
UCLA
American Indian Culture and Research Journal 

Title
Can a Myth Be Astronomically Dated?

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0f04m96b

Journal
American Indian Culture and Research Journal , 23(4)

ISSN
0161-6463

Author
Henige, David

Publication Date
1999-09-01

DOI
10.17953

Copyright Information
This work is made available under the terms of a Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial License, availalbe at 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0f04m96b
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


AAERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCHJOURNAL 23:4 (1999) 127-157 

Can a Myth Be Astronomically Dated?l 

DAVID HENIGE 

All states and nations seek their founding moments. Myth accretes, com- 
memoration re-enacts, academic controversy flourishes. 

All of these dates I regard as spurious. The whole search for an exact date 
of the formation of the Iroquois seem to be nonsense.3 

INTRODUCTION 

In a recently published paper, Barbara A. Mann and Jerry L. Fields make a 
simple, but arresting, assertion: “the Haudenosaunee [Iroquois] League was 
founded on the pleasant afternoon of August 31,1142.”4 This statement’s pre- 
cision-and, even more, its methodology-would, if justified, have profound 
implications not only for the founding of the Iroquois League, but also for the 
longstanding debate about the chronology of oral tradition and the ability of 
oral societies to retain such details accurately over countless transmissions.5 
My intention in this paper is to speak generally to this issue by using Mann 
and Fields’ extensive effort as a symptom of the larger issue.6 Mann and Fields 
arrive at their conclusion by arguing that a solar eclipse occurred at the very 
moment the League was formed. They then proceeded to determine which 
eclipse best suited this hypothesis. 

This paper argues that this claim is not true, or rather that there is no 
serious evidence that it is true, for it can hardly be asserted categorically that 
the Iroquois League was not founded on this day or any other day before its 
first mention in contemporaneous sources.’ In developing this argument I 
will consider first the ways in which Mann and Fields establish a specific 
eclipse date; that is, the process by which they eliminate all other possibilities. 
I then discuss their use of sources, which, I argue, falls well short of the criti- 
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cal canons that are widely accepted by historians for tying together evidence 
and argument. I conclude by suggesting that the particular foundation story 
of the Iroquois League is a story that began to evolve at some point, probably 
around the turn of the nineteenth century, to account for the League and to 
strengthen its purpose in the face of continuing white aggression. 

HISTORICAL EVIDENCE 

The first question to be considered is: what is the strength of the evidence that 
such an eclipse has been accurately remembered in Iroquois traditions? Mann 
and Fields immediately run into difficulties trying to answer this question. 
They begin by citing evidence that the skies were important in Iroquois lore. 
While true, this is irrelevant. Despite their argument that “[a] ny dating of the 
League must account for the Sky signs of tradition within their proper con- 
text,” and, further, that there “were a multiplicity of Sky signs in League tra- 
dition,” an interest in things celestial, no matter how consuming, is scarcely 
p i m a  facie evidence either for an eclipse or for its remembrance for cen- 
turies.8 

Such evidence is, as we will see, strikingly exiguous, though not less so 
than their efforts to subject this evidence to critical scrutiny. At no point in 
their discussion do Mann and Fields wonder whether such an eclipse in fact 
occurred at the time the League was founded. Instead, they are content to rely 
on the testimony of only one informant, Paul Wallace, who testified that: 

As they were thinking it over there occurred a strange event. The sun 
went out and for a little while it was complete darkness. This decided 
those Senecas who were in doubt. They thought this a sign that they 
should join the Confederacy. This happened when the grass was knee 
high, I think, or when the corn was getting ripe.9 

On the basis of this single opinion, hedged as it was, Mann and Fields con- 
tinue: “Obviously, the statement, ‘The sun went out and for a little while it was 
complete darkness,’ can refer only to an impressive eclipse.”IO 

Mann and Fields display no interest in knowingjust when and under what 
circumstances this datum was collected. To judge from Wallace’s above 
description, it would seem that the testimony dated from no earlier than 
about 1900, under conditions that are not specified and from an informant 
who had since died at the hand of another informant. Small wonder that 
Wallace, at least, made it clear that he was presenting the testimony “without 
making any claims for its infallibility.”“ 

Mann and Fields express no such reservations themselves, but proceed to 
narrow the time of year that such an eclipse would have occurred, concluding 
that it must have been “between July and September, in early afternoon.” The 
former conclusion is based on the height of grass as mentioned in the tradi- 
tion, and the latter conclusion on the grounds that “governmental activities 
are conducted in the early afternoon” among the Iroquois, now and, appar- 
ently, always.12 
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But does the word always apply here? Even the most extended accounts 
of the League’s founding tradition do not provide enough information to 
decide upon the time of day at which meetings occurred. In addition, there 
is not much information on Iroquois councils that did not involve whites-a 
possible distorting factor. Still, looking at early accounts of the Iroquois pro- 
vides some data seriously damaging to Mann and Fields’ assumption. To take 
just one example, Joseph-Franqois Lafitau, writing early in the eighteenth 
century, had this to say about the deliberations of what appears to be the 
League council: 

This Council has sessions that are closed and others that are open. 
The first are held to deliberate on their different interests, of whatev- 
er nature they may be; and the second in order to declare publicly 
what has been resolved, or for all the other affairs of the 
Nation.. . .Although there is no regular time for holding these coun- 
cils, people usually go to them at nightfall [ u l’entrie de la nuit] .I3 

Of course, Lafitau might inadvertently have been describing an anomalous 
situation. There is no evidence to this effect, however, and Lafitau’s descrip- 
tion is a central work in early Iroquois ethnography. Under these circum- 
stances, Mann and Fields have an obligation to address his assertion, since it 
directly refutes their own conclusion on this point, which is vital to their 
entire argument.14 

