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The invention of American tradition 

M. J. Bowden 

Major American beliefs about the pre-American environment were all created success-
ively as myths after settlement in each ecological zone. Taken together, these beliefs 
constitute the grand tradition of the pristine wilderness-a wild American nature, far 
tougher to conquer than it ever was in reality. To exaggerate the conquering American 
achievement further, the role of native Americans in transforming the pre-American 
environment was denied, as was their humanity and cultural adaptability. The conquer-
ing heroes were superhuman, self-glorifying Americans: pioneers who transformed the 
pristine wilderness into a Jeffersonian garden of American yeomen following a Turnerian 
frontier conflict that left Americans deeply scarred by, and hostile to, the environment 
but also fashioned by it into a people of unique national character and institutions. The 
main period of American mythmaking was the middle and late nineteenth century in 
which the entire body of traditions was either invented or refashioned. Four types of 
invented traditions are recognized: instant traditions invented by political and religious 
leaders; deliberate but informal inventions by literary and artistic elites which led 
through myth creation to invention; images formed by the elite which were incorporated 
as fact into people's reminiscences and rediscovered and universalized; and, finally, ideas 
in the air for generations given form and substance by great men who invented grand 
metaphors for the nation. 

The land was ours before we were the land's. 
She was our land more than a hundred years 
Before we were her people. She was ours 
In Massachusetts, in Virginia. 
But we were England's, still colonials, 
Possessing what we still were unpossessed by, 
Possessed by what we now no more possessed. 
Something we were withholding made us weak 
Until we found out that it was ourselves 
We were withholding from our land of living. 

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I-
I took the one less traveled by, 
And that has made all the difference. 

Robert Frost, Complete Poems, 1949 

Two historical approaches to geographical cognition were proffered in the late 
1940s: John K. Wright called for humanistic scholars to direct their attention 
toward "the discovery and the interpretation of geographical truth, belief, and 
error as these find and have found literary and artistic expression;"f11 and Ralph 
Brown encouraged geographers to measure the importance of geographical 
myth (lore) as against geographic reality (law) as a central factor in shaping "the 
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occupancy and settlement of regions. "121 Wright became the guru of historical 
geosophers, but Brown's course was found more defensible by acolytes trained 
in historical geography. It took 25 years for some historical geographers to 
accept that Brown's way was a wild goose chase, a red herring. Several of the 
beliefs that Brown had pointed to as important in settlement processes-beliefs 
such as the great American desert concept of the Great Plains in the first half of 
the nineteenth century, the infertile virgin prairies of the Middle West, and the 
sterile Wasatch desert--were eventually determined to have had little, if any, 
effect on the settlement of the regions on which those beliefs centred. It was only 
after the pre-American environment was obliterated that these geographical 
myths and traditions were fashioned, notably by the literary and artistic elite 
whose works Wright, from the first, aspired to have us interpret. 

If taking Brown's way yielded no laws of geographical cognition, ·the detailed 
study of geographical beliefs did lead to the recognition of distinct phases in the 
evolution of the great geographical traditions that became fixed in the American 
mind. In the first phase, that of image formation, an indistinct image of what 
later became a complex set of symbols was formed. Inchoate, and often 
improperly named and defined, it was invariably one of several images, at least 
one of which was a credible, often more realistic description than the minor 
image that eventually became a tradition. A critical event, such as the publica-
tion of a book with a wide readership that responded favourably to the writer's 
developed version of the erstwhile inchoate image, inaugurated the second 
phase, that of myth creation. Readers and writers led each other to and fro in a 
trial and error process to the definition of an historically suitable myth. The 
people of regions and the nation itself tended to congratulate and glorify 
themselves, adopting ennobling self-images and embarking upon legend-build-
ing campaigns. The death of eyewitnesses to the real past often produced an 
increasingly sharp curve of erasure of memory of the original actual geographi-
cal conditions, giving rise to the third phase of invented tradition-taken here to 
mean a body of belief that is so deeply internalized by a nation/group that is 
practically impervious to scholarship that shows it to be largely factitious. 
Created myth became invented tradition when the myth was taken for granted 
as reality, when historical/romantic fiction became history in the region and 
when local and regional histories, orations, newspaper accounts, and often the 
writings of major literary figures and historians simply assumed the tradition to 
be fact, repeating it as cant. With enough repeating the invented tradition 
entered the fourth phase of universalization, a later stage of elaboration in which 
tradition was incorporated into history and geography books at all levels and 
was later even used as superstructure. paradigm, and ideology by academics. 
Some academics may eventually ''reconceptualize" the tradition when the 
academy finally becomes aware that the tradition is a product of art and 
artifice. 131 

The invented traditions studied in this essay fall into two groups: those of the 
wild people and wild lands before settlement, and those of the American people 
and of the landscapes they produced (Table 1 ). In the encounter with each wild 
environment as America realized westward, a different form of the pristine 
wilderness was conquered by Americans. The original inhabitants of the zones 
of the wilderness were native Americans, labelled savages and consequently 
dispossessed. The virgin land was replaced by the garden and the frontier, and 
peopled by American heroes ranging from saints to cowboys. Interestingly, these 
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TABLE I 
Invented American traditions of space, environment, landscape, and people 

West 
Time 

Savage 
Warrior 

PRISTINE WILDERNESS 
Far tougher to conquer than it really was 

East 

Pre-American 
Ignoble People 

-------------------------------------- Pre-American 
Environment 

Sterile 
Wasatch 
Desert 

Saint 

19th Century 

Great Infertile 
American Virgin 
Desert Prairies 

FRONTIER 

Forest 
Primeval 

Scarred American Hostile to Nature 

Superhuman Over-Achieving American 
Cowboy Pioneer 

GARDEN of American Yeoman 

Garden of 
Puritan Yeoman 

in Two-Storey Arks 

18th Century 

Howling 
Desart 
Wildemesse 

Saint 

Fabled 
Colonial 

Agricultural 
Village on 
the Green 

17th Century 

Place & 
Process of 
American 
Encounter 

Results of 
Encounter 

American 
Landscape 
Result 

New 
England 
Landscape 
Result 

traditions were invented in three periods of rapid change: two in the middle 
seventeenth century, one immediately after the Revolution, and all the rest in the 
middle and late nineteenth century. The objectives of this essay are: (1) to 
identify and describe some of these major American geographical traditions and 
to establish relationships, if any, between them; (2) to document the types, and 
analyse the phases and processes of myth creation; and (3) to explain the timing 
of invention of these geographical traditions. 

Desart wildemesse 
One of the earliest examples of invented tradition in America was that of the 

"Desart Wildernesse" of New England. In actuality, the New England encoun-
tered by explorers and settlers from 1600 to 1633 was far from either desert 
(meaning "deserted place") or pure wilderness (meaning "wild place uninha-
bited by humans"). Yet the memory of the characteristics of the New England 
the explorers and settlers actually confronted in the early years was essentially 
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erased from the Puritan mind by 1650. In 20 years, "with Christ's help", the 
Puritans had performed what they viewed as a miracle: the transformation of 
"Desart Wildernesse" into a Garden: 

This remote, rocky, barren, wild-woody wilderness, a receptacle for Lions, Wolves, 
Bears, Foxes ... and all kinds of wild creatures ... now through the mercy of Christ 
become a second England for fcrtilness in so short a space. That it is indeed the wonder 
of the world.141 

