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‘These findings in the field of paleontology and their application to prése
policy were controversial, of course, but this matrer will not be explored hg
The four “refuge” authors cited by the plan are [tirgen Haffer, Paulo Vanzolmf
Ghillean T. Prance, and K. S. Brown, Jr.

IBDFEBCN, Plane do Sistema, 26-27; Pidua, interview with author.
[BDE/FBCN, Plano do Sistema, [T Etapa, 3940, 42.

fn 2000, partially under the influence of the proposals contained in the 19
plan, the Brazilian Congress voted into law 2 plan that instituted a “conser
vation unit system” composed of twelve types of protected areas. Some Wer
reminiscent of the 1979 proposals, while others were not. See Drum mond ¢tal
“Brazilian Federal Conservation Units: A Historical Overview of Their Creatia : . :

and of Theic Current Status,” Enviranment and History 15 (2009): 463-91.. LEVEN CO nq uerin g Sacred Grou nd ?

Climbing Uluru and Devils Tower

ANN MCGRATH

‘0 LANDMARK SITES OF NATIONAL SIGNIFICANCE, Uluru (formerly Ayers
— Rock) in Central Australia and Devils Tower in Wyoming, have sparked contro--
rsies over climbing, and primarily over whether it should be permitted at all.!
ese huge monoliths are focated in landscapes considered worthy of inclusion
| the national estates of two settler-colonizer vations: Uluru as a national park
 Australia, and Devils Tower as a national monument administered by the
National Park Service of the United States. Despite the protests of indigenous
ustodians over the last decades, both rocks remain popular climbing destina-
ons. Uluru is accessible to anyone with a reasonable degree of fitness, while
¢ sheer rock faces of Devils Tower prevent any buc skilied and experienced
imbers from scaling its heights. In Australia, Uluru has taken on the status of a
fucial national icon. Although Devils Tower is well known, it does not hold the
ame central place in the American imagination. In this chaprer, I examine how
imbers and other visitors have engaged in contested national and transnational -
story stories. I will also explore how the histories of national parks have helped:
ender indigenous landscapes a shade of colonizer white, while simultaneously
eating theaters for defining, redefining, and contesting nation. :
In settler-colonizer states, “national parks” and “national monuments take
n historical meanings that reveal the basis of their respective national foun-
ations. As national parks are ostensibly for the public and for the nation, a
erson or a group’s distinctive relationship to nation becomes highly significant.
ot everyone feels an insider in the national polity. Historical thinking rein-.

forces such perceptions. For example, national parks have been dubbed a “gift
the new world 1o the ofd.”> While settler-colonizer nations have long been
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for large numbers of Australian and international visitors. They are drawn to
the Red Centre to experience the heart and essence of that vast continent. It is
 the iconic Australian place known all over the world for its remarkable geology
*and coloration, a place that has, since it became more widely known to nonin-
- digenous peoples in the carly twentieth century, attracted adventurerss, travelers
- and sightseers. Visitors, including the European Ernest Giles, who arrived in
- 1873, found it both “ancient and sublime”™: “Its appearance and oudine is most
- imposing, for it is simply a mammoth monolith that rises out of the sandy
desert soil around, and stands with a perpendicular and rotally inaccessible face
- at all points, except one slope near the north-west end, and that at feast is buta
- precarious climbing ground to a height of more than 1,100 feer.”®
Although Devils Tower is not nearly as well known 1o Americans or interna-
- tionally, its fame grew afier che release of Stephen Spielberg’s blockbuster movie
Close Encounters of the Third Kind, in November 1977. This film entrenched its
' status as ecrie and alien, extraplanetary, and exuding strange energies attractive
1o New Age spiritual seekers. Nonetheless, the early impetus for the recognition
 of this “Jofry and isolated rock in the state of Wyoming” as a national monument
 arose from being “such an extraordinary exatuple of the effect of erosion in the
high mountains as to be a natural wonder and an object of great historical and
scientific interest.”” By 1936 the Nartional Park Service was borrowing imperial
- imagery to encourage Americans to participate in the “great Wonder” of this
majestic natural spectacle, to “pause for a moment in reflection of this royal .
member of the world’s prodigious marvels and realize that it is more than a
Nartional Monument. As we view it resting in silent solemnity on its imposing
throne, we sense thar it bespeaks a commemorative message from the directing

designated as the New World, they were obviously someone else’s Old World
Hence, that “gift” of national parcks inevitably signifies a toss. What colonizér
might see as a “benefit” may not appear so altruistic to others, notably indige
nous traditional landowners. Rather, the legal scatus of a national park may sery
to lock them out of their own land. With land appropriation a core enterpris
of colonialism, the topic of indigenous dispossession is thus vital to the histor
of national parks. R

The nations of the United States and Australia were founded more than
century apart, with quite different indigenous cultutes, colonizing historie
and emergent collective national idenrities. In both cases, however, it was th
Jater colonized, relatively undeveloped zones thar attracted national parks de
ignations. Under the auspices of two settler-colonizer states, their recognition
as significant geographical places enabled protection through special legislation
As sites left underdeveloped by colonizer industries, and valued for andquity
and “wilderness” attributes, Devils Tower and Uluru enabled some people to
imagine that these places stood outside colonialism—if not outside modernity.
and history.? The concept of wilderness has often designated a place without
human imprints, and without human occupation-—past or presenc.*

As spectacular sites in nonurban locations, they have also become focal points
for competing assertions of indigenous and colonizer sovereignty. While they
might offer the welcome relief of pristine natural vistas far from the ravages o
industrialization, sectler-colonizers combine this with an impulse to “preserve’
and “conquer” for modern nationalistic purposes. At the same time, they ar.
used as decolonizing sites for transnational negotiations between colonizer and
colonized. Here, | refer to indigenous “nations” and the settler-colonizer natior
as entering “rransnational” negotiations. I do not use the term “transoational
to indicate connections, but rather as a way of looking across nations or erans
nationally, and also besween and across nations within settler-colonizer state