MATHEMATICAL LEGERDEMAIN 

In an attempt to bring independent evidence to bear on their proposed 
eclipse date, Mann and Fields turn to traditions regarding the number of 
Adodarhos, whom they describe as “Presiding Officers of the League.” 
According to one of their correspondents, “there have been one hundred 
and forty five men who have served in the position of tadotarho.”l5 Since, they 
argue, “the Adodarho enjoys a lifetime appointment to office.. .we know that 
the League was founded 145 lifetimes ago, as of 1994,” even though this con- 
fuses tenure in office with length of life. One hundred forty-five lifetimes at, 
say, thirty-five years each, would produce a founding date of 3081 B.c.: [ 1994 
- (145 X 35)].16 Mann and Fields fail to notice this mathematical improba- 
bility, and turn to “still more benchmarks to aid in counting the years through 
the list of Adodarho.” According to them, “[a] Mohawk tradition,” as 
expressed by unidentified modern informants, stated that the Adodarho at 
the time of Jacques Cartier’s first voyage in 1534 was the thirty-third in suc- 
cession.15 If these traditions are to be taken as true, it would logically follow 
that there were 112 Adodarhos between 1535 and 1994, giving each of them 
an average tenure in office of less than four years. By the terms of their own 
argument then, extrapolating back from 1535 would give a date of 1409- 
[1534 - (3.8 X 33)]-for the founding of the Confederacy. However, Mann 
and Fields do not carry this calculation out, even though it is virtually man- 
dated by their o m  choice of method and data. 
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Instead, Mann and Fields look elsewhere to find longer average tenures 
in office, not at all a difficult task. One of those they include is that of the 
popes, but they do so rather oddly and with clear hopes of conforming this 
average to better their argument. For instance, they speak of “129 pontiffs of 
the papacy,” whereas there have been more than twice that many popes. Then 
they decided to treat “[tlerms of office shorter than one year ... as unusual 
events” and “exclude [them] from consideration.”I* Of course, this increases 
their hypothesized tenure average, although by how much is uncertain 
because it is impossible to know just which 129 popes (out of 266) they hap- 
pen to be treating. Does it matter? Should papal tenures of less than one year 
be treated as so “unusual” that they need to be excluded? Far from it. No 
fewer than forty-six popes, or 17.2 percent of the total, reigned for less than a 
year. This is more than four times the number of popes (eleven) who held 
office for more than twenty years, though Maim and Fields presumably 
include these latter.19 

This is surely an extraordinary definition of “unusual,” but one that helps 
Mann and Fields’ claim that “we are 99.7 percent confident that the time 
spanned by thirty-three offices falls between 400 and 900 years.’’ZO This result, 
a minimum average tenure of 12.1 years, is far higher than the actual papal 
tenure of 7.3 years, as well as that (8.7) of the doges of Venice, a similar geron- 
tocratic office.21 

This incorrect series of calculations enables Mann and Fields to place “the 
founding of the League somewhat between the year 634 C.E. and 1134 c.E.” In 
fact, it does more: it renders their proposed date of 1142 (“a negligible eight 
years past 11 34”) downright conservative.22 Unfortunately, both the method 
and the methodology behind this attempt at chronological bracketing are too 
riddled with omissions, errors, and misconceptions to serve as more than a 
benchmark of the vacuity of the whole argument that the establishment of the 
League can be astronomically dated by means of excluding all but one possi- 
ble eclipse event. 

Mann and Fields close their discussion of eclipsedating proper with a 
technical consideration of eclipse paths. From this they conclude, as already 
noted, that the 3.5-minute total eclipse that began at 3:20 P.M. on the last day 
of August 857 years ago coincided with the very founding of the Iroquois 
League. Mann and Fields are probably correct to consider only eclipses with 
a magnitude of at least 95 percent. In the past, as they point out, partial and 
annular eclipses have been put into the pool to be considered. In excluding 
these, they follow Robert R. Newton, who demonstrated that eclipses of less 
than 95 percent are barely perceptible even to astronomically-aware societies, 
that is, those with members who understand the physical properties and pre- 
dictability of an eclipse and can anticipate its coming.23 

CARTIER AND LAFITAU 

A microcosm of the insuperable problems that Mann and Fields place in their 
own path is the brief discussion by which they hope to bring Jacques Cartier and 
Joseph-FranCois Lafitau to their assistance. The first passage reads as follows: 
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Interestingly, there is a probable European counterpart to this 
Mohawk tradition [of thirty-three Adodarhos] in Cartier’s 1534 jour- 
nal. After Cartier erected an enormous cross, staking the French claim 
to the St. Lawrence River valley, a Haudenosaunee sachem rebuked 
him vehemently, countering that the land in all four directions 
belonged exclusively to the Iroquois. It was probably during his 
“harangue” that the sachem read off the thirty-three Adodarho by way 
of proving his case. 

At this point Mann and Fields cite Cartier as their source, which might lead 
readers to believe that he had mentioned such a recitation. He did not, and 
thus he offers no support for Mann and Fields’ effort to co-opt him.24 

Mann and Fields fail to reveal that this encounter took place at Gaspk 
Harbour and that the Indians are thought to be from the settlement at 
Stadacona (Quebec city) that Cartier visited the next year. The Indians of 
Stadacona-and of Hochelaga to the west at Montrkal-disappeared between 
Cartier’s voyages and those of Champlain some seventy-five years later. Their 
identity and the reasons they disappeared have been the subject of much dis- 
pute for more than two centuries.25 The weight of current opinion is that 
these groups were linguistically Iroquoian, but not historically or politically 
like the Iroquois.26 Their language was related to those of the Five Nations, 
but there was otherwise no particular connection. Bruce Trigger, among oth- 
ers, holds that it is doubtful that there was any relationship at all, except that, 
according to some traditions recorded in the seventeenth century, the 
Laurentian Iroquois were attacked and dispersed by one or more of the Five 
Nati0ns.9~ 

Mann and Fields seem oblivious to this entire discussion, enabling them 
to speak of “sachems” who were in a position to dilate on the origins of the 
Iroquois League far away from its locus. But even if there were a demonstra- 
ble relationship, there is nothing whatever in Cartier’s account to permit their 
own conclusions as to the content of the Indians’ discourse. 

But Mann and Fields are not yet done, for they then cite Joseph-FranCois 
Lafiitau by way of a modern paraphrase, which has Lafiitau referring to “a stick 
of enlistment,” which Mann and Fields take to mean a mnemonic device with 
a list of Adodarhos.28 Regretably, this is not the purport of Lafitau’s text. As 
Lafitau describes it, once war had been decided on, a “[bluchette” was raised. 
This was “a piece of fashioned wood, decorated with vermilion, which each 
Warrior marked with some note, or distinctive mark, and gave it to the Chief, 
as a symbol that represented his [the warrior’s] own person, and that could 
be regarded as a sign of his engagement so long as it lasted.”Yg 

Lafitau goes on to observe that this “[bluchette” was also used to identi- 
f y  deserters for punishment. This description does not fit the role of the 
Condolence Cane, which is a mnemonic device designed to aid in memoriz- 
ing lists of past chiefs. As Lafitau described the case, any mnemonics the pro- 
cedure provided were synchronic, dealing with the present, and not 
diachronic, concerned with the past. Lafitau might have been wrong, but 
demonstrating this requires more than distorting his evidence.30 
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TRADITIONAL EVIDENCE 

Mann and Fields are at serious odds with majority opinion when they claim 
that “traditionalists.. .see events as processes, not faits accomplis irrevocably 
attached to one moment in time,” in contrast to “Western scholars.”31 This 
line of reasoning runs directly counter to generations of analyses of such fea- 
tures as culture heroes, who are typically seen by oral tradition as singlehand- 
edly introducing religion or agriculture or writing or monarchical rule to par- 
ticular societies. 