Images of "desart" and of "wilderness" were only very occasionally to be 
found in accounts of New England before 1633. The two major contemporary 
eyewitness descriptions by New England settlers in the 1630s are representative. 
Thomas Morton, in New English Canaan (1632), used neither description?l 
William Wood's New England's Prospect (1634) never used "desart" but did use 
"wildernesse" (uncapitalized) three times in rapid succession to refer to woody 
land far from settlements.!61 In the 1640s, however, the Puritan leaders created 
the myth of the Desart Wildernesse as biblical metaphor for all New England 
and by the 1650s this myth became an invented tradition in both old and New 
England. Two books provide evidence of this myth-become-invented tradition: 
Bradford's Of Plymouth Plantation and, most significantly, Johnson's Wonder-
Working Providence (1654). The former is a measured, masterful history and 
apologia of the early Pilgrims by a founder and governor of the Old ColonyY 1 
The latter is that rare document that historical geosophers pray for: "the history, 
or at any rate, the essential spirit, of the Massachusetts colony depicted from the 
point of view of the rank and file" (italics added). Johnson "may fairly be 
regarded as typical of the mass of Puritan settlers. To see displayed before us, the 
mind of such a Puritan is no small privilege," writes Jameson.[81 

If "invented" traditions establish their own past by quasi-obligatory repeti-
tion",[91 then Johnson's work clearly represents the quintessence of invented 
tradition. Repeatedly throughout his history Johnson reiterated the word 
"Wilderness" to characterize the New England encountered by the settlers. He 
frequently used "Desart" synonymously with "Wildernesse", and also wrote 
occasionally of the "Desart Wildernesse." The term "New England" occurred 
recurrently and was mostly interchangeable with ''Desart/Wildernesse"[IOJ 
Words such as "uninhabited," ''new populated," "unknown," or "unwonted," 
confirm-like the word "Desart" -that the whole region was deserted of human 
beings. Wood and Morton-with their detailed accounts of the Indians, Indian 
agriculture and Indian occupancy of the land-could hardly maintain, as 
Johnson did, that the New England region was deserted, Johnson also borrowed 
from the allegorical environment created by God to test Christians in Bunyan's 
Pilgrim's Progress and used "howling," "hideous," "terrible," "heathen," and 
''dismal," as aspects of the New England environment which tested the Puritan 
saints in the "westerne worlde". Important also were the four wilderness 
adjectives of "barren," "poor," "desolate," and "rocky" which often appeared 
in Johnson's book; these wilderness modifiers made of New England not only a 
''wilderness" in the classic European sense of uninhabited land but also made of 
the region a resource-poor Sinai, a desert in the second and perhaps more 
contemporary senseJ 111 

Interestingly enough, a converse of the desert image can also be seen in both 
Wood and Johnson. Content analysis of the detail in the descriptions of the New 
England landscape in Wood's 1634 book and that of Johnson twenty years later 
reveals strong similarities in the proportion of references to "meadows," 
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"marshes," "plow grounds," and "plains" --all words which carry favourable 
rather than negative connotations. The primary distinction between such 
promising language in Wood and Johnson is that the large naturally open area~ 
described by Wood prior to English settlement as "hay and meadow grounds,., 
fresh "marshes," "plains," or "good plow grounds," on the coast between the 
Merrimack and Weymouth had actually become rich and fruitful farmlands by 
the time Johnson wrote in 1654.1121 In describing these lands in agreeable 
language, Johnson was not characterizing their original state. Like so many self-
glorifying pioneers after him, he had concluded (with help from leaders in the 
pulpit) that these rich farmlands he saw in coastal locations were miraculously 
transformed from barren desart wilderness identical to that existing 30 miles 
inland when he wrote Wonder-Working Providence. 

In Johnson's writings it can be seen "how far the notions of the founders of 
Massachusetts prevailed in the minds of the less exalted followers, with what 
ardor of enthusiasm, the austere program of the leaders was maintained in the 
ranks. ••1131 A significant part of that programme was to inculcate in the later 
generations of New England Puritans an exaggerated view of the hostility and 
harshness of the environment their forefathers encountered and thereby to 
accentuate the achievement of the first settlers. Indeed, Johnson even wrote of 
himself as a conscious glorifier of the past when he said: "some there be that 
keep in memory his mercies multitude, and declare it to their childrens 
children." 1141 Even Bradford, a superior chronicler of reality when compared 
with Johnson,1151 in looking backward to the initial Pilgrim contact at Plymouth 
had the words and the party line that the Puritan leaders fed to the faithful to 
create the myth of the desart wilderness in the 1630s and 1640s: 

Besides, what could they see but a hideous and desolate wilderness, full of wild beasts 
and wild men? And what multitude there might be of them they knew not. Neither could 
they, as it were, go up to the top of Pisgah, to view from this wilderness a more goodly 
country to feed their hopes .... For ... the whole country. full of woods and thickets, 
represented a wild and savage hue.1161 

Bradford's account, however, would not see publication for 200 years, and 
Winthrop's for 150 years. It was Johnson's history that saw the light of day in 
old and New England in 1654. In effect it proved to be the official Puritan history 
for almost fifty years, a work in which the author ritualized and universalized the 
Puritan tradition of New England as howling desart wilderness. 

Even as sophisticated an apologist for and historian of the Puritan way as 
Cotton Mather scattered the key words of the invented tradition of the desart 
wilderness repetitively and, it seems, unthinkingly throughout his Magnalia 
Christi Americana (which replaced Johnson's work as the Puritan official 
history). "Desart" and "wilderness" were frequent and synonymous in Mather's 
work, and were used in approximately the same proportion (1 to 3) as in 
Johnson. But there was an important difference between Johnson and Mather in 
their extension of wilderness. It was "America'' and not just "New England'' 
that became interchangeable with the two key words in Mather's work: 
"American wilderness," "deserts of America," and "American desart.'' Other-
wise Mather used the same adjectives paired with wilderness as Johnson did 48 
years earlier_!l7l Mather and the Puritan leaders understood that "the object and 
characteristic of traditions, including invented ones, is invariance. The past, real 
or invented, to which they refer imposes fixed (normally formalized) practices. 
such as repetition. "P 8l 
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Ignoble Salvage 

The Puritan tradition of New England as Desart Wilderness transformed in 
20 years from the wild to an English Garden (a second England) by Christian 
"souldiers" led by God needed another invention--that of the ignoble ''sal-
vage" -to exaggerate and glorify the Puritans' achievement even more. The 
Puritan writers accomplished this by ''proving·· that the Indians were wild beasts 
and devils; by erasing the memory of Indian impact on the land as agricultural-
ists and hunter/gatherers, and by demonstrating that, because the Indians 
roamed but did not inhabit the land, that land was, therefore, by legal definition 
"empty'': vacuum domicilium in Latin, or "desart wilderness" in Old Testament 
vernacular. 

Critical to the invention of the ignoble savage was the change in the sense of 
the name "salvage" and the increasing repetition of the name in its most 
derogatory sense, to the point of the substitution of "salvage" for "Indian" in 
many texts by mid-century. In sixteenth century English usage, "salvage" was 
paired as an adjective with "beast" but used as a noun to mean "wild person." 
"The term gradually gained form and acceptance through its use by people 
engaged in colonizing, and they continued to use it uncertainly" in the first two 
decades of the seventeenth century. "Although the savages were wild people, 
and therefore an inferior sort, they were still people"[l9J in the eyes of most of the 
colonizing Englishmen. This view would change in both imagination and reality. 
In Shakespeare's "American Fable" The Tempest (c. 1610-11) the uncertainty 
over the identity of Indians as savage persons or something else was epitomized 
by Shakespeare's Indian analogue, Caliban (an anagram of cannibal). To the 
patrician Prospero, he was a "savage" and "slave" and therefore still human, 
while the consensus among the plebeians was that Caliban was not human but a 
"monster"_l2°1 Moving from the landscape of the imagination to the American 
reality, it was in 1624 and 1625 in Virginia, according to Jennings, that "savage" 
took on its uglier meaning in the real world. In John Smith's General[ Historie 
(1624) the Indians were described as "cruell beasts," with "a more unnatural 
brutishness than beasts. "[211 Samuel Purchas' Hakluytus Posthumus (1625) went 
even further and it was Purchas' deliberate intent as a propagandist to deny 
what he well knew, that the Virginia Indians were sedentary and agricultural. He 
did this by taking out of context the French Jesuit Biard's 1612 characterization 
of Acadian Indians as nomadic rather than sedentary ("non tenentur, sed 
percurruntur"), and applying it in Virginia to the "four thousand Indians [who] 
at most roam through, rather than occupy, these vast stretches of inland 
territory and seashore." Such lands could therefore be justly seized by the 
English because God intended his land to be cultivated and not left in the 
condition of "that unmanned wild country."l221 

