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Book Reviews

Prairie Imperialists: The Indian 
Country Origins of American Empire
Katharine Bjork
Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2019

352 pages; hard cover, 13 b&w photos, 5 maps, 
$64.95

REVIEWED BY RENOIR GAITHER

Hamline University professor Katharine 
Bjork’s book, Prairie Imperialists: The Indian 
Country Origins of American Empire, exam-
ines an important, albeit often overlooked, 
period of American imperialism—from 
America’s “Indian Wars” of the late nine-
teenth century to the nation’s emergence 
as an imperial power in its occupation of the 
Philippines, Cuba, and other former Spanish 
colonies. Bjork argues that the logic of US 
empire and rights of sovereignty established 
during American territorial expansion and 
Indian dispossession in the late 1800s was 
carried into America’s later imperial designs 
abroad. The latest examples include wars in-
volving counterinsurgency in the twentieth 
and twenty-+rst centuries. 

Bjork highlights the importance of the 
commonly held, popular tropes of racial 
superiority among American whites that 
marked di,erences between them and “ra-
cial others,” punitive paci+cation strategies, 
and use and valorization of Native auxilia-
ries and scouts. While these features of im-
perial encounters are well documented in 
scholarly literature, Bjork’s narrative choices 
skillfully bring out the motives, values, and 
internal con-icts of her central characters.

Bjork introduces readers to memorable 
US military leaders and settings and some 
suspenseful moments highlighted through 
the lives and actions of US Army o.cers 
Hugh Lenox Scott, Robert Lee Bullard, and 
John J. Pershing. All served in “Indian War” 
campaigns following the US Civil War. They 
later held a succession of colonial o.ces 
in Cuba and the Philippines. Concluding 

chapters focus on Pershing’s punitive ex-
pedition in Mexico in response to Francisco 
“Pancho” Villa’s raid on Columbus, New 
Mexico, in March 1916. 

Discussion of the role of Indigenous 
scouts in these campaigns against Native 
peoples is laudable and may be surprising 
to some readers, as it is the through line to 
use of such auxiliaries today. According to 
Bjork, “. . . the logic of empire rendered all 
colonized people scouts.” She adds, “The 
expected role for the Natives in this sce-
nario [referring to the Spanish-American 
War] was to provide local knowledge and 
act in a supporting role.”1 Recent examples 
of supportive auxiliaries in American mili-
tary campaigns include Iraqi Army scouts 
and translators, as well as ethnic minorities 
who formed the Northern Alliance in US 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Despite some skepticism among military 
leadership, use of whites and non-whites 
as scouts proved advantageous to empire 
building. Skepticism derived primarily from 
a deeply-held belief among some that 
whites engaged in military scouting might 
lose their own racial identity and superior-
ity. White scouts ran the risk of “going Native” 
or perhaps compromising their investment 

in cultural white supremacy. At stake was a 
kind of “tainting” of white civilization with 
cultural and racial primitivism. 

Bjork writes about Robert Lee Bullard’s 
con-icted relationship between scouting 
and white civilization: “Bullard thought that 
white civilization was antithetical to the 
values of scouting, which he extolled in his 
writings. He remained equally insistent on 
the redemptive power of such a connection 
with the primitive precisely for “super-civi-
lized” (presumptively Anglo-Saxon) men.”2

However, a belief prevailed that ac-
corded an unwavering valor to Indige-
nous and African American scouts, due to 
genetic or racial/ethnic advantages. Bjork 
notes that such valorization of scouting 
units was part of America’s historic sym-
bolic construction of racial hierarchy, sub-
ordination, and traits of inheritance. For 
example, her discussion of the so-called 
“immune regiments” of African American 
troops during the Spanish-American War in 
Cuba follows this theme.

Critical to Bjork’s argument is the per-
sistent friction between romanticized 
notions of racial “otherness” inherent in 
the colonized and guarded acceptance 
of cultural and racial superiority among 
American military leadership engaged in 
imperialist warfare.