Armed with this notion, Mann and Fields go on to suggest, plausibly 
enough, that “[tlhe formation of the League was...a lengthy process, i f  one 
understands the language of tradition. ‘Tomorrow’ means ‘next year.’ By the same 
token,” they continue, “when Deganawida provides for a Constitutional con- 
vention every ‘five’ years, he means about once a generation.” Finally, “the 
black sun may well have capped off a century of work.”3* 

They call their discussion here “a small cautionary note.” Ironically, it is 
probably closer to being true than the rest of their argument. Under the cir- 
cumstances, it is no surprise that they would tell readers that, in response to 
an inquiry, one informant assured them that “[tlhe elders guess that it took a 
period of 100 to 120 years to bring the Five Nations together.”33 To put faith 
in this claim, reasonable though it might seem, we would need to know-at 
least-the tenor of the question that produced this response, and it would be 
useful as well to learn more about the bases of this “guess,” but none of this is 
forthcoming. 

Mann and Field’s greatest problems result from their impregnable trust 
in the accuracy of the few ‘traditions’ they choose to use. Their reading of 
these is powerfully simplistic, and requires that we believe that millennium- 
old traditions have survived the ravages of passing time virtually unscathed.34 
Mann and Fields prefer to deal with the problems inherent in this form of 
feedback by peremptorily dismissing all testimony that disagrees with their 
hypothesis. They are admirably candid about this, freely admitting, for exam- 
ple, that “[flor purposes of this paper, ethnographic ‘sources’ like David 
Cusick and J.N.B. Hewitt are excluded. The reason for their omission is that 
such so-called Native informants are simply not interchangeable with tradi- 
tional Keepers.”35 

Mann and Fields are fond of bringing crucial, if often unnamed, 
“Keepers” into their argument-aces in the hole against those who would crit- 
icize their data. They use the term more than twenty times, yet never define 
it. Presumably they do not have the traditional “fire keepers” in mind, since 
these are always Onondaga and they refer in at least one instance to “Mohawk 
Keepers” and mention “Keepers” from other nations as well.36 All things con- 
sidered, it hardly seems unfair to ask why they see so little evidence for the 
input of these “Keepers,” whoever they were, in earlier times. 

As we will see, both Joshua Clark and Henry Rowe Schoolcraft claimed to 
rely heavily on Abram La Fort. Clark characterized La Fort as “successor.. .in 
the principal chieftainship of the Onondagas, and in all the mythology and 
intricate mysteries of the peculiar institutions of the Six Nations.”37 This 
sounds a lot like he was a “Keeper,” yet neither Clark nor Schoolcraft have any- 
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thing at all to say about an eclipse in their otherwise fairly circumstantial 
accounts of the council at which, they claim, the League was formed. Could 
La Fort, as avatar of received tradition, have mentioned such an eclipse only 
to have both Clark and Schoolcraft disregard this detail as uninteresting?38 

The plain gravitus of Mann and Fields’ argument is that informants like 
Cusick, although writing nearly two centuries ago, were actually more contami- 
nated than contemporary “Keepers” who have corresponded with Mann and 
Fields. These, it would seem, have insulated themselves against a kaleidoscopi- 
cally changing world and in the process have preserved authentic tradition that 
was unchanged for centuries. This notion has little support in the larger world 
of oral tradition, where it is recognized that political exigencies, literacy, and 
Christianization all play corrosive roles with respect to oral tradition.39 And, of 
course, the Iroquois have undergone heavy doses of each of these. In fact, any 
effort-and there have been several-to date the formation of the League by ref- 
erence to Columbus or Cartier or Champlain is, ips0 fact., a borrowing.40 

In effect, Mann and Fields resort to the notion of “Keepers” largely as a 
means to accept certain dates and reject others. As we have seen, they reject 
the earliest accounts of the founding of the League on these grounds. This 
adroit maneuver is not only self-serving, but also disingenuous. The implica- 
tion is clear: the authors have at last been able to penetrate the core of an 
unchanged Iroquois tradition. This is well illustrated in their citation to a 
statement by “Chief Jake Swamp (Mohawk):. ..‘I tend to think that two thou- 
sand years is not out of reach when you consider the highly sophisticated 
structure already in place by contact. To be on the safe side of things, I usu- 
ally just mention one thousand years or somewhere between the two 
extremes.’”41 They follow this by quoting a “confederate lord of the Cayuga 
nation” to the effect that “the Peacemaker [Dekanawidah or Hiawatha] ... was 
the same prophet that the white race call Jesus’. . . So this is according to the 
elders and what they talked about the founding of the League more than 
three thousand years ag0.”4* 

Mann and Fields must see these strange observations as supporting their 
case. Most scholars would see them differently: as clear expressions of the fact 
that these sources do not have any idea when the League was founded, are 
indifferent to the issue, and are content to satisfy whatever needs they per- 
ceive in questions they receive on the matter. In fact, nothing could more 
clearly indicate the folly of attempting to date the founding of the League 
than these quotations. 

In particular, one would think, in addressing the matter of “Keepers,” 
Mann and Fields need also to take account of such testimony as offered by 
Chief John Buck in 1887. Buck was an Onondaga chief who was described as 
a “Firekeeper,” yet he thought that the formation of the League took place 
“during the settlement of NewYork State by the English, Dutch, and French;” 
that is, even later than the majority opinion at that time and since.43 

Elsewhere, Mann and Fields take Elisabeth Tooker to task for implying 
that “the Keepers are in disagreement with one another.” On the contrary, 
they argue, “[kleepers uniformly date the League between 1000 B.C.E. and 
1390 c.E.[!]”~~ Presumably, we are being asked to regard a difference of opin- 
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ion of nearly 2,500 years as “agreement,” while at the same time ignore the 
fact that Tooker was alluding to a range of less than two hundred years. 