At a cosmetic level, Uluru and Devils Tower appear to have commonalitie
that make them wotthy of comparison. Both stand in sharp contrast to th
surrounding flat country, their lofty peaks and massive size visible from man
miles distant. Both are tourist destinations, and at both, climbing is a centt:
acteaction, Yet there is much that divides them. Uluru, along with the adjacen
Kata Tjuta range (previously known as the Olgas}, are the principal feature:
of the Uluru~Kata Tjuta National Park, which has been a UNESCO Worl
Heritage site since 1987 and is one of the few Australian sites listed for bot
cultural and acsthetic values. It is somewhat unusual in being managed by th
federal governmens rather than by state governments, which manage most othie
Austratian national parks. Uluru-Kata Tjuta is located in the Northern Terr
tory, which, although self-governing, does not hold the status or independence.
of a state and has a low population. Federal or Commonwealth refusal to gi

up conrrol to the Northern Territory government is another indicator of Uluru’s
vital national starus. “The Rock,” as it is colloquially known, is a destinatio

force of all nature.”® _
Including an analogy toa “royal member” anda “throne” is somewhat unusual
in an avowedly republican nationalist discourse. Unlike Uluru, Devils Tower is
neither a World Heritage Site nor a national park, and although managed by the
U.S. Nartional Park Service, it is technically classified as a national monument
of the United States. Significantly, however, it was the frst national monument,
proclaimed under the federal Antiquities Act of 1906, which gave the president
of the United States executive powers to protect “historic landmarks, historic
and prehistoric strucsures, and other objects of historic and scientific interest”
without the need for congressional approval. The level of protection fora national
monument is not as great as for a U.S. national park, which may demand the
protection, for example, of wildlife and biodiversity. Consequently, Devils Tower
is not protected as a cultural landscape but racher, in keeping with the aims of
the legislation, as a monument “confined to the smallest arca comparible with
the proper care and management of the objects to be protected.”
The word “national” in parks and national monuments may be taken for
granted, but ir encapsulates a deeper semiotic meaning, in that it indicates a.
- particular collective and nationalistic form of political and cultural connection
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to wilderness landscapes. Belonging to “nation” suggests something larger than

individual self-interest, an implied membership in a supposed entiry glued

together by sentiment. “National landscapes” is 2 new designation that Aus:
tralia’s national parks establishment is applying to regionally themed tourist:
destinations, whereas the much earlier American term “narional monuments”
metaphorically heightens the sense of drama in the notion of a “landscape.”

Like the man-made Washingron Monument, Devils Tower rises above Batness to _

memorialize a nation. National parks, national monuments and national land-

scapes are not just abour management; they make emotive assertions of nation; .-

ownership and sovereignty.
Inspired by the American romanticist movement and transcendencalism;,

. c. . P e
national park fandscapes are often valorized not only as offering a historic “firse
gaze but as something pure, an unmediated connection between man and

nature. When humans connect with the beauty of nature, it is as if they are ele- "
vated. However, national parks are experienced cross-culturally and historically.
in different ways. Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds demonstrated how, during:

the late ninereenth and early decades of the twentieth century, Australia and the
United States were both explicicly conceptualized as “white men’s countries.”"?
As Melissa Harper and Richard White suggest, in contrast to transcendentalism,
Australia’s national parks activists stressed leisure, recreation, and a favorable
climate’s capacity to forge a healthy race."! S

Despite national differences, both Uluru and Devils Tower reveal important
things about the way protected areas, including national parks and monuments;
may be used by nations to approach questions of the rights of indigenous peo-

ples, and in the process, to illuminate issues of national identity and competing’:

uses of natural spaces. Both places are of high significance to Native custodians
as sacred places. In the case of Uluru, this was crucial to the successful struggle

of Anangu traditional owners to regain control of their land under the Australian

Federal Land Righes Act (1976). Simitarly, for Devils Tower traditional cust

dians, the Arapaho, Cheyenne, Kiowa, Lakota, Shoshone, and Crow, it is the:

sacred nature of the rock that has underwritten atremprs to restrict climbing
1n 1996 this desite was reflected in the National Park Service Final Climbin
Management Plan, which proposed a voluntary suspension of climbing durin
the month of June “in deference to Indian sacred ceremonies.”** .
In both places, the climbing practices of visitors have ignited assertion

of indigenous religious freedom and rights. Their pleas to control an activity
thac ateracts strong support in the wider community serves to crystallize larger.
issues of indigenous rights in the management of public lands, and it highlights:

the uneasy refationship of indigenous minorities to the nation-state. Both ch
Anangu traditional owners of Uluru and the Plains Indian groups with a spif
itual connection to Devils Tower have prominently expressed their wishes tha
climbing should be curtailed. Under two very different legal and managemen
regimes, both parks authorities have endeavored to introduce voluntary climblfl
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protocols, Although they have advised visitors that they object to climbing,
until recently the Anangu have lacked the backing to enforce their righe to
stop climbing. Similarly, while Plains Indian tribes have gained the support of
the U.S. National Park Service for a voluntary cessation of climbing for one
month of the year, the power of the service to control such activity on Devils
Tower has not been supported by U.S. courts.”” Nevertheless, there is evidence
that voluntary bans have had an impact, with both places recording substantial
compliance amongst visitors, suggesting a desire by many ro respect the wishes
of the traditional custodians, '

Layering the Transnational

For the purposes of this paper, artificially placing Devils Tower next to Uluru
is a practice of transnational juxtaposition that enables us to consider issues in
fresh ways, and to benefit from a wider scholarship and conteasting historical
trajectories.'* Rather than evaluating only difference and likeness, I will examine
thematic links within and between networks of meaning. While several transna*
tional studies have compared the Anglophone, British imperial-settled nations,
there has been little attention to the extra layering of the transnational as a contest

over sovereignty within settler-colonizer socicties, thar is, between Native nations
and the colonizer nation-state. Yet focusing on this dynamic offers potential for
some decolonizing critique. The two nation-states are generally defined accord-
ing to end population—with most settler immigrants arriving from the British
Isles and Europe. However, in other analyses, the settler-colonizer state refers
to the hegemonic power structures of colonialism, and a subsequent polity thac
came about through dispossessing indigenous peoples of their land.”