Apparently drawing on Purchas, John Winthrop made an even more compel-
ling case for Indian dispossession in 1629. He argued that the land was "vacuum 
domicilium"-an empty homeland-because the Indians had not subdued it.l231 
Therefore they had a natural but no civil right to land that '·had never been 
made property by English law ... and it was therefore vacant in fact."[241 That 
other great colonial governor. Bradford, looking backwards to the deliberations 
of the Pilgrims in Leyden in 16 I 9 from his vantage point of 1630, combined in 
those deliberations the three arguments of Smith, Purchas, and Winthrop: 

The place they had thoughts on was some of those rasr and unpeopled countries of 
America. which arc fruitful and fit for habitation, being del'oid of' all ciril inhahiran1s. 
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where there are only savage and brutish men which range up and down. little otherwise 
than wild beasts of the same (italics added).1251 

Bradford's use of "savage" largely as an adjective shows that the word game 
developed somewhat later in New England. William Wood (1634) used 
"Indians" exclusively, although he did comment at one point on the "savage 
inhumanity" of Indian men to Indian women.1261 Writing two years earlier, 
Morton most often called them the "Natives" but elsewhere used "salvages'· 
and "Indians" interchangeably as nouns but without derogatory context or 
adjectives.!27l Twenty years later, in Johnson's history, the Indians have gone 
from being the helpful and good people as described by Wood and Morton to 
being "barbarous and bloody people, savage Indians." The word "naked" 
frequently prefaced both "natives" and "Nation" (meaning Indian tribe) in 
Johnson, although he normally referred to them simply as "Indians." Johnson 
also added a number of adjectives that suggested non-human qualities·-
"creatures" and "cannibals" were the most common-or carried other negative 
connotations such as "poore," "bloody," "hard," "naked," and "insolent". 
Perhaps most important, however, were the qualitative statements on Indian 
cultural levels; "uncivilized," "unhumane," and "savage," are used frequently, 
although no term was used as frequently as a common modifier of "Indian" as 
the word "barbarous". The word was virtually synonymous with "Indian" for 
Johnson, a writer who used such repetition to reinforce invented tradition.1281 

In Johnson's work there is also ample evidence of the denial of agriculture as a 
characteristic of Indian economy. The New England "earth" and "wilderness" 
were described as "untilled" before the Puritan entry and Johnson even 
contrived to tell the story of Samoset and Squanto "saving" the Old Colony 
without mentioning corn and crops. He lumped corn with wild things in 
describing New England as a "place that never afforded the natives better then 
[sic] the flesh of a few wild creatures and parcht Indian corn incht out with 
Chesnuts and bitter Acorns. "[291 As an afterthought, late in a book replete with 
town-by-town accounts of Puritan agriculture, Johnson makes a glancing and 
ambiguous reference to Indian women planting and disparages indolent Indian 
males: 

The Indian people in these parts at the English first coming were very barbarous and 
uncivilized, going for the most part naked .... The Women ... are very laborious at their 
planting time, and the Men extraordinarily idle .... The men follow no kind of labor but 
hunting, fishing and fowling,!301 

This was as near as Johnson got to admitting that the Indians cultivated 
anything. By the end of the first century of colonization, disease and warfare 
with the Puritans had decimated the Indians and the written words of Puritan 
chroniclers denied native American achievement in opening up the land with 
burning and agriculture. By Mather's time, in Magnalia (1702), he could simply 
repeat the words of the invented tradition of the ignoble savage, omit reference 
to natural rights of Indians, and avoid mention of agriculture or planting of any 
sort.1311 

Primeval forest 
New England writers of the early seventeenth century agreed that the 

landscape encountered by the colonists was not a forest. "Forest", like the 
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words "primeval" and "primordial" with which "forest" was often paired in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries to describe the New England landscape that 
met Pilgrim and Puritan was never used by the early writers to describe the 
region. William Wood used "forest" only once to contrast the woods of New 
England with "the forests of England," and Morton wrote of a "Forrest" like 
"Golgotha" in a passage describing killing fields of skulls and bones of the 
Indians who died from the pestilence of the 16 IOs in the South Shore area. All 
writers agreed that the extermination of the Indians by disease was so complete 
by 1620 that there was "much underwood ... because it hath not been 
burned."l 321 William Wood, for example, in 1634, expressly refuted English 
misapprehensions about a New England Forest: 

Whereas it is generally conceived that the woods grow so thick that there is no more clear 
ground than is hewed oul by labor of man, it is nothing so, in many places diverse areas 
being clear, so that one may ride ahunting in most places of the land ... it being the 
custom of the Indians to burn the wood in November when the grass is withered and 
leaves dried [italics added]Y31 

And according to Morton, writing in 1632, there were two burnings a year, with 
the same results, and true dense woods were restricted to wetlands: 

The Salvages are accustomed, to set fire to the Country in all places where they come, 
and to burn it, twize a year, vixe at the Spring, and the fall of the leafe .... The burning of 
the grass destroyes the under-woods, and so scorcheth the elder trees that it ... hinders 
their growth very much. So that hee that will looke to find large trees, and good tymber 
... must seekc for them, in the lower grounds where the grounds are wctt when the 
Country is fired.!'41 

The result, for Wood and Morton, was that "trees grow here and there as in our 
parks, and makes the country very beautiful and commodious." The Puritans, in 
their retrospective view, conquered a wild and surprisingly open land inhabited 
by wild beasts and not domesticated or "widowed" by human beings-no forest 
here. 

The myth of precolonial New England as primeval forest was created early in 
the Nationalist phase of American history. Prevented from sharing England's 
glorious past as history after the Revolution, Americans turned to Nature as a 
substitute and created a gloomy primeval forest along the length of the Eastern 
Seaboard from the shoreline to the tops of the Appalachians and beyond. 
Americans, and New Englanders in particular, invented a primeval forest of the 
seventeenth century, a forest far larger and far more difficult to conquer than the 
seventh century European forest conquered in the Great Clearing PeriodY 51 
American nationalists assumed and expected that the conquest of the primeval 
American forest would be at least as productive of a distinguishing and glorious 
culture in America as the Gothic culture contemporaneous with the Rodungszeit 
was said to have been for northwest Europe.1361 

It was James Fenimore Cooper who, more than any other writer, fastened 
the image of the virgin forest in the American mind. In his first three Leather-
stocking novels of the 1820s he equated the wilderness with woods and the 
"vast," "interminable forest. "1371 In his return to Leatherstocking in The 
Pathfinder ( 1840) and Deers/ayer ( 1841 ), he was quite specific about the trackless 
virgin forest. The Patlifinder opened with a three-page description of the 
sublimity of the vast wilderness that was "the solemn obscurity of the virgin 
forests of America. '' 1381 Deers/ayer went even further, as Cooper painted the 
whole of the East in the I 740s: 
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Broad belts of the virgin wilderness [that] not only reached the shores of the [Hudson] 
river, but they even crossed it, stretching away into New England and affording forest 
covers to the noiseless moccasin .... A bird's eye view of the whole region east of the 
Mississippi must then be offered one vast expanse of woods .... [H]e who succeeds in 
giving an accurate idea of any portion of this wild region must necessarily convey a 
tolerably correct notion of the whole. 

