
On August 24, 1844, in London, England, White Cloud, Neumonya (Walking Rain), Se-
nontiyah (the Doctor), and several other Iowa, or Ioway, Indians rode horses, shot ar-
rows, played lacrosse, performed tribal dances, and made speeches at Lord’s Cricket 
Ground on St. John’s Wood Road.1 The Iowas had traveled over four thousand miles 

from their village straddling the eastern border of present-day Kansas and Nebraska to England to 
perform in artist George Catlin’s exhibition and show. Catlin touted these American Indians as liv-
ing examples of “noble savages” and their war dances and other ceremonies as authentic rites of a 
vanishing way of life. The Iowa performers did their best to please the crowd, and, not surprisingly, 
the audience loved the show. The English spectators assumed they had seen the Noble Savage. 
Looks, however, could be deceiving, as some witnesses to the events that day fully realized.2

This study is partly about the American artist George Catlin and his white contemporaries who 
promoted a mythical image of Native Americans for profi t. Their story is relatively well known to 
historians and other scholars. The added dimension in this narrative is a group of Indians—the 
Iowas—the “commodity” that Catlin and others peddled to the public. These Iowas willingly par-
ticipated in a deception—a commodifi cation of their own culture and traditions—because they saw 
an opportunity to ensure a place for themselves and their tribe in a rapidly changing, pre–Civil 
War America. They presented themselves as noble savages, a fi ctitious image, to advance their 
own ends, and they silently conspired with George Catlin to confi rm what Europeans already be-
lieved to be true about Indians. Ironically, the false image they projected in Catlin’s shows provided 
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1. Today, members of both the Iowa Tribe of Kansas and Nebraska and the Iowa Tribe of Oklahoma refer to themselves 
as Iowas; however, many still call themselves Ioways.

2. For newspaper accounts of the Iowas’ initial shows in London, see Illustrated London News, July 27 and September 7, 
1844; and Morning Chronicle (London), September 7 and 9, 1844.
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4. For information on Iowa Indian history and culture, see Mar-
tha Royce Blaine, The Ioway Indians (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1979); Roy W. Meyer, “The Iowa Indians, 1836–1885,” Kansas His-
torical Quarterly 28 (Autumn 1962): 273–300; Alanson Skinner, “A Sum-
mer Among the Sauk and Iowa Indians,” Yearbook of the Public Museum 
of the City of Milwaukee 2 (August 1923): 6–22; Duane Anderson, “Ioway 
Ethnohistory: A Review,” Annals of Iowa 41 (Spring 1973): 1228–1241, and 
42 (Summer 1973): 41–59; and Joseph B. Herring, The Enduring Indians of 
Kansas: A Century and a Half of Acculturation (Lawrence: University Press 
of Kansas, 1990), 70–97.

5. See Herring, Enduring Indians of Kansas, 80–84.
6. At least one scholar has noted that Catlin continually struggled 

with the simultaneous, contradictory impulses of promoting Indian wel-
fare while selling the Noble Savage. See Christopher Mulvey, “Among the 
Sag-a-noshes: Ojibwa and Iowa Indians with George Catlin in Europe, 
1843–1848,” in Indians in Europe: An Interdisciplinary Collection of Essays, ed. 
Christian F. Feest (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1989), 253–275. 
The Indian as Noble Savage has been the subject of numerous publica-
tions. See, for example, Robert F. Berkhofer Jr., The White Man’s Indian: 
Images of the American Indian from Columbus to the Present (New York: Al-
fred A. Knopf, 1978), 72–111; Ray Allen Billington, “The Plains and Deserts 
Through European Eyes,” Western Historical Quarterly 10 (October 1979): 
467–487; Ray Allen Billington, Land of Savagery, Land of Promise: The Euro-
pean Image of the American Frontier in the Nineteenth Century (New York: W. 

W. Norton, 1981), 18–25, 105–106, 144; Roy Harvey Pearce, Savagism and 
Civilization: A Study of the Indian and the American Mind (Baltimore, Md.: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1967), 196–236; and James H. Howard, 
“The Native American Image in Western Europe,” American Indian Quar-
terly 4 (February 1978): 33–56. One scholar asserts that the myth of the 
Noble Savage is itself a myth. Without apparently consulting any primary 
documentation and ignoring a vast array of critical secondary sources, this 
author still claims that the actual term was rarely, if ever, used between 
1609, the date of its fi rst mention in print, and 1859, when it was “res-
urrected” by British ethnographer John Crawfurd. See Ter Ellingson, The 
Myth of the Noble Savage (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 
xiii–xxi, 1–8, 178–192.

7. George Catlin, Letters and Notes on the Manners, Customs, and Condi-
tion of the North American Indians: Written During Eight Years’ Travel (1832–
1839) Amongst the Wildest Tribes of Indians in North America, 2 vols. (New 
York: Dover, 1973), 1:293. The artist is also quoted in Berkhofer, White 
Man’s Indian, 89. For information on Catlin and the release of his two-vol-
ume work, see Brian W. Dippie, Catlin and His Contemporaries: The Politics 
of Patronage (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1990), 68–72.

8. See Billington, Land of Savagery, 18; Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land: 
The American West as Symbol and Myth (1950; repr. Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Press, 1976), 52; Howard Mumford Jones, O Strange New 
World (New York: Viking Press, 1964), 1–34; and Gerald D. Nash, “Euro-
pean Images of America: The West in Historical Perspective,” Montana: The 
Magazine of Western History 42 (Spring 1992): 4–5.

a headman’s power was never absolute. Despite their rela-
tive sophistication, the Iowas were still largely following 
their traditional ways of life. Their customs, however, dif-
fered markedly from those of the more peripatetic Plains 
Indians who more aptly fi t the stereotype that Catlin was 
attempting to portray.4

By the 1840s the Iowas faced ever-increasing external 
pressures that threatened the very existence of their band. 
These pressures included attacks by Pawnees, Sioux, and 
other enemies; disease, particularly smallpox, and alcohol-
ism; a shortage of game and a loss of timber and resources; 
and the rapid advance of white settlement, then approach-
ing within a few miles of their village, making removal from 
their lands in the near future a seemingly foregone conclu-
sion. When offered an opportunity to go to Europe for pay 
in 1843, several Iowas immediately accepted, for they saw 
the trip as an opportunity to learn more about white cul-
ture, which might help advance them and their tribe.5

Catlin, meanwhile, envisioned these Iowas as his ticket 
to the wealth and fame that had eluded him. He wanted 
to sell his vast collection of paintings and thought that the 
Iowas, authentic members of a “doomed” race of people, 
might facilitate that sale. He was a steadfast champion of 
the Noble Savage myth, which described American Indians 
as independent beings of stately bearing, brave but hon-
orable warriors and beautiful princesses, gifted orators, 
and creatures of innocence and simplicity living from the 
bounty of nature.6 By 1844 he was well known in England 

for sounding the alarm that these noble savages and their 
traditional ways were doomed in civilization’s wake. Just 
three years earlier he had released his two-volume Letters 
and Notes on the Manners, Customs, and Condition of the North 
American Indians, which served notice that Indians would 
soon vanish as a people along with the bison and other wild 
creatures of the American West. The work received sympa-
thetic reviews in the British press, partly because English 
critics opposed America’s harsh treatment of Indians and 
concluded that Catlin was correct—the U.S. government 
should be doing more to prevent the “inevitable extinction” 
of America’s innocent, noble tribal peoples.7

