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Preface

THE LATE REUBEN SNAKE, ONETIME chairman of the American Indian Movement and member of the Winnebago nation, said that to be an Indian meant “having every third person you meet tell you about his great-grandmother who was a real Cherokee princess” and “nine out of ten people tell you how great Jim Thorpe was.” Thorpe, in that sense, was one of the few Native Americans of the twentieth century whom people could cite and praise even if they knew little else about the indigenous experience. From the moment I started telling acquaintances that I was writing a book about Thorpe, the reply was often some variation of “Oh, I read a book about him in fourth grade.” Many of those people were in fourth grade long before there was much effort to diversify school libraries. Thorpe was an archetype, a gifted athlete, and a stereotype, the romanticized noble Indian. He was a foundation story of American sports.

As with most public figures of that sort, the man became shrouded in myth. As a biographer, I am interested in both—the making of the man and the creation of the myth. Born in 1887, in the Indian Territory of what later became Oklahoma, Thorpe was the quintessential underdog who rose from nowhere to become the greatest athlete in the world, the Natural who could do anything on the fields of play. He was an Olympic champion decathlete in track and field, a football All-American, a star pro and first president of what became the National Football League, and a major league baseball player, a seemingly indestructible force who ran like a wild horse thundering downhill yet was also a graceful ballroom dancer and gifted swimmer and ice skater.

When people display such rare physical gifts, there is a tendency to lift them into the realm of the superhuman, as if human magnificence is insufficient. That was certainly true with Thorpe. The hyperbolic stories told by writers and sports fans over the decades could fill many notebooks. As is also often the case, there were times when Thorpe became the storyteller of his own legend. Jim loved to recall the tale of how at Carlisle he brilliantly ran a punt back for a touchdown against Army, and when the score was nullified by a penalty, he simply repeated his touchdown gallop on the next play. He was indeed the dominant player in that game, but the back-to-back touchdown runs never happened. Nor is there any truth to his boast that during a baseball game in Texarkana he hit three home runs into three separate states, Arkansas, Texas, and Oklahoma. He did hit three home runs, but the three-state hat trick was a geographic impossibility. Mythmaking in the American tradition of George Washington, Paul Bunyan, Davy Crockett, and Babe Ruth.

But there was another myth at the center of the Thorpe story, a deeper and more pernicious myth that had to do with the history and treatment of the American Indian: the myth that the Great White Father knows best. Thorpe’s life spanned a sixty-five-year period when the dominant society believed the best way to deal with Indians was to rid them of their Indianness and make them as white as possible. It was that mentality that shaped Thorpe’s life. Much of the territory of his Sac and Fox and Potawatomi people was lost when the federal government moved to strip them of communal property, opening up vast swaths of territory to the land rushes that white Oklahoma settlers and their descendants celebrated as Boomer Sooner frontier derring-do. As a teenager, he was sent away to the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania, the federal government’s flagship Indian boarding school, where the focus was more on forced acculturation than on education and the methods were crude, cruel, and dehumanizing. Football, as a college sport then largely the province of Ivy League good old boys, was considered a central component of the assimilation process.

A biographer’s responsibility is to acknowledge the complexity of human existence, its many contradictions, crosscurrents, and nuances. For all of Carlisle’s failings and questionable intentions, some of its students considered their boarding school years among the best of their lives. Jim sometimes claimed that himself. It is fair to say that few would know or care about him had he not gone there and shown his unmatched athletic skills to the nation and the world. Whether he would have had a happier life without the surrounding hoopla of fame is another matter. He was not a loner and had a touch of mischief to him, but he was innately modest and comfortable away from the limelight. He was most relaxed while stalking the woods or sitting on a riverbank or ocean pier, hunting or fishing. In the years after his playing skills faded, his life was troubled by alcohol, broken marriages, deferred dreams, lost opportunities, and financial distress resulting from a generosity that lapsed into wastefulness. He was the American nomad, migrating from job to job, state to state, in search of a peace he never found before he died of a heart attack in a trailer park in southern California in 1953 at age sixty-five.

At times Jim was his own worst enemy, yet throughout his life he had to deal with powerful white men who tried to control his fate. Some presented themselves as his savior, others as his moral superior. The most notable example of the savior type was Pop Warner, Jim’s coach at Carlisle. In Jim Thorpe—All-American, the 1951 movie version of his life, Thorpe (played by movie star Burt Lancaster) is the main character but Warner, who consulted on the script, is portrayed as the hero and wise man who discovered the raw athlete, molded him into a superstar, and then tried time and again in later years to save Jim from his worst impulses. The true story is less flattering. Warner was a hypocrite if not a coward. At the time of Jim’s greatest peril, when his Olympic medals were being taken from him because he had played bush league baseball, Pop lied and feigned innocence to save his own reputation while portraying Jim as the ignorant native. There is strong evidence that James E. Sullivan, then the big man of American amateur athletics and the person most responsible for the decision to deny Thorpe his medals and records, was also duplicitous during that ordeal even as he claimed to be upholding the righteous cause of pure amateurism.

And then there was Avery Brundage, once a decathlete himself, a teammate and rival of Jim’s at the 1912 Stockholm Olympics. Brundage performed miserably there and dropped out of the competition when the going got tough, an early refutation of his later bromide that in the Olympic ideal participation was what mattered, not performance. He went on to a high-flying career as the holier-than-thou arbiter of all things amateur in the world of sports, and for decades as he rose through the ranks from president of the U.S. Olympic Committee to head of the International Olympic Committee, he consistently refused to reconsider the injustice done to Thorpe, often complaining that he, not Jim, was the victim of unfair treatment. In the long list of Brundage misdeeds, others were more inexcusable, especially his cozying up to the Nazi organizers of the 1936 games in Berlin, but his condescending and dismissive attitude toward Thorpe stood as Exhibit A in the hypocrisy of moral superiority.

Thorpe’s unparalleled athletic accomplishments did not make his life triumphant. His days were marked by loss. The loss of tribal lands. The loss of his twin brother in childhood. The loss of his namesake son at age three. The loss of his Olympic medals and records. His loss of money and security and equilibrium. There is a temptation, then, to view his story as tragedy, but I emerged from my study of his life with a different interpretation. It is also a story of perseverance against the odds. For all his troubles, whether caused by outside forces or of his own doing, Jim Thorpe did not succumb. He did not vanish into whiteness. The man survived, complications and all, and so did the myth.






1 “The Stuff His People Are Made Of”


PEOPLE WERE EAGER TO SEE “The Big Indian” as soon as he returned to America. He was a celebrity now, a global sensation after winning two gold medals at the 1912 Olympic Games in Stockholm, where the dapper king of Sweden was said to have called him the greatest athlete in the world. The first public stop on home soil was in Boston, where a local newspaper heralded his exalted status by suggesting he pose as the Indian on the flip side of the buffalo nickel. Boston’s mayor, an avid sports fan nicknamed Honey Fitz, challenged him to a race in the hundred-yard dash at the Elks Club picnic on August 11. John Francis Fitzgerald, almost fifty, and five years away from becoming the grandfather of a future president, jocularly boasted that he might not need a head start to keep up with James Francis Thorpe.

Speechwriters for William Howard Taft, the current president, a sporty walrus who weighed 350 pounds, were already drafting a letter of praise on behalf of the nation, asserting the fond hope that Jim Thorpe’s Olympic victories in the pentathlon and decathlon would “serve as an incentive to all to improve those qualities which characterize the best type of American citizen.” The White House seemed clueless about the fact that the United States government did not yet consider Thorpe any type of citizen, best or otherwise. From Boston it was on to Carlisle, New York City, and Philadelphia, where exuberant crowds jostled for the best view of the new American colossus.

An American Indian mythologized into spectacle. It was a familiar scene that had played out in strikingly parallel fashion almost eighty years earlier, in 1833, when Black Hawk was paraded through cities on the East Coast. At the height of their fame, Black Hawk and Jim Thorpe, warrior and athlete, were the best-known Indians in America, and they would remain among the most renowned of all time. But the connection was deeper and more spiritual. Black Hawk and Thorpe, both members of the Sac and Fox nation, also came from the same clan, the Thunder Clan; they were connected in lineage through Thorpe’s paternal grandmother, No-ten-o-quah, who might have been Black Hawk’s grand-niece, although the documentation is imprecise. As a boy growing up in the Indian Territory that later became part of Oklahoma, Thorpe was told by his mother that he was the reincarnation of Black Hawk. Both Thorpe and Black Hawk were curiosities to the dominant Anglo-Saxon society, alternately noble and tragic—and often inscrutable, as seen through the distorted cultural lens of whiteness.

Black Hawk, carrying with him a mystical medicine bag made from the skin of the raptor from which he took his name, made his eastern tour as a manacled prisoner of war, an exotic Indian leader who had rebelled against the ever-expanding reach of white settlers into ancestral tribal lands in the Middle West. He lived during a time when an American president, Andrew Jackson, gained notoriety as an Indian killer, and killing Indians was part of the nation’s providential plan.

Thorpe, carrying with him the medals and trophies from which he took his fame, made his tour as a prisoner of his own athletic success, an Indian who in his youth had been shipped off to a school in Pennsylvania run by the federal government, the Carlisle Indian Industrial School, where the official policy was to exterminate Indians not in body but in language, dress, behavior, tradition, and soul. Cut their hair and outfit them in uniforms resembling those worn by the enemies of their forefathers, the U.S. Cavalry. Kill the Indian, save the man.



WHILE IN BOSTON, Thorpe received a telegram from Pop Warner, his track trainer in Stockholm and the football and track coach at Carlisle. Glenn Scobey Warner was an imposing figure in the athletic world of the early twentieth century, as well known in that subculture as his most prominent player for turning little Carlisle into an athletic marvel that competed on the fields of play with the elite colleges of the East, from Penn to Harvard to Syracuse to Yale to Army. Warner had sailed home from Stockholm with most of the U.S. Olympic delegation directly after the games, disembarking from the SS Vaderland in New York on July 30, while Thorpe stayed behind with a few teammates for an extra round of exhibition track meets on the Continent, ending in Paris. Somehow, uncharacteristically, Pop had lost track of his prize pupil and searched frantically for him in New York, thinking wrongly that he must be there, until finally learning from the newspapers that Thorpe was in Boston hanging out with Honey Fitz.

Get to New York soonest, came the message. A welcome home celebration was being planned back in Carlisle that had been delayed once already awaiting the hero’s return. When Thorpe reached New York by train he was met by Pop and Lewis Tewanima, a rail-thin Hopi distance runner with uncommon stamina who, as Thorpe’s Carlisle teammate, had also excelled in Stockholm, winning a silver medal in the 10,000-meter run. Of more interest to Thorpe was something else Warner brought with him—a passel of letters sent to Jim at the Carlisle address from his sweetheart, Iva Margaret Miller, who had graduated from the Indian school that spring. Since then she had worked at a mission school in Oklahoma before heading out to southern California to live with her siblings. Iva’s older brother Earl was especially wary of Thorpe’s romance with their intelligent and cultured sister—and had gone so far as to return many of his letters before Iva could see them. Now, with Jim’s global fame, the protective family chaperones seemed to be relenting.

The festivities in Carlisle started at two on the soft summer afternoon of August 16 with a parade from the station across from the James Wilson Hotel at the corner of Hanover and High Streets to the Indian school half a mile away. This was the biggest thing that had ever happened in Carlisle, and the “gorgeously decorated” town shut down to celebrate. A carriage carrying Thorpe, Tewanima, and Warner rolled just behind the parade marshals, followed by a marching formation of ninety-one Indian students militarily attired in their cadet uniforms, then an assortment of town bigwigs and council officials and more students accompanied by Moses Friedman, the Indian school’s superintendent. The sidewalks were lined ten deep along pockets of the route out to Biddle Field, the new athletic grounds, where the Eighth Regiment band performed as seven thousand students and locals filled the bleachers and grandstands for speeches.