1 ! 

Beneath the forest canopy the forest was "dark, as a matter of course." It was 
also virgin: "The hand of man had never yet defaced or deformed any part of 
this native scene." If there were any doubt about the absence of Indian impact 
on this vast wilderness forest, Deerslayer himself removed it: "Not a tree 
disturbed even by redskin hand, as I can discover, but everything left in the 
ordering of the Lord, to live and die according to His own designs and laws."!391 
All this in a land where the Indians, with fire and agriculture, transformed the 
land greatly and made it, in Jennings' phrase, a "widowed" rather than a 
''virgin" land.1401 

In New England, Hemans pictured the landscape of The Landing of the 
Pilgrim Fathers (1826) as one in which "the woods against a stormy sky their 
giant branches tossed."£411 Longfellow, in his epic The Courtship of Miles 
Standish (1858), displaced woods and desart wilderness in the Plymouth Colony 
with "the forest"; but he had already, in Evangeline (1847), given that forest the 
name by which it has been known to generations of American schoolchildren: 
"'This is the Forest Primeval."!421 Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter (1848), looking 
backward 200 years, invents for Hester Prynne a forest worthy of Beowulf and 
Grendel in the Salem area where observers of 1630 to 1650 actually found a 
normal New England landscape of open plains, sandy ground, woods and 
bushes, and marshes) 431 For Hawthorne, however, here was a "great black 
forest", "dark," "inscrutable," "obscure," "untamed," and "dismal,'' that 
·'wild, heathen Nature, never subjugated by human law."[44l 

The most widely-read of the American Romantic historians, Boston Brahmin 
Francis Parkman, propagated this tradition of primeval forest invented by poets 
and novelists in the 1840s. The Conspiracy of Pontiac, published in 1851, three 
years after Evangeline and one year after The Scarlet Letter, and the 7 books of 
his monumental France and England in North America (1865-92), which went to 
many editions and reprintings in Parkman's lifetime, were all set against the 
pervasive American virgin forest. Pontiac was introduced as a story of "the 
American forest and the American Indian" and the first paragraph began: ''Thr 
Indian is the true child of the forest and the desert" and ended with "primitive 
America, with her savage scenery and savage men, opens to the imagination ,i 
boundless world, unmatched in wild sublimity." For Parkman, primitive 
America was "One vast, continuous forest [which] shadowed the fertile soil . , 
burying mountains in verdure, and mantling brooks and rivers from the light 
day.''1451 In Parkman's 1874 work, The Old Regime in Canada, "the mainland 
[beyond Boston neck in 1643] was for the most part primeval forest, possessed 
by its original owners, wolves, bears, and rattlesnakes."' 1461 In the 1877 Count 
Frontenac "the exposed frontier of New England (in 1690] ... consisted of farms 
and hamlets loosely scattered through an almost impervious forest."l 47l In the 
era of his 1884 publication Montcalm and Wo(fe (1745-55), Parkman noted tha1 
between the French and English colonies "lay a broad tract of wilderneg:,,, 
shaggy with primeval woods," and that the forests near Fort Duquesne were 
··this wild primeval world."1481 In his last book. A Half Century of Conflit'L 
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published in 1892, Parkman described the eastern forests of the early eighteenth 
century: ··For untold ages Maine had been one unbroken forest, and it was so 
still ... this wilderness of woods ... this waste of savage vegetation survives, in 
some part, to this day. "l 49 l 

The tradition of the primeval forest was universalized when academics 
embedded the primeval forest in their texts and imagined the toll taken on 
Americans in the clearing. Harvard physiographer N. S. Shaler. for example, 
wrote that: 

All these regions which were first occupied by European peoples were covered by very 
denseforests. To clear these woods away required not less than thirty days' labor to each 
acre of land. In the glaciated districts [New England] ... this labor or preparation was 
nearly doubled. . The rate of gain upon the primevalforest was at first very slow [italics 
added]. 150: 

Clark anthropogeographer Ellen C. Semple wrote in her 1903 American History 
and its Geographic Conditions of a "mantle of primeval forest with a singularly 
dense undergrowth ... this wall of living green" facing European settlers on the 
eastern Seaboard.1511 And according to Frederick Jackson Turner in I 906, from 
the first frontiers on the ocean's edge "generations of pioneers ... from the ... 
Atlantic coast towards the interior had cut and burned the forest. "1521 A decade 
earlier (1895-96), Turner had described the dominance of Scotch-Irish culture 
in this primal setting: "ascendent, with its rude and vigorous forest life .... a log 
hut, a little clearing, edged by the primeval forest. "1531 

Plant ecologists, from their first emergence as scientists, had built into their 
"climatic climax" paradigm the assumption that the Indian had made no impact 
on the primeval Eastern forests. To Nichols, writing in 1935, the interesting 
question in New England was whether "the scattered pines towering above the 
general level of the primeval hemlock-hardwood forest of pioneer days should 
be regarded as bona fide constituents of the climax. "1541 There was no question in 
the minds of either historians or botanists that the Eastern forests in the 
seventeenth century were primeval. 

It cannot have escaped editor and contributor John K. Wright's sense of the 
wry that, in New England's Prospect 1933 (commemorating in its title the 300th 
anniversary of William Wood's book of the same name), the Director of 
Harvard Forest, R. T. Fisher, portrayed early seventeenth century New England 
as ''The Original Climax Forest ... primeval forest ... almost entirely for-
ested":1551 indeed, just what William Wood told his readers in I 633 "is nothing 
so.'' Yet Fisher's image of the seventeenth century New England forest was, by 
1933, already taking three-dimensional form in the world-famous Harvard 
Forest diorama ( opened in 1941 ), the first picture of which is entitled Primeval 
Forest of Central New England 1700 A.DY 61 And perhaps because of the success 
of the diorama exhibit, no plant ecologist was more adamant about the Indians' 
negligible impact on the Eastern forests, despite overwhelming evidence accu-
mulated to the contrary, than was H. F. Raup, Fisher's successor as Harvard 
Forest director.f571 With such an impressive array of universalizers, it is easy to 
see how scholars across the spectrum of academia fell easily into the error of 
equating the Puritan wilderness with a primeval forest.1581 

Infertile virgin prairies 
Successive encounters with each new ecological zone as the settlement frontier 

realized westwards produced myths and tradition identical and similar in 
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character to those created on the Eastern Seaboard. Thus, as American settlers 
encountered the tall-grass prairie regions of the Midwest, myth and tradition 
similar to that surrounding the eastern primeval forests developed. Although the 
earliest reports on the settlement of the prairies suggested that "it was holiday 
work to subdue the prairie to men who for generations had been engaged in a 
battle with the primitive forests of the Atlantic coast," the prairies were often 
settled only after the woodlands of the same region had been cleared. The 
reasons for this were primarily economic-wood was needed for fuel and 
construction and the river valleys, where the forests grew, were the primary 
avenues of transportation. There is no substance to the contention that settlers 
avoided the prairies because of perceived sterility. For example, Ralph Brown. 
in reading contemporary reports of prairie settlement noted that, "no doubts 
were entertained regarding the fertility of the prairies, big or little." Writing 
about settlers faced by their first large sample of open prairie (in central Ohio), 
Brown asserted that "search of the original records has failed to bring to light 
any suggestion on the part of the settlers that they believed the soils were infertile 
because they were treeless. "1591 