The notion that noble Indians lived in harmony with 
nature’s laws had enthralled the English and other 
Europeans long before Catlin’s time. The myth be-

gan soon after Columbus’s voyages and was later refi ned 
and perpetuated by Jean-Jacques Rousseau and other eigh-
teenth-century philosophers. The concept of the Noble 
Savage was eventually incorporated into Romanticism, the 
nineteenth-century movement that fostered exoticism and 
the glorifi cation of nature. The Romantics hoped to reform 
a world made chaotic by industrialization, urbanization, 
and a headlong quest for profi t. Their philosophy was a re-
jection of the modern, industrial world; for them, primitive 
societies represented the ultimate in natural perfection.8

Novelist Amandine-Aurore-Lucie Dupin, baronne 
Dudevant, or George Sand, as she was popularly known, 
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Catlin, self-portrait of the artist at work, ca. 1835.
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9. Quotation in George Sand, “Author’s Preface” to The Devil’s Pool, 
in French Fiction, vol. 13, ed. William Allan Neilson (New York: P. F. Collier, 
1917), 276. There are several variant spellings of Sand’s actual name; for 
example, it is sometimes written as Amantine Lucile Aurore Dupin. Sand 
was undoubtedly infl uenced by Chateaubriand’s writings. See John Jo-
seph, “Itinerary: The Romantic Travel Journal after Chateaubriand,” South 
Central Review 1 (Spring–Summer 1984): 43–48. For a translated version 
of Chateaubriand’s novel, see François- René de Chateaubriand, Atala, or, 
The Love and Constancy of Two Savages in the Desert, trans. Caleb Bingham 
(Boston: David Carlisle, 1802).

10. For analyses of Cooper’s contribution to the Noble Savage myth, 
see Kay Seymour House, Cooper’s Americans (Columbus: Ohio State Uni-
versity Press, 1965), 47–71; Leslie A. Fiedler, “The Indian in Literature in 
English,” in History of Indian-White Relations, vol. 4 of Handbook of North 
American Indians, ed. Wilcomb E. Washburn (Washington, D.C.: Smithson-
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of Mississippi Press, 1995), 3–33; John P. McWilliams, “Red Satan: Coo-
per and the American Indian Epic,” in James Fenimore Cooper: New Critical 
Essays, ed. Robert Clark (London: Vision Press, and Totowa, N.J.: Barnes 
and Noble, 1985), 143–161; Gordon Brotherston, “The Prairie and Cooper’s 
Invention of the West,” in Clark, New Critical Essays, 162–186; Donald A. 
Ridge, James Fenimore Cooper (Boston: Twayne, 1962), 26–55; Arvid Shu-
lenberger, Cooper’s Theory of Fiction: His Prefaces and Their Relation to His 
Novels (New York: Octagon Books, 1972), 3–10, 75–92; Wayne Franklin, The 
New World of James Fenimore Cooper (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1982); and Warren S. Walker, ed., Leatherstocking and the Critics (Chicago: 
Scott, Foresman, 1965).

11. Jill Lepore argues that the government’s pursuit of Indian removal 
and the popularity of plays about heroic Indians were part of the same phe-
nomenon. Such plays, Lepore asserts, caused many Americans to believe 
that Indian removal from the East was “inevitable” and that long-dead 
Indians could be role models for those in search of a distinctive American 
identity. See Jill Lepore, The Name of War: King Philip’s War and the Origins 
of American Identity (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998), 191–226.

12. Catlin, Letters and Notes, 1:15.

was one who idealized the way of life of the French peas-
ant. “Look at what is simple, my kind reader,” she advised, 
“look at the sky, the fi elds, the trees, and what is good and 
true in the peasants; you will catch a glimpse of them in my 
book [The Devil‘s Pool] but you will see them much better in 
nature.” The French writer François-René de Chateaubri-
and expressed these same sentiments when writing about 
American Indians in his book Atala, ou les amours de deux 
sauvages dans le désert, published at the turn of the nine-
teenth century. This romantic novel was an immediate suc-
cess in Europe, going through six editions in its fi rst year of 
publication.9

I n America the artistic and literary idealization of primi-
tive peoples occurred only after most Eastern Indians 
had been driven across the Appalachians and beyond 

the Mississippi River. The relocation of the tribes to the West 
tended to make them idealized fi gures from a largely myth-
ical past for many, especially New Englanders. Even before 
passage of the Indian Removal Act in 1830 began pushing 
the remaining Indians to the West, readers had been tak-
ing pleasure in the fi ctional adventures of Natty Bumppo, 
the hero of James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohi-
cans and other Leatherstocking Tales.10 They also fl ocked to 

stage plays portraying King Philip, or Metacom, and other 
supposedly heroic but long-dead Indians. These romanti-
cized Indians served as models of integrity and strength 
for Americans eager to create for themselves a positive na-
tional identity—an identity separate from and superior to 
that of Europe.11

By the mid-1830s Catlin’s striking portraits of Indians 
and colorful scenes of buffalo hunts and other tribal ac-
tivities were also helping to shape the positive vision that 
Easterners had of Indians. Although the artist had spent 
considerable time among the Iowas and numerous other 
Western tribes, and despite witnessing tribal poverty and 
cultural disruption, he still maintained a distinctly roman-
tic view of his subjects. In 1832, for example, he wrote, “I 
have for a long time been of [the opinion] that the wilder-
ness of our country afforded models equal to those from 
which the Grecian sculptors transferred to the marble such 
intimate grace and beauty; and I am now more confi rmed 
in this opinion, since I have immersed myself in the midst 
of thousands and tens of thousands of these knights of the 
forest; whose whole lives are lives of chivalry, and whose 
daily feats, with their naked limbs, might vie with those of 
the Grecian youths in the beautiful rivalry of the Olympian 
games.”12

Catlin’s paintings became a major infl uence in creat-
ing a fantasized West—a West of the imagination. Inspired 
by Cooper’s novels, Catlin traversed the West during the 
1830s, painting numerous scenes of Indian ceremonies and 
buffalo hunts as well as portraits of Comanches, Kiowas, 
Otos, Osages, Hidatsas, Mandans, and others. The detailed 
depictions of the Indians and their ceremonies eventually 
won him worldwide acclaim, and he began champion-
ing Indian causes. He knew that the westward advance of 
white settlement was inevitable but felt powerless to save 
the Indians, for he was certain their race was doomed. 
When the Indians and their old ways disappeared, the art-
ist reasoned, his works would be among the few surviving 
records, and his paintings would grow in value. Selling the 