Superintendent Friedman spoke first. He called the day a national occasion of which the entire country should be proud. These were “real Americans,” he said of Thorpe and Tewanima, whose forebears were “on the reception committee which welcomed to this soil and this glorious New World the famed first settlers who arrived on the Mayflower.” No sooner had Friedman recited the founding fable of racial conciliation than he shattered it, perhaps unwittingly, with an undeniable truth about forced acculturation. His subject was the little runner, Tewanima.

“One of these young men came to this town and to the Indian school five years ago virtually as a prisoner of war,” the superintendent said. “His people, the Hopi tribe of Arizona, had been giving the government much trouble and were opposed to progress and education. It was finally decided to send twelve of the men and most influential of the tribe to Carlisle to be educated in order to win them over to American ideals.” Tewanima was one of the twelve Hopi prisoners the U.S. government had sent to Carlisle. “They came with long hair and some of them with earrings. They were pagans and opposed to education and American civilization.” As he looked toward his Hopi student, Friedman busted with pride about all that Carlisle and that half decade had accomplished. “Louis Tewanima here is one of the most popular students at the school and has an enviable record. You know of his athletic prowess—I wanted you to know of his advancement in civilization and as a man.”

Friedman then turned to Thorpe. “There is another here today who is now known over all the world. The world’s greatest athlete is also an Indian. We welcome you, Jim Thorpe, to this town and back to your school. You have covered yourself with glory. By your achievement you have immeasurably helped your race. By your victory, you have inspired your people to live a cleaner, healthier, and more vigorous life.”

As further testament to Thorpe’s achievement, letters were shared from the highest officials in Washington, D.C. There was the one from President Taft, an almost identical letter from Walter L. Fisher, secretary of the Interior, and finally one from Robert G. Valentine, commissioner of Indian Affairs. It was a deputy in Valentine’s office who had instigated the letter-writing by noting in a memo: “It seems to me that when an American Indian wins honors of this kind against all the world he has done something to show the stuff his people are made of, at least physically, and that some personal recognition from you might not be amiss.”

Warner spoke next. Friedman had introduced him by praising the coach for turning out “clean and strong athletic teams.” At the time, Pop was regarded as the father of Carlisle’s success, overseer of the Olympians, and responsible for victories on the football field year after year, all of which brought outsize recognition to the school. In a few years, like Friedman, he would depart Carlisle shadowed by scandal. Now, by some accounts, he received the loudest ovation at Biddle Field. He talked about how celebrations for the U.S. Olympic team would be held in many cities, but “none will have a greater right to celebrate than Carlisle.” He said that he and Thorpe had “fought it out” over who would speak first until Thorpe relented. Unlikely, given Thorpe’s reserved public nature, and that when Thorpe’s turn came he limited his speech to twelve words: “All I can say is that you showed me a good time.”

That night, after an exhibition baseball game between Carlisle and Chambersburg, another band concert, and an informal banquet in town attended by the chief ethnologist from the government in Washington, the Olympians were escorted back to school by a raucous battalion of students festively dressed in nightshirts and white caps. A team of boys pulled a carriage carrying Thorpe and Tewanima down the streets, hollering as they danced in the glow of bloodred and golden lights, the school colors. The school newspaper described the scene as “somewhat beautiful, and slightly weird, but surely noisy.”

Eight days later, on August 24, Thorpe was in New York for an Olympic victory parade, the largest in the city since Admiral Dewey’s return from battle in 1899 after the Spanish-American War. “NEW YORK FETES OLYMPIC HEROES,” blared the banner headline in the New York Herald. “THORPE LIONIZED, Honors Startle Indian; Red Man, All-Around Champ, Chews Gum and Blushes as He Rides Alone.”

Sixty Olympic athletes were there, assigned two to a car and aligned in alphabetical order. With one exception. At the last planning meeting held at the Pulitzer Building, P. J. Conway of the Irish American Athletic Club suggested that Thorpe should be placed alone in the first car “where he may be recognized and enthusiastically greeted as he deserves.” As it turned out, he was in the second car. The first carried the trophies he brought back from Stockholm. Olympians and dignitaries (including a delegation of Swedes), marching military units, athletic clubs, public and Catholic school athletic teams—all streaming along as the parade moved from Forty-First Street down Fifth Avenue to Waverly Place, across to Broadway, and on to City Hall. Confetti tossed from office windows flecked the air. In the crowd were twelve thousand schoolchildren who came with organized cheers, boys on one side of the street, girls on the other. As Thorpe’s car passed, they chanted in phonetic rhythm: “Ray-ray-ray! U-S-A! A-M-E-R-I-C-A! JIM THORPE!”

Press scribes covering the event kept their focus on Thorpe and wrote variations of a theme offered by the Herald, seemingly reading his mind: “Jim Thorpe, the Carlisle Indian and champion all-around athlete of the world, sat alone in an automobile in embarrassed silence. He was perhaps the chief attraction in the line, but he pulled his panama hat over his eyes, chewed gum, pinched his knees, and seldom lifted his gaze.”

The only time they saw Thorpe animated, newspapermen noted, was when his car stopped in front of the reviewing stand and he bounded out to vigorously shake the hand of James E. Sullivan, who as commissioner of the American Olympic Committee and secretary of the Amateur Athletic Union held singular sway over track and field in the United States. Sullivan was effusive in his praise of “the wonderful Carlisle Indian” whose achievements in the all-around events “stand out at the head of the list” of American successes in Stockholm. He knew all about Thorpe and Carlisle long before the Olympics. Sullivan was close to Pop Warner and for years had served on the advisory board of the Carlisle Athletic Association. Four and a half months after the glorious New York parade, in the first month of 1913, the relationships between athlete, coach, and sporting potentate would entangle in a less agreeable way.

From New York it was on to Philadelphia. When Thorpe and Tewanima arrived at the Continental Hotel, they were surrounded by reporters, who again took note of their seemingly laconic natures. They were “loathe to tell of their triumphs” and could not be provoked to say much more than that they enjoyed the trip abroad. Another parade the next day, this time followed by a ball game at Shibe Park between the world champion Philadelphia A’s and the Detroit Tigers. The stars of both teams, Eddie Collins for the A’s and Ty Cobb for the Tigers, were guests of honor at a banquet that night, but popular as major league baseball was, the biggest luminary in Philadelphia was Jim Thorpe, and what drew the most fawning attention were two objects Thorpe brought with him. On display at the Wanamaker department store were two trophies he was given in Stockholm: a silver Viking ship in honor of his decathlon victory, endowed by the tsar of Russia, and for the pentathlon a bronze bust, gift of the king of Sweden. These were Thorpe’s prized and hard-earned possessions, at least for now.



EIGHTY YEARS EARLIER, in late October 1832, the artist George Catlin arrived at Jefferson Barracks on the edge of St. Louis to paint portraits of several prisoners of war who were being held there.

They were Indians from the Sac and Fox nation who had been captured at the conclusion of the Black Hawk War, a series of skirmishes in Illinois and territory that would become Wisconsin. For a few months that spring and summer, a contingent of Illinois militia and federal troops had tracked down and killed or captured a rebellious faction of mostly Sac and Fox Indians, led by the warrior Black Hawk, who had tried to return to their homeland after the government pushed them onto reservations on the other side of the Mississippi. It was a violent power struggle perceived differently from opposite perspectives. To white settlers and government officials, it was a bloody incursion on frontier settlements by untamed savages. To Black Hawk and about a thousand followers—including not only warriors but women and children—it was a righteous reclamation of their cultural and property rights after a series of one-sided treaties with the government. Most of the power was with the whites. In the end, most of the casualties were Indians.

The decisive Battle of Bad Axe was more accurately a massacre. It took place on the first two days of August when Black Hawk’s haggard band, tired of running and down to fewer than 400 starving and exhausted Indians, tried to recross the Mississippi near the Bad Axe River, about twenty-five miles south of La Crosse, to escape an approaching army. During the first attempted crossing by raft and canoe on August 1, the Sac and Fox were stopped midstream by the military steamboat Warrior. Black Hawk tried to surrender, but soldiers aboard suspected a ruse and began firing. At least 25 Indians were killed, and the rest pushed back to the eastern shore. Black Hawk decided the crossing was futile and tried to persuade his band to retreat with him to the north and east. Most refused, and he left with only a score of followers. An attempted crossing by those who remained ended in slaughter the next day, with more than 150 Sac and Fox killed, many of them women and children. U.S. soldiers wantonly scalped the heads of dead warriors amid the carnage—and called them savages. Black Hawk eventually surrendered a few weeks later.

An oddity of the Black Hawk War was that it involved three future presidents—two of the United States and one of the Confederate States of America. Abraham Lincoln, then living in New Salem and about to run for a seat in the Illinois House of Representatives, enlisted in the Illinois Militia in late April and served into July, rising to the rank of captain. He marched and camped but never engaged the enemy, though later would recount how he came upon the scalped remains of several militia comrades. Zachary Taylor was a U.S. Army colonel who had been stationed at several forts in Wisconsin and led the regulars in a decisive battle of the war. When Black Hawk was captured, he was first held in custody at the fort in Prairie du Chien that Taylor had commanded. It was there that one of Taylor’s men, a young West Point graduate named Jefferson Davis, was assigned to escort Black Hawk down the Mississippi River to Jefferson Barracks in St. Louis.

Catlin had seen Black Hawk once before, as an unshackled participant at a treaty gathering in 1830. Now he was in chains, a captive subject. Even if he had wanted to, the Indian could not avoid the artist’s gaze. But Catlin, who devoted his career to painting Indians, considered him a sympathetic figure. He would not show the chains. When Black Hawk posed at Jefferson Barracks, Catlin recalled, “he was dressed in a plain suit of buckskin, with strings of wampum in his ears and on his neck and held in his hand a medicine bag… the tail of which made him a fan which he was constantly using.” He sought to idealize Black Hawk, not demonize him, portraying him as the classic noble warrior. And so was Black Hawk reimagined, an early representation of what would happen to leading American Indians many times through the decades of the nineteenth century in paintings and traveling shows and books, from Geronimo to Sitting Bull to Iron Tail to Crazy Horse and on to Jim Thorpe, some defanged, all romanticized, exaggerated yet diminished at the same time.

In whatever way it was perceived, the story of the Black Hawk War of 1832 propelled Black Hawk into American myth and legend, much as the Olympics of 1912 did with Thorpe, his tribal descendant.

Black Hawk’s trip east in early 1833 came in two parts, with separate missions. The first was to transport him to Fort Monroe in Hampton, Virginia, where he and the ten other captives, including his charismatic son, Nasheweskaska, were to be indefinitely imprisoned. Curious crowds gathered at populated spots along that leg of the trip up the Ohio River to Louisville and Cincinnati, over to Wheeling, West Virginia, and along the Cumberland Road to Frederick, Maryland, then down into Washington. It was in the nation’s capital that the Indian captives met the Indian Killer himself, President Jackson, in a brief visit to the White House. Black Hawk referred to him as the Great Father, at least in the translated version of a memoir he later dictated to Antoine LeClaire, a government interpreter. A correspondent for the Boston Globe reported that they were received “with great urbanity” and that Jackson told them their futures “would be determined by their behavior”—meaning they must not try to escape.

In his memoir, Black Hawk was more succinct. After describing the president looking “as if he had seen as many winters as I have” (both were sixty-five, though dates with the Sac and Fox were iffy), Black Hawk confessed that he “had very little talk with [Jackson], as he seemed to be busy and did not seem to be much disposed to talk.” Not surprising given Jackson’s history. He had not only fought and slaughtered the Creek Indians as a major general during his military career, but as president in 1830 he signed the Indian Removal Act that forced all tribes to leave the eastern half of the continent for unsettled lands west of the Mississippi. The Black Hawk War was a failed refutation of that very act.