ARCHEOLOGY 

Mann and Fields have little to say about archeological evidence. While this 
can hardly demonstrate the truth or falsity of an event recorded in tradition, 
as it happens, Iroquois archeology does suggest that “pervasive warfare” (e.g., 
larger and stronger palisades and population congregation) became endem- 
ic only afterthe mid-fifteenth century-a chronology that would turn the logic 
of Mann and Fields’ dating on its head.45 Mann and Fields insist, however, that 
Iroquois oral tradition negates the idea that the organization of the League 
occurred, at least in part, as a response to news of the Europeans, which, they 
properly argue, well antedated the arrival of Champlain or even of Cartier. 
Their argument here is one of silence-it is simply that Europeans are not 
known to be mentioned in any traditions concerning the formation.46 

With more justification, they further insist that the palisading of the six- 
teenth century was in self-defense to the encroaching Europeans. However, 
they go too far when they claim that it was only defense against outsiders that 
occasioned such fortification, since this conclusion is the result of petitio pnn- 
cipii; that is, it derives from their dating rather than being a cause for it. 
However, they advance the claim only to use against “conservative” historians: 

Historians are aware that, absent internecine strife as the reason for mid- 
sixteenth century palisades, their claim for a postcontact League is in 
jeopardy. To get around the difficulty, some propose that the European 
invasion actually stimulated the formation of the League. This argument 
not only posits European contact as the central event of Haudenosaunee 
history, but it does so illogically. Somewhere in the middle of this circu- 
lar spiel, the threat to the pre-League Iroquois transmutes from each 
other into the Europeans. The argument is specious.47 

Taking something that requires demonstration-their “Pax 1roquoia”-as 
fact, Mann and Fields embark on an argument that is at least as circular as any 
they would criticize. Moreover, it fails to consider that, as so often has been 
the case, the advent of Europeans in an area resulted in changing alliances 
and increased local tensions in the race to take advantages of new opportuni- 
ties.48 Thus, there is more than enough room to accommodate the hypothe- 
sis that both Iroquois tradition and Mann and Fields’ hypothesis are true 
rather than mutually exclusive.49 This would not strengthen the case for a six- 
teenth-century date for the formation of the League, but it would negate 
Mann and Fields’ arguments against such a date.50 

EARLY ESTIMATES OF THE FOUNDING DATE 

Mann and Fields discuss some earlier estimates of the date of the founding of 
the League and concede that none of these earlier theories advocate a date 
nearly as early as their 0 ~ n . 5 1  One source they did not consider is actually one 
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which might be seen to give them some slight support (as would Cusick, of 
course). This was the account of Joshua V. H. Clark, an Onondaga who p u b  
lished an ethnohistory of his nation in 1849. According to Clark: 

At what period or for what purpose this league was originally formed, 
is a matter wholly speculative, as the records of history and Indian tra- 
dition are alike uncertain, and throw but feeble light upon the sub- 
ject.. . .Common danger or a desire for conquest were the motives, 
rather than a far-seeing policy, which must have actuated these people 
to form a league of consolidation. 

Having conceded that there was no evidence supporting the matter, Clark 
proceeds to offer an opinion just the same: 

By some authors the time of the formation of the great league or con- 
federacy was about the life of one man before the Dutch landed at 
New-York. By others, about a hundred years before that period. 
[Ephraim] Webster, the Onondaga interpreter, and good authority 
[and one of Dunlap’s authorities; see below] states it at about two gen- 
erations before the white people came to trade with the Indians. But 
from the permanency of their institutions, the peculiar structure of 
their government, the intricacy of their civil affairs, the stability of 
their religious beliefs and the uniformity of their pagan ceremonies, 
differing from other Indian nations in important particulars, we are 
inclined to the opinion that their federative existence must have had 
a much longer duration. And from the following tradition, we are 
inclined to the opinion, that the period is unknown, and the time lost, 
in the clouded uncertainties of the past? 

Clark’s reasoning for choosing an earlier, if unknown, date was qualitative 
rather than quantitative. Indeed, elsewhere he offered indirect evidence for a 
date even later than the very ones he was criticizing. Stating that “[flrom time 
immemorial, the Onondagas have furnished the King-‘TAH-TO-TAH,’ or 
principal civil officer of the confederacy,” he went on to write that the present 
incumbent was “the XIII., XIV. or XV. from the first.”53 Since he was only 
“about seven years old” and had acceded very recently, we can eliminate him 
from any calculations. 

Now we have already seen that, by inference, Mann and Field accord this 
office an average tenure of either twelve years or four years. Taking the for- 
mer, the first Adodarho would have acceded to office-and the Iroquois 
League founded-between approximately 1677 and 1701-[1845 - (12 X 
14)] or [1845 - (12 X 12)]-or even as recently as between 1789 and 1797: 
[1845 - (12 X 4)] or [1845 - (4 X 14)]. For the sake of argument, we can raise 
these figures as high as twenty to twenty-five years per reign, but hardly any 
higher? By this more generous line of reasoning, the League would have 
been founded, at least according to Clark, somewhere between circa. 1495- 
[1845 - (25 X 14)I-and ca. 1605-[1845 - (20 X 12)]. 

Such calculations are, of course, fatuous in the extreme. Those I have 
performed here for the sake of demonstration follow Mann and Fields’ 
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exactly in their methodology and are based on evidence no worse than that 
which they bring to the table. 

ECLIPSES AND THE HISTORICAL RECORD 

In assessing the likelihood that Mann and Fields are correct in concluding that 
Iroquois oral tradition can combine with eclipse-track data to date an eight-cen- 
turies-old event to within three-and-a-half minutes, we need to consider similar 
sets of circumstances. For instance, in 1142 Stephen and Matilda were contest- 
ing the throne of England, Louis VII of France had just acceded to the throne, 
the Second Crusade was about to embark, the Mongols had yet to make an 
appearance, and the Inca and Aztec states were several centuries yet in the off- 
ing. Consider the possibility that these events and others contemporaneous with 
them would be remembered with such exactitude so much later with nothing 
but the dubious fidelity of orally transmitted material to buttress them.55 It is 
hard to imagine any historian taking such a claim nearly as seriously as Mann 
and Fields take one skein of Iroquois oral tradition. 

Had Mann and Fields made an attempt to test probabilities by looking at 
cases from other places and times, they would quickly have had more than 
enough examples of astronomical events that had been wrongly assimilated to 
historical events. A famous example-and one that might well have come to 
the attention of the Iroquois as early as the seventeenth century-is the tra- 
dition that Christ’s crucifixion was accompanied by an eclipse.56 This can be 
shown not to have been the case, leading some trying to salvage the biblical 
record by conjuring up such eclipse-like phenomena as a dust stom.57 

Many other dramatic historical events have also been clothed with eclipse 
vestments; somewhat like the emperor’s new clothes, they have been found 
not to fit-indeed, not to exist.58 Instead we are in the presence of a perfect- 
ly commonplace, and perfectly reasonable, literary topos. Events which man 
marks as epochal are then made by man to be noticed by the heavens as well. 
It is seen as a fit and neat exercise of literary talent, a practice that began as 
early as the second millennium B.C. and which continues even in a world 
seemingly made uncongenial by its remorseless ability to detect assimilation 
of just this kind. 