 George Catlin and the Iowa Indians in Europe, 1843–1845 231

13. William H. Goetzmann and William N. Goetzmann, The West of 
the Imagination (New York: W. W. Norton, 1986), 15–35. For analyses of 
Catlin’s contribution to the romantic image of Indians, see Patricia Nelson 
Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1987), 181–188; and Lee Clark Mitchell, Witness 
to a Vanishing America: The Nineteenth-Century Response (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1981), 93–109. See also Catlin, Letters and Notes, 
2:207; for detailed information on Catlin, see Dippie, Catlin and His Con-
temporaries, 3–46, 97–155; Brian W. Dippie, The Vanishing American: White 
Attitudes and U.S. Indian Policy (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University 
Press, 1982), 25–31; and Brian W. Dippie, “Green Fields and Red Men,” in 
George Catlin and His Indian Gallery, ed. George Gurney and Therese Thau 
Heyman (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2002), 27–61. 
See also William H. Goetzmann, “The West as Romantic Horizon,” in The 
West as Romantic Horizon, by William H. Goetzmann, Joseph C. Porter, and 
David C. Hunt (Omaha, Neb.: Joslyn Art Museum, 1981), 15–18; and Phil-
lip D. Thomas, “George Catlin: Pictorial Historian of Aboriginal America,” 
Natural History 81 (December 1972): 30–43.

14. These Iowas were part of a remnant band living at Council Bluffs. 
In 1845, after several years at Council Bluffs, these itinerant Iowas rejoined 
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16. Northern Times (Sunderland, Scotland), March 24, 1843; Therese 
Thau Heyman, “George Catlin and the Smithsonian,” in Gurney and Hey-
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tick, The Shows of London (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
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Noble Savage, he thought, might be his avenue to wealth 
and fame.13

In the late 1830s, however, Catlin’s attempts to peddle 
his extensive collection of paintings to the U.S. government 
failed. To earn a living, the artist organized “Catlin’s Indian 
Gallery,” which appeared in New York, Boston, Philadel-
phia, Washington, and other cities. The gallery featured lec-
tures by the artist and displays of his paintings as well as 
artifacts collected during his ventures in the West. In the 
fall of 1837 Catlin arranged for some Sacs, Foxes, Sioux, and 
Iowas to appear in New York to assist him in answering 
audience questions about tribal hunting practices.14 Audi-
ences soon lost interest in Catlin and his gallery, however; 
the great fi nancial panic that had begun that May undoubt-
edly contributed to the woeful turnout at the box offi ce. 
When he failed again two years later to persuade govern-
ment offi cials to buy his collection, the artist grew restless. 
He yearned to fi nd a place where audiences were more en-
thusiastic and profi ts could be made.15

In late November 1839 Catlin sailed to England with an 
exhibition of 507 paintings. The show opened at London’s 
Egyptian Hall, number 22 on Piccadilly, where the artist de-
livered lectures on tribal customs and held demonstrations 
featuring drumbeats, war cries, and traditional dances. 
These productions initially featured Catlin and other whites 
performing in Indian costume, and they attracted a host of 
paying customers and infl uential guests. The artist then took 

the show to Liverpool, Manchester, Edinburgh, Dublin, and 
other cities and received good reviews. In Sunderland, Scot-
land, in March 1843, for example, he presented a short lec-
ture followed by a demonstration in which twenty whites 
in Indian garb performed the “scalp dance” and reenacted 
battle scenes. “It was a rich treat to all,” a local newspaper 
noted glowingly, “especially to those acquainted—through 
their reading—with Indian life.” It apparently mattered lit-
tle to the newspaper’s editors that no actual Indians were 
involved in Catlin’s program. “The fi gures of these genuine 
sons of the forest were striking,” the paper noted; “their 
costumes elegant and appropriate, and their statue-like at-
titudes; and varied quick, and simultaneous movements, 
chained, as it were, the attention of the audience, and drew 
from them loud and repeated acclamation.”16

Even with whites in costume, Catlin brought the Noble 
Savage to English audiences, reinforcing the myth while dis-
tancing the image of Indians further from reality. Later that 
year the artist attempted to make his show more authentic 
and arranged with nine Canadian Ojibwas, or Chippewas, 
and their promoter, Arthur Rankin, to feature “real wild In-
dians” singing, dancing, and shouting “war-whoops” at his 
gallery.17 Catlin thought that he had little choice but to use 
real Indians because ticket sales to his exhibit barely cov-
ered expenses, which included the high rental of the large 
room at Egyptian Hall. The Ojibwas had come to England 
ostensibly to petition for annuities from the British govern-
ment.18 Another motivation, however, like that of the Iowas 
who would soon follow them, may simply have been to 
profi t from participation in Catlin’s shows.

By adding the Ojibwas to his exhibition, the artist cre-
ated the fi rst actual Wild West show. His effort to convince 
British audiences that the Ojibwas were noble and pure, 
however, did not always succeed. Frederic Madden of the 
British Museum, for example, abruptly left one disappoint-
ing performance just as the Ojibwas were to begin shak-
ing hands with the audience. Madden was no advocate of 
the Noble Savage; to him, Indians were simply uncultured 
barbarians. He later confi ded in his diary that he had “no 
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19. Quoted in Altick, Shows of London, 278; see also Reddin, Wild West 
Shows, xvi, 1–52.

ambition to grasp the hand of a dirty savage.”19 Neither 
did Charles Dickens. These Indians, Dickens railed, were 
no more than “wretched creatures, very low in the scale 
and very poorly formed.” The renowned novelist had read 
Catlin’s “picturesque” two-volume narrative and seen the 

Ojibwas “dancing their miserable jigs,” and he concluded 
that the American artist was entirely naive. At one show an 
incredulous Dickens listened as the American implored the 
audience to examine the Ojibwas’ “symmetry and grace, 
their perfect limbs, and the exquisite expression of their 
pantomime.” The novelist was appalled by the audience’s 
willing acceptance of this patent deception. The Indians’ 
dramatic presentation, he insisted, was “no better than the 
chorus at an Italian Opera in England—and would have 

White Cloud (Notch-ee-ning-a) the 
younger, “the son of a very distin-
guished chief of the same name,” 
wrote Catlin, “was tastefully dressed 
with a buffalo robe, wrapped around 
him, with a necklace of grizzly bear’s 
claws on his neck” (North Ameri-
can Indians, 2:25, Fig. 129). In his 
early thirties White Cloud succeeded 
his father as headman, but he faced 
a constant struggle for control of the 
band. Missionaries and government 
offi cials recognized him as a chief, but 
most of the Iowas favored Neumonya 
and No Heart.
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scriptions of Iowa performances at Vauxhall Gardens, see Illustrated Lon-
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been worse if such a thing were possible.” The Noble Sav-
age, Dickens pronounced, was little more than a “conceited, 
tiresome, bloodthirsty, monotonous humbug.”20

