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Muddy Ground: Native Peoples, Chicago’s Portage, and the Transformation of
A Continent, by John William Nelson. David J. Weber Series in the New
Borderlands History. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2023. ix, 288 pp. 10 halftones, 2 maps, notes, bibliography, index. $80.00
hardcover.

Reviewer John N. Low, JD, Ph.D. is Professor of Comparative Studies and
the Director of the Newark Earthworks Center at The Ohio State Univer-
sity—Newark. He is an expert in American Indian Studies, Federal Indian
law, and is an enrolled citizen of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians

Muddy Ground by John William Nelson is according to the author most
accurately a history of the Chicago Portage and not a history of the city
of Chicago itself. However, the two are inexorably linked and so the
reader gets both in this manuscript. Written by a recent Ph.D. recipient
from the University of Notre Dame and now an assistant professor at
Texas Tech University, methodologically the book presents a standard
archive-based history of the Chicago region, its peoples, politics, and
waterways. This is not ethnohistory. In my opinion, the book would
have benefited substantially by reaching out to appropriate tribal na-
tions and scholars rather than relying on the usual settler colonial re-
sources and narratives. This is particularly odd to me given that the
University of Notre Dame from which the author graduated is very
close to three Potawatomi tribal nations in Michigan. Nonetheless, it is
a well-written effort that can serve as a resource for anyone interested
in Chicago area history, environmental history, and the focus of the
book—how peoples understood, used, and sought to control the geog-
raphy of the area and how space and movement shape power. For those
reasons it should have a broad audience, including readers of the Annals
of lowa.

The book is divided into an introduction, five chapters and an epi-
logue along with endnotes and index. The Introduction provides a nice
overview of the histories that the book will attempt to chronicle. Chap-
ter One is titled “Openings: From Ecotone to Borderlands” and identi-
fies the Chicago Portage as an ecotone—a transitional space. The best
part of this book is how the author connects the impact of the environ-
ment and geography on people and vice versa.

Chapter Two “Barriers: Imperial Ambitions and Failures at Chicago
Portages” recounts early efforts by the French government, missionar-
ies, and traders, to make the Chicago Portage and surrounding area a
part of the French network of North American colonial power, which
ultimately failed. Chapter Three “Crossroads: Indigenous Resurgence
at the Portages” identifies how the relative isolation of the area pro-
vided an opportunity for Native peoples and communities to reclaim
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the region as their own. Chapter Four “Thoroughfare: American Order
and Threat” tracks the collision of the Indigenous view of the Chicago
Portage as a route of traverse versus the new United States plan of the
area as a claimed and controlled space under the thumb of the U.S. and
change the focus of the portage from mobility to control. Chapter Five
“Floodgates: Rendering Indigenous Space into an American Place”
identifies how the United States imposed upon the Portage and the sur-
rounding area its own networks of mobility, transportation and com-
merce that excluded the Indigenous inhabitants, who would be forced
to cede the lands and flee north or be removed west. In this chapter the
author makes the claim that the U.S took control of the region not by
conquest but by consent. This confusing proposition is unsupported by
the facts, as treaty making was most often anything but consensual. The
Epilogue moves to present-day Chicago and the uncertainty of its fu-
ture given contemporary concerns about climate change, etc.

I think that the book suffers from several problems. Over reliance
on the archive privileges settler colonial perspectives. In addition, and
awkwardly, the author conflates the Potawatomi with the Ojibwe and
Odawa. The Potawatomi are not Anishinaabe as the author insists on
labeling us (we are Nishnabe) and Chicago is not Anishinaabewaki
(land of the Ojibwe /Odawa). Unfortunately, it all makes for a confusing
narrative that detracts from the book.

A Prairie Faith: The Religious Life of Laura Ingalls Wilder, by John ]. Fry.
Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 2024. xvii,
217 pp. Map, notes, index. $24.95 paperback.

Reviewer Sarah S. Uthoff is a reference librarian at Kirkwood Community
College. An expert on Laura Ingalls Wilder, she leads Trundlebed Tales,
fighting to bring the history, mystery, magic, and imagination of Laura
Ingalls Wilder and other greats of children’s literature to a new generation.

The image of the pioneer in American culture is a girl in braids and a
calico dress playing on the prairie. She is Laura Ingalls Wilder, and her
“Little House” books have molded what Americans think is the past.
That makes her life worth reading about for both scholars and fans. In
fact, Pioneer Girl, Wilder’s memoir, has sold more copies as an individ-
ual title than every other book the South Dakota Historical Society Press
has ever published added together.

Some of Wilder’s fans are active Christians so an examination of
Wilder’s religious beliefs makes sense. Stephen Hines and Dan White,
known for republishing Wilder’s work, have published books with that
same focus. They each individually pulled some of Wilder’s writing
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