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Introduction

In the Beginning: Lost Tribes, New Worlds, and the
Perils of History

In May of 1803, Dr. Benjamin Rush, acting as medical advisor for the
Lewis and Clark expedition, produced a list of questions for Meriwether
Lewis to consider when encountering Native American populations in
the western territories. The list appears in Rush’s commonplace book,
as well as in a more extensive list of questions prepared by William
Clark in 1804. It is divided into three categories—physical history and
medicine, morals, and religion—and it evinces a wide-ranging, proto-
anthropological curiosity. Rush asks Lewis to record information about
everything from illnesses to marital age to diet and the use of intoxi-
cating substances among Native Americans. One of his most targeted
questions, however, is reserved for religion. “What Affinity,” Rush asks,
exists “between [Native American] religious Ceremonies & those of the
Jews?”! Although the question might jangle in the ear of a twenty-first-
century reader, it probably struck Lewis as neither odd nor out of place.
Indeed, Clark retained a version of the query a year later, in his mas-
ter list of ethnographic questions: “What affinity is there,” Clark writes,
“between their religious ceremonies and those of the ancient Jews?”?
Clark’s addition of the word “ancient” is significant for two reasons.
First, it suggests that he did not merely copy out Rush’s questions, but
revised them as he prepared his own guide for the expedition. Second,
and more crucial for the purposes of this study, it reveals this question’s
investment in a longstanding discussion of the origins of indigenous
American peoples. Specifically, Rush’s inquiry and Clark’s revision dem-
onstrate an interest in what I will refer to in this book as the Hebraic
Indian theory—the notion that indigenous Americans might be, in part
or in whole, descendants of the lost tribes of Israel. When he asks Lewis
to look for traces of “Jewish” practices across the American landscape,
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Rush does not have contemporary Judaism or actual Jewish people in
mind. As Clark recognizes, Rush’s inquiry reaches instead for evidence
of a past predating the development of the religion now called Judaism.
Rush seeks the Kingdom of Israel, which disappeared around 722 BCE
and which might, his question hopefully indicates, be on the verge of
reappearance in the Americas.

In asking Lewis and Clark to determine whether Native American
cultures demonstrated affinity with Judaism, Rush actually sought an-
swers to two questions, one ancient, the other modern. These questions
emerged in different historical periods, but over the course of the early
modern era they became intertwined. The Puritan Edward Winslow
summarizes the convergence of these questions in his 1649 work, The
Glorious Progress of the Gospel amongst the Indians in New England.
In perhaps the most concise summary of Christian investment in the
Hebraic Indian theory, Winslow writes, “There are two great ques-
tions which have much troubled ancient and modern writers, and men
of great depth and ability to resolve: the first, what became of the ten
Tribes of Israel, that were carried into Captivity by the King of Siria,
when their own Countrey and Cities were planted and filled with strang-
ers? The second is, what Family, Tribe, Kindred, or people it was that
first planted, and afterwards filled that vast and long unknown Coun-
trey of America?”® Winslow’s hope is that English colonial efforts have
revealed a single answer to both questions. “It is not lesse probable that
these Indians should come from the Stock of Abraham, then [sic] any
other Nation this day known in the world,” he writes, “Especially con-
sidering the juncture of time wherin God hath opened their hearts to
entertain the Gospel”* Where are the lost tribes? In America. And who
are the original Americans? The lost tribes. “The work of communicat-
ing and increasing the light of the Gospel,” Winslow asserts, “is glorious
in reference to Jews & Gentiles”” If the lost tribes are the indigenous
peoples of America, then the arrival of English Protestants and their
Bibles bears the promise of biblical prophecy. What better justification
of settler colonialism could there be than the conversion of a lost bib-
lical population to Christianity? As Rush would nearly two centuries
later, Winslow hopes to demonstrate that imperial endeavors may have
providential consequences.
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This book is the study of an error that emerged during the colonial
period in the Americas and that persists in some corners to this day.
Beginning with the earliest English-language expositions of the Hebraic
Indian theory and tracing its multiple iterations through the nineteenth
century, this study examines writings that typically present incorrect
information about indigenous Americans and Jewish people. To work
with texts that are both old and unfamiliar often is to inhabit the space
of anachronism. At its best, anachronism can produce moments of de-
light and revelation. At its worst, though, it prods longstanding cultural
wounds, and hinders understanding. Thus I wish to say a few things
about the use of certain terms in this book before moving into my
analysis.

Many of the texts examined here contain what are in retrospect obvi-
ous historical inaccuracies, and they also deploy outdated terminology—
much of which is baldly racist and anti-Jewish. It is not my aim simply
to critique these works for their errors. I am concerned with how the
authors examined here marshal history as they understand it to further
their religious and political interests. But it would be inappropriate to
pretend that some of the texts covered in this book are, by virtue of
their age, inoffensive. Two important issues arise in reading these works,
which I want to acknowledge from the outset. The first is that the texts
explored in this book by and large configure the Hebraic Indian theory
in terms of “Jewishness” and offer proof of the theory’s veracity by com-
paring Native American cultural phenomena to “Jewish” practices. For
this reason, the small body of existing scholarship on the theory has
tended to refer to it as the “Jewish Indian” theory.® I have opted for the
term “Hebraic” instead, for two reasons. The first is historical: Assyria
conquered the Kingdom of Israel before the development of the religion
we now call Judaism. The lost tribes, in short, were not Jewish. Thus I
am attempting to skirt the anachronism that structures Rush’s question
about “the Jews” and most other expressions of the theory. I use the term
“Hebraic” to refer to biblical peoples associated with the lineage of Eber,
from whose line follow Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Although this book
does explore one version of the theory that falls outside of this biblical
lineage (found in The Book of Mormon), the term accurately describes
the bulk of the theory’s permutations. “Hebraic” is not a perfect descrip-
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tion of the phenomenon assessed in this study, but it is more capacious,
and, I think, more accurate than “Jewish.”

The second reason I have opted not to use the word “Jewish” with
respect to this theory is that most—though, importantly, not all—of
the authors associated with it had very little interest in and even less
knowledge of actual Judaism and Jewish people.” What passes for “Jew-
ish” in most of these texts is little better than a caricature drawn from
longstanding anti-Jewish stereotypes and dubious interpretations of
Leviticus. The primary materials examined in this study often refer to
cultural practices as “Jewish,” but I avoid using the term when possible.
This book is not about Judaism. It is, rather, about a distorted picture
of Judaism that structures interpretations of Native American practices
that are not Jewish.

Although I have altered the adjective most commonly found in
this theory’s title, I have retained its equally fraught noun—“Indian.”
This was not a choice I made lightly, as that word, too, carries within
it an error. The word occupies a vexed position in studies of both the
Americas broadly and US culture more specifically, because, as Scott
Richard Lyons reminds us, it “is a misnomer having nothing to do with
tribal peoples encountered by European explorers (nor for that matter
with India) and everything to do with that great, world-historic navi-
gational error of Columbus’s”® The word emerged and operated only
within the frame of colonialism, and part of its work was erasure. “In-
dian” can be deployed to elide cultural specificity, and it also can efface
pre-Columbian American histories. And yet, as Lyons puts it, “We find
both European and native fingerprints at the scene of the sign.”® Noting
that some indigenous peoples actively adopted the term for themselves
and strove to define it beyond colonizing sensibilities, he argues for the
importance of moving beyond facile notions of the word as merely Eu-
ropean or inauthentically indigenous and treating “Indian” as a complex
sign embedded in ongoing, globally significant negotiations of identity.
The term is an important component of the label I have adopted for
this theory, precisely because it evokes the complexity of European
and American encounters and highlights the stakes involved in their
negotiations.

European notions of indigenous ancestry and history were fraught
with mistakes from the start. Retaining the word “Indian” in this context



INTRODUCTION | 5

also highlights the lack of interest in specific Native nations that many
European writers demonstrated in their pursuit of the theory. In the
texts this study considers, the word “Indian” occludes myriad distinc-
tions among cultures and histories. For these reasons, it is an appro-
priate descriptor for the theory, and I have retained it when it appears
in the texts I cite. However, in my own analysis, apart from the name
of the theory, I eschew the word “Indian” where possible, preferring to
give specific tribal names or to use phrases such as “Native American”
and “indigenous American” or simply “American” to describe actual Na-
tive populations.'® I do this in part in the interest of distinguishing my
perspective from those of the writers I examine. I also do this because I
am aware of the longstanding and ongoing violence against indigenous
peoples that this word has abetted, even as it has been appropriated and
reconfigured by some Native American groups. And I am, finally, not
blind to my own position as a white scholar analyzing (mainly) white
writers’ interpretations of Native American cultures. Just as this book
is not about actual Judaism, neither is it about the real, lived histories
of Native American people and nations. In tracing the Hebraic Indian
theory from its origins in English literature through the nineteenth cen-
tury, this book demonstrates how a fantasy of human origins infused
the Western hemisphere and its colonial projects with urgent religious
significance through three centuries.

Winslow’s concern with the location of the lost tribes of Israel was
nothing new in 1649. As Zvi Ben-Dor Benite has shown in his expansive
history of this ancient question, the “lostness” of the lost tribes has made
them an object of international interest for millennia. Many different
groups have sought them, and many others have claimed to be them.
“Over the course of 2,000 years,” Benite writes, “Jews, Christians of var-
ious denominations, and, to a lesser extent, Muslims [have] used the
tribes as a point of reference, tying historical developments to their exile
and return”'" The tribes’ story begins, as many biblical stories do, with
an argument over succession and an account of divine ire. The tribes are
the descendants of Jacob’s twelve sons, who for generations live in a uni-
fied kingdom ruled first by David and then by Solomon. They are named
for those sons—Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Zebulon, Dan,
Naphtali, Gad, Asher, Joseph, and Benjamin. The math around the tribes
always is a bit off, because the Levites are hereditary priests with no
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land of their own, and Joseph eventually splits into two tribes, Ephraim
and Manasseh. Thus there are twelve landed tribes, plus the Levites who
live among them. The narrative of the kingdom’s division into the “ten”
tribes that will be lost, on the one hand, and those who will become the
world’s Jewish population on the other, is found in the biblical books 1
and 2 Kings."? The only use of the phrase “ten tribes” in the Bible ap-
pears in 1 Kings, when the prophet Ahija tells the Ephraimite Jeroboam
that God, out of anger at Solomon’s transgressions, will divide the King-
dom of Israel. “Thus saith the Lord, the God of Israel,” Ahija proclaims,
“I will rend the kingdom out of the hand of Solomon, and will give ten
tribes to thee” (1 Kings 11:31)."* Following a period of mismanagement
by Solomon’s son, Rehoboam, Jeroboam fulfills the prophecy through
a successful rebellion. The ten tribes secede, forming the Kingdom of
Israel, while the tribes of Judah and Benjamin form the Kingdom of
Judah, retaining control over Jerusalem.

Like Solomon and Rehoboam before him (and, really, like many
biblical kings), upon achieving success through divine favor, Jeroboam
begins a slide into iniquity and finds himself the subject of a new proph-
ecy, also delivered by Ahija: “For the Lord shall smite Israel as a reed is
shaken in the water;” the prophet says, “and he shall root up Israel out of
this good land” (1 Kings 14:15). In subsequent years, Israel turns on it-
self, rendering it vulnerable to conquest. The second prophecy is fulfilled
after two centuries of decline, when the Assyrian empire conquers the
Israelites and exiles them. The collapse of this once-great kingdom re-
ceives only brief mention in 2 Kings: “Then the king of Assyria came up
throughout all the land, and went up to Samaria, and besieged it three
years. In the ninth year of Hoshea the king of Assyria took Samaria,
and carried Israel away into Assyria, and placed them in Halah and in
Habor by the river of Gozan, and in the cities of the Medes” (2 Kings
17:5-6). Following this description of their exile, the tribes vanish from
biblical and other historical records. The consensus among historians is
that nations conquered by Assyria generally assimilated into the cultures
among which they were exiled.'* The “disappearance” of the tribes is
therefore most likely a metaphor for gradual (though no less devastat-
ing) cultural change. Despite this fact, the status of the missing Kingdom
of Israel became and has remained for some an important biblical mys-
tery. This is the case because the tribes can be read into prophetic texts
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that announce a future gathering of Israel and its remnants. The books
of Isaiah and Ezekiel, for example, promise the nation’s someday read-
mission to its lost land: “For a small moment have I forsaken thee,” reads
Isaiah, “but with great mercies will I gather thee” (Isaiah 57:7). Ezekiel
appears to concur: “Thus saith the Lord God; I will even gather you from
the people, and assemble you out of the countries where ye have been
scattered, and I will give you the land of Israel” (Ezekiel 11:17). If the his-
torical record is silent on the location of the tribes, the prophetic record,
from some readerly vantage points (though certainly not all), is explicit.
The tribes have been scattered, but someday they will return, and thus
they must be somewhere, hidden from view but waiting to reappear.
They are lost, yes, but that means they could be found.

Though the story of Jeroboam’s rebellion and its aftermath might
seem a straightforward account of national disputes and shifting bor-
ders, the narratives of 1 and 2 Kings are not history in any modern sense.
“At least the first part of the actual (as opposed to the prophetic) his-
tory of the ten tribes story (the first book of Kings, which tells the story
of the united kingdom created by David and its split into two under
his grandson),” Benite explains, “is considered by biblical scholars to
be almost entirely fictional. The second part, found in 2 Kings . . . is
thought to have been heavily edited and full of interpolations”*® Like
many religious and literary works, 1 and 2 Kings have undergone signifi-
cant reevaluation by scholars over the past half-century. These books are
products of both authorship and redaction, assembled over the course of
many years from the writing and editing of source materials composed
by several hands. In their introduction to a volume dedicated to the con-
troversies and competing theories surrounding these texts, Klaus-Peter
Adam and Mark Leuchter note that the “authors/redactors of the work
regularly engage ideas both imported from foreign cultures and recycled
from Israelite religious and social traditions, and the end result is a cor-
pus that both creates a linear historical narrative and yields a compli-
cated system of thought and political/theological meditation”'® Within
the field of biblical studies, debate over how best to understand Kings is
ongoing, and scholars are particularly concerned with its relationship to
other biblical books, such as Deuteronomy.

It is not the aim of this book to parse the historical accuracy of Kings,
nor is it to stake out a position on its relationship to other biblical texts



8 | INTRODUCTION

or the manner of its composition. Those questions are beyond the scope
of my expertise, and they emerged after the texts examined here were
written. The writers represented in this book took biblical texts seriously
(often literally), read them closely, and debated their significance; but
they were by and large unconcerned with the kinds of issues that have
structured recent scholarship on sacred texts. I treat the story of the ten
tribes as a significant mythology rather than documentary history, but
it is important to keep in mind that the figures explored in this book
believed—in different ways and for different reasons—that the narra-
tives in 1 and 2 Kings and the prophecies that apparently referred to
the tribes in other biblical books were true. The biblical account of the
formation and conquest of the Kingdom of Israel may be a contentious
puzzle to contemporary biblical scholars, but it operates more simply in
the works assessed here: as a set of historical facts pointing to a sacred
mystery with urgent bearing on the human present.

Scholars of the lost tribes phenomenon have outlined many of the
features that have made it appealing for so many years to so many dis-
tinct groups with differing interests. In Benite’s view, “The lostness rep-
resented by the ten tribes is, in Western historical consciousness, one of
the most acute and oldest known instances of loss still ‘alive’ today.”!”
Global searching for the tribes is and will be ongoing, he suggests, be-
cause their “lostness” is at once simple and profound. They are miss-
ing, and thus they should be sought. In a sociological assessment of the
history of lost tribes theories, Stanford Lyman notes that a “quest for
the descendants of the lost tribes has been begun many times, usually
associated with the resolution of immediate, local, secular, or sacred is-
sues that emerged in a particular era and at a particular place”'® Though
the story of the tribes themselves—their rebellion, ascendance, and fall
from grace—is frozen in a few biblical passages, their as-yet-unnarrated
future holds infinite possibility for the remedy of national and religious
crises. The tribes form a lacuna in the sacred as well as profane record,
holding open the possibility that human and divine history someday
will converge in a single line. Lyman’s survey of engagements with the
tribes across two millennia demonstrates a paradox in lost tribes think-
ing: the tribes never emerge, and thus they always might emerge. The
eternal deferral of their return makes them eternally available for nar-
rative engagement. Tudor Parfitt makes a similar point about the malle-
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ability of lost tribes mythology providing it with a unique staying power.
“From generation to generation and from place to place,” he writes,
“the way people believed the myth and precisely what it meant to them
changed”*? As Parfitt demonstrates in his own search for versions of the
lost tribes myth, this is why the tribes have been “discovered” in every
era and on every habitable continent since their disappearance. Because
they are absent, the tribes always can be evoked as the solution to a cri-
sis. This book will explore how one version of the lost tribes’ story, the
Hebraic Indian theory, emerged time and again as a means of addressing
a variety of American crises.

Lost tribes mythology always has been linked to developments in
geographic knowledge. For Europeans, as the boundaries of the known
world expanded, the tribes’ potential locations continuously moved to
just beyond the edges of mapped territory. Thus, as Lyman notes, before
the fifteenth century European postulations about the tribes generally
situated them somewhere in central Asia, but “after 1492, the search
for the Lost Tribes tended to shift, moving into the ‘New World’ of the
Americas and toward the farther reaches of Africa, China, and India.”*°
The line beyond which the tribes could be living kept just ahead of ex-
plorers encountering people who were new to them but who were not
the Kingdom of Israel. The Americas never have been the sole focus of
lost tribes theories, but they are the focus of this book, which will exam-
ine expressions of the theory concerned primarily with North America.

Although Columbus never admitted that he had not made port off
the Asian coast, the reality of what his voyage revealed rapidly became
apparent to other Europeans. Several scholars have noted that the pub-
lication and reprinting of Columbus’s accounts of his voyages posed
threatening challenges to longstanding assumptions about the com-
position of the earth and its human inhabitants.>* Rather than return-
ing with tales of “monstrous races,” as David Livingstone notes many
Europeans expected, Columbus “explicitly informed Luis de Santangel
that he had encountered ‘no human monstrosities, as many expected,
in the islands, though he did consider that there were in existence
cannibals—Anthropophagi—as well as men with tails”?* Columbus’s
simple description of the people he encountered as “well-formed” had
world-altering implications. Europeans were accustomed to conceiving
of the globe in three parts, each corresponding to the lineage of Noah’s
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sons (Ham, Shem, and Japheth) following the flood described in Gen-
esis.”® As Livingstone notes, this model “was an altogether tidy arrange-
ment integrating a threefold continental schema with a tripartite racial
taxonomy.”** Europeans who subscribed to this scheme claimed descent
from Japheth, while assigning Asian populations to Shem and Africans
to Ham. The tripartite globe had the added benefit of taking the shape
of a cross, further suggesting a conceptual link between the Christian
sacred record and the material reality of life on earth. The possibility
that a “fourth” kind of human lived on an unknown continent threat-
ened to upend a millennium of geographic and biblical certainty. When
Columbus’s voyages revealed not monsters but men, this model, with
its neat biblical symmetry, became untenable. Thus the second question
that would come to be embedded in Rush’s list emerged: who were the
people of the western hemisphere?

It rarely occurred to Europeans that they might take seriously in-
digenous American accounts of human history in the hemisphere, or
that American peoples might have their own theories about the Euro-
peans who landed in their territories. Indeed, Europeans may have re-
sponded to the revelations of Columbus’s travels and later explorations
with more surprise than did their “New World” counterparts. John Sut-
ton Lutz notes that the western hemisphere had been a cultural con-
tact zone for centuries prior to Columbus’s voyage. “Five hundred years
before Columbus, northern Europeans—Vikings—had built one and
probably more settlements on the eastern shores of America. Possibly,
other undocumented strangers had come from the east. Almost cer-
tainly, indigenous Americans had intermittent visitors from the west.”**
What is more, the people inhabiting the western hemisphere, like those
inhabiting all the other populated continents, were accustomed to en-
counters with each other. When Hernan Cortes marched into Tenoch-
titlan in 1519, for example, the Aztecs only had occupied the city for
two centuries, having arrived in the Valley of Mexico as a conquering
force around 1300. To Cortes, the Aztecs were an indigenous nation; to
the populations they had subjugated, the Aztecs were colonial invaders.
This is a truism worth repeating: the history of human life in the western
hemisphere before European arrival is not a singular history, and neither
is the story of colonialism in the hemisphere simply one of European
ascendance. Indigenous histories were readily available, but rather than
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drawing on Native knowledge, Europeans attempted to reconcile their
own systems of thinking with the new information produced by set-
tler colonialism. As Lutz notes about Columbus, “His encounter was
the product of expectations conditioned by imaginary worlds conjured
up long before his arrival”*® For Columbus, indigenous peoples were
Asians, and thus his accounts of them mirrored Orientalist notions of
life in the “East” For those who could see the broader implications of
his voyage, though, the question of lineage for American peoples was
an epistemological entanglement that threatened to upend centuries of
Christian thinking about the composition of the world.

Confronted with the realities of previously unknown continents teem-
ing with previously unknown people, Europeans scrambled to either lo-
cate the western hemisphere in the biblical record or explain why it was
not there. Many theories of life in what came to be called the Americas
emerged among Europeans in the colonial era to explain the existence
and histories of indigenous populations. These theories were as diverse
as the aims of their theorists, and they occupied a broad spectrum of
plausibility.?” This book is concerned with how the story of the miss-
ing Kingdom of Israel emerged in the aftermath of Columbus’s acciden-
tal stumbling into the “New World” to explain the existence of human
life in the Americas. For its proponents, the Hebraic Indian theory
possessed an elegance that others lacked, in that it simultaneously ac-
counted for the presence of American peoples, explained their absence
from biblical narratives, and solved a longstanding sacred mystery. If
American people were the lost tribes of Israel, the hemisphere’s absence
from biblical accounts of creation would make sense, because it would
have been—eternally and by design—the designated hiding place for
the tribes. Drawing on a variety of different expressions of the Hebraic
Indian theory—from religious tracts to memoirs to novels—this book
shows that the theory allowed writers to establish an eschatological time-
line in conjunction with colonial pursuits and situate their own national
interests within it. Although proponents of the theory assigned it global
and immutable significance, they differed wildly in their exposition of its
particulars and potential consequences. The Hebraic Indian is not, de-
spite its proponents’ insistence, an unchanging figure. Rather, it serves as
a flexible sign through which writers of several eras gather up the fraying
strands of national time and tie them to a single cosmic destiny.
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This book is comprised of six chapters and a coda. Its first three chap-
ters explore the emergence and evolution of the Hebraic Indian theory
from the colonial era to the early nineteenth century. Individually, these
chapters chart the evolution of the theory from the earliest English en-
counters with American peoples through the era of Jacksonian Indian
Removal. Together, they show how first European and then US writ-
ers struggled to align what they knew about Native Americans with the
teachings of revealed religion. Although the idea of American Hebraism
encountered skepticism from the moment it emerged, it persisted across
centuries, evolving and reforming as historical circumstances changed.
The book’s second half explores critical responses to the Hebraic Indian
theory in the nineteenth century, showing how US writers unconvinced
by its claims used it to promote their own accounts of America’s sa-
cred history and national destiny. As a whole, this study demonstrates
the malleability of the Hebraic Indian theory, a discourse that through
several centuries buttressed and contradicted Christian millennialist
claims, highlighted and papered over the fractures within American
Protestantism, legitimized indigenous and Jewish claims to sovereignty
in the Americas, and made space for entirely new religions. The book’s
coda jumps forward in time to examine twenty-first-century genetic
studies conducted in the hopes of laying to rest debates over American
origins. Though often “secular” in method, these scientific works are
as fraught with religious stakes as the much earlier works I examine.
By showing how the Hebraic Indian theory first allowed Christians to
square emerging knowledge about the world with biblical history and
then became a sticking point in discussions of US destiny, this book
offers a new account of the intersections of religious belief and national
interest. It also reveals the degree to which questions of human origins
and migration patterns are enmeshed with beliefs about divine intent,
providential history, and the biblical record.

In its focus on beliefs about the lost tribes of Israel, this study joins
a growing body of scholarship concerned with American religious tra-
ditions. Moving away from traditional accounts of Puritanism as the
exceptional origin point for US culture, in the past decade scholars have
offered a more nuanced portrait of the nation’s religious landscape and
worked to better situate that landscape in a global frame. Such work has
been deeply intertwined with scholarship addressing the parameters of
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secularism and its complex relationship with (rather than simple oppo-
sition to) religion. It has explored the many divisions within American
Protestantism, the role of Catholicism and Judaism in the hemisphere,
the United States’ complex and varied engagements with Islam, and the
fraught relationships between slavery and religion.?® This book contrib-
utes to this field by showing how one biblical narrative shaped colonial
and nineteenth-century attitudes about issues as diverse as evangelism,
trade policies, national expansion, and scientific endeavor. It also de-
parts from much previous scholarship (including my own) by focusing
on a single theological proposition—that the lost tribes of Israel remain
intact somewhere on the globe—rather than a specific religious tradition
or moment in American religious history. The Hebraic Indian theory
captivated writers across a broad theological spectrum, from the Calvin-
ist settler colonists of Massachusetts to the English moderates they left
behind to the Methodist Pequot William Apess to the prophet Joseph
Smith. It varies widely in its appearances in the literature of the period,
as do the consequences different writers assign to it. Still, at the core of
every exposition of the Hebraic Indian theory lies a set of epistemologi-
cal puzzles: How can secular evidence answer biblical questions? How
can biblical books respond to profane crises? And how should revealed
religion respond to changes in scientific understandings of the world?*’
Charting two centuries of inquiry into the origins of American peoples,
it offers insight into the impossibility of separating ostensibly secular
accounts of the world from their religious counterparts and consid-
ers the longstanding consequences of one Bible story on the American
landscape.

Crucial to this book has been recent scholarly work uncovering how
first European and then US religious beliefs—particularly Christian
millennialism—simultaneously abetted the project of settler colonial-
ism and were transformed by it. As Stephanie Kirk and Sarah Rivett’s
work has shown, the western hemisphere operated as both a site of reli-
gious desire in the colonial era, as sects competed for dominance within
it, and as a space of religious change, as European colonists adapted to
meet the demands of a “New World” “The collision of European tradi-
tions with American environmental and cultural realities,” they write,
“the reinstitution of religious hierarchy in colonial settings, and the chal-
lenge of indigenous cultures and new population configurations engen-
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dered religious innovation”** European nations certainly viewed control
of American territories as an avenue to greater wealth and power,>! but
religious considerations are inseparable from economic and nationalist
ones in the history of American colonialism. From the earliest Spanish
incursions into the region to later voyages by the English, European co-
lonial efforts were couched in religious rhetoric and often configured as
efforts to spread Christianity—Catholic or Protestant—to the furthest
corners of the earth. In the English context, the survival of first Protes-
tantism in the face of European Catholicism and then Puritanism in the
face of English Anglicanism often was depicted as the engine driving
settlers across the Atlantic, while the conversion of Native populations
was offered up as the force that kept them in the Americas once they
arrived. This rhetoric of religious imperative persisted even as settler
colonists engaged in genocidal conflicts over land and introduced Afri-
can slavery into the hemisphere. The notion that American settlement
marked the fulfillment of a divine order, in other words, justified all
manner of colonial horrors.

