

[image: Cover: Susan La Flesche Picotte, by Diane Bailey]


    
        Discovering History’s Heroes

        Susan La Flesche Picotte

        Pioneering Doctor

        By Diane Bailey

    




[image: Susan La Flesche Picotte, by Diane Bailey, Aladdin]







A NOTE TO THE READER

Several different terms are used to describe Susan La Flesche Picotte, the people in the Omaha tribe she belonged to, and other native peoples who first lived in America. In Susan’s time the word “Indian” was common. That’s because when the Italian explorer Christopher Columbus first landed in America, he actually thought he was in the country of India. He called the people he saw “Indians,” and the name stuck. Later the name became “American Indian,” a term that is still widely used today (even though America is very far away from India!).

Some people prefer to say “Native American.” They feel this better describes the people who were the first to live in the Americas, long before European settlers arrived. However, the phrase “Native American” also comes from Europeans, since it was Europeans who came up with the name “America.” That’s why other people like to use the term “indigenous peoples.” “Indigenous,” which means “native,” describes the first peoples without using a word that European settlers introduced.

As for Susan, she grew up hearing the word “Indian,” both among her Omaha tribe and from whites. Since that is how she described herself and her people, the terms “Indian” and “Native American” are used in this book.






Prologue A PLEA FOR HELP


The Omaha woman lay in bed, weak and frail. She was getting sicker and sicker. Her family sent for the doctor, a white man who was in charge of helping the Indians in the Omaha tribe. Please come quickly, they begged. The doctor sent his answer: he would come. The family breathed a sigh of relief. And then they waited.

Susan La Flesche was worried about the woman, but she was just a little girl. There wasn’t much she could do to help except sit beside the older woman, straighten her covers, and give her sips of water to soothe her parched lips. She could hold the woman’s hand and try to comfort her. But it wasn’t enough. The woman needed a doctor. What was taking him so long?

As the hours passed and the doctor still did not show up, another message was sent. The woman was getting worse, and she was in terrible pain. Time was running out. She needed help now. Again, the doctor assured them that he was on his way—and again, he didn’t come.

Twice more during the night, urgent messages flew across the Nebraska plains to the doctor. Four times altogether. Each time he promised to come, but he never did.

The next morning the woman died.

Susan was angry with the doctor. His job was to help sick, suffering people—but he hadn’t bothered to help the Omaha woman who’d needed him. To him it wasn’t important that the woman had died. She’d been “only an Indian,” Susan said later, and “[did] not matter.”1

But the woman had mattered, of course. She’d mattered to her family and her tribe. And she’d mattered to Susan. Susan remembered that sad night for the rest of her life. She promised herself that if she ever got the chance, she wouldn’t let people suffer. Not if she could help them. And she would find a way to help them.

That was what mattered.



Susan was an Omaha Indian who lived in the late 1800s and early 1900s. She devoted her life to helping her people however she could. Along the way, she faced a lot of obstacles, but she didn’t get discouraged. She looked for a path around each obstacle—and she usually found one! When Susan was born, the lives of the Omaha were changing fast. Sometimes it was difficult, but Susan was optimistic. She believed that good things could come from those changes. She was always looking toward the future—but she never forgot her past.

Her goal was to make the lives of the Omaha better. As the country’s first Native American to earn a medical degree, she used her skills to improve their health. She also worked for them to have more rights in a country that sometimes did not treat them well. She didn’t always succeed, but throughout her life, she showed how determination and kindness could change lives.






1. BORN WITH THE BUFFALO


In June 1865, the Omaha Indians were on the move. They had planted their crops, and in the fall the tribe would return to their reservation to harvest corn, squash, beans, and melons. For a few weeks during the summer, though, they were traveling across the plains, camping in their teepees, hunting for buffalo. The Omaha way of life depended on the buffalo. The animals’ meat would feed the tribe through the winter, and their furry coats would become warm blankets and robes. Their skin was turned into moccasins and teepee coverings.

In the past, millions of buffalo had roamed the Nebraska prairie. But those herds were dwindling as white men moved into the Great Plains and killed the buffalo. Sometimes it was for food, but more often it was just for sport. Joseph La Flesche, who was also called “Iron Eye,” was chief of the Omaha tribe. He feared there weren’t many years left when his people would be able to go on their annual summer hunt. What would happen then?

As these problems stood before the Omaha, though, good news spread through the camp. On June 17, Iron Eye’s wife Mary (also known as “One Woman”) gave birth to a baby girl. For a little while Joseph set aside his worries. Right now it was time to greet his new daughter.

Susan La Flesche was born into a big, close family. She already had three older sisters: Susette was eleven, Rosalie was four, and Marguerite was three. (A brother, Louis, had been born in 1848 but had died.)

Joseph also had a second wife, which was common among the Omaha people. From this marriage Susan had a half brother named Francis, who was seven when Susan was born. Her half sister, Lucy, was born the same year as Susan. Another half brother, Carey, came in 1872, the year Susan turned seven.

As soon as she was old enough, Susan was expected to help the family in any way she could. She learned how to plant and harvest crops, and how to dry strips of buffalo meat.

