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The Corn Lady



Moses Jumper Jr.


It was on a cool and wintry day Spiritual leaders and tribal men came to take the little half-breed girl away


She’s no good! She has evil running within her veins The little light tan girl didn’t understand why these elders were trying to cause her so much pain


She didn’t know she was different because of the color of her skin Taught from early childhood to respect all creatures even men and women who were not of kin


Standing ground, her uncle told these men, “She will not die by your hateful hand She is a part of our family, the people of The Snake clan”


As the men left with anger upon their faces little did they realize this little half-breed girl would one day lead the people of their race


As a young girl, she grew into a beautiful everglades flower surrounded by nature she understood the Creator and his higher power


She lived in two worlds, and at first she didn’t understand Why was their hatred and prejudice toward a fellowman?


She was mocked because she had no claim to a dominant race As a young woman among men she began to wonder if she had a place


Each day in her life was a battle, an outcast who always stood her ground Never give up! for in God was the inner strength she found


Marks on leaves was an education she had to read to learn In her spirit this hunger for knowledge would continue to burn


From her elders they said this white man’s learning you must stay away She knew in her heart that education in health was something she would share with her people one day


In a man’s world she became a woman who would one day lead To achieve the places of honor she would help all people in need


She met with presidents, tribal chairmen cross lines that no other woman had gone


She wrote books, told sang songs so the history of her people would live on
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Foreword



James E. Billie, Bird Clan


When Creator, the grandfather of all things, had finished creating the earth, there were many things he wanted to put there. Birds, animals, reptiles, insects, many different living things.


Creator did have certain favorite animals. He particularly liked the panther, coo-wah-chobee (crawls on four legs, close to the ground). Panther would sit beside Creator, and he would pet Panther, over and over, across its long, soft, furry back.


Creator made sure that certain animals and plants possessed unique healing powers. When Creator touched certain things longer than normal, his powers automatically went into whatever he touched. He told Panther, “When everything is complete, I would like for you to be first to walk on the earth. You are majestic and beautiful. You have patience and strength. There is something special about you. You are the perfect one to walk the earth first.”


Creator went to work making all sorts of animals and birds. Animals on all fours, animals with hooves, animals with paws, birds with claws, insects, reptiles—why, there was nothing Creator left out.


When the earth was ready, Creator put all the animals in a large shell. He set it along the backbone of the earth—the really high mountains. “When the timing is right,” he told the animals, “the shell will open, and you will all crawl out. Someone or something will crack the shell, and you must all take your respective places on the face of the earth.” Creator then sealed up the shell and left, hoping Panther would be first to come out.


Time went along, and nothing happened. Alongside the shell stood a great tree. As time passed, the tree grew so large that its roots started encircling the shell. Eventually a root cracked the shell. Panther was patient, which Creator liked. But, at this particular time, Panther was too patient. Wind started circling around the crack in the shell, round and round the inside, so vigorously that the crack was made larger.


Wind, however, remembered that Creator wished for Panther to be on earth first. “We will fulfill Creator’s wishes,” said Wind, reaching down to help Panther take its place on earth.


The wind was everywhere. The wind was the air we breathe. After Wind helped Panther out first, Panther thanked Wind for the honor.


Next to crawl out was Bird. Bird had picked and picked around the hole, and, when the time was right, it stepped outside the shell. Bird took flight immediately.


After that, other animals emerged in different sequences. Bear, Deer, Snake, Frog, Otter. There were thousands of others, so many that no one besides Creator could even begin to count them all. All went out to seek their proper places on the earth.


Meanwhile, as Bird was flying around looking for a place to live on earth, Creator was watching. He watched each animal and did not intervene but left the animals on their own. Creator often allows things to happen along their own sequences. Sometimes a thing must happen on its own merits.


When Creator saw that all was done, he decided to name the animals and put them in clans.


For being such a good companion, Creator rewarded Panther with special qualities: “Your clan will have the knowledge for making laws and for making the medicine that heals,” Creator told Panther. “You, Panther, will be in possession of all knowledge of different herbs. Panther will have the power to heal different ailments and to enhance mental powers.”


Creator believed the actions of Wind were very honorable and noble, so he told Wind, “You will serve all living things so they may breathe. Without the wind—or air—all will die.


“From this day forth, Wind will be brother to Panther and to all living things. When Panther is making official medicine, Wind must be there, beside Panther, no more than a few paces away from Panther at all times.