Of central importance to this study is the notion of providence, par-
ticularly its significance first within English colonial endeavors and then
to the emergence of the United States as a settler state.* Nicholas Guy-
att’s study of the long history of providential thinking within English and
American colonialism provides crucial context for this work. As Guyatt
notes, “Two basic presumptions [about providence] enjoyed wide cur-
rency in Europe from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century: first, that
God controlled everything that happened on earth; second, that God
had a particular plan for human history.”>*> Within the framework of
providence, everything serves a divine design, and humans can read
the signs of that design in both the workings of their own lives and the
larger trajectory of history. The limits of human perception, however,
prevent perfect knowledge of the workings of providence as well as of its
ultimate end. The gap between intent and interpretation, Guyatt dem-
onstrates, has produced a structure in which atrocities could be justified
by recourse to providential history. This is especially clear in the context
of Indian Removal and genocide, as well as New World slavery. Guyatt’s
work aptly shows how colonial and nationalist projects in the Americas
often were preoccupied with the question, “What was the providential
significance of the American Indians?”** Had Europeans been directed
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by a divine hand to the Americas to Christianize these populations?
Or were Native peoples, as many Protestants asserted, divinely des-
tined to “vanish” from the earth in the face of white Christianity? The
Hebraic Indian theory sits at the crux of such questions, presenting its
proponents with the possibility not only that contact between Europe-
ans and Americans had set the stage for the providential fulfillment of
biblical prophecies but also that indigenous vanishing would reach its
apex when Native American populations remembered their history and
transformed into the “Jews” they had been all along.

This book begins with an examination of the documents comprising
the first sustained English engagements with the Hebraic Indian the-
ory: Thomas Thorowgood’s books, lewes in America (1650) and Jews in
America (1660). Though their titles are nearly identical, these works are
distinct, complementary engagements with the theory and its potential
consequences for English and Anglo-American readers. The first chap-
ter demonstrates that Thorowgood’s work employs an emergent notion
of probability to make its case for American Hebraism. His works are
religious treatises, certainly, but they anticipate a shift in the discourses
of science and mathematics, drawing on a concept of “the probable” that
would become increasingly operant as the century wore on. Both Iewes
in America and, even more explicitly, Jews in America deploy the con-
cept of probability to argue that absolute certainty of the Hebraic Indian
theory is not required for that theory’s general acceptance and to posit
that in the absence of conclusive evidence of a religious postulation, be-
lief is always a better bet than disbelief. Thorowgood’s recourse to the
probable, rather than the certain, situates him at the fore of evolving
European attitudes regarding epistemology. It also allows him to incor-
porate evidence of the theory from a variety of sources, including the
Puritan divines John Eliot and Roger Williams, who did not agree with
his thesis but whose work nonetheless made it seem probable. In push-
ing the theory into the space of the possible, Thorowgood set the stage
for its survival in English discussions of American origins.

That the Hebraic Indian theory did not die on the vine in the seven-
teenth century owes much to the publication of James Adair’s History of
the American Indians (1775), which significantly altered the discourse of
indigenous origins by grounding it in what might be called an anthropo-
logical approach. The earliest expositions of the Hebraic Indian theory
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relied mainly on biblical exegesis for their claims, and many were writ-
ten by those who never set foot in the Americas. Writing to contradict
the theory of polygenesis—that is, the theory that indigenous Ameri-
cans derived from a distinct, non-Adamic creation—Adair insisted that
careful observations of Native cultural practices revealed incontrovert-
ible proof that they derived from a biblical source. A self-proclaimed
“Indian trader” who from about 1735 lived in what is now the south-
eastern United States, Adair offered readers detailed, personal accounts
of several American cultures. His History thus asserted that American
Hebraism was observable, tenable, and available to anyone who cared
to look. Adair has been long ignored by literary critics and scholars of
this period, so this book’s second chapter aims in part to recover his
important place within early discussions of indigenous history. More
particularly, though, it shows that Adair’s approach to the question of
American origins, which privileged empirical observation, allowed his
work to become the proof text for later versions of the Hebraic Indian
theory. Adair refrained from drawing conclusions about the religious
implications of his theory, and thus his History was of use to millennial-
ist Christians such as the Reverend Ethan Smith and the Jewish utopian
Mordecai Manuel Noah. His work also laid the groundwork for schol-
arly studies of indigenous peoples of the southeastern United States.
Through analysis of Adair’s methods and his work’s legacy, this chapter
explores the complex relationship between biblical inquiry and anthro-
pological study in the United States.

This book’s third chapter examines the most significant exposition
of the Hebraic Indian theory produced in the nineteenth century, Elias
Boudinot’s 1816 treatise A Star in the West. Boudinot was a prominent
Presbyterian and former president of the Continental Congress, and
his reputation lent a degree of legitimacy to the Hebraic Indian theory.
Beginning with an analysis of Boudinot’s professed “accidental” read-
ing of the apocryphal Book of Esdras, the chapter first explores how
he uses the notion of the accident to construct a theory of providen-
tial history that culminates in the revelation of the Hebraic Indian. It
then turns to William Apess’s 1829 memoir, A Son of the Forest, which
incorporates Boudinot’s book as an appendix. A dedicated Methodist
and self-described Pequot Indian, Apess might at first seem an unlikely
proponent of the Hebraic Indian theory. The theory, however, allows
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him to situate his own Christianity outside of English and US colonial
practices—to reach back to an earlier historical source for his religious
identity. It also, this chapter contends, enables Apess to present his ver-
sion of American history as running along a timeline distinct from that
of white Christians and to disrupt the teleologies of both white ascen-
dance and Native disappearance in the Americas. Apess’s conversion of
Boudinot’s book into an appendix thus creates a temporal disruption
in A Son of the Forest that enables the Pequot to lay claim to Christian
sovereignty by assuming the mantle of a lost Israelite.

Having examined the most significant expressions of the Hebraic
Indian theory produced into the nineteenth century, this book turns
to revisions to, and rejections of, its claims. Chapter 4 explores a sig-
nificant but often misunderstood revision of the Hebraic Indian theory:
The Book of Mormon. The Book of Mormon posits a Hebraic origin for
indigenous Americans, but it explicitly rejects the lost tribes theory. Its
indigenous Americans derive from previously unknown biblical disap-
pearances. Although they are absent from its narrative, though, the lost
tribes of Israel operate at The Book of Mormon’s margins. Analyzing the
book’s simultaneous evocation and deferral of lost tribes mythology, this
chapter argues that The Book of Mormon formally presents sacred time
as iterate and proliferating rather than linear and singular. The Book of
Mormon thus forces readers to confront the continued “lostness” of the
tribes and the theological consequences of their absence. In its closing
section, the chapter turns to later writings that combine The Book of
Mormon’s claims with contemporary scientific (and pseudo-scientific)
theories about the earth to explain the continuing absence of the lost
tribes. For over a century, writers affiliated with the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints have posited a variety of locations for the
tribes: from outer space to the earth’s core. This chapter shows how The
Book of Mormon’s relegation of the tribes to still unknown parts of the
universe creates a paradox within its theology, by coupling an insistence
upon imminent millennium with the endless deferral of one of that mil-
lennium’s main prerequisites.

Chapter 5 explores the waning influence of the Hebraic Indian theory
in the aftermath of the era of US Indian Removal, taking as a case study
James Fennimore Cooper’s most explicit engagement with the theory,
The Bee-Hunter; or, The Oak Openings. Published in 1848 but set during
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the War of 1812, The Bee-Hunter is emblematic of midcentury rejections
of the Hebraic Indian theory, which tended to present it as the irrational
fantasy of overly enthusiastic millennialists. In The Bee-Hunter, Cooper
establishes an orderly colonial geometry that depends simultaneously
upon the practice of honey gathering and the disappearance of indig-
enous peoples. A threat to this frontier order arrives in the figure of
Parson Amen, an itinerant Methodist who has traveled to the nation’s
western edge to convince Native Americans that they are latent “Jews”
Amen’s theological geometry operates in opposition to that of the bee
hunter, and thus the parson’s message must be neutralized within the
novel. In Cooper’s work, then, it becomes apparent that the Hebraic In-
dian theory presents a problem not only for Protestant eschatology but
also for the project of Indian Removal. Ultimately, in The Bee-Hunter,
the vanishing that becomes most important to white nationalism is that
of the Christian sympathetic to the cause of indigenous sovereignty. The
death of the parson and the conversion to Christianity of the novel’s
most radical Native American figure foreclose the possibility of the al-
ternate American history offered by the Hebraic Indian theory. The fu-
ture Parson Amen predicts is replaced by the steady progress of white
Christianity, and in declaring himself “no Jew;” the Native American be-
comes a vanishing Indian.

Building on the fourth chapter’s discussion of early Latter-day Saint
interest in hollow earth theories, chapter 6 recovers and analyzes De
Witt Clinton Chipman’s long-forgotten 1895 novel, Beyond the Verge:
Home of the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel. A fanciful account of an indigenous
American man who encounters the lost tribes and travels with them
into the earth’s core, Chipman’s novel distinguishes between indigenous
Americans and Hebraic peoples but nonetheless posits an American
journey for the tribes. This chapter first situates Beyond the Verge within
the long history of American “mound-builder” literature, a collection
of texts concerned with the possibility that white people might liter-
ally excavate American history from the earthen mounds that dotted
the hemisphere. Writers from Thomas Jefferson to William Cullen Bry-
ant describe the possibilities and disappointments involved in digging
into American soil to uncover its past. In Chipman’s novel, the mound
builders reject the lost tribes and have no bearing on the earth’s mil-
lennial future. For him, the truly important discovery within the earth
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will be the hidden city at its center. The chapter shows how Chipman’s
novel operates within a larger, scientific discussion about the possibility
of a habitable hollow earth. Edmund Halley had endorsed the notion as
early as 1692, and the hollow earth theory gained popularity through the
nineteenth century. In shifting the lost tribes into earth’s core, Beyond
the Verge suggests that America’s destiny lies not beneath its own soil,
where only the bones of dead and forgotten peoples lie. In Chipman’s
rendering, the Americas are not the site of millennial glory but rather
a waystation for the tribes as they march into the earth’s core to await a
better and more universal destiny.

Although the Hebraic Indian theory might itself seem a strange relic
of the past, its echo can be heard in contemporary discussions of the
origins of human life. As knowledge of the earth’s habitable spaces has
expanded, and the territory available to the lost tribes has disappeared,
a new space of possibility has opened in discussions of the tribes: DNA.
This book concludes with a brief coda discussing the mutual impact
that the Hebraic Indian theory and the popular discourse of human ge-
nomics have had upon each other. As this book’s chapters demonstrate,
the Hebraic Indian theory often inhabits the space of epistemological
change. Developments in probability theory, ethnography, geography,
astronomy, and geology all have served as sites for the theory to mani-
fest and evolve. This is no less true, it turns out, of advances in genet-
ics. Exploring both general studies of human genomic sequencing and
works specifically interested in the question of whether traces of Hebraic
origins might be found in “Native American DNA,” this conclusion sug-
gests that a notion of the sacred is as operant in the search for human
origins today as it was three centuries ago. Just as earlier efforts to un-
cover the American past bore religious weight for those who engaged in
them, popular discussions of human genetics often are couched in the
language of creation, teleology, and salvation. The search for American
ancestry, however secular its method, always is infused with the sacred.






Proof Positive

Hebraic Indians and the Emergence of Probability Theory

In 1660, the English Presbyterian minister Thomas Thorowgood pub-
lished Jews in America; or, Probabilities, that those Indians are Judaical,
made more probable by some Additionals to the former Conjectures. As
the subtitle suggests, with its promise of “more probable Additionals,”
this book defends the claims made in Thorowgood’s earlier work on the
same subject, Iewes in America; or, Probabilities That the Americans are
of that Race (first published in 1650 and reissued as Digitus Dei: New
Discoveries in 1652). Thorowgood had sent a copy of Iewes in America
to the Anglican controversialist Hamon LEstrange, who responded, to
Thorowgood’s chagrin, by publishing Americans No Iewes; or, Improb-
abilities that Americans are of That Race (1651). The 1660 Jews in America
is thus a response to LEstrange’s critique and a supplement to Thorow-
good’s initial publication. Despite their nearly identical titles, the books
differ substantially in content. They are, however, mutually concerned
with proving a “Jewish” origin for Native Americans. Specifically, both
books contend that indigenous American peoples—in both the north-
ern and the southern parts of the hemisphere—are the ten lost tribes of
Israel.

Thorowgood was not the first European to speculate about the ori-
gins of human life in the Americas. Theories regarding the continents’
human history among Europeans were as old as their arrival in the
hemisphere, and debates over this question were very much in play in
the seventeenth century.” The 1650 Iewes in America, however, marks
the first known English publication to offer a sustained inquiry into the
Hebraic Indian theory—a hypothesis holding that Native Americans
shared a lineage with Jewish peoples. Deploying both biblical exegesis to
track the tribes’ movements following the Assyrian conquest and proto-
ethnographic evidence to highlight ostensible similarities between Na-

21



22 | PROOEF POSITIVE

tive American and “Jewish” cultural practices, Iewes in America and Jews
in America presented readers with the tantalizing possibility that Euro-
pean colonialism had solved one of the Bible’s greatest historical myster-
ies and effected a merging of sacred and secular timelines.

Iewes in America and Jews in America are difficult books to assess, for
several reasons. First, although Thorowgood is identified as the author
of both works, they are composite texts containing substantial writings
by figures with varying, and sometimes competing, relationships to the
Hebraic Indian theory. Richard Cogley has conducted the most exten-
sive inquiry into the histories of Thorowgood’s books and the men who
contributed to them, and I do not wish to replicate his work here. Still,
some background information is essential both for a general under-
standing of how these books came into being and for the kind of analysis
I will pursue in this chapter.

As Cogley has demonstrated, the writers packaged together in these
works inhabited a wide spectrum of belief about the Hebraic Indian the-
ory and its potential consequences.’ Thorowgood himself was a former
Anglican priest who embraced Presbyterianism during England’s tumul-
tuous 1640s. He was a reformist, but neither his political nor his theolog-
ical outlook was particularly radical, and, as Cogley notes, Thorowgood
“was almost certainly not a millenarian, or a person who believed in the
future establishment of a millennial or messianic kingdom on earth”*
Despite his relatively moderate views, Thorowgood corresponded en-
thusiastically with men who believed not only that indigenous peoples
could be the lost tribes of Israel but also that their “discovery” by English
Protestants heralded an impending millennium. He included writings
by these prominent millennialists in both Iewes in America and Jews in
America. In the former, his personal assessment of the Hebraic Indian
theory is bookended by an “Epistolicall Discourse” by John Dury, whom
Richard Popkin calls “perhaps the most active millenarian theoretician
in the Puritan Revolution,” as well as an account by the Dutch rabbi
Manasseh ben Israel, who (being Jewish) did not personally subscribe
to Christian millenarianism but did deploy it for political use.® Jews in
America similarly features a lengthy letter Thorowgood received from
the Puritan missionary John Eliot, whose religious views did not fully
align with Thorowgood’s but who was willing to entertain the question
of American Hebraism. In addition to incorporating writing by others
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directly engaged with the theory, within both books Thorowgood offers
extensive citations of everything from biblical texts to Spanish accounts
of the Americas to classical works of history and philosophy. Thus nei-
ther Iewes in America nor Jews in America offers a singular argument
regarding the Hebraic Indian theory, and the arguments these books
contain at times run counter to each other.

A second challenge to the assessment of Thorowgood’s books is the
question of time, specifically of time lag. Thorowgood produced Iewes
in America during the English civil wars and Jews in America at the end
of the Interregnum. England’s political instability during this period
not only caused publication delays but also had an impact on the texts
themselves. Thorowgood began investigating the Hebraic Indian theory
sometime in the 1630s—when he wrote to the Puritan minister Roger
Williams to ask his opinion of it—and composed his first book in the
mid-1640s. Iewes in America was approved for publication in 1648, but it
was held up at the press because of Pride’s Purge and the arrest of King
Charles I. The delay was in some respects fortuitous, because the book’s
original dedication was to Charles, whose trial and 1649 execution ren-
dered such laurels not only unnecessary but also dangerous. Cogley’s
work on the publication history of lewes in America shows that Thorow-
good did not shelve the book during the two years that lapsed before
it appeared in print but instead took advantage of its postponement by
augmenting it in the meantime. Beyond changing the dedication—now
to the knights and gentlemen of Norfolk—“he added materials from
[Edward] Winslow’s Glorious Progress of the Gospel, which was pub-
lished in mid-1649, and also from the charter of the New England Com-
pany, the missionary corporation created by parliament in July 1649.”

The incorporation of material from the Puritan Winslow’s book is
intriguing, because that text includes an appendix in which Dury argues
that the lost tribes of Israel are in the Americas. By Dury’s own account,
though, his interest in the Hebraic Indian theory owed entirely to his
reading of the unpublished Iewes in America. His “Epistolicall Discourse”
to Thorowgood, written in 1649 and included in Thorowgood’s first
book, explains, “Before I had read your discourse and seriously weighed
matters, when I thought upon your theme, that the Americans should
be of the seed of Israell, it seemed to me somewhat strange and unlikely

to have any truth in it”® Jewes in America changed Dury’s mind, which
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made it possible for him to write Winslow’s appendix. By a twist of po-
litical fate, Winslow’s book, written second but published first, becomes
a proof text for Thorowgood. In citing Glorious Progress, in other words,
Thorowgood essentially is citing himself. A product of both collabora-
tion and delay, Iewes in America is an odd artifact, drawing on numer-
ous sources that in turn draw from it. With its nearly identical title and
reworked dedication to the king—now the newly restored Charles 11—
the 1660 Jews in America occupies an equally fraught temporal space.
It at once reaches back to the original Iewes in America—replicating its
argument, first dedication, and title—and, with its incorporation of new
materials by Eliot and its Restoration vantage point, looks forcefully to-
ward a prophetic future for England and its colonies.

In this chapter, I am concerned with what I see as Thorowgood’s
main intellectual contribution to the perpetuation of the Hebraic Indian
theory: namely, his insistence on considering it in terms of “probabil-
ity” rather than certainty. This chapter’s first section situates Iewes in
America within the context of evolving notions of probability and the
probable in the early modern era. Thorowgood, this context reveals, de-
velops a model of probability that mitigates the need for absolute proof
within a hypothetical frame. During the period in which Thorowgood
was writing, ideas about probability shifted dramatically in Europe, as
the concept transitioned from a philosophical sense of plausibility to a
mathematical concept of predictive certainty. In the decade that lapsed
between the publication of Iewes in America and that of Jews in America,
Blaise Pascal and Pierre de Fermat began their now-famous correspon-
dence regarding the calculations of odds in gambling, and the Dutch
mathematician Christiaan Huygens published the first tract on what is
now sometimes termed “stochastic probability”—the mathematical pre-
diction of possible outcomes in a field of random variables.

This nascent work in what would become a branch of mathematics
was primarily concerned with games of chance, but it reflects a broader
commitment in the era to the development of clearer methods for es-
tablishing degrees of certainty and predicting results in a variety of situ-
ations. In pushing against demands for absolute or even overwhelming
proof in the presentation of a hypothesis, Thorowgood’s books construct
an epistemological space in which uncertainty is not sufficient grounds
for the rejection of a theory. I am not contending here that Thorowgood
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was familiar with developments in the field of mathematics and con-
sciously adopting them—that would be an improbable claim—but I am
suggesting that his books make a case for belief in the face of incomplete
evidence that anticipates later developments in probabilistic thinking.
Through analysis of his deployment of the notion of probability, this
chapter demonstrates how Thorowgood simultaneously acknowledges
the limits of his work and suggests that those limits need not form the
basis for incredulity. This is precisely the epistemological position re-
quired for entertaining the Hebraic Indian theory.

If probability is a feature of lewes in America, it is the explicit frame-
work for the 1660 Jews in America. The second section of this chapter
will explore how this later book strategically deploys evolving concep-
tions of probability to refute arguments made by critics of the first book.
If Jewes in America lays out evidence for the plausibility of the Hebraic
Indian theory, then Jews in America makes the case that uncertainty it-
self can be grounds for acceptance of a hypothesis. It is precisely this
recourse to probability that allows Thorowgood to incorporate so many
competing Hebraic Indian theories into his work.

This chapter’s final section assesses Thorowgood’s engagement with
writings by Eliot and his fellow Anglo-American reformer, Roger Wil-
liams, to show that Thorowgood deploys a notion of the probable to
work around the challenges these men’s writings pose to his exposition
of the theory. Although Williams was open to the idea of American
Hebraism when he first corresponded with Thorowgood, he ultimately
abandoned the theory. Eliot more thoroughly entertained the notion
that Native Americans were of Hebraic origin, but the letter he sent to
Thorowgood (which was printed in Jews in America) significantly revises
Thorowgood’s version of the theory. Nonetheless, writings by both men
operate in Thorowgood’s work as partial, and thus probable, proof-texts
for his claim. My contention is that this is the case because Thorowgood
presents belief in the theory as a wager similar to one later developed by
Pascal around religious belief. As I will explain in more detail, Thorow-
good frames the Hebraic Indian theory as a bet that holds no risk for the
loser yet offers the possibility of gaining everything to the winner. Of-
fered to readers thusly, Thorowgood’s Hebraic Indian theory operates as
the bet every Christian should hedge, and its probability becomes more
than enough grounds for its acceptance.
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Probable: Iewes in America and the Assessment of Evidence

From its outset, the 1650 Iewes in America evinces an interest in the epis-
temological potential of the probable. Dury’s “Epistollical Discourse,’
which introduces Thorowgood’s argument, begins with an expression of
gratitude explicitly linked to the book’s framing of its subject around the
question of probability. “I am bound to thank you for the communica-
tion of your booke,” Dury writes, “which I have read with a great deale
of delight and satisfaction; for the rarity of the subject, and the variety
of your observations thereupon, which you have deduced with as much
probability to make out your theme, as History can afford matter”® As I
noted above, Dury claims to have been skeptical of the Hebraic Indian
theory before reading lewes in America. He acknowledges as much in his
“Discourse,” noting, too, that it is not unreasonable for others to share
his former doubts. “At first blush,” he explains, “the thing which you
offer to be believed, will seeme to most men incredible, and extravi-
gant”'® For Dury, though, all that is required to overcome disbelief in
the theory is a careful consideration of Thorowgood’s evidence. “When
all things are laid rationally and without prejudice together,” he writes,
“there will be nothing of improbability found therein, which will not
be swallowed up with the appearance of contrary likelyhoods, of things
possible and lately attested by some to be truths”'! Though the syntax
is a bit murky, Dury’s recourse to the probable is clear. Iewes in America
has real knowledge value, he suggests, because it moves the Hebraic
Indian theory out of the realm of the “incredible” and into the world of
the possible.

Dury was not simply an early and enthusiastic reader for Thorow-
good; he also introduced Thorowgood to the work of Manasseh ben Is-
rael, the most influential Jewish thinker to entertain the Hebraic Indian
theory. Indeed, while the publication of Iewes in America initially was
delayed for political reasons, Dury was probably responsible for further
extending the time between the book’s approval and publication be-
cause he was hoping to receive information from Manasseh that would
strengthen Thorowgood’s claims. As Cogley explains, “When he read the
draft of Iewes in America in late 1648, Dury recalled an astonishing story
that he had heard in Holland in 1644 . . . about a Marrano who claimed
that he had encountered the lost Israelites in South America”**> Dury
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wrote to Manasseh seeking confirmation of the story, and he held onto
Thorowgood’s book while he waited for a reply. Manasseh responded in
November of 1649, sharing with Dury a French translation of the Mar-
rano’s account (the man’s name was Antonio de Montezinos) along with
an affidavit from Manasseh himself attesting to its authenticity. Dury
translated Manasseh’s materials into English and had them printed at
the end of Iewes in America. He frames his inclusion of these materials
as operating in the service of probability. “[W]hereof to confirme your
probable conjectures,” Dury writes in his “Discourse,”
that information which is come to my hands . . . which to the probability
of your conjectures adde so much light, that if the things which I shall
relate be not meere fictions (which I assure you are none of mine, for
you shall have them without any addition, as I have received them) none
can make any further scruple of the truth of your assertion”'* Here, the
already probable is made more probable through the addition of the
equally probable. Dury is not laying out a case for absolute certainty,
even as he embraces Thorowgood’s thesis. Rather, through the accumu-
lation of source materials and logical deductions, Dury argues for the
likelihood of the Hebraic Indian theory.

Dury’s sense that “probable conjectures” bore epistemological weight
may have grown out of his reading of lewes in America, a text that it-
self is invested in the relationship among evidence, probability, and
certainty. Thorowgood introduces the text proper of Iewes in America
by stating that he at first took an interest in the Americas because he
was curious about “what Genius devoted our Country-men so willingly

I shall give you

to forsake their Friends, and Nation, exposing themselves to voyages
long and perilous.”'* A Presbyterian who opted to remain in England
through the civil wars, Thorowgood was perhaps understandably curi-
ous about those reformers who departed for what he viewed as even
less friendly shores. Noting that “some were hastened by their dislike of
Church Government” and that “other perhaps were in hope to enrich
themselves,” Thorowgood contends that the most significant develop-
ment in English colonization of North America is the potential for the
conversion of Native American peoples (1). “Or else those pious soules
by a divine instinct, might happily bee stirred up to despise all hazards,”
he writes, “that the Natives for their temporall accommodations might
bee spiritually enriched by the English” (2).
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Having concluded that, whatever their initial motivations, the colo-
nists’ true errand is to bring Christianity to the western hemisphere,
Thorowgood arrives at the heart of his project. The “next desire,” he ex-
plains, “was, if possible, to learne the Originall of the Americans, and by
observations from Printed Books, and written Letters, and by Discourse
with some that had travelled to, and abode in those parts severall years,
the probability of that opinion as yet praeponderates, that the Westerne
Indians be of Jewish race” (2). Here Thorowgood lays out his methodol-
ogy as well as his purpose. His goal is to determine “the probability” of
a Hebraic origin for the Americas; in the service of that goal, he will col-
lect data by reading books about the Americas and corresponding with
those who have lived there. Though in our own moment this may seem
a relatively neutral approach to the resolution of an open question, with
its emphasis on probability and its recourse to testimonial proof, Iewes
in America participates in an epistemological shift sweeping Europe in
the early modern era and even anticipates some philosophical argu-
ments regarding evidentiary proof that would be published in its wake.

To understand Thorowgood’s deployment of probability as the basis
of his belief in the Hebraic Indian theory, it is necessary to consider the
transformation that the notion of probability underwent in Europe in
the seventeenth century. As Anders Hald writes in his history of early
probability and statistics, the “concept of probability is an ambiguous
one. It has gradually changed in content, and at present it has many
meanings, particularly in the philosophical literature”** Part of the con-
fusion surrounding the concept, he explains, stems from the fact that
the term “probability” is deployed in both qualitative and quantitative
disciplines, where it denotes several different kinds of knowledge. On
the one hand, he writes, “Aleatory probabilities are used for describing
properties of random mechanisms or experiments,” while “epistemic
probabilities are used for measuring the degree of belief in a proposition
warranted by evidence”'® The division of probability into these two cat-
egories began in the middle of the seventeenth century. Although schol-
ars continue to debate the precise history and contours of probabilistic
thought in this period, intellectual historians broadly agree that around
1650 the significance of “probability” as a source of knowledge began
to shift.'” During the period when Thorowgood composed his work on
the Hebraic Indian theory, the idea that rational belief or action could
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be based on the probable rather than the certain began to undergird
everything from religion to history to science. This shift, I would sug-
gest, authorizes Thorowgood’s project and allows him to amass a frankly
inconclusive data set in the service of his hypothesis.

The shifting role of probability in European thought occurred on sev-
eral axes simultaneously during the mid-seventeenth century. This is, for
example, when the concept made its first entry into the field of math-
ematics. Before this period, the word had no numerical connotation,
and there was essentially no quantitative element to probability. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, the concept enters mathematics primarily through dis-
cussions of gambling. Humans had been playing games of chance for
centuries, and there are a few early works that address topics such as the
odds of rolling different combinations of dice, but it was not until the
1650s that anyone in Europe made a serious attempt at systematic alea-
tory calculation.'®

The first significant effort to quantify probability was undertaken, fa-
mously, in a series of letters exchanged by Blaise Pascal and Pierre de
Fermat in 1654. The correspondence was inaugurated by Antoine Gom-
baud, Chevalier de Méré, who asked the mathematicians to solve the
age-old “problem of points,” which is sometimes referred to as the “divi-
sion of stakes.” The problem unfolds thusly:

1. Two players agree to play a set number of rounds of a game of
chance.

2. They agree that the winner of the majority of rounds (two out of
three, three out of five, etc.) will be declared the winner of the
entire game.

