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ABSTRACT
This chapter explores “haunting” as a way to conceptualize and engage with the traumatic events of the United

States Federal Indian Boarding School era. The goal is to create an intersectional and intersubjective approach
that does not seek singular explanations, but leaves room for diversity of memory—a core principle in feminist
indigenous theory. Bringing together archaeological, archival, and oral data, we tell three stories of perseverance
that have come to light from community-based heritage work. In this manner, archaeology has the power to facilitate
community healing and decolonize women’s experiences at the Mount Pleasant Indian Industrial Boarding School.
[historical archaeology, Native American history, Native American boarding schools, haunted landscapes]

Introduction

This chapter discusses a grassroots effort by the Saginaw
Chippewa Indian community to decolonize the historic
narrative of the Mount Pleasant Indian Industrial Boarding
School. This community-based research incorporates fem-
inist and indigenous theoretical frameworks (Atalay 2008,
2012; Colwell et al. 2010; Conkey 2010; Harris 2010;
Sloan, this volume; Spencer-Wood 2016; Wylie 2007)
because investigating the complex history of Federal Indian
Boarding Schools requires the perspective created by fem-
inist intersubjectivity and intersectionality (Battle-Baptiste
2011; also see Fryer and Raczek, this volume). While
previously and thoroughly defined by others in this volume
(see Fryer and Raczek, this volume; Sloan, this volume),
we apply feminist and indigenous ontologies to achieve
three primary goals: 1) decolonizing archaeological practice

to empower our collaborative community; 2) encouraging
multivocal interpretation of the past to elicit untold and
hidden narratives; and 3) forefronting the intersections
of race and gender in researching the colonial history of
Federal Indian Boarding Schools.

We place community interests and interpretations at the
forefront and decenter archaeological authority in order to
decolonize our practice (Atalay 2010; Colwell et al. 2010;
Conkey 2007, 2010; Hodder 2008; Wobst 2010). In other
words, we invite our stakeholders to not only shape the di-
rection of research, but also to engage with the artifacts and
spaces uncovered at the Mount Pleasant Indian Industrial
Boarding School in order to facilitate memory work and
expose narratives that were previously hidden or subverted
(Starzmann and Roby 2016). We promote this collabora-
tion in order to bring marginalized voices to the forefront
and decolonize archaeological interpretation. The goal here
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is to challenge the settler colonial narrative surrounding
Federal Indian Boarding Schools and create discourses that
capture the many experiences of students and descendants.
This leads to another fundamental aspect of this approach:
a multivocal and intersubjective interpretation of the past
(Colwell et al. 2010; Hodder 2008).

A multivocal perspective is the starting point of being
able to share the past as a complex and intersubjective
body of memory (Starzmann and Roby 2016; Wiley 2008).
Multivocality stresses the telling of multiple perspectives
and contexts. Intersubjectivity goes further by building em-
pathetic and deeply contextualized knowledge (Danziger
2017; Duranti 2010). We seek to create an alternative
practice that foregrounds Native American community
knowledge and experience (see, by way of comparison,
Atalay 2008; Hodder 2008). We use the perspective of
“haunting” as a way to conceptualize traumatic histories
of structural oppression and activate community healing
through engagement (Bell 1997; Gordon 1997; McClintock
2014). Perhaps one of the greatest strengths of community-
based archaeology is its potential for drawing out ghosts,
aknowledging their presence, and giving them a voice.
When past events hold trauma, an intersubjective approach
that allows room for empathic understanding is essen-
tial. The Federal Indian Boarding School experience was
not monolithic or universal (Adams 1995, 2006; Child
2000; Dixon and Trafzer 2006; Ellis 2006; Landis 2006;
Paxton 2006); therefore, we mindfully built a reflective
approach that acknowledges this complex history (Hodder
2008, 196).

Members of the Saginaw Chippewa Indian Tribe of
Michigan, and faculty and students from Central Michi-
gan University, work collaboratively to research various as-
pects of the school’s history. Our work incorporates archival
research, oral histories, and archaeological data. By com-
munity direction, much of this work focuses on the in-
tersectional relationships between race and gender within
the institution. In particular, at these co-ed schools, di-
verse indigenous gender traditions and gender roles were
attempted to be eliminated through systemic institutional
violence to enforce Western ideologies of gender binaries
and separate-spheres ideology. The program of patriarchal
colonialism (Spencer-Wood 2013, 2016) at Federal Indian
Boarding Schools sought to transform such fundamental
aspects of identity as gender (Lomawaima 1993; Surface-
Evans 2016). Domestic colonialism (Spencer-Wood 2013,
2016) imposed middle-class White standards of domestic
housekeeping and childrearing on female students (Adams
1995; Paxton 2006; Surface-Evans 2016).

These modes of colonization continue to haunt the
community today, which is why artifacts from the site have

so much power to evoke stories and create discourses of the
haunted.1 As Sloan (this volume) points out, to avoid es-
sentialism of gender definitions it is important to situate our
understanding within local Native American knowledge and
perspectives. It is our hope that these stories, created from
community-based knowledge, will reassert the agency and
the intersectional nature of Native American women’s expe-
riences within the institution.

Haunted History

A handful of imposing red brick structures still remain
from the original Mount Pleasant Indian Industrial Board-
ing School campus. The school officially closed in 1934, af-
ter 41 years of operation. It was then transferred to the State
of Michigan and repurposed as a State Home for children
with developmental delays and remained in operation until
2006. While these institutions differed, they both served to
warehouse, seclude, and manage populations that were out-
liers in modern Western society (Casella 2007). Ironically,
the former campus remains visible on the edge of town but
its purpose and history are murky and complicated in the
minds of Mount Pleasant residents. It is the source of many
stories and much speculation which is perhaps an excellent
indicator of its status as haunted. We use haunting, not in
a literal sense, but as a social framework for understand-
ing the impact of the past on the present. Perspectives of
haunting provide a way of conceptualizing the murkiness
that is inherent to complex and intersubjective histories. In
other words, by invoking the concept of haunting we are
attempting to develop a sensitive and nuanced practice for
engaging with complicated heritage marked by settler colo-
nialism, racism, and oppression.