The indefinite stay at Fort Monroe turned out to be only a matter of weeks. Then came the second mission. The idea was to take Black Hawk and his men on a guided tour of major eastern cities, show them America’s full military and economic might, and “impress upon them the nature of our institutions” in an effort to persuade them that further attempts at war would be foolhardy. That was the plan, but not exactly what happened. If Black Hawk was impressed by what he saw, the citizens he encountered were more impressed by him. He became a spectacle. A popular frenzy of curiosity and wonder took hold. It was called Blackhawkiana.

At Norfolk, Virginia, before Black Hawk’s delegation boarded the steamboat Delaware, a crowd gathered under his hotel window and chanted his name, demanding a viewing of the magnificent Indian, just as his descendant Jim Thorpe would become a curiosity to the public eighty years later. Black Hawk obliged and bowed on the balcony, and the cheers grew louder. As the steamboat plied the Chesapeake Bay to Baltimore, by one account Black Hawk suffered a bout of seasickness. By another, when he heard reports that some passengers thought their money was missing, he insisted that he and his fellow Indians all be searched. “The white men might steal but he would let all know the Sacs were honest,” one reporter wrote. As the Delaware eased into Baltimore Harbor, raucous chants of “Black Hawk! Black Hawk! Black Hawk!” rose from the excitable throng gathered at the dock.

Under the watchful eye of Major John Garland, the Indians stayed in Baltimore for several days. They slept at Fort McHenry and ventured into the city to see the sights, including a circus and the theater. The circus amused them; the theater bored them. The title and topic of the theater performance revealed the contradictory strains of race in America and the different ways Indians and blacks were perceived. It was Jim Crow, a racist, blackface minstrel show conceived and performed by Thomas Dartmouth Rice, a white New Yorker who traveled from city to city entertaining audiences with his degrading depiction of enslaved people, culminating with the song “Jump Jim Crow.” Rice was considered a father of American minstrel, and Jim Crow later became the notorious shorthand name for segregation of the races in the southern states. Native Americans suffered from genocide, neglect, and discrimination of other sorts, but were treated separately from African Americans. Black Hawk’s eastern venture was covered extensively and positively in scores of southern newspapers, something unimaginable for a black prisoner of war. During the depths of Jim Crow segregation, his tribal descendant Jim Thorpe traveled freely through Florida, Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi, often as the guest of honor at gatherings of athletic boosters and men’s clubs.

The curious crowds grew only larger and more adoring as Black Hawk and his crew moved through Philadelphia and New York. After watching them at a series of teas, banquets, and tours of military installations and financial enterprises, a correspondent for Philadelphia’s National Gazette reported that “Black Hawk and his companions bear inspection and suffocation most admirably.” He watched in bewilderment as refined, urbane citizens became entranced by the warriors and “ladies emulously grasp tawny hands that have been imbrued with human blood.” In New York the wharves again throbbed with spectators as the boat carrying Black Hawk approached. Once he was on land, a reporter recalled, the crowd was so intense that “it was with great difficulty he effected a passage along the streets.” Look up, Black Hawk was told, a man was rising to the sky in a hot-air balloon. He had never seen anything like that before. “We watched with anxiety to see if it could be true,” Black Hawk recounted in his memoir. “And to our utter astonishment saw him ascend in the air until the eye could no longer perceive him.”

The same might be said of Black Hawk. In white America he had ascended to a place where the eye could no longer perceive him. By the time he died five years later, a bereft and bedraggled old man among his Sac and Fox people in Iowa (including the twelve-year-old girl No-ten-o-quah who would become Jim Thorpe’s grandmother), all that was left was myth and legend, along with the Catlin painting—and a life-sized plaster cast of his head and face that had been inspired by his eastern trip. This was an era when plaster casts had a peculiar use, as a means of studying the habits and characteristics of the human from which they were made. In November 1838, only a month after Black Hawk’s death, the American Phrenological Journal published an eleven-page article using phrenology to examine thirty-four of Black Hawk’s personality traits. Phrenology was a trendy pseudoscience employed by European and American practitioners to establish through an analysis of the shape of the skull and face differences between Caucasians and others, often with the intent of establishing lines of racial superiority and inferiority. It became popular as a means of rationalizing the colonization of Africa and the enslavement of African Americans, and for making Native Americans appear more warlike than the whites seeking to annihilate them in the cause of westward expansion.

The phrenologists admired Black Hawk in condescending fashion. He was their quintessential noble savage. They examined him by studying what they called the various “organs” of his head, face, and skull, which were not organs in any biological sense but merely bumps and shapes. “His head is large, giving much more than an ordinary amount of intellect and feeling, and indicative also of weight of character and extent of influence,” the journal asserted. But what was called his “index of causality” was judged moderate at best, “thus too feeble to originate very comprehensive plans and successfully adapt means to ends.” This deficiency, they concluded, was common to Indians, and “one of the principal causes” why they could not defeat whites in battle.

Studying the “organs” on the side of his head and around his ears, the pseudoscientific phrenologists noted a bulging appearance that they said revealed the “organs of Combativeness, Destructiveness, Secretiveness, and Cautiousness.” In a savage state, they claimed, these produce “cruelty, cunning, and revenge” and make the Indian “a bold and desperate warrior.” The phrenologists expressed amazement at what they thought was the accuracy of their own work. It was not until the twentieth century that phrenology was fully debunked, although even then it could be seen as a cousin of eugenics, the attempt to “improve” the genetics of the human population by excluding supposedly inferior races.



LATE IN 1912, Jim Thorpe was put to his own pseudoscientific examination. It came a few months after his return from Stockholm and at the end of that Carlisle football season, where for the second year in a row he was named by Walter Camp as a first-team All-American. This study was demeaning in its own way, though conducted for more benign reasons than the phrenological analysis of Black Hawk—not to prove the Sac and Fox Indian’s inferiority, but to account for his athletic superiority. The method now was anthropometry, from the Greek for “human measure,” which is precisely what it entailed.

If Thorpe in his early twenties was in fact the world’s greatest athlete, what specifications of his physique made him so? How could he perform so many athletic feats so spectacularly? He ran with the fluid speed and force of a racehorse. He jumped as if his feet had springs. He performed the five track-and-field events of the pentathlon and the ten of the decathlon better than anyone alive, to say nothing of what he could do with a ball—carrying it, punting it, kicking it, passing it, hitting it, catching it.

Dr. Ferdinand Shoemaker, a medical inspector for the U.S. Indian Service who had once been the physician at Carlisle, and Professor Forrest E. Craver, physical training director at nearby Dickinson College who also happened to be a close friend of and football scout for Pop Warner, wanted to answer that question. To do so, they spent a full day at Carlisle measuring Thorpe’s stripped body in forty-six ways and compared the results to those of the average college student. Anthropometry was so popular in the early years of the twentieth century that physical education departments at high schools and colleges around the country were constantly taking the measure of their students. The noted anthropologist Franz Boas had already spent fifteen years compiling anthropometric data on more than fifteen thousand American Indians. Shoemaker and Craver considered their task with Thorpe so momentous they brought in a notary public and swore under oath that the measurements were “true and accurate.”

Weight 181 pounds. Height 71.2 inches. Chest normal 39.7. Chest inflated 41.3. Waist 32.5. Hips 38.2. Biceps right arm 13.2. Biceps left arm 13.1. And on it went, from top of fibula to knee; from left shoulder to elbow; arm reach; right foot, left foot; right leg, left leg; head circumference; neck; nipples; pubis. When it was over, in the presence of the notary, they declared Thorpe “the perfect physical man… compared to the average male student superior in all respects.” Thorpe was no bodybuilder or circus strongman, they found. He had no “knotted or corded muscles out of proportion to his body to break the symmetry that is the most characteristic feature of his physical makeup.” They took note that his right foot, which he used on the football field as the nation’s premier drop-kicker and punter, was larger than the left, but that his lower left leg, which he pushed off with in high-jumping and hurdling, was slightly larger than his right.

All science at that point, but then came a subjective assessment, the pseudoscience relying on stereotypes of Indians and people of mixed heritage, like Thorpe, who had some white ancestors on both sides of his family. “Today the master athlete of the world as a type, stands halfway between the sinuous aborigine who has been found at some time or other in nearly every country in the world, and the modern product of civilization with specialized muscular development,” the examiners explained. “To outward appearances, the resemblance to the aborigine is certainly more marked. Thorpe’s body is gracefully molded and as is characteristic of the American Indian is free of the growths of hair that are the usual accompaniment of tremendous strength.”

Long after Thorpe was dead, the artist Charles Banks Wilson was commissioned by the Oklahoma legislature to paint a full-length portrait of him. Wilson was the George Catlin of a later time, so fascinated by American Indians that he once spent a year collecting portraits of every tribe in Oklahoma. For the Thorpe portrait, completed in 1967, he could not look at the subject himself, except in two-dimensional photographs. The Carlisle Indian Industrial School by then had been closed for a half century, so he recruited several Indian athletes from the Haskell Institute in Lawrence, Kansas, to pose for him. Soon he discovered that his best models were nonathletes. He found “Thorpe’s forearm on a man whose work was lifting bricks, and a Thorpe-like deltoid on a young farm worker.” By then he knew the precise dimensions of Thorpe’s body.

At the kitchen table of John Steckbeck, an administrator at Lehigh University who had been amassing Thorpe documents and memorabilia for decades, Wilson had come across the anthropometry report conducted by Shoemaker and Craver in 1912. He took the forty-six measurements of that long-ago examination and reduced them to fractions so he could construct a fifteen-inch clay model. From the clay model he practiced with two small paintings before starting on the eight-foot canvas for the final work. It shows the great Indian athlete standing in the infield of a stadium on a summer day. It is 1912 in Stockholm. Thorpe’s body is smooth and symmetrical, an image of athletic grace and perfection. He is outfitted in gray shorts and a white sleeveless T-shirt with the U.S. Olympic team emblem on the front. He cups a discus in his right hand, preparing for one of the ten events of the decathlon, looking out at the world unvanquished, the American colossus, black hair windswept over his forehead, the trace of a smile creasing his broad face.

The painting hangs in the rotunda of the state capitol in Oklahoma City, fifty-three miles from the log farmhouse where Jim Thorpe was born.






2 Path Lit by Lightning


HIRAM THORP HAD FIVE WIVES and as many children as the maximum number of leaflets found on a single stem of the mature pecan trees that shaded the banks of the North Canadian River. That would be eighteen children. His third wife, Charlotte, had eleven of them, all born in the Indian Territory of central Oklahoma, although only five made it to adulthood. She bore two sets of twins. Margaret and Mary died before they reached age four. Soon after came a pair of boys. They were born on May 22, 1887, in a log house on the Sac and Fox reservation near the tiny town of Bellemont, about sixteen miles northeast of Shawnee. One boy was named Charles for Charlotte’s older brother and the other James for Hiram’s younger brother. Charlie and Jim. Charlotte, a devout Catholic, saw them baptized at the Sacred Heart Mission Church. They were also blessed with Indian names. Jim was called Wa-tho-Huk. Among the variations of how that name can be translated into English, the most poetic is Path Lit by Lightning.

The name was intended not as prediction of future athletic greatness but as a description of the scene outside during the hours after his birth. There were few natural lights along the path of Jim Thorpe’s life. His wayward father, who according to census data could neither read nor write but had his surname spelled without an e at the end, came and went during Jim’s youth, once marrying another woman and siring another child before returning to Charlotte. Jim’s beloved twin brother died of typhoid fever when they were nine, followed by the deaths of a younger sister and brother. His mother died after childbirth when Jim had just reached his teens, and Hiram succumbed to a fatal poison, likely from a snakebite, when his son was sixteen. Long before Jim became an orphan, he followed his own path between divided worlds, Indian and white.