3. They are interrupted before they can complete all the agreed upon
rounds, but at the moment of interruption they are not locked in a
tie.

4. How should they divide the pot?

This deceptively simple problem laid the foundation for modern mathe-
matical probability theory, as Pascal used it to develop equations capable
of calculating the odds of potential outcomes within a random field."
Thorowgood could not have known about this correspondence, even
when he wrote the 1660 Jews in America, as it would not be published
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until after his own books appeared in print. Still, Pascal and Fermats
correspondence took place within a broader framework of epistemologi-
cal change in Europe. As Lorraine Daston puts it, “Mathematical prob-
ability theory was to be the codification of a new brand of rationality
that emerged at approximately the same time as the theory itself . . . in
contrast to the traditional rationality of demonstrative certainty.”** As
mathematicians grappled with the calculation of possibility, so too did
scientists and philosophers entertain the notion that certainty might not
be the necessary standard for rational belief—and, indeed, that certainty
itself might be an improbable achievement.

Although the calculation of odds for gambling was perhaps the most
obvious application of probability theory, the prediction of possibilities
and the assessment of levels of plausibility became standard practice
in several disciplines in this period. Hald notes that while Pascal and
Fermat took up their hypothetical gambling problem, the demogra-
pher (and haberdasher) John Graunt undertook a statistical analysis of
mortality rates in England in order to assess and predict the effects of
a plague on the population.** His book, Natural and Political Observa-
tions Made on the Bills of Mortality (1662), not only tabulated data from
mortality bills but also proposed that the systematic analysis of that data
could allow officials to prepare for future epidemics. This notion that
aleatory odds could be calculated from data about past occurrences and
thereby lay groundwork for future actions was new in this era, and it
had a broad impact on European cultural practices. lan Hacking, author
of the first major assessment of probability’s emergence as an accepted
epistemological standard, has suggested, somewhat controversially, that
the shift in thinking around probability took place rapidly around 1650.
While some historians of probability theory highlight its ties to older
modes of thinking and suggest that the change in its meaning took
place more gradually, Hacking’s suggestion that “before 1650 or so, there
was virtually none of our present web of probability ideas” is compel-
ling, as is his contention that several new practices emerged almost all
at once across Europe to alter the epistemological landscape.” Among
those new practices, he notes, “Nations began to raise income by sell-
ing annuities, which demanded, but did not always receive, actuarial
competence. . . . People of power and influence attended to the statistics
of births and deaths . . . [and the] reliability of testimony was calcu-
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lated”** Produced just as these cultural changes begin to take shape,
Thorowgood’s work evinces an investment in the idea that the calcu-
lation of odds could allow a thoughtful person to derive a conclusion
from incomplete evidence and extrapolate a reasonable prediction out
of historical data.

In addition to forming a new foundation for mathematical calcula-
tion in fields such as mathematics and demography, probability under-
went alteration within qualitative fields during this period. It is this shift
that seems to have had the greatest impact on Thorowgood’s thinking
about the Hebraic Indian theory. In her extensive study of seventeenth-
century English approaches to probability, Barbara Shapiro demon-
strates that “in the ancient world, probability had been associated with
opinion and rhetoric and had . . . little philosophical significance”** In
the long, Western philosophical tradition of categorizing and ranking
forms of knowledge, probability rested close to the epistemological floor,
below both the absolute certainty of divine knowledge and the lesser,
human category of “moral certainty” (assurance beyond reasonable
doubt). Until the mid-seventeenth century, the aim of most disciplines
was to achieve moral certainty. Several factors converged to erode this
impossibly high standard. Hacking suggests that probability gained trac-
tion in the natural sciences, as fields such as medicine and astrology
came more and more to depend upon “observable signs” and empirical
data. Where sensory information formerly had been deemed unreliable
because potentially faulty, it emerged as one of the few sources of knowl-
edge useful for medical diagnoses, and it formed the basis of astrological
predictions.?

Questions surrounding what constituted appropriate evidence in sup-
port of a conclusion made their way into other areas as well. Shapiro
notes that this era saw the emergence of several philosophers—Hugo
Grotius being perhaps the most significant—who made an “attempt to
find a rational basis for the truths of religion without making claims
to the kind of religious certitude that dogmatic theologians were mak-
ing”?® Her work also demonstrates how in the mid-seventeenth century,
“English historical thought first reached its modern state of method-
ological ambivalence,” as historians grappled with the obscurity of the
past.”” In a similar vein, Daston argues that probability was most signifi-
cantly transformed through its entry into legal discourse, noting that it
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was within the law that probability’s emerging mathematical properties
collided with its more subjective features, as jurists encountered aleatory
contracts on the one hand and, on the other, situations in which con-
flict hinged on competing perspectives. “The hierarchy of proofs within
Roman and canon law;” she explains, “led mathematicians to conceive
of degrees of probability as degrees of certainty along a graduated spec-
trum of belief”*® As Europeans refashioned their knowledge systems
with the limits of human understanding in mind, probability emerged
as a new standard of reasonable belief in the absence of total certainty.

The notion that probability could form the backbone of a spectrum
of certainty was in its infancy when Thorowgood composed Iewes in
America, and yet that book explicitly constructs its argument in terms
of the probable. Thorowgood’s own text primarily is comprised of “con-
jectures” purporting to demonstrate cultural similarity between Na-
tive Americans and the Bible’s missing Israelites. It bears repeating that
Thorowgood’s descriptions of both groups tend toward caricature. He
possessed no first-hand knowledge of Native American nations, which
he treats as a singular culture, and he appears to have been equally ig-
norant of the history and practice of Judaism (a religion that did not
exist as Thorowgood understands it in 722 BCE, the purported year of
the Kingdom of Israel’s exile). Nonetheless, cultural comparison forms
the basis of Thorowgood’s argument, operating as an “observable sign”
of his theory. His first conjecture, for example, asserts that “the Indians
doe themselves relate things of their Ancestors, suteable to what we read
of the Jewes in the Bible” (3). Native history, Thorowgood contends, is
biblical and Israelite. “They boast their Pedigree from men preserved
in the Sea by God himself;” he writes, “that God made one man, and
one woman . . . and how in a Famine hee rained bread for them from
Heaven, who in a time of drought also gave them Water out of a Rock:
many other things, themselves say were done for them, such as the
Scriptures relate concerning the Israelites at their comming out of Ae-
gypt” (4).

Thorowgood’s primary source for this account of American history is
José de Acosta’s Natural and Moral History of the Indies, which was pub-
lished in Spanish in 1590 and translated into English in 1604. It is likely,
though, that Thorowgood encountered Acosta’s work through his read-
ing of Thomas de Malvenda’s Latin text De Antichristo (1604), a treatise
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on the antichrist that is not primarily concerned with the Americas but
refers to Acosta’s work. Iewes in America cites both texts, and although
the evidence presented primarily is Acosta’s, Thorowgood concludes
this exposition of Mexican historical accounts thusly: “Who seeth not[,]
saith Malvendal[,] much probability that the Mexicans are lewes, how
could they else report the manner of their comming into the promised
Land?” (4). Ostensible similarities between Mexican and biblical ac-
counts of creation and migration add up, in Thorowgood’s calculus, to a
probable, if not absolute, conclusion.

The evidence Thorowgood presents in service of the Hebraic Indian
theory would not satisfy a twenty-first-century reader, and for good rea-
son, but Iewes in America laid important groundwork for future engage-
ments with the theory, and thus an accounting of some of its proofs is in
order. Thorowgood presents a set of practices ostensibly shared between
Native American and “Jewish” peoples. His imagining of the culture of
the lost tribes is essentially a catalogue of Jewish stereotypes, while his
sense of Native American cultures is gleaned from an array of first- and
second-hand colonial texts. This section of lewes in America includes
such arguments as the following:

The Indians weare garments fashioned as the Jewes, a single coate, a
square little cloake. . . . They constantly annoint their heads, as did the
Jewes . .. They delight exceedingly in dancing . . . [T]hey eate no swines
flesh tis hateful to them, as it was among the Jewes . . . The Indian women
are easily delivered of their children, without Midwives, as those in Exod.
1.19. ... Dowries for wives are given . . . [and] They nurse their owne chil-
dren, even the Queenes in Peru, and so did the mothers in Israel. (6-8)

The text goes on like this at length, as Thorowgood covers perceived
similarities between American and Jewish religious rites and suggests
that indigenous American peoples speak a degraded form of Hebrew.
Individually, his proofs might be unconvincing. The cumulative effect
of these arguments, though, allows Thorowgood to slide the Hebraic
Indian theory into the realm of the probable. The main stumbling block
that Thorowgood and other advocates of the theory faced was that there
was not a single piece of conclusive evidence to support it. There was,
however, a collection of signs that could be interpreted as pointing to
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his claim. In the absence of certain proof, Thorowgood offers an almost
overwhelming list of minor possibilities that he hopes add up to a clear
conclusion.

Thorowgood frames two of his evidentiary claims specifically in terms
of probability. In the first, he evokes the probable to stave off a potential
argument against his theory. His sixth chapter begins, “This which fol-
loweth next, at first sight, will appeare a Paradox rather than a Probabil-
ity” The sticking point in question is what he terms “the Man-devouring
that is in America” (17). Thorowgood’s main source of information re-
garding cannibalism in the Americas is Peter Martyr d’Anghiera’s De
Orbe Novo, a set of reports detailing Spanish explorations of Central and
South America, first translated into English in 1555. Martyr’s work offers
several accounts by Spanish conquistadors of American cannibalism,
including a description of “people called Caniblaes, or caribes, which
were accusto[m]ed to eate mans flesh (& called of the olde writer, An-
thropophagi).”* Thorowgood borrows Martyr’s phrasing when he asks,
“What an inference may this seem to bee; there bee Carybes, Caniballs,
and Man-eaters among them, therefore they be Jewish?” (17).

The question of whether, and under what circumstances, cannibalism
occurred in the precolonial Americas is highly charged and has gener-
ated a great deal of scholarly debate. As the anthropologist Barry Isaac
notes in his study of accounts of cannibalism in Mesoamerica, “Aztec
cannibalism is a controversial topic because we cannot yet answer the
question: do the early Colonial-period reports of it reflect actual behav-
ior or merely a post-Conquest reinterpretation of tradition?”*° There is
no such thing as an unmediated account of cannibalism in the Ameri-
cas, and Europeans often conjured the practice to prove the “savagery”
of indigenous peoples. Despite the many references to “man-eating” in
Martyr’s work, and its near ubiquity in popular representations of pre-
Columbian Mesoamerica, Isaac reminds us that “no eyewitness accounts
of Aztec cannibalism exist.”*!

The accuracy of Thorowgood’s source material matters less here than
the fact that he deemed accounts of cannibalism a problem for Iewes in
America to solve. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this ostensible proof of differ-
ence becomes in his rendering simply another indication of similarity.
In this case, though, it is not cultural comparison that proves an Israelite
origin for Native Americans; rather, it is biblical prophecy. “But let it be
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considered,” Thorowgood writes, “Among the Curses threatned to Israel
upon their disobedience, wee read Levit. 26. 29. Yee shall eate the flesh of
your Sonnes and of your Daughters” (17). Although the Israelites do not
consume human flesh in the biblical narrative, Thorowgood contends
that they are predicted to fall into the practice. “The Prophet Ezekiel,” he
writes, “speakes in the future tense of some new, and till then unheard
of calamity, but such as should bee common afterward; I will doe in thee
that I never did before, for in the midst of thee the Fathers shall eat their
Sons, and the Sons their Fathers” (17). Reports of American cannibalism
thus do not contradict the Hebraic Indian theory. On the contrary, they
suggest the fulfillment of prophecy and stand as proof of the theory’s
relevance.

The idea that the lives of indigenous Americans should be under-
stood within the frame of biblical prophecy also structures the second
explicitly probabilistic evidentiary point in Iewes in America. In a chap-
ter assessing the suffering of indigenous peoples, Thorowgood explains
that they “have endured the extremities of most unspeakable miseries”
(27). Those “miseries,” Thorowgood admits, primarily have followed on
the heels of European arrival in the hemisphere. Nonetheless, he asserts,
American suffering is proof of both a divine plan and a Hebraic origin
for the sufferers. “The Americans calamities are suitable to those plagues
threatned unto the Jewes,” he writes, citing the twenty-eighth chapter of
Deuteronomy, which includes the verse, “The Lord shall cause thee to be
smitten before thine enemies” (Deuteronomy 28:20). Just as cannibalism
marks the fulfillment of prophecy, so, too, do the horrors of European
colonialism. “Such a comment upon that terrible Scripture is not any
where to be found, as among the Indians,” Thorowgood argues, and “by
this also it will appear probable that they be Jews” (26). “The Jews were
a sinful people,” he explains. “The Indians were and are transcendent
sufferers” (26).

The tautology is both cruel and convenient. Native peoples suffer,
because they were always already meant to suffer, because they are the
Israelites, who were always already meant to suffer. Like the Assyrians
before them, European colonists merely act in the service of a divine
order, carrying out in the present the predicted decimation of a long-
gone people. Within the parameters of Iewes in America, the proper
conclusion to draw from the pain of Native Americans merely is that it
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is “probable that they be Jews” Although Thorowgood does assert that
he ofters this specific proof hoping to “provoke the readers every way to
compassionate such transcendent sufferers,” his sense that the Hebraic
Indian is destined to endure divine punishment overshadows other con-
siderations, and the “unspeakable miseries” of colonialism seem, in the
end, to be merely more proof for his thesis.

At the end of his conjectures, Thorowgood admits that accumula-
tion is his argumentative strategy. “And now if all these parallels will
not amount to a probability,” he writes, “one thing more shall be added”
(33). There is no clear certainty in this model, only the stacking of pos-
sibilities. The final piece of Thorowgood’s tower of small proofs is the
mere fact that Native Americans reside in the Americas. That “one more
thing,” Thorowgood explains, is “the dispersion of the Jewes,” of which,
he writes, “tis said, The Lord shall scatter thee among all people, from
one end of the earth, even to the other, &c. Deut. 28. 64. The whole
remnant of thee I will scatter into all winds, Ezek. 5. 10, 12, 14. & Zach.
2. 6. I have spread you as the foure winds of heaven” (33-34). If evidence
of cultural overlap does not convince a reader of Thorowgood’s claim,
the very existence of the western hemisphere—unknown to Europeans
until the fifteenth century—should carry enough epistemological weight
to do so. “Now if it be considered how punctual and faithfull God is
in performing his promises and threats mentioned in the Scripture of
truth,” Thorowgood explains, “we shall have cause to looke for the Jewes
in America” (34). Confronted with both the specter of an unwavering
deity and the ongoing absence of the lost tribes, the reader must admit
the probability of American Hebraism.

Thorowgood concludes the conjectural portion of his book (after
which follows a plea for funds on behalf of Protestant missionaries in
North America) by asserting that the paucity of evidence for his thesis
stands itself as a kind of proof. “If it be therefore well considered of what
dark & darkened condition the Israelites were in these times, how many
yeeres have passed since . . . it will not seem so strange if they [Native
Americans] be wholly barbarous, seeing also the vengeance of God lies
hard and heavy upon them for their injustice done to his Sonne” (53).
This passage, it perhaps goes without saying, contains both error and
anachronism. But it also is an apt summary of Thorowgood’s reason-
ing throughout Iewes in America. The unlikeliness of his thesis, like the
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“barbarous” state he imagines indigenous Americans to inhabit, “will
not seem so strange” if readers simply consider the breadth of divine
reach and admit that within its scope, nothing is improbable.

More Probable: Jews in America and the Defense of Uncertainty

The idea that probability could form a rational foundation for belief
is implicit throughout the 1650 Iewes in America, but it becomes an
explicit, central concern for Thorowgood in 1660. Jews in America not
only promises “Probabilities, that those Indians are Judaical,” but it fur-
ther announces that those probabilities have been “made more probable
by some Additionals to the former Conjectures.” This is not merely a
hilarious seventeenth-century subtitle (although it is that). In asserting
that “probabilities” can be made “more probable,” Thorowgood is mak-
ing a serious epistemological case for his evidence. As I noted above,
he assembled Jews in America partly in response to Hamon LEstrange’s
rather cruelly titled 1651 work, Americans No Iewes; or, Improbabilities
that the Americans are of that Race. As LEstrange explains, Thorowgood
sent him a copy of Iewes in America, which he read “with more dili-
gence and delight for the Authors sake, but . .. fell upon many Sands and
Rocks of reluctance”®? UEstrange critiques Iewes in America from sev-
eral angles, suggesting both that the original peopling of the Americas
predates the Assyrian conquest and that the similarities Thorowgood
identifies between “Jewish” and American peoples are insufficient to
convince a reasonable person of the Hebraic Indian theory’s veracity.
Although L'Estrange’s conclusion—that Native Americans are not
Jewish—is correct, it is important to note, in fairness to Thorowgood,
that the reasoning LEstrange follows in Americans No Iewes is not sub-
stantially different from that of Jewes in America. In contending that
the Americas were settled “forthwith after the Confusion of tongues”
described in the Genesis story of the Tower of Babel, for example,
LEstrange offers proofs that historians today would deem lacking. Aware
that readers even in his own time might balk at the idea of ancient peo-
ple undertaking a perilous transoceanic voyage, LEstrange defends his
Tower of Babel migration scenario by suggesting that “at the time of the
said Captivity of the ten Tribes, and long before, ships and shipping were
well known and in use; for ITason about Anno mundi 2740 . . . sayled
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out of Greece and performed his expedition for the Golden Fleece”?*
LEstrange also evokes the story of Ulysses as evidence for the prow-
ess of ancient mariners. To compare Iewes in America to Americans No
ITewes is thus not to compare a less accurate text with a more accurate
one. Rather, it is to see that those refuting the Hebraic Indian theory in
this period often accept the same kinds of epistemological premises as
the theory’s proponents. For LEstrange as well as for Thorowgood, the
question is not whether America’s human origins can be determined for
certain; the question is merely what is or is not possible.

L'Estrange’s odd historical positing aside, Americans No Iewes at-
tempts to debunk Thorowgood’s specific “conjectures,” particularly his
claims regarding cultural overlap. In addition to devoting six entire pages
to refuting Thorowgood’s claim that Native people “constantly annoint
their heads, as did the Jewes,” LEstrange declares Thorowgood’s other
ethnographic proofs invalid. To the latter’s claim that Native Ameri-
can garments resemble those of Jewish people, for example, the former
writes that such clothing “is no more peculiar to the Iewes or Americans
than to any other Nation.”** Similarly, to Thorowgood’s assertion that
both groups “delight exceedingly in dancing,” LEstrange replies, “This is
so cheap and prostitute a custome all the World over (and must needs be
most among naked people). . . . It is a ravishment of the Intellectuals.”**

This kind of reasoning forms the basis for much of his rejection of
Iewes in America; the cultural specificity Thorowgood wishes to assign
to these practices disintegrates upon close examination. What Thorow-
good presents as evidence in the service of probability, UEstrange con-
tends, points instead to the improbability of his claim. “I conceive he
expected to prevaile most by the power of his paralleles, and coherence
of Customes,” UEstrange concludes, “so when upon examination I found
so great diversity, disparity, contrariety and discord betwixt the ancient
Iewish rights, and the Customes of America, I resolved . . . chiefly to
bend my self to confute the wrong Petigree of the Americans, and to
oppose and withstand a blind obedience and consent to weak, incertain,
and fallacious conjectures.”*® The accumulation of probabilities does
not, in LEstrange’s review of lewes in America, add up to certainty. De-
spite its effort to convince reasonable readers that an unprovable thesis
is nonetheless possible, lewes in America, LEstrange insists, offers only
an uncertainty at best weakly articulated and at worst dangerously false.
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Although Americans No Iewes primarily attacks lewes in America’s
evidentiary points, Thorowgood mounts a defense of his work that
grounds itself in his deployment of “probabilities” in the service of his
thesis. The 1660 Jews in America contains, in addition to the 1650 book’s
omitted dedication to Charles [—reworked as a dedication to the newly
restored Charles II—and a reprinting of the dedication to the nobil-
ity of Norfolk, a new epistle to the “Impartial and Soul-loving Reader;,”
which attempts to account for the perceived failures of Thorowgood’s
first book. “When I was directed, as hourse diverted from other studies,
to look into the Books that write of the New World,” he explains, “I had
no thought, at first, to observe among them any semblance of Judaicall
rites . . . but by some instinct, or providence upon further reading, and
consideration, such cogitations increased in me”*” Even as he claims
that his investment in American Hebraism might trace to a divine ori-
gin, though, Thorowgood asserts that he never intended for Iewes in
America to stand as a comprehensive proof of his theory. Describing
that first book, he writes, “I was not at all in love with it . .. [I]t was ne-
glected by me, as an unlikely fancy” (25). Interest in the book, his own
and others, was awakened, however, by the political upheaval in Eng-
land. “After the beginning of the long parliament,” he explains, “there
was againe serious speech and preparation toward the conversion of the
Natives in America . . . [T]hose papers also were awakened, that had
a long time slept in the dust, and, by a like providence they came to
the view of some, that were not only curious, but, judicious” (26). If a
providential hand pushed Thorowgood in the direction of the Hebraic
Indian theory, it also pushed his version of the theory into the hands of
others who would believe it. Nonetheless, Thorowgood contends, his
first book’s “countenance was modest, and bashfull, offered at no more
than verisimilitude and probabilities” (26).

Where Iewes in America presented probability as an avenue to belief,
Jews in America adopts a different posture, configuring itself around its
author’s own uncertainty and laying its emergence at the feet of histori-
cal contingency. Far from serving as a retraction, though, this position
allows Thorowgood’s text to absorb criticism while restating the claims
of the earlier book. If readers are unconvinced by his evidence alone,
which he admits is “no more than . . . probability,” then they must take
seriously the fact that he felt compelled to bring forth his text in a mo-



40 | PROOF POSITIVE

ment of political upheaval. “I say,” this preface concludes, “be pleased
to vouchsafe some share likewise to the Collector of those, and these
Probabilities” (33). Acknowledging his and his evidence’s vulnerability
to critique, Thorowgood demands only thoughtful consideration and
recognition that his claim, if not convincing, is at least possible.

In addition to foregrounding probability in this new preface, Thorow-
good devotes an entire chapter of Jews in America to “The Notion or
Meaning of the word Probabilitie,” clarifying the standard of proof on
which he has built his theory. After noting that philosophers of earlier
periods treated probability as a function of rhetoric, tethered only tenu-
ously to truth, Thorowgood lays out his own sense of the term. “The
genuine meaning of the word Probabilities, the subject of this Chapter;’
he contends,

is discernable by natural Logick and reason, without the help of that
which is in Schools, and artificial; in plain English, therefore a Theme,
Sentence, or Probleme is said to be Probable, when it cannot certainlie be
affirmed, or denied, but the assent of the Reader, or Hearer is left to the
weight of those arguments or examples which are laid before him, and are
most prevalent with his right reason, which in some cases had need to be
serious, and well informed, because there be some false things, which at
first blush seem more probable, than those that be true. (10)

This definition contains two striking features, both of which point to
the shifting nature of probability in this period. First, probability oper-
ates as an interpretive act in this treatise, rather than an ontological fact.
The “Reader or Hearer” must apply reason to a proposition to ascertain
its probability. More than a mere function of rhetoric, but less than an
absolute proof, probability resides in the space of rational assessment.
Within this epistemological frame, what once seemed impossible may
become believable.

The second compelling feature of Thorowgood’s definition is that it
raises the possibility that truth does not always appear more probable
than falsehood. A false premise, as he puts it, might “at first blush seem
more probable” than a true one. Thus Thorowgood presents his readers
with a conundrum: although the assertion that Native Americans are
“no Jews” might seem more probable than the assertion that they are,
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the appearance of probability does not guarantee veracity. This intro-
duces something of a paradox into his argument. Thorowgood offers
readers a set of evidentiary points designed to convince them that his
thesis is probable, yet he defends his work by asserting that the appear-
ance of probability does not mean a premise is true.

Although this may seem a simple case of faulty reasoning (or perhaps
poor writing), I would suggest that Thorowgood’s stumbling around
the issue of probability and its relationship to truth reflects a deliberate
grappling with the evolving parameters of knowledge in this period. The
Hebraic Indian theory operates simultaneously in Jews in America as
the premise Thorowgood would like to prove and as proof in itself that
certainty in religious matters is, despite arguments to the contrary, im-
possible. If the most reasonable position readers can take is that what at
first seems improbable may in fact be true, how can rational individuals
ever arrive at a satisfactory conclusion? Despite the confidence he dis-
played in the 1650 lewes in America, by the time he writes the 1660 Jews
in America, Thorowgood seems inclined to suggest that they cannot. “If
therefore these dim and dark conjectures be not manifest, certain, and
demonstrative,” he asserts, “that was never intended, nor so much as
pretended” (4a).’® Certainty is not the standard in this matter, because
it cannot be. “Men should be satisfied,” Thorowgood asserts, “if they see
Probabilitie, he that collected them is a man full of infirmities, and those
to whose censure they are exposed, are not yet perfect” (4a). As long as
knowledge is produced and evaluated by humans, it will remain an im-
perfect commodity. Even the dimmest conjecture, therefore, has a place
in human reason. “If therefore what is set down be at all probable,” he
suggests, “they fulfill their promise” (4a). Rather than defend the mer-
its of his evidence, Thorowgood attacks the proposition that evidence
must produce iron-clad conviction. In assessing his work and the work
of his critics, he suggests, readers need not arrive at a place of absolute
certainty—indeed, they cannot expect to—but they must perform a ra-
tional calculation of what might be.

Thorowgood concludes this chapter by highlighting his own uncer-
tainty regarding the origins of human life in the Americas. “These things
I offered,” he writes, “to shew some Probabilitie in the conception, I did
not obtrude them for certainties, if any produce that which seems more
sure, I shall thankfully embrace it; they have not yet so far prevailed with
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my self, as to convince me, that the Americans are without Controversie
of the Judaical race, but it is probable they are Jews, or descended from
them” (4a-s5a). The syntax here is ambiguous. It is unclear whether the
“any” capable of producing “that which seems more sure” refers to evi-
dence that may be uncovered in the service of his own argument or a
competing claim. The “they” in the second half of the sentence seems to
refer to the “things” he has offered as evidence, suggesting that his own
proofs have been insufficient to convince him of his thesis. But it also
could refer to the “any” that might produce more substantial or different
proofs. The upshot of this conclusion, though, is that Thorowgood ad-
mits that his conjectures have not produced, even for himself, an airtight
argument. But his point is that they do not have to. For Thorowgood,
all that matters is that “it is probable that they [Native Americans] are
Jews, or descended from them,” because if his thesis is probable, then it
can form the basis for rational decision making. As it turns out, lewes in
America and Jews in America are both, at their cores, invested in a deci-
sion to be made by English and Anglo-American Protestants. The cal-
culation of probability with respect to the Hebraic Indian theory, these
books contend, is a matter of grave spiritual import.

Thorowgood’s Wager

It is crucially important that the issue of American origins is not merely
academic for Thorowgood. Within both of his books lies an urgent ques-
tion: should English Protestants attempt to convert Native Americans to
Christianity? As Cogley’s work on John Eliot’s missionary endeavors has
shown, “Puritans had to determine if the Indians were Jews or Gentiles
in order to locate their conversion in an anticipated sequence”*® That
“sequence” refers to the order in which Puritans believed the world’s
various populations would be converted to Christianity at the end of
days. Although Puritans generally subscribed to a belief that the world
would undergo mass conversion around the time of Christ’s second
coming, they were divided on the question of whether the conversion
of Jewish peoples would precede or follow that of Gentiles. For Puritans
such as John Cotton, who believed both that mass Jewish conversion
would occur first and that Native Americans were the Gentile descen-
dants of Tartars, there was no point in attempting to convert indigenous
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populations until after the world’s Jewish people became Christians.*’
But if Cotton was wrong about American ancestry, and Native people
were in fact the lost tribes, then (within the context of Puritan under-
standings of Judaism) they could be considered “Jewish,” and their
conversion thus might be the key to Christ’s return to earth.