Avery Gordon’s perspective on haunting acknowledges
the ghostliness conjured by traumatic events in history. Gor-
don proposes that “entire societies become haunted by ter-
rible deeds that are systematically occurring and simulta-
neously denied” (Gordon 1997, 64). “Paying attention to
ghosts can, among other things, radically change how we
know and what we know” (Gordon 1997, 27), because
ghosts are often an indication of aspects of the past that are
missing or invisible. This is similar to Anne McClintock’s
notion of imperial ghosting—“the calculated and often bru-
tal amnesia by which the state contrives to erase its own
atrocities” (2014, 820). Both of these perspectives apply to
the Federal Indian Boarding School era of United States
history. The after-effects of the Federal Indian Boarding
School policies are disproportionately felt by Native Amer-
ican communities, while at the same time ignored, denied,
and forgotten by national historic narratives.
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Gordon’s perspective of haunting is also useful here be-
cause it focuses on the power of negative events to create
specters that cling to places and people. Similarly, Bell in-
vokes the concept of haunting as a way of understanding
how space is socialized into place: the historicity of place
as it is “personed” (1997, 813). In other words, while ghosts
are disembodied, they are not necessarily intangible. Haunt-
ing is attached to material traces of places and items that
have been touched by trauma. Gordon notes that past trauma
produces haunting specters whose origin and source may
not be readily identified or acknowledged, yet still have the
power to do harm (Gordon 1997). Furthermore, haunting
transcends temporality. Maria Tumarkin (2005, 52) notes a
similar “atmosphere of timelessness” to sites of traumatic
events that have the potential to leave an imprint of suffer-
ing on a landscape. This phenomenon speaks to the capacity
for traumatic haunting to affect multiple generations, much
like the multi-generational trauma created by Federal Indian
Boarding Schools.

Ghosts should be thought of as a social phenomenon—
connections that bind communities and individuals to places
and events, often through shared trauma. In this perspec-
tive, specters of the past are highly contextual, situated in
the landscape, and experiential. We argue that this perspec-
tive of haunting is a useful way for Western archaeologists
working with Native American descendant communities to
better conceptualize the “past” from the perspective of high-
context and holistic societies in which the past, present, and
future are necessarily intertwined (Harris 2010; Nissley and
King 2014). High context societies have deeply situational
and embedded knowledge that is difficult to access as an
“outsider.” This is because complex, interrelated, and of-
ten historical concepts are communicated without explicit
reference. For example, many Native Americans do not di-
chotomize the dead and the living. They “have very dif-
ferent views about the dead, very different attitudes about
their relationships and responsibilities to them, and very dif-
ferent feelings about them from those held by most West-
erners” (Harris 2010, 64). The spirit world of the dead is
not viewed as separate and detached from the world of the
living, but as interconnected with daily life, material arti-
facts, landscape, and experience. In this manner, the con-
cept of haunting is a useful framework to understand the
complex phenomenological relationship of people, events,
place, and time that is fundamental to Indigenous archaeol-
ogy (Atalay 2010; Harris 2010; Wobst 2010). Such an inter-
subjective perspective is essential for decolonizing archaeo-
logical theory and practice (Atalay 2008, 2010, 85; Hodder
2008).

Ghostly Women and Children

Haunting is also a component of exposing intersec-
tional aspects of racial violence and colonial trauma experi-
enced by women and children (see, by way of comparison,
Child 2012; Klenk 2004; Miles 2015; Roby 2016; Tumarkin
2005). Historian Tiya Miles (2015) examines the role of
ghost stories and growth of “dark tourism” in the telling and
exploitation of the stories of slavery in the Civil War era
South. Miles explains, “we live in a haunted country, a land
of injured spirits” (Miles 2015, 16). She posits that female
ghostly figures, in particular, are used to expose past racial-
ized and gender-based violence from “a safe emotional
distance” (Miles 2015, 17). The problematic aspect of the
ghost stories identified by Miles is that these narratives
were appropriated from African American cultural tradi-
tions and the stories were often embellished and falsified to
suit white, capitalist agendas. Rather than removing ghost
stories from historic sites, however, she calls for a social
justice perspective that reinserts the integrity of haunted
narratives. We call for a similar perspective here, utilizing
stories of haunting to facilitate narratives of identity and
empowerment.

Carlisle Indian School biographer, Barbara Landis
(2006), exposes a similar narrative of haunting in the telling
of the story of Lakota child Take the Tail, also known to
non-Indians as Lucy Pretty Eagle. Take the Tail was one
of the first victims of Richard Henry Pratt’s experiment
at Carlisle, dying mere months after arriving to the harsh
and unfamiliar institution. Nearly a hundred years after
her death, Take the Tail was reincarnated as a ghost who
haunted the former school grounds, her life and death later
reimagined by the family of the Army Officers living at
Carlisle. In particular, her death was embellished as an “In-
dian girl being buried alive … a gruesome metaphor for col-
onization and the spiritual, cultural and psychic suffocation
and trauma Indian children suffered at Carlisle and other
boarding schools” (Landis 2006, 129). The appropriation
of Take the Tail’s story and subversion of her actual suffer-
ing into the realm of ghostly haunting warns us of the im-
portance of decolonizing our practice through community-
centered research.

Anthropologist Rebecca Klenk (2004) recounts her ex-
periences with ghostly possession while in the field in Ku-
moan, India. Her work explores the intersections of gen-
der, race, class, and mental illness. She argues that the pos-
session and expulsion of spirits from a young, vulnerable
female was a way for the rural community to negotiate
the perceived pressures and attacks from outside political
forces. In this example, we can see that ghosts (and human
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interaction with ghostly entities) are performing a role in
coping with trauma caused by intersecting layers of race,
gender, and colonial oppression. In the case of the Mount
Pleasant school, haunting seems to be an integral part of the
Saginaw Chippewa’s coping with colonial trauma that sim-
ilarly exists at the intersections of race, class, and gender
identity.