He was part of both, yet also apart. Losing a twin at an early age was like losing half of himself, but the fault lines of his split identity were apparent from birth. He had ancestors of Sac and Fox, Potawatomi, Kickapoo, Menominee, French, and English descent. The Potawatomi, Kickapoo, Menominee, and French were on his mother’s side; the Sac and Fox on his father’s side, through his paternal grandmother, No-ten-o-quah, whose name translated to Wind in the Rain. She was the wife of Hiram Thorp the elder, a blacksmith of English lineage who lived among that tribe. By tribal custom Jim was considered Sac and Fox even though there was more Indian heritage, especially Potawatomi, on his mother’s side. Blood quantum, a means of defining what comprises the whole of a person by calculating through percentages the ancestral bloodlines, was a concept imposed on American Indians by white society. By that definition, Jim Thorpe would tell people he was five-eighths Indian.

In resolving his self-identity, Thorpe had to adjust to forces outside his native surroundings. The unequal and violent relationship between whites and American Indians was changing dramatically in the very year he was born. That was when forced assimilation became government policy through the General Allotment Act of 1887, more commonly known as the Dawes Act, named for its chief sponsor, Senator Henry Dawes of Massachusetts, chairman of the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs. The specifics of the Dawes Act dealt mostly with land, amounting to one last territorial conquest after centuries of Indian lands being taken by the firepower of the U.S. Army, the unceasing migration of white settlers, and the manipulation of federal treaties.

Here was the government’s deal: every adult Indian living on a reservation in the West would be granted 160 acres of land (in the woodland Great Lakes region it was half that amount), with lesser parcels eventually granted to those who were single, orphaned, or under eighteen. With some exceptions, these allotments would be held in trust by the United States for a quarter century, during which time the Indians could earn their way to citizenship by demonstrating their competence, defined in this case as the ability to survive culturally and financially in a white-dominated society. In exchange, all remaining land—meaning most of it—would be appropriated at bargain rates by the government and opened to white settlement. The Indians would not get that land-sale money all at once, as in many real estate deals, but in small yearly severalty payments.

The Sac and Fox were among many Indian nations wary of the deal. One month after Jim was born, an Indian council of delegates from eighteen tribes gathered at Eufaula in Indian Territory to discuss the Dawes Act. While the prevailing tenor of the gathering was that it was time for Indians to “adopt the ways of civilization,” the delegates also drafted a memorial letter to President Grover Cleveland opposing the allotment provision. It was, they argued, a detriment to their interests that would soon engulf them in cultural and political catastrophe. “The Indian needs a political identity, an allegiance, elsewhere called patriotism, in order to make true progress in the affairs of life,” an essay describing the letter asserted. “The law… leaves the balance [after allotment] to others, who will be composed of a class having no sympathy for Indians, who will rush into the new country in their mad race for gain, and crowd out every hope and chance of Indian civilization.”

Prescient words, ignored. The Sac and Fox reservation at the time of Thorpe’s birth consisted of almost half a million acres between the North Canadian and Cimarron Rivers. Within five years, more than three-quarters of that land was gone to white settlers as part of what was called the Oklahoma Land Rush. The same happened throughout Indian Territory and with other tribes in the plains states. But it was not just people greedy for land who pushed the Dawes Act. Dawes was among those who presented themselves as progressive reformers who believed the only way Native Americans could survive after centuries of decimation was for them to disappear into white civilization. Eliminating their communal reservation lifestyle and turning them instead into private landowners was part of that process, along with the educational acculturation of their children.

A volatile family, growing, dying, leaving; a vulnerable culture the government sought to dissolve; a pressure to conform to the dominant society—this was the world of young Jim Thorpe. His life was shaped by the way he responded to those circumstances, alternately adapting and rejecting.



JIM AND CHARLIE were born into the colors of the Thunder Clan: purple, rose, coal gray, dark blue, and turquoise. The U.S. government, reflecting the mores of white society, divided Indian tribes into two categories then: wild or civilized. The Sac and Fox were placed in the wild category. A government agent reported at the time of the Dawes Act that nearly half of the 2,002 members of the Sac and Fox tribe in Indian Territory were “blanket Indians” who followed old traditions and lived in bark houses. Some others went back and forth between Indian and white dress and housing, and the smallest group, perhaps 15 percent, had adapted to white norms of dress and lodging. Included in that last number were Hiram and Charlotte, who were considered better off than most. Their family by then lived in a log farmhouse, one large room plus a sleeping loft, built amid the cottonwoods and blackjack oaks on a red-clay bluff above the North Canadian, a branch of the Canadian River (named for the French traders from Canada who once camped there). Lush bottomlands provided pastures where Hiram could breed and train horses. The family also raised cattle, chickens, and hogs; collected pecan nuts and wild blackberries that thrived along the riverbank; grew corn, beans, and melons; and hunted for meals of rabbit, wild turkey, prairie chickens, deer, and red squirrel. Fried squirrel with cream gravy became Jim’s favorite meal.

Although Charlotte imbued Jim with intimations of Black Hawk’s greatness, in appearance it was Charlie who more resembled the Sac and Fox warrior, with his angular face, copper skin, and eagle nose. Jim looked more like his father, ruggedly charismatic with lighter skin, smoothly sloped shoulders, hooded eyes, and a broad forehead. In a word portrait decades later, Jim said his face revealed his heritage, with its “expression of a red man.” Family members considered Charlie the more thoughtful and inward of the twins, while Jim was spontaneous and physical, again more like his father. Among the many characteristics of Hiram Thorp, good and bad, he was strong and agile. Jim called him “an athletic marvel” and recalled how on summer nights after dinner he watched his father and other men compete in wrestling, jumping, running, and horseback riding. Hiram, he said, was “the undisputed champion in all these sports.” On a hunting trip they took once, by Jim’s account, his father shot two deer, skinned them, draped the deadweight carcasses over his shoulders, and hauled them twenty miles back to the log cabin by the river. Maybe an exaggeration, maybe not. Jim would grow up to meet or play against all the greatest athletes of his day, but he said he never met a man with more energy than his father.

Hiram was a big man with an outsize reputation in Indian Territory, a ruffian in a rough land. This is what patrons saw when he entered the Black Dog Saloon, one of his favorite hangouts in nearby Keokuk Falls: the cowboy Indian, a hulking 230 pounds of frontier arrogance in a business suit, with a crowned black hat and straight black hair shading a roustabout mug accented by a handlebar mustache. A silk scarf was knotted around his neck, a long hand-rolled cigar smoldered in one hand, holster and Colt Peacemaker were strapped to his waist, and dusty boots jagged his suit pants. People were never quite sure with Hiram. He loved practical jokes and spent days planning them, but that gun and those big hands and his fondness for whiskey could as easily lead to mayhem. He traveled with a mongrel dog that loved to fight as much as he did. Mayhem was part of daily life around Keokuk Falls.

On the border of Indian Territory, which by federal mandate was supposed to be dry, the town was wet and violent, in contrast to the Sac and Fox leader for whom it was named. Chief Keokuk was a man of accommodation who had adhered to the white man’s treaties and tried to dissuade Black Hawk from his fated mission across the Mississippi. The Black Dog, a hangout for outlaws, gamblers, and prostitutes, was one of the Seven Deadly Saloons of Keokuk Falls. According to legend, when the stagecoach stopped in town the driver would crow in the manner of a traveling show barker: “Stay for a half hour and see a man killed!” Hiram saw plenty.

Along with ranching, farming, and horse trading, Hiram was an inveterate bootlegger, crisscrossing Indian lands with gallon jugs of illicit whiskey he hawked from the back of his wagon, usually one step ahead of the law. Other bootleggers tried at least rudimentary means of deception, posing as egg or dry goods salesmen. Hiram was blatant. At least once Lee Patrick from the Sac and Fox Agency reported him to the U.S. attorney in Guthrie, noting that Hiram introduced “onto this reservation one gallon of whiskey and gave same to Naw-mil-wah, Henry Miller, Parkinson, Sam Brown, Sac and Fox Indians.” The next day, he was at it again, selling whiskey to the same characters. “I have the jug in my possession,” Patrick reported. “This liquor was introduced during the Sac and Fox payment and created much disturbance. He is very defiant in the matter and I respectfully request that you have him immediately apprehended and prosecute him to the full extent of the law.” The respectful request was never fulfilled.

The history of alcohol and Native Americans was a case of the white man giveth and the white man taketh away—or tryeth to. From the time it was introduced to Indians by Europeans soon after they reached what was to them a new world, liquor was a lucrative means of profit for merchants and traders, and a destabilizing force furthering the cause of manifest destiny, a means of perpetuating the drunken Indian myth of people who were childlike and inferior. Get them drunk, then forbid them from drinking anymore for their own good, in the name of civilization. Aside from its condescension, that myth also dealt in the stereotype that all Native Americans were alike rather than a complex assortment of peoples with a variety of physical traits and cultural traditions. The Indians-and-alcohol stereotype persisted deep into the twentieth century before it became accepted science that systemic social conditions were the primary cause of high rates of alcoholism among Native Americans, and that genetically they were not more susceptible than other groups. The roustabout crowd at the Black Dog and the other Seven Deadly Saloons of Keokuk Falls offered ample evidence that white men were equally prone to uncontrolled drinking.

Hiram had a thirst for liquor. And for women. One of his great-grandsons later recounted how the word around Indian Territory was that the man in the black hat and silk scarf “liked to keep teams of two horses and two women at all times.” Charlotte came closest to being the exception to that rule. She was strong-willed and big-boned, weighing two hundred pounds herself, only thirty pounds less than her imposing husband. Her face was a pleasant oval, her eyes brown and soft. Intellectually, Hiram was no match for her. Unlike him, she could read and write, according to the 1900 census, skills she learned at St. Mary’s Mission in Kansas as a girl. She also had a knack for languages, speaking fluent English, French, Potawatomi, and Sauk, allowing her to negotiate different cultures.

Charlotte came from Kansas as a teenager with her parents and the Citizen Band Potawatomi, who had been practicing Catholics for generations and citizens of the United States since 1861. A quarter century before the 1887 Allotment Act, most members of the tribe, then based in northeast Kansas, had signed a treaty that accomplished much the same thing as the Dawes legislation—to their detriment. They gave up their reservation in exchange for smaller individual landholdings, and in their case immediate citizenship. But white settlers and the railroads pressed in on them, eager to take the land, and the federal government failed to keep its promises of assistance during the transition. By late 1873 so many tribal members had had their acreage seized due to unpaid federal taxes that the Citizen Band decided to move to land in Indian Territory adjacent to their longtime allies, the Sac and Fox.

Another migration in a century of migrations, most forced by treaty and gunpoint. Before the Europeans arrived, the Potawatomi had thrived for centuries in the woodlands around the Great Lakes. White encroachment kept pushing them farther west and south. Charlotte’s ancestors migrated from the Green Bay area down to Skunk Grove near Milwaukee before being forced across the Mississippi to Council Bluffs, Iowa, where famine and debts led them to pick up again and traipse south to Kansas. All along the route they were followed by a French trading family founded by Jacques Vieux, whose sons and grandsons married Potawatomi women, one of whom was Jim Thorpe’s maternal grandmother. In Kansas, the band that came down from Iowa was joined by a large band from the same tribe that had been rounded up by federal troops in 1838 at an encampment near Twin Lakes, Indiana, and led on a forced march through Indiana, Illinois, and Missouri into Kansas. That march, known as the Trail of Death, started in the heat of early September and ended in the snows of November, with a unit of federal troops pushing 756 Indians and their horses and wagons onward. Often thirsty and near starvation, plagued by fever and pneumonia and tuberculosis, walking as many as twenty-six miles a day, the band lost at least 41 people, including many infants and young children, before they reached Kansas.