Cogley notes that Eliot was particularly vexed by this problem. He
“had subscribed to the Tartarian origins view as late as November 1648,
and for years he deemed his own mission to Native people in Massa-
chusetts as a kind of preparatory, “civilizing” endeavor—one laying the
groundwork for future conversion by Christ if not in itself producing
true mass conversion.*' After hearing from Edward Winslow about the
claims of Thorowgood, Dury, and Manasseh, though, Eliot became less
sure. In a 1649 letter to Winslow, published in 1651, Eliot writes that now
that he has read more on the subject, “It seemeth to me probable that
these people [Native Americans] are Hebrews, of Eber, whose sonnes
the Scripture sends farthest East”** This letter, like many documents
related to the Hebraic Indian theory, incorrectly conflates “Hebrew”
people with “Jewish” people and treats all Native Americans as a singu-
lar culture. In doing so, though, it opens up the possibility that Native
Americans occupy a place of primacy within biblical prophecies regard-
ing the return of Christ. Speaking as Thorowgood does in the language
of probability, Eliot entertains the idea that his conversion efforts may be
more than an exercise in preparation for Gentile conversion and could,
in fact, be inaugurating the millennium.

Thorowgood’s sense that it is probable that indigenous Americans
are “Jews” motivates him in both works to plead for funds to support
American missionary efforts. His dedication to the Norfolk nobility in
Iewes in America makes this plain. “By you is the following tract com-
municated to the world,” he begins. “Tis like you will finde in the prob-
abilities so many Judaicall resemblances in America . . . and if they bee
Jewes, they must not for that be neglected” ([i-v]). Readers admitting
that his proofs are at least plausible should be inspired to action. “If it be
probable that providence honored [England] with the prime discovery
of that New World,” he writes, “God hath disposed the hearts of many
in ... New England, that they have done more in these last few years
toward their [Native Americans’] conversion, then hath been effected
by all other Nations and people that have planted there” ([xi]). Here,
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probability combines with providence to set England apart from other
nations. That destiny, of course, comes with a price—in fact, a literal
price. “I wish prosperity to all the Plantations,” Thorowgood asserts, “but
those of New England deserve from hence more then ordinary favour”
([xii-xiii]). The “favour” he hopes for here is financial; Iewes in America
is, among other things, a request for private support of New England
missionary work. Importantly, though, even as Thorowgood argues that
English Protestants should send money and goods to New England to
speed the process of “Jewish” conversion in the service of millennium,
he also contends that even if his theory proves incorrect, such support
will not be wasted. “Or if the lost Tribes are not to be found in America,”
he writes, “of whatever descent and origination the poore Natives be, if
they finde the Lord Christ, and the Nov-angles [New Englanders] be the
Wisemen guiding them unto their peace, great cause shall wee have to
lift up the high praises of our God in spiritual exultation” ([vii]).

Although he has set out to prove the Hebraic Indian theory, before
he even lays out his evidence, Thorowgood contends that the accuracy
of the theory is a moot point. “How should we cast our mite into this
treasure, yea, our Talent, or Talents, if wee have them?” he asks, “for
certainly the time is coming, That as there is one Shepherd, there shall
be one Sheepfold” ([vii]). Give money for the conversion of Hebraic
Indians, he argues, and if those “Indians” turn out to be other than
“Hebrews,” the end result will nonetheless curry divine favor. Whether
the Hebraic Indian theory be true or false, in other words, Englishmen
should behave as if it were true. Cast your mite, he pleads, because even
if there is nothing to be gained, there is much, in all probability, to be
lost in not casting it.

In arguing that English elites should act as if the premise of the He-
braic Indian theory is true, even though there exists a real possibility
that it is not, Thorowgood anticipates a kind of probabilistic reasoning
that later would be made famous by that master of aleatory calculation,
Pascal. Indeed, I would suggest that Iewes in America and its sequel are
organized around the kind of calculation that would come to be referred
to as “Pascal’s Wager”

Thorowgood could not have known about Pascal’'s Wager while com-
posing either of his works. The Wager did not appear in print in any
form until 1662 and was not published in its entirety until 1670, when
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it appeared as part of Pascal’s Pensées.*’ Still, the Wager offers a useful
context for thinking about how probability’s aleatory properties com-
bined with its evolving qualitative sense in this period to allow writ-
ers to manage the problem of religious uncertainty. In his study of the
Wager, Hacking notes that “Pascal’s thought shows that the mathematics
of games of chance had quite general applications”** An early example
of “decision theory”—the theory of how to make a choice in the face
of uncertain outcomes—the Wager situates religious belief within the
frame of rational decision making by positing it as the greatest, yet most
certain, gamble of them all. It operates thusly:

1. God either exists or does not exist.

2. Every human must wager—believe or do not believe.

3. If you wager that God exists and win (because God does exist), you
gain everything (eternal salvation). If you lose (because God does
not exist), you lose nothing (mere death).

4. If you wager that God does not exist and win (because God does
not exist), you win nothing (mere death). If you lose (because God
does exist), you lose everything (eternal damnation).

5. Belief in God is rational, because it minimizes risk while maximiz-
ing reward.

As Justine Crump notes, this Wager argues for belief “not by proving that
God actually exists but by providing persuasive evidence that a belief in
God is rationally legitimate.”*> The Wager cannot settle the question of
whether a premise is true or untrue; it exclusively determines whether
the adoption of a premise is rational.

There is a large body of scholarship on Pascal’s Wager, much of which
is devoted to critiquing the logic of his premises and deductions.*® The
Wager in this form has many obvious limitations: it assumes a single
(Christian) deity whose relationship to humans is structured exclusively
around punishment and reward, and it does not address the potential
dangers of believing in the “wrong” god (or gods). It also takes no posi-
tion on how belief should structure practice and action. As it pertains to
Thorowgood, though, the most compelling aspect of Pascal’'s Wager is its
effort to combine aleatory with spiritual calculation, because that is pre-
cisely what Thorowgood is attempting in his expositions of the Hebraic
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Indian theory. In the decade before Pascal formulated his now famous
Wager, Thorowgood was hedging a bet of his own. Native Americans
either are or are not the lost tribes of Israel. To believe that they are not,
he contends, is to risk everything in the hope of gaining nothing, but to
believe that they are is to risk very little in the hope of gaining eternity.

The idea that only the merest probability that the Hebraic Indian
theory is true should be enough to justify its acceptance as rational
is, finally, the wager that allows Thorowgood to assemble his texts. In
abandoning certainty in favor of probability, Thorowgood offers a set
of evidences that may not be especially convincing, but that do lay out
the stakes of a grand gamble. This explains, I would suggest, why both
Iewes in America and Jews in America incorporate so much material by
those who disagreed not only with Thorowgood’s conclusions regard-
ing the import of the Hebraic Indian theory but also, in some cases,
with his very premises. Although Thorowgood cites numerous sources
related to the colonization of the Americas and apparently read many
works (in several languages) about the western hemisphere, two of the
most important sources of evidence for his Hebraic Indian theory are
Roger Williams and John Eliot. Williams and Eliot not only lived among
Native American populations, but they also corresponded directly with
Thorowgood. Although both men entertained the notion of American
Hebraism and wrote to Thorowgood to express their interest in it, they
also both ultimately took issue with Thorowgood’s version of the theory,
rejecting and refining it as they saw fit.

Williams was one of the earliest figures to engage with Thorowgood
about the Hebraic Indian theory, as the two men corresponded fifteen
years before Iewes in America was published. During the few months
when Williams had been banished from the Massachusetts Bay Com-
pany but was still living in Salem—the order for his banishment hav-
ing been stayed because winter was approaching—he replied to a query
from Thorowgood regarding the origins of American peoples.*” The
original letter has been lost, but Thorowgood cites passages from it in
Iewes in America and dates it to December 20, 1635, in his text’s mar-
gin.*® According to Thorowgood, Williams “was desired to observe if
he found any thing Judaicall among them [Native Americans],” and “He
kindly answers . . . in hac verba [sic],”
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Three things make me yet suspect that the poore natives came from the
southward, and are Jewes or Jewish quodammodo [in a certain way], and
not from the Northern barbarous as some imagine 1. Themselves con-
stantly affirme that their ancestors came from the southwest . . . 2. They
constantly and strictly separate their women in a little Wigwam by them-
selves in their feminine seasons, 3. And beside their God Kuttand . . . they
hold that Nanawitnawit (a God over head) made the Heavens and the
Earth, and some tast of affinity with the Hebrew I have found. (lewes, 6)

This list actually contains four “proofs,” with linguistic “affinity” folded
into a dubious claim that Native Americans worship a deity similar to
the one depicted in the Hebrew Bible. Thorowgood’s reproduction of
Williams’s letter, though, laid the groundwork for future engagements
with the theory. As I will discuss more in later chapters, European inter-
pretations of Native histories, stories of the separation of menstruating
women, and ostensible language similarities became mainstays in expo-
sitions of the Hebraic Indian theory. Williams’s brief and admittedly thin
assent in his letter to Thorowgood thus took on a life well beyond Iewes
in America. His letter is crucial for Thorowgood, because it offers a first-
hand, English account of Native American life. Although Williams does
not wholly endorse the theory in his letter, the fact that his observations
do not discount its possibility entirely is enough for Thorowgood.
Whatever Williams believed in 1635, he was unwilling to wholeheart-
edly endorse the Hebraic Indian theory when he published his Key into
the Language of America in 1643. In the preface to that work, Williams
acknowledges the competing theories regarding the origins of human
life in the Americas, but he draws no conclusion about which theory
might be most accurate. “From Adam and Noah that they spring,”
he writes, “it is granted on all hands. But for their later Descent, and
whence they came into those parts, it seems as hard to find, as to finde
the wellhead of some fresh Streame, which running many miles out of
the Countrey to the salt Ocean, hath met with many mixing Streames by
the way.’*’ This is a lovely metaphor for human lineage—fresh streams
intermingling as they wind toward a salty sea—but it does not exactly
present a clear picture of American history. Williams is careful through-
out his preface to avoid occupying a single position on the question of
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Native American origins. “Wise and Judicious men . . . maintain their
Originall to be Northward from Tartaria,” he writes, but also notes that
“it pleased the Dutch Governor . . . to draw their Line from Iceland”
Of his own take on the question, Williams asserts, “I shall present (not
mine opinion, but) my Observations to the judgement of the Wise”*°
For Williams, the distinction between “observation” and “opinion” is
crucial, as he presents a list of cultural traits that could produce differ-
ent conclusions. Like his letter to Thorowgood, Williams’s Key asserts
that Native people “constantly separate their Women (during the time
of their monthly sickness),” and it further asserts that they “anoint their
heads as the Jewes did” and “give Dowries for their wives, as the Jewes
did”** Still, a reader seeking confirmation of the Hebraic Indian theory
in the Key will be disappointed. Though Williams notes that “others (and
my selfe) have conceived some of their words to hold affinitie with the
Hebrew;” he also contends, “Yet againe I have found a greater Affinity of
their Language with the Greek Tongue.”> In the decade that intervened
between his letter to Thorowgood and his writing of the Key, Williams
became less etymologically certain. Following this observation, he offers
some affirmative (and, as always, dubious) comparisons between Na-
tive American and Greek cultural practices. The Hebraic Indian theory,
though present in the Key, is neither the sole nor even the most central
focus of Williams’s account.

Thorowgood read Williams’s Key, and although it does not fully en-
dorse his theory, he cites its account of the Dutch governor’s theory of
Icelandic origins (which Thorowgood denounces) in Iewes in America.*
Thorowgood’s willingness to refer to the Key may stem from the fact
that, although Williams presents the Hebraic Indian theory alongside
other theories and even undercuts it, he does leave it in the realm of pos-
sibility. Having listed several theories of American origins and asserted,
“I dare not conjecture in these Uncertainties,” Williams concedes, “I be-
lieve they are lost, and yet hope (in the Lords holy season) some of the
wildest of them shall be found to share in the blood of the Son of God.”**

Williams’s evocation of “lostness” is quite strategic. Williams never
says that he believes Native Americans to be the lost tribes of Israel.
Indeed, his preface leaves unanswered the question of what it means for
American peoples to be “lost” Their condition of “lostness” appears in
the text more figurative and spiritual than literal or historical. “I know
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there is no small preparation in the hearts of Multitudes of them,” Wil-
liams writes. “I know strong Convictions upon the Consciences of many
of them”** Rather than appearing in the Key as a civilization missing
from history, Native peoples may merely have been absent from the
spread of Christianity across the Old World. Their “discovery” may not
solve a biblical mystery, but it might, Williams suggests, render them
once again visible to the divine. “I know not with how little Knowledge
and Grace of Christ the Lord may save,” he writes, “and therefore nei-
ther will despaire, nor report much.”*® Native Americans may be “lost”
in the sense that they are not Christians, but Williams asserts that he
has no way of knowing for sure what, if any, plan the divine might have
to “find” them. Williams manages the controversy over American He-
braism, in other words, by converting the “lost” in “lost tribes” into a
metaphor. In this way, he can believe that indigenous peoples are lost
without asserting that they have been missing. In the space Williams
leaves between “lost” and “lost tribes,” Thorowgood finds enough prob-
ability to maintain his argument.

If Williams was ambivalent about Thorowgood’s lost tribes version of
the Hebraic Indian theory, Eliot was more explicit in his revision of it.
Although Eliot opens his epistle to Thorowgood by asserting that upon
reading lewes in America he “saw some ground to conceive, that some
of the Ten Tribes might be scattered even thus far, into these parts of
America,” his “learned conjectures” mainly contend that the primary
source of human life in the Americas was a migration predating the for-
mation of the Kingdom of Israel. “I have some cogitations, as well as
others,” he explains, “of the first peopling of America by the posterity
of Sem, though in sundry particulars, I have some different thoughts
touching the story of those first times”*’

The “Sem” in question here is Noah’s son, more commonly referred
to as “Shem.” In the Genesis account, Noah and his family, including
his sons Ham, Shem, and Japhet, survive the great flood by building
an ark at God’s command. The story of Noah’s family received varied
attention and interpretation through the Middle Ages, but over time
Europeans developed a reading of the story in which Noah’s sons be-
came the patriarchs of a tripartite world—with Shem “fathering” Asia,
Japheth Europe, and Ham Africa. This interpretation was convenient
for white Christians, because the ninth chapter of Genesis describes



50 | PROOF POSITIVE

Ham seeing his father drunk and naked, at which point Noah, oddly,
curses Ham’s son: “Cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants shall he be
unto his brethren” (Genesis 9:25). Readings of this verse that combined
a racialized conception of Noah’s descendants with emerging notions
of continental geography allowed some European Christians to justify
the enslavement of African peoples. Indeed, the idea that the “curse of
Ham” was perpetual, race-based slavery persisted into the nineteenth
century.’® Benjamin Braude’s study of the shifting meaning of the Noah
legend shows that this interpretation of the story was not universal and
emerged in conjunction with several developments in Europe, including
the print technology that standardized biblical texts, European incur-
sions into Sub-Saharan Africa, and the emergence of early modern no-
tions of race and nation.”® Braude explains, “As even the most cursory
reading of Genesis 9 and 10 immediately demonstrates, the connection
between the biblical account of Noah and his offspring and the modern
interpretation . . . is tenuous. Not only does the conflict between the
misbehavior of Ham and the cursing of Canaan defy simple explanation,
but there is the more basic problem of the identities of Ham, Shem, and
Japhet and their offspring.”®® Noah’s lineage, provided in Genesis 10, “is
repetitive, contradictory, and manifestly incomplete: it lists sons without
daughters; not surprisingly, it is accompanied by no map; [and] most of
the names are unidentifiable”®" The Bible, in short, assigns neither ter-
ritories nor anything like racial identities to Noah’s descendants. None-
theless, the notion of a tripartite world populated by the “sons of Noah”
was commonplace by the seventeenth century, and it is this notion that
undergirds Eliot’s letter to Thorowgood.

Where Thorowgood asserts that the scattering of Israel sets the stage
for human life in the western hemisphere, Eliot draws his origin story
out of Noah’s genealogy. Specifically, he argues, “I conceive that the first
planters of America, to be not only of Sem, but Ebrews of Eber, even as
Abraham and Israel were, though not in the same line” (2). Here Eliot
refers to biblical verses that describe Shem as “the father of all the chil-
dren of Eber;” and Eber as Shem’s great-grandson (Genesis 10:21). Eliot’s
argument hinges on an apocryphal story about Eber, whose name some-
times is spelled “Heber” and is linked to the word “Hebrew.” Eliot does
not provide citations for his account of Eber, and I cannot locate a spe-
cific source for his claims. It is clear, however, that his epistle to Thorow-
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good builds on a longstanding exegesis of Genesis. Eber receives scant
attention in the Bible, appearing only in lists of Noah’s descendants, and
he never is depicted doing anything. But as James VanderKam notes,
the verses that mention him have for centuries held “several points of
interest for interpreters, not the least of which was the fact that the
chronology of Ebers life entailed that it overlapped with the time when
the tower of babel was built and destroyed”®* This is crucial, because
the Babel story depicts the confounding and diversification of human
language.

A full accounting of the history of the Eber story is beyond the scope
of this chapter, but it is essential that a handful of Christian texts pro-
duced in the fourth century CE suggest that at some point there existed
a now-lost text about Eber. VanderKam notes that the descriptions of
that missing work appearing in these early Christian texts share a nar-
rative trajectory:

o Eber alone among the people of his time refused to join in building the
tower [of Babel].

o He was rewarded by escaping the confusion of languages.

o He preserved the original Hebrew language and transmitted it to his de-
scendants, among whom was Abraham.®?

Though the Eber text is lost, a trace of it remains in Christian mythol-
ogy. Eliot clearly encountered this story somewhere, because he asserts
that “there being now [in the aftermath of Babel] several languages in
the earth, the Fathers thought good to call the holy language . . . by the
name of Eber, who was then in his flower and stood against Nimrod
[the builder of Babel]” (11). This notion that Eber’s line retains human-
ity’s original language, now called “Hebrew,” because of his heroism in
the face of the builders” arrogance, makes Eliot’s claim that the original
Americans were “not only of Sem, but Ebrews of Eber” all the more sig-
nificant. Though the migration he will track is not that of the lost tribes,
it is of a people whose history is biblical and Hebraic.

Having established Eber as the bearer of both the Hebrew language
and a divine plan, Eliot makes the case that this figure’s descendants are
the most likely to have migrated to the western hemisphere. He writes
that “whereas all former expeditions [by Noah’s descendants] for planta-
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tions were westward, now they make an expedition Eastward, and send
for the a great familie, the grandchildren of Eber, to possesse the East-
erne world . . . [H]ere is a great familie that like to travel Eastward for
their inheritance” (16). He probably drew this cardinal location from
Genesis 10:30, which describes the descendants of Eber’s son Joktan
thusly: “Their dwelling was from Mesha, as thou goes unto Sephar, a
mount of the east” Extrapolating from this verse, Eliot imagines an east-
ward migration that leads Eber’s line across the Asian continent and into
a new hemisphere. In making this case for the eastern location of Eber’s
line, Eliot draws a somewhat radical conclusion: “And thus it appeareth
by the holy story, that as the whole Easterne world is the portion of Sem,
so all the Easterne world eastward of Elam is the portion of Eber. . . .
Hence therefore we may, not only with faith but also with demonstra-
tion, say, that the fruitful India are Hebrews, that famous civil (though
idolatrous) nation of China are Hebrews, so Japonia, and these naked
Americans are Hebrews, in respect of those that planted first these parts
of the world” (17). In Eliot’s imagining of postdiluvian migration, all
people east of present-day Iran are the descendants of Eber; and thus
they are, at least in this respect, Hebrews. Correctly speculating that hu-
mans must have migrated into the western hemisphere via Asia, Eliot
offers the possibility that the scope of Hebraism is broader than even
Thorowgood has imagined, and that many different populations might
trace their lineage to a Hebraic source.

In locating a potential migration to the western hemisphere in Gen-
esis, Eliot creates a space in which to entertain Thorowgood’s lost tribes
theory. The main link Eliot draws between his own conjectures and
those of Jews in America is language. Unlike Williams, Eliot asserts, “It
seemeth to me, by that little insight I have, that the grammatical frame
of our Indian language cometh neerer to the Hebrew, than the Latine,
or Greek do” (19). For Eliot, though, linguistic similarity itself is not
a reason to accept the lost tribes theory. Rather, he is concerned with
how such similarity might reveal a divine order. If the descendants of
Eber brought the Hebrew language into the Americas, Eliot speculates,
then “the dispersion of the Ten Tribes to the utmost ends of the Earth
eastward, into the Easterne world . . . hath less severity of punishment
in it, being dispersed into the countries of Sem, and among the poster-
ity of Eber, whose language and spirit was not wholely strange unto
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them” (19). Embedded in this argument that the ten tribes received
“less severe” punishment than the Kingdom of Judah (which would suf-
fer exile in later periods) is an anti-Jewish notion that the descendants
of the Kingdom of Judah—the world’s known Jewish population—are
implicated in the death of Jesus, while the Kingdom of Israel, due to
its early disappearance from the Bible, is not. “Judah,” Eliot explains,
“when they were dispersed, it was westward, to the uttermost ends of
the Westerne world, and among a people whose language was utterly
strange to them” (19).

This notion that the lost tribes, though scattered as punishment for
their sins, have escaped the perils of history becomes an important as-
pect of the Hebraic Indian theory in later periods, and I will explore it
in more detail in the third chapter of this book. Here it is merely impor-
tant to note that Eliot reconciles perceived similarities between Native
American languages and Hebrew by positing that if the lost tribes made
it to America, they would have been greeted by people like themselves.
And that, he argues, would be great consolation to a displaced people.
“Hence why ought we not believe,” Eliot asks, “that the ten Tribes being
scattered Eastward, as scattered to the utmost ends of the Easterne
world? and if so, then assuredly into America, because that is part of
the easterne World, and peopled by Easterne Inhabitants” (20). Reading
backward from Thorowgood’s theory, Eliot finds the origins of America
in Genesis, and he posits that if the lost tribes traveled all the way east,
when they arrived, because God still loved them, they were met with the
sound of home.

Though the writings of Williams and Eliot present challenges to
Thorowgood’s theory, they nonetheless remain essential sources in both
Iewes in America and Jews in America because they leave open enough
space for him to make a case that the theory is probable. In the end, of
course, Thorowgood’s interest in the history of the Americas has essen-
tially nothing to do with Native Americans, and neither is he concerned
with actual Jewish people. Thorowgood’s wager on the origins of human
life in the Americas is a wager on the future of English Protestantism at
home and in the colonies. The conversion of Native Americans operates
in both of his books as means for England to solidify its distinction from
Catholic nations and shore up the differences among its own Christian
sects—to prove its worthiness to the divine and be spared future pun-
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ishment. Jews in America thus concludes as it begins, with a defense
of those Protestants who opted to depart from England and settle in
North America. “I love not to dip my pen in the commemoration of
these matters,” he writes of the violence of Reformation and England’s
late civil wars, “but this little may shew what great cause many had to be-
think themselves of new Habitations, forseeing plainly, if such violence
continued, their old houses would be too hot for them” (66). If Native
Americans are the lost tribes of Israel, then the terror of religious war
was not merely terror; it was a divine hand leading England to a great
destiny. Those who left, in this interpretation, were neither cowards nor
traitors but an instrument of God’s will. Though it is impossible to know
with perfect certainty whether the theory is true, English Protestants
should behave as if it is. “Oh that we all could be Christian Patriots
once,” Thorowgood implores, “effectually endeavoring the preservation
of our land, and Religion. . . . I wish wee could weep over our sinnes
and dangers . . . yet with the Britons pious devotion: Thou art our King
O God, command deliverances for us” (66). The financial and moral
support of missionary endeavors such as Eliot’s, Thorowgood contends,
is a material manifestation of such devotion. In betting on the Hebraic
Indian theory, English Protestants are betting on themselves. They may
have nothing to gain from this bet, but they may have everything to lose
in not making it. For Thorowgood, that is enough reason, if not to be-
lieve in American Hebraism, then to wager on its probability.



2
“A Complete Indian System”

James Adair and the Ethnographic Imagination

If there is a single text responsible for the Hebraic Indian theory’s per-
sistence beyond the colonial era, it is James Adair’s massive 1775 work,
The History of the American Indians. A trader who lived for forty years
among various nations in what is now the southeastern United States,
Adair produced one of the earliest and most comprehensive English-
language accounts of Native American cultural practices. His book is
structured as a prototypical version of what would come to be called par-
ticipant observation ethnography.' Stories of Adair’s life as a self-styled
“English Chikkasah” are interspersed among detailed descriptions of
the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Katahba, and Muskogee nations.?
The History thus has been a source of much useful information for
historians and anthropologists interested in the cultural history of
the region. First published by Edward and Charles Dilly at the recom-
mendation of Benjamin Franklin, the text has appeared in numerous
editions over the past two centuries. Its appeal to first popular and then
scholarly audiences makes sense, given its unique perspective and sur-
prisingly sophisticated methodology. Adair’s descriptions of the people
he encountered and places he lived are admirably thick—Geertzian
before Geertz, even—and in retrospect they frequently are accurate.’
What is more, he draws on a staggering amount of source material,
citing everything from biblical and classical writings to European colo-
nial texts to Native American oral traditions. And unlike many of his
contemporaries, Adair typically (though not always) treats the cultures
he describes with respect. His book defends Native practices against
charges of savagery and highlights the hypocrisy of white settlers who
encroach upon lands, break treaties, and then cry foul when they suffer
retaliation. In tune with the machinations of competing colonial pow-
ers, Adair also notes how the ever-shifting relations among European
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and American nations have an impact on all peoples residing in the
region. His book thus stands as a colonial text at once invested in and
suspicious of the workings of colonialism. He is certain of the worth of
his project, but he remains uncertain of the context out of which that
project emerges.

Despite its importance in the period and ongoing use by historians,
Adair’s History has received almost no attention from literary critics.
There are several possible reasons for this. The History is not precisely
literary, for one thing, and it might be a stretch to call it an enjoyable
read. What is more, Adair himself remains an opaque figure. Though he
at times appears as a participant in scenes his book describes, his life is
an almost complete mystery because he did not leave much beyond his
History in the way of records. The likeliest explanation, though, for the
lack of attention to Adair is the fact that his History is framed entirely by
the argument that the Americas were initially populated by ancient Is-
raelites. The first half of the text is comprised of twenty-three arguments
regarding aspects of different Native American cultures, each of which is
designed to support Adair’s Hebraic Indian thesis. For all its accuracies,
then, Adair’s History is founded upon a fundamental inaccuracy. This
makes the text easy to dismiss and challenging to take seriously. But
Adair’s text was serious, and its approach to ethnography reinvigorated
the Hebraic Indian theory by infusing it with much more empirical data
than previous expositions had offered.

This chapter’s first section will explore the History in detail, focusing
on how Adair constructs his inquiry as a “scientific” endeavor, partly
building on Thorowgood’s earlier efforts to demonstrate the probability
of American Hebraism but also situating himself as an expert witness.
Though Adair at times draws upon older accounts of the peopling of
America, he derives his conclusions primarily from first-hand experi-
ence with Native populations, detailing his observations and deducing
his conclusions from them. Particularly, his notion that a culture’s past
could be extrapolated from the conditions of its present became the
standard mode of argument in Hebraic Indian theories, and his care-
tully rendered accounts of American practices provided other writers
with the evidence their own theories required. Adair’s History, in other
words, infused this old theory with new evidence, and his methodology
allowed the figure of the Hebraic Indian to reemerge long after it had
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all but fallen out of public discourse and right when it otherwise might
have fallen entirely away.