Historian Maria Tumarkin (2005) examines the com-
plex relationship between trauma, place, and haunting in
her book Traumascapes. While traumascapes are complex
entities and it is beyond the scope of this chapter to ex-
plain all their features, some components are worth not-
ing in respect to this project. A traumascape is the locale
of a disaster (natural or manmade) that often includes vio-
lent, indiscriminate death (often of women and children).
These locations are transformed into places of spiritual
and communal meaning, as a result of the traumatic event.
Traumascapes can become the focus of a search for mean-
ing and understanding for survivors who are confronted by
the memories of past events. Traumascapes are “haunting
and haunted places” that transcend generations and time
(Tumarkin 2005, 233). Based on this definition, Federal In-
dian Boarding Schools (and other historic sites of violent
colonialism and structural oppression) are clearly traumas-
capes.

Unsurprisingly, when Sarah Surface-Evans began col-
laborating with the Saginaw Chippewa on the Mount Pleas-
ant Indian Industrial Boarding School project in 2011, some
of the first stories shared by community members were of
haunting. In particular, community members recounted the
spirits of ancestors connected to pre-contact mounds and
cemeteries desecrated by the building of the school (Gould,
personal communication August 10, 2011). These stories
of haunting speak directly to the trauma of colonialism—
ghosts created by the violent displacement of communi-
ties from their land and ancestral connections. Other com-
munity stories were of the specters of lost children that
haunt the former school grounds (Ruby Meshawboose, per-
sonal communication October 12, 2011). Even while the
school operated, stories of haunting were passed between
students (Balabuch 2010; Child 2012; Dobson 1978). Histo-
rian Brenda Child (2012) describes experiences of students
feeling haunted by “jiibayag, or ghosts, that roamed their
school” (Child 2012, 122). These spirits were said to in-
habit the dormitory attics and woodlot and are attached to
violent and traumatic events of the boarding school itself
(Dobson 1978). According to oral history, the woodlot is
haunted by the ghosts of students who died at the school
and whose bodies were buried secretly in the woods at night
(Johnson 1991; Ruby Meshawboose, personal communica-
tion, October 12, 2011). With these ghostly stories and the

history of colonial trauma in mind, we argue that recogniz-
ing haunting can help to expose past injustices. When paired
with multivocal practice (Hodder 2008), intersectional fem-
inism (Battle-Baptiste 2011) and community-based partici-
patory archaeology (Atalay 2012), such recognition can be
an important method for arriving at healing and restorative
justice.

Confronting Specters of the Past

For members of the Saginaw Chippewa Tribe of Michi-
gan, whose reservation is located near the Mount Pleas-
ant Indian Industrial Boarding School, the campus is a
painful reminder of lost lives and lost potential. The pres-
ence of the ruins forces the acknowledgment of the board-
ing school era events and the lasting repercussions of those
events on their lives, their families, and their culture. It is
these wounds of past violence that leave ghosts haunting
the present (Gordon 1997, 207). It is common to hear Sagi-
naw Chippewa community members refer to the persistence
of multi-generational trauma and its distinct imprint on the
boarding school ruins. As one tribal elder stated after tour-
ing the boarding school buildings, “you can feel our pain in
these walls” (Wiliamson and Benz 2005).

When presented with the opportunity to reclaim a por-
tion of the school in 2011, the Saginaw Chippewa Tribal
Council voted to accept conveyance of approximately 12
acres of the former 320-acre campus. This included roughly
10 acres surrounding six of the original campus buildings
and a 2-acre cemetery on the school grounds. Prior to this
decision, the community took part in a feasibility study that
included questionnaires. The majority of the community
recognized that taking ownership of the school gave them
the opportunity to learn more about the past and, more im-
portantly, to teach others about what happened there. Con-
sequently, the Mount Pleasant Indian Industrial Boarding
School Committee was formed with the goal of transform-
ing the school into a place of healing, education, and em-
powerment.

The Committee consists of representatives from Sagi-
naw Chippewa Tribal Council and departments, elders and
community members, and Central Michigan University fac-
ulty and students.2 The direction of our research is shaped
by the feasibility study and the members of the Commit-
tee, who make decisions through consensus. Interestingly,
the majority of the committee members identify as women,
which may explain the focus of our work—the commit-
tee is keen to find material and documentary evidence that
could shed light on specific personal and community ex-
periences, particularly for girls who attended the school. A
major focus of our investigations is reconstructing the daily



114 Sarah L. Surface-Evans and Sarah J. Jones

lives of children who attended the boarding school through
archaeological survey and targeted excavation of several de-
molished building foundations.

As we explored the landscape and uncovered small
artifacts through archaeology, these material remains be-
came facilitators of story sharing. Upon viewing but-
tons, combs, toothbrushes, chalkboard pencils, marbles,
keys, medicine bottles, and beads, community members
were able to relate these items to the stories and expe-
riences of themselves or their families. They served as
mnemonic devices that activated memory and exorcised
negative ghosts; similar to the way in which Anishin-
abe communities use medicines like sage, tobacco, and
cedar to remove bad energy and encourage good energy.
Michael Bell’s concept of haunting recognizes that both
negative and positive presences can be felt within the so-
cial memory of place and objects (1997). Often, the fo-
cus of ghostly narratives among the Saginaw Chippewa
community is on transforming the negative into positive.
Sarah Jones explains that negative talk of the deceased de-
tracts them from their journey in the afterlife. Therefore,
there is a strong desire to promote positive energy over the
negative, when dealing with specters of the past. The ob-
jects recovered are facilitators of intersubjective discourses,
as Saginaw Chippewa community members confront deeply
personal trauma and find empowerment in the stories of the
past.

