptible to the introduction of errors, as shown in the children’s
game of telephone, where a message is whispered from child to child
around the room, with the end result often quite different from the
start. The analogy is flawed, however, in that it likens the privacy of
reading silently to oneself to the community relying on oral histories.
Knowledge transmission in Native American oral cultures took place
not in this individualistic way but communally. No doubt rhyming and
metric patterns, repetition, and other strategies help individuals remember, but the individualistic nature of literary culture and the modern private act of reading should not blind us to the communal context
of Native American remembering. As shown here, though, that idea
of sound as evanescent is the product of a literate, visual set of mind
that mistakenly applies a model of decontextualized information
transmission as it occurs in reading, print, and written media to indigenous practices of rendering memory durable using hearing and sound
as the representational and communicative paths of mediation.
According to Weiser, after a Haudenosaunee council had deliberated a proposed treaty and reached consensus, its “resolution is imprinted in the Memory of the One chosen from among them, of great
Reputation and Elocution, who is appointed to speak in Publick. He
is assisted by a Prompter, who puts him in mind of anything he forgets.” Colden reported a similar Iroquois method in 1727:
They commonly repeat over all that has been said to them, before
they return any Answer, and one may be surprized at the Exactness of these Repetitions. They take the following Method to assist their Memories: The Sachem, who presides at these
Conferences, has a Bundle of small Sticks in his Hand; as soon
as the Speaker has finished any one Article of his Speech, this
Sachem gives a Stick to another Sachem, who is particularly to
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Fig. 9.2. The Indians giving a talk to Colonel Bouquet in a conference at a
council fire near his camp on the banks of the Muskingum in North America
in October 1764. A warrior seated next to the wampum-holding orator is
smoking a calumet, an improbable happening during the speech. Perhaps
Grignion or West, not realizing the significance of the prompter’s stick in the
hands of an elder, changed it into a pipe to fit his own expectations.
Engraving by Charles Grignion of a drawing made by Benjamin West, first
published in William Smith and Henry Bouquet, An Historical Account of the
Expedition against the Ohio Indians in the Year MDCCLIV under the Command
of Henry Bouquet (Philadelphia: Bradford, 1765). Image courtesy of the
Library of Congress.

remember that Article; and so when another Article is finished,
he gives a Stick to another to take Care of that other, and so on.
In like Manner when the Speaker answers, each of these has the
particular Care of the Answer resolved on to each Article, and
prompts the Orator, when his Memory fails him, in the Article
committed to his Charge.
This was probably the same method used by the Esopus Indian sachems in complaining to the Dutch in 1659. They “showed 17 staves of
wood, with which they signified, that our people had at different places wrongfully beaten and injured their tribe.” Communal memorization was still practiced as late as the Revolution on Long Island.
Phillipp Waldeck, a Hessian chaplain, described the Long Island Indians’ way of keeping track of laws and customs: “Nothing is recorded
in writing. When a new law is decreed, the eldest of each family sit
together as a court. To each is told what he is to remember, he dare
not forget it for fear of death.”36
Such communal systems of memory had a built-in accountability
system of redundancy that made them robust through time in ways
that get literally “over-looked” when we focus only on the visual aspects of mediation. Communal memory operated then and now on
principles more similar to today’s World Wide Web than to books or
inscription. I am not making a case for the Internet as a better analogy, just one that takes us to a different place than print and writing.
A body of knowledge on the web can comprise the “memories” of
many different servers. These servers, like individual humans, are “alive”
only as long as they have been paid for and kept up—otherwise their
contents are gone. Within a server, or server farm, a raid array, or
more recently, a cloud, there might be overlapping, redundant representations of the data. A network of this type depends on redundant,
distributed knowledge, much like the sound-based ones described
above. The changing of memories to suit current needs is often seen
as a flaw in “oral” cultures. On the web and in communal memorization, however, “continuously updatable content” is thought of as a feaHearing Wampum
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ture rather than a weakness, and—barring massive destruction—is an
option, not a foregone conclusion. And if printed and written texts
were really definitive storehouses of memory incorruptible by time,
historians would certainly be out of business by now.
These distributed networks can survive the loss of any single server
or person, recovering data or memories from the built-in redundancy.
In fact, the Internet architecture was a Defense Department project
designed to withstand catastrophic loss on a scale few other than Native Americans have survived. In the case of so-called cloud storage,
different overlapping sets of data are held on many separate servers.
The loss of even multiple servers is self-healing up to a point with
minimal to no loss of data. In the First Nations example on Long Island, the whole family was responsible for one proposition, so the loss
of any member, or even several, would not corrupt the memory. This
communal model of memorization is different from the individualistic mnemonic devices to which oral memory is usually attributed.
Catastrophic change, on a scale that would have disrupted the transmission of knowledge even in any literate society, did take its toll on
Indian knowledge and memory. The ravages of constant war and disease strained their ways of using sound to mark and preserve important narratives, ultimately breaking them in many instances, which led
to havoc and loss when it came to dealing with land-hungry, ever-
growing European American settlers. When the majority of a population died young, no group could converge upon the meanings and
narratives and agreements tracked in a belt of wampum. They were
lost, having lost, as it were, their communal memory as a result of the
breakdown in the redundancy and robustness that made a self-healing
network. In fact, the same broad process of catastrophic change wiped
out the histories of one literate Native American people, the Aztecs,
who lost not just a huge proportion of their population but their written records to the Spanish colonial onslaught. But we must not exaggerate this process, for while it happened in a most destructive way,
other agreements that were preserved were run over roughshod by
whites once a trend toward dispossession was established. In fact, some
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of the wampum belts—and their meanings—remain with Indian nations, their stories intact to this day. For example, the U.S. government
still honors the treaty of Canandaigua, made and recorded in wampum in 1794, by distributing bolts of cloth to the Six Nations each
year.37 The Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) marked the four hundredth anniversary of an agreement made with the Dutch in 1613 with a reenactment of the meaning of the Two-Row Wampum, which says that
the Dutch and the Haudenosaunee will each travel in the same stream
but in different canoes, indicating that they will live together but keep
separate ways. The written record has been lost, but a fair amount of
circumstantial evidence points toward an agreement having been made
between the two nations at about that time. In 1968, a document purporting to be the 1613 treaty surfaced, but it is probably a forgery, or
less likely, an untrue copy. Western scholars who argued that the treaty was forged have undertaken a public campaign to undermine the
State of New York’s and the Onondaga Nation’s efforts to celebrate
the agreement, which the Onondagas keep alive with the Two-Row
Wampum that is in their possession. The critics, with support from
Dutch scholars, argue that since the treaty has been forged, the whole
celebration of the agreement is a sham, completely ignoring the meaning carried in the wampum. This small group of scholars implies that
if the document is forged then the oral history is false, as if the latter,
which long precedes the forgery, is dependent on the former, even
though the two are unrelated. If the metric is certainty about a Western treaty being recorded, then the historians have a point, but if we
go instead with the probability that the Haudenosaunee and the
Dutch made an agreement about four hundred years ago, then the argument seems to go to the Onondagas, who say they do not rely on
the written record but on the meaning of the wampum for their historical memory. In this case, in other words, the wampum is the more
reliable source than the document, a fact that the scholarly critics have
roundly ignored in their attacks.38
The decimation of Indian populations through disease and escalating warfare associated with European conquest ultimately overHearing Wampum
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whelmed many communal systems of memory. Scaticoke Indians
lamented the difficulties of staying “true and faithfull to the thing [an
old belt of wampum denoting territorial boundaries]” in light of “our
ancient people being almost all dead.”39 In practical terms, the failure
of communal memory led to more land loss. This failure was not intrinsic to the medium, though. It was the result of the tremendous
trauma incurred upon audible ways of remembering through the loss
of vast proportions of the remembering population.
Considering wampum as the visible inscription of signs or a silent
indexical form of book, with images pointing to things in the world
but not able to store ideas as words and language, hinders understanding of wampum as it was actually embedded in the multiple indigenous ways of robustly mediating ideas through time. The analogies, to
the extent they become an overarching way to understand wampum,
serve to occlude the durability of knowledge passed on through it and
communal memory. It is better to use a generic, non-culturally specific category such as mediation, taking into account the full sensorium of ourselves, indigenous people, and the colonists as best as
possible, always keeping in mind the certainty only of our own uncertainty in interpreting across cultures and time.