Mann and Fields’ approach mirrors a familiar desire to fur absolute dates to 
events mentioned in the historical record or otherwise recorded. This is 
absolutely natural and normal and follows the old dictum: “no chronology, no 
history.” But the desire does not always avoid becoming blind to the hazards 
involved. Dating the volcanic destruction of the island of Thera in the Aegean 
by means of Greenland ice cores is a case in point. Evidence from the latter 
could possibly point to unusually severe volcanic activity from 1628 to 1626 B.c., 

and this evidence has been repeatedly pressed into service recently to date the 
destruction of Thera and to correlate it with other events. Recently, a more 
skeptical look at the ice core evidence shows it to be far too complicated to per- 
mit such a straight-line correlation.59 The totality of evidence suggests that a 
case for dating Thera by ice cores cannot resist the arguments that can be 
brought against it. It is notjust a case of “not proven,” but one of “not likely.”60 
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NINETEENTH-CENTURY ACCOUNTS 

It does not seem unreasonable and, under the circumstances, particularly 
necessary, to expand the discussion to Hiawatha. Was he a historical person- 
age, or should he be regarded more like King Arthur, the Five Good 
Emperors of China at the end of the third millennium B.c., or a host of other 
culture heroes?61 The strong consensus is that he did occupy historical time 
and space, but it is worth looking at the way in which this figure emerged in 
the traditional record before deciding if this is really where the weight of evi- 
dence points.62 

The first reference to a named person connected with the founding of 
the Iroquois League is Johann Heckewelder’s note that the Moravian mis- 
sionary Johann Christopher Pyrlaeus wrote in about 1743 that “Thannawage 
was the name of the aged Indian, a Mohawk, who first proposed such an 
alliance.”63 For some, “Thannawage” equates with “Hiawatha,” though for 
most the differences are clearly greater than the similarities.64 It would be 
optimistic then to consider this to be the first mention of the figure now 
known as Hiawatha, although it does speak to the fact that by the mid- 
eighteenth century the idea of the formation of the League, led by a single 
individual, was underway.65 

It was to be some time before more details about such a figure were to sur- 
face. In 1801, the Mohawk chiefJoseph Brant recounted the founding of the 
League. While he mentioned “Tekanaw’tagh,” neither Hiawatha nor an 
eclipse were brought up.66 Not long after, however, John Norton, Brant’s 
adopted nephew, composed a version of his own. The central character in 
Norton’s version is “a Chief called Hayouwaghtengh.” Otherwise, however, 
the elements of Norton’s story agree only roughly with the more or less 
canonical version that was to emerge several decades later.67 

Although Hiawatha finally made an appearance with Norton’s account, it 
was to be thirty years or more before alternative accounts were banished from 
the emerging canon. For instance, as late as 1839, William Dunlap wrote that 
many years earlier he had “seen and conversed with three Indian Interpreters, 
men who had been carried away in childhood and adopted among the 
Iroquois,” but had since returned to “civilized life.”68 One of them, a certain 
Ephraim Webster, told a story apparently not unlike subsequent traditions. 
According to Webster, the notion of a “union for defence” arose in the mind 
of “an inferior chief of the Onondagas [rather than the Mohawks, as with 
Pyrlaeus] . . .who we will call Oweko.” This Oweko campaigned for a confedera- 
tion and “a great council” was held. At this council, the assembled chiefs 
received word of an Iroquois defeat by Champlain. In short, no eclipse, no 
Hiawatha by name, and a date after 1600.69 

Writing in the 1840s, Joshua Clark was not impressed with the inchoate 
culture hero, and had this to say about Hiawatha: 

This tradition [of Hiawatha], like all others, proves nothing positively, 
further than that the Iroquois themselves know little of their origin, 
history, of the antiquity of their most prominent characterstics and 
institutions. These being orally transmitted from generation to gener- 
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ation,. . .events are magnified to miracles, distinguished men are dei- 
fied, and every circumstance of note is my~tified.~o 

At about the same time, however, Hiawatha finally triumphed-he was as 
much a part of the League formation as tradition would have it. It is not with- 
out some irony that this occurred by transporting the Hiawatha figure from 
New York to the upper midwest. The transformation took place in the influ- 
ential works of Henry Rowe Schoolcraft published between 1846 and 1857. 
Schoolcraft’s account of the occasion mentioned Hiawatha by name and even 
had an account of a miraculous event, but one that was atmospheric rather 
than celestial. As Schoolcraft described it: 

As [Hiawatha] walked up [the shores of a lake], a loud sound was 
heard in the air above, as if caused by some rushing current of wind. 
Instantly the eyes of all were directed upward to the sky, where a spot 
of matter was discovered descending rapidly, and every instant enlarg- 
ing in its size and velocity. Terror and alarm were the first impulses, for 
it appeared to be descending into their midst and they scattered in 
confusion. 

This specter turned out to be “a gigantic white bird” which crashed to earth 
killing Hiawatha’s daughter and being killed in its turn. Despite this personal 
tragedy, Hiawatha persevered in his mission and the League was consummated 
shortly thereafter.71 

In its details, this description includes several elements of the canonical 
account, and could be said to have inspired it. However, it created no con- 
troversy at the time. Schoolcraft’s account provided an occasion where the 
silence was especially deafening. On its publication, the aforementioned 
Joshua V. H. Clark wrote to a local newspaper complaining that Schoolcraft 
had appropriated his own account without attribution-in short, he accused 
him of plagiarism. Schoolcraft replied, heatedly denying the charge and 
pointing to a general body of tradition relating to the matter. Clark claimed 
that Schoolcraft’s attested informants had not provided him with the infor- 
mation with which he credited them and cited two informants of his own: 
“the Onondaga chiefs, Captain Frost (Ossahinta) and Abram La Fort,” the 
latter the very source Schoolcraft had named. The issue reverberated in the 
newspapers for a couple of months, with further charges and denials before 
it petered out. In the exchange, neither Schoolcraft nor Clark, though each 
expanded a bit on their published versions, mentioned an eclipse.72 

In 1849, Alfred Street published a book-length poem on the Iroquois, a 
soon-to-be-forgotten precursor to Longfellow’s more successful work.73 In its 
details concerning the founding of the League, it closely resembled Clark’s 
and Schoolcraft’s work. Although Street did not discuss the sources for his 
work, the situations and dramatis personae run parallel to these other 
accounts published at approximately the same time and in much the same 
place. 