Our goal in sharing discourses of the haunted is to de-
colonize the practice of archaeological interpretation and
develop a mechanism for capturing intersubjective ex-
periences and realities (see Atalay 2008; Hodder 2008).
This is particularly important due to the way that multi-
generational trauma associated with Federal Indian Board-
ing Schools has caused shame and silenced survivor’s sto-
ries (Adams 1995; Child 2000). We conceptualize dis-
courses of the haunted as a critical approach to storytelling
from the perspective of haunting. The goal here is to move
beyond stories of suffering so that community members find
and reclaim their own stories of empowerment. To demon-
strate this approach, we share here three stories of haunting
as told through three objects: a bead, bricks, and a tooth-
brush. Each object is linked to institutional patterns of con-
trol and oppression, while simultaneously revealing individ-
ual stories of subversion, resistance, and rebellion. In each
story, the narrative that unfolds was brought to light because
of the ways in which Saginaw Chippewa community mem-
bers were haunted by these objects.

Revealing subversive specters

The institution limited women students to traditional
Western gender roles and in turn controlled and devalued

Figure 1. Photographic postcard of the Domestic Science building
with girls dressed in white posing on steps. From the personal col-
lection of S. Surface-Evans. [This figure appears in color in the
online issue]

most aspects of that labor; sewing, laundry, cooking, and
nursing were all services provided to the Mount Pleas-
ant community without compensation (Littlefield 1996).
Take, for instance, the “domestic science” training girls had
within the extremely gendered education program at the
school. Domestic training was focused on the daily “work”
of maintaining a home as either domestic help or as moth-
ers and housewives (Lomawaima 1993). An article from
a 1910 newspaper describes the ultimate goal of this edu-
cation: “well trained girls … return to do real missionary
work among the tribes from which they came, later going
into homes of their own and training their children to be-
come useful citizens” (Isabella County Enterprise 1910).
The ideology expressed here, indicates the assumed civiliz-
ing nature of the female-bodied person that was at the heart
of the separate-spheres philosophy (Spencer-Wood 2013).
A further symbolic expression of this ideology is apparent
in the practice of girls wearing “pretty white gowns made by
themselves” at their graduation ceremony (Figure 1) (Mount
Pleasant Times 1911). White, as a symbol of purity, repre-
sented a girl’s responsibility and duty to bring civilization to
her community. This heavy burden was placed squarely on
the shoulders of female students who were being trained to
become model housewives and mothers (Littlefield 1996).
The cult of domesticity was also closely linked to the pa-
triarchal desire to “train Indian girls in subservience and
submission to authority” (Lomawaima 1993, 229).

Given its strong role in colonial indoctrination, it is not
surprising that the Domestic Science building was also the
point of subtle resistance and opposition to the institution.
Activities conducted at the Domestic Science building in-
cluded cooking, baking, hosting parties, sewing, and bead-
work (Isabella County Enterprise 1906). Traditional bead-
work, while controlled by the school, became a way for girls
to subtly oppose the institution.
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At a community event hosted at the Mount Pleasant
school in 2012, one of the many artifacts displayed was a
glass seed bead found near the Domestic Science building
during archaeological survey. Visitor, Laura L. Kellogg,
shared a personal story and brought a newspaper article
about her mother, Florence D. (Red Sky) Watkins. Florence
was an award-winning artist and seamstress, who learned
beadwork from older girls who “lost” beads intentionally—
thus allowing the younger girls access to them (The Daily
Tribune 1987). While she faced opposition to continuing
the craft once she left school, Florence continued to make
and teach beadwork to others throughout her life. Laura felt
immense pride in the fact that her mother’s beading ability
was an act of rebellion and played a part in her perseverance
of spirit to retain her identity and culture. Beadwork and
sewing became an important source of income for Florence,
a theme echoed by other students, and demonstrates how
women used the knowledge and skills they acquired to
eventually serve their own needs (Hegyi 2016; Johnson
1991; Littlefield 1996). In this story, the small bead found at
the Domestic Science building is a symbol of perseverance,
resistance, and female empowerment in the face of the
institution’s goals of forced subservience.

Reconnecting to lost lives

Sometimes ghosts can be found in what is missing: the
untold stories of unnamed children. The next story comes
from an attempt to recover such lost lives. In particular,
we have an example of a female student who outright re-
jected the gender norms imposed by the school. Due to the
separate-spheres ideology, female students were not allowed
to participate in male students’ industrial training, includ-
ing farming, blacksmithing, and carpentry (Annual Calen-
dar 1917). However, oral history confirms that at least one
girl, whose name is unknown, petitioned the head carpen-
ter, Duane Morey, to be included in the carpentry class
(Moses, personal communication June 26, 2012). Her cause
was helped by the assistant carpenter at that time, Samuel
Gruett, a Native American teacher who started work at the
school as a farmer (Annual Calendar 1917). The unnamed
student was approved by the school superintendent to join
a class of four boys in carpentry and reportedly graduated
after a year of training (Moses, personal communication
2012).

This story of an unknown girl helps reveal a possible
larger pattern of subversion, particularly in educational
training sought by female students. Considering that one
former student described the labor of working in the
“mending room” as “just like a prison” (Dobson 1978, 55),
we might guess at her motivations for choosing carpentry
instead. Most of the work and training performed by the

Figure 2. Photograph of a section of the South wall of the Carpen-
try Shop showing carvings. Photo taken by Sarah Surface-Evans.
[This figure appears in color in the online issue]

female students was utter drudgery. The drive to make
the institution self-sufficient placed a significant burden of
daily work on female students, who laundered and sewed
clothes for the institution and the community (Adams 1995;
Littlefield 1996). Therefore it is unsurprising that some
female students looked for alternatives.