Bjork notes that imperialism not only 
attempts to circumscribe new geographic 
boundaries of sovereignty but cultural 
ones, as well. The character of American 
imperialism was—and in many respects, 
continues to be—shaped by debate over 
these two margins. American military lead-
ers of this period developed strategies of 
containment and punitive measures to 
maintain cultural and physical boundaries 
between new American sovereigns and 
racial others in occupied territories follow-
ing the 1898 war. This book describes these 
strategies of governance built around a 
core threat of punitive military violence 
and “the racial dimensions of political and 
social life at home.”3

Prairie Imperialists provides excellent 
background on the cultural and politi-
cal mores and conduct of senior military 
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leaders and those whose pro+les Bjork pro-
vides. This book is aimed at readers inter-
ested in military history, American studies 
scholars, and historians. Included are archi-
val black and white photographs and maps 
that highlight relevant content. At times, it 
would have been helpful to have the maps 
placed closer to pertinent discussions. Still, 
this scholarly, well-researched book in-
cludes generous notes, accurate index ref-
erences and cross-references, and a solid 
bibliography.

Renoir Gaither is a poet and former aca-
demic librarian. He has held positions at the 
Shapiro Undergraduate Library at the Uni-
versity of Michigan and Magrath Library at 
the University of Minnesota in St. Paul. He is 
a member of the Ramsey County Historical 
Society Editorial Board.

NOTES
 1. Katharine Bjork, Prairie Imperialists: The Indian 
Country Origins of American Empire (Philadelphia: 
University of Philadelphia Press, 2019), 16.
 2. Bjork, 77.
 3. Bjork, 17.

The Heart of the Heartland: 
Norwegian American Community 
in the Twin Cities 
David C. Mauk
St. Paul, MN: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 
2022 

472 pages; paperback, b&w illustrations, 7 maps, 
$29.95

REVIEWED BY MARY LETHERT WINGERD

As the title of this volume suggests, the Twin 
Cities, especially Minneapolis, have long 
claimed the title as the heart of Norwegian 
settlement in America. Even today, genera-
tions beyond the peak exodus from Norway, 
Minnesota is renowned as an ethnic Scan-
dinavian stronghold, though in reality that 
distinction is increasingly di.cult to detect 
in its present-day multiethnic population. 

Still, as David C. Mauk compellingly 
demonstrates in this densely researched 
tome, Norwegian immigrants and genera-
tions of their descendants played essential 
roles in the settlement and development of 
the Twin Cities and the social/cultural ethos 
that came to distinguish them. The author 
o,ers a tour de force of research, mining 

every available source to +nd evidence of 
Norwegian in-uence from the outset of 
white settlement to the present. 

Scholars of immigration and ethnicity 
will +nd much to appreciate in the level of 
detail presented here. Such a +ne-grained 
examination of a particular community 
is invaluable in bringing to light larger 
patterns of immigrant settlement and ac-
culturation. For example, Mauk traces a 
little-studied phenomenon of rural-to- 
urban ethnic chain migration that greatly 
in-uenced community development in the 
Twin Cities. In fact, the greatest growth in 
the Norwegian community there came well 
after direct immigration from Norway had 
slowed. Minneapolis and Saint Paul acted 
as magnets that drew Norwegians who 
had  +rst settled in rural Minnesota. They 
came to the cities with a store of American 
experience, which enhanced their ability 
to navigate the urban environment and 
advance the success of the ethnic group 
as a whole. This insight and others to be 
gleaned from this study have broad impli-
cations for immigration studies. 

One could wish, though, for more infor-
mation about conditions in Norway that 
prompted, and then ended, such a sig-
ni+cant exodus. Who were these people? 
What were the political and economic con-
ditions that caused them to pull up stakes 
in the +rst place and undertake such a life- 
changing journey? 

Experiences in the home country clearly 
factored into the way the community grew 
and developed in Minnesota, as well as 
its complicated relationship with Swedish 
and Danish fellow ethnic Americans, and 
continued attachment to Norway itself. 
Though we learn here that generations of 
Norwegian Americans maintained a strong 
connection to their historic homeland, 
somewhat more attention to the initial 
push factors would have enriched an un-
derstanding of the evolving social and cul-
tural landscape. 