Catlin paid little heed to such diatribes, however, and 
he carried on his quest for increased ticket sales. In late Au-
gust 1844, after the relationship with the Ojibwas and the 
promoter had soured, White Cloud, Neumonya, and twelve 
other Iowa Indians began entertaining audiences outdoors 
at Lord’s Cricket Ground and, a short time later, at Vauxhall 
Gardens. The Iowas had not been changed by proximity to 
white civilization, the artist blandly but wrongly insisted. 
“That the Ioway was one of the remote tribes, yet adher-
ing to all their native customs and native looks … not only 
conveyed to the eyes of the people in [England] the most 
accurate account of primitive modes, but was calculated to 
excite the deepest interest, and to claim the respect of the 
community.”21

Catlin was now a showman, apparently believing his 
own fabrications as he became captured by the romantic 
mood of the times. In reality, he had known for years that 
the Iowas were hardly noble, pure, or even primitive. When 
the artist had fi rst encountered the same Iowas twelve years 
earlier in the Little Platte Valley of present-day northwest 
Missouri, he had noted that they were “the farthest de-
parted from primitive modes” of any tribe in the region. He 
painted portraits of the tribal leaders White Cloud the el-
der and No-Heart-of-Fear, or No Heart, and was impressed 
by the sophistication of both men. Although the Iowas still 
hunted deer and other game, Catlin fully realized that this 
band bore little resemblance to Cooper’s romantic children 
of the forest.22

S everal other travelers over the years had also known 
that to call the Iowas children of the wilderness 
stretched the limits of the imagination. Some whites 

even argued that the Iowas were, like most Indians, actually 
far more worldly-wise than the public appreciated. Most 
visitors pointed to the seemingly less desirable, ignoble as-
pects of Iowa tribal life. Shortly after Catlin’s fi rst visit to 
the Iowas in 1832, German naturalist Maximilian, prince of 
Wied-Neuwied, and his companion, Swiss artist Karl Bod-
mer, traveled among these same Indians, many of whom 
“were much marked with the small pox.” The ethnocentric 
Maximilian noted, moreover, that the Iowas “looked very 
dirty and miserable. The countenances of the women were 
ugly but not quite so broad and fl at” as those of other tribes. 
A few years later U.S. Indian Agent Andrew Hughes in-
formed his superiors that the Iowas “were kept constantly 
drunk” by nearby white settlers. Several had recently died 
of alcohol poisoning, Hughes reported, and the Iowa vil-
lage “presented each day a scene of drunkenness and riot.” 
The noses, lips, and faces of many, furthermore, had suf-
fered “bites and cuts” from frequent brawls.23

In late April 1843, two years after the publication of 
Catlin’s Letters and Notes on the Manners, Customs, and Con-
dition of the North American Indian, the naturalist John James 
Audubon encountered a group of Iowas on board the 
steamboat Omega. Audubon was unimpressed with these 
“poor beings,” who were returning from St. Louis to their 
homes some three hundred miles to the west. After drop-
ping off the Iowas, the Omega continued up the Missouri 
River, reaching Fort Clark in present-day North Dakota in 
early June. The Indians and landscape that Audubon ob-
served on his venture bore little resemblance to those Catlin 
had described in his writings. Like Dickens, Audubon had 
reservations about the Noble Savage. He was disappointed 
that the Mandans, for example, appeared to be “poor, mis-
erable devils,” and their earthen lodges scarcely as orderly 
and “poetical” as Catlin had depicted in his paintings. “We 
have seen much remarkable handsome scenery,” the natu-
ralist allowed, “but nothing at all comparing with Catlin’s 
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24. John James Audubon, Audubon’s America: The Narratives and Expe-
riences of John James Audubon, ed. Donald Culross Peattie (Boston: Hough-
ton Miffl in, 1940), 275–298.

descriptions; his book must, after all, be altogether hum-
bug. Poor devil! I pity him from the bottom of my soul.”24 

Presbyterian missionaries William Hamilton and Sam-
uel Irvin initially had similar negative impressions of the 
Iowas, Sacs and other tribes living along the Missouri River 
and its tributaries. When they fi rst arrived among them in 
the late 1830s, these missionaries were sure that the Iowas 
“were a wild, warlike, roving people, and in most wretched 
condition, depending mainly on the chase for subsistence.” 
The preachers were never pleased that few Indians showed 
up to church services, but they were surprised by the inquis-
itive nature of those who did attend. “Does the devil put the 

wood on the big fi re in hell?” was one inquiry the mission-
aries often fi elded. Such questions made the Presbyterians 
wonder if their cause was hopeless. After preaching among 
the Iowas for several years, however, the two men came to 
realize that these Indians were far more sophisticated than 
either had fi rst assumed. Although the ethnocentric preach-
ers frequently denigrated Iowa customs and religion, they 
grudgingly conceded that tribal customs and ways, rather 
than simply being naive, served the Iowas well. They were 
frequent attendees at tribal dances, puberty rites, marriage 
ceremonies, and funerals, and they observed the Indians’ 
farming, hunting, and cooking methods. They discovered 
that Iowa religion, for example, “requires long acquain-
tance, and close observation, to arrive at anything like just 
conclusions.” After studying tribal beliefs and discovering 
a fl ood myth very similar to that in the Old Testament, the 

According to Catlin, who painted their portraits in the mid-1830s, Pah-ta-coo-che (the Shooting Cedar), the Iowa on the left, and Was-com-
mum (the Busy Man) “are also distinguished warriors of the tribe.”
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25. Joseph B. Herring, “Presbyterian Ethnologists Among the Iowa 
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missionaries were certain that “many analogies” existed be-
tween the religions of the Iowas and the biblical Jews. These 
people, the white men came to realize, were hardly savage 
children of the forest. Indeed, they were human beings, 
with the typical human strengths as well as weaknesses.25

If they had read Catlin’s writings, the ministers would 
very likely have scoffed at the description of Indians as 

chivalrous “knights of the forest.” Like the traders, fur trap-
pers, federal agents, and settlers who ventured beyond the 
Appalachians, missionaries were likely to hold a far less 
positive view than that of Catlin. Historian Robert F. Berk-
hofer Jr. has described the two fundamental but contradic-
tory conceptions about Indians—the noble and the ignoble 
savage—that have long prevailed in the minds of white 
Americans. The ignoble savage, Berkhofer asserts, repre-
sented “lechery, passion and vanity,” leading “to lives of 
polygamy and sexual promiscuity among themselves and 
constant warfare and fi endish revenge against their en-
emies.” The Iowas’ violent actions, the Presbyterians well 
knew, were anything but noble or chivalrous. The frequent 
personal quarrels and factional bickering within the band 

“The Konzas,” wrote Catlin in his North American Indians (2:26, Fig. 133 and Fig. 134), “reside at the distance of sixty or eighty miles 
from this place [Fort Leavenworth], on the Konzas River, fi fty miles above its union with the Missouri, from the West.” He did not make a 
portrait of their main chief, White Plume, but “fair specimens of these people” are “Sho-me-cos-se (the Wolf …), a chief of some distinction” 
(left), and “Meach-o-shin-gaw,” or “the little white bear.”
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also ran counter to the myth that, at least on the intratribal 
level, Indians traditionally lived in harmonious innocence 
and simplicity.26