While we have no physical records of this unnamed
girl, the carpentry shop building itself may be a record of
her will and determination to make the institution work for
her. The exterior bricks of the shop building are carved
with hundreds of initials, dates, names, words, and sym-
bols, which systematically cover the lower 6 feet of all four
walls of the building (Figure 2). These carvings were doc-
umented by Central Michigan University students in 2012
(Hegyi 2016). The majority of the carvings were most likely
etched onto the bricks by Native American boarding school
students, as opposed to graffiti from a later period of time,
because numerous initials and names are accompanied by
dates, such as 1909, 1911, 1929, and 1931. The inclusion of
initials and names (with which school administrators could
possibly identify students) also seems to preclude the idea
that these carvings were an act of outright rebellion or van-
dalism; rather, they appear to be sanctioned by the school. It
might be logical to assume that these initials were carved by
male students, as various historical sources identify the shop
building as a locale of male student work in blacksmithing
and carpentry (Annual Calendar 1917; Fancher 1911); how-
ever, in our search to find out who made them and why, we
learned that they may not only be made by male students.

In order to link names of individuals with initials
carved on the walls, Sarah Jones (formerly Sarah Hegyi)
reviewed the 2012 field notes and photographic images, and
compared them to the best-known archival source of student
names: the School Register of Pupils (Hamp 2012). She
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examined the Student Register for any instances of names
that correlated with the initials carved on to the building and
then recorded other essential information available from the
Register, such as gender and date of admittance or release
from the school. Sarah Jones’ research determined that
there were 816 names on the register that correlated with
the initials observed. The majority of the carvings correlate
with names of male students (55 percent), but this gender
ratio is roughly the same as the general student body gender
ratio. The lack of a clearly gendered identity of shop build-
ing carvings raises a question of why they were made in the
first place? Is it possible that gender roles were not strictly
imposed at the institution when it came to education?

Sarah Jones conducted interviews of several Saginaw
Chippewa elders in the hopes of learning more about why
the carvings were made (Hegyi 2016).3 Unfortunately, none
of the elders interviewed had any prior knowledge of the
carvings. This might be because none of them had been
students at the Mount Pleasant school themselves; rather,
they were the children or grandchildren of boarding school
students. One possible explanation for the existence of the
carvings comes from a common practice at a nearby one-
room schoolhouse. At the Bohannon School, located in
nearby Jasper Township, Michigan, a boy was permitted to
carve his initials into the wood exterior walls of the school
on his 13th birthday, when they were customarily given a
jackknife (Martin, personal communication, December 10,
2012). This practice may be an example of a local tradition
that was in practice at both public schools and at the Mount
Pleasant Industrial Indian Boarding School.

It is possible that at a certain age or upon completion
of his carpentry training, boys were allowed to add their
initials to the building walls. But this still does not explain
the possible presence of female student initials carved on
the walls (potentially in large numbers). The story of the
unnamed girl who completed carpentry training may be
one explanation. Perhaps students exercised their agency
and rejected gendered training more often than is suspected
or known. Alternatively, female students may have sought
to add their initials to the walls in order to be included
in this coming of age ritual. In either explanation, female
students were asserting their individual will and marking
their presence on the landscape alongside their male peers.
Today these carvings are powerful reminders to those who
visit the site—they activate memories that echo student
individuality and subversion.

Ghosts of rebellion

For many in the Saginaw Chippewa and larger Anishi-
naabe community, the boarding school buildings and their

Figure 3. Photographic postcard of girls standing at the en-
trance of the Mount Pleasant school wearing white dresses, with
the newly constructed girls dormitory in the background. Im-
age courtesy of the Richard R. Brandell Michigan Postcard Col-
lection, 1908–1960, Clark Historical Library, Central Michigan
University.

ruins are harmful, haunting specters that cast long shadows
on the horizon. In part, this is because the buildings are the
enduring physical reminders of the lasting repercussions of
the institution on Anishinaabe lifeways and families. But
with community-based research, discourses have evolved
from haunting to determination and rebellion. In particu-
lar, the most empowering narrative of rebellion told in the
Saginaw Chippewa community centers around the drastic
and brave measures taken by a 14-year-old Potawatomie girl
named Martha Shagonaby who exposed the fragility of the
institution.

In the pre-dawn hours of June 14, 1899 Martha set
fire to her dormitory at the Mount Pleasant Indian Indus-
trial Boarding School in an attempt to free herself from
the institution that had taken her from her family and
community. The entire building, which also housed the
school’s offices and most of the classrooms at the time,
was consumed by the blaze. Martha’s fire was the most
catastrophic act of rebellion in the history of the Mount
Pleasant Boarding School. It took two years for a replace-
ment dormitory to be constructed (Figure 3), significantly
hampering student enrollments. Martha’s remarkable story
shows the determination of a young woman who was
desperate to escape the institution. But she chose to do
it in the most destructive manner possible—rather than
simply running away. She also attempted to burn down
the laundry (Isabella County Enterprise 1899a), before
successfully destroying the main dormitory and classroom
building of the campus (Isabella County Enterprise 1899b).
Regardless of whether Martha committed arson as an inten-
tional act of rebellion, this is how the Saginaw Chippewa
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community choses to view her actions today. Certainly,
school administrators viewed arson as the ultimate act
against the institution. She paid dearly for her actions,
earning three months of detention, before she was finally
sent home (Isabella County Enterprise 1899c).

Five years after Martha’s fire, another late-night blaze
completely destroyed the laundry building, along with a
substantial portion of the school’s laundry (Isabella County
Enterprise 1904). Other fires are also documented at the
school (Isabella County Enterprise 1895a, 1909) and ap-
pear to have been a recurrent problem for the school admin-
istrators who frequently sought to improve the infrastructure
to prevent fires (Isabella County Enterprise 1903, 1904).
These significant rebellious acts were primarily focused on
girls’ living and work areas, and presumably were carried
out by girls who had access to these areas. Interestingly,
documentary sources indicate that boys were much more
likely to run away from the school than girls (Central Michi-
gan Times 1907, 1908; Isabella County Enterprise 1895b,
1900, 1913a, 1913b, 1914; Mount Pleasant Times 1925).
Perhaps arson was a more accessible form of rebellion for
girls because their movement was more closely controlled
than boys (Surface-Evans 2016). Unfortunately, because ar-
son was also considered one of the most heinous crimes
against the institution, this also meant that female students
disproportionately carried the burden of punishment.

