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TRACE
Sand and stone are Earth’s fragmented memory. Each of us,
too, is a landscape inscribed by memory and loss. One
life-defining lesson Lauret Savoy learned as a young girl was
this: the American land did not hate. As an educator and Earth
historian, she has tracked the continent’s past from the relics of
deep time; but the paths of ancestors toward her–paths of free
and enslaved Africans, colonists from Europe, and peoples
indigenous to this land–lie largely eroded and lost.

In this provocative and powerful mosaic of personal journeys
and historical inquiry across a continent and time, Savoy
explores how the country’s still unfolding history, and ideas of
“race,” have marked her and the land. From twisted terrain
within the San Andreas Fault zone to a South Carolina
plantation, from national parks to burial grounds, from “Indian
Territory” and the U.S.-Mexico Border to the U.S. capital, Trace

grapples with a searing national history to reveal the often unvoiced presence of the past.

In distinctive and illuminating prose that is attentive to the rhythms of language and landscapes,
she weaves together human stories of migration, silence, and displacement, as epic as the
continent they survey, with uplifted mountains, braided streams, and eroded canyons. Gifted with
this manifold vision, and graced by a scientific and lyrical diligence, she delves through
fragmented histories — natural, personal, cultural — to find shadowy outlines of other stories of
place in America.

“Every landscape is an accumulation,” reads one epigraph. “Life must be lived amidst that which
was made before.” Courageously and masterfully, Lauret Savoy does so in this beautiful book:
she lives there, making sense of this land and its troubled past, reconciling what it means to
inhabit terrains of memory–and to be one.

Lauret Edith Savoy’s life and work is unearthing what is buried, re-membering what is
fragmented, shattered, eroded. A woman of African American, Euro-American, and Indigenous
ancestry, she writes about the stories we tell of the American land’s origins and the stories we tell
of ourselves in this land. Her books include Trace: Memory, History, Race, and the American
Landscape; The Colors of Nature: Culture, Identity and the Natural World; Bedrock: Writers on the
Wonders of Geology; and Living with the Changing California Coast.

*Book and author description from lauretsavoy.com

https://www.lauretsavoy.com/


Discussion Questions
1. How does Trace relate to climate change and environmentalism?

2. In “Madeline Traces”, author Louise Erdrich tells the author, “The [Anishinaabemowin]
word for stone—asin—is animate.” Savoy goes on to describe the geological movement of
rocks in the region and concludes, “These rocks are animate indeed.” This is an example
of how culture and the environment are intimately linked. Discuss this relationship. Where
else do you see this relationship portrayed throughout Trace?

3. Trace is a mixture of both “official” and personal histories but Savoy shows readers that
“official” history can be incomplete and personal accounts often fill in the gaps. What has
Trace taught you about how history is told, accepted, remembered, forgotten, or
weaponized?

4. Who owns the land? American history is fraught with this question. How are Americans
taught to answer this question? How does Savoy answer this question in Trace?

5. Savoy highlights how White settlers exploited the Indigenous peoples' erudite knowledge
of their land. Describe the difference in how White settlers viewed and used the land
versus the Anishinaabe and other tribes. What culture did White-settlerism build and what
impact does it continue to have on the land, Native people, and other people today?

6. According to Savoy’s website, Trace invites readers “to cultivate broader, deeper
perspectives that acknowledge enduring injustices of our society, and realize the contexts
of racism on the American land in a deliberate way.” Discuss how the land you live on is
impacted by these acknowledgements.

7. In the chapter “What’s In a Name” Savoy tells us the N-word “once featured in at least two
hundred American toponyms...from Maine to Alaska.” She goes on to say that despite
official changes to use “Negro” instead, the pejorative form “continues in pockets of local
speech and on some maps.” Discuss this revelation and others from this chapter and how
it relates to the questions: Do I/you belong here? Is this my/your land?

8. What provokes people to proclaim land as their own? For example, consider the section in
“Migrating in a Bordered Land” where Savoy describes America’s purchase of the
southwest from Mexico. What factors lead to America claiming ownership of this land?
Who lived there before this claim and what happened to them after annexation?

9. We learn in “Properties of Desire” that despite the Black enslaved hands that worked the
land and brought great financial prosperity to North America, that almost no historical
information can be found for these people. We do have records of land and slave owners
en masse. Savoy calls this “phantom history” and explains how it happens: “Census data
privilege property owners, the ones who could declare themselves, by law and custom,
heads of households.” With this in mind, discuss how laws and land privatization have
shaped the American landscape and culture from its inception to today.
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10. What “phantom histories” can you think of where you live? Consider environmental history
as well as cultural history. What impact does muting history have on us? Who chooses
what to mute?

11. Savoy describes the San Pedro River (which runs through today’s Mexico/Arizona border)
as an ancient migration oasis for birds, animals, and humans. Savoy writes, “This
long-contested place witnessed other migrations, by choice and by force, over centuries.”
With this in mind consider: Who is the current border for? Who benefits from it? In light of
the climate crisis (which will inevitably cause great migrations), do political borders aid or
hinder health and survival?

What to Read, Watch, and Try Next

● The Colors of Nature: Culture, Identity, and the Natural World, nonfiction by Lauret Savoy
● Alien Land, fiction by Willard Savoy
● A River Runs Again, nonfiction by Meera Subramanian
● Writing Wild, nonfiction by Kathryn Aalto
● “Seven Nonfiction Writers on the Natural World”, VELA article,

velamag.com/marissa-landrigans-seven-nonfiction-writers-on-the-natural-world/
● Braiding Sweetgrass, nonfiction by Robin Wall Kimmerer
● Earth Keeper: Reflections on the American Land, nonfiction by N. Scott Momaday
● Rez Life: An Indian’s Journey through Reservation Life, nonfiction by David Treuer
● Rez Dogs, television series “that follows the exploits of four Indigenous teenagers in rural

Oklahoma who steal, rob and save in order to get to the exotic, mysterious and faraway
land of California,” directed by Sterlin Harjo and Sydney Freeland

● Native-Land, interactive map run by the nonprofit organization Native Land Digital that
strives to “to map Indigenous territories, treaties, and languages across the world in a way
that goes beyond colonial ways of thinking, https://native-land.ca/

● “Mapping Inequality: Redlining in New Deal America”, Interactive map and searchable
database for cities across the USA from Home Owners' Loan Corporation (HOLC),
dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining/#loc=5/39.1/-94.58
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