Lewis Morgan’s evolving treatment of Hiawatha provides a useful micro- 
cosm of this figure’s progress through the literature. In his earliest pub- 
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lished account of the formation of the Iroquois League, which appeared in 
1847, Morgan mentioned Dekanawidah’s instrumental role, but had noth- 
ing to say about anyone named Hiawatha. Instead he merely listed “Ha-y6- 
went-ha” as the name of one of the Mohawk sachemships without further 
ado-certainly a curious silence if he knew more.74 Four years later, 
Morgan’s research turned into a book and in it the treatment accorded the 
foundation of the League-and Hiawatha-is identical.75 Hiawatha finally 
appeared in Morgan’s classic work, Ancient Society, published more than 
twenty-five years later, in which Hiawatha shared equal billing with 
Dekanawidah.76 

A quarter of a century later, Charles Henning, aware of the divergent 
tales regarding Hiawatha’s role in the League’s formation, asked Daniel La 
Fort for an explanation. According to La Fort (via Henning): “We all know 
that Hiawatha was the true and only founder of the League; he was our 
great forefather and has really dwelt among us. We believe in him. . . .”77 

Henning agreed: “I suggest that Hiawatha was not a mythical being, but a 
man of flesh and blood, who lived towards the end of the sixteenth century, 
and was the founder of the Confederacy of the Five Nations.”78 

Two decades earlier, Horatio Hale found himself agreeing as well, call- 
ing Hiawatha “actually an historical personage,” and devoting some atten- 
tion to “the singular compilation of mistakes” that caused him to become 
euhemerized.79 In forming this judgment, Hale cited the Iroquois Book of 
Rites and wampum belts that Hiawatha had “handled” to convince himself 
that Hiawatha had been a historical figure. 

Nowadays this kind of evidence would not be taken quite so seriously, 
and the late appearance of a personage named Hiawatha and a story to 
explain his existence must raise doubts, especially when we compare this 
pattern to similar ones in many other places. There is no need to do this 
here, but only to emphasize that neither independent contemporary testi- 
mony nor consistent subsequent traditions force us to believe in a real 
Hiawatha, whether or not he is treated as a figure who played an instru- 
mental role in establishing the Iroquois Confederacy. 

Certainly, Daniel La Fort expressed an important truth when he replied 
that he and his fellow Iroquois “believe [d] ” in the reality of Hiawatha, and 
those who have considered the matter can do no more than that. At best, 
Hiawatha’s existence can be treated as “not proven” and therefore his his- 
toricity is a matter open to individual tastes. Certainly, any belief in his real- 
ity must be compromised by the mythic elements that are a part of every 
story surrounding the foundation of the League.80 Some might think it an 
easy thing to sequester these elements in order to save Hiawatha from being 
their victim. But why? Surely it is more sensible to assume that the entire tra- 
dition regarding the foundation of the Iroquois League is nothing more 
than a routine etiological myth-not different from the myths of Menes, the 
“first” Egyptian pharaoh; Romulus and Remus; Moses in the bulrushes; or 
the first Inca, Manco Capac. These are all designed to explain satisfactorily 
the existence of a set of circumstances existing at centuries’ remove from 
the foundation itself. 
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TWENTIETH CENTURY ACCOUNTS 

Turning at last to the crucial question of the spoor of the eclipse in the avail- 
able record, we might be surprised to discover that in fact it was to be still 
another fifty years after Clark et al. when mention of an eclipse in association 
with the founding of the League finally appeared in print. This occurred in 
William W. Canfield’s The Legends of the Iroquois.81 The subtitle of this work ran 
“Told by ‘The Cornplanter,’” with the addendum that the materials derived 
“From Authoritative Notes and Studies.” Cornplanter was an important figure 
in Iroquois history. A Seneca and half-brother of the prophet Handsome 
Lake, he had a long and distinguished career of his own before he died in 
1835, traditionally a centenarian.82 

To some, this might sound promising for indicating an otherwise 
unknown-and early-eclipse tradition. Canfield did his part to convince his 
readers by claiming that Cornplanter “was more thoroughly acquainted with 
the traditions of his people than any contemporary chief in the nations com- 
prising the Iroquois,” a claim that is expedient though insubstantial. Just the 
same, Canfield’s further comments are bound to dampen the ardor of the 
sanguine. According to Canfield, Cornplanter whiled away the winters by 
telling stories “of his people, their past, their present condition, and their 
future.” He went on to say that “[tlhe legends were preserved in outline notes 
upon the blank pages of some diaries and civil engineer field-books which the 
white man was accustomed to keep; and these outlines, with full oral expla- 
nations came finally into the possession of the present writer.” In the 1870s, 
he continued, the materials were discussed with “some of the most intelligent 
Indians in NewYork State.” Canfield took the outline notes and brought them 
to “a point approximating their original beauty,. . .and only such additions that 
seem to be warranted have been made.”83 

At first glance, this sounds like a plausible and circumstantial provenance, 
but all the crucial details are absent. For instance, Canfield does not reveal to 
his readers just what his “additions” were. Moreover, none of the names of 
those who interviewed Cornplanter, and only a few Iroquois who later helped 
Canfield, are included. The “legends” as Canfield presented them passed 
through any number of filters, not least of all himself, and we have nothing 
with which to substantiate or indict any claims of authenticity and reliability. 
We need also to keep in mind that Canfield wrote that it was “during the last 
twenty years” of Cornplanter’s life that these reminiscences were recorded, 
that is, when he might have been well over eighty years of age.84 

Finally, the story as Canfield recorded it is significantly different from the 
versions of Clark, Schoolcraft, Hale, and others. The eclipse does not occur as 
a celestial imprimatur of a process already long underway and all but complet- 
ed. Instead, it comes just as the Senecas and the allied Mohawks and 
Onondagas are about to come to blows over some reciprocal kidnapping. 
Moreover, none of the protagonists in the canonical version appear here; the 
eclipse is noticed just in time by an unnamed Mohawk girl; its message of 
peace is miraculously understood by all concerned, and amity quickly prevails: 
“In the light of the twice-dawned day, and in the presence of the sacred 
dead.. . the Confederacy of the Iroquois was formed.”85 The Cayugas and 
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Oneidas are not even mentioned. On balance, then, this maiden appearance 
of an eclipse is not particularly propitious for arguments that the eclipse had 
always been an element of the founding tradition.86 

SUSPICIOUS SILENCE 

What about the many versions of the formation tradition collected before this 
belated appearance, some of which, all missing an eclipse, have already been 
mentioned? When referring to the testimony of contemporary “Keepers,” 
Mann and Fields studiously ignore these pregnant silences in the historical 
record. Nonetheless, it is needful to consult them, even at the risk of boring 
readers, for these silences, while hardly fascinating, are critical to under- 
standing why it is impossible to imagine that the establishment of the Iroquois 
Confederacy was accompanied by an eclipse and, therefore, is datable.87 

The silence begins early; the first known testimony about the formation 
of the League directly from an Iroquois is disappointing for the enthusiast. In 
answer to a questionnaire, the Mohawk chiefJoseph Brant offered a brief nar- 
ration of the founding of the League. In answer to a question about the dat- 
ing of this event, Brant was obliged to confess ignorance: “We can say [no] far- 
ther respecting the date than that it appears by the transaction to have been 
a considerable time before the arrival of the Europeans.”88 In his turn, and 
shortly thereafter, John Norton, as noted above, had nothing to say about an 
eclipse. 