In comparing these sites in national contexts, my approach takes the oppor-
tunity to compate climbing in discrete “spaces of nation,” and in two seuler-col-
onizer nation-states. Australia and the Unired States have different geographical,
demographic, and sociopolitical characters, and their nation-state chronologies
and key policies also differed. Significantly, in the United States, American
Indian groups have long been officially recognized as a type of nation. Given
the outright warfare conducted during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
the Department of War saw them as an enemy or at least as a competing polity;
under a treary system, they were diplomatically deale with as, or akin to, foreign
nations. The 1831 Marshall judgment defined them as “domestic dependent
nations.”

In Australia no treaties were negotiated, and with settlement legally based
on terra nulfivs or wasteland rather than conquest by war, indigenous sover-
cignty and ownership of lands were not recognized. After the 1970s, however,
the introduction of limited land rights shifted this dynamic. Since the Mabo
judgment of 1992, more Aboriginal Australians are entitled to claim native title,
and larger language-sharing groups increasingly describe thermselves as nations.'”
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The evolution of national parks in each country has certainly differed. For
one thing, while Australian parks are called “national,” almost all are funded and
managed by individual stares within the federal system. Various state parks are
also classified as World Heritage—for example, Willandra Lakes, Greater Blue
Mountains—rtwelve of them on the basis of “natural” significance. The only "
three classified exclusively for “cultural” significance are British-Australtan buile -
sites, including convict sites and the Sydney Opera House. Those with both*
narurat and cultural values include indigenous—owned Kakadu Nationa! Park
(1981) and Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park (1987).%% In these areas, Aboriginal
people have continued to live and carry out culture on their traditional 1ands,._
with nonintensive Furopean economic activities leaving a relatively mini.ma_[-

settler-colonizer land alienation and, as his title sums up, was a means of “dis-
possessing the wilderness.”* After all, their resumption showed that even “waste
land” incapable of “improvement” had some meaning to colonizers and could"
be alienated by the nation-state.”” Taking chis further, Australian and Pacific

historian Tracey Banivanua Mar conctudes that the declaration of national parks:
was an endpoint of dispossession and the ultimate triumph of private property.*!

Because parks designations encoded race segregation, heritage expert Denis .
Byrne describes the archaeologies of designated Aboriginal reserves as “nervous

landscapes.””® While “pational monuments” and “national landscapes™ may be

viewed similarly as landscapes of colenizer anxiety, Byrne and Maria Nugent

argue more optimistically for the possibility of “shared landscapes,” which include

parks.*® Indigenous people in both nations are using narional parks venues to

assert their ongoing sovereignty claims. They also use them as sites over which to

test the sincerity of national reconciliation goals, although levels of state interest

in accommodating them may differ. In Australia the 1992 Mabo decision and

the 2008 prime ministerial apology raised national consciousness of indigenous

history and ways to compensate for past injustice. While Americans have

long been cognizant of frontier warfare, many historians still depict America’s

“colonial” era as something that ended with the anti-British revolution.”” The

powerful legacies of African American slavery and a more multifaceted European

colonizing history detract attention from the singularity of any foundarional act

of indigenous dispossession.

colonial foorprint, SRR

Parks Australia, a federal authority, has oversight of World Heritage listed
sites, with the parks within its primary authority tocated in Australian Territo-.
ries, including the Northern Territory. When the Australian federal government:;
moved belatedly, in 1979, to establish national parks in the Northersn Territory,:
Kakadu was developed with explicit reference to and help from the Intemationﬁ:-
Union for the Conservation of Nature. In negotiating indigenous majority:
management in Uluru—Kata Tjuta and Kakadu National Parks and the har-
dover of Uluru to indigenous owners in 1985, Australia exercised international
leadership in developing protocols for indigenous or joint control of national
patks. As Catton’s chapter in this volume reveals, neighboring New Zealand_’s:
carly national parks were informed by Miori concepts of custodianship. This
reflected a contrasting history marked by Maori wars that ended in the Treaty of
Waitangi, which is celebrated, albeit often controversially, as New Zealand’s day
of national unification. In a land that had been designated as terra nullius, o
vacant wasteland, Australian joint management of the Northern Territory parks
consticuted an important, even radical, recognition of indigenous land rights. I.t:
followed in the wake of the Northern Territory Land Rights Act of 1976. The .
handback of Uluru/Ayers Rock preempred recognition of native ritle by the
High Court of Australia, which did not take place until 19927 o

The prior history of national parks lands is a vital factor in chis story. While
cach different era will reinvent its own conceptions of the parks mission, in the
United States the 1963 Leopold and National Academy reports envisaged that’
cach national park should be an “illusion of primitive America.” Their missio_@:
was thus to preserve and create the “mood of wild America.” Parks historia;
Richard West Sellars implies that this was therefore a patriotic, ethnocenttl
goal—to maintain some “landscape remnants of a pioneer past” as they \?Vf’:’r2 :
“when first visited by the white man” or “viewed by the first European visitors. -
Such a preservation mindset reifies the “first moment” of the colonizer gazc;
meaning thar it was primarily sertler-colonizer traditions that became codified

National Monoliths

Despite the treaties enjoyed by many Native Americans, the several American
Indian tribes with links to Devils Tower lack formal ownership or officially rec-
ognized rights in regard to the site. Before it became a national monument, its
surroundings were a ranching area held by private landowners. It would appear
that the “protection of lands” declared in conservation enactments have been.
just as effective as other styles of landholding in diminishing indigenous title
rights.