“Bird, for being able to take flight, will be ruler of the earth,” said Creator. “Bird will make sure that all things are put in their proper places on earth.”


So this is how the beginning was made. Some call it the Creation. Though there were many, many animals put on this earth by Creator, all came to know their proper places on earth.


Today, among the Seminoles and other Indian people, there are ceremonies on the occasion of the greening of the earth. At these ceremonies, you can see Panther, with brother Wind, mixing the medicines for all people to use.


If you enter the festival grounds and don’t know your place, you seek out the head of the Bird clan—usually a man ranked high within the clan—and ask where to make your camp. He will ask you, “What is your clan?” If you say “Panther,” he will give you a direction and instruct you to seek out the head of the Panther clan, who will tell you exactly where to sleep.


Stories such as the Creation and many other legends do have important meanings to us. Sometimes, however, interpreting the legend may confuse us. Seminoles, Miccosukees, Creeks, Cherokees, Choctaws, and many other tribes tell tales of Creation. These stories may parallel but are rarely told in exactly the same manner from tribe to tribe. There is a good reason for this—these groups all live in different locations on the earth, and that has much to do with the way the stories are told.


Dr. Betty Mae Jumper came from Muscogee Creek origins but also spoke the (linguistically related) Miccosukee language. As a child, she learned the Muscogee versions, so her legends, while parallel, may differ slightly from the Miccosukee versions.


The recipient of a legend must do his or her best to retell the story, sticking as close to the original version as possible. It is a great responsibility; for this reason, the best storytellers are greatly respected among those in the tribe.


We retell the same great stories over and over, just as we have been doing since the Creation. Today, however, we have the privilege of writing, recording, and videotaping these stories. This may eliminate the continuous human retelling, but, at the same time, there is no misinterpretation. Each word is exactly preserved.


In this way, we can enjoy the original version told by the storyteller.


I’ve had the special privilege to hear, with my own ears, these legends and stories from Betty Mae Jumper’s own mouth. I hope I will be lucky enough to hear more, even the same legends, over and over again. I never get tired of them.


ABOUT JAMES E. BILLIE


One of the most famous American Indian leaders in history, James E. Billie was Chairman (chief) of the Seminole Tribe of Florida when he told me the Seminole legend of Creation in March 1994. We were in extreme southwest Florida, sitting on the seawall that protects Chokoloskee Island from the angry waters of Florida Bay. He held the post of chairman for twenty-seven years, in two separate terms (1979–2001 and 2011–2016). For his efforts in preserving the culture, history, and language of the Seminoles, he was awarded the prestigious Florida Folk Heritage Award in 2019, an honor also bestowed upon Betty Mae Jumper in 1994. Today, James Billie—whose defiance of the US government and defense of tribal sovereignty led hundreds of tribes and hundreds of thousands of Indians across the land out of abject poverty—lives in a gigantic chickee he himself built on the Brighton Seminole Reservation with his wife and two of his children. Twice a victim of political turmoil, he is not in office as of this writing but still pondering his political future.
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Top to bottom: Rain, Lightening/Thunder, Fire, Broken Arrow, Man on Horse, Bird, Four Directions (Medicine Colors), Crawfish, Tree, Diamondback Rattlesnake, Disagree, Bones






Introduction



Peter B. Gallagher


The twins were angry the morning we all crammed into the little church between the clinic and the casino on the Hollywood Seminole Indian Reservation. Thunder and Lightning, the matching bad boys of Seminole lore, spat and roared and fought in the sky. They sent a livid rain downpouring in foggy torrents as we huddled quietly, safe and dry, inside the church that used to be a chickee, just as the storyteller would tell the wide-eyed children around the cookfire: “Quick! You find a chickee. It will protect you from Twins.”


In an open casket, her skin still smooth and beautiful, the feisty storyteller lay clutching a Bible, at peace at last. Giant floral arrangements surrounded her, covering the entire front of the chapel, where a large screen blinked a slideshow of snapshots from her eighty-eight years and a hidden speaker played her beloved native Christian music. Like tears, rain dripped down the windows as Betty Mae Tiger Jumper’s son, known to all as Big Shot, gripped the lectern, his brow trembling in grief. He recalled his mother’s miracle victory over cancer more than a decade ago: “I never thought this day would come. I never imagined my mother would be gone.”