Then the final migration from Kansas to Indian Territory—the end of the road. Charlotte Vieux was sixteen when her people reached their new home amid their woodland allies, the Sac and Fox, Kickapoo, and Shawnee. Hiram Thorp and his family were already there.

The trail of forced migrations for the Sac and Fox had followed a similar route from Wisconsin and Illinois to Iowa and Kansas, where they were ravaged by a smallpox epidemic in 1851 that killed more than three hundred people and forced the tribe’s blacksmith, Hiram Thorp the elder, to devote his time to constructing burial frames and boxes. Finally, in 1869, diminished in numbers and prospects, they made their final move south to unoccupied land in Indian Territory. The trek was made during a mild winter, men and women on horseback, many grandparents and children walking amid a scampering pack of camp dogs, the infirm riding on wagons that carried personal possessions and farm implements. The legend of that journey was passed down through generations, and some accounts were told to field workers collecting oral histories six decades later. Mandy Starr recalled her parents telling her how “the caravan was headed by government troops and the wagons strung out for four or five miles behind. They grouped themselves into units, twenty wagons to a unit.” It was spring when they arrived in Oklahoma. Once there, Starr said, “they camped wherever they wished near river or spring, often eight or fifteen miles apart. In those days everyone knew the Indian name of all his neighbors and even mere acquaintances and where they lived.”

Hiram Thorp the blacksmith and his wife, No-ten-o-quah, found a spot near the North Canadian. He was in his late fifties, she was in her early forties, and their son Hiram the younger was eighteen.

The descendants of Jim Thorpe were never sure how his parents, Hiram and Charlotte, met. It was likely at a dance or powwow of the friendly neighboring tribes. What is documented is that Hiram the younger by then was already living with two wives, bigamy being acceptable by tribal custom. Not long after he reached Indian Territory, he married Mary James, also Sac and Fox. They had four children, two surviving past childhood. While still married to Mary, Hiram took a second wife, a Creek woman named Sarah LaBlanche, who gave birth to another child. According to a probate report written decades later when the Sac and Fox Agency settled Hiram’s estate, “the testimony shows that he lived with Mary… and Sarah at the same time.” They also left at the same time, in 1880. The reason: Hiram wanted to marry Charlotte Vieux, who said that as a Catholic she considered bigamy out of the question. She would marry him only as his sole wife, or at least the only wife living with him. “I was with Hiram the night he brought Charlotte back to live with him,” Alexander Connelly, Hiram’s friend, testified at the probate hearing. “And then the other two women he was living with picked up and left him. I drove them to Okmulgee myself.”

Jim and Charlie were born to Charlotte on a spring day seven years later when lightning flashed along the river.



“BOOMER SOONER” IS the famed fight song at the University of Oklahoma. The song evokes the history of settlers rushing into Indian Territory to claim land that had been taken from tribes after a series of congressional actions provided the ways and means. First came the Dawes Act of 1887, which forced Indians to cede their reservations in favor of smaller private holdings, then the Indian Appropriations Act of 1889, which officially opened vast swaths of former reservation land to white settlement. People who had been pressing the government for years to open this land were called Boomers. Impatient white settlers who entered prematurely and staked out plots before the government gave its official blessing were called Sooners. “Boomer Sooner”—the celebration of land thieves and their abettors.

Jim Thorpe was four when the Sac and Fox saw much of their reservation go to white settlers. The Oklahoma Land Run of 1891 started at noon on Tuesday, September 22. Hundreds of men and their families had camped along the boundaries of Sac and Fox country for several days waiting for the signal; then a mad scramble began. Paul Gokey was with his parents at a Sac and Fox Drum Dance lodge east of Aydelotte that day, within a few miles of the Thorp farmhouse. “Towards noon we saw a whole lot of people coming from the south but we didn’t know what they were there for,” Gokey recalled in an oral interview. “We knew the government had given… surveyors the right to enter the territory, but this couldn’t be they, because there were women and children besides men. They kept coming all day, and they seemed to be very excited. There was a lot of shooting and fighting going on, and I saw several men killed. They burnt the prairies and there sure was a lot of smoke. I found out afterwards that the land had opened to the whites and they were burning the prairie to find the eighty-acre markers. The Indian land was already marked, and they had to find land that didn’t belong to the Indians. After all the excitement was over, we continued our dance.”

Jim remembered his father and several friends “quietly watching four or five white men peering through their surveying instruments” to map out land for white settlers. Words were exchanged, a challenge made, and by Jim’s account Hiram “met the man’s challenge with a blow to the chin which sent him against his surveying instrument, toppling it to the ground he had just charted.” That is not to say that all white participants in the Oklahoma land runs were violent misfits. Many were families who after struggling with hard times in other states were enticed by the possibility of a fresh start and became unwitting pawns in the larger cause of Indian displacement. Men like DeWitt Dever, who had seen his hardware business go bust in Kansas and was in Missouri with his young and growing family when he read about a land rush in the local paper; Dever traveled to Oklahoma, walked sixty miles over two days to the border of open land, and borrowed a racehorse to reach the property where he staked his claim. He learned about Boomers and Sooners, encountered cheaters with guns who tried to force their way onto property, and was frustrated by U.S. marshals at the land office who, he said, were nothing more than “a bunch of grafters clothed with authority.”

Charlotte Thorp was in the eighth month of pregnancy when settlers rushed the land near the homestead, including Czech immigrants who founded a town they called Prague. She gave birth to a son named Jesse three weeks later, but the boy died before turning one, and Hiram left soon after for a new wife, his fourth. Charlotte filed for divorce, but there is no documentation that it was granted. The marriage of Hiram and Fannie McClellan was by tribal custom, not government law. Fannie gave birth to a son, William Lasley Thorp, in 1893, who eventually became so close to his half-brother Jim that he came to be called Little Jimmy. Then Hiram divorced Fannie, again by tribal custom, and returned to Charlotte.

All this coming and going happened during the years Jim and his twin, Charlie, were between four and seven years old. The family rupture never became part of Jim’s depiction of childhood, which sounded less traumatic and more idyllic. He told of boys roaming free in the forest, swimming in the “lazy flowing North Canadian,” fishing for catfish on the sandy banks of the river, playing Fox and Geese and Follow the Leader, the loser forced to crawl through a tunnel of legs and a human windmill of hard-slapping hands. “Many a time in these games I had to swim rivers, climb barns and jump off roofs, wade streams and ride horses,” he once recalled to a magazine writer for an as-told-to account. “Our favorite stunt, however, was to climb to the top of a tall tree that would bend and sway under our weight, swing there, and then leap to the ground.”

With the modern world closing in, the Sac and Fox also clung to traditional games and totems. The boys played a dart game called Mi-qua-pee in which they tossed two-foot darts at a nearby mound and competed to see how far the darts could bounce. Their elders gathered for long sessions of Ko-the-ka-no-ke, a dice game that could involve as many as twenty-four people. The players sat in a circle around a thick pallet of blankets and a wide bowl made from a turtle shell from which the dice were shaken onto the blankets. The two most important dice had animal heads carved into them. Turtle and horse heads were worth ten points. Scores were kept with rows of buckeyes. There was much betting, often fifty-cent games, and with so many people playing, the winner of even one pot felt rich. “It is inherent for Indians to love games,” Jim once told a sportswriter.

He remembered feasts lasting ten days, often held after a death in a family or an adoption, and occasional visits to other tribes. Ben Smith recalled trips to Ponca and Osage country. “They would make friends and there would be a powwow for four days,” he told an oral historian. “The last day was give-away day. A horse would be given to one you wished to be a friend to. This meant you were the same as a brother to them. Even though you were of different tribes. The next year they in turn gave you something.”

Even during the years when Hiram Thorp was with another wife and family, he was not absent from the boys’ lives, by Jim’s account: “From the time I was six my father would take me with him on hunting trips. It was on one of those trips for wild game that I first learned to shoot and ride horseback. Often we would be gone for weeks. We would pack our kill—mostly deer and bear—on the backs of the horses and then walk home, sometimes twenty or thirty miles a day.” When they returned from a hunt, Hiram would dry and hang the meat in a smoke cellar for the winter’s supply. Jim loved to hunt so much that even at the height of his athletic fame, after he was acclaimed for his skills in football, baseball, and track and field, he would say that hunting was his favorite sport. “I learned how to wait beside a runway and stalk a deer. I learned how to trap for bear and rabbits, coon and possum…. I used to go out by myself with an old dog and hunt coon when I was only eight or ten years old. I would often make camp and stay overnight.”

When young Jim misbehaved, his father beat him with his heavy fists or lashed him with a stick or leather strap. There were other methods of punishment meted out by elders of the tribe. Stella Reuben recalled being deprived of food if she did something wrong, or if it was winter her parents might force her to bathe in the icy waters of the North Canadian. “In the midwinter they often had to cut a hole in the ice,” Reuben said in an oral history. “They knew the swimming hole and always cut where the water wasn’t more than waist high. As the country was settled by whites, we cut it out, never knew when someone was coming upon us when we were taking a bath.”

At age seven, Jim and Charlie were sent to the Sac and Fox boarding school near Stroud, a government institution founded by the Society of Friends that covered eight grades. The three-story brick-and-wood red schoolhouse had a gabled roof and wide porches fronting the first and second floors, with a smaller building in back. The girls wore cotton dresses and sweaters and the boys were outfitted in vested suits and black hats. Up at quarter to six, marching to and fro in formation. They performed manual labor during the mornings, often on the school farm, and classroom work in the afternoons. There were eighty students and four teachers along with a superintendent. The students were forbidden from speaking Sauk, even among themselves. English only. A few students arrived knowing only their Indian names and were renamed by the school; one was dubbed after the outlaw Jesse James. One of the teachers was Harriet Patrick, the daughter of Lee Patrick, the government agent for the Sac and Fox who had tracked and reported Hiram Thorp’s whiskey bootlegging enterprise. Harriet found Jim “an incorrigible youngster” who was “fidgety, undisciplined, and uninterested in anything but outdoor life,” so unlike his twin. Charlie, she said, was “a sweet, gentle boy.”

Stella Reuben, who was also a student there, said many of the children “hated the school” because the routine was so different from the “free life on the reservation.” Some attended willingly, or at least at the direction of their parents; others were rounded up by government agents and brought to school by the wagonload against their will. In either case, Indian parents had little choice. The year before Jim and Charlie began their educations, Congress authorized the Indian bureau to “withhold rations, clothing, and other annuities from Indian parents or guardians who refuse or neglect to send their children” of proper age to school. Many of those who attended against their will were from so-called blanket Indian families—Sac and Fox who tried to hold on to their traditional lifestyles and avoid the white man’s culture. “The blanket Indians often came to the school asking to visit their children,” Reuben recalled. “Few of them could speak English, so one of the girls in the school usually acted as interpreter. Quite frequently the parents of children in school camped for months at a time along the creek at the agency so as to be nearer their children.”

During Jim and Charlie’s third year, typhoid fever raged through the school, brought on by contaminated food or water. The disease struck the superintendent and many students, including Charlie but not Jim. Teachers became nurses, spending their nights making the rounds of ailing children. Harriet Patrick saw Charlie’s typhoid bring on pneumonia. “I took care of him at night with the others,” she said. “Mr. and Mrs. Thorpe came one night to relieve me and I tried to get some rest.” This was through the night of March 9 and into the morning of March 10, 1897. “At 5 a.m. came word that Charlie was worse. I went to him and took him in my arms, put his little feet in mustard water, and sent for doctor. But the poor fellow just lay back and died.”