Hamilton and Irvin regularly commented on the Iowas’ 
apparent propensity for mayhem. In February 1838 Hamil-
ton was horrifi ed when an intoxicated Iowa murdered the 
government-employed interpreter. The victim was stabbed 
in the head and chest while trying to protect his parents, 
who had taken refuge in the lodge of the military leader, 
Neumonya. The murderer himself was killed a year later, 
“having been shot with several arrows and fi nally being 
tomahawked,” but only after he had severely wounded 
Neumonya and clobbered White Cloud the younger with 
a brick.27

In February 1840 Hamilton discovered many Iowas 
inebriated, “frothing at the mouth, and unable to speak 
distinctly; sore eyes [were] very prevalent, caused in 
good measure by their intemperance.” The “great thirst” 
for whiskey had not subsided when Samuel Irvin visited 
the Iowa lodges again a year later. Incidents of alcohol-
ism were “growing worse and worse,” Irvin wrote. His 
concern seemed justifi ed in April 1841 when a war party 
returned with nine Pawnee scalps. During the victory cel-
ebration that followed, the preacher observed intoxicated 
men and women dancing around the trophies of war—the 
nine scalps, some severed hands and ears, and a heart “cut 
and stretched on a stick.” In February 1842 Irvin informed 
Presbyterian authorities that “within the last fi ve months, 
no less than fi ve individuals (including a French man who 
was married to a squaw) have been murdered in drunken 
revels.”28

The military leader, Neumonya, held great infl uence 
among the Iowas and, along with No Heart, served as a 
principal spokesman at councils with government offi cials 
and talks with other tribes. The missionaries described Neu-
monya as a dignifi ed man in his midforties with a “shrewd 
and cunning mind”; he was also a “ready speaker” who got 
along well with white visitors. White Cloud the younger, 
then in his early thirties, had succeeded his father as head-
man; however, he faced a constant struggle for control of 
the band. Missionaries and government offi cials recog-
nized him as a chief, but most of the Iowas favored Neu-
monya and No Heart. The situation did not please White 
Cloud, who frequently endeavored to embarrass his adver-
saries to solidify control over the band. Samuel Irvin noted 
that a “great jealousy” existed between White Cloud and 
Neumonya, who “do not blush to tell clear lies on each 
other.”29

Fortunately, an opportunity to earn money for them-
selves and their band appeared in the person of one 
George Henry Curzon Melody—an agent for show-

man Phineas T. Barnum—and put a temporary end to their 
quarrels. Melody, a former jailer from St. Louis, arrived at 
the Iowa village in the fall of 1843 and proposed to take a 
group of Indians on a European tour.30 His employer, Bar-
num, was then in New York entertaining audiences with 
General Tom Thumb, a six-year-old dancing and singing 
dwarf. Barnum had recently tried without much success to 
engage Indians at his popular American Museum in New 
York City. The celebrated showman complained that his In-
dian actors, including “the most beautiful Indian maid that 
ever left her native wild,” had been diffi cult to manage and 
to control. Because they persistently demanded and got ex-
orbitant presents as remuneration, the Indians were also not 
as profi table as his sundry jugglers, ventriloquists, gypsies, 
Fiji mermaids, giants, dwarfs, fossils, and other curiosities. 
On January 18, 1844, Barnum and a few intimates, includ-
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ing Charles “Tom Thumb” Stratton, embarked 
for England in search of bigger profi ts.31

Indian performers had resisted Barnum’s ef-
forts to make them perform contrived wedding 
rituals and other artifi cial tribal ceremonies to 
accommodate the tastes of white New Yorkers. 
Catlin, on the other hand, wisely allowed his In-
dian actors to decide for themselves, within cer-
tain parameters, how to perform their dances 
and other ceremonies. Barnum had not given up 
on the idea of using Indians to make money. He 
therefore hatched a plan that he was confi dent 
would succeed—he instructed his agent, Melody, 
to bring the Iowas to England, where they would 
be “exhibited by Mr. Catlin on our joint account.” 
Barnum was impressed with Catlin’s ability to 
handle Indian actors. “I fi nd him a very kind, so-
ciable and excellent gentleman,” Barnum wrote, 
“and am most happy to add that he is making 
a fortune [in London].” The showman would 
wisely step aside, reaping his share of the prof-
its as Catlin and Melody attended to the assorted 
details of promoting shows, selling admission 
tickets, and managing Indians.32

In the fall of 1843 the Iowas, including the 
erstwhile adversaries White Cloud and Neu-

“At the head of the Grand Pawnees,” observed Catlin, was “Shon-ka-ki-he-ga,” 
the “horse chief” (North American Indians, 2:31, Fig. 138). The Pawnees were 
traditional enemies of the Iowas, but by the late 1840s the Iowas were endeavoring 
to remain at peace with the Pawnees and other former enemies. When White Cloud 
led a war party that killed several Pawnees in May 1848, he was dismissed from the 
tribal council, and thereafter the Iowas remained largely peaceful, for they realized 
that whites would demand their removal for any serious acts of violence.
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monya, began their European journey. These Iowas were 
hardly victims of some white impresario’s exploitation, for 
they ventured east of their own volition and for their own 
reasons. The following decades would fi nd many Indians 
emulating the Iowas, abandoning the reservation to ac-
cept low wages and poor working conditions to work and 
perform in Wild West shows and, later, Hollywood fi lms. 
Their reasons for leaving home—poor living conditions, 
pressures to assimilate to white society, disease, and pov-
erty—were remarkably similar to those of the Iowas.33

The Iowas reached Cincinnati in early December and, 
a short time later, arrived in New York to spend the winter. 
Persuading them to cooperate in the moneymaking venture 
had proven easy for Melody, for the Indians surely recog-
nized a good opportunity when they saw one. Living as 
subsistence farmers along the Missouri, threatened by Paw-
nee and Sioux enemies and hounded by missionaries and 
Indian agents to abandon traditional customs and ways, 
had grown tiresome for these tribal leaders and their fami-
lies. They also realized that a trip to Europe would enhance 
their prestige and status at home among other Iowas. The 
promise of money, medals, medallions, and other gifts that 
such a trip would bring as well as the opportunity to meet 
royalty and other famous people infl uenced their decision. 
White Cloud had a personal reason for going; he reportedly 
suffered from a cataract in one eye and hoped that an opera-
tion by a European specialist would improve his vision.34

Although he never admitted it, George Catlin cer-
tainly knew that Melody was on his way to Lon-
don with the Iowas, an acculturated and appar-

ently more compliant group than the Ojibwas. The artist 

and Melody had become acquainted in America, where 
Catlin had vouched for the talent agent’s character and abil-
ity to deal with Indians. It was, therefore, entirely unlikely 
that Melody had stumbled upon the Iowas by chance; he 
undoubtedly had gotten word from Catlin that the Iowas 
would make ideal actors. Both men knew that these Indians 
were not stupid. “The Ioways,” Melody wrote, displayed 
“more intelligence, more advancement from the aboriginal 
mind than other tribes.” They would be easier to handle 
than the Ojibwas, and the paying customers of Europe 
would never know the difference. Unlike Catlin, Melody 
did not cloak his lust for profi t in a veil of romanticism; he 
hoped to cash in on Catlin’s apparent success in exhibiting 
“authentic” Indians before paying audiences.35