When Francis E. Leupp served as Commissioner of In-
dian Affairs, the arson problem was taken very seriously
(Adams 1995). Two measures were taken to treat what many
officials saw as a potential “pandemic.” The first change,
meant to protect the innocent children in burning build-
ings, was to fund the previously mentioned infrastructure
projects to reduce the severity of fires. The second alter-
ation had a more controversial component: drastic, well-
publicized punitive measures against alleged fire-starters.
Leupp wrote that “remonstrances, explanations of the perils,
as well as the wickedness of such actions, and even the ordi-
nary penalties which lay within the power of the teachers to
impose, were alike powerless to break up this wonton fancy
for the firebrand” (Adams 1995, 229). For students caught
committing arson, this meant stiff penalties and jail sen-
tences for their offenses. For example, two Menominee girls
confessed to burning down a reservation school in 1905
(not MIIBS), shortly after the policy changes were made.
The principal offender was sentenced to life imprisonment
in Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. The story was purposefully
circulated throughout the boarding school newspapers, such
as the Indian Leader published at Haskell, to deter other po-
tential arsonists.

While the only known arsonist at the Mount Pleasant
school is Martha, her story of perseverance in the face of

institutional violence is an empowering story for women
in the Saginaw Chippewa community today. Archaeological
evidence of both Martha’s fire and the laundry fire produce
small residues of these radical actions. Survey in the vicin-
ity of the girl’s dormitory recovered primary burnt brick,
melted glass, and other construction debris surrounding the
foundation of the new dormitory building. It appears that
the institution merely covered up the event and moved on.
The most compelling artifact recovered during excavations
at the site of the former laundry building was the bone han-
dle of a toothbrush amongst the building debris, buttons,
and cleaning supplies. Unlike the personal hygiene items
found at the Phoenix Indian School track site (Lindauer
1996), this item did not have a name or symbol engraved on
it. As a result, the toothbrush was interpreted as a tool for
cleaning or scrubbing clothing or floors in the laundry. For
Sarah Jones, who discovered the toothbrush, it was emblem-
atic of the work and drudgery girls encountered while work-
ing in the laundry. The toothbrush became a potent symbol
of why girls were driven to fight back against the institution
when displayed with other artifacts at the Debewin: Truth
exhibit at the Ziibiwing Center of Anishinabe Culture and
Lifeways in 2014. Together with oral histories and docu-
mentary evidence, small objects like this toothbrush show
the resilience of children like Martha and the unknown girls
who used fire to fight the institution.

Banishing Ghosts with Truth-Telling

We hope that these stories help to illustrate the poten-
tial of a community-based, multivocal, and intersubjective
approach to revealing narratives of empowerment and al-
low communities to manage discourses of the haunted on
their own terms. This approach does not seek singular ex-
planations but leaves room for diversity of memory. Here,
archaeology and heritage work have the power to facilitate
community healing and decolonize the past. In particular,
the stories of girls and young women, who are traditionally
discussed as passive receptors of the institution’s assimila-
tionist goals, are shifted to narratives of perseverance, re-
silience, and rebellion. Each story was revealed through a
complex and collaborative process of investigating oral his-
tories, documentary evidence, and archaeological evidence.
Rather than relying on traditional methods of archaeological
interpretation, which seek to make sterile, scientific inter-
pretations of evidence, we centered these narratives around
personal connections relevant to the community.

Since 2012, the Saginaw Chippewa community is em-
powered to share their stories and knowledge. The com-
munity organizes an annual day of Honoring, Healing, and
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Remembering to commemorate the closing of the school on
June 6, 1934. This event brings hundreds of people to the
campus from all over the United States and Canada, where
they can share these narratives, conjure ghosts, and engage
in healing together. This process decolonizes the past and
empowers Native American communities, such as the Sag-
inaw Chippewa Tribe of Michigan, to heal from the trauma
of the Boarding School era.
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cal consultant for the Committee. Sarah (Hegyi) Jones is a
Saginaw Chippewa Tribal member and is employed as the
Tribal Historic Preservation Officer for the tribe, and she
identifies as a woman of both Native American and white
decent.

3. IRB approval at Central Michigan University, prin-
cipal investigator Dr. Brittany Fremion.

References Cited

Adams, David W. 1995. Education for Extinction: Ameri-
can Indian and the Boarding School Experience, 1875–
1928. Lawrence, KA: University Press of Kansas.

Adams, David W. 2006. “Beyond Bleakness: The Brighter
Side of Indian Boarding Schools, 1870-1940.” In Board-
ing School Blues: Revisiting American Indian Educa-
tional Experiences¸ edited by Clifford E. Trafzer, Jean
A. Keller, and Lorene Sisquoc, 35–64. Lincoln, NE: Uni-
versity of Nebraska Press.

Annual Calendar. 1917. U.S. Indian School, Mt. Pleasant,
Michigan.

Atalay, Sonya. 2008. “Multivocality and Indigenous Ar-
chaeologies.” In Evaluating Multiple Narratives: Be-
yond Nationalist, Colonialist, and Imperialist Archae-
ologies edited by Junko Habu, Clare Fawcett, and John
M. Matsunaga, 29–44. New York: Springer.

Atalay, Sonya. 2010. “Indigenous Archaeology as Decolo-
nizing Practice.” In Indigenous Archaeologies: A Reader
on Decolonization, edited by Margaret M. Bruchac,
Siobhan M. Hart, and H. Martin Wobst, 79–86. Walnut
Creek, CA: Left Coast Press.

