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This book is a continental history of indigenous  people on a continent 
where  there are sometimes profound disagreements about which terms 
are appropriate to refer to them. Within the United States, most edu-
cators and media use the term �Native Americans,� even as indigenous 
people themselves (with impor tant exceptions) generally continue to 
prefer �Indians.� In Alaska, however, indigenous  people call them-
selves �Native Alaskans� collectively. In Canada it is widely judged to 
be insensitive and even racist to use the word �Indians,� though some 
indigenous  people (particularly older ones) continue to do so. North of 
the border, �First Nations� is the appropriate phrase.  These di�erences 
pose signi�cant challenges to an author from the United States writing 
for a diverse audience that hopefully  will include Native  people of 
vari ous backgrounds, Canadians, and  people even farther a�eld.

Another prob lem is which terms to use when referring to indigenous 
tribal and ethnic groups. Many tribal communities did not (and do not) 
call themselves by the names by which the general public has come to 
know them. A number of the tribal names most familiar to general 
readers originated with the group�s indigenous neighbors (including 
enemies), then passed through En glish, French, or Spanish into current 
parlance (Mohawk and Sioux are examples). In other cases, colonists 
themselves made up their own names for groups of indigenous  people 
(as in the case of the Creeks or the Hurons). Canadians often refer to the 
Piikani (or Piegan / Peigan), Kainai (or Blood), and Siksika (or Blackfoot 
proper)  peoples collectively as the Blackfoot or the Blackfoot confed-
eracy. In the United States one often hears them called by the plural, 
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Blackfeet. The Blackfeet / Blackfoot themselves use the term Niitsitapi 
(meaning the Real or Original  People).

My guiding princi ple is to write in language that  will be understood 
by the widest audience. At the risk of o� ending my Canadian readers, 
I use the terms �Indians,� �Natives,� and �indigenous  people� inter-
changeably. My explanation (or excuse) is that most  people in the United 
States are completely unfamiliar with the phrase �First Nations,� and 
most (albeit not all) of the Native  people I know personally do not use 
it. Wherever pos si ble, I refer to speci� c tribal or ethnic groups. At the 
risk of o� ending my indigenous readers, I tend to err on the side of fa-
miliar tribal names, such as using �Iroquois� or �Five Nations� instead 
of �Haudenosaunee,� and �Navajo� instead of �DinØ.� I hope readers 
who disagree with  these choices  will � nd a source of forgiveness in my 
mission to bring historical indigenous actors to the fore and respect-
fully treat the complex challenges, concerns, and priorities that  shaped 
their lives.

My interest in making this work as accessible as pos si ble has also led 
me to modernize spelling and punctuation in the many quotations that 
� avor this narrative. For the same reason, I have restricted notes to the 
end of paragraphs. Readers who want to locate the source of a par tic-
u lar quote  will � nd a portion of that quote included in the notes along-
side the appropriate citation.
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