In mid-July 1844 Melody and the Iowas, accompanied 
by interpreter Jeffrey Deroin, arrived in London. In addi-
tion to White Cloud, Neumonya, and the religious leader 
Senontiyah, the Iowa entourage included Washkamonya 
(Fast Dancer), Shontayiga (Little Wolf), Nohomunya (Ro-
man Nose), Watonye (Foremost Man), and Watawebu-
kana (Commanding General). The women included White 
Cloud’s wife, Rutonyeweema (Strutting Pigeon); Ruton-
weeme (Pigeon-on-the-Wing); Koonzayame (Female War-
Eagle Sailing); and Shontayiga’s wife, Okeweme (Female 
Bear). The children were a girl named Tapatame and an in-
fant, Corsair, who had been born to Okeweme on the Iowas’ 
journey to England.36

As the Indians settled into their London hotel that fi rst 
evening, Melody met with George Catlin, and the two men 
immediately agreed to share all expenses and profi ts. Pre-
sumably, anything left over would go to the Indian actors. 
The following day Catlin announced that he was prepared 
to devote himself to helping the Iowas earn their keep, pro-
vided they behaved properly and remained “entirely so-
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ber, and free from the use of spirituous liquor.”37 When the 
Iowas promised to abide by these terms, their European 
adventure appeared to be off to a promising start. Not sur-
prisingly, they promptly broke their temperance pledge, 
imbibing champagne and ale, and not long after, with Cat-
lin’s reluctant consent, they began frequenting London’s 
gin shops. Senontiyah (the Doctor) especially enjoyed 
ogling the numerous prostitutes he saw around the city, 
and he asked Catlin and Melody for permission to visit a 
brothel. Back at their village in America, meanwhile, Agent 
William P. Richardson reported that living conditions for 
the remaining Iowas had improved dramatically, for these 
Indians consumed only half the whiskey and were far less 
troublesome now that Neumonya, White Cloud, and the 
others were away in Europe.38

Managing the Iowas, Catlin soon learned, would prove 
to be a tall order. But these Indians would behave far bet-
ter than the Ojibwas, and they were excited and optimistic 
about their prospects for success in their new roles as noble, 
romanticized Indians. As Neumonya explained to London-
ers, his people were poor and “though the Great Spirit is 
with us, yet He has not taught us how to weave the beau-
tiful things that you make in this country; we have seen 
many of those things brought to us, and we are now happy 
to be where all these fi ne things are made.”39

London’s newspapers assisted in promoting the fi ction. 
The Noble Savage was what the British public expected, 
and the press, eager to sell newspapers, gave readers what 
they wanted. The Illustrated London News reported that the 
Iowas had arrived from “their hunting grounds in Upper 
Missouri, near the Rocky Mountains, fi ve hundred miles 
west of the Mississippi.” The fact that the Iowa lands were 
on the lower Missouri River and well over six hundred 
miles east of the Rockies was of little apparent concern to 
the newspaper’s geographically challenged editors. “The 
appearance of the party in their romantic costume, and 
armed with tomahawks and other warlike weapons,” the 

News reported, “is very picturesque. Their robes are cov-
ered with a profusion of brilliant ornaments, and the heads 
of the males, unlike the Ojibbeways, are shorn, with the 
exception of a crest of hair, to which is affi xed [an eagle 
feather] … and a variety of Indian bijouterie,” or jewelry. 
The London Times opined that the Iowas were “the fi nest 
specimens of the Indian tribe that have ever visited Eu-
rope,” and the Court Journal assured readers that they “far 
surpass the Ojibbeways in interest. They will delight who-
ever visit them.” The Iowa “party consists of the aristocracy 
of the tribe,” the Morning Chronicle enthused. The Sunday 
Times added that the dances and songs of the Indian men 
were “singularly wild and interesting, while the contented 
air of the women, with their little children, are those of the 
Indians which we read of in Cooper’s novels.”40

Londoners found the Iowas awe inspiring, fulfi lling 
their expectations of noble savages, and crowds fl ocked 
to Catlin’s revitalized shows. Many American expatriates 
even found themselves attracted by the appearances of 
“these children of the forest.”41 After several exhibitions 
in London, however, audiences began to lose interest, and 
Catlin was forced to take the show elsewhere. He and the 
Iowas traveled on to perform in Birmingham, Newcastle-
on-Tyne, Edinburgh, Dundee, Perth, Glasgow, Greenock, 
Dublin, Liverpool, and Manchester. Curious spectators in 
these cities came to see the Indian dances and listen to the 
Iowas’ speeches. Neumonya served as principal spokesman 
on the tour, solemnly explaining, through his interpreter, 
that the Indian “modes of life are different … our dances 
are quite different, and we are glad that we do not give any 
offence when we dance them.” He modestly admitted that 
their simple garments, “which are made of skins, are not 
so fi ne and beautiful … but they keep us warm, and that 
we think is a great thing.” Although amazed by the wealth 
and splendor of Europe, Neumonya and the others were 
saddened by the pervasive poverty they encountered in 
the major cities. The eloquent Iowa spokesman continued 
to insist, however, that Europeans were far more civilized 
than Indians, who were but “poor ignorant children from 
the wilderness.”42
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Early in 1845 Catlin and the Iowas left the British Isles 
and traveled to Paris, which the Indians found to 
be the most cheerful city they would visit. At the 

Tuileries Palace they had an audience with King Louis-
Philippe, who declared that it was an honor to introduce 
them to the queen and the rest of his family; the citizen king 
then presented gold and silver medals to White Cloud and 
Neumonya. Apologizing for their simple, “coarse clothes,” 
Neumonya replied that it was a “great day” for his peo-
ple—“so great a day that our eyes are blinded by the lustre 
of it.”43

The Iowas attracted considerable attention in Paris, and 
many wealthy and famous personalities attended the “tra-
ditional” performances that Catlin directed. George Sand, 
whose curiosity had been aroused by the arrival of the 
“aborigines” from America, was among those attending a 
show at the Salle Valentino on Rue St. Honore in May 1845. 
This remarkable Frenchwoman cut quite an unconven-
tional fi gure, for she regularly wore men’s clothes, dressing 
as a woman only for social occasions, and she was noted for 
her numerous love affairs. Throughout the 1840s her nov-
els and other writings idealized peasants and wage labor-
ers while criticizing the elitism of the French upper classes. 
She was famous throughout Europe as an advocate for the 
underprivileged.44