Jim had lost his constant companion and some part of himself. “No two brothers were ever closer,” Michael Koehler, one of Jim’s grandsons, later wrote. That summer at home, Jim walked alone with his coon dog through their wooded playland, sometimes sleeping in the forest. Sent back to school the next fall, he kept running away, often getting caught and taken back in the government wagon. Jim would later tell the story of how he once made it all twenty-three miles to the farmhouse on the North Canadian, and when his father met him at the door and immediately marched him back to school, he fled again, this time taking a shortcut to beat Hiram home. Myth or hyperbole, the story accurately reflected Jim’s determination to escape. Realizing this, Hiram finally told Jim: “I’m going to send you so far away you’ll never find your way back.”



ON THE FIRST weekend of September 1898, Jim arrived in Lawrence to attend Haskell Institute. He and his brother George, who was sixteen, the oldest of Hiram and Charlotte’s children, made the three-hundred-mile journey from Indian Territory up into Kansas by wagon and railroad, making a switch in Kansas City. The Lawrence depot was bustling from before dawn to midnight that weekend. A morning train carried the chancellor of the University of Kansas. A night coach brought the captain of the KU football team. Students by the trainload disembarked and were surrounded by solicitors, some offering to haul luggage to the Jayhawk campus, others trying to persuade them to board at one of the many rooming houses in town. Jim and his brother did not need a rooming house. Haskell, across town from the big state university, was an Indian boarding school, one of the two largest in the country, housing more than seven hundred students.

In the middle of one of Jim’s first nights at Haskell, around 3:30 a.m., the students were awakened by an ear-shattering noise. It turned out to be the accidental blowing of the steam whistle at the town’s barbed wire plant when a boiler pipe cracked, but it was good training for the regimentation of his new life. Military-style uniforms, reveille at dawn, taps at night, drills and farmwork in the morning, classes in the afternoon. Everything with one purpose in mind—to refashion young Indians in the image of white people. As at all federal Indian schools of that era, the students were not to use their native tongues but speak, write, and think in English. When the school opened in 1884, the superintendent in his inaugural address had spoken of his aspirations for Haskell and its students. “Here we hope them to share with us the blessings of enlightened people,” declared James Marvin. “In vision near we see the Indian tribes turning their spears to pruning hooks, the tepee replaced by the cottage, fields of grain and the fragrance of orchards all over that vast land once assigned as the red man’s burial ground.”

Some students did not want to be saved in that fashion. The newspapers in Kansas at the time Jim enrolled, fourteen years after Haskell’s opening, were full of stories about escapes from the school, the prose dripping with a journalistic mix of sympathy and condescension. “NO LIKE SCHOOL,” ran a headline in the Topeka State Journal. “Tired of living under the roofs of the white man’s school, uncomfortable in tight fitting clothes of the American citizen, and with a longing to once again don the soft moccasins, leggings, and red blankets of the tribe, two Indian boys stole away from the Haskell Indian school at Lawrence early Sunday morning before sunrise and started on their journey home to the hunting grounds and tepees of their tribe, the Arapahos in the Indian Territory.” The boys were caught in north Topeka and taken to the station house by truant officers who were awarded five dollars for every runaway. “Police court judge Atchison asked ‘Why did you run away from school?’ ” the article went on. “ ‘Don’t like it,’ was the answer. The prisoners were led back to the cell, stretched themselves on the floor and with only evil thoughts for the white race they are waiting to be taken back to school which to them is bondage.”

Readers in the cities and towns of Kansas rarely went a day without seeing something about Haskell. The construction of a new chapel on campus that could hold more than five hundred students at a time was front-page news in many towns, as was the acquisition of one hundred Old Testaments and two hundred New Testaments from the American Bible Society. In contrast, there was the article about the U.S. marshals’ efforts to track down and arrest bootleggers who were selling liquor to Haskell students. A writer for the Kansas City Journal described the music program with equal parts wit and racist stereotyping: “There is a band of twenty-four men composed entirely of students. They play a fair grade of music in a more or less ensnaring manner. The percentage of trombone players is abnormally large and is to be accounted for by the profound reverence which the Indian manifests for anything capable of producing torture.”

Elementary grades at Haskell did not correspond precisely to public elementary schools, but records show that Jim in a sense started over again at a rudimentary level—Grade 1B. Along with working at the school farm and learning mechanical tasks, he was taught to add, read, spell, and write with a steady, looping cursive hand. But in terms of training for his future, the most important interest he developed at Haskell was a love of a game—football.

The season when Haskell started to emphasize football coincided with Jim’s first year. The new superintendent, H. B. Peairs, gave football his “hearty support,” reasoning that it would promote Haskell to a wider audience while further immersing the boys in a game of growing appeal in white society. Whether football was in fact a civilizing influence and means of enlightenment was another matter to be debated for generations to come. In his effort to bring big-time football to Haskell, Peairs enticed a young but well-known local figure to take over as coach, the first Haskell coach to be paid a salary. It was Will T. Walker, familiarly known as Sal, a former star center at the University of Kansas. Walker started training his new charges in the heat of early fall, laying out a practice field behind the disciplinarian’s house. He said he liked what he saw, promising to field the best Indian team west of the Mississippi.

Jim was only eleven when he started at Haskell and thirteen when he left, too young to play on the team, but he became entranced by the game and the Indian players and was a regular on the sidelines watching practice. “It was at Haskell I saw my first football game and developed a love for it, a love I have had through the years,” he recounted decades later. “Too young to take part in the football games at the school, I organized a team among classmates my own age. We fashioned a football from wool yarn and occasionally were successful in including one of the older boys to referee our game. We played after school hours on the outskirts of campus. An Indian by the name of Chauncey Archiquette on the regular Haskell squad was my football idol and in our scrub games with the homemade football I always tried to emulate him.”

Chauncey Archiquette was an Oneida from the Fox River Valley near Green Bay, the same pocket of northeast Wisconsin that produced the Potawatomi ancestors of Jim’s mother, Charlotte. Archiquette was the captain and star of the 1900 Haskell team that won nine games, including a shutout of the University of Missouri. As it turned out, he had already played several years of football at the Carlisle Indian School, and in fact had graduated from Carlisle before enrolling at Haskell and playing several more seasons—possible in that era before governing bodies were established to set eligibility rules. By one account, it was Archiquette, after taking a liking to the young boy, who gave Jim the makeshift football he used in intramural games. With that ball in his hands, even then, Jim was the fastest boy on the field. He had been around horses all his young life and tried to run like one—“head up and feet coming down with a thundering certainty.” Before Haskell, he had never thought about his future, but there the intimations of something better in his life began. He thought that someday he might want to be a football coach.



THE LACUNA IN Jim Thorpe’s life came at the end of his Haskell experience and during the year after. The one known constant in that period is that he was increasingly alone in the world.

It started when a classmate revealed that a secret was being kept from Jim, that while in the office of a Haskell administrator the classmate had seen a letter sent to the school stating that Hiram Thorp had been shot during a hunting accident and was dying of a chest wound. Jim would later say that the letter was written by his father, but the 1900 census recorded Hiram as unable to read or write. Was the letter written by Charlotte? Perhaps, although the Sac and Fox Agency annuity rolls of 1899 list her as “Separated from Husband” and Hiram as “Separated from Wife”—indicating he had split again. In any event, Jim’s response to the letter was to leave Haskell. He said he “jumped a freight train” in Lawrence, only to discover that it was northbound instead of southbound, so he got off and started to walk. “It took me two weeks,” Thorpe recalled. When he arrived at the log farmhouse above the North Canadian, his father was recovered, but as ornery as ever. “One day soon after, my dad gave me a licking that I probably deserved but didn’t like so ran away to the Texas Panhandle.” The story Jim would tell was that he stayed for a year in Texas, fixing fences and working as a ranch hand.

His account is the only record of that year; there are no documents, no recollections by witnesses. But there was one defining event that happened while Jim was in Texas. Charlotte and Hiram reunited long enough for Charlotte to give birth to another baby on January 5, 1902, the last of her eleven. No sooner had they named him Henry than he died on January 8. Charlotte died from complications of childbirth weeks later. She was only thirty-eight—a large presence gone. Her death reverberated through the broken family and ended up taking Jim, the son she saw as the reincarnation of Black Hawk, along his lightning path.






3 “This Is the Indian’s Home”


THE CARLISLE INDIAN INDUSTRIAL SCHOOL had been operating for twenty-five years by the time Jim Thorpe arrived in early 1904. It was the flagship school of the federal Indian bureau, the first and largest of its kind, a non-reservation school for all tribes. The twenty-seven-acre campus covered a hill in the fertile countryside on the edge of the city of Carlisle, a short hop southwest on the Pennsylvania Railroad from Harrisburg, the state capital. The grounds and many of the buildings had once constituted the Carlisle Barracks, a military installation that traced back to before the Revolutionary War. Most of the forty-nine buildings—dormitories, classrooms, gymnasium, dining hall, and workshops—were painted steel gray. Exceptions were the laundry, the doctor’s cottage, and the superintendent’s house, formerly the commandant’s quarters, which was gleaming white with a roof redone in red and gold, the school colors. The oldest standing structure on the grounds, known as the Hessian Powder Magazine, with its arched roof and limestone walls lined with brick six feet thick, was built in 1777 by Hessian prisoners after George Washington’s victory at the Battle of Trenton and used to store gunpowder and cannon shot.

The Hessian captives also built the Guard House next door, a small prison with six cells, two with barred windows and four completely dark. A century and a quarter later the Guard House was still in use as a punishing jail for runaways and misbehaving Indian students. At least once during his time at Carlisle, Jim was among the Guard House’s unwilling overnight guests. That was for the older boys, referred to as the Large Boys. There was a less intimidating lockup room in the Small Boys quarters. On the grassy parade below the superintendent’s quarters a bandstand was used for orations and performances by the renowned school band, but also served as a place for paying penance. School administrators thought that making wayward Indian youngsters pace around the bandstand for two or three hours within sight of their classmates was an excellent form of punishment, especially if they had been drinking, in which case they were made to circle the bandstand with a DRUNK sign on their backs. “They are very sensitive to ridicule,” explained one administrator. “It only goes to help in the training of their minds… a little reproof goes deep.”




[image: Image]


In good weather, the campus unfolded gentle and copious, lawns trimmed and verdant, wisteria vines draping violet over the veranda, tall oaks and elms providing leafy shade for the walking paths, the beloved Old Walnut Tree towering above the teachers’ quarters, fragrant flower beds popping with color. Down past the workshops on the north side of campus, a path wended through the Grove, five thickly wooded acres of willow, walnut, locust, hickory, and sycamore leading to a millrace and an old gray stone mill near Letort Creek. Nearby was the swimming hole at Conodoguinet Creek and the abundance of two school farms where limestone-rich soil produced crops of wheat, barley, oats, corn, potatoes, and garden vegetables.

It was on the warm but drizzly evening of February 6 that Jim rode into town on the local from Harrisburg, the last leg of a twelve-hundred-mile trip that began two days earlier in Stroud, not far from his home. The school’s assistant superintendent, Edgar A. Allen, also came in by train from the same direction that day after spending two weeks in Indian Territory promoting Carlisle and rounding up students. When Jim reached campus, an easy walk from the station at the corner of High and Hanover, he was directed to the Large Boys quarters, a three-story building as long as a city block.

In Carlisle’s leather-bound ledger book—Descriptive Record of Students As Admitted—his name was recorded on page thirty-three, student number 3205. On that single page was a listing of fifty male students who entered Carlisle in the first months of 1904, boys from the Sioux, Chippewa, Seneca, Onondaga, St. Regis, Sac and Fox, Assiniboine, Delaware, Shoshone, Arapaho, Cherokee, Ute, Inuit, and Oneida nations. The oldest was David Little Old Man, a twenty-two-year-old, six-foot Cheyenne who suffered from acute bronchitis. The youngest was Jeremiah Horner, a ten-year-old Onondaga who stood three foot three and weighed just over sixty pounds. One Sioux boy, Moses Norbert, ran away before he could be examined. Nearly half, like David Little Old Man, had health problems listed in the remarks. Weak heart. Weak lungs and heart. Half-blind eye. Chronic heart disease. Asthmatic lung disease. Under the listing for mother and father, half were recorded as having only one living parent and one in four was an orphan.