Eurchermore, national parks lands are understood as publicly accessible.
While special conservation values or “wilderness” classifications create excep-
tions, in order to justify government fand takeover and maintenance costs,
generally a national park must be used and visited. By promoting a voluntary
June climbing closure to coincide with Sundance ceremonies, the National Park
Service has attempted a compromise in relation to Devils Tower. This ensures
that it is not totally ignoring one of the nation’s constituencies. Yet despite such
gestures, the invitation to climb remains ubiquitous. With some safety warnings,
this also applies at Uluru, whese climbing remains the much-anticipated visitor
in land, heritage, parks, and antiquities Jaw. 2! R activizy.
As historian Mark Spence explains, parks history became an arm; _Qf

Tn the 1980s Ayers Rock, as it was then known, became the centerpic.ce in
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a heated controversy in which political conservatives declared that conferring
indigenous land rights to the rock would “divide the nation.” Politicians of chgg
newly self-governing Northern Territory staged an aggressive campaign to assert
masculinist “outback” tropes of white entitlement and colonizer sovercignty.
However, the federal Labor government, backed by Prime Minister Bob Hawke *
and Minister for Aboriginal Affairs Clyde Holding, appreciated the powerful
unifying and healing symbolism of “handing back the Rock.” The Anangu thug N
gained rights of veto, joint management, and income rights from the national.
park. The handback ceremony involved dance and song rituals in which the
Anangu leadership, and various tiers of the white national leadership, including
the queen'’s representative, GGovernor General Sir Ninian Stephen, officiated. The -
Anangu valued chis deeply, as they appreciated chat it was the Bri.tish government,’’
with its head the queen, that had originally divested them of sovereignty, and
without treaties.?” Ninjan Stephen was admired for having made landmark public
statements in favor of Aboriginal rights. Dealing with the regal and vice regal was
in keeping with Aboriginal sovereignty thinking, as through history they had
nurtured a relationship with and had petitioned the kings and queens of England
for redress for their lands. While the Northern Territory government absent’gd__
itself, the Anangu saw the event as a breakthrough marking a hopeful future for
their children. The Anangu now held statutory and traditional ritle to Uluru. Thi
recognition of title rights, however, came with a big catch, for it was conditional
upon Uluru being leased back as a national park for ninety-nine years..

Both Uluru and Devils Tower have long been singled out as suitable foca
tions for nationalist performances, reinforcing their starus as icons of nation_ :_inc[
of sectler ownership. President Theodore Roosevelt's declaration of Devils Towe
as the first U.S. national monument inscribed a European notion of antiqui
as a national value. Thus the ancient “old” was incorporated into the moders
nation. Before that, the Lakota knew the mountain as Mato Tipila, while othe
Plains Indian groups used their own language and storied names with distinctiv
meanings. [t was and remains a ceremonial and gathering site for the Arapah'.o._
Cheyenne, Kiowa, Lakota, Shoshone, and Crow, who cach narrate and reenac
legends about the creation of Devils Tower and the profound power of the bea
which made the place sacred and thus incompatible wich recreational clin:[?
ing.? Many cousider the official name offensive, explaining that “Bear Lodgc. i
a more accurate translation of indigenous names for the place than Devils Towe
or “Bad God'’s Tower.” B

Similarly, while Uluru is legally recognized as belonging to the Anangu peo
ple, a wider range of Pitjanjanjara and Aranda people hold it to be a significan
feature of their stories, histories, and culrural landscapes. Tts conrested status:
reflected in its changing names. In 1873 the surveyor Wiltiam Gosse named
Ayers Rock after a senior government official of South Australia. A dual namin
system of Ayers Rock and/or Uluru applied from the 1980s, and then in 200%
official name reverted 1o the preexisting name of Uluru. Today, many Austrah_a.
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familiarly refer to it simply as “The Rock,” and many tourism promotions still
call it Ayers Rock.

The Anangu have opposed climbing because the climb route is a sacred jour-
ney route of Mala the hare-wallaby man and is exclusively reserved for ascent by
specified elders conducting seasonal ceremonies.” The Anangu see the visitors’
climbing practices as senseless. Because of the way their long lines appear from
a distance, they call them minga or “crazy ants.” Furthermore, and this may be-
equaily important, the Anangu are concerned that they cannot protect those
who walk on their country as they feel obligated to do. Deaths on the rock
are therefore especially troubling, and the Anangu are particularly concerned
about their responsibility for these events, and for the prorocols to be followed
regarding departed strangers.”

Ulure and Devils Tower continue to hold indigenous sacred associations
and meanings as ceremony sites within a broader cultural landscape, one which
carries inscribed histories of creation, fong journeys, large gathetings, kin and
interpersonal connection, marriage, trade, and feasting. However, until recently,
National Park Service literature about Devils Tower’s sacred significance to Indi-
ans was minimal, While a recent leaflet documents the significance of the rock to
six of the tribes, the main information section is vague, stating that Devils Tower
is a sacred site and that Native Americans would like to see the climb banned due
to their “beliefs.” Climbing blogs use the tower’s “sacredness to all” to justify
their conviction, arguing that this made climbing even more “special™: a place
where climbers could exercise their rightful, even God-given, privilege.**

Discourses of sacredness have been used to support both indigenous and
nonindigenous claims to decision-making rights over the activiries allowed on
these sites.” In my title, the words “conquering” and “sacred” may seem an awk-
ward pair, but they go to the heart of contestations over these sites. Nationalism
imbues an emotional connection that draws on secular and sacred iconography.
Its narratives are built up, becoming increasingly tayered and naruralized over
time. In this case, the big rocks in focus stand for many meanings beyond
themselves, including complex sets of values associated with their respective
sertler-cofonizer nations’ self-image and sense of prerogative.™

When Uluru was declared a national park in 1975, this only heightened
competing assertions of sovereignty. Indeed, when the Northern Territory Land
Rights Act was introduced in 1976, the Anangu peoples of Uluru lost any
immediate chance of having their land rights recognized. Formerly classed as
an Aboriginal reserve (reserved by the Crown or the government, not owned
by Aborigines), its declaration as a national park officially alienated the land
from the Crown and thus meant it could not be claimed under the Land Rights
act, Anangu elders could nor comprehend why white Australians assumed pos-
session; they asserted that whites visiting Uluru had no gukurrpa—a word for
dreaming stories or cteation ontologies. Indeed, whites “saw nothing” other than
2 big lump. For Anangu, each crag was proof of ancient epic events, as well as

CONQUERING SACRED GROUND? |

243




intimate present-day connections that laid down their system of law. What is
more, Aboriginal people continued to live there, while very few whites didsoon -
a temporary basis, let alone permanently. S
Tn 1977, when indigenous owner and artist Wenten Rabuntja was informed
that Uluru’s national park status precluded it from being claimed under the new
Northern Territory Land Rights Act (1976), he explained: :

Thar's my place out there . ., said Nipper Winmati, the white fella knows
no stoties out there. That's my place, | own, my father was born there and

[ was born there. White fellas haven’t got their stories or dreamings out’
there—1 don't try and rake away Melbourne or Adelaide. . .. We want the -
white men to come and visit our place, not take it away. They must know
it belongs to us. Now [ am left with just my tent and broken promise.