Despite her concern for the poor, Sand’s interest in the 
Iowas was motivated by curiosity rather than political or 
social impulse. She received tickets to Catlin’s exhibition 
from Alexandre Vattemare, who acted as manager for Cat-
lin’s troupe during its stay in France. She forwarded one 
ticket to Eugène Delacroix, then France’s most prominent 
painter and one of her closest friends. In her accompanying 
letter, Sand encouraged Delacroix to visit the exhibit and 
also invited him to see a large painting of the Iowas that she 
had obtained. She attended a performance on May 29 and 
was profoundly moved by the experience. Two days later 
she sent an inquiry to Vattemare requesting a personal in-
terview with the Indians. Sand informed the manager that 
the Iowas had fascinated her; they seemed “gentle and af-
fectionate,” yet while dancing they could suddenly appear 
“energetic and even ferocious.” She wanted to question 

them privately about their customs, beliefs, and ideas. Her 
intention, she explained, was not mere curiosity; following 
her interview she would write magazine articles promoting 
Catlin’s paintings. She also offered to bring gifts to the Indi-
ans as compensation for their agreeing to meet with her.45

The Iowas consented to an interview that took place 
on June 3. A few days later, two articles written by Sand 
appeared in Le Diable à Paris under the title “Relation d’un 
voyage chez les sauvages de Paris.” Sand later explained 
that the Iowas were not mere “sauvages de contrebande” 
as the public imagined, and that her essays offered a “true” 
portrait of the Indians. Her articles, however, clearly re-
fl ected the Noble Savage tradition as defi ned by the Ro-
mantic writers, in which myth does not meet reality. The 
novelist’s descriptions of the Iowas and their customs con-
tained the two prevailing but contradictory premises of the 
day: fi rst, the Indians were innocent, honest, and upright 
children of the wilderness; second, they were wild, inhu-
man, bloodthirsty savages.46

Like Catlin’s writings, Sand’s articles warned that 
all American Indians were threatened by the de-
bilitating effects of contact with white society. The 

novelist rightly pointed out that the Iowas faced the di-
lemma of preserving their traditional ways while having 
to accept certain white customs in order to survive. She 
used the standard literary conventions to build an image 
of them as pure, simple, and dignifi ed. Rejecting the view 
that they degraded themselves by performing their sacred 
religious rites for pay, Sand asserted that the Indians were 
on a serious mission for their tribe. They were, she insisted, 
the “new Argonauts,” and their leader, White Cloud, de-
spite his infected eye and “melancholy” appearance, was a 
“modern Jason.”47
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This image of the dignifi ed Indian extended to the other 
Iowas. Their physical attributes, Sand implied, set them 
apart as a superior, aristocratic people. Like Catlin’s paint-
ings, her articles compared the Indian men to Greek gods 
or ancient works of art. She likened Neumonya’s son, Wa-
tawebukana, for example, to “an antique bronze worthy of 
Phidias,” the great sculptor of ancient Greece. She thought 
Senontiyah possessed a “beauty worthy of Greek statuary.” 
The novelist was most impressed with Shontayiga. “This 
noble warrior,” Sand wrote,

whose Herculean appearance and large, accentuated 
features at fi rst frightened me, but who, at the side 
of his sick wife, his heart full of sadness because of 
the recent death of his child, seemed to me the most 
gentle and best of men. When he was the fi rst to jump 
forth in the dance … my friends compared him to Dio-
medes. When he resumed his calm and gentle coun-
tenance to accept the congratulations of the audience, 
we called him the Jupiter of the virgin forest; but … 
when we heard his story, we saw only a noble and 
honest fi gure, characterized by courage and good-

Buffalo Chase, from Catlin’s North American Indian Portfolio: Hunting Scenes and Amusements of the Rocky Mountains and Prairies of 
American (1844).
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ness, and we named him “the generous one,” a name 
that would suit him much better than Little Wolf, for 
nothing in his powerful and sweet constitution ex-
presses ferocity or ruse.48

Little Wolf’s infant daughter, Corsair, had died in London, 
and at the time of the performance that Sand attended, his 
wife, Okeweme, was gravely ill. Sadly, Okeweme died and 
was buried in Paris in mid-June 1845.49

Besides their resemblance to ancient gods, the reserved 
nature of the Indians impressed Sand, who was disap-
pointed when White Cloud accepted her gift of red cloth 
with little show of emotion. She was naive if she truly 
thought that White Cloud would be satisfi ed with a simple 
piece of cloth as payment for the interview. On their jour-
neys the Iowas received hundreds of gifts, including 150 
Bibles, thousands of trinkets, and other useless items. The 
Iowas knew value when they saw it and most likely had 
little use for pieces of cloth or other such trifl es.50

Sand’s essays were neither objective nor realistic de-
scriptions of American Indians. As an author of Roman-
tic literature, she wanted readers to experience the thrills, 
wonders, and dangers of meeting exotic peoples and visit-
ing faraway places. Her colorful descriptions of the Iowas 
and their ceremonies closely resembled the style of her fi c-
tion; her articles on the Indians, therefore, had little bearing 
on reality. But the Noble Savage was what the reading pub-
lic expected, and Parisians would have been disappointed 
with a straightforward account of the American Indian. The 
following years saw Sand’s literary production grow, and 
before her death in 1876 her novels had won her world-
wide acclaim. Her interest in Indians had proved fl eeting, 
however, for after the encounter with the Iowas she wrote 
nothing more about them.

Meanwhile, George Catlin found his fortune on the 
wane. His business partners, Barnum and Melody, had 
long since abandoned him. The promotion of shows and 
exhibitions combined with managing a troupe of Indian ac-
tors, providing them lodging, food, and other necessities, 

was expensive. There simply was no room for error with 
such a narrow profi t margin. After the Iowas returned to 
the United States in the summer of 1845, the artist remained 
behind with his gallery. Another group of Ojibwas arrived 
to perform, but Parisians had lost interest in Indians, and 
Catlin’s show closed shortly thereafter. With the notable 
exceptions of Eugène Delacroix; Charles Baudelaire, the 
poet and art critic; and George Sand, most members of 
the French elite did not take Catlin’s paintings seriously.51 
The dejected American artist eventually returned to the 
United States in 1871.