Nevertheless, as the centres of the true prairies were settled, it was simply a 
matter of time before self-glorifying pioneers and local historians extended the 
reasons for early prairie avoidance to include sterile soils, excessively tough sod, 
and prairie soils which were infertile because of their treelessness.1601 McManis 
cites general texts that maintained these reasons for avoidance in the 1820s 
although he concluded that "the claim that the settlers considered the prairies 
infertile and hence unfit for cultivation because of their treelessness is not 
supported by the literature of the period, although several later reminiscences of 
settlers indicate that the belief was widely held [italics added]. "1611 That was also 
the author's research finding in the prairies of southeastern Nebraska: infertile 
prairies existed only in the minds of reminiscing pioneers. One Nebraska prairie 
settler, looking back a quarter century to 1869-70 noted of his place: "the land is 
open high prairie which people at that time thought unfit for settlements ... 
Another Nebraska settler, who came to the prairies with a Mennonite group, 
looked back in 1921 to the settlement phase (1874) and maintained that 
·'farmers at that time had mostly settled along the creeks on the bottomlands 
and I well remember how they cautioned us not to try farming table[lands] or 
uplands saying that we could not raise crops on them.'' 11121 

In The West: from the Census of 1880, published in 1882, Robert Porter 
remembered that 20 years earlier the bottomlands were regarded as corn land 
while the uplands were first looked upon as desert, later as only fit for grazing 
and later still "as fit for wheat only for a limited section along the Missouri.'*'' 1 

But if the image of the sterile virgin prairie did form in parts of the Middle West 
and pass, perhaps, to the status of a myth, it went no further. The sterile prairie 
concept never seriously challenged the idea of the prairies as Garden in account" 
contemporaneous with settlement or in the vast majority of reminiscences. 

Great American Desert 
The Great American Desert was the best example of an invented tradition m 

the interior. The image was formed by early explorers, notably Stephen Long 
and the myth was created in geographies, particularly those published in New 
England between 1820 and 1835 and in the northeast up to 1855, all during the 
presettlement phase of the Great Plains. In the New England mind it is certain!\ 
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possible that the Great American Desert myth passed to tradition among the 
better educated. These elite New Englanders wanted the United States to 
encounter a barrier to the country's headlong plunge westwards and what they 
viewed as the inevitable concomitant of expansion: more new states, senators 
and congressmen and a diminution of New England's political power in 
Washington. The wish was probably father to the myth of the Great American 
Desert in the New England mind. 

In the remainder of the East, beyond extended New England, the desert 
(viewed as lying farther and farther west and lying increasingly narrow against 
the Rocky mountain front) was never more than one of at least two myths of the 
trans-Missouri west. At mid-century, during the first waves of Plains settlement, 
the desert notion was hardly, if ever, known in the interior, on the frontier, or on 
the margin of the Great Plains.[641 This pattern of belief changed 20 years into the 
settlement process of the Plains as boosters and writers for the railroads and 
state chambers of commerce began churning out hundreds of pamphlets and 
books promoting the Plains. Many of these writers were educated in New 
England and the northeast during the period (the 1840s and 1850s) when the 
Great American Desert was one of the most sensational and memorable items in 
their textbooks. It was a simple leap of the mind for these writers to contend that 
the agricultural frontier had successfully pushed 100 miles or so into the plains 
of Kansas and Nebraska, the very same plains that had been labelled "Great 
American Desert" during their youth. The perceived agent of change in the 
Plains was increased rainfall: rain followed the plough and tree-planting; it was 
part of manifest destiny, and was a reward from a benevolent God. In the 
escalation of plains promotion, the boosters referred to the "conquest" of the 
Great American Desert of their youth, to the transformation of a real desert; 
along with the reports on the conquest came the boosters' exhortation to the 
prospective migrant to go west and do thou likewise.l651 

The boosters, local county historians, and Plains newspaper editors of 187~ 
1900 were the erasers of the memory of the pioneers. After 1880 the pioneers, 
predominantly Midwesterners who had not encountered the Great American 
Desert in their texts in the 1850s and 1860s, conveniently adopted the eastern 
boosters' textbook desert in their reminiscences recorded for the state historical 
societies and for publishers of county histories. In so doing, they initiated the 
process of invention of tradition by claiming to have conquered the Desert. The 
Romantic Plains historians of 1885-1910, who drew on pioneer reminiscences 
without knowing of the self-glorification embedded within those recollections, 
completed the invention of tradition and propagated it. Universalization-the 
idea of either a real Great American Desert between 1820-70 or a Desert existing 
in the American mind-was extended to the nation as a whole when American 
historians wrote the Desert into their school and college textbooks after 193 l .1661 

In his eminently readable and prize-winning The Great Plains (l 931 ), Walter 
Prescott Webb recapitulated the boosters' discovery or rediscovery of the Desert 
in the 1870s; the only difference between Webb's discovery and that of his 
booster predecessors was that this pre-eminent author found references to the 
Great American Desert in the late 1920s in three school geographies of 1840 and 
1850. Based upon the discovery of these three geographies, Webb built a large 
and factitious superstructure: the Great American Desert idea did exist in the 
American mind from 1820 to 1870 and it was at its most popular in the l 850s.f67l 
Apparently without ever examining Webb's sources, and without checking 
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others, the later Turnerians who wrote the school and college textbooks 
followed Webb's interpretation of the Desert myth slavishly. The paradox exists, 
therefore, that during the fifty year period (1820--1870) in which Webb and the 
later Turnerians claimed that a Great American Desert existed in the American 
mind is the only period when, in fact, practically nobody in the interior believed 
in the Desert. This is a classic example of image formation. Over the next fifty 
years, from 1870 to 1920, the people in the interior talked themselves into 
believing that a desert had existed or was thought to exist beyond the Missouri 
during the period before Plains settlement (1820-70) and that the pioneers had 
either conquered it or disproved it. This is a classic example of myth creation 
passing to invention of tradition. During still another fifty year period, from 
1920 to 1970, the entire nation ( or at least the high-school and college educated 
portion of it) believed, following Webb, that a Great American Desert had 
existed from 1820 to 1870-either in reality or in the American mind. This is a 
classic instance of universalization and the 1920--70 period was probably the 
only period in which a belief in either a real or imaginary Desert was anything 
approaching consensual.168! The sole exception to this was in the Mormon 
culture region after 1855, where the desert myth became an invented tradition 
for a majority of the literate public before 1870. Richard Jackson has concluded. 
from his studies of Mormon migration and settlement, that Mormon images of a 
"Great American Desert" east of the Rockies, the "sterile desert" of the 
Wasatch oasis, and the "barren desert" of the Great Basin were all invented 
traditions, created by Mormon officials to glorify their migration and occupa-
tion of a region which, initially, they described as bountiful.l691 

Garden and frontier 
The saints, yeomen and pioneers created first the garden and then the frontier 

to replace the forest primeval, the infertile prairies, and the great American 
desert of the pristine wilderness. As ideas, both garden and frontier have ancient 
traditions although that of the garden reaches back to Hesiod and Virgil. The 
garden was prefigured as an American pastoral image in Shakespeare's Tempest, 
and found its early American expression (albeit an ambiguous one) in Beverley's 
History and Present State of Virginia (1705). Soon after the opening of the 
eighteenth century, the image of a "landscape of reconciliation, a mild, 
agricultural, semi-primitive terrain" became "a commonplace in the rising flow 
of descriptive writing about America."l 70J Fortified by ideas drawn from the 
French and English Enlightenment, the agrarian myth in the American mind 
appeared as social theory in the writings of Franklin in the 1750s. "Uttering 
ideas shared by many of their contemporaries" both St. John de Crevecoeur in 
1783 and Thomas Jefferson in 1785 demarcated the invention of the tradition.P 11 