In the century that intervened between Thomas Thorowgood’s 1660
publication of Jews in America, which is discussed at length in the pre-
vious chapter, and the release of Adair’s History, the Hebraic Indian
theory had declined into near obscurity. This is perhaps the case be-
cause, despite Thorowgood’s efforts to frame the theory in terms of the
probable, many readers found it quite improbable. As Richard Cogley
notes, by the end of the seventeenth century, Thorowgood and his the-
sis had become jokes even among devout Christians. “In 1691,” he re-
minds us, “Cotton Mather wrote that John Eliot . .. had “Thorow-good
reasons’ for hoping that the native peoples of the New World were de-
scended from the lost tribes of Israel.”* Mather believed no such thing,
perhaps because he found Eliot’s and Thorowgood’s reasoning lacking,
but also perhaps because European settlement in the Americas, though
certainly transformative of the world order, had not produced a Chris-
tian millennium. The theory, in short, had not fulfilled its religious
promise.

When Adair revisits the theory in the mid-eighteenth century, he
does so not out of a sense of religious urgency but instead to refute
emerging accounts of the origins of life in the Americas. Adair’s goal
is to argue for monogenesis—that is, he wishes to demonstrate that in-
digenous Americans are the products of the same creation as the earth’s
other inhabitants. Thorowgood took up the theory partly in response
to the crisis of religious war in England, but Adair adopts it in the face
of polygenism. His anthropological investment in the American past
means that Adair focuses mainly on ethnographic “proofs” for his the-
ory, and that he does not take a position on the broader implications his
thesis holds for an American future. Adair’s argument begins and ends
with American origins.

Because Adair, unlike Thorowgood, appears certain about the evi-
dence he presents but, also unlike Thorowgood, is not inclined to specu-
late broadly about the implications of that evidence, the History became
a crucial source for later writers concerned with the Hebraic Indian
theory. The second section of this chapter will explore how two very
different proponents of the theory put Adair’s work to different ends,
focusing on how his ethnographic approach lent credence to later theo-
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logical writings. Examined first is the work of Ethan Smith, a millennial-
ist Congregationalist minister who viewed the Hebraic Indian as a sign
of the end of days. Structuring his own book around Adair’s arguments,
Smith deems the Hebraic Indian proof of divine favor for the United
States. I then turn to the work of Mordecai Manuel Noah, the Jewish
statesman who attempted to establish an American utopia in the 1830s.
For Noah, Adair’s History did not contain evidence of an impending
Christian millennium, but it did suggest that the “gathering of Israel”
was imminent. The possibility that indigenous peoples were the descen-
dants of ancient Hebrews made questions of US policies regarding the
world’s Jewish people, rather than Native nations, a central concern in
Noah’s work. Although Adair produced his work before the American
Revolution and primarily was interested in describing and analyzing the
cultures of Native peoples, for Smith and Noah the History speaks di-
rectly to the political and religious concerns of the antebellum United
States.

At stake in this evaluation of Adair’s enduring influence on the He-
braic Indian theory is a reassessment of the boundaries between what
might be called sacred and secular reasoning. In the past decade, the
study of secularism as something other than the mere absence of reli-
gion has reshaped the study of US literature in particular, as well as of
culture more generally.” One of the main results of this line of inquiry
has been a recognition of the often porous and always mutually consti-
tutive relationship between religious and secular epistemologies. As the
theologian Guy Collins puts it, the “truth of the sacred and the secular
distinction is that it is an entirely artificial one. . . . [T]he profane needs
the sacred, just as much as the sacred requires the profane.”® The chal-
lenge of theorizing the secular and the religious in conjunction with one
another is revealed in Collins’s syntax. The distinction between the two
is “artificial,” yet they “need” and “require” one another in a way that
only distinct entities can. In Adair’s case, the need for a “secular” as-
sessment of Native cultures both emerges from and reinvents a “sacred”
dilemma, as the question of American origins is inseparable from ques-
tions regarding the Americas” absence from the Bible.

Adair himself was acutely aware of the limits of sacred reasoning
when it came to explaining life in the Americas. In the History’s ded-
ication, addressed to three other prominent traders in the region, he
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explains, “You often complained how the public had been imposed
upon, either by fictitious and fabulous, or very superficial and conjec-
tural accounts of the Indian nations—and as often wished me to devote
my leisure hours to the drawing up [of] an Indian system” (59). From
its outset, Adair presents the History as a remedy to an epistemologi-
cal problem. True knowledge of American nations requires a systematic
account derived from careful observation. Nonetheless, within Adair’s
assertion of the importance of empirical study lies the sacred. “Should
my performance be in the least degree instrumental to promote an accu-
rate investigation and knowledge of the American Indians,” he explains,
“I shall rejoice” (59-60). At the end of his project, in other words, lies
the promise of joy tinged with praise. For Adair and those who would
follow him, the question of American origins simultaneously required
the systematic assessment of evidence and held implications of biblical
proportions. When his “Indian system” was complete, Adair was not the
only one who would rejoice.

An English Chikkasaw: Adair and the Power of Observation

The preface to Adair’s History lists two “grand objects” for its project:
“to give the Literati proper and good materials for tracing the origin
of the American Indians—and to incite the higher powers zealously to
promote the best interest of the British colonies, and the mother coun-
try” (62). He deems the former goal especially pressing, because he has
“with inexpressible concern . . . read the several imperfect and fabulous
accounts of the Indians, already given to the world” (62). The fabulous
account of most concern to Adair is Henry Home, Lord Kames’s Sketches
of the History of Man, a sweeping work of proto-anthropology first pub-
lished in 1774. Adair completed most of his History several years before
its publication, so he clearly updated it to address Kames’s work. Sketches
covers a vast amount of material: three decades worth, which Kames col-
lected and read in the interest of writing “a natural history of man”” A
comparative assessment of everything from language to property rights
to artistic production, the book charts a teleological trajectory in which
all human civilizations begin as loose units of hunter-gatherers, evolve
into first animal-herding and then agricultural groups, and culminate in
civil societies precisely like those of Europe.
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The small body of scholarship on Kames tends to focus on his impact
on the disciplines of history and anthropology, or his relationship to
other Scottish Enlightenment figures such as David Hume and Adam
Smith.® For this chapter, the most significant feature of Kames’s work is
the one that inspired Adair’s ire: namely, Kames’s embrace of polygen-
ism. Adair was particularly galled by Kames’s accounting of the origins
of indigenous American civilizations, and he wanted to counter the
claim that, in Kames’s words, “America has not been peopled from any
part of the old world” (2:256). One way to read Adair’s History, then, is
as an effort to shift the Hebraic Indian theory out of the theological con-
text in which it typically had been presented and reframe it in the terms
that had begun to structure polygenic accounts of American peoples. In
reacting to new theories of the origins of humankind, Adair reinvented
the Hebraic Indian theory for the Age of Enlightenment.

Kames was not the first to propose a polygenic history for human-
kind, though his version of that theory differed somewhat from previous
accounts. David Livingstone deftly has explored the history of the no-
tion of pre-Adamic creation, showing that “alternative world chronolo-
gies” circulated in Western thought at least as early as the fourth century,
complicating the linear Genesis narrative.” Theories of distinct human
creations gained popularity in Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, as men traversing the globe encountered people whose his-
tories and ways of life did not fit easily into the biblical narrative. Liv-
ingstone notes that “the encounter with the New World threw into yet
sharper relief the growing tensions between geography and the Mosaic
record”'® If all humans owed their origins to a single pair, then what
could explain the vast diversity of human life?

Writers from Montesquieu to George Buffon explained human dif-
ference in terms of climate: over time, this position held, humans had
adapted differently to their material circumstances and developed a
variety of physical characteristics.'* This explanation did not satisfy
Kames, who writes that “we cannot doubt of the authority of Moses,
yet his account of the creation of man is not a little puzzling” (1:47). The
puzzle Kames wishes to solve is the existence of what he deems “sav-
age” nations. He writes that “Adam, as Moses informs us, was endued
by his Maker with an eminent degree of knowledge; and he certainly
must have been an excellent preceptor to his children and their progeny,
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among whom he lived many generations. Whence then the degeneracy
of all men into the savage state?” (2:47-48). This is a question climate
cannot answer. Because Kames begins with the assumptions that hu-
mans were created in the image of the divine and that their history is
progressive, the existence of people who continue to occupy the role of
hunter-gatherer poses a theological as well as historical problem. The
only solution, he concludes, is that some great “convulsion” must have
thrown men into a state of savagery, from which not all have recov-
ered. The convulsion on which Kames focuses is the story of Babel. “By
confounding the language of men,” Kames writes, “and scattering them
abroad upon the face of all the earth, they were rendered savages. And to
harden them for their new habitations, it was necessary that they should
be divided into different kinds, fitted for different climates” (2:48). Here,
Kames cleverly inverts the relationship between climate and human dif-
ference while skirting the edges of Christian orthodoxy. Creation may
have begun with Adam, he contends, but that does not mean all humans
derive from the same source. In the confusion of Babel, Kames finds the
origins of race.

Although Kames’s study begins with a biblical problem, it moves
quickly to empirical observation for the solution to that problem. His
investment in demonstrating the possibility of racial discreteness ex-
plains why a study of human civilizations begins with a rather odd de-
scription of the process by which animals are distinguished from one
another. “Animals are formed of different kinds,” Kames explains, “re-
semblance prevailing among animals of the same kind, dissimilitude
among animals of different kinds. And, to prevent confusion, kinds are
distinguished externally by figure, air, manner, so clearly as not to escape
even a child” (1:13). Appearance and behavior separate one species from
another. Contra theories of acclimation, Kames asserts that the impor-
tant reason for the distinctions among species is that “no animal nor
vegetable is equally fitted for every climate”; it follows that all beings are
created to suit their location rather than adapt to it (1:15).

The racialist logic of this zoological argument snaps into focus when
Kames moves to the subject of animal mating, taking issue with Buf-
fon’s contention that all humans belong to the same species because “a
man and a woman, however different in size, in shape, in complexion,
can procreate together without end” (1:1). Interspecies breeding, Kames
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suggests instead, is perfectly in line with the laws of nature. A “he-goat
and a ewe produce a mixed breed which generate for ever,” he asserts.
“The camel and the dromedary, though nearly related, are however no
less distinct than the horse and the ass . . . and yet these two species
propagate together, no less freely than the different races of men and of
dogs” (1:17-18). The production of fertile offspring, for Kames, thus does
not offer proof of species similarity. The roots of racist pseudo-science
are evident in this work, and I do not want to downplay the impact
that Sketches had on later theories of racial difference that furthered
the goals of white supremacy. Of greatest importance here, though, is
that Kames attempts to solve a biblical problem—gaps in the Mosaic
record—with a scientific solution. Subordinating the Pauline assertion
that God “hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all
the face of the earth” (Acts 17:26) to secular accounts of human differ-
ence, Kames invents an extra-biblical creation story ostensibly legiti-
mized by empirical fact."?

Kames offers a series of arguments to prove that “America has not
been peopled from any part of the old world,” the first being that the
Americas show signs of cultural degeneration radiating out from two
clear sources (2:556). “When America was discovered by the Spaniards,’
he writes, “Mexico and Peru were fully peopled; and the other parts
less and less, in proportion to their distance from these central coun-
tries” (2:556). Deeming Aztec and Incan city-states more advanced than
other American nations, Kames argues that the dispersal of peoples out
from these creation points accounts for their “savagery”: “In travelling
northward, the people are more and more ignorant and savage. . . . In
travelling southward, the Patagonians, the most southern of all, are so
stupid as to go naked in a bitter cold region” (2:556).'* The sparseness
of populations, combined with a kind of cultural amnesia, Kames con-
tends, explains why North American peoples have not built cities on par
with their southern counterparts. Despite the numerous observable dif-
ferences between, say, Aztec and Choctaw societies, Kames insists that
they spring from the same source. His primary evidence for this is phe-
notypical similarity. “They are widely different in appearance from any
other known people,” he says of indigenous Americans. “Excepting the
eye-lashes, eye-brows, and hair of the head, which is invariably jet black,
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there is not a single hair on the body of any American: no appearance of
a beard. Another distinguishing mark is their copper colour, uniformly
the same in all climates, hot and cold; and differing from the colour of
every other nation” (2:556-57).

That a racist, eighteenth-century European writer would attribute
variations in hair and skin color to species difference is no surprise. But
Kames’s work offers a useful window into Enlightenment efforts to find
scientific solutions to religious problems. “America emerged from the
sea later than any other part of the known world,” he asserts, “and sup-
posing the human race to have been planted in America by the hand
of God later than the days of Moses, Adam and Eve might have been
the first parents of mankind, i.e. of all who at that time existed, with-
out being the first parents of the Americans” (2:559-60). Here, Kames
threads the needle between Christian orthodoxy and what will become
racial science, embracing a polygenism that does not undercut Genesis.

In refuting Kames’s polygenism, Adair also confronts the line be-
tween sacred and secular reasoning. Deeming the Sketches “contrary
both to revelation, and facts,” Adair highlights his project’s dual purpose:
to present accurate descriptions of Native American cultures and to situ-
ate those cultures within a biblical context (66). His facts will show that
the western hemisphere and its original inhabitants fit within the scope
of revealed religion. For Adair, proof of a singular creation lies in empir-
ical observation, and he is quick to assert that his decades of life among
Native peoples have produced sounder conclusions than have Kames’s
decades of reading. Although he “was separated by his situation, from
the conversation of the learned, and from any libraries,” Adair promises
a truer account than any currently available (66, 62).

As Kathryn Holland Braund has shown in her excellent edition of the
History, Adair’s claims of insufficient access to reading materials is belied
by the stunning range of works he cites. In addition to Kames’s text and
other English-language accounts of life in colonial America, Adair was
familiar with works produced in French and Spanish, as well as classical
histories, religious treatises, and even Hebrew works. Still, he downplays
the role that research has played in his assessment of American origins,
choosing instead to highlight his reliance on ethnographic study. Coun-
tering the Sketches’ assertion that “there is not a single hair on the body
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of any American,” for example, he writes that Kames’s argument is “com-
pletely destitute of foundation, as can be attested by all who have had
any communication with [Native peoples]” (66).

Adair’s History thus makes a claim as much about epistemology as
about American history. Having stood close enough to see the hair on
American bodies, Adair also has seen the error in Kames’s reasoning. At
the same time, however, Adair is quick to add that “to form one creation
of whites, a second creation for yellows, and a third for the blacks, is a
weakness of which infinite wisdom is incapable” (66). Although his pur-
pose stands in stark opposition to Kames’s, Adair is threading the same
needle. Engagement with Native American peoples provides him with
the evidence to counter arguments for polygenism, but such evidence
ultimately is unnecessary in the face of divine omnipotence. Empiricism
merely proves what any good Christian already should know.

Adair’s privileging of personal engagement with a subject seems sen-
sible enough, but things take a strange turn when he counters Kames’s
assertion that Americans” “copper colour” sets them apart from the rest
of humanity. “We are informed by the anatomical observations of our
American physicians, concerning the Indians,” he explains,

that they have discerned a certain fine cowl, or web, of a red gluey sub-
stance, close under the outer skin, to which it reflects the colour; as the
epidermins, or outer skin, is alike clear in every different creature. And
experience, which is the best medium to discover truth, gives the true
cause why this corpus mucosum, or glueish web, is red in the Indians and
white in us; the parching winds, and hot sun-beams, beating upon their
naked bodies, in their various gradiations of life, necessarily tarnish their
skins with the tawny red colour. Add to this, their constant anointing
themselves with bear’s oil, or grease, mixt with a certain red root, which,
by a peculiar property, is able alone, in a few years time, to produce the
Indian colour in those who are white born, and who have even advanced
to maturity. These metamorphoses I have often seen. (67)

In this instance, and many others, Adair becomes a case study in the dan-
gers of empiricism. Although his conclusion—that American peoples
are as human as anyone else—is correct, his assessment of phenotypical
difference is as odd as anything else in the period. Still, what matters is
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Adair’s insistence that differences among humans result mainly from
the influences of climate and culture and, thus, are mutable. This notion
of human change over time owing to environmental and social factors
not only undercuts Kames’s theory of multiple origins but also sets the
stage for Adair’s larger claim that American peoples bear a Hebraic past
that they cannot remember, but that lingers on their bodies and in their
cultures.

Before turning to the History’s extensive evidentiary proofs, I should
note that Adair’s construction of Hebraism is, as it is in most articula-
tions of the theory, flexible. As Braund notes, “Adair does not dogmati-
cally trace the Indians from the Ten Lost Tribes but from Hebrews in
general, whom he refers to variously as Jews, Hebrews, and Israelites”
(480, n. 21). Indeed, his timeline for American settlement traces back to
several possible beginnings. “From the most exact observations I could
make in the long time I traded among the American Indians,” he writes,
“I was forced to believe them lineally descended from the Israelites, ei-
ther while they were a maritime power, or soon after the general captiv-
ity” (74). He makes no distinction between the Israel ruled by Solomon
until roughly 922 BCE and the Kingdom of Israel conquered by Assyria
in 722 BCE. His “Hebrews” are a vaguely Jewish conglomerate with an
imprecise history, defined mainly by a set of stereotyped cultural prac-
tices. This is not atypical for expositions of the Hebraic Indian theory,
which tend to engage loosely with Hebrew or Jewish history and rely
on broad stereotypes to encompass as many indigenous American cus-
toms as possible. Adair’s belief that American nations all derived from
a single source shapes his account, as he frequently conflates different
groups and treats specific cultural practices as evidence of uniformity.
Adair’s Americans are at once discrete national entities (Choctaw, Creek,
Muskogee) and a single nation (Israel), displaying a culture simultane-
ously ancient and modern, Hebrew and Jewish. The History thus goes
beyond exposing the fault lines of polygenism, blurring the most basic
distinctions of time and space—past and present, there and here, this
group and that—and contracting the Americas into a point where colo-
nial politics collides with ancient prophecy.

The History is thorough in its cataloging of ethnographic and anec-
dotal evidence, but a handful of Adair’s arguments laid the groundwork
for a wide range of variations on his thesis. His assessment of Native
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American languages directly influenced many later expositions of the
Hebraic Indian theory. Acknowledging the contemporary belief that
“there is no language, in which some Hebrew words are not to be found”
and that “probably Hebrew was the first, and only language, till distance
of time and place produced a change,” Adair suggests that the similarities
between Hebrew and American languages offer proof of monogenism
(94). He admits to possessing “small acquaintance with the Hebrew, and
that acquired by his own application,” but he hoped to “make up the de-
ficiency of Hebrew, with plenty of good solid Indian roots” (94)."* What
Adair lacks in knowledge, he makes up for in creativity. He observes,
for example, that there “is not, perhaps, any one language or speech, ex-
cept the Hebrew and the Indian American, which has not a great many
prepositions” (95). In addition to a dearth of prepositions, Hebrew and
Native languages share, according to Adair, a flair for exaggeration. “The
Hebrew language frequently uses hyperboles, or magnifying numbers,
to denote a long space of time,” he writes, and “the Indians, accordingly,
apply the words Neetak akroobah, ‘all days, or, in other words, ‘for ever;
to a long series of years” (95).

In both structure and style, Adair detects a Hebrew echo in Amer-
ica. As he does throughout the History, Adair assumes a singular origin
for indigenous cultures, and thus he does not take differences among
American languages into account. Nor does he entertain the possibil-
ity that other languages might form the root of American speech. His
comparisons do not always withstand scrutiny: the description of long
spans of time as “forever;” for example, is not a feature unique to Hebrew
or any indigenous language. Adair’s interpretation of speech rests on
the assumption that similarity indicates unity of origin. In the present,
Adair hears the past; in that past, he discovers a singular human destiny.

Language serves both as a site of inquiry for Adair and a way into
other proofs of cultural overlap. One of the History’s main claims is that
Native Americans worship the same god as Jewish people. His central
proof of this similarity is the name of that god. In a chapter outlining
the ostensible monotheism of Americans, Adair writes, “The Hebrew
nation were ordered to worship at Jerusalem, Jehovah the true and living
God, and who by the Indians is stiled Yohewah” (78). Charles Hudson
notes that Adair probably heard “the long, drawn out syllables of YO-
He-Wah” during Creek Indian tea ceremonies and interpreted them as
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invocations of a familiar deity.'® The translation of “Jehovah” and “Yah-
weh” into “Yohewah” runs through the History, as Adair uses the terms
interchangeably and often substitutes the latter for the former. In one
quite startling passage, he even revises the Hebrew Bible to produce lin-
guistic equivalence: “With the Muskohge, Algeh signifies ‘a language, or
speech: and, because several of the Germans among them, frequently
say Yah-yah as an affirmative, they call them Yah-yah Algeh, “Those of
the blasphemous speech;” which strongly hints to us that they still retain
a glimpse of the third moral command delivered at Sinai, “Thou shalt
not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain, or apply the name of
YOHEWAH, thy ELOHIM, to vain, or created things” (117).

There are a number of impressive interpretive feats in this pas-
sage. Adair converts “language” into “blasphemy,” merges the second
and third (Protestant) commandments into a single injunction against
swearing and idols, and seamlessly attaches “Yohewah” to “Elohim.” The
layers of translation are vertigo inducing, as Adair hears Muskogee In-
dians hearing the German “yah” as the first syllable of the Hebrew “Yah-
weh.” A local nickname referring to a settler group’s manner of saying
“yes” becomes proof of latent Judaism among Native Americans.

Language is the audible trace of Hebraism in America, but Adair also
sees evidence of Native origins all around him. One evidentiary claim
that would come to hold significance in the nineteenth century was his
observation that Israelites and Indians alike built “Cities of Refuge, or
places of safety, for those who killed a person unawares, and without
design; to shelter them from the blood-thirsty relations of the deceased,
or the revenger of blood” (191). Adair extrapolated this notion from the
Book of Joshua, in which God decrees that the Israelites should “appoint
out for you cities of refuge . . . [t]hat the slayer that killeth any person
unawares and unwittingly may flee thither: and they shall be your ref-
uge from the avenger of blood” (Joshua 20:2-3). The offer of sanctuary
to those who commit an offense but not a crime, Adair claims, lies at
the heart of both Hebrew and Native American morality. Over time,
though, the purpose of the sanctuary city has grown faint and warped
within American cultures. “The Cheerake, though now exceedingly cor-
rupt,” he explains, “still observe that law so inviolably, as to allow their
beloved town the privilege of protecting a willful murtherer: but they
seldom allow him to return home afterwards in safety” (192). One may
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seek refuge in America, in other words, but safety is bound to be short-
lived. “In almost every Indian nation,” Adair writes, “there are several
peaceable towns, which, are called ‘old beloved’ . . . [T]hey seem to have
been formerly ‘towns of refuge, for it is not in the memory of their oldest
people, that ever human blood was shed in them; although they often
force persons from thence, and put them to death elsewhere” (193). The
implication is that Native Americans have forgotten the purpose of these
cities of refuge. They refuse entry to or drive out the guilty party, allow-
ing execution just beyond the city limits. Left alone in America, the city
of refuge has been reduced to a hollow vestige of a once great culture.
But in the vague memory of its past glory, Adair discovers the key to
American history.

In addition to these broad similarities of language, law, and ritual,
Adair recognizes Hebraism in ordinary American life. His ninth argu-
ment, for example, asserts that “the Hebrews offered daily sacrifice. . . .
The Indians have a similar religious service. The Indian women always
throw a small piece of the fattest of the meat into the fire when they are
eating” (157). Similarly, he asserts in the following chapter, “Their fre-
quent bathing, or dipping themselves or their children in rivers, even in
the severest weather, seems to be as truly Jewish, as the other rites and
ceremonies which have been mentioned” (160). Discarding fatty meat
and bathing, read within the right context, are “truly Jewish.”

Like earlier proponents of the Hebraic Indian theory, Adair takes no-
tice of one particularly gendered practice. His eleventh argument holds
that “the Indians have customs consonant to the MoSAIC LAWS of UN-
CLEANLINESS.” Alluding to the Levitical command that “if a woman
have an issue, and her issue in her flesh be blood, she shall be put apart
seven days,” Adair writes that Americans “oblige their women in their
lunar retreats to build small huts at as considerable a distance from their
dwelling-houses, as they imagine may be out of the enemies reach, where
during the space of that period they are obliged to stay, at the risque of
their lives” (164). Setting aside the adorableness of the phrase “lunar re-
treats,” it becomes possible to see the way that Adair treats America as
the amber in which ancient practices have been suspended. His aim is
to debunk Kames’s polygenism, but his assumptions about indigenous
people are similar—namely, that they enact a culture that, having stalled
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out on its developmental trajectory, retains observable ties to its past.
Adair’s America, in other words, is not a space of radical newness; it is
an old world, playing out an old history, even as other continents have
moved forward in time.

Although Adair goes to great lengths to make his case for the Hebraic
Indian theory, he draws essentially no conclusion about what his the-
sis means for the Americas and their inhabitants. Prior expositions of
the theory (and later ones) generally tied the “discovery” of American
Hebraism to the fulfillment of biblical prophecies and treated it as the
event that would inaugurate profound global change. Adair makes no
such leaps, and readers hoping to discover the implications of his claim
will be disappointed. The History’s appendix, tantalizingly titled “Advice
to Statesmen,” leaves the question of American origins behind in favor
of a critique of English colonial policy. “Though Great Britain hath been
many years invested with the Mississippi possessions,” he writes, “little
hath been done to improve them” (435). The cultural decline that most
concerns Adair, in the end, has nothing at all to do with Judaism or
indigenous peoples. “If Britain feels a decay of her former American
trade, on account of attempting to introduce among her colonies, illegal
and dangerous innovations,” he asserts, “it is high time to retract” (436).
Chief among Adair’s concerns is British mismanagement of American
ports, which he deems a threat to the development of the southeast-
ern economy. “The court sophistry of extending the prerogative of the
crown,” Adair warns, “will never do in America” (438).

There is nothing startling about this argument on its face; it rehearses
much of the rhetoric circulating in the colonies in 1775. But it is a strange
conclusion to a text almost entirely focused on proving a thesis with
potentially far-reaching religious as well as civil consequences. Perhaps
Adair deemed the debunking of polygenesis a complete project, or he
may have thought the Hebraic Indian theory’s consequences were self-
evident. There is no way to know for sure. What is certain, though, is
that the History became one of the most important proof texts for later
proponents of the Hebraic Indian theory, because it offered a great deal
of empirical evidence for its claims but drew no grand conclusions. Al-
though its assertions about Britain and her North American colonies be-
came obsolete on the heels of its 1775 publication, Adair’s History moved
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into the nineteenth century as a text capable of proving a wide range of
conjectures not only about the Americas’ past but also, and more impor-
tantly, about their future.

A Land Shadowing with Wings: Adair’s History and the Many
Gatherings of Israel

Despite its relative silence on theological issues, Adair’s History is with-
out doubt a Protestant document. This is most evident in its unabashed
anti-Catholicism, as Adair’s ire toward French and Spanish colonists
extends well beyond pragmatic nationalism. Adair rails against “the
infernal French catechism,” parodying its format: “Who killed Christ?
Answer, The bloody English” (129). More significantly, his antipathy
toward Catholics translates into disbelief of Spanish accounts of Meso-
american cultures and a rejection of narratives countering his belief in
the continent’s uniform origin. Spanish depictions of cannibalism in
Aztec society were especially troubling to Adair, who claims that there
“is not the least trace among their ancient traditions, of their deserving
the hateful name of cannibals, as our credulous writers have carefully
copied from each other” (173). Adair’s insistence on the absence of can-
nibalism in the Americas is a marvelous rhetorical feat. He first notes
that American peoples’ “taste is so opposite to that of the Anthropo-
phagi, that they always over-dress their meat, whether roasted or boiled,”
suggesting that insufficient seasoning is a hallmark of cannibalism. But
in the following paragraph, Adair notes that he has heard from some
Muskogee Indians who had wartime contact with “the Indians of Cape-
Florida” that Muskogee prisoners of war “could never be informed by
their captives [the Indians of Cape-Florida], of the least inclination they
ever had of eating human flesh, only the heart of the enemy—which
they all do, sympathetically (blood for blood) in order to inspire them
with courage” (173).