The Iowas arrived back at their village near the pres-
ent-day Kansas-Nebraska border in the fall of 1845. Like 
Catlin, they did not come home wealthy. Indeed, it is likely 
that they returned with little more than a few souvenirs. 
But they had gained something far more important. Their 
experiences provided them a greater understanding of the 
outside world and made them even more determined to 
build a secure future for themselves. They realized that the 
Romanticized image of Indians that captured the imagi-
nations of Europeans and East Coast Americans did not 
impress nearby settlers; most of these whites denigrated 
Indians as ignoble savages standing in the way of progress 
and westward advancement. The Iowas endeavored, there-
fore, to become as inconspicuous as possible and, therefore, 
less of a threat to their white neighbors. This tactic would 
enable them to adhere to the fabric of their traditional cus-
toms, but most realized that they would have to act quickly 
to adapt to white ways, at least outwardly, so they placed 
even greater emphasis on farming and raising livestock. 
They found the pervasive alcoholism they had encoun-
tered among the lower classes of Europe deplorable, and 
this deeply affected them. By the late 1840s missionaries 
and federal agents were reporting that the Iowas consumed 
far less alcohol than before and were now endeavoring to 
remain at peace with the Pawnees and other former ene-
mies. When White Cloud led a war party that killed several 
Pawnees in May 1848, Neumonya and No Heart dismissed 
him from the tribal council. White Cloud died three years 
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later. By then the Iowas remained largely peaceful, for they 
realized that whites would demand their removal for any 
serious acts of violence.52

The Iowas would be among the very few bands that 
managed to forestall the forces of Indian removal 
that threatened the Kansas and Nebraska tribes 

throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century. In his 
study of the Michigan Ottawas, historian James McClurken 
points out that the few bands that managed to survive the 
potent forces of removal did so by creating their own inter-
nal programs of compliance with white defi nitions of civili-
zation. Like the Michigan Ottawas, the Iowas remained true 
to their Indian identities while acting “white” to mollify a 
dominant society that would otherwise have demanded 
their removal.53

The Iowas survived the removal era mostly on their 
own terms, steadfastly maintaining traditional cultural 
practices well into the twentieth century. They eventually 
surrendered most of their lands, and by the turn of the 
twentieth century the majority had moved to Oklahoma. 
However, the Iowas still claim a 2,100-acre reservation 
along the borders of northeastern Kansas and southeast-
ern Nebraska.54 Several years ago Pete Fee, an infl uential 
member of the Kansas and Nebraska Iowas, explained that 
although his people may have lost many of the old tradi-
tions and their clan relationships are now considerably 
weaker, they have persevered. The Iowas, Fee noted, “be-
lieve that the family unit is the most important aspect of 
our culture, of our relationships … and one of the things 
that keeps us together and makes us strong.” If they only 
could revive the old traditions and ways, the Iowas would 
become even stronger as a people. Fee was optimistic about 
the chances for tribal cultural revitalization. “I believe that 
everything that the creator gave us in the beginning is still 
here,” he explained. “Our medicine is still here. Even our 
clan affi liations and relationships are still here. The way 
to get them back sometimes isn’t clear.” Fee still strives to 

fi nd that clarity, researching tribal history, practicing tra-
ditional tribal rituals, and urging others to follow in his 
path.55

Today nearly fi ve thousand descendants of White 
Cloud, Neumonya, and the other Iowas live in Kansas, Ne-
braska, Oklahoma, and elsewhere and are among the four 
million Americans claiming to be Indians in the 2000 U.S. 
census. Catlin and the others were plainly wrong in believ-
ing that American Indians would vanish, absorbed some-
how into the dominant white society. The artist was also 
clearly mistaken if he truly believed that Indians were no-
ble savages. Catlin’s noble Indians, like Europe’s romanti-
cized peasants and workers, never really existed; they were 
stereotypes created by artists, writers, and entrepreneurs.

Whether genuine Romantics or mere opportunists, Cat-
lin and other whites, and sometimes even Indians like the 
Iowas, helped perpetuate a false image of America’s tribal 
peoples. As historian Patricia Nelson Limerick has pointed 
out, “the image—the noble, happy, pristine, uncontami-
nated Indian—had always been a great deal easier to deal 
with than the diverse and complicated human beings who 
had come to be known as Indians.”56 Although Limerick 
was discussing the idealized view of Indians, she may just 
as well have been referring to Sand’s noble workers and 
peasants. Human societies, however primitive they might 
appear, are far more complex than Catlin, Sand, and other 
nineteenth-century thinkers ever imagined. Efforts to res-
cue the Noble Savage—whether American Indians or the 
lower classes of Europe—were therefore fruitless, for it is 
not possible to save something that never existed.

Today, despite immutable evidence to the contrary, the 
Noble Savage myth persists. Thom Ross, a Seattle-based 
artist who uses Western themes in his paintings, recently 
lamented that audiences still demand the Noble Savage 
and, indeed, are even angered when they get something 
different. According to Ross, most of today’s artists, un-
willing to risk censure and the resulting loss of a sale, con-
tinue to provide the public with “overly done clichés” from 
a mythical American West, including the stereotypical In-
dian, the “stoic faced, seemingly unhappy man who is in 
the act of communing with birds or spirits or something, 
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When the author interviewed Clarence Warren “Pete” Fee at White Cloud, Kansas, in July 1992, this tribal elder was dressed as a nineteenth-cen-
tury Indian. Fee donned traditional Iowa garb, his head shaved with the exception of a crest of hair to which was affi xed feathers, much as George 
Catlin had portrayed the Iowas in his paintings a century and a half earlier. Photograph by Ken Engquist, Wichita, Kansas.
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never smiling, always frowning.” Ross asks viewers of his 
more abstract Western art to disregard the old stereotypes 
and attempt to understand the past through more critical 
and interpretative eyes.57

Such appeals, however, continue to fall on deaf ears. 
Like Catlin, today’s artists have their eyes focused on the 
bottom line. They want to sell their work; therefore, they 
give prospective buyers what they want—an idealized no-
ble Indian. Scholars have offered many possible explana-
tions for the unrelenting belief in and craving for the Noble 
Savage. Some have surmised that it is the persistence of 
white racism, which dehumanizes Native Americans and 
justifi es the ongoing dispossession of tribal lands and re-
sources; others have thought that it may be the result of 
guilt for the past wrongs done to Indians. It could be a long-
ing for a lost Eden that the Noble Savage of the past rep-
resents, or it might be that many still see idealized Indian 
life as an attractive alternative to the unpleasant, complex 
realities of the real world. Perhaps it is simply the general 
public’s love of history—the more colorful and mythical the 
better.

Historian Brian Dippie noted that Americans of all eth-
nicities still dream of the myth of the West as a promised 
land. Stories and images that depict a “sanitized Old West” 
and “celebrate frontier expansion as fundamental to the 
shaping of a distinctive national character,” wrote Dippie, 
have long prevailed. Most people prefer the “visually ap-
pealing” mythical images resoundingly over anything that 

might uncover the harsh realities of nineteenth-century 
westward expansion. Nicholas G. Rosenthal, another histo-
rian, has recently noted that cultural perceptions of Indians 
as noble savages remain “so strong and enduring that con-
temporary Indians are commonly treated as anachronisms 
and anomalies, or simply ignored altogether.”58

The Iowas, meanwhile, continue their efforts at cul-
tural revitalization. This revival, however, is not some at-
tempt to recreate a modern-day Noble Savage to peddle to 
gullible white tourists. Lance M. Foster, an anthropologist, 
artist, and enrolled member of the Kansas and Nebraska 
Iowas, recently noted that such a revival is sought because 
it would strengthen tribal bonds. Foster has been involved 
for over two decades in efforts to preserve Iowa language 
and culture, dedicating himself to bringing the tribe back 
together “so that we may once again know each other as 
relatives and help each other maintain our identity as Io-
way people.” Foster dismissed the Noble Savage concept 
altogether. “People have just got to realize,” he said, “that 
Indians are human beings with all the good and bad that 
go with that.”59
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