For a century and more, then, "the American people held on to a version of the 
pastoral ideal not unlike the one that Jefferson set forth in 1785, investing it with 
a quality of thought that can only be called mythic ... a mode of belief" in which 
Americans "saw themselves creating a society in the image of a garden. "[72l 

"The master symbol of the garden embraced a cluster of metaphors expressing 
fecundity, growth, increase, and blissful labor in the earth, all centering about 
the heroic figure of the idealized frontier farmer ... perhaps most characteristic-
ally 'yeoman'. "1731 The picture that comes most clearly to mind is of "A farmhouse 
or a neat white village ... in the foreground a pasture, a twisting brook with 
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cattle grazing nearby, then a clump of elms on a rise in the middle distance." 1741 It 
was the imagined landscape of the inland farmer of the Old Republic: self 
sufficient marketer of surplus, sturdy yeoman. backbone of the Revolution, 
backbone of the Jeffersonian agrarian Republic. The invented tradition of the 
garden embodied "group memories of an earlier, a simpler, and it was believed, 
a happier state of society. "1751 If this idyllic landscape ever existed, Jefferson saw 
it in the Shenandoah Valley and John Hancock saw it in the Worcester Uplands 
in the 176Os. But Jefferson knew as he wrote in the 178Os what Franklin had 
recognized before him: that Americans were bent on trade and commercial 
farming, and after the war of 1812 he knew that Britain had also forced 
Americans to manufacturing. The garden was an ideal, an unattainable middle 
landscape, "a kind of model. "1761 Like most invented traditions it was partly 
factitious, something the American people realized in large numbers only in the 
188Os when, led by Frederick Jackson Turner, they began to replace the garden 
tradition with that of the frontier. 

When Turner invented the frontier tradition he was, in effect, not just 
replacing the Garden of the World tradition but absorbing it into a frontier idea 
that had been "in the air" for generations.1771 By the end of the eighteenth 
century the notion of a westward American progression in space and time was 
found in Jefferson's writings. Jefferson viewed the continual presence of open 
land into which his yeoman farmers could expand as necessary to avoid 
urbanization and its corresponding decadence; writers closer to the moving 
frontier than Jefferson, from Crevecoeur in 1783 to Cooper in l 841, also saw the 
frontier as necessary-but most often as a necessary evil.1781 The election of 
Andrew Jackson as President, with a largely frontier constituency, tended to 
reinforce some of the ideals of frontier democracy and, by the mid-nineteenth 
century, Emerson, Thoreau, Parkman (one of Turner's favourites), as well as 
James Russell Lowell, were all preaching the frontier as creator of important 
traits and as preserver of American democratic values. In effect, E. L. Godkin, 
writing in 1865, anticipated Turner's invention of the frontier tradition, just 
before a rising tide of adulation of Lincoln and his upbringing prompted great 
public interest in the self-made and the frontier-bred (reinforcing the phase of 
myth creation begun by Jackson). But it was not until the Garden of the World 
paradigm was seen to be inadequate and European urban-industrial socialism 
loomed as the alternative that the intellectual and social climates were ready for 
Turner's elaboration of the old idea.1791 

Public acceptance of Turner's "interpretation" in "Significance of the Fron-
tier in American History" was rapid because he simply gave form to what 
Americans had known in their bones for more than a century. By winning over 
academic historians he universalized the tradition of the West (as symbol rather 
than place) as America's wellspring, and, although fierce academic debates later 
undermined the hypothesis, 1801 the frontier tradition (with some retained flavour 
of the garden) is still steadfast in the minds of the American people, despite the 
widely published attempts of the new historians to remake Western history.1811 

Invention of colonial New England 

In spite of the fact that the concepts of garden and frontier are most closely 
associated with the American West, in no part of the United States did versions 
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of the invented traditions of garden and frontier play a more important role in 
shaping a view of a past that never was than in New England, beginning as early 
as the late eighteenth century. And in this sense, this essay comes full circle, 
returning to the place where it began-with the New England landscape. The 
relationships between frontier, garden, and New England may seem to be 
tenuous-they are not. For in the invented American traditions of both the 
garden and the frontier, there are strong elements of New England colonialism, 
or at least New England colonialism as it was believed to be with its hardy 
frontiersmen struggling against a primal wilderness to create a pastoral garden. 

Suddenly severed from a share in the illustrious British past after the 
Revolution, Americans turned to Nature as one substitute, and to American 
colonial history and, more especially, to colonial historical fiction as another. 
New England was the heart of this historical awakening and New England 
writers were encouraged to fictionalize New England history as Sir Walter Scott 
did for the Scots in the Waverly novels and to present it as real history. The Ne\\< 
England writers did just that, in effect inventing their region as a literary artifact 
and, what is more, persuading Americans to believe in their consensual myth of 
Puritan antecedence. This myth maintained that the creation of the republic was 
the end of a series of "providentially appointed" events in New England that 
began with Plymouth, led to the founding of Massachusetts Bay and to the 
revolutions of 1688 and 1776. 1821 

The consensus legend was not "a perpetuation of filial feeling towards the 
region's primal ancestors" but rather a nineteenth-century reinvention of the 
ancestor worship advocated by and epitomized in Johnson's Wonder-Working 
Providence of 1654.1831 It coincided in time with the New England creation of the 
myth of the Great American Desert and the reinvention of the Puritan 
wilderness (without the redundant and increasingly arcane "desart"). The latter 
was redefined as a primeval forest touched no more than the desart wildernessc 
had been by the ignoble savage, reinvented on the Puritan frontier as the warrior 
savage in the mid-nineteenth century,1841 first by Cooper and later at great length 
by Parkman. Besides wilderness, primeval forest, and ignoble savage, four other 
traditions of people and landscape were invented to reveal the colonial past: (l I 
the homogeneous/generalized New Englander or Puritan; (2) the prosperous 
yeoman farmer of the garden; (3) the nucleated (agricultural) village; and (4) the 
house-encircled green. 

Generalized New Englanders as Puritans 
Memory of the 14 distinct beach-heads of six different English regional 

cultures that developed on the coasts and estuaries in the first 40 years of New 
England was largely erased by 1690-1720, as evidenced by place-naming and 
vernacular housing.!851 Erasure of regional differences proceeded further as 
Boston's political and commercial dominance increased to l 74()f86l and as the 
Massachusetts Bay Puritans obtained something like a monopoly on publicity. 
presenting themselves as New Englanders. 1871 Clear regional distinctions-~ 
political, cultural, and economic-still remained after the Revolution. "West 
Country" Maine was deeply antagonistic to Puritan Massachusetts Bay. Rhode 
Island and New Hampshire had been settled by people from the English south 
coast, midlands and home counties, expelled from among or by Massachusetts' 
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dominantly East Anglian orthodox congregationalists. The Pilgrim Old Colony 
(with English south coastal and Kentish roots) was more liberal than Massachu-
setts Bay from the first. The Connecticut Valley and particularly the old New 
Haven colony, settled especially from Sussex and Surrey, was remote from 
Boston and, by 1760, was within New York City's sphere of influence. Vermont 
was frontier) 88l Nevertheless, after the Revolution, the Massachusetts Puritans 
erased the memory of these sub-regions, absorbing the Pilgrims into a legend of 
Pilgrim-Puritan origins that was "patently reductive.'' Writers were significant 
in creating this Pilgrim-Puritan tradition, but it was "our Plymouth Rock and 
Fourth of July orations, our town and church centennials" that obliterated the 
distinction between Pilgrim and Puritan and glossed over regional differences as 
part of a "ritual affirmation of corporate New England identity." 1891 Orations 
delivered on Forefathers Day (December 22), the anniversary of the Pilgrims' 
landing, began in 1769 in Plymouth, in 1797 in Boston, and in 1805 in New 
York, suggesting image formation. The myth was created with the first of Daniel 
Webster's great patriotic orations at the Plymouth Bicentennial in 1820)901 By 
the 1840s, New England's other regions found it convenient to appropriate the 
"Massachusetts-centered myth ... in order to dignify their colony's history,"[ 911 

and the invented tradition became national after the Civil War. Turner's notion 
of the frontier turning Englishmen into "a new product that is American," 
Zelinsky's Pan-British settler culturally scrambled in the "sea-change" of the 
Atlantic, Glassie's view of New England material folk culture in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries as a transplant from southeastern England, and Harris' 
view of the rapid simplification of culture in New England, are all academic 
universalizations of the generalized New Englander. 19~1 

Fabled agricultural village of yeoman farmers on the green 
The three landscape traditions- the village, the green, and the yeoman 

farmer-arc related in their phases of development. All three were present in the 
work of Timothy Dwight and others before 1820. Myths were created over the 
next fifty years; the national traditions were invented after 1870 and before 1917, 
and the traditions were universalized by academics. 