Conclusion

The Catawba treaty, Carver’s pass to travel through Anishinaabe territory, and the other examples used here underscore the differences
between the relation of writing and print to sound and that of wampum to sound. Alphabetic writing and print point specifically and only
to the sounds of the language of the text. While nonlinguistic sounds
can be represented alphabetically, as I have been doing in this essay,
they are filtered through writing and print’s limitation to the linguistic. In contrast, wampum referenced a wider soundscape, directly triggering the Yo-Hah in a successful negotiation and thereafter implying
it and calling for it, incorporating pitch characteristics (the circular
rising and falling of the Yo-Hah, for example), and conveying multiple
simultaneous contexts and relations (the Naudowessie sachem both
314

Richard Cullen Rath

speaking to and listening to the Deer clan in the presence of the belt
of wampum the sachem held). Wampum impressed a whole scene and
set of relations, marked by both linguistic and nonlinguistic sounds. It
indexed the scene and relations directly, as a gestalt, with each belt re-
presenting a whole proposition, language, sounds, and power relations
at once. In contrast, print and writing established the scene and relations by linguistic means. For example, the scenes at the Catawba treaty had to be broken down analytically to describe them in this essay,
while a surviving belt would evoke the whole scene at once.
Wampum stands in a different relation to sound than anglophone
print and writing do, and even the most capacious understanding of
graphism, inscription, writing, books, or literacy cannot transcend its
visual bias to account for these interrelated mediations that emerge
once the soundscape of wampum use is taken into consideration. Crucially, that soundscape must be wider than the habitual linguistically
circumscribed orality. Then, when the senses are attended to and a
static medium is replaced by the process of mediation, wampum can
be properly situated as one part in the complex multimedia system of
performative propositions and vocalizations that constituted international relations and treaty making in early America for Europeans as
well as Indians.
Wampum served other purposes than treaty making and drew on
all the senses, not only sound and hearing. Alliances of war and peace
were made and broken with wampum and song, both of which could
cross linguistic boundaries more easily than speeches. I have emphasized sound to focus on what are called the distal senses, which, able
to operate at a distance, tend to facilitate public interactions. The proximal senses—touch, taste, and smell—may have played a further role
in the process of mediation yet to be explored. Wampum use had a
definite haptic element, with the holding and passing of the belt a
crucial component of the process. Food and drink were often a part
of negotiations too, leaving avenues to further extend our understanding of wampum use and treaty making via the senses. Other ways of
understanding media than by the senses can surely bring new insights
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as well, so I make no claims of having the last word on the matter. Instead, I hope the present essay has opened new paths of inquiry, rather than concluding them.
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1613,” New York History 93.1 (2012): 95–101, along with the inability to
comprehend anything but documents as evidence. Robert Venables, “The
1613 Treaty,” Syracuse Peace Council, n.d., http://www.peacecouncil.net/
NOON/2row/docs/VenablesonTwoRow.pdf, contains the treaty as well as
his analysis.
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