Having already discussed Clark, Schoolcraft, and others of the mid- 
nineteenth century, we can move forward to the Six Nations’ General Council 
proceedings held in 1870-that is, about the very time that Canfield claims 
that his eclipse tradition surfaced. For the benefit of visitors, the presiding 
officer began with an introduction to Iroquois tradition. About this he made 
no claims as comprehensive as those of Mann and Fields. On the contrary, he 
observed only that “[tlhis tradition has been handed down from our forefa- 
thers, it is the old customary rule. Yet,” he added, “it is hard to remember all.” 
Chief J. Smoke Johnson followed with a brief description of the founding of 
the League. This occurred, he observed, “before the white man came” and 
was the response to “murder and butchery among the different tribes.” His 
story is sketchy and does not conform particularly well with what has become 
the canonical version. For instance, there is no mention of the great white 
plummeting bird or of Hiawatha’s ascent to heaven. And there was no men- 
tion of any eclipse either.89 

Shortly after this, Horatio Hale provided a sympathetic and extended 
account of the establishment of the League and in particular Hiawatha’s role 
in it. Generally this follows the usual story, although Dekanawidah is treated 
as a Mohawk chief rather than a deity, and the establishment is taken to be a 
gradual process extending over at least several years. But, again, in this 
account there is no mention whatever of an eclipse occurring at any stage in 
the proceedings, however extended they might have been.90 

Hale’s account marks one stage in the development of variant sub-tradi- 
tions about the League. For instance, he regarded Hiawatha’s Elijah-like 
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departure, the climax of Clark‘s and others’ accounts, as no more than “a wild 
legend” peculiar to the New York-based Iroquois. Hale would have it that 
Hiawatha spent his last years “clearing away the obstructions in the streams 
which intersect [Iroquois] country,” an early precursor of DeWitt Clint0n.9~ 

Only a few years before Canfield’s version appeared, Charles Henning 
addressed the question, citing as his chief informant Daniel La Fort, “the head 
chief of the Onondagas [and] also the Chief of the Six Nations.” This story is 
like other versions in general but, as usual, it departs from them in many of 
its details. However, it joins them in failing to include any mention of an 
eclipse.92 

I cannot claim that this silence was necessarily pervasive and continu- 
ous-an impossible task-but I consider it to be stronger than many argu- 
ments from silence in the sense that it is counterintuitive that a number of ref- 
erences to such an eclipse would have been passed over in the 250 years dur- 
ing which fragments of Iroquois tradition were recorded.93 It is strong 
enough, in any case, that unless and until Mann and Fields or others adher- 
ing to their argument can cite examples before Canfield where this silence 
was breached, it is hard to account for this apparently studied indifference to 
the matter earlier than the twentieth century. Even then, the case against an 
eclipse would only be weakened since there would remain an embarrassingly 
large residue of sources that ignore it-those cited above as well as others.94 

TRADITIONAL ECLIPSE EVIDENCE 

Thanks to Schoolcraft and Longfellow, Hiawatha overcame his suspiciously 
tardy appearance in tradition to become the central figure in the League’s 
formation story; the same can hardly be said of the eclipse tradition on which 
Mann and Fields premise their entire argument. Quite the opposite, in fact. 
When we move into post-Canfield times, we find, significantly, that this first 
appearance of an eclipse in print had no apparent ripple effects at all; that is, 
it did not coax out any further dormant traditions of an eclipse. Less than a 
decade after Canfield’s book was published, there appeared one of the most 
extensive accounts of the formation ever published. This version is said to 
have been “written from dictation by the ceremonial Chiefs,” the names of 
several of whom followed, in the summer of 1900. The narrative claimed to be 
an undoctored text and runs well over 10,000 words. Much is mentioned, 
sometimes in glorious detail, in this authoritative account-but there is not so 
much as a hint that an eclipse accompanying this historic occasion.95 

Nor is an eclipse a part of the detailed, dialogic account in Mary Laing’s 
“biography” of Hiawatha. Although a chapter is entitled “The Conquest of 
Darkness,” it was “the darkened mind” of Atotarho that was in question.96 And 
Helen Howard’s account, collected from Mohawk informants, has not a word 
to say either,97 nor do more recent Cayuga and Mohawk versions of the tradi- 
tion.yg 

Along with other students of the matter, Mann and Fields think especial- 
ly highly of the narrative delivered by John A. Gibson, much the longest writ- 
ten account of the League’s formation.yg This version was published in its 
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entirety in 1992, and, though Mann and Fields are aware of this edition, they 
seem not to have consulted it.100 In light of their high, if perhaps inadvertent, 
opinion of this work, perhaps its contents deserve attention.101 

John A. Gibson was a prominent member of the Committee of Chiefs 
whose version, dictated in 1900, is noted above. Gibson’s account in question 
was proffered in 1912, the year after the committee’s testimony appeared in 
print. On this occasion, however, Gibson preferred to attempt a synthetic ver- 
sion. As a result, the recent edition runs to more than seven hundred large 
format, closely printed pages. Gibson’s account includes details of several 
prodigies that tradition now remembers as preceding and accompanying the 
activities with which tradition marks the formation of the League. But Gibson 
does not mention any eclipse among these or any circumstances that might 
be construed as suggesting an eclipse.102 In short, other than Wallace’s half- 
hearted allusion to an eclipse mentioned earlier, there are no further such 
references either before or after Canfield’s claim. 

RECENT ESTIMATES OF FOUNDING DATE AND HYPOTHESIS 

Despite so belated and exiguous an appearance in the historical record, the 
notion that an eclipse might have accompanied the founding of the Iroquois 
League has proved tempting to others interested in Iroquois history. 
Elisabeth Tooker surveyed a large number of posited dates and concluded 
that “one Iroquois tradition suggests a mid-fifteenth-century date.”l03 TQoker 
presumably had the solar eclipse of 28 June 1451 in mind, but this tradition 
hardly suggests any date at all; it can only allow those with a range of dates 
already in mind to look for eclipses that match the range, and in this sense 
Tooker behaved much as Mann and Fields did.104 

The most extensive recent treatment is that of Dean Snow, who address- 
es the issue to complement an archeologically based argument. Snow is 
almost content to leave the matter of dating the League open, “as one should 
if a set of contradictory assertions is all one has to go on.”105 However, he then 
relents just enough to note that “[t] here is, however, a source that might pro- 
vide a means to choose between the many options.” This of course is the 
eclipse reference, and Snow proceeds to attempt to isolate one most probable 
eclipse, if only as an exercise. 