Discovery and Expeditions

Setler-colonizer narratives involve an “invention of tradition” that includes
inscribing moments of “firstness”—of origins, primacy, originatity, preeminence,
and naming righes.”” As Gosse’s 1873 journey to Central Australia was for a
cotonial purpose and backed by government authorities, he was not dubbed a -
traveler, wanderer, or rambler. As the first white male discoverer and climber, he -
was glorified with the valorized label of explorer. As John Weaver has demon-
strated, the activities of surveying, mapping, and journeying were all pare of‘-
the Great Land Rush of the New World, especially the search for pastoral land,
and in Australias case, for intand seas.” As wich many other famous explorers;
Gosse was not alone when he climbed the Rock. Wich him was camel-driver
Kamran, in bare feet. An Aboriginal guide, whom Gosse knew as Moses, led:.
the party—his nickname probably an abbreviation of his Aboriginal name, an.d_-
perhaps also a humorous allusion to the biblical tale of Exodus. T

[n 1894 a scientific “expedition”—another loaded category of colonial pur-’
posefulness®—climbed the Rock. Only twenty-five Europeans climbed it in the
next sixteen vears. However, after a chain was erected on stanchions driven into
the rock, the slippery, steep parts of the climb became more accessible to the’
wider public. From the 1940s and 1950s, with the advent of sturdy trucks and
light aircraft, tourism expanded. [llustrated magazines such as Walkabout and
Smiths Weekly, as well as visits by talented photographers using the new arts 0
aerial photography, adventurous journalists, writers and novelists, contributed:
to Ayers Rock being firmly erched into the Australian national consciousness.. "

With the outback already laden with cultural meaning, Ayers Rock’s central’
desert location was more “out” the “back” than most—an immense distance;
from the east coast metropolitan centers, Devils Tower is similarly distant from
large urban concentrations and in an iconic region associated with nostalgia fqr
the Wild West. Since the 1960s, with the development of roads and the growing:
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appeal of mass and remote tourism, the two monoliths have become increasingly
accessible to tourists. Both can be accessed by good roads and highways, and
they are readily visible without requiring visitors to leave their cars. This acces-
sibility also makes them mote reachable climbing destinations. In more recent
decades, the rise of adventure tourism and “extreme” experiences only added to
their appeal.

The National Ascent

Devils Tower was officially surveyed by the U.S. Geological Survey party in
1875, a couple of years after Gosse’s survey of Uluru; however, the party found
its steep slopes too forbidding to climb. In 1906 President Theodore Roosevelr’s
imprimarur on Devils Tower as the first national monument firmly established
its special national status, but it had been earning its place as a symbol of nation
beforehand. Local rancher William Rogers, the ateributed “first climber” of
Devils Tower, staged a nationalistic spectacle of the event. Accompanied by his
wife and by fellow rancher Willard Ripley and climbing via a wooden ladder,
they chose the Fourth of July, Independence Day, 1893, to make the ascent,
This was also the year of the World's Columbian Exposition (or World’s Fair)
in Chicago, designed to celebrate the 400th anniversary of Columbus’s arrival
in the New World and to declare America’s modernity to the wider world. And
fittingly, at this exposition, historian Frederick Jackson Turner delivered his
influential paper on “the significance of the frontier in American history,” with
its encounters-with-Indians nostalgia, outdoorsman values, and arriculation of a
national narrative of a modern, white colonizing manhood.®® In this heyday of
nationalist sentiment, America’s progress was being watched by the wider world.
One way of asserting authority over landscapes is by naming or renaming.
Another is by conquering geography—trekking to a locale, or in this case, climb-
ing to the top. As we have seen, the official name of Devils Tower does not take
indigenous sensibility into account. Renaming may present special problems as
the custodial tribes have different names for the site, with divergent meanings.
Historical timelines, with their positivist authority, tend to emphasize 1893,
when the local rancher William Rogers made the first climb.*' Demonstrating
something to be shared with and circulated among his fellow Americans, Rog-
ers’s climb exhibited an iconography of masculine performance emphasizing
courage, action, and strength. Dressed in the evocative representational garb of
an Uncle Sam outfit, when Rogers reached the summit on the Fourth of July,
he draped a huge stars-and-stripes flag over the monument. Local white wornen
had crafted the flag and che suit.* Presumably Theodore Roosevelt would have
approved; he was fond of projecting himself in the iconography of nationalist
dress, being photographed in the fringed deerskin attire that drew on the hybrid
garb of Narive Americans and the pioncering frontiersman or backwoodsman.
In 1936 the Devils Tower climb was closed for safetry reasons, although by
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then only about twelve people had succeeded in climbing it. The first “techni- = adds magic, power, aura, and mystery, offering in situ ruminations on an almost

cal climb” took place in 1937. By 1954 only thirty-six people had climbed Et,:_ ' lost, or a frozen, static momens of “primitive” history. Ninian Stephen’s refer-
although within five years the figure climbed to 143. Due to safety concerns; — cnce to Uluru as the “spiritual heart of Australia” in 1985 concurred perfectly
the National Park Service conceded that climbing was becoming a “public rela- ' with whart historian and anthropologist Nicholas Thomas referred to as the
tions problem.” Subsequently, the service recruited skilled mountaineers and. — “primitivist renovation of white identity via indigenous culture” In American
cven started to encourage the activity, promoting a Mountaineers Week event in ' culture the theme of pilgrimage has powerful historical resonances; by the early
1956. Soon the climb gathered furcher momenturm.* ~ nineteenth century, historical and religious pilgrim themes were drawn upon to
Following in the patriotic footsteps of Roosevelt and Rogers, white residents create a new colonizer history for New England, as well as for the wider nation.*®
continued to deploy Devils Tower as a site of national celebration. In recent ' Between the 1940s and 1960s, Australian writers and journalists such as
decades, climbs have taken place regularly on Independence Day. People dressed - Frank Clune, Beryt Miles, Arthur Groom, and Bill Harney wrote popular books
in historic clothing gather at the site to reenact George Washington’s procla-- ~ that whetted the public apperite for tourism. Hedley Herbert Finlayson popu-
mations and the Dedaration of Independence—moments that explicicly take ' larized the catchy metaphor of the “Red Centre.” Not only did such writers
pride in and memorialize American-born, white setcler-colonizer sovereignty. : self-consciously follow each other’s journeys and climbs, they repeatedly quoted
The anniversary performances glorify the virtues of independence and liberty, each orher, their fellow members of the “Brotherhood of the Rock,” as poet Rex
and especially the gaining of New World manhood by ousting the British Old . Ingamells had put it.*® Frank Clune thus wrote: “Like Explorer Gosse . . . 1 ‘had
World imperialists. With the Fourth of July marking the independence of the- : a view which repaid me for my trouble’; and, like him also, my feet ‘were all in