My aim here is not to assess cannibalism in the Americas, a complex
topic in its own right, but rather to show that Adair uses Catholicism as
an irrational counterpoint to his Protestant empiricism. Responding, for
instance, to a Native legend that itself suggests polygenesis, Adair writes
that the “story sprung from the innovating superstitious ignorance of the
popish priests, to the south-west of us” (221). When French and Spanish
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accounts line up with his conclusions, Adair tacitly accepts them; when
they do not, he treats their sources’ Catholicism as easy proof of their
falsehood. Although the History by and large eschews direct engagement
with theological or doctrinal particulars, it positions itself quite clearly
within a Protestant paradigm.

Adair’s commitment to situating the Americas within sacred history
and his rejection of Catholicism made him a useful source for evangeli-
cal Protestants with a stake in the Hebraic Indian theory. Typical of this
kind of engagement with Adair is Ethan Smith’s View of the Hebrews,
which was published in two editions—1823 and 1825—Dby the printing
firm Smith & Shute, the proprietor of which was Ethan’s son, Stephen
Sanford Smith. Adair is a primary source for Ethan Smith, who cites him
throughout his treatise on the lost tribes theory.

Smith was a Congregationalist minister who served in several
churches in New England and upstate New York over the course of his
career. From 1821 to 1826, during the period in which he wrote and pub-
lished View of the Hebrews, he was pastor of the Congregational church
in Poultney, Vermont. His residence in Poultney overlapped with that of
Oliver Cowdery, who traveled to western New York just a few years after
the publication of View of the Hebrews and served as a scribe for Joseph
Smith Jr. as he produced The Book of Mormon—perhaps the most fa-
mous text to present biblical origins for indigenous American peoples.
(Joseph Smith and Ethan Smith were not related.) Cowdery was the first
baptized member of what would become the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints, and he was one of that church’s most important early
members. The possibility that he was acquainted with Ethan Smith has
generated much controversy in studies of The Book of Mormon. Some
argue that Cowdery must have read View of the Hebrews and shared its
contents with Joseph Smith, laying the groundwork for the latter’s de-
velopment of The Book of Mormon’s Hebraic Indian plotlines.'® Others
contend that it is unlikely Cowdery ever interacted with Ethan Smith—
indeed, to date no archival evidence has surfaced to link them directly—
and highlight the numerous differences in style and content between
View of the Hebrews and The Book of Mormon."”

This book’s fourth chapter discusses The Book of Mormon’s relation-
ship to the Hebraic Indian theory in great detail, though it does not
take a position on whether Joseph Smith was acquainted with Ethan
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Smith’s version of the theory. The temporal and geographic proximity of
these two books, if nothing else, highlights the flurry of interest in Na-
tive American genealogy that was operant in the 1810s and 1820s. This
chapter is concerned with how Ethan Smith combined his Christian
millennialism with Adair’s empirical observations to make a case for
American Hebraism.

View of the Hebrews opens with a rather complex accounting of its
own project. “Few historical events have been of such interest to the
world, as the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans, about forty years
after the ascension of our blessed Lord,” Smith writes in his preface, “But
when it is admitted that the event was a striking fulfilment of denun-
ciations of wrath uttered by Christ on his persecutors, and by ancient
prophets on the same people; also that it furnished a most brilliant type
of the final destruction of the Antichrist in the last days; it becomes far
more interesting.”*® Here, Smith positions the destruction of the Second
Temple—destroyed in 70 CE by the Romans during the Siege of Jerusa-
lem—as an event simultaneously occupying several temporal planes. It
exists in a fixed historical time, to be sure: “about forty years” following
the death of Jesus. It also, however, reaches into the past to evoke bibli-
cal prophesies and points toward to an unrealized future by serving as “a
most brilliant type of the final destruction of the Antichrist.”

Smith’s aim with this anecdote is twofold. On the one hand, it situ-
ates his argument within an eschatological theory of time, in which all
events drive toward a predetermined end. On the other, it establishes a
framework through which Christian readers may situate their present
with a sacred timeline and recognize the imminence of that end. Interest
in the Second Temple’s destruction “must be felt at this period,” Smith
asserts, “when the great events of the last days connected with the resto-
ration of the Hebrews, are in a train of incipient fulfilment. The signs of
the times are important on this generation” (iii). From its opening lines,
View of the Hebrews lays out the urgency of its own project: the world
as we know it is ending, and all Christians must prepare for “the battle
of that great day of God Almighty,” which will produce “the millennial
kingdom of Christ” (iii). The Second Temple is long gone, but the echo
of its destruction reverberates into the present.

The destruction of the Second Temple and its connection to the “last
days” is of the utmost significance to Smith’s articulation of the Hebraic
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Indian theory, because, in his accounting of it, “The restoration of God’s
ancient people is to be as ‘life from the dead’ to the Gentile world” (iii).
Like many Protestants of this and earlier periods (and, indeed, in some
corners today), Smith accepts the notion that, as he puts it, “The He-
brews are to have a literal restoration” (67). By this, he means that both
the world’s known Jewish populations and the missing Kingdom of Is-
rael will convert to Christianity in the end of days, when Jesus returns
and lays claim to the earth. For this mass conversion to occur, though,
there must first be a “gathering” of the descendants of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob. For many Christians, the promise of this gathering can be
found in biblical prophecies, particularly in Isaiah, which asserts, “And
it shall come to pass in that day, that the Lord shall set his hand again
the second time to recover the remnant of his people, which shall be left,
from Assyria, and from Egypt, and from Pathros, and from Cush, and
from Elam, and from Shinar, and from Hamath, and from the islands of
the sea. And he shall set up an ensign for the nations, and shall assemble
the outcasts of Israel, and gather together the dispersed of Judah from
the four corners of the earth” (Isaiah 11:11). In some Christian traditions
(and especially within millennialist Protestant traditions), the “that day”
referenced in Isaiah is the inauguration of the end of human history, and
the assembly of Israel described is a “literal restoration” of the lost tribes
to the rest of the world. The upshot of Smith’s exegesis is that the end has
begun, and thus the return of “the outcasts of Israel” must be imminent.
A good Christian should be able to read these “signs of the times” and
recognize them as “a train of incipient fulfilment.” For Smith, this means
recognizing the veracity of the Hebraic Indian theory and the mass con-
version that must follow on the heels of such recognition.

Throughout View of the Hebrews Smith makes clear his indebtedness
to Adair and justifies that indebtedness by positioning Adair as a cred-
ible source. “Mr. Adair was a man of established character, as appears
from good authority;” Smith writes. “He lived as a trader among the In-
dians, in the south of North America, for forty years” (82). The “good
authority” on which Smith bases his estimation of Adair, it turns out, is
Elias Boudinot, whose 1816 work on the Hebraic Indian theory, A Star in
the West, clearly inspired Smith’s own text. I discuss Boudinots work at
length in the following chapter of this book, and so will not rehearse his
arguments here, but it is important to note that his assertions regarding
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Adair’s good character held weight for later writers who used the History
in their own expositions of the Hebraic Indian theory. Smith is particu-
larly invested in demonstrating Adair’s use value for his text, because, he
says, “the evidence given by Mr. Adair seems in some respects the most
momentous and conclusive” (83). Thus Smith writes, “I shall adduce a
testimonial on his behalf” (83).

What follows is a lengthy citation of A Star in the West, which de-
scribes Boudinot’s efforts to ascertain Adair’s trustworthiness as a re-
porter. “That venerable man [Boudinot],” Smith tells us, “says . .. Mr.
Adair . . . brought ample recommendations, and gave a good account of
himself” (83). Boudinot’s satisfaction with Adair’s account is enough for
Smith himself, and it should be enough for his readers. “The character of
Mr. Boudinot (who was for some time President of the American Bible
Society,) is well known,” Smith writes. “He was satisfied with the truth
of Mr. Adair’s history, and that the natives of our land are the Hebrews,
the ten tribes” (84). Adair’s History does not merely provide evidence
for the Hebraic Indian theorys; it offers “the most momentous and con-
clusive” evidence. And it is all the more conclusive, Smith contends, be-
cause Adair’s character is beyond reproach. A reliable source with forty
years of observations to offer, Adair is the ethnographer who will solve
a biblical riddle.

Having established Adair as a reliable source, Smith moves through
a series of “proofs” of American Hebraism, mainly relying on the cul-
tural similarities Adair identifies in his History. Throughout View of the
Hebrews, Adair’s evidence is presented at face value and as if the sole
conclusion one could draw from it is that Native Americans are the lost
tribes of Israel. In a section entitled “Their language appears clearly to
have been Hebrew,” for example, Smith notes that “Mr. Adair is confident
of the fact, that their language is Hebrew” (88, italics original). Another
section claiming that “the Indians have had their imitation of the ark
of the covenant in ancient Israel” asserts that “Mr. Adair is full in his
account of it. It is a small, square box, made convenient to carry on the
back” (93).

On the question of Native American religious practices, Smith writes,
“Mr. Adair . . . assures that ‘none of the numerous tribes and nations . . .
have ever been known to attempt the formation of any image of God
and that “Mr. Adair is very full in this, that the Indians have but one

233
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God, the Great Yohewah” (95-96). In addition to their ostensible mono-
theism, Smith writes, indigenous Americans share with Jewish people
a sense of divine favor: “The Indians thus please themselves (Mr. Adair
assures us) with the idea that God has chosen them from the rest of
mankind as a peculiar people” (97). Smith also notes that “Mr. Adair
describes the Indian feasts, and speaks of them as bearing a very near
resemblance of the stated feasts in ancient Israel,” and that “their reckon-
ings of time, Mr. Adair viewed as evidently Hebrew” (115). Smith’s aim
throughout View of the Hebrews is to convince readers that the gathering
of Israel is nigh. His evidence for its proximity, though, is secular as well
as biblical—ethnographic as well as exegetic. Biblical prophecy may set
the stage for Smith’s millennialist views, but Adair’s empirical observa-
tions become the “signs of the times” that all Christians must learn to
read.

Adair’s History is threaded throughout Smith’s text, and it is not this
chapter’s purpose to catalog every citation of his work. It is, however,
notable that Adair appears as the most compelling source of “secular”
evidence for the religious claims laid out in View of the Hebrews. In an
appendix iterating both his own main points and the major claims of
Adair’s History, Smith again notes, “The most important evidence in
relation to the Indians being the descendants of Israel, the reader will
perceive, is James Adair, Esqr” (173). “Recollect,” Smith writes, “he had
lived among them as an intelligent trader, 40 years.—That his charac-
ter was well established; and his accounts well authenticated by collat-
eral evidence, by a gentleman, member of congress, who had resided a
number of years as an agent of our government among those Indians
where Mr. Adair resided. Dr. Boudinot assures us that he examined this
congress member, without letting him know his design; and that from
him he found all the leading facts mentioned in Mr. Adair’s history fully
confirmed his own personal knowledge” (173).

Smith already has provided all this information in the main body of
his text. He even cites himself in this moment, directing readers to “see
page 83rd of this book” at the end of his reiteration of Adair’s trustwor-
thiness (173). Smith also has incorporated the bulk of Adair’s evidentiary
points into his own proofs throughout View of the Hebrews. Nonethe-
less, following this restatement of Adair’s credentials—that his work is
backed up by “40 years” of personal experience as well as the testimonies
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of good men—Smith devotes six pages of his appendix to summarizing
Adair’s History. It is almost as if Smith imagined View of the Hebrews as
having two kinds of readers: one who would read the body of the text
but not the appendix, and one who would read the appendix exclusively.
In either case, though, a reader would encounter Adair as the work’s
most convincing source of information about Native Americans and
their ostensible link to Israel.

Where Adair stopped short of drawing religious significance from
his evidence, Smith identifies not only general “signs of the times” in the
History but also a specific message for Christians in the United States.
Much of View of the Hebrews is devoted to analysis of what he calls “an
interesting address . . . in the 18th chapter of Isaiah to some people of
the last days; calling them to have a special agency in the recovery and
restoration of the ancient people of God” (131). Smith asserts that there
was a time when he believed the address to be “to the people of God
in Great Britain” but goes on to say, “I have since become of a different
opinion; and now apprehend it to be an address to the Christian people
of the United States of America” (131).

Smith’s interpretation of this portion of Isaiah rests in part on a trans-
lation of that book produced by the Anglican Bishop Robert Lowth in
1778 and later revised by the Anglican theologian George Stanley Faber.
Although the first verse of Isaiah 18 appears in many English versions of
the Bible, including the King James version, as “woe to the land shadow-
ing with wings,” Lowth’s translation changes “Woe” to “Ho!” and thus
transforms a warning into a hail.'* “Our translators render this address,
‘Wo to the land,” Smith notes, but quickly asserts, “This is manifestly
incorrect, as the best expositors agree . . . the whole connexion and
sense decide, that the word here is a friendly call” (138). That call, he
asserts, is for assistance with the restoration of the Israelites. Rendered
as “friendly” rather than chastising, Isaiah “lands the prophetic vision at
the point of the western continent,” Smith claims, “where the two great
wings of North and South America meet, as at the body of a great Eagle”
(138). But the call is not merely hemispheric; it is more targeted than
that. “And those two great wings shall prove but an emblem of a great
nation then on that continent,” Smith writes, “far sequestered from the
seat of antichrist, and of tyranny and blood; and whose asylum for equal
rights, liberty, and religion, shall be well represented by such a national
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coat of arms,—the protecting wings of a great Eagle” (138). Adair could
not have read Lowth before writing his History, and neither could he
have known that the United States, a nation that did not exist when he
produced his text, would take the eagle as its emblem. His evidence,
though, points to a divine destiny for that nation. To see the Hebraic ori-
gins of America, Smith contends, is to discover in the Bible not simply
America but more specifically the United States.

It is imperative that American Christians realize that they live among
the lost tribes, Smith concludes, because only then will they achieve
their grand destiny. “If it be a fact, as is apprehended,” he writes, “that
the aborigines of our continent are indeed descended from the ten tribes
of Israel; our nation, no doubt, must be the people addressed to restore
them; to bring them to the knowledge of the gospel, and to do with
them whatever the God of Abraham designs shall be done” (132). It is
not enough to recognize the veracity of the Hebraic Indian theory; that
recognition is the “friendly call” that should inspire action.

There was debate among Christian proponents of the Hebraic In-
dian theory about what form such action should take, and the follow-
ing chapter examines the work of two Christians whose views differed
from Smith’s on that question—Boudinot and William Apess. In Smith’s
case, the notion that the “address of Heaven must be to our western con-
tinent” makes the role of American Christians at the end of days crystal
clear. “Ye friends of God in the land addressed,” he asks, “can you read this
prophetic direction of the ancient prophet Isaiah, without having your
hearts burn within you?” (146). His answer is swift: “Surely you cannot”
(146). Those Christians whose hearts burn with the knowledge of Ameri-
can Hebraism must restore Israel by working to convert both Jewish and
indigenous peoples to Christianity. “By prayer, contributions, and your
influence,” he concludes, “be prepared to aid every attempt for the conver-
sion of the Jews and Israel. . . . Look at the origin of those degraded natives
of your continent, and fly to their relief. —Send them the heralds of salva-
tion. Send them the word, the bread of life. You received that book from
the seed of Abraham. Restore it to them” (148-51). Convinced by Adair’s
evidence, Smith lays out a case for reading the Americas into Isaiah and
for the systematic conversion of Native Americans to Christianity.

For Christians such as Smith, Adair’s evidence of a Hebraic Ameri-
can origin produces a singular set of conclusions: the second coming of
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Christ is imminent; indigenous peoples will be included in the literal
restoration of Israel; and the United States will play a central role in
the fulfillment of biblical prophecy. Secular reasoning, in other words,
has sacred implications. But Adair’s History was not used exclusively by
Christian writers. In leaving unanswered the question of what his obser-
vations meant, Adair created the possibility for other appropriations of
his text. Much as his work fit into certain fundamentalist Christian un-
derstandings of sacred time, it also created space for thinking about the
history and potential futures of global Judaism. Thus Adair also caught
the eye of Manuel Mordecai Noah, the most prominent Jewish figure in
the antebellum United States.

Studies of Noah have tended, with good reason, to focus on his ex-
traordinary achievements and equally extraordinary failures. In addi-
tion to serving as US ambassador to Tunis—and negotiating the release
of enslaved American sailors while occupying that position—Noah was
a celebrated playwright and travel writer, a sherift, a judge, and an occa-
sional participant in duels. Today, Noah is most commonly remembered
for his effort to establish a Hebrew “city of refuge” on Grand Isle, near
Buffalo, New York. As has been well documented, Noah named the city
“Ararat” (after himself) and presided over a spectacular inauguration
ceremony in Buffalo on September 15, 1825. Dressed in a borrowed cos-
tume from a Shakespeare production, and accompanied by a band play-
ing the march from Handel’s Judas Maccabeas, Noah declared himself a
“judge of Israel” and led a procession through the city to its Episcopal
church, where Ararat’s cornerstone was positioned on the communion
table. Noah then read a “Proclamation to the Jews,” declaring that the
city would serve as a home for the world’s Jewish populations, governed
by Hebrew law but protected by the US Constitution. The city never
materialized beyond that cornerstone, but throughout his career Noah
promoted the idea of a Jewish homeland—both within and beyond the
United States. The small body of scholarship on Noah has illuminated
the myriad reasons for the failure of Ararat, as well as Noah’s own vexed
position as a Jewish patriot.>® My aim here is more modest, as I will
focus on Noah’s use of Adair’s History, a book that lent itself as easily
to Jewish state planning as to Christian plans for the end of all nations.

Noah’s proclamation at the founding of Ararat includes an invitation
for the world’s Jewish population to emigrate to his new city. “The Jews
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have been destined by Providence to remain a distinct people,” he as-
serts. “Though scattered over the face of the globe they still retain their
homogenousness of character—the peculiarity of their tenants, the
identity of their faith”?' Laying out a plan for this deliberate gather-
ing of Israel, Noah proposes the “establishment of emigration societies
throughout Europe” and declares that “passages in all cases should be
taken for New York” (Writings, 123). But there is, of course, one popula-
tion that will not require assistance in relocating—the indigenous peo-
ples of the western hemisphere. “The discovery of the lost tribes of Israel,
has never ceased to be a subject of deep interest to the Jews,” he writes,
“and if, as I have reason to believe, our lost brethren were the ancestors
of the Indians of the American Continent, the inscrutable decrees of
the Almighty have been fulfilled in spreading unity and omnipotence in
every quarter of the globe” (Writings, 122). A central feature of Ararat’s
mission, then, will be the reconversion of these “Jewish” populations
and a welcoming of them into the city of refuge. “If the tribes could be
brought together, could be made sensible of their origins, could be civi-
lized, and restored to their long lost brethren,” Noah exclaims, “what joy
to our people, what glory to our God, how clearly have the prophecies
been fulfilled, how certain our dispersion, how miraculous our preser-
vation, how providential our deliverance” (Writings, 123). In the Hebraic
Indian, Noah finds proof not of an impending Christian millennium but
of an enduring covenant. “It shall be my duty to pursue the subject by
every means in my power,” Noah says. To awaken indigenous America
from its religious slumber, for Noah, is to deliver Jewish people at long
last from the burden of history. In establishing Ararat, Noah created a
site on which the prophecies of Jewish reunion could be fulfilled, but the
success of his mission rested as much on the revelation of the lost tribes
in America as it did on the enthusiasm of potential Jewish transplants
from Europe.

Noah’s proclamation offers a comprehensive list of his reasons for
accepting the Hebraic Indian theory. It reads like a thumbnail sketch
of Adair: “The Indians worship one Supreme being . . . Like the Isra-
elites of old, they are divided into tribes . . . They consider themselves
as the select and beloved people of God . . . Their words are sonorous
and bold, and their language and dialect are evidently of Hebrew origin.
They compute time after the manner of the Israelites . . . They have their
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prophets, high priests, and their sanctum sanctorum . . . They have their
towns and cities of refuge” (Writings, 122). Although Noah does not di-
rectly reference Adair in this piece, he makes his reliance on the History
expressly clear in later writings. In his Discourse on the Evidences that the
American Indians Being the Descendants of the Lost Tribes of Israel, first
published in 1837, Noah describes Adair as one “in whom I repose great
confidence, and who resided forty years among” indigenous peoples.*?
For Noah, as for Smith, Adair’s lengthy experience and observational
prowess—rather than his superior religious knowledge—lend credence
to his work. Noah even admits that Adair and other proponents of the
theory know very little about Judaism. “All the missionaries and travelers
among the Indian tribes since the discovery of America—Adair, Heck-
welder, Charliveux . . . have expressed opinions in favour of their being
of Jewish origin,” he explains in the Discourse. “The difficulty, however,
under which they all laboured was simply this; they were familiar with
the religious rites, ceremonies, traditions and belief of the Indians, but
they were not sufficiently conversant with the Jewish rites and ceremo-
nies, to show the analogy. It is precisely this link in the chain of evidence
that I propose to supply” (Discourse, 9). Adair’s weakness lies in his lack
of experience with Jewish customs. Positioning himself as the necessary
“link in the chain of evidence,” Noah makes the case that a better under-
standing of Judaism will support rather than undermine Adair’s claims.

Despite his correct assertion that Adair knew little about Jewish
people and Jewish practice, a fact Adair himself would not have dis-
puted, Noah ultimately concludes that the History’s main contention
is correct. His own “proofs” often draw directly from Adair’s work. To
give just one example of several in the text, Noah fully accepts Adair’s
account of indigenous languages. He notes that Adair “says, these In-
dians pay their devoir to Lo-ak (Light) Ish-ta-hoola-aba, distinctly He-
brew, which means the great supreme beneficent holy Spirit of Fire who
resides above . . . but they have another appellative, which with them
as with us, is the mysterious essential name of God, which they never
mention in common speech” (Discourse, 10-11). Here, Adair’s reasoning
melds with Noah’s, as the former’s argument about Hebrew slides into
the latter’s observation regarding the prohibition against speaking the
sacred name of the divine.



“A COMPLETE INDIAN SYSTEM~ | 81

Noah does not seem to notice weaknesses at play in Adair’s analy-
ses of Native languages, nor does he seize on Adair’s admittedly thin
understanding of Hebrew. For the purposes of the Discourse, Adair’s
experience and logic are sound enough. But this is the case because
Noah’s own sense of the march of history depends on Adair’s claims
being correct. His presentation of cultural overlap—“with them as with
us”—simultaneously asserts distinction and similarity. Noah’s Hebraic
Indians are like Jewish people because, he claims, they are Jewish people,
but centuries of isolation have divided them from their brethren. Fol-
lowing from Adair’s deductions, Noah asserts the necessity of effacing
that divide. “If the Indians of America are not the descendants of the
missing tribes,” he asks, “from whom are they descended?” (Discourse,
33). His answer is that no other possibility makes enough sense. “The
Indians have distinct Jewish features,” he concludes. “I have endeavored
to show this by their traditions, by their religion, by their ceremonies,
which retain so much of the ancient worship” (Discourse, 33). Position-
ing himself as an expert, by virtue of experience, on Jewish rather than
indigenous customs, Noah aligns himself with Adair to make the case
for American Hebraism.

Building out from Adair’s argument, Noah, like Smith before him,
reinterprets prophecies regarding the tribes through the lens of the He-
braic Indian. In his Discourse on the Restoration of the Jews, which he
delivered as an address in 1844 and then published in 1845, Noah makes
the case for Christian assistance in the formation of a free and inde-
pendent Jewish nation (he was at this point mainly interested in pur-
chasing a portion of Syria for colonization). Also like Smith, he seizes
upon Isaiah. “Has it ever occurred to you, my friends,” he asks, “that the
eighteenth chapter of Isaiah might possibly be a reference to America
in connexion with the restoration of the Jews? Indulge me a moment in
examining that short but singular chapter. ‘Ho to the land’ (it is trans-
lated wo, but evidently erroneously: it is Ho, or Hail)—‘Hail to the land,
shadowing with wings, which is beyond the rivers of Ethiopia™ (Writ-
ings, 143). Noah, it seems, was reading the same Lowth translation as
Smith. “The arms of no country are so emphatically ‘wings’ as those of
the United States,” he asserts. “It is an eagle in the act of flying with out-
spread wings, peculiarly conspicuous as an armorial ensign and living



82 | “A COMPLETE INDIAN SYSTEM”

description of our land, which, under the shadow of her wings, offers a
shelter for the persecuted of all nations” (Writings, 143).

This is a lovely thought, and its similarity to Smith’s view is uncanny.
In Noah’s work, though, this passage has little to do with Native Ameri-
cans; it is prophecy about the nation’s ideal relationship with the world’s
actual Jewish populations. “I am right in this interpretation,” Noah in-
sists. “What a glorious privilege is reserved for the free people of the
United States . . . selected and pointedly distinguished in prophecy as
the nation which, at a proper time, shall present the Lord his chosen and
trodden-down people, and pave the way for their restoration to Zion”
(Writings, 144-45). The revelation of the lost tribes in the Americas,
then, does not prompt Noah to consider the US federal government’s
relationships with Native nations. Rather, it becomes the pressing oc-
casion for the formation of a Jewish state—either within US borders or,
failing that, in Palestine—assisted by the chosen, magnanimous, eagle-
winged United States. Indigenous American populations fall within the
scope of Noah’s plans as stateless Jewish people rather than discrete na-
tions with legitimate claims of sovereignty. Federal policy toward Native
Americans will be rendered moot, as sacred history overrides profane
concerns. “There is no fanaticism in it,” Noah writes of his coloniza-
tion plan. “It is easy, tranquil, natural, and gradual” (Writings, 145). In
language reminiscent of romantic renderings of Indian Removal, Noah
presents the gathering of Israel, with its requisite effacement of ethnic
particularities, as a seamless process that will commence as soon as the
United States recognizes its sacred destiny.

Read with Caution: Adair and the Limits of Observation

That Adair was an invaluable source for proponents of the Hebraic
Indian theory is undeniable, but it would be disingenuous to pretend
that the History made it through the nineteenth century without gener-
ating controversy. As early as 1812, Thomas Jefferson referred to Adair’s
notions as a “kink,” and warned John Adams that the History “contains
a great deal of real instruction . . . only requiring the reader to be con-
stantly on his guard against the wonderful obliquities of his theory” (qtd.
in Braund, 43). In 1859 John Henry Logan—a physician and educator
who would become a surgeon for the Confederate army—published
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A History of the Upper Country of South Carolina, which includes an
entire chapter about Adair. Logan praises Adair’s “valuable and now rare
book,” describing it as the source from which “the world has derived
most that is known of the manners and customs of the Southern Indi-
ans”** He attributes the value of the History to the fact that Adair “was
for forty years, a trader among the Cherokees and Chickasaws . .. and
displays in his writings much good sense, and rare powers of observa-
tion” (1:345). But if Adair’s method lends credence to the History, its
conclusion gives Logan pause. “It is to be regretted, however,” he writes,
“that an observer so intelligent, and so admirably situated for obtaining
the minutest information, in a field becoming every day more and more
interesting, should have collected and used it mainly to illustrate the
single idea which Adair appears to have fondly cherished, that the Indi-
ans of America were descended from the ancient Israelites” (1:346). For
Logan, the content of Adair’s “single idea” is not the problem. Rather, the
presence of any “single idea” within an empirical text is an affront to the
scholarly endeavor. “His arguments in proof . . . are exceedingly plau-
sible and well arranged,” Logan explains, “but the value of the history
would have been greatly enhanced if [Adair] had presented his facts free
from the bias and prejudices of any pre-conceived notion” (1:346—47).

It is impossible not to read Logan’s charge against Adair without a
tinge of irony, given the fact that the former’s own study deems the At-
lantic slave trade the work of divine providence. Still, it is worth noting
that readers often recognized the History’s out-of-order deductive mode
and found its backfilling of “proof” in service of a predetermined out-
come empirically suspect. The anthropologist Livingston Farrand’s Basis
of American History, 1500-1900 (1904), for example, cites Adair’s book
but describes it as “marred by certain absurd general theories” and notes
that it “should be read with caution”** For these writers, the History op-
erates as an important proof text not for the Hebraic Indian theory but
for the perils of history writing itself.