In two ways his approach is different than-yet similar to-that of Mann 
and Fields. The ‘dating has to fall between a specified range of dates, though 
a different one in his case (1350 and ISSO), but he applies a more generous 
80 percent totality measure. On these terms, and “if the Seneca traditions are 
interpreted narrowly as meaning that there was a total eclipse,” he comes to 
the tentative conclusion that the eclipse of 28 June 1451 is slightly more like- 
ly than any other, with the annular eclipse of 18 June 1536 running second.106 
Snow concludes that, “for the moment, ... it appears that the League of the 
Iroquois was complete by 1536 at the latest.”107 In choosing this specific ter- 
minus, Snow appears to rely as much on eclipse data as on any other evidence. 

When Snow speaks of “Seneca traditions” regarding an eclipse, he over- 
states the case. If we are to believe Canfield, the eclipse story emanated from 
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a single source, Cornplanter, and entered the public domain only a century 
later. In any case, it is counterintuitive to believe that of the Five Nations only 
the Seneca would have remembered such an event. And, for that matter, one 
must doubt whether there were many Seneca who did. Ely S. Parker, Lewis H. 
Morgan’s principal informant, was a Seneca, yet there is no mention of an 
eclipse in any of Morgan’s works on the Iroquois.lo8 Even more ominously, in 
a short narrative Parker himself wrote on the foundation of the League, he 
had nothing to say about an eclipse, and he referred to the founding tradition 
as “more of an allegory than real.”’og Asher Wright, a missionary among the 
Seneca, observed in the 1850s that his informants “state positively that the 
union was consummated four years prior to the discovery of the continent by 
Columbus,” presumably unaccompanied by an eclipse.110 Finally, is it not odd 
that the Seneca historian Arthur C. Parker could write of “Iroquois sun myths” 
without mentioning such an eclipse had he known of it?111 

This is certainly another formidable arrayal of silence, and silence pre- 
cisely where we might expect some high-decibel noise. It raises questions. The 
most obvious of these is simply: when traditions about the formation of the 
League are the greatest common stock among the Iroquois, why would the 
eclipse simply disappear from that corpus?ll* 

In canvassing possible eclipses, Snow points out that one total eclipse, 
that of 1806, “is much too recent,” and Mann and Fields seem not to have 
considered eclipses dating after 1536.l13 This might be a tactical error, how- 
ever. While this is true enough-if we confine ourselves to the actual for- 
mation of the League-the dating is just right if we broaden our thinking to 
include times when the notion might have arisen that such an eclipse had 
occurred.114 

This was the era immediately following the imposition of effective colo- 
nial rule and the Iroquois diaspora was spread throughout the United States, 
as far away as Wisconsin, and Canada. Not coincidentally, the revivalist move- 
ment of Handsome Lake was at its height, and an actual eclipse could well 
have served the purpose of prompting Cornplanter to use the opportunity to 
transport the phenomenon back to the defining moment in Iroquois histo- 
ry.115 This is, after all, precisely how tradition works and, for that matter, how 
eclipses affect non-astronomical societies as we11.116 On the available evidence, 
this argument can hardly be demonstrated conclusively, but it seems useful to 
raise it and to suggest it as an alternative to the far less likely notion that a sin- 
gle strand of Seneca oral tradition retained the true memory of an eclipse for 
centuries, while traditions of the other four nations did not, even though, ex 
hypothesi, the occasion was experienced equally by members of each of 
them. 117 

Iroquois history since 1806-not to mention before-has been fraught 
with military, political, and economic tensions. But then no society is really 
free of these conditions. Despite an eagerness to think otherwise, these are 
circumstances under which tradition not only bends but breaks, only to recon- 
stitute itself to accommodate new exigencies.ll8 When this happens behind 
the scenes, such tradition eventually becomes irretrievably encrypted. It is 
quixotic to think otherwise. 
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CONCLUSION 

At one point in their paper, Mann and Fields proclaim rather mischievously 
that “ [a] 11 traditions are simultaneously correct.”119 Rather than attempt to 
plumb the meaning of this peculiar remark, I will simply point out that it sits 
oddly with their argument that only one eclipse can fit their case-clearly all 
eclipses are not “simultaneously correct”! And it sits even more oddly with their 
tacit rejection of every tradition of the formation of the League but a trifling 
one. 

It would be as pleasant as that day in August if it could be demonstrated 
that, after many centuries, at least some parts of Iroquois oral tradition have 
survived intact. Mann and Fields, however, have accomplished nothing of the 
kind. Nor does their bringing to the argument astronomical arguments, 
eclipse paths, and the like serve any purpose but to disguise this fact. 

The present discussion is designed to underscore the tantalizing nature 
of apparent chances to date the past in scientific ways. Sometimes the chance 
is one well taken, but this is not such a case; here, all the evidence reinforces 
the idea that any claim of an eclipse is belated and eccentric. Unfortunately, 
the notion that “we must sift the various traditions still to be found among the 
Iroquois, and in this way piece together the approximate truth” must be 
rejected as hopelessly quixotic.120 It is no longer possible-if it ever was-to 
determine which competing traditions about the founding of the Iroquois 
League are more reliable than others. Far too much time and far too many 
circumstances have intervened for even the most patient and optimistic inves- 
tigator to make such progress-even if there was such an occasion. 

Why? Because, I suggest, Fenton was right when he wrote that “[tlhe 
Deganawidah epic as a discourse is a composite of myth and legend that 
approaches native history, having undergone transformation from myth 
toward historical tradition, a process that has affected Iroquois mythology 
generally since it was first collected,”121 and, one might add, continues to do 
so with ever greater purposefulness. Looked at conspectively, it is hard to 
understand why this should not be the default view. After all, the tradition of 
the founding of the League is redolent with one preternatural or supernat- 
ural occasion after another, some of which hint pretty broadly at Christian 
influences.122 In this they resemble such etiological myths in many oral soci- 
eties, particularly those that have undergone extended periods of accultura- 
tion.123 

These circumstances allow those who wish to believe to do so, while those 
who prefer to doubt will find nothing to deter them. Mann and Fields have 
tried to tip the balance by taking one minuscule element of modern tradition 
and putting a very specific date to it, thereby granting it both substance and 
history. Unfortunately, they have breached too many rules of historical criti- 
cism. They freely accept testimony that supports their case while rejecting- 
or ignoring-contradicting evidence. They misunderstand the historical 
record they use in order to establish a plausible average tenure in office. Most 
of all, perhaps, they fail dramatically to subject either the evidence or their 
own conclusions to testing. If they had, they could only have realized that 
their mission was an impossible one. 
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Unfortunately, there is little chance that Paul Wallace was right when he 
optimistically wrote that “there must have been some final political crisis 
which precipitated the concrete substance known as the Five Nations, and 
researchers will some day tell us when that occurred.”l*4 And only a micro- 
scopic chance that this unlikely event occurred on “the pleasant afternoon of 
August 31, 1142.”’2” 
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