One of her jobs was to carry water from the spring to the house. Susan dreaded that chore! It was a long walk, barefoot over the rough grass, with the sun beating down on her back. And the buckets were heavy!

But there was plenty of time to play, too. Everyone laughed during the dance of the turkeys, when the children imitated the funny way turkeys poked their necks out. Other times the kids stared at one another until someone cracked a smile. Whoever smiled first lost the game—and got water poured over their head. Susan and her sisters played house in teepees that they built, taking care of dolls made from corncobs and dressed in bits of calico fabric. The sisters rode across the Nebraska prairie on stick ponies they made from the tall stalks of sunflowers.

Like all other Omaha children, Susan behaved respectfully around her parents and other adults. She knew it was rude to walk in between a person and the flap of the tent, and she knew not to stare at people—especially strangers! She learned to get up quietly, without drawing attention to herself. Of course she never interrupted when the grown-ups were talking. And from the time Susan was a little girl, the grown-ups were always talking. Big changes were happening on the reservation, and more changes were coming.



Joseph had become chief of the Omaha in 1853. By then, thousands of white people had been moving onto Indian lands. Joseph had seen how the US government had helped these settlers take over the land of other Indian tribes. He knew that the United States wanted the Omaha’s land too. Joseph worried that if the Omaha did not surrender their land voluntarily, the US government might take it by force. The Omaha were a small tribe, and not very powerful. They would not be able to stop the strong US military.

Joseph believed that for his tribe to have a peaceful, productive future, they needed to find a way to live alongside white men—not fight against them. So in 1854 he signed a treaty between the Omaha and the US government. Under the agreement, the Omaha sold the United States millions of acres of land that were their traditional hunting lands. In return, the Omaha got to keep living on a small piece of land, about 300,000 acres, that was nestled on the banks of the Missouri River in northeastern Nebraska. This was now the Omaha reservation.

However, the US government made sure they had a lot of power over the Omaha. The treaty made it clear that the Omaha were to use their reservation land in ways that white men approved of—namely, farming. Although the Omaha were used to raising a few crops, the US government wanted them to take up full-time, large-scale farming, like white men did. According to the treaty, the government didn’t even have to pay the Omaha the money they were owed from the sale of their hunting grounds. Instead, the United States could decide to use the money on programs for the “moral improvement and education” of the Omaha, or for starting farms and buying supplies. In return, the government helped the Omaha set up a mill, for grinding corn and flour, and a blacksmith shop to take care of their equipment. Finally, the US military promised to protect the Omaha from other Indian tribes such as the Sioux, who had been enemies of the Omaha for a long time. To make sure things were done the way the US government wanted, officials established an office on the reservation, called an agency, to take care of things.

Many of the Omaha opposed Joseph’s decision to cooperate with the United States. He had sold almost all the Omaha’s lands. How could they go on their annual hunts, which were so important to the tribe? Joseph sympathized with them, but he was their chief. He insisted that he’d done the right thing.

Joseph started to adopt the ways of white men. In the past the Omaha had lived in earth lodges or teepees. But white men lived in wooden houses with square corners and glass panes in the windows. In 1857, Joseph built a wooden house for his family. It was the first one on the reservation. He planted crops and kept cattle, just like white men. He also joined the Presbyterian Church, which established a mission on the reservation to spread the Christian religion among the Indians. Some Omaha followed Joseph’s lead and built their own wooden houses. But others refused. They mocked what they called the Village of the Make-Believe White Men.

Joseph was proud of his Indian heritage, and he wanted his children to be proud of it too. But he also wanted them to fit into the white man’s world. That meant making some changes. For example, Joseph and Mary gave their oldest daughter a traditional Indian name that meant “Bright Eyes,” but they also gave her an English name, Susette. The rest of the children, including Susan, got only English names. Because Susan and her sisters were daughters of a chief, normally they would have received tattoos to show their status. Not now. Joseph did not want them to look different.

Still, Susan grew up knowing how to speak Omaha as well as English, and understanding the traditions of her people. Many evenings her grandmother would come by the house and tell a story. Susan loved to listen to funny tales of rabbits who played tricks, or to silly explanations for why turkeys have red eyes. Sometimes the stories had a message. The Omaha were patient, cautious people. They did not rush into things. The stories explained that before making a big decision, “the people thought.”2

And so Susan grew up with a foot in two worlds—one Omaha, one white.

Both of them made her think.






2. FROM PRAIRIE TO COAST


Shhhh.… Gently the big boys picked Susan up. Her dark hair, twisted into braids, hung down as the boys lifted her out of her seat and laid her down inside a school desk. They weren’t being mean, though. Susan was fast asleep! The boys were just tucking her away somewhere nice and quiet.

When she started going to the Presbyterian mission school on the reservation, Susan was only about three years old. It was no wonder she sometimes needed a nap before the day was finished. And the teacher didn’t seem to think class was very important anyway. Sometimes he put a newspaper over his head, leaned back in his chair, and nodded off himself. Susan later remembered, “I can’t say as I learned very much.”3
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