The problem of how to read Adair, how to reconcile his meticulous
ethnography with his ardent belief in American Hebraism, has persisted
into current reckonings with the History. In her edition of Adair’s His-
tory, Braund makes the case that Adair’s work retains much value, not
only because it remains one of the best primary source documents for
information regarding the region’s cultures but also because “Adair’s
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framework . .. can be viewed as a strength” (45). Drawing on the anthro-
pologist Charles Hudson’s claim that “Adair’s Hebrew theory helped him
understand the culture and society of the Indians more than it hindered
him,” Braund suggests that the search for “parallels between Hebrew and
Indian culture . . . led him to record careful and detailed information
about Indian societies” (46). Thus the History persists as a source for the
scholar of American history not despite but because of its faulty line of
reasoning.

This is a compelling possibility, and I agree with Braund that the inac-
curacy of Adair’s theory does not diminish the significance of his study.
But the History is not simply important for what it can teach us about
eighteenth-century Native American customs and histories. Adair’s
work reveals much about the porous boundary between what we imag-
ine to be secular reasoning and the religious concerns that often invisibly
structure the terms of that reasoning. Adair was looking for something
very specific, it is true, and so he looked in such a way as to find it. His
History, in turn, provided empirical proofs for those who followed him,
looking in their own ways for the truth of their own beliefs. In its own
writing as well as its afterlives, the History reminds us that the question,
“Where did Americans come from?” never has been a secular question,
and neither has it ever merely been a question about the past. It reminds
us, too, that a gulf separates observation and interpretation—and the
bridge spanning that gulf might be constructed, without the observer’s
realizing it, out of theology.



Elias Boudinot, William Apess, and the Accidents
of History

The conclusion of William Apess’s autobiography, A Son of the Forest,
is not, it turns out, a conclusion at all. “Believing,” Apess writes, “that
some general observations on the origin and character of the Indians, as
a nation, would be acceptable to the numerous and highly respectable
persons who have lent their patronage to this work, the subscriber has
somewhat abridged ‘his life’ to make room for this Appendix”! What
follows is a document nearly as long as the narrative itself. In fact, when
revising the 1829 version of the text, Apess cut sections from his life
story, “which some persons deemed objectionable” (mainly his critique
of the Methodist Episcopal Church), and added about seven pages of
new material to the appendix (3). As a result, in the 1831 edition of the
book, Apess’s memoir outnumbers his appendix by a mere four pages.
By his own account, in both editions the near equivalence of the narra-
tive and appendix is a product of design: Apess “somewhat abridged” the
former to “make room for” the latter. The appendix thus appears more
primary than subsidiary in his text, operating within A Son of the Forest
as the broader history to which he has deliberately yielded some of his
life story.

Apess’s appendix promises a macro-history of indigenous America.
But readers expecting information about specific Native American na-
tions or their histories quickly learn that the “origin” to which he refers
is singular and sacred. Drawn largely from Elias Boudinot’s 1816 book
A Star in the West, which Apess rearranges and cites at length (often
without attribution), the appended text contends that the western hemi-
spheress first inhabitants were “none other than the descendants of Jacob,
and the long lost tribes of Israel” (53). In this way, although the appendix
presents itself as addressing a gap in the story of Apess’s life, it produces
a sense of incompleteness in two different ways. First, it does not provide
much in the way of context for understanding Apess himself, or the his-
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tory of the Pequot people, or even nineteenth-century Native peoples in
North America. Second, it reminds readers of the longstanding absence
of the lost tribes from history. The tribes have been missing from sacred
and profane records for nearly three millennia, and the numerous docu-
ments positing their existence in the Americas have failed to result in
anything approaching wide-scale cultural change or millennial apoca-
lypse. By the time Apess wrote A Son of the Forest, the Hebraic Indian
theory was over two hundred years old, and it had fulfilled none of its
promises. And yet, this is the history of Native America that Apess ap-
pends to his narrative, a history of the absence of history—the history of
a revelation that has not been revealed.

Apess’s decision to cite Boudinot heavily makes a great deal of prac-
tical sense: A Star in the West was one of the most thorough, recent
treatises on the Hebraic Indian available when Apess was composing
his memoir, and Boudinot had been more sympathetic to the plight of
Native Americans than many of his white contemporaries. As Meghan
Howey notes, unlike earlier expositions of the theory, A Star in the
West offers the Hebraic Indian as proof not only of a divine plan for
the Americas but also of the innate and eternal goodness of indigenous
populations. In Boudinot’s view, the “Jewishness” of American peoples,
however latent, is proof that they are a chosen people. Thus he uses the
Hebraic Indian theory to argue for the reform of US policies toward
Native nations. Most significant for my purposes, though, is Boudinot’s
specific configuration of providential history in A Star in the West.

This chapter’s first section explores how Boudinot’s exposition of the
Hebraic Indian theory centers on a notion of providential history con-
tingent upon inadvertence.” Presenting his “discovery” of the lost tribes
of Israel as the product of an accident, Boudinot situates his argument
for the Hebraic Indian theory within a theological tradition holding that
the truth of divine intent could be found in the space of human error.
Within the historical frame constructed by A Star in the West, the acci-
dent becomes, in retrospect, proof of godly design. Although Boudinot’s
work begins by articulating the consequences of a single, small mistake,
it ultimately is concerned with the larger “accidents” of colonial history.
Configuring white imperialism and the United States’ commitment to
Indian removal as the terrible consequences of faulty interpretation,
Boudinot urges readers to see the signs of sacred time erupting into the
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present, recognize divine interest in indigenous Americans, and adjust
US policies accordingly. Through Boudinot’s accident, in other words, A
Star in the West synchs the timelines of sacred and profane history, set-
ting whites and Native Americans alike on a shared path to glory.

Indebted as it may be to A Star in the West, A Son of the Forest offers
a very different picture of providential history, and this chapter’s second
half explores how Apess’s appropriation of Boudinot’s work effects a sig-
nificant revision of A Star in the West’s main claims. Although lost tribes
mythology pervades Apess’s writings, it has until recently attracted rela-
tively little critical attention. This is perhaps the case because it can be
read as a capitulation to white discourses that degrade Native American
cultures. Indeed, in one of the few sustained inquiries into Apess’s use of
the Hebraic Indian theory, Sandra Gustafson notes that the “figure of the
Hebraic Indian participates in an important sense in a discourse of dom-
ination: it legitimates non-European, non-Christian societies in Judeo-
Christian rather than autochthonous terms”* Apess’s self-identification
as a latent Israelite, therefore, has generated some critical ambivalence.
In a recent study, Rochelle Zuck argues that “the rhetoric of the lost
tribes operates as more than just an expression of Christian orthodoxy
or a reaction to white narratives of American exceptionalism; it provides
a means to challenge ‘Vanishing Indian’ narratives with stories of sover-
eignty and continuing presence”*

Frankly, I am sympathetic to both readings. On the one hand, Gus-
tafson is correct: Apess uses Boudinot’s caricature of Judaism—and its
corresponding assumptions about the potential Christianity of Jewish
peoples—to make the case for indigenous rights. On the other, as Zuck
notes, a Hebraic Indian cannot vanish. But Apess’s use of the theory
need not be a zero-sum game, and Gustafson’s and Zuck’s approaches to
his work are both essential to understanding his project. Here I would
suggest that, in appending Boudinot’s work to his text, Apess accepts the
terms of the Hebraic Indian theory but disrupts the temporal logic es-
sential to A Star in the West’s configuration of providential history. This
temporal reorientation allows him to assert an indigenous identity that
always has been Christian and Israelite yet never has been Jewish.

Repackaged by Apess, Boudinot’s work becomes proof not of colo-
nialism’s essential function within providential history but instead of its
irrelevance to Native American Christianity. Apess uses the Hebraic In-
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dian to situate his own Christianity outside of European and US colonial
practices—to reach back to an alternative historical source for his reli-
gious identity. The theory thus enables him to present Native American
Christianity as occupying a timeline distinct from that of white Chris-
tianity and to reject the colonial teleology that threatened his existence
as both a Native American and a Christian. It also allows him to distin-
guish his own Christian practice from both the organized Methodism
with which he associated and the orthodox Presbyterianism to which
Boudinot subscribed. Apess’s reconfiguration of Boudinot’s book into
an appendix, in other words, is part of a broad project of atemporality in
A Son of the Forest, one that enables the Pequot to lay claim to a primal
Christianity by claiming to be a lost Israelite.

Quite Accidentally: Elias Boudinot’s Providential Error

Scholars of the early United States have all but forgotten Elias Boudinot,
but he was a central figure in the development of the nation’s political
and religious cultures. A major underwriter of the American Revolution,
he served as president of the Continental Congress and, after the Revo-
lution, first director of the US Mint. Boudinot was a patron of Alexander
Hamilton and an advocate for the publication of James Adair’s History of
the American Indians. His fingerprints are all over early US politics, and
his influence arguably grew when he left politics to establish the Ameri-
can Bible Society (ABS). Richard Popkin has suggested that Boudinot
“passed into oblivion, probably because his religious views seemed
out of keeping with the prevailing deism and liberal Christianity of his
time”® Indeed, his evangelical Presbyterianism still challenges critical
accounts that would downplay the role of orthodox Protestantism in
early national politics. In discussing his work, I wish in part to recover
this piece of the story of the early republic—a story of emergent Chris-
tian fundamentalism and of a politics directly shaped by millennialist
concerns.

Boudinot was a literalist; he believed in a future, material fulfillment
of biblical prophecies. A year before publishing A Star in the West, he
produced The Second Advent, a lengthy meditation on what he deemed
signs of an impending millennium unfolding before him in real time.
Reading human history through the lens of biblical prophecy, Boudinot
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asserts that “God shall descend, and this earth be on fire; and the trum-
pet shall sound; and the tribes of mankind shall be assembled.”® For
Boudinot, the return of Christ is imminent, but it will not arrive in the
absence of hard work. The “many and clear prophesies concerning the
things to be done at Christ’s second coming,” he writes, “are not only for
predicting, but also for effecting a recovery and reestablishment of this
long lost truth and setting up a kingdom, wherein dwelleth righteous-
ness”” Good Christians, in other words, do not merely await the end of
time; they produce it. According to Boudinot, this entails “the prepara-
tion of the bride, or the conversion of the Jews.”® The hope of the second
advent lies in the effort to bring all peoples to Christ. The Hebraic Indian
theory thus presented Boudinot with an enticing project for Christians
in the United States. If Native Americans were in fact the lost tribes of
Israel, then their conversion would ignite the fire of millennium.

A Star in the West, the last of Boudinot’s book-length religious works,
directly links his sense of the proximity of the second coming to the
founding of the United States. The book not only contends that the
Americas originally were populated by the Kingdom of Israel, but it also
explicitly connects that point of origin to a notion of American excep-
tionalism that positions the nation as the engine of Christian eschatol-
ogy. Within Boudinot’s cosmology, “The restoration of this suffering and
despised nation to their ancient city and their former standing in the fa-
vour of God . . . are [believed to be] expressly foretold . . . as immediately
preceding the second coming of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.”®
Discovering the location of the tribes is not an intellectual exercise; the
fate of the world depends upon the veracity of his theories, and, accord-
ing to those theories, the United States will play an integral role in the
return of Christ.

The realization that the lost tribes inhabit the Americas, Boudinot
explains, referring to himself in the third person, is “in his opinion of
the utmost consequence to the present generation in particular, as that
era in which the latter times, the last times of the scriptures, or the end
of the Roman government, seem to be hastening with rapid strides” (27).
American Christians, Boudinot fears, are running out of time to fulfill
their destiny. “What could possible bring a greater declarative glory to
God,” he demands, “than a full discovery, that these wandering nations
of Indians are the lost tribes of Israel[?]” (280). Such discovery is crucial,
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as is missionary work among Native peoples, because “thus wonderfully
brought to the knowledge of their fellow men, [Native Americans] may
be miraculously prepared for instruction, and stand ready, at the ap-
pointed time, when God shall raise the signal to the nations” (280). Here
Boudinot imagines a kind of partnership between American Christians
and the divine. The appointed time is near, but it will not arrive until the
gathering of Israel commences. To set that gathering in motion is the
sacred calling of those who finally realize they have been living among
the lost tribes all along.

Despite the urgency of its topic, A Star in the West begins with an
error. Describing his interest in locating the ten lost tribes of Israel,
Boudinot explains that he has spent nearly forty years attempting to
solve one of the Bible’'s most perplexing mysteries, because of a chance
encounter with one of its most mysterious texts. Again referring to him-
self in the third person, Boudinot writes that “soon after, reading (quite
accidentally) the 13th chapter of the 2d apochryphal book of Esdras . . .
his ardour to know more of, and to seek further into the circumstances
of these lost tribes, was in no wise diminished. He has not ceased since,
to improve every opportunity afforded him” (28). That phrase, “quite
accidentally;” is offset by parentheses, the punctuation of simultaneous
emphasis and erasure. Like a whisper, it cannot be ignored, though its
manner of appearance invites ignoring. Indeed, Boudinot’s assertion of
accidental reading captivated some of his nineteenth-century critics.
A reviewer for the 1818 edition of The Portico notes that Boudinot “at-
tributes [his work] principally to an accidental reading,” and expresses
incredulity that “he who appears so orthodox, could consider the figura-
tive language of the prophets, as literally implying such an event”'® In
a similar vein, an 1829 account of Israel Worsely’s View of the American
Indians, appearing in the Eclectic Review, unfavorably compares Worsely
to Boudinot, noting that the latter “appears to have been greatly biased
by accidentally stumbling upon this passage.”*!

Contemporary dismissal of Boudinot’s text stemmed both from the
outlandish nature of his thesis and the means by which he arrived at
it. This is probably the case because his supposed accident seems quite
improbable. While it might be possible to read a few biblical verses with-
out exercising much agency, the imagination strains at the thought of
someone involuntarily perusing an entire chapter with enough attention
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to use it as the basis for a theological treatise. Quite frankly, even if one
were to begin reading 2 Esdras inadvertently, it is easy to stop reading
it. Boudinot’s “accident,” in other words, seems no accident at all. And,
in fact, his account of unintentional reading becomes, by A Star in the
West’s conclusion, important proof of his claims. Through this moment
of ostensible inadvertence, A Star in the West teaches its readers to view
the American landscape with an eye for the error and to rethink the
improbable as a marker of divine providence. Denying his own agency,
Boudinot makes himself a vehicle of divine fiat, and his reading of 2 Es-
dras provides a blueprint for white American Christians to follow when
considering the status and future of the nation’s indigenous populations.

In presenting an accident as the initiating force behind his work,
Boudinot situates A Star in the West within an epistemological tradition
that deemed accidents crucial sources of information about the world
and its relationship to the divine. The idea that accidental occurrences
could be considered sources of knowledge emerged, Michael Witmore
shows, in the early modern era and marked a significant revision of an-
cient notions of chance.’? Where Aristotle had declared that “regarding
the accidental, there can be no scientific treatment of it” (because acci-
dental events, by their very nature, must be singular and thus resist clas-
sification), later thinkers influenced by Protestant theology, a developing
scientific method, and even innovations in theatrical production came
to view accidents as windows into a grand design.'* As Witmore puts it,
“Accidents transformed from an epistemological dead end into a source
of knowledge in the early modern period, whether that knowledge was
of God, nature, or the hidden plots of individuals”**

Witmore’s work provides a detailed picture of the way shifts in theat-
rical conventions combined with notions of scientific experimentation
to reconfigure the accident as site of discovery rather than confusion.
Most relevant to my understanding of Boudinot, though, is Witmore’s
observation that within early Protestant traditions, “Calvin and others
repeatedly point out the way in which a latent knowledge of God’s provi-
dential presence is uncovered in encounters with accidents”'® Indeed,
Calvin asserts in his Institutes of the Christian Religion that “the Provi-
dence of God, as taught in Scripture, is opposed to fortune and fortu-
itous causes. By an erroneous opinion prevailing in all ages, an opinion
almost universally prevailing in our own day—viz. that all things hap-
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pen fortuitously, the true doctrine of Providence has not only been ob-
scured, but almost buried”*® Within this logic, accidents are significant
precisely because they never are accidental. The accident shifts from an
object that resists systemization to proof of the very existence of a grand
system. This is the vein of thinking that undergirds Boudinot’s presenta-
tion of his reading of 2 Esdras. The accident does not threaten the order
of A Star in the West’s argument; it authorizes it.

Given the gravity of his mission, it is both surprising and utterly sen-
sible that Boudinot would turn, however inadvertently, to 2 Esdras. It is
surprising because 2 Esdras is, as Boudinot admits, an apocryphal text.
A group of books of contested theological value, the apocrypha occupy a
vexed position within various Christian traditions. The Catholic Church
treats some but not all of the books as scripture; some Protestants deem
the texts historically significant though not sacred, while others reject
them altogether. For most evangelical Protestants, the apocryphal books
are libris non grata.

Despite their controversial position, the apocryphal books were
printed in the 1611 King James Bible and appeared in some printings
of that version of the text into the nineteenth century. They often were
sandwiched between the Old and New Testaments or clustered together
at the end of the book to indicate their dubious status. The British and
Foreign Bible Society (BFBS), which was founded in 1804 and served
as the blueprint for the ABS, produced bibles both with and without
the apocrypha. Boudinot had access to bibles printed by the BFBS, and
this might be how he encountered 2 Esdras (though he does not offer
a specific explanation). For its own part, the ABS typically did not in-
clude the apocrypha in its bibles. As Jeffrey Makala notes, soon after
its formation, “The ABS received an offer from an Albany printer for ‘a
set of stereotype plates for an octavo edition of the Bible It contained
1,171 plates, including the Apocrypha . .. [T]he ABS concluded that the
type size was too small and the Apocrypha not needed”!” It did print at
least one Spanish edition with those texts, mainly to appease Catholic
officials who otherwise might have blocked the distribution of bibles in
Latin America. In 1828, however, the ABS officially announced that it no
longer would print bibles containing the apocryphal books.'® Boudinot’s
admission that his interest in the tribes stems from a reading of 2 Esdras
thus injects some controversy into A Star in the West. Rather than omit
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this detail, though, he frames his inquiry around the book and his ac-
cidental perusal of it.

Inclusion in the apocrypha makes 2 Esdras a dubious text to begin
with, but even beyond that, it is a troublesome artifact. Narrated by the
scribe Ezra (of the eponymous book of the Hebrew Bible) and dating
itself to around 450 BCE, 2 Esdras actually was composed much later,
and it is a composite of three different texts. The book’s middle chapters
were produced first, by an unknown Jewish writer at the close of the
first century. They constitute a freestanding apocalypse in the form of a
dream sequence experienced by Ezra and interpreted by an angel named
Uriel. Christian writers added the introductory and concluding chapters
perhaps a century later (no one knows precisely when). Scholars believe
that the apocalypse—which includes the chapter Boudinot discusses—
originally was written in either Hebrew or Aramaic, then translated into
Greek, then translated from the Greek into Latin. Both the primary text
and the Greek translation have been lost. The other chapters probably
were composed in Greek, but those documents, too, no longer exist.
The Geneva Bible was the first to offer the work as a singular composite
in English, and most English bibles that include 2 Esdras have followed
suit. The 2 Esdras Boudinot accidentally read, then, is a translation of a
translation of a lost translation of lost originals—a fantastic simulacrum
asserting false unity and impossible origins. This might explain why he
professes to have read it accidentally. It is not the sort of text a serious
Protestant would read on purpose in the antebellum United States.

Boudinot is aware of 2 Esdras’s potential to unravel his argument. An-
ticipating critique by fellow Protestants, he writes, “This Jew [the author]
seems to be a serious and devout writer, on a subject he appears to be ac-
quainted with, and from his situation and connections, might be supposed
to know something of the leading facts. And whether he wrote in a figura-
tive style, or under the idea of similitudes, dreams or visions, he appears
to intend the communication of events that he believed had happened,
and as far as they are corroborated by subsequent facts, well attested, they
ought to have their due weight in the scale of evidence” (72-73).

Trepidation about his source is evident in his diction: the author “ap-
pears to be acquainted” with the facts and “might be supposed” to be
credible, despite the text’s multifaceted weirdness. But though it might
just seem like Boudinot is papering over his apocryphal dabbling, herein
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lies the core of A Star in the West’s logic: 2 Esdras is so beyond the pale of
canonical scripture that no self-respecting Protestant could possibly take
it seriously. And yet, in “accidentally” reading it, Boudinot has stumbled
upon the key to unlocking the secrets of millennium—thus his accident
becomes, in retrospect, proof of a divine hand at work in his discovery.
No other text could serve this function. It would not be remarkable for
a man in Boudinot’s position to read Isaiah or Revelation. The signifi-
cance of 2 Esdras lies precisely in its fraught status. Only the uninten-
tional reading of a suspect text could make Boudinot so certain of his
conclusions.

Despite its murky provenance and dubious status as scripture, 2
Esdras contains the most unambiguous prophecy regarding the lost
tribes of Israel. Therefore, Boudinot’s reading of it is as sensible as it is
strange, and his accident turns out to be a happy one. The tribes appear
late in the apocalypse portion of the text, when Ezra dreams of a man
who descends from a mountain and calls out to a multitude of people.
“And there came much people unto him,” Ezra explains. “Some were
glad, some were sorry, and some of them were bound, and other some
brought of them that were offered” (2 Esdras 13:13). When Ezra asks Uriel
to interpret the dream, the angel replies that the man in the vision is the
son of God and that the multitude is “the ten tribes, which were carried
away prisoners out of their own land in the time of Osea the king, whom
Shalmaneser the king of Assyria led away captive” (2 Esdras 13:40). Uriel
tells Ezra that the tribes “took this counsel among themselves, that they
would leave the multitude of the heathen, and go forth into a further
country, where never mankind dwelt. . . . Then dwelt they there until the
latter time; and now when they shall begin to come, the Highest shall
stay the springs of the stream again, that they may go through” (2 Esdras
13:41-47). Although some canonical books of the Bible, such as Isaiah,
can be interpreted as predicting the return of the lost tribes, this account
is unique because it mentions them by name and explicitly aligns them
with impending millennium. In this way, 2 Esdras offers seekers of the
tribes something no other text does: a clear assertion that the Kingdom
of Israel still exists as a coherent nation on the globe, and that its return
will coincide with that of Christ.

In addition to providing the most explicit prophecy regarding the
eventual return of the tribes, 2 Esdras holds a special place for seekers
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because it names the tribes’ location. Describing them as traveling “a
year and a half)” the book places the tribes in a land called “Arsareth”
(2 Esdras 13:45). As Zvi Ben Dor Benite notes in his history of the lost
tribes, “The word Arzareth, first coined in Esdras, became a ubiquitous
code for the search for the tribes”*® Though it is most likely a portman-
teau of the Hebrew phrase “eretz ahereth,” meaning “another place,” Ar-
zareth morphs into a physical space in imaginings of the lost tribes—a
land just beyond the known world, where the tribes are always on the
verge of being discovered. It thus stands, Benite writes, as “a stunning
example of place making at work.”*°

Where 2 Kings listed locations that could not be found on the globe,
2 Esdras provided a label that could be affixed to any as-yet-unexplored
territory. Indeed, Arzareth appeared as a real place on some early Euro-
pean maps of the world, occupying space just beyond familiar regions.
The German cartographer Sebastian Miinster labeled it “Arsare” and
“located it in the northeasternmost corner of Asia” in his 1544 Cosmo-
graphia.** The Flemish geographer Abraham Ortelius followed suit, la-
beling the same site “Arsareth” in his Theatrum Orbis Terrarum of 1570,
one “of the most authoritative atlases, and certainly the most popular”*
Appearing just inside the Arctic Circle, the Arzareth of these sixteenth-
century maps was real in a material sense yet beyond the reach of ordi-
nary Christians.

As exploration of the globe extended the boundaries of first Euro-
pean and then American geographical knowledge, the imaginative and
physical space available for Arzareth shrank, and it became necessary for
those seeking the tribes to reconfigure the landscape of 2 Esdras’s proph-
ecy. For Boudinot and other proponents of the Hebraic Indian theory,
Arzareth remains a discrete territory but no longer exists beyond the
boundary of Western colonialism. Overlaying Uriel’s pronouncement
that “the Highest shall stay the springs of the stream again, that they
shall go through” onto nineteenth-century understandings of the globe,
Boudinot concludes that the prophecy of 2 Esdras describes the migra-
tion of the tribes across a frozen Bering Strait, from northern Asia to the
westernmost portion of North America. “The distance between the most
northeastwardly part of Asia and the northwest coast of America,” he
writes, “is determined by the famous navigator capt. Cook, not to exceed
thirty-nine miles” (118).>* Asserting that the Bering Sea is “very shallow”
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in this region and “often filled with ice, even in summer and frozen in
winter;” Boudinot suggests that it “might become a safe passage for the
most numerous host to pass over in safety” (118). Though perhaps not
as spectacular as the parting of the Red Sea, the freezing of the Bering
Sea serves as a plausible explanation for why the tribes have not been
located in even the furthest reaches of the Asian continent and why they
must, therefore, inhabit the American hemisphere. 2 Esdras provides
Boudinot with something no other biblical text can: a description of
how the tribes came to the Americas, and the explicit promise that their
discovery will bring about a Christian new world order.

Having established his work as the effect of accidental reading,
Boudinot lays out an argument in which nothing about the lost tribes is
an accident. Much of his text is dedicated to outlining apparent similari-
ties between Native American and ancient Hebrew cultures. Like other
writers of the period, Boudinot draws much of his evidence from James
Adair’s 1775 book, A History of the American Indians (which is explored
in detail in this booK’s second chapter), but he was well read on the sub-
ject of the Hebraic Indian and offers readers a veritable catalogue of cul-
tural parallels drawn from several sources. In a section of A Star in the
West devoted to Indian origin stories, which he interprets as refracted
versions of Bible stories, Boudinot writes that “Father Charlevoix, the
French historian, informs us that the Hurons and Iroquois . . . had a
tradition among them that the first woman came from heaven and had
twins, and that the elder killed the younger” (114). Similarly, he notes an
account by “a Dutch minister” who wrote that a Mohawk woman in-
formed him that “the great spirit once went out walking with his brother,
and . .. a dispute arose between them, and the Great Spirit killed his
brother” (114). Boudinot deems this “plainly a confusion of the story of
Cain and Abel,” attributing the differences between it and the original to
“the ignorance of the minister in the idiom of the Indian language” (114).

Boudinot hears echoes of Genesis in every instance of indigenous my-
thology. Citing Sir Alexander MacKenzie, he notes that the Chipewyan
“describe a deluge, when the waters spread over the whole earth, except
the highest mountains, on the tops of which they preserved themselves”
(112). Further proof of America’s sacred origins lies in Charles Beatty’s
Journal of a Two Months Tour in America, which includes testimony by
a “christian [sic] Indian” that “a long time ago, the people went to build
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a high place to reach up a great way; and that, while they were building
it, they lost their language” (113). Of primary importance here, though,
is the fact that Boudinot concludes this catalog of shared mythology
by asking, “Can any man read this short account of Indian traditions,
drawn from tribes of various nations . .. and yet suppose that all this is
either the effect of chance, accident, or design, from a love of the marvel-
ous or a premeditated intention of deceiving?” (116, italics mine). For the
incredulous reader, in other words, only two options are available. Either
all these good men independently have risked “ruining their own well-
established reputations” for a shared flight of fancy, or all these instances
of cultural overlap are meaningless coincidences. The former option is
unthinkable, the latter impossible within the frame of providence.