The entry for James Thorpe noted that he was Sac and Fox, son of Hiram, father alive, mother dead. His age was listed as seventeen, which he would not turn until May. The remarks section was blank. Most striking were the measurements of his height and weight: five feet and five-and-a-half inches and 115 pounds. He was soon outfitted in the Carlisle uniform: cavalry cap, light blue slacks with dark stripe down the leg, dark blue jacket, and buffed black shoes that faced regular inspection. From the options for manual training, Jim passed on the blacksmith trade of his grandfather and chose tailoring and painting.

The 860 Indian students at school that year came from eighty-eight tribes, but only 14 were Sac and Fox—10 boys and 4 girls. Jim found a boy from his tribe who gave him the first glimpse of what was expected of him. Reveille at six. Breakfast at seven in the dining hall. Four hours of classwork in the morning. Four hours of farm or industrial shop in the afternoon. A routine he had become familiar with, and had chafed at, during his days at Haskell.



THE EVENTS THAT took Jim to Carlisle—where off and on he would spend the next nine years—started with his return from Texas and the death of his mother, who was buried at the Sacred Heart Cemetery on the Potawatomi reservation near her parents. For a time after Charlotte’s death, Jim and his older brother, George, who was nineteen, took responsibility for their younger siblings, Mary, Adeline, and Edward. Jim helped on the farm and enrolled at the local public school in Garden Grove, a one-room and one-teacher school about three miles from home. “It was all book work there,” Jim recalled, “and I missed the football games for which I had developed some enthusiasm at Haskell.” He also missed watching his mother sew the family clothes and grind corn flour on ancient rocks, and he longed for the slow nights of games and storytelling on the front porch of the farmhouse when she was alive. “Mother’s death laid a quiet hand upon the little community in which we mingled.” But Hiram did not wait long before marrying again, taking a white woman named Julia Hardin as his fifth wife, and by all accounts she and Jim did not get along.

Two weeks before Christmas 1903, the Sac and Fox agent in Stroud received a letter signed “Hairm Thrope” (Hiram with the letters jumbled and misspelled Thorp gaining an e). It was probably written by Hardin, since Hiram Thorp was illiterate. The letter was filled with mistakes of spelling and fact, even making Jim two years younger than he was, but the point was obvious.


Dear Sir—

I have a boy I wish you would make rangements to Send of to School Some Ware Carlyle or Hampton I don’t Care ware. He went to Haskill but I Think it better one of the former plases so he Cannot run away—he is 14 years old and I Cannot do any thing with him So plese at your Earliest Convence atend to this for he is getting worse every day—and I want him to go and make something of him Self for he cannot do it hear.



A decade later, after Jim Thorpe gained world renown, another version of how Carlisle found Jim emerged. The two stories were not mutually exclusive, and in fact made sense when combined. A federal official named Alex Crain, who worked as the Indian agent in Wewoka in Seminole country but owned a farm near Keokuk Falls, claimed that he “talked the lad’s father into sending him to the big Indian school.” Carlisle was always scouting Indian Territory for new students. That was the point of the recent visit by the assistant superintendent. And there were occasional letters from the Carlisle administration like the one the Sac and Fox agent in Stroud had received in 1899: “Have you not a small number of exceptionally good boys and girls to send to Carlisle this year?” That inquiry included a not subtle hint that they were especially interested in strong boys who could play sports. Jim was small, but he had already expressed his love of football. It was not just watching his first pigskin idol, Chauncey Archiquette, that stirred him. As a student at Haskell in early January 1900, he had been among the boys who attended a breakfast in the dining hall and gaped in awe at the sight of the powerful Carlisle team when it stopped in Lawrence on a continental train ride east after a game against the University of California.

Haskell was regional; Carlisle was national, the mother ship of Indian schools, and part of the college football elite. It seems probable that Hiram and his new wife, whatever their motivation, got the idea from an agent like Crain, and that the boy was ready to go.



ON THE DAY before Jim arrived at Carlisle, Red Man, a school newspaper published every Friday by student apprentices in the printshop, posted a poem titled “This Is the Indian’s Home” by A. O. Wright, an educator in the Indian bureau’s administration.


Soon the last wild Indian pagan

Will forsake the tribal rule

All the reservations opened

All the children in some school;

White and Indians then united

Make one nation, great and free

One alone will be their country

One their speech and flag shall be.



Here, in mawkish rhyme, was the perfect encapsulation of Carlisle’s philosophy, connecting Anglo education and the elimination of reservations as essential to saving Indians by making their homelands and customs dissolve into white society. The Dawes Act took away the communal reservation land; Carlisle and its sister schools would do the rest. It was no coincidence that Senator Henry Dawes and Col. Richard Henry Pratt, the founder and longtime superintendent at Carlisle, were friends and coconspirators in what they considered a progressive and noble effort. Dawes had been a frequent visitor to Carlisle in the years he chaired the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs and at Pratt’s request often spoke at commencement exercises. When Dawes needed help persuading various tribes to go along with his reservation-busting act, Pratt, the ramrod-straight cavalryman, became one of his key emissaries traveling out to South Dakota to persuade the Sioux to cede more of their communal land in the name of progress.

At Carlisle, the Dawes Act was celebrated as an annual holiday. Dawes Day, it was called, a day for student assemblies, speeches, and debates over the act’s merits and drawbacks. Jim Thorpe had been at school only two days when he experienced his first Dawes Day. As the Red Man newspaper noted that weekend: “The 8th of February is recognized as Dawes Day in the Indian service. It was the eighth of February that the eminent senator’s bill for the Indians to receive lands in severalty was approved by the president.”

Ten days later, on February 18, Jim and his classmates were again called to the assembly in the gymnasium for the school’s twenty-fifth anniversary exercise. Scores of parents, dignitaries, and civilian guests were also present. Carlisle was neither a high school nor a college. It was an industrial school that also offered academic courses, but most of all it was a school of assimilation. Most students were in their teens, but their ages ranged from seven to the mid-twenties. The plan was for those in the upper school to stay at Carlisle five years or until they graduated, but that plan was decidedly flexible. Some students needed more time, some less, to reach a stage where the administrators could release them with a reasonable expectation that they would melt into the white world and not revert to the life of a blanket Indian on the reservation. That was the theme of Superintendent Pratt’s commencement speech, which he couched in the language of the nation’s ideals.

“United States, united people. How can we be made and keep our people united if we educate and train them to differences?” Pratt asked. “Here today we are considering our brother in red. He is not in the family, not part of the united people. He is a prisoner in our hands so we control him absolutely, therefore, his useless dependent condition and segregated situation stamps our brother-of-man-Christianity a myth and our equality and freedom Declaration of Independence a lie. The Indian peoples themselves want to be in our United States family and are willing to develop and exert their powers and are capable of accomplishing it.”

Jim and his classmates sat cross-legged on the gym floor, with parents and guests in chairs on the sides. The two main guest speakers at the commencement reflected the crosscurrents of the school and the times, revealing the competing strands of racial violence and reconciliation that coiled and frayed through American history. The first speaker was O. O. Howard, a retired Union general who led troops at Antietam and Gettysburg and served as the right flank on General William Sherman’s March to the Sea. Howard was known as “the Christian general,” a soldier of piety who commanded respect despite occasional battlefield errors that earned him a second sarcastic nickname—Oh-oh Howard. He was a supporter of black freedom, and after the Civil War was appointed commissioner of the Freedmen’s Bureau, playing a vital role during Reconstruction in helping former slaves gain jobs, land, and the right to vote. His combination of evangelism and sympathy for African Americans led him to push for the establishment of a seminary to train black preachers, which resulted in what eventually became Howard University, the historically black college in Washington, D.C., named in his honor.

But what brought O. O. Howard to Carlisle that February day in 1904 was his role as an Indian fighter with the U.S. Army in the West, ending with the campaign against the Nez Perce tribe led by Chief Joseph in 1877. The man who fought to free enslaved blacks and worked to make space for them in the American family was the same man who led an army tracking down and killing Indians. Land was at the center of the Nez Perce War, as with all wars against the Indians, as Chief Joseph’s band tried to resist when Howard’s army pushed them out of their ancestral home in the Wallowa Valley of northeastern Oregon and chased them into Canada before they surrendered and were taken to a smaller reservation in Idaho Territory. Now here stood Howard at age seventy-four, white-haired and only somewhat repentant, addressing an auditorium of American Indians, including twenty-one sons and daughters of the Nez Perce tribe. He told Thorpe and his classmates that he was “just doing my duty” fighting Indians. “There come times when a fight is a good thing and when it is over let’s lay down all our feelings and look up to God and see if we cannot get a better basis on which to live and work together.”

When Howard sat down, Pratt introduced the next guest. “I present to you Chief Joseph of the Nez Perces in Washington,” the superintendent said. Men from a different time, different century. The two old antagonists brought together at Carlisle. “General Howard and Joseph fought each other in ’77, two years before Carlisle began,” Pratt continued. “Their line of battle was fourteen hundred miles long. We think Gettysburg a big battlefield and we are proud of it. Joseph would not go on his reservation and had his way for a time…. I have always regarded Chief Joseph as one of our great Indians. He kept ahead of General Howard for fourteen hundred miles.”

The essential contradiction of how white America viewed Indians was evident in that brief introduction, a peculiar combination of a relentless effort to destroy a people followed by mythmaking reverence of those same people. The Indian was made noble in retrospect, after he was no longer a threat. Chief Joseph had a different perspective. As two students later remembered the scene, when the old chief entered the crowded gymnasium, he walked slowly among the students and gently patted them one by one on the head, blessing them with a whisper. “You are the original red, white, and blue.”

Time and circumstance having worn down his resistance, he gracefully handled the face-to-face meeting with his old adversary. “I meet here my friend General Howard. I used to be so anxious to meet him. I wanted to kill him in war,” Joseph said. He was talking history to these students, who were toddlers or not yet born when the last of the government wars against their people were waged. “I am glad to meet him and glad to meet everybody here and to be friends with General Howard. We are both old men. Still we live and I am glad. We both fought in many wars and we are both alive. Ever since the war I have made up my mind to be friendly to whites and to everybody. I wish you, my friends, would believe me as I believe myself in my heart in what I say when my friend General Howard and I fought together I had no idea that we would ever all sit down to a meal together as today, but we have and I am glad.”

Then Chief Joseph turned to the subject of Indian education. His message could not have been more harmonious to Pratt’s ears. “I understand of course that the learning of books is a fine thing, and I have some children here from my tribe that are… struggling to learn the white man’s ways and his books. I wish my children would learn more and more every day so they can mingle with the white people and do business with them as well as anybody else. I shall try to get Indians to send their children to school. That is all I can say tonight.”

It was one of Chief Joseph’s last public speeches. He died that September at age sixty-four on the Colville reservation in northern Washington state. The 1904 commencement was also the last hurrah at Carlisle for Richard Henry Pratt. Three months later, he was forced into retirement by officials at the Bureau of Indian Affairs in Washington. Jim Thorpe’s rise at the school took place under Pratt’s successors, but even as Carlisle entered an era of athletic renewal and ethical decline, the founder’s influence would be felt at Carlisle to its final days.