Nonetheless, historians will value the 
breadth and depth of information in this 
volume. The general, interested reader, 
however, may find the level of detail 
daunting. The fascinating story of the Nor-
wegian-American community often gets 
lost in a plethora of facts that do little to 
advance the narrative. It seems unneces-
sary to know the hour-by-hour schedule 
of events for every Norwegian celebration 
or to know the name of every person who 
headed one of the Norwegian congrega-
tions or organizations. And it is impossi-
ble to follow the intricate descriptions of 
neighborhood and ward con+gurations 
without a map to function as a guide. 

None of this, however, should deter 
those with a serious interest in the Norwe-
gian-American experience in America. Nor 
should it detract from the contributions 
to immigration scholarship made by this 
volume, which represents a prodigious ac-
complishment, clearly the result of years 
of dedicated research by an expert on this 
subject. There is much to be learned from 
this authoritative history of the “heart of 
the heartland,” a welcome addition to Min-
nesota history and to the broad canvas of 
immigration history as well. 

Mary Lethert Wingerd is professor emerita of 
history at St. Cloud State University. She is the 
author of Claiming the City: Politics, Faith, 
and the Power of Place in St. Paul and North 
Country: The Making of Minnesota.

This review originally published in the journal 
Norwegian-American Studies 41. Copyright 
2023 Norwegian-American Historical Asso-
ciation. It is reprinted here with permission 
from the Norwegian-American Historical 
Association and the University of Minnesota 
Press.



The Ramsey County Historical Society (RCHS) strives to innovate, lead, and partner in pre-
serving the knowledge of our community; deliver inspiring history programming; and incor-
porate local history in education. 

The Society was established in 1949 to preserve the Jane and Heman Gibbs Farm in Falcon 
Heights, which the family acquired in 1849. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 
in 1974, the original programs told the story of the Gibbs family. In 2000, with the assistance 
of a Dakota Advisory Council, RCHS also began interpreting Dakota culture and lifeways, now 
telling the stories of the remarkable relationship between Jane Gibbs and the Dakota people 
of Ȟeyáta Othúŋwe (Cloud Man’s Village).

In 1964, the Society began publishing its award- winning magazine Ramsey County History. In 
1978, the organization moved to St. Paul’s Landmark Center, a restored Federal Courts build-
ing on the National Register of Historic Places. An expansion of the Research Center was 
completed in 2010 and rededicated in 2016 as the Mary Livingston Griggs & Mary Griggs 
Burke Research Center.

RCHS offers public programming for youth and adults. Visit www.rchs.com for details of up-
coming History Revealed programs, summer camps, courthouse and depot tours, and more. 
The Society serves more than 15,000 students annually on field trips or through school out-
reach. Programs are made possible by donors, members, corporations, and foundations, all 
of whom we appreciate deeply. If you are not a member of RCHS, please join today and help 
bring history to life for more than 50,000 people every year.

Diversity, Equity, Accessibility, & Inclusion 
RCHS is commi!ed to ensuring it preserves and presents our county’s history. As we continue 
our work to incorporate more culturally diverse histories, we have made a commitment to 
diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion that is based on this core idea: RCHS exists to 
serve ALL who call Ramsey County home. To learn more, please see www.rchs.com/about. 

Acknowledging This Sacred Dakota Land
Mnisóta Makhóčhe, the land where the waters are so clear they reflect the clouds, extends 
beyond the modern borders of Minnesota and is the ancestral and contemporary homeland 
of the Dakhóta (Dakota) people. It is also home to the Anishinaabe and other Indigenous 
peoples, all who make up a vibrant community in Mnisóta Makhóčhe. RCHS acknowledges 
that its sites are located on and benefit from these sacred Dakota lands. 

RCHS is commi!ed to preserving our past, informing our present, and inspiring our future. 
Part of doing so is acknowledging the painful history and current challenges facing the Dakota 
people just as we celebrate the contributions of Dakota and other Indigenous peoples.

Find our full Land Acknowledgment Statement on our website, www.rchs.com. This includes 
actionable ways in which RCHS pledges to honor the Dakota and other Indigenous peoples 
of Mnisóta Makhóčhe.

Preserving our past, informing our present, inspiring our future.
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