For Boudinot, proof of America’s Hebraic origins lies not only in ac-
counts of indigenous history but also in observations of the indigenous
present. In this, he is much like Adair, extrapolating American history
from contemporary cultural practices. I do not wish to outline all of
Boudinot’s “proofs”—mainly because most of them are drawn directly
from Adair—but it is worth mentioning a few. In a chapter devoted to
American religious rites, for example, Boudinot ascribes indigenous
aversion to idolatry, spiritual pride, and amenability to theocracy to la-
tent Judaism. “Their religious ceremonies,” he insists, “are more after the
Mosaic institution, than of pagan imitation” (190). As further proof, he
notes that “the Cherokees and Choctaws have some very humble rep-
resentation of . . . cherubimical figures, in their places of worship, or
beloved square,” which he suggests is an imitation of the Hebrew tab-
ernacle and mercy seat. And religion is not the exclusive location of
Hebraism in American nations. In a chapter detailing the treatment of
women in various nations, Boudinot repeats Adair’s observation that
“southern Indians oblige their women, in their lunar retreats, to build
small huts at a considerable distance from their dwelling houses . . .
where they are obliged to stay at the risque of their lives.” This ritual is
presented as proof of a kind of Jewishness, as “the conduct of the women
seems perfectly agreeable . . . to the law of Moses” (277). As he did in his
discussion of mythology, Boudinot argues that these similarities “form a
coincidence of circumstances in important and peculiar establishments,
that could not, without a miracle, be occasioned by chance or accident”
(244, italics mine). The syntax here is telling: Boudinot asserts that only
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a miracle could produce the accident required for all these similarities to
line up. But a miracle is never, by its very status as miracle, an accident.
The only force that could produce such a marvelous instance of chance
is a deliberate and divine will.

Perhaps the most convincing proof of the Hebraic Indian theory, in
Boudinot’s rendering of it, lies in the ostensible similarities between He-
brew and American languages. A Star in the West offers numerous ex-
amples of these similarities, including a chart containing English words,
and then phonetic renderings of those words in three indigenous lan-
guages and Hebrew. Like Adair before him, Boudinot most clearly hears
Hebrew in American religious rituals. “When they meet at night,” he
explains, “it is professed to be to gladden and unite their hearts before Y.
O. He. wah. They sing Y. O. He. wah. Shoo. . .. The first word is nearly in
the Hebrew characters, the name of Joshua or Saviour” (228). The echo
of Genesis, then, is found not only in the content of Native speech but
also in its very form, the phoneme operating as the trace of a forgotten
past. Unlike Adair, though, Boudinot is quick to assign theological sig-
nificance to his findings. “We say such a consideration will show an al-
most miraculous intervention of Divine Providence,” he writes, “should
a clear trace of the original language be discoverable among the natives
of our wilderness” (97). The preservation of Hebrew in America can
only be proof of holy design because, Boudinot asserts, languages are
unstable markers of identity.

By the end of his study, Boudinot concludes that his notion of provi-
dence is accurate. “Is it possible,” he asks, “that the languages of so many
hundred nations of apparent savages, scattered over a territory some
thousands of miles in extent, living excluded from all civilized soci-
ety, without grammar, letters, arts or sciences, for two thousand years,
should, by mere accident, be so remarkable for peculiarities, known in
no other language, but the Hebrew—using the same words to signify the
same things—having towns and places of the same name?” (283, italics
mine). The question is rhetorical, of course, and it rests on several inac-
curate and racist assumptions about American nations, their histories,
and their cultures (as well as a paltry understanding of Hebrew). None-
theless, though phrased as a question, this passage asserts not only that
history cannot be the product of chance but also that what may at first
appear to be a contingency ultimately will be revealed to have been di-
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vinely ordered. In Boudinot’ teleological rendering of the Americas, all
lines converge, and all pasts become a singular present.

Like previous proponents of the Hebraic Indian theory, Boudinot in-
terprets the signs of American Hebraism as pointing toward a divinely
ordered future for his nation. The specific conclusions he draws from
his analysis, however, are a bit surprising. As I have discussed else-
where, A Star in the West ends not with grandiose pronouncements of
US exceptionalism but rather with a stark warning to white American
Christians.** “If it is then plain, that the Israelites have heretofore suf-
fered the just indignation of the Almighty,” he asks, “for their and all
his threatenings and fury have literally and most exactly been poured
out upon them, according to the predictions of his servant Moses, what
have not their enemies and oppressors to fear, in the great day of God’s
anger, when he cometh to avenge his people, who have been dear to
him as the apple of his eye?” (296—97). The Israelites are God’s chosen
people, and God has caused them to suffer immensely for millennia. The
biblical narrative reveals this much. So how much more terrible, Boudi-
not demands his readers consider, will be the sufferings of the Israelites’
tormenters? The project of Indian Removal and the brutal treatment of
Native peoples by the United States, this passage suggests, have placed
the nation on the road to destruction. The earthly gain available through
cruel national policy will be short-lived in the face of millennium. “If
his word has been yea and amen, in punishing the people of his choice,
because of their disobedience,” Boudinot warns, “what hope can those
gentiles have, who are found to continue in opposition to his positive
commandments[?]” (297). His answer is simple: none. There is no hope
for the nation that does harm to Israel. The only option available to the
United States, A Star in the West concludes, is repentance and reform.
Otherwise, the United States’ cruelty to Native Americans, now revealed
as the Israelites they have been all along, will double back upon the na-
tion and justify its destruction.

Considered in retrospect within this structure, 2 Esdras morphs from
a text that never should have been read (or, for that matter, written) into
a necessary guide for the end times, and Boudinot becomes an agent of
God in the very moment he acts without agency. 2 Esdras enters A Star
in the West as a problematic artifact but becomes, by the end, conclusive
proof of Boudinot’s thesis; the accident lights the millennial fuse. The
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following section of this chapter will explore what happens when Boudi-
not’s own text enters, and is transformed by, the work of William Apess.
Like 2 Esdras before it, A Star in the West begins its intertextual life as
a proof text, supporting evidence for a major claim. Refracted through
Apess’s unique reordering of time, however, Boudinot’s teleological argu-
ments fray, and A Star in the West becomes part of a larger project aimed
at moving indigenous Americans beyond the purview of white Chris-
tian eschatology. Apess’s American future is, like Boudinot’s, a Christian
one; but it is not a white one. Colonialism, in Apess’s rendering, has not
brought Christianity to America’s shores, because Christianity already
was there, in nascent form, brought by Hebrew settlers a millennium ago.
In the Hebraic Indian, Apess finds the origins of an American Christian-
ity operating independently of, and thus uncorrupted by, those bent on
the destruction of indigenous peoples. The appendix to A Son of the For-
est converts Boudinot’s accident into Apess’s design.

Greatly Improved: William Apess’s Atemporal Appendix

Where A Star in the West opens with a scene of accident, A Son of the
Forest begins with an assertion of intent. In the preface to the book’s
second edition (1831), Apess informs readers that “the present edition is
greatly improved; as well in the printing, as in the arrangement of the
work, and the style in which it was written” (3). Having noticed flaws in
his original, Apess asserts, he has taken greater care with his books reis-
sue. “The first edition,” he explains, “was hurried through the press. . ..
It has been carefully revised . . . and in its improved form, it is now sub-
mitted to the public, with the earnest prayer of the author, that it may be
rendered a lasting blessing to every one who may give it even a cursory
perusal” (3).

It is possible to read this preface simply as a standard apologia—the
kind common in writings by both women and members of racial minor-
ity groups in the period, and, indeed, also present in the first edition of
Apess’s work.”® Interestingly, the scene of reading this edition evokes
is not unlike the one described by Boudinot: in giving the text a “cur-
sory perusal,” the perhaps indifferent reader discovers a “lasting bless-
ing” Here, though, the similarity between Boudinot’s and Apess’s works
begins and ends. For a central component of the “blessing” offered by
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A Son of the Forest is its presentation of history that refuses to unify
white Christian and Hebraic American timelines. Where white evange-
lists such as Boudinot configured the Hebraic Indian as the lynchpin be-
tween sacred and secular time, Apess deploys it as a figure of recurrence,
continuously rewinding and replaying rather than synching American
history with a divine temporality

Like many Native writers, Apess received relatively little attention
from scholars of American literature until the end of the twentieth cen-
tury. His early exclusion from the canon is no surprise, given the field’s
early (and ongoing) privileging of works by white authors, but as Caro-
lyn Haynes reminds us, Apess’s longtime absence from critical accounts
of the period is striking, because it persisted “despite the fact that his
literary output was among the most prolific of any Native American
writer in the early nineteenth century and that he led the only successful
Indian revolt in New England prior to 1850.”*° In the past few decades,
though, scholars recognizing Apess’s literary and historical significance
have explored everything from his role in the Mashpee Revolt of 1833
and his work to preserve his own Pequot identity to his engagements
with Methodist reform movements and his reconfiguring of American
colonial history.?” Reassessment of Apess has taken place simultane-
ously with a shift in the field that Mark Rifkin identifies as an effort to
“[focus] on forms of Native political self-representation, as against the
tendency to treat Native peoples as another racial minority excluded
from the national peoplehood of the United States.”*® In Apess’s spe-
cific case, recognition of his commitment to Native American claims of
national sovereignty over US citizenship has allowed critics to see the
radical politics underpinning his depictions of his own life and of Native
history. Apess’s appropriation of Boudinot could thus be considered as
a formal strategy aimed at reorienting white conceptions of American
history and the role of indigenous populations within it. While other
scholars have acknowledged Apess’s engagement with the Hebraic In-
dian theory and identified strains of both assimilation and resistance
to white and federal supremacy within it, I would like to explore how
Apess’s decision to append Boudinot’s work to his memoir contributes
to a larger project of temporal distortion that allows Apess to separate
Native history from colonial history and his own Christianity from es-
tablished Protestantisms.
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Apess’s embrace of Christianity has occupied a somewhat vexed posi-
tion within scholarship dedicated to his work, because it simultaneously
gives force to and, perhaps, works against his assertions of indigenous
sovereignty. Some of the earliest critical work devoted to Apess posi-
tioned his Methodism as a capitulation to white cultural values. Ar-
nold Krupat’s assessment of Apess, which asserts that his ministerial
ordination marks him as one “wish[ing] to be the licensed speaker of
a dominant voice,” is illustrative of this perspective.>® Krupat’s point is
not without validity. Apess does not merely convert to Methodism: he
situates that conversion at the center of his life story, and he details his
real and hard fight for ordination. Christianity is not an auxiliary feature
of Apess’s identity; it is as important to his narrative as is his status as a
Pequot, and it is in many respects inseparable from that status. Although
it is impossible to know for sure what Apess truly believed, his writ-
ing suggests that he was sincere in his devotion. Describing his search
for salvation as a teenager, for example, Apess writes, “I ceased not to
pray for the salvation of my soul. Very often my exercises were so great
that sleep departed from me—1I was fearful that I should wake up in
hell” (20). This is not an expression of religion as a negligible biographi-
cal factor. And as Hanes has shown, A Son of the Forest not only fore-
grounds Apess’s Christianity but also bears all the formal properties of
a Protestant conversion narrative, describing “(1) life before the conver-
sion process; (2) the awareness of one’s sinfulness (or the conviction); (3)
the conversion proper; (4) the immediate rewards of the conversion; and
(5) further temptation and subsequent renewal.”* In perfectly copying
the conventions of the conversion narrative, Apess demonstrates a high
level of familiarity with the genre. He is not a casual Protestant. A Son
of the Forest, then, speaks the language of American Protestantism and
marshals its formal conventions in the service of an indigenous life story.
Apess refuses to distinguish his claims to Christian piety from his argu-
ments regarding Native sovereignty. This conflation of identity markers
that might seem at odds with one another is one of the most challenging
features of Apess’s memoir. Both Pequot and Christian, Apess grounds
his claims to one identity formation in the terms of the other.

For many critics, the “problem” of Apess’s Christianity never actually
stood as a problem at all, though, because of his embrace of Methodism
over other possible sects. As Hanes puts it, “Apess’s ability to engage in
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cultural criticism would not have been possible . . . with [just] any form
of Protestant rhetoric; Methodism . . . was uniquely suited to his needs.”*'
Methodism was, in fact, unique among nineteenth-century Protestant-
isms. Its doctrine of universally available grace—as opposed to the no-
tion of predestination that dominated Calvinist sects—decentralized its
institutional power. Where orthodox Protestants such as Presbyterians
and Congregationalists historically had emphasized the importance
of election and membership within a religious community, Method-
ism embraced an evangelism that relied heavily on itinerant ministers
and enthusiastic worship practice. This made it particularly appealing
to women, people of color, and members of economically marginalized
groups. Even the more well-off, white Methodists typically were outsid-
ers in the nineteenth-century United States. Mocked by establishment
Anglicans and members of dissenting low-church sects alike, Method-
ists were not “dominant” by any means in this period.*?

Laura Donaldson has suggested that Methodism’s formal proper-
ties may have proven as appealing to Native converts as its potential
for social justice did. The sect’s privileging of “thick orality,” she notes,
“attracted Apess (and many other American Indians) in ways that thin
Christian literacy never could,” because it correlated with the story-
telling traditions of many American nations.>* Methodist Christianity
stood not as a mark of assimilation or capitulation in the nineteenth
century, but rather as a powerful tool for social change. Apess makes
it clear that the sect appealed to him because it differed from the or-
thodoxy practiced by the whites who mistreated him. I am most inter-
ested here, though, in how, refracted through the Hebraic Indian theory,
Apess’s Methodism becomes an indigenous religious form, distinct from
that practiced by white Americans.

Although it does seem that Apess chose Methodism because of its
progressive potential, A Son of the Forest presents that choice as a prod-
uct of historical contingency rather than transcendent truth. Following
his removal from his grandparents, Apess was indentured in the homes
of Calvinist Protestants (mainly Presbyterians and Baptists) who were
neglectful at best and abusive at worst. A Son of the Forest presents their
religious practice as a mirror of the hopeless drudgery of Apess’s inden-
ture, as is evident in his depiction of Judge William Hillhouse’s Pres-
byterianism: “He never neglected family prayer, and he always insisted
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on my being present. I did not believe or, rather, had no faith in his
prayer, because it was the same thing from day to day, and I had heard it
repeated so often that I knew it as well as he. Although I was so young,
I did not think that Christians ought to learn their prayers, and know-
ing that he repeated the same thing from day to day is, I have no doubt,
the very reason why his petitions did me no good” (15). Here Apess re-
hearses a familiar critique of Orthodox Protestantism: its compulsory
devotional forms are hollow; its rote repetition forecloses the possibility
of authentic religious experience; its appeals to the intellect impoverish
the emotional life of the practitioner.

Unmoved by these forms, Apess gravitates toward an alternative de-
votional practice. The Methodists, in contrast to these staid Calvinists,
“were earnest and fervent in prayer” and bore hearts “warm in the cause
of God” (12). Most important here is the fact that Apess frames Method-
ism’s appeal as formal more than theological—the Methodists” sponta-
neous preaching and enthusiastic singing draw him to their services.
Although A Son of the Forest begins with Apess’s decision to embrace
Methodism, it does not end there. In laying claim to an ancient Hebrew
origin, Apess situates his Christianity beyond the purview of Protestant-
ism, Methodism included, and reaches back to a religious origin oper-
ating apart from white colonialism. Presenting readers with time out
of joint, A Son of the Forest disrupts the arc of Boudinot’s teleological
history and reorients the standard conversion narrative. At once a new
Methodist and an old Hebrew, Apess appears, by the end of his mem-
oir, an original Christian who, by virtue of an ancient covenant, never
needed white religion.

My thinking about temporality in A Son of the Forest owes much to
recent assessments of the operation of time within the frame of settler
colonialism and is particularly indebted to the work of Mark Rifkin. Al-
though time often is depicted in Western cultures as a neutral and uni-
versally experienced measure of existence—in which all subjects inhabit
a single plane of sequence and synchronicity—Rifkin notes that the op-
eration of time should be understood as plural and relative in culture,
just as it is in physics.>* As he puts it, “U.S. settler colonialism produces
its own temporal formation, with its own particular ways of apprehend-
ing time, and the state’s policies, mappings, and imperatives generate the
frame of reference (such as plotting events with respect to their place in
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national history and seeing change in terms of forms of American prog-
ress).”*> Within settler colonial time, Native Americans are configured
as inhabiting both a distant past (where their cultures are suspended
as if in amber) and an approaching future (where they ultimately will
vanish) but not a present synchronous with that of whites. “These kinds
of elisions and anachronizations,” Rifkin asserts, “can be understood as
a profound denial of Native being. They perform a routine and almost
ubiquitous excision of Indigenous persons and peoples from the flux of
contemporary life, such that they cannot be understood as participants
in current events, as stakeholders in decision-making, and as political
and more broadly social agents with whom non-natives must engage”*®
Against the grain of this rendering of Native peoples as exclusively his-
torical beings, Rifkin does not argue for the mere expansion of some
universal present but rather asserts the need for a recognition of the
plurality of time. “Adopting sovereignty and self-determination as nor-
mative principles guiding the approach to time,” he suggests, “opens
the potential for thinking Indigenous temporalities—temporal multi-
plicity—in ways that exceed the forms of presentness imposed through
dominant modes of settler time”*’

Rifkin’s work provides an apt frame for considering Apess’s radical
religious project in A Son of the Forest. Where Boudinot deemed the He-
braic Indian a lynchpin between sacred and human history, the recovery
of which would set in motion a teleology concluding with the salvation
of white Christians, Apess lays claim to American Hebraism to assert a
different kind of temporal sovereignty within millennial Christianity.
The Hebraic Indian theory is not, for Apess, a means of inserting himself
into the linear timeline of American Christianity. Rather, it serves as a
site for claiming a past unavailable to white Christians and thereby mov-
ing beyond the reach of colonial time.

A Son of the Forest presents readers with temporal distortions in sev-
eral different ways. First, Apess achieves his aim formally, simply by
converting the text A Star in the West into an appendix to which he
assigns nearly equal significance as his memoir proper. In his explicit
assertion of abridgement in service of appendance, Apess complicates
longstanding notions of the function of the appendix, which diction-
aries and common practice alike treat as documentation designed to
complement but not complete, to support but remain detachable from
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the main body of a text.’® Though Gérard Genette does not define them
particularly as such, appendices are “paratexts” in that they are “accom-
panying productions”—textual artifacts that appear with but not within
the main body of a book. As Genette notes, a paratext is an “undefined
zone’ between the inside and the outside, a zone without any hard and
fast boundary on either the inward side (turned toward the text) or the
outward side (turned toward the world’s discourse about the text).”*’
This is perhaps most true of the appendix, which typically brings an
“outside” text “in,” to aid or guide interpretation of a book’s body text.

The appendix nearly always marks a moment of intertextuality, a si-
multaneous gesture of drawing in and reaching beyond. For my pur-
poses, most significant is the fact that an appendix also “harbors a lie”
similar to that which Gayatri Spivak identified in prefaces. To write a
preface, she asserts, requires “a pretense at writing before a text that must
be read before the preface can be written.”*® If a preface is that which
appears first but was written last, an appendix is that which concludes a
book only by virtue of predating it. To read an appendix, in other words,
is to end in the past. Although most appendices bear this temporal odd-
ity, not all foreground it. Apess deliberately highlights the temporal
distortion produced by his appendix by labeling its beginning an “Intro-
duction” and by promising readers an American history that turns out to
be a biblical exegesis. To finish Apess’s book, in other words, is to rewind
beyond his own origin and begin anew.

Apess’s appendix reaches back not only through biblical history but
also to the beginning of A Son of the Forest, addressing an issue raised but
not explained in the booK’s opening pages. The narrative begins, as many
memoirs do, with a genealogical account: “My grandfather was a white
man,” Apess writes, “and married a female attached to the royal family
of Philip, king of the Pequot tribe of Indians, so well known in that part
of American history which relates to the wars between whites and the
natives. My grandmother was, if I am not misinformed, the king’s grand-
daughter. . . . This statement is given not with a view of appearing great
in the estimation of others . . . [W]e are all the descendants of one great
progenitor—Adam” (4). There are two temporal oddities at play in this
genealogy, perhaps the most obvious being that it ends with a beginning—
with the beginning, as it were. Arriving at the end of Apess’s ancestral line,
readers find the ostensible origin of all human lines.*'
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This is not a quirk in the text. Apess evokes Adam twice more, using
him to assert a more authentic “originality” for indigenous Americans
than for other humans. “The proper term which ought to be applied
to our nation, to distinguish it from the rest of the human family;” he
writes, “is that of ‘Natives’—and I humbly conceive that the natives of
this country are the only people under heaven who have a just title to
the name, inasmuch as we are the only people who retain the original
complexion of our father Adam” (10). Here, Apess rehabilitates the term
“Native,” converting it from a moniker assigned retrospectively by white
colonists into an assertion of transcendent racial primacy. He makes the
same assertion later in the text, writing that he believes “our nation re-
tains the original complexion of our common father, Adam” (34). Barry
O’Connell has noted that these references to Adam mark the entry of
the Hebraic Indian theory into the text, previewing what Apess’s ap-
pendix will make explicit. Adam’s cameos destabilize the chronology of
A Son of the Forest, forcing readers to confront early on Apess’s jagged
and recursive history. Although he articulates a “common” origin for all
peoples, Apess simultaneously makes it clear that his people were the
first to spring from that origin. To be “Native,” then, is not merely to
precede white settlers in the realm of secular time and space. Rather, it
is to precede everyone, everywhere, at all times—to operate beyond the
mere contingencies of human history.

Apess’s concluding reference to Adam creates a kind of loop in his ge-
nealogy, but the ostensible beginning of his family line produces a more
radical rupture in the text. Although on its face Apess’s linking of his
grandmother to “Philip, King of the Pequot tribe of Indians” seems like
a simple chronology (perhaps designed, despite Apess’s assertion to the
contrary, to lend status to his family), its presentation of familial origin
is quite complex, because King Philip was not the king of the Pequots.
He was, rather, a Pokanoket Wampanoag, and his war with the English
began nearly forty years after the conclusion of the Pequot War. The
“error” has puzzled scholars, especially because when Apess revised the
1829 edition of A Son of the Forest for republication, he compounded it.
The 1829 edition does describe Apess as “a descendant of one of the prin-
cipal chiefs of the Pequod tribe, so well known in that part of American
history called King Philip’s wars,” so the error is present in that text,
but it does not list King Philip specifically as Apess’s ancestor. By 1831,
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though, Apess’s grandmother has become “the king’s granddaughter,”
and King Philip’s history has merged not just with that of the Pequots
but also with that of Apess himself.

Charting the history not only of this oddity in the text but also of
critical engagements with it, Roumiana Velikova notes that scholars
typically treat it as little more than “a result of confusion.”** Importantly,
that “confusion” may have resulted from Apess’s reading of Boudinot,
who describes King Philip in A Star in the West as “an independent sov-
ereign of the Pequods” (156). Situating Apess within the context of both
Puritan and Romantic historiographies, Velikova shows that the Pequot
War often appears in white accounts of colonial history as the preceding
model for King Philip’s war, and thus conflation of two nations and wars
is not unique to Apess. For Velikova, Apess’s rehearsal of Boudinot’s
error reflects his “impulse to attach King Philip, a well-known chief,
to the Pequots, the most prominent New England tribe, according to
Boudinot,” in an “attempt to restore the faded glory of the Pequots and
to refashion their historical record”** This seems plausible, though the
precise location of Apess’s refashioning of King Philip on the spectrum
between accident and design is unknowable. The effect of Apess’s use
of Boudinot’s error here, though, is in line with much of A Son of the
Forest’s temporal work: from its outset, Apess offers readers an impos-
sible historical trajectory, simultaneously evoking multiple timelines and
disrupting any easy sense of linearity. His genealogy begins with an im-
possible line of descent from an ancestor who cannot exist and then is
revealed, at its end, as a loop back to universal origins.

The at times jarring conflation of American and biblical histories is
not confined to Apess’s account of his family of origin. His distillation
of Boudinot strategically deploys those portions of A Star in the West
that blur the lines between past and present, east and west, secular and
sacred. Although he already has linked the Pequots to both Adam and
the Wampanoag King Philip in his opening chapter, Apess constructs,
via Boudinot, yet another line of descent for them in his appendix. He
writes, “Dr. Boudinot says that this tribe (the Pequots referred to above)
‘were a principal nation of the east, and very forcibly reminds one of
the similarity of the same name in Jeremiah 50:21, where the inhabit-
ants of Pekod are particularly mentioned; and also in Ezekiel 23:23. The
difference in spelling one with a k and the other with a q is no uncom-
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mon thing; the Indian languages being very guttural, k is generally used
where an Englishman would use the ¢ (56). The word “Pekod” does ap-
pear in those verses of the King James Bible. It most likely is an alternate
spelling of “Puqudu,” which refers to a group of Aramean people who
inhabited a region in southern Babylon and were, like the lost tribes,
conquered by Assyria. It is worth noting that the incorporation of the
Puqudu people into Assyria took place before the conquest of Israel.
Thus in linking the Pequot to the Pekod, Apess and Boudinot mutu-
ally draw a timeline distinct from the one connecting the Kingdom of
Israel to the Americas. For the Pequot to be the Pekod, they must reach
back to a new moment in a history that is more secular than sacred. The
substitution of the “k” for the “q” is the substitution of one conquest for
another, one timeline for another.

Though Apess follows Boudinot in complicating the timeline of Pe-
quot history by inserting the biblical Pekod, he makes one significant al-
teration to Boudinot’s text here, substituting “forcibly” where Boudinot
uses “naturally” This perhaps seems a small change, but it speaks to the
difference between the two men’s projects. In A Star in the West, Ameri-
can history merges organically with sacred history, and the discovery
of Israel in the United States is a joyful progress narrative. Boudinot is
frank about the suffering of Native peoples at the hands of whites, but
that suffering operates in the service of the great and divine order of
Christian ascendance. The “reminder” of the “Pekod” past in the face of
a Pequot present is, for Boudinot, simply “natural” In contrast, A Son
of the Forest even takes pains to remind readers that the convergence
of timelines—whether sacred, secular, national, or racial—always is a
product of force.** Apess’s process of biblical remembrance is violent.
Although Boudinot appears in A Son of the Forest almost whole cloth,
Apess’s citations of him are not mere copies. The substitution of force
for nature calls the project of A Star in the West into question. Although
Apess accepts Boudinot’s proofs of the Hebraic Indian theory, A Son of
the Forest undercuts A Star in the West's conclusions by highlighting the
trauma of temporal overlap within the frame of settler colonialism.

The confounding of both familial and national chronologies that
structures A Son of the Forest allows Apess to replace contemporary
white accounts of the vanishing Indian with an indigenous account of
the lost Israelite. In his analysis of Apess’s final work, the Eulogy on King
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Philip (which, importantly, does not assert a familial link between the
writer and the king), Eric Wolfe reminds readers that Euroamerican
colonial discourses typically are structured around a logic of melan-
cholic mourning that paradoxically presents the demise of indigenous
populations as both an inevitable future and a lamentable past. Not-
ing, for example, Andrew Jackson’s 1830 assertion that “humanity has
often wept over the fate of the aborigines of this country”—an asser-
tion made during his administration’s active campaign against Native
nations—Wolfe argues that such statements “posit this extinction as lit-
erally still-to-come,” though “rhetorically they treat it as though it has
already occurred”** Apess, in contrast, “reopens the past to point toward
a potentially different future”*°

While I agree with Wolfe’s assessment of the melancholy at play
within the discourse of Indian disappearance, I would argue that when
Apess evokes the lost tribes of Israel, he is doing so not to argue for a
more robust understanding of the past or even for a better present but
rather to posit a sacred future that will unfold beyond the contingency
of national events. As he writes in his appendix, “Mr. Boudinot says that
there is a possibility that these unhappy children of misfortune may yet
be proved to be the descendants of Jacob; and if so, that though cast
off for their henious [sic] transgressions, they have not been altogether
forsaken, and will hereafter appear to have been in all their dispersion
and wanderings, the subjects of God’s divine protection and precious
care” (53). This almost verbatim rendering of Boudinot furthers Apess’s
project in several ways. The syntax collapses the distinction between
lost Israelite and indigenous American, as that ambiguous “they” who
have not been forsaken is both populations at once. This passage also
produces the past in negation—God never abandoned the Israelites—in
order to assert a futurity in which divine fiat rather than governmental
policy will dictate the status of Native Americans. The convoluted verb
phrasing, “will hereafter appear to have been,” presents a future that is at
once indeterminate (merely “hereafter”) and as unalterable as the past.
Native peoples are what they always have been, and thei