Timothy Dwight, in Greenfield Hill ( 1794) painted colonial New England as 
Jeffersonian garden with yeoman farmers; and in his Travels in New England in 
the 1790s he dotted the New England landscape with villages and greens that we 
know now were just forming. Publication of Travels in 1821--22 at the same time 
as Sedgwick's A New England Tale ( 1822) launched the cult of the New England 
village just as the Great Orator created the myth of Puritan antecedence.f93l The 
Romanticists of the "Flowering of New England" fused and perhaps purpose-
fully confused antecedent Puritan New England with the nineteenth-century 
picturesque village to yield an implicit Puritan colonial nucleated village.f94l The 
colonial village became both the icon of New England's exceptionalism in 
America and proof of the special relationship between old and New England, so 
important to New England writers who worshipped England and the English 
landscape in the nineteenth century.r951 

With senses bombarded by orators, writers, and lithographers, New Eng-
landers found it increasingly easy to project what lay all around them backwards 
to the colonial period: the seemingly unchanging villages on the green that 
dominated the prosperous yeoman landscape of large two-storey houses.f961 
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They were aided by writers such as Cooper who, in his one New England novel 
set in the seventeenth century, characterized New England in the 1660s as "a 
colony of self-devoted and pious refugees, who ... had already transformed a 
broad waste of wilderness into smiling fields and cheerful villages."1971 Erasure of 
memory of the villageless landscape of open commons and mainly one-storey 
houses of the Revolutionary War period was complete by 1850, even before all 
those alive during the Revolution were dead. 

The conclusions of historical fiction passed directly to history in Parkman·s 
multi-volume France and England in North America (1865-92). In The Old 
Regime in Canada (1874) he wrote of "several small villages" existing between 
Boston and the primeval forest in 1643.l981 In Count Frontenac (1877) he 
described outlying farms and hamlets in the early 1690s at the edge of Maine's 
primeval forest; by far the most frequently mentioned settlement form, however, 
was the village (called "English" on one occasion).1991 By the time of A Half 
Century of Conflict (1892) Parkman described the New England landscape of 
1695 to 1705 as one of villages and hamlets; isolated farms were not mentioned. 
His description of Deerfield, hours before its massacre in 1704, was of a "little 
border hamlet" with "sights and sounds ... like those of any other rustic New 
England village. "P001 The sights and sounds he went on to describe were all those 
of agricultural villages. Parkman populated colonial New England with yeomen 
of the American garden of the nineteenth century. Writing in 1874, he 
categorized New England colonists in 1643 as "neither peasants nor soldiers, but 
a substantial Puritan yeomanry,"IIOJJ and he continued to refer to yeomen of the 
1690s in his I 877 work and yeomen soldiers of 1704 in his book of 1892.1102

1 

These yeomen were Puritan and Anglo-Saxon; they were there at the very 
beginning and there at the very edge of the frontier. It is clear that Parkman--
along with other academics such as Parkman's fellow Brahmin, Herbert Baxter 
Adams, and Adams' student Frederick Jackson Turnerl 1031-took for granted 
the New England village as icon in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as 
scholars have done for the last seventy years.11°4! 

While Parkman was writing about colonial yeomen, architects were putting 
them in large two-storey houses. Recent research by Cummings on the seven-
teenth century and Steinitz on the eighteenth century shows, on the other hand, 
that most New England houses were one-storey, many of them of one or two 
rooms only. Before the Revolution less than IO per cent of New England's 
houses were of the large two-storey central-chimney type. Yet, as the recogniz-
able legacy of the colonial landscape they greatly outnumber all other types. 
including one-storey ones.f105l The reason for this is that, after the Revolution. 
some middle-range colonial houses (wide-based capes, I-houses and saltboxes) 
were converted to large five-over-fives, while most were tom down and replaced 
as unfashionable when tastes changed during the great rebuilding period of 
commercial and industrial prosperity from 1790 to 1845. So low in esteem were 
colonial houses held between 1840 and 1870 that even high style colonial five-
over-fives and central hallway four-over-fours were torn down, in a low period 
in which even Bulfinch masterpieces were lost or, as in the case of the 
Massachusetts State House, seriously threatened) 106l 

The removal of late colonial houses began to decline in the 1870s as Boston 
architects tired of the French Academic style in the Back Bay and turned to New 
England's "glorious past" for architectural inspiration. Architects examined 
pattern books of the Federal period and went on architectural drawing 

Nicholas Lee


Nicholas Lee




20 M. J. BOWDEN 

expeditions in the field. The images in plans and books simply documented what 
was obvious to the eye: colonial fannhouses were large, two-storey, and 
obviously the homes of a prosperous yeomanry. 1I071 In the absence of scholarship 
which might have checked the visually obvious, cultural geographers and 
vernacular architectural historians have since confounded the past with the 
legacy of the past, missing the numerically dominant one-storey houses of the 
colonial era and even identifying the one-storey Cape-Cod house as a post-
Revolutionary phenomenon.P 081 Using the same method that New Englanders 
had used for 150 years they saw the village on the green and projected that back 
to the colonial period. Led along by the legend of Puritan antecedence, they saw 
agricultural village, two-storey house, and encircled green as the cultural 
expression of the generalized New Englander. 1I091 The whole was calibrated by 
cultural geography's chief mythmaker, J. B. Jackson, who universalized S. C. 
Powell's Puritan Village into a seventeenth-century New England of two-storey, 
green-facing, central-chimney houses (arks) of the annular agricultural village, 
each turning its back on the primeval forest wilderness which harboured ignoble 
savages and other wild beasts.[! 101 

Conclusion 
The grand invented tradition of American nature as a whole is the pristine 

wilderness, a succession of imagined environments which have been conceived as 
far more difficult for settlers to conquer than they ever were in reality. The 
pristine wilderness in the Northeast took the form of a howling desert wilderness 
in the seventeenth century. In the eastern United States as a whole, the pristine 
wilderness became the primeval forest in the nineteenth century. The infertile 
virgin prairie and the Great American Desert came later in time and space. The 
ignoble savage, non-agricultural and barely human, was invented to justify 
dispossession of the Indian and to prove that the Indian had no part in 
transforming America from Wilderness to Garden. In each new ecological zone 
encountered by Americans the savage was reinvented in essentially the same 
form by Cooper, Parkman, and others. With the Indians branded as indolent 
and incapable of learning the arts of civilization, America was made by Puritan 
saint, yeoman, pioneer/frontiersman, sodbuster, cowboy, and latter-day saint: 
superhuman, overachieving, self-glorifying Americans all. Their conquest of the 
pristine American wilderness was so much more rapid and difficult than ever 
before in the world that the environmental encounter permanently scarred the 
American psyche. American detractors and boosters of Americans claim that, as 
people, we are more hostile to nature and more exploitative of the environment 
than are other people.l1III This is particularly true when Americans are con-
trasted with Indians who lived, so the tradition goes, in harmony with nature, 
making no irremediable changes in the environment, and handing over to 
Europeans a virgin land. Whether denigrated as ignoble savages or idealized as 
native Americans living in perfect equilibrium and harmony with the environ-
ment, the Indians are given no credit for opening up the Eastern Woodlands, for 
creating much of America's grassland, and for transforming hardwoods to piney 
woods with their "woods-burning habit." 