Betty Mae crossed over the morning of Friday, January 14, 2011. “She went to sleep and never woke up,” said Big. Her great inner clock, timeline of an entire Indian nation, finally wound down. A great flock of birds appeared, suddenly, outside Jim Billie’s window up on the Brighton Seminole Indian Reservation, near Big Lake (Okeechobee). The Bird clan man instantly knew: “The doggone robins told me,” said “Chief” Billie. “I was stunned. My whole life, she was always there. I don’t know what this tribe would have done without her.”


Not a single Seminole Indian alive that day could remember their tribe without Betty Mae Jumper. She was born Betty Mae Tiger inside a thatched-roof chickee hut in Indiantown, Florida, and few women in American history could match her impact nor approach her accomplishments fighting for the humanity and survival of the people in her world.


Her early grasp of her tribe’s principal languages—Muscogee Creek, Miccosukee, and English—was instrumental in stopping the US government from terminating the Seminoles in the 1950s. She caught every technicality. She explained every whereas to her fellow tribespeople, most of whom spoke English haltingly if at all. “By the age of ten, tribal people were coming from miles around for me to act as interpreter for them,” she remembered in an autobiography she handed me one day.


She said she had begged the reservation superintendent to assist her in going to school “so that I could learn to read the white man’s language.” On January 1, 1938, a place opened up for her at the Cherokee Indian Boarding School in North Carolina. But her grandmother did not like it: “She was very much against all schools. She put her foot down and told me, in no uncertain terms, ‘NO!’—I could not go!” However, her mother signed for Betty to go, and “school opened up a whole new world for me. Not only did I learn to read and write the white man’s language; I learned to wear the white man’s clothes!


“At first the clothes felt too tight and too short—not at all like the long, flowing traditional Seminole costume. But, before too long, I began to feel right at home wearing the different style to the school.”


Betty graduated in 1945, trained as a practical nurse at Kiowa (Oklahoma) Indian Hospital, and then returned to Florida, where she spent nearly two decades treating Indians throughout the swamps and everglades. Known to everyone, she was elected chairman of the Seminoles in 1961 and, later, was appointed to a presidential commission on Indian affairs by President Richard Nixon.


As the storm battered the roof, we sat there and watched as her life in pictures and words passed by.


One by one, they approached the pulpit, speaking in wonderment and praise for Pah-tah-kee (lying flat, like a snake): Betty’s Indian name. Her great triumphs in government and politics; her critical importance as the main liaison to the dominant culture and as trusted interpreter for the tribal elders; her lifelong dedication to health and education; her never-ending outreach to troubled tribal youth; her sensitive merging of Christianity with native tradition; her astounding preservation of tribal songs, stories, and culture—all were duly noted by mourners with anecdote and legend.


She was the truant officer, honking and chasing absent students all over the rez. She was the tour guide who taught kids to sing “Jesus Loves Me” in the Seminole language for tips from the Jungle Queen riverboat tourists. “I used to run away from her,” said Rev. Hank Osceola. “She was the lady who came to our camp and gave the [polio] shots.” Betty was known for breaking out loudly in song when the preacher faltered, and the congregation would follow until he found his place. A whole generation of Seminole youth first knew her for the piles of chicken necks she cooked and served up to whoever stopped by.


“She saved this tribe. She was trilingual, the last of the founding generation,” said her nephew Max Osceola Jr., a tribal councilman for more than thirty years. “She provided the seed to grow to where we are today.” As tribal chairman (1967–1971), Betty took a thirty-five-dollar treasury and built it to $500,000 in four years. “And that was BC,” said Osceola, “Before Casinos!”


“Thanks to Betty, I still have all my fingers,” said tribal president Richard Bowers. Gator wrestlers must ask permission from the Snake clan before entering the pit, said Bowers. Betty Mae, the matriarch of the Snake clan, wrestled gators with the best of them in her younger days. She could sew jackets and dolls, and she brokered a huge Seminole crafts display at the Florida Folk Festival for over thirty years. She is said to have owned more than a hundred dogs and countless turtles in her lifetime, each one her favorite.


“She gave me my English name,” said former president and tribal chairman Mitchell Cypress. As the tribe’s first nurse and founder of the Tribal Health Department, Betty attended the birth of almost every Seminole born in the 1940s and 1950s. “She told my mother, ‘He’s Mitchell Cypress’ and wrote it on the paperwork.”
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