Atalay, Sonya. 2012. Community-Based Archaeology: Re-
search with, by, and for Indigenous and Local Commu-
nities. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Balabuch, Andrew R. 2010. “To Run and Play: Resistance
and Community at the Mt. Pleasant Indian Industrial
School, 1892–1933.” BA thesis, Department of History,
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.

Battle-Baptiste, Whitney. 2011. Black Feminist Archaeol-
ogy. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press.

Bell, Michael M. 1997. “The Ghosts of Place.” Theory and
Society 26: 813–36.

Casella, Eleanor Conlin. 2007. The Archaeology of In-
stitutional Confinement. Gainesville, FL: University of
Florida Press.

Central Michigan Times. 1907. [Story of an 10 year old boy
who ran away to a poor farm and was returned to the
school] November 29, 1907.



Discourses of the Haunted 119

Central Michigan Times. 1908. [Story of three boys who ran
away and were returned to the school] July 24, 1908.

Child, Brenda J. 2000. Boarding School Seasons: American
Indian Families, 1900–1940. Lincoln, NE: University of
Nebraska Press.

Child, Brenda J. 2012. Holding our World Together: Ojibwe
Women and the Survival of Community. New York: Pen-
guin Books.

Colwell, Chip, T. J. Ferguson, Dorothy Lippert, Randall H.
McGuire, George P. Nicholas, Joe E. Watkins, and Larry
J. Zimmerman. 2010. “The Premise and Promise of In-
digenous Archaeology.” American Antiquity 75 (2): 228–
38.

Conkey, Margaret W. 2007. “Questioning Theory: Is There
a Gender of Theory in Archaeology?” Journal of Archae-
ological Method Theory 14: 285–310.

Conkey, Margaret W. 2010. “Dwelling at the Margins,
Action at the Intersection? Feminist and Indigenous
Archaeologies, 2005. In Indigenous Archaeologies: A
Reader on Decolonization, edited by Margaret M.
Bruchac, Siobhan M. Hart, and H. Martin Wobst, 91–98.
Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press.

Danziger, Eve. 2017. “Toward an Anthropology of Intersub-
jectivity.” Journal of Ethnographic Theory 7 (2): 451–
55.

Dixon, Patricia, and Clifford E. Trafzer. 2006. “The Place
of American Indian Boarding Schools in Contemporary
Society.” In Boarding School Blues: Revisiting American
Indian Educational Experiences¸ edited by C. E. Trafzer,
J. A. Keller, and L. Sisquoc, 232–42. Lincoln, NE: Uni-
versity of Nebraska Press.

Dobson, Pamela J. 1978. The Tree that Never Dies: Oral
History of the Michigan Indians. Grand Rapids, MI:
Grand Rapids Public Library.

Duranti, Alessandro. 2010. “Husserl, Intersubjectivity and
Anthropology.” Anthropological Theory 10 (1): 1–20.

Ellis, Clyde. 2006. “‘We Had a Lot of Fun, but of Course,
That Wasn’t the School Part’: Life at the Rainy Moun-
tain Boarding School, 1893–1920.” In Boarding School
Blues: Revisiting American Indian Educational Experi-
ences¸ edited by Clifford E. Trafzer, Jean A. Keller, and

Lorene Sisquoc, 65–98. Lincoln, NE: University of Ne-
braska Press.

Fancher, I. A. 1911. Past and Present of Isabella County,
Michigan. Indianapolis, IN: Bowen & Company.

Gordon, Avery. 1997. Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the
Sociological Imagination. Minneapolis, MN: University
of Minneapolis Press.

Hamp, Patricia, transcriber. 2012. Mt. Pleasant In-
dian School Register of Pupils 1893-1906, 1907-
1914, 1915-1932. National Archives and Records Ad-
ministration Film (RG 75). Accessed on September
15, 2012. http://www.mainlymichigan.com/nativedata/
MtPleasantIndustrial/.

Harris, Heather. 2010. “Indigenous Worldviews and Ways
of Knowing as Theoretical and Methodological Foun-
dations behind Archaeological Theory and Method.” In
Indigenous Archaeologies: A Reader on Decolonization,
edited by Margaret M. Bruchac, Siobhan M. Hart, and
H. Martin Wobst, 63–68. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast
Press.

Hegyi, Sarah J. 2016. “The Mt. Pleasant Indian Industrial
Boarding School: An Analysis of Student Life through
Archaeology, Oral History, and Archival Data.” MA the-
sis, Department of History, Central Michigan University,
Mt. Pleasant.

Hodder, I. 2008. “Multivocality and Social Archaeology.”
In Evaluating Multiple Narratives: Beyond National-
ist, Colonialist, and Imperialist Archaeologies edited by
Junko Habu, Clare Fawcett, and John M. Matsunaga,
196–200. New York: Springer.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1895a. [Fire at a school store-
house] January 11, 1895.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1895b. [Story of two boys who
ran away and were returned to the school] April 26,1895.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1899a. [Confession of Martha
Shagonaby] July 7, 1899.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1899b. [Fire of the main school
building] June 23, 1899.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1899c. [Notice that Martha
Shagonaby was sent home] August 11, 1899.

http://www.mainlymichigan.com/nativedata/MtPleasantIndustrial/
http://www.mainlymichigan.com/nativedata/MtPleasantIndustrial/


120 Sarah L. Surface-Evans and Sarah J. Jones

Isabella County Enterprise. 1900. [Story of a homesick boy
runaway who was returned to the school] December 28,
1900.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1903. [Discussion of new
school improvements, including water system] Septem-
ber 4, 1903.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1904. [“School Laundry
Burned”, discussion of the fire and destruction of laun-
dry building] March 11, 1904.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1906. [Discussion of student
learning at Domestic Science Building.] September 5,
1906.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1909. [Fire at the school bak-
ery] December 10, 1909.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1910. [“Indian Girls as Domes-
tics”, a discussion of domestic training of girls and their
competencies to be hired as “help”] April 15, 1910.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1913a. [Story of a 16 year
old boy that ran away and was returned to the school]
September 29, 1913.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1913b. [Story of three boys
who ran away and were returned to the school] December
26, 1913.