Another result of the encounter with the pristine wilderness was that the 
frontier stripped Americans of their Europeanness; it made them "instant 
Americans" and prompted the development of institutions that made America 
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unique. In space the Garden came in the wake of the Frontier; in time the garden 
tradition preceded the frontier tradition by a century. The exceptions were the 
Cowboy West where the Garden never came, and New England where the 
seventeenth-century garden was invented almost simultaneously with the fron-
tier in the late nineteenth century. 

The types and processes of myth creation are arrayed across a spectrum 
ranging from the deliberate and formal to the gradual and informal. In the 
classic case of deliberate, formal invention-the creation of a sterile Wasatch 
desert by the Mormon political-religious elite-so sudden was the erasure of 
memory of the luscious land first viewed, that it is difficult to find an antecedent 
image of the place as desert. Despite exiguous sources, the Puritan elite's 
uncannily parallel creation of the desart wildernesse also appears to be deliber-
ate and formal and without an obvious phase of image formation. In these two 
cases, memory of what the living saw was erased so quickly from the pulpit that 
the believers appear to have been "brainwashed." The stage of myth creation 
was very short. The elite had clearly defined values that they wished to inculcate, 
and norms of behaviour they wished to reinforce (e.g., reverence for elders/ 
leaders). The congregations were so homogeneous, so single-minded, that no 
sooner was the myth created in the pulpit than it was an invented tradition 
among the rank and file. 

Similar to the invention of desert and desart wildernesse are the essentially 
deliberate and formal inventions of the ignoble savage/virgin land traditions of 
Virginia by Virginia's political elite, notably Captain John Smith, and of the 
''ignoble savage/vacuum domicilium" by governors Winthrop of Massachusetts 
Bay and Bradford of Plymouth. It was in the interests of all the Virginia settlers 
in 1625 to erase instantly any memory of Indians as sedentary agriculturalists, 
and they did this mainly by exterminating them or expelling them from the land, 
and justifying this in print.1'121 Before settlers arrived in Massachusetts Bay, 
Winthrop erased from their minds preconceptions any of them may have had 
that were contrary to the political elite's view that the Indians were anything 
more than non-sedentary roamers with no civil right to the land. Bradford, 
writing in 1630, within a decade of the founding of Plymouth, demonstrated 
thorough assimilation of Smith's tradition of savage as wild beast and immedi-
ate adoption of Winthrop's tradition of New England as vacuum domicilium. 
Rapid erasure of memory at Plymouth was aided by the colony's small numbers, 
the closeness of leaders and rank and file, and the almost total eradication of the 
local Indians in the decade preceding the Pilgrims' arrivaU 1131 In these cases there 
was no clear phase of myth creation and gradual erasure of memory. Ambiguity 
m the period before the invention of the traditions was resolved instantly by a 
political leader whose public position was agreed upon universally because it 
Justified the colonists' dispossession of the Indians. 

Deliberate yet informal invention occurred when an elite without the power of 
government or religion, nevertheless dominated the media and literally bom-
barded with myth a reading public already potentially receptive to their ideas. 
The intent of writers and artists was deliberate, but the process was sufficiently 
informal that phases of image formation and myth creation were rapid but 
obvious. The best example is afforded by the Boston literati, during the period 
from 1820 to 1870. Sharing a common culture, and in fine tune with the people 
in the cultural hinterland of orthogenetic Boston, the elite of "the culture city'' 
dominated the country, "but only as its accepted vent and mouthpiece." ln the 
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Hub the creative mind began "to shape into myths and stories the dreams of the 
pre-urban countryside."11I41 In a process of "communal autohypnosis,'' 11151 New 
England was invented as "not only a region but a group of traditions. "11161 The 
primeval forest with its warrior savages was replaced by a colonial garden of 
sturdy Puritan yeomen-freeholders of two-storey, central-chimney "arks" encir-
cling greens in the fabled agricultural villages at the centre of New England 
"towns.'' 

Quite different were the traditions invented gradually and informally. In the 
encounters with the infertile virgin prairie and the Great American Desert there 
was, over a period of 15~0 years, a gradual erasure of memory of the character 
of the environment encountered by the original settlers. With the help of writers 
of various types (e.g., boosters drawing on textbook writers), the settlers and 
their ancestors selected from among the alternative views of the geographic past 
presented, the most ennobling, yet believable, myth that the conquest of the wild 
and their creation of the civilized landscape would bear. 

The garden and the frontier were somewhat similar in that both ideas were "in 
the air" and part of the public domain for decades of gradual and informal 
development before a significant individual fleshed the idea out into a grand 
metaphor. The agrarian myth that emerged in the era of Franklin's jottings in 
the 1750s culminated in Jefferson's brilliant encapsulation of 1785,11171 and 
demarcated the phase of myth creation during which a variety of different 
images of the Eastern United States as Promised Land or New Canaan gave way 
to the Garden.1II8 1 Similarly, the myth of the frontier, beginning with Godkin's 
statement of 1865,11191 erased the memory of the Jeffersonian garden between 
1865 and 1893, and emerged complex and comprehensive in Turner's frontier 
essay of 1893. 

Robert Frost put the timing of the mass-producing of myths and traditions in 
America between 1825 and 1895 squarely in the lap of the American people: 

Such as we were we gave ourselves outright ... 
to the land vaguely realizing westward. 
But still unstoried, artless, unenhanced, 
Such as she was, such as she would bccome.11201 

The "becoming" of the mid-nineteenth century, followed the vague realizing of 
image formation early in the century, and entailed making the land over, 
enhancing it with stories, art, and artifice. All the myths and traditions 
considered in this essay were either made during the 1825-95 period, or in the 
cases of the ignoble savage, desart wildernesse, and garden, re-made in the same 
period-reinvented, respectively, as warrior savage, primeval forest, and fron-
tier. This was America's great phase of nationalism that followed Americans' 
growing realization that they ''no more possessed" the glorious past of the old 
traditions of the British Empire. 

Americans turned increasingly after 1820 to substitutes for this lost British 
history: to American nature and to an American-made past. Writers and artists 
proudly pointed to an environment wilder, tougher, and more vast than that of 
Europe. They ··proved" increasingly that the interaction between Americans 
and their pristine wilderness, their conquest of it, and its "possession" of them 
on the frontier, measured and marked their success as a nation. The early craze 
for history (l 790-1830), mainly of the colonial and Revolutionary periods, 
passed rapidly after 1815 into the creation of an historically suitable, fictional-
ized and ritualized past, much pref erred to the more mundane history-as-fact. 
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The inspiration for .this was Sir Walter Scott's Waverly novels which invented "a 
popular narrative form that impressed many contemporaries as more truly 
historical than most history books and that brought period historiography and 
fiction into closer relationship."1 1211 This efflorescence of historical fiction 
between 1820 and 1860 was coincident with the main period of American 
mythmaking. After the Civil War, and during the Centennial decade, Americans 
simply selected the self-images, myths, and legends they wanted, and elevated 
them to new national traditions. 
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