American Republic and its sacred “manifest destiny,” such bedecked climbs — bliscers, and it was as much as I could do to stand.” When Clune descended, he

valorize moments of ascendant national sovereignty. blandly stated that it was “with our mountain-climbing ambitions sarisfied.”’

Similarly, Uluru has been frequencly used as a seuing for special céremo- Lacking deep historical meanings, connections with place could be shallow and
nies of nation. In the lead-up to the Australian Bicenrenary in 1988, which comments disappointing. Travel writer Arthur Groom mentions Gosse’s ascent
celebrated the anniversary of the arrival of the First Fleet of British convicts (at. and his own interest in timing his party’s “race” to the top. But, like Clune, he
faraway Port Jackson, Sydney), Uluru was chosen as the backdrop for a choi desperately searches for a deeper significance: “I have been on many a mountain
representing the diversity and inclusivity of the multicultural Australian nation summit, and seen many a cairn of stones and bottle filled with names; but none
Tt was the starting point of the Olympic torch relays for the 2000 Sydney Olyne: excited me more than those accounts of the past few who have travelled hun-

pics, and it has also been a conspicuous setting for advertisements for Qantas; dreds and in some instances, thousands of miles, to ascend Ayers Rock. In this
Airways’ “the Spirit of Australia” theme and for a private loan company. Ulurd’ lonely land it seemed to give the names written in ink and pencil definite reality
distinctive profile is constantly rehashed in tourism brochures, souvenirs, and: : and personal presence.”™”

artifacts.** As a complex siganifier, it represents many things---the outback; a ' Another intrepid traveler, Beryl Miles, imagined her encounter with the Rock
vast conzinent, emptiness, loneliness, the mystical, and the sacred. Since wrirers: : as the discovery of “a lost scroll,” an image connecting the site with Northern
started to engage with the place, they have insctibed this monolith with a special. Hemisphere antiquity, its history of writing, and the Bible. Describing her antici-
role in the anthropomorphic body of the nation. As “the red heart” of Australia; pation of the cairn of stones on the summir, she declared: “It was a proud moment
and in the geographic heart of the country, it was as if Uluru had come alive;. . when 1 added my name t those in the borcle.”* Through the on-site archive of
representing the life force, survival, a beating pulse, and as a symbol of courage; — this commetmorative cairn, it was as if individual experience had been elevated and

love, and sentiment for a solid and permanent nation.” . at the same time sublimated to a collective ethos. In their names and signatures,

' : visitors had thus left part of “themselves” behind. In schools, such enterraining
tales delivered colonizer history lessons fearuring heroes who conquered “a hostile
landscape.” Due to such literature and the growing visual record, climbing the

Sites of Pilgrimage or Sacrilege?

As monumental sites of memorialization, the national landscapes of Uluru and Rock became a national, and increasingly well-documenred, aspiration.

Devils Tower rely heavily on the creation of new chronologies of setcler-colonizer , From time to time, Anglo-Australian nosions of sacredness, and convergent
histories of connection. In Pilgrims of the Vertical, American author Jay Taylot ones merging with understandings of the Aboriginal sacred, have also been
has explored pilgrimage as a theme taken up by Yosemite rock climbers,* At the enacted around the Rock. Bill Harney, appointed the first ranger of the area
same time, the mystique of the longer indigenous presence enhances Uluru and in 1958, remembered “the holy expressions in white people’s eyes as they came
Devils Tower as rourise ateractions. The indigeneity of the landscape purportedly down after going to the top of the mountain.” In 1959 che legendary “Flynn
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d”—the Flying Doctor whose services assisted white women to settle

of the Inlan
derness”—recorded a ritual conducted on slabs from

and give birth in the “wil
the rock:

with the magnificent view all around—the Olgas standing up like
2 medieval castle . . . all Australia stretching away on every side--—the
Sacrifice of Praise, of Gratitude, of Apology, of Petition, began. Father-
Brown was the first to raise the Host over Australia and over the men and
boys kneeling on the Rock. . . . They were offered, these Masses, for the
“complete Australia,” both the living and the dead of our nation, all of

white skin and all of black.*®

Thus was celebrated an inclusive moment in which black and white were wel-
comed into the arms of a renewed, benign colonizing nation. Rex Ingamells
and Miles had their own sacred missions that embraced reconciliation, albeit
onizer perspective. Ingamells was instrumental
2 white nativist movement that aspired to
grating Aranda/Central Australian
d literature. How=:

imagined exclusively from the col
in setring up the Jindyworobaks,
create an authentic Australian culture by inte
Aboriginal language, song, and meaning into art, poetry, an
ever, the sacred pilgrimage could also be secular. More recently, poet Barry Hitl
wrote of walking not in Aboriginal cracks but in Bill Harney's tracks, and more
generally in “history’s tracks.”% To Hill, such makers of written national history:
themselves became the “congregation of pilgrims” who had gone before him.: .

Few non-Aboriginal people ever see the rock without the aid of cars, buses;

and planes, yet they tend to consider Aboriginal people who travel in Toyotas™

and communisies around the Rock as “inauthentic.” Some.

and who live in towns
ported to refer to contemporary Uluru residents as an

tour operators have been re

“eyesore,” contsibuting to a “degraded” rather than “pure” Aboriginal vista. For:|

others, Aboriginal people at Uluru emphasize disparities between the social sta-

cus of black and white, constiruting an unwelcome reminder that all is not well

s with the wonder of the Wild West:'

are celebrated in its souvenir shops and fore-style architecture, yet less evident
is the role of severat American Indian tribes in the ranching industry and oches

with the nation. Devils Towet’s association

modern economic pursuits, because they do not fit as neatly with the designated

“authentic” image.

cultures,” rather than land development and the ranching economy.
So What Is !t about Climbing?