Isabella County Enterprise. 1914. [Story of two 17 year old
boys who ran away and were returned to the school] Jan-
uary 16, 1914.

Ivy, Marilyn. 1995. Discourses of the Vanishing: Moder-
nity, Phantasm, Japan. Chicago, IL: The University of
Chicago Press.

Johnson, Paul. 1991. School Days Remembered: The Mt.
Pleasant Indian School Reunion Video. Mount Pleasant,
MI: Central Michigan University.

Klenk, Rebecca. M. 2004. “Seeing Ghosts.” Ethnography 5:
229–47.

Landis, Barbara C. 2006. Putting Lucy Pretty Eagle to Rest.
In Boarding School Blues: Revisiting American Indian
Educational Experiences, edited by Clifford E. Trafzer,
Jean A. Keller, and Lorene Sisquoc, 123–30. Lincoln,
NE: University of Nebraska Press.

Lindauer, Owen. 1996. Historical Archaeology of the
United States Industrial Indian School at Phoenix: In-
vestigations of a Turn of the Century Trash Dump. An-
thropology Field Series 42. Tempe, AZ: Office of Cul-
tural Resource Management, Department of Anthropol-
ogy, Arizona State University.

Littlefield, Alice. 1996. “Indian Education and the World
of Work in Michigan, 1893-1933.” In Native Amer-
icans and Wage Labor: Ethnohistoric Perspectives,
edited by Alice Littlefield and Martha C. Knack,
100–121. Norman, OK: The University of Oklahoma
Press.

Lomawaima, K. Tsianian. 1993. “Domesticity in the Fed-
eral Indian Schools: The Power of Authority over Mind
and Body.” American Ethnologist 20: 227–40.

McClintock, Anne. 2014. “Imperial Ghosting and National
Tragedy: Revenants from Hiroshima and Indian Country
in the War on Terror.” Publications of the Modern Lan-
guage Association 129 (4): 819–29.

Miles, Tiya. 2015. Tales from the Haunted South: Dark
Tourism and Memories of Slavery from the Civil War
Era. Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina
Press.

Mount Pleasant Times. 1911. [“Indian Girls can sew and do
cooking”] June 2, 1911.

Mount Pleasant Times. 1925. [Report of a 10 year old run-
away] August 9, 1925.

Nissley, Claudia and Thomas F. King. 2014. Consultation
and Cultural Heritage: Let Us Reason Together. London:
Routledge.

Paxton, K. A. 2006. “Learning Gender: Female Students at
the Sherman Institute, 1907-1925.” In Boarding School
Blues: Revisiting American Indian Educational Experi-
ences¸ edited by Clifford E. Trafzer, Jean A. Keller, and
Lorene Sisquoc, 174–86. Lincoln, NE: University of Ne-
braska Press.

Roby, John R. 2016. “Persistent Practice and Radical Pol-
itics: Maple Sugaring on the Dennis Farm.” In Ex-
cavating Memory: Sites of Remembering and Forget-
ting, edited by Maria Theresia Starzmann and John R.
Roby, 242–64. Gainesville, FL: University of Florida
Press.



Discourses of the Haunted 121

Spencer-Wood, Suzanne. 2013. “Commentary: How Femi-
nist Theories Increase our Understanding of Processes of
Gender Transformation.” In Historical and Archaeolog-
ical Perspectives on Gender Transformations: From Pri-
vate to Public, edited by Susanne Spencer-Wood, 391–
425. New York: Springer.

Spencer-Wood, Suzanne. 2016. “Feminist Theorizing of
Patriarchal Colonialism, Power Dynamics, and Social
Agency Materialized in Colonial Institutions.” Interna-
tional Journal of Historical Archaeology 20: 477–91.

Starzmann, Maria Theresia, and John H. Roby. 2016. Exca-
vating Memory: Sites of Remembering and Forgetting.
Gainesville, FL: University of Florida Press.

Surface-Evans, Sarah. 2016. “A Landscape of Assimilation
and Resistance: The Mount Pleasant Indian Industrial
Boarding School.” International Journal of Historical
Archaeology 20: 574–88.

The Daily Tribune. 1987. [Obituary of Florence Watkins,
who attended the school and learned beadwork there]
September 20, 1987.

Tumarkin, Maria. 2005. Traumascapes: The Power and Fate
of Places Transformed by Tragedy. Victoria: Melbourne
University Press.

Wiley, Cynthia J. 2008. “Collective Memory of the
Prehistoric Past and the Archaeological Landscape.” Ne-
braska Anthropologist 23: 80–93 (Paper 43). Accessed
March 10, 2020. https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/ne
banthro/43.

Wiliamson, R. Todd, and Charmaine M. Benz. 2005. Diba
Jimooyung-Telling Our Story. Mount Pleasant, MI: Zi-
ibiwing Cultural Center.

Wobst, H. Martin. 2010. “Indigenous Archaeologies: A
Worldwide Perspective on Human Materialities and Hu-
man Rights.” In Indigenous archaeologies: A Reader
on Decolonization, edited by M. Bruchac, S. Hart, and
H. M. Wobst, p. 17–27. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast
Press.

Wylie, Alison. 2007. “Doing Archaeology as a Feminist: In-
troduction.” Journal of Archaeological Research Method
and Theory 14 (3): 209–16.

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nebanthro/43
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nebanthro/43


Copyright of Archeological Papers of the American Anthropological Association is the
property of Wiley-Blackwell and its content may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or
posted to a listserv without the copyright holder's express written permission. However, users
may print, download, or email articles for individual use.