Climbing is an activity heavily taden with cultural vatues. It offers a pdweff

poetic: the individual arises abov
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57 Drearn carchers and spiritual iconography sell better, too, as
the Indian link is more comfortably associated with the spiritual, and with “lost’

e the masses, pitting body and mind to meef 2

great chailenge. After the ascent, he or she achieves a new vantage point on the

world. Especially associated with manhood, it enables the individual to prove
himself—his mind and body can master a mountain. The virtues of persever-
ance, determinarion, planning, intelligence, self-reliance, and skili are essential.
The ascent takes grit, but the reward—getting to the top—becomes a metaphor
for reaching the toughest of human goals. _
Mounzains have featured powerfully in humankind’s assertion of dominance
over the natural world. In the twentieth century, this reached its ultimate expres-
sion in the response to the news thar a New Zealand “man of the Empire,”
Edmund Hillary, and his Nepalese companion, Sherpa Tenzing Norgay, had
reached the summir of Mount Everest, the world’s tallest mountain, in 1953.
This was reified as a “conquering” moment of empire, with the queen of England
conferring the highest imperial honors upon Hillary and the second highest
upon Tenzing. Although not staking any claim to land, reaching the summit, the
“roof of the world,” was nonetheless considered a symbolic victory for the British
Empire. For much of the swentieth century, Boys’ Own adventure books pro-
moted ideas of empire and conquering the world. The language of domination
was slotted into an imperial tradition of landscape mastery. Explorers symboli-
cafly conquered strangeness, distance, drought, wilderness, and “hostile natives.”
Although they followed their tracks and were usually assisted by indigenous
trackers in Australia and Indian “scours” in the United States, the main heroes
were white men. By the 1970s, however, with so many decolonizing movements
around the world, the lure of the imperial adventure was losing its hold.™
Climbing was increasingly associated with the spiritual and the “rising above”
implicit in the transcendent experience.”” While climbing pits man against
nature, to use a common phrasing of mastery and domination, ar the same
time the climber ends up with nature, in an almost religious state of being.®
The climber’s sense of achievement is inevitably in connection with landscape,
nature, place—and, as we have seen, this can also include another kind of tran-
scendence—beyond the individual, toward a sense of belonging to the larger
collectivity of nation. :
At certain sites, reaching the summit can function as an endlessly repeated
individual assertion of an earlier chronology of national dominance and con-
quest, a moment of arrival in a serange place. The moment of conquering comes
to reside in a timeless zone of endless colonizer repetition. That is, every climber
can win the prize and conquer. For the individual, it can always be a first. Fach
later climber walks or climbs in the pathways of earlier climbers, and as we have
seen, people often self-consciously try to reconnect with the moment of the
primeval white gaze. As a landed communication with the wilderness and che
modern, climbing promises a white national moment belonging to all. Yet the
seemingly innocuous “open to all” inevitably generates contests of power and
control.”!
As national parks authorities have the role of managing the national estate,
they place controls for ecological or environmental reasons. They may ban or
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restrict certain kinds of accommodartion or activities, for example, the estab.
lishment of tents and camping grounds near environmentally sensitive sites;
They may also ban indigenous people from hunting or fishing, or at least using
modern technologies to do so. In other words, while a prescribed ser of activities
can be followed, for conservation or other reasons, people may be locked out of -
activities that would enable them to maintain the very land connections that add .
deep cultural value to the sites. g

At the same time, many visitors to sites value indigeneity as the star attrac-
tion. As historian James Clifford has pointed out, the “indigenised landscape”
is often imagined as an outdoor museum, “a fixed heritage,” like a photograph |

%2 Some climbers are

or a museum collection designed to entertain the visitor.
on a specific quest for a more ancient, primeval imagining of what it is to be
indigenous. The rhetoric of heritage reinforces the notion that indigenous :
people have heritage but not necessarily history, which is the preserve of white
settler-colonizers. Urbanized indigenous people also travel to such places simply
as tourists, or searching for a connection with “pure” or “real” indigenous culture
prior to colonizer destructiveness.” For othets, it is simply to get into the spiric
of an adventurous school field trip. :

Many tourists cherish a sense of entitlement to do whatever they please. AE
Uluru, a common activity young men use to mark arrival at the top is urination,
which, in its after-stench, can make the journey’s climax somewhat unpleasant
People scratch their name on the rock. Hitting a golf ball off the summir to see
how far it might go across the Plains is also a favorite visitor activity. Advertising
agencies have asked permission to use Uluru to shoot scenes of paint splashing
over it or planes crashing into it, suggesting that many people have lictle insight
into indigenous sensibilities or the basics of parks management. At least such
proposals have been tightly vetted by parks and by indigenous owners and disal-
lowed. Recently a female French performer did a striptease atop a windy Ulura
that proved a hit on YouTube. When the Anangu male elders stated that they:
considered her actions offensive (it was a men’s site), she retorted that Aboriginal"_
people had tradizionally been naked. Primitivist ideas have wide circulation far
beyond the nations in which these iconic geographies are situared.

Devils Tower has had tts own set of bizarre events, including the story of th'_
adventurer George Hopkins, who in 1941 parachuted out of a plane onto the
mountain and could not get down.® Irs the 1980s and 1990s, bokts were inserted
into the granite to facifitate and improve the safety of crack climbs. With abseil-
ing gaining popularity, climber numbers increased. Bvery year, hundreds of
brave climbers arrempt the very steep ascent, some of whom steap themselves
with cameras as well as ropes to leave a full record on YouTube. At the summit;
successful climbers have erected small and large stone cairns. One contains an
encased visitor’s book in which climbers record their comments.® .

Souvenirs reveal changing meanings. One American pro-climbing organ
zation uses the name “Devils Tower Sacred to Many People,” and assures i
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website customers that its sales of souvenirs and T-shirts will assist Native Amer-

icans.* In the 1980s, T-shires declaring in farge letters “I Climbed Ayers Rock”

were conspicuously worn around the site. That T-shirt now comperes for sales -
with another one proclaiming, “I Dida't Climb Ayers Rock,” Visitors to Devils

Tower make strained gestures toward respectfulness. As well as purchasing recog-
nizable “Indian” motifs such as feathered headdresses and Wild West imagery,

Devils Tower T-shirts glorify its associations with Close Encounters of the Third

Kind-—and with believers in UFOs and aliens generally. While popular culture

can absorb both aliens and Indians into a mystique of otherness, this majestic

rock’s association with outer space “aliens” lends it a mysterious, ominous aura

that can entirely wash away indigenous meanings.*’

Sacred Nations

White American nationalism and Native nationalism have had some transna-
tional moments arguing over rocks. As James Clifford explains, local and global
“contact zones™ are sites of “identity making and transculcuration, containment
and excess,” that suggest an ambiguous future for “culcural difference.”®® With
legislative endorsement, nacional parks function to serve particular communi-
ties chat are “inside nation.” Not necessarily a stable space, these can variously
include indigenous and other peoples, as Catton’s chapter has also demonstrated
for New Zealand.*” As the exchange, the transaction, however, involves more
than “gifting,” it will be constandy contested-~crearing sites for sovercignty
struggles that go to the foundations of setcler-colonizer nations.

At Uluru and Devils Tower, we have observed how a conquering, settler-col-
onizer sacred vies with a modern, decolonizing, indigenous sacred. The Anangu
close the Rock when an important elder dies. While they have no rights to close
the climb at Devils Tower, Plains Indians tie prayer ribbons and meer to conduct
gatherings and ceremonies annually. Some nonindigenous peoples also view the
two monoliths as magic places--sites of potential good and evil power.

"The symbolics of these two national monuments seem to be enhanced by
the continuing “Indian” and Aboriginal presence and their myrhologies. For
Ayers Rock, the Aboriginal presence became ubiquitous on postcards, ashtrays,
plates, and other souvenirs from the 1960s, adding a picturesque rouch of the
“primitive” and the unique. Apparently, such popular iconography of Aboriginal
people was compatible with notions of emptiness, ancientness, discovery, con-
quest, or wilderness. The Aboriginal and the Indian were part of nature and the
original white panorama. European accounts of visits to the Rock by scientists
such as Walter Baldwin Spencer and Charles Mountford brought Aboriginal
culture to the forefronz.” National parks licerarure has increasingly emphasized
the indigenous significance of Ulury and Kara Tjuta in an atterapt to educate
visiting rourists and thus broaden their appeal as tourisr destinations. :

Similarly, the significance of Devils Tower to Plains Indian groups has long
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been recognized by the National Park Service, albeit in a deracinated, deperson--
alized formar that presencs the traditional stories of the place as mythologies;
even as “colorful fantasies.””" Largely absent in the official record are the voices
and presence of contemporary Plains Indian peoples. Their interpretations of
Devils Tower are sometimes represented as if they belong in the past, conve-
niently distocated from present-day issues and concerns that stress continued::
connection and belonging, and from a desite to be involved in the managcment
of the park.
Both Devils Tower and Uluru host Western-style New Age and Chr:stlan
spiricual gatherings, including spiritual quests to “be Indian” or “Aboriginal.”
The rocks around Devils Tower are used in Plains Indian ceremonies, as is Ehe
site itself. Ideas about power centers of special magnetic force draw people into
cosmic earth journeys. New Agers and spiritual seekers have been found on
various occasions chanting in off-limits sites such as sacred women-only caves,
At both sites, climbers have died, imbuing the place with additional memorial
significance. At both, tourists constantly pilfer rocks and, after raking them
home, fall inco the belief thar runs of bad luck were attributable 1o the rocks:
being in their possession. They send them back in such quantities that the parks :
authorities do not know what to do with them.”
We have now discussed how settler-colonizer states deploy Uluru and Df:v;ls
Tower as modern ways of asserting new meanings imbued with nationalistic
sacredness, and how Native people use these sites ro assert ongoing prior sover-
cignties often based on spiritual significance. Yet beyond the binaries—which
are essentially blurred chrough long histories of coexistence, intermarriage, and;
a murual engagement with modernity and the larger nation-—the situation
complex and convergent. Climbers, too, may be indigenous and may not neces-
sarily follow tribal protocols. :
Significantly, however, numerous indigenous people are currently usmg
national parks as a forum in which to assert their knowledge, to tell stories;
and 1o teach deeper meanings and longer histories. In Australia and North
America, many indigenous rangers work in parks interpretation. Many sit on
key committees and spend hours each week pursuing their culrural obligatioqs;
In Uluru and other Australian World Heritage areas, Aboriginal people have
formed land councils, elders councils, and local, regional, and state committee
to which parks turn for advice. Although the formacion of parks often led to
the dispossession of indigenous people, national parks have now become a key
venue for sharing histories. Park interpreration may serve as the * pedagogical
arm of reconciliation.” For nationals associated with the respective sites, som
use key national parks sites to imaginatively jump the gap between the percewe_
binaries of colonizer and colonized. :
This paper has suggested thar, when looking at “national parks” in settier—c L
onizer nations, the term “transnational” rakes on new layers.”” The appellatlon
“national” for landscapes denotes a strategy of ongoing spatial colonization tha

252 | BOUNDARIES

potentially creates categories of indigenous exclusion and inclusion. Yet national
parks and national monuments have created spaces for the assertion of indige-

nous and nonindigenous sovereignty over lands, as well as for negotiation and’
enacement of the ideals of reconciliation. Following a long period of consulta-

tion with eraditional owners, tourist access to the climb was scheduled to cease at

Uluru in 2012, 'the date appears to have been extended. Who steals the higher

moral ground, if any, is yet to be seen. Parks are elastic signifiers of the sacred

that can become venues for imagining a more benign colonization, and possibly

a more just settlement, between Native peoples and colonizers. Nonetheless, in

this metaphoric national climb, the summirt always seems o loom slightly out

of reach.
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