PRATT WAS A long-limbed crane of a man, so lanky at six foot four they had to install larger bathtubs in the superintendent’s house. His students called him Father. One commencement speaker praised him as the “Moses of the red man.” He was known as a leader “with rough edges”—blunt, harsh, stubborn, arbitrary, and undiplomatic in responding to his enemies, of whom there were many, including not only Indian bureau officials but also religious missionaries and academic ethnologists who dared to challenge his opinions about what was best for Indians. He was also an Old Testament–style idealist and thinker who considered himself a champion of black Americans and Native Americans and fought against racial bigotry. Like John Newton, the former slave trader who saw the light and became the abolitionist Anglican minister who penned “Amazing Grace,” Pratt came to regret the Indian killer mentality instilled by the U.S. Army in the West and devoted his life to trying to save Indians through his own definition of amazing grace. He thought he was doing good. In the words of Suzan Shown Harjo, a lifelong Indian rights advocate and cultural archivist, Pratt considered himself “a civilizationist alternative to the exterminationists”—the military leaders who had waged war against Indians in the post–Civil War West, men like George Armstrong Custer and Philip H. Sheridan.

If Sheridan became known for once saying “The only good Indian is a dead Indian,” or more likely a less evocative variation of that phrase, Pratt became known for turning that thought around. “A great general has said that the only good Indian is a dead one,” Pratt countered. “In a sense, I agree with the sentiment, but only in this: that all the Indian there is in the race should be dead. Kill the Indian in him and save the man.” He also used a religious analogy to describe this philosophy: “I believe in immersing the Indians in our civilization and when we get them under, holding them there until they are thoroughly soaked.”

Pratt’s transformation began in Indian Territory after the Civil War when he served as a lieutenant in the Tenth Cavalry Regiment, a unit comprising black men recently freed from enslavement, known as Buffalo Soldiers, and Indian scouts, mostly Cherokee and Choctaw. It was because of that experience, Pratt said, that he came to appreciate both groups for their intelligence and fearlessness and lamented their subordinate status in American life. His admiration for Indians intensified under unlikely circumstances in 1875 when he was assigned to be the military warden at Fort Marion in northeast Florida of a band of seventy Kiowa, Cheyenne, Arapaho, Caddo, and Comanche warriors who had resisted the U.S. Army along the Red River in the Texas Panhandle. Pratt thought it wiser to try to acculturate them rather than punish them. He freed them from chains, let them monitor themselves, encouraged their skills as artists and craftsmen, and taught them English. The Indian prisoners of Fort Marion became a tourist attraction. White visitors flocked to admire their artwork and capture them on stereopticon cameras. Pratt became a local celebrity.

The Indians themselves were torn between two worlds, a variation of what Jim Thorpe faced a generation later. A Kiowa warrior, Wolf Robe, captured their ambivalence in a self-portrait he drew that showed a buffalo, tepee, and forest to one side of his face and a cow, building, and farm to the other side. But watching his Indian prisoners adapt to Western ways led Pratt to a civilizationist revelation, the concept of a non-reservation Indian school, and he persuaded the War Department to let him start one on the site of the old and mostly abandoned Carlisle Barracks.

ARRIVED SAFELY AT MIDNIGHT PARTY IN GOOD CONDITION, Pratt notified the Indian bureau in Washington by Western Union telegram on October 6, 1879. He had just reached Carlisle with his first recruits, eighty-two Sioux boys and girls from the Rosebud and Pine Ridge reservations in the Dakota Territory, many of them children and grandchildren of prominent chiefs, including American Horse, White Thunder, Two Strike, Red Cloud, Standing Bear, and Spotted Tail. Pratt had hoped his inaugural class would be from tribes in Indian Territory, with which he was more familiar, not Sioux, but the government considered the Sioux troublesome dissidents and thought Pratt might be useful in the effort to temper their hostility.

It was not an easy sell. When he met with Spotted Tail and a council of elders at Rosebud, Pratt discovered that they had already decided among themselves to reject the request. “The white people are all thieves and liars,” Spotted Tail told Pratt through an interpreter. “We refuse to send our children because we do not want them to learn such things. The government deceived us on the Black Hills treaty. The government knew that gold was there and it took the land from us without giving us its value, and so the white people get rich and the Indians are cheated and become poor. The government let us keep this plains country and it agreed that the lines should be away out and we should have a large district. Your men are out there now running the lines and they run the lines a long ways inside of where we agreed they should be. Some of our people who lived outside of these lines have been compelled to move inside. The government has always cheated us and we do not want our children to learn to do that way.”

The mention of gold had a disturbing meaning to Pratt that Spotted Tail could not know. Pratt’s father, who had once been a contractor on the construction of the Erie Canal, had gone to California and got lucky panning for gold on the Feather River during the 1849 gold rush but was robbed and murdered on his way home. Richard was left fatherless at age ten because of gold. Now, in his negotiations with the Sioux, he countered Spotted Tail’s irrefutable argument by accepting it and praising him. “Spotted Tail, you are a very distinguished man. Your name has gone all over the United States. It has even gone across the ocean to other countries,” Pratt said. “You are the head of these people because you have a strong mind, but Spotted Tail, you cannot read or write. You sign papers and you do not know what you sign.” The reason the Sioux felt manipulated and deceived about the gold and the reservation boundaries was that the tribe’s leaders could not read the treaties, Pratt said. If the chiefs had been literate, he argued, they would have been able to understand the traps in the treaties and would still have the Black Hills. Spotted Tail relented, as did Red Cloud.

From Spotted Tail’s Rosebud band came sixty-six students, with sixteen more from Red Cloud’s band at Pine Ridge. Their departure for the east was haunting. Large crowds of parents and relatives camped on the banks of the Missouri River for two days in anticipation of the leave-taking. Wails of sorrow and prayerful chants echoed across the water when the steamer pushed off for Yankton and disappeared around the bend. At Yankton, Pratt had arranged for two special train cars for the trip through Chicago to Carlisle. Three years after the Battle of the Little Bighorn and the Lakota Sioux, Northern Cheyenne, and Arapaho’s annihilation of Custer’s cavalry, the journey became a tourist attraction—much like Black Hawk’s trip east in 1833, except these Indians were not in chains. Thousands of curious Chicagoans turned out to see the Sioux youths when the train reached the station there, and hundreds more were waiting at midnight when they reached the Gettysburg Junction station at Carlisle. Pratt thought he could avoid the crowds by slipping his charges into town at a secondary trunk depot in the middle of the night, but it made no difference once word spread that “the Indians are coming.” The “noble savages” again provided a spectacle for white society, and as sympathetic as he was to the Indians’ plight and as much as he disparaged their mistreatment, Pratt became an impresario of that spectacle.

In an interview with an eastern newspaper, he described these Indian youths as an exotic species that needed to be tamed: “The first eighty-two came from tepees, there was not an exception. In 1879 the buffalo was still plentiful. The Sioux lived mostly in Buffalo tepees. They were dirty. They were the regular blanket Indians. Some of the young men had buffalo robes. Most of them had deerskin leggings worked with beads. Their hair was braided with beaver skin or red flannel and they wore earrings. They were absolutely wild Indians.”

Among the boys he took east on the train was Chief Standing Bear’s eleven-year-old son, Luther Standing Bear. “When I went east to Carlisle school, I thought I was going there to die,” Luther wrote decades later. “I could think of white people wanting little Lakota people there for no other reason than to kill them, but I thought here is my chance to prove that I can die bravely. So I went east to show my father and my people that I was brave and willing to die for them.”

The conditions the young Sioux encountered upon arrival at Carlisle only reinforced their fears. They knew no English. As interpreters, Pratt had brought up several Indians who had been his prisoners at Fort Marion. The interpreters pointed to a two-story building and told them to go there to sleep. The boys were exhausted, looking forward to sleeping on “nice little beds like those the white people had.” But the first room they entered was empty, no beds, no bedding, nothing but a coal-oil lamp. The next room was the same. “We had to make the best of the situation so took off our leggins and rolled them up for pillows,” Luther Standing Bear wrote. The only coverings were the blankets they had brought with them. They were accustomed to sleeping on the ground, but the floor was rock hard and colder than anything they had experienced. Pratt discovered that the Indian bureau in Washington had neglected to supply his school while he was gone. Not only were there no beds, but there were also no civilian clothes or uniforms, and barely any food. The first meal the students ate consisted of bread and water. When the first crate arrived, it turned out to be an organ for the chapel. A month passed before the first clothing reached the school, and Pratt described it as “the shoddiest of the shoddy.”

One day after classwork had started, some men entered the building carrying large chairs; the boys asked their interpreter what they had come for and he said the men had come to cut the Indians’ long hair. The boys were called out of the classroom one at a time and came back looking sheepish, hair shorn. Luther Standing Bear said he began to cry when his turn came. “None of us slept well that night, we felt so queer,” he recalled. “I wanted to feel my head all the time.” The ostensible reason for the hair-cutting was to make it easier to control head lice. Luther Standing Bear thought there was a more sinister reason having to do with the philosophy of culturally killing them to save them. “The fact is we were to be transformed, and short hair being the mark of gentility with the white man, he put his mark upon us.”

A smaller group of students arrived later that month from Indian Territory and the Southwest—Apache, Kiowa, Cheyenne, and Pawnee—to fill out the class. The total that first year was 147. One tenet of Pratt’s philosophy was that the more he could blend the many tribes to create a pan-Indian sensibility among his students, the more effective his assimilation process would be. From the arrival of those new tribes onward Pratt separated members of the same tribe as much as possible, eventually reaching a point where the barracks rooms, which could hold three or four students each, would have no more than one from any tribe.

When the one-year anniversary came, Pratt held “a little impromptu gathering” of students, teachers, and outside supporters, including sympathetic women from the Young Ladies’ Seminary in St. Augustine, Florida, who had helped him with the Indian prisoners at Fort Marion. He asked for a show of hands from his charges: How many wanted the school to continue? “Every hand went up in favor of continuing, and some boys even stood up and held up both hands,” Pratt recounted. “Speeches were in order. Everybody was happy and many reminiscences were brought out and [there was] much incentive to continued effort.”

The Indian perspective on Carlisle was far more complicated than that, as it would be from that first year to the last. One might ask what choice the young students had that day when they were instructed to vote with their hands in front of their superintendent and teachers. They were certainly less likely to vote honestly with their hands than with their feet, by trying to run away, which by one calculation more than fourteen hundred boy students did during the school’s lifetime, about twenty a year at first but increasing exponentially later. It was enough of a problem for Pratt that he set up a sophisticated alert network within a fifty-mile radius of campus for citizens to contact the school as soon as they spotted a possible Indian truant.

Two of the original group were not alive to participate in that one-year anniversary vote. Amos LaFramboise, age thirteen, had died the day before Thanksgiving, seven weeks after he arrived on that train from Yankton. Cause, unlisted. Pratt sought to bury him in the nearby Ashland cemetery, but it was for white people only. Two months later, a Cheyenne boy who took the name Abe Lincoln at Carlisle died of spinal meningitis. Carlisle in its first three years became a death chamber, especially for young students from the Rosebud reservation. Eighteen of the first 101 youths Rosebud sent east died at the school or were sent home to die, a horrific rate of nearly one in five. “A strange fatality seems to hang over our Rosebud pupils,” Pratt wrote in a letter to the Indian bureau, but he took no blame for this tragedy, attributing the death rate to chronic poor health conditions among the Sioux. One of those who died was Chief Spotted Tail’s own daughter, Gertrude Spotted Tail, who succumbed to pneumonia while in Philadelphia. She had been at Carlisle less than a year, dead at only fourteen. Pratt asked the Indian bureau to cover his expenses for sending a doctor to attend to Gertrude before her death. The bill was for $65.94.

Before Carlisle closed in 1918, 186 students from fifty different Indian nations died there and were buried in a haunting campus cemetery behind the athletic field grandstands, row after row of rectangular headstones, the remains interred in the east-west position, the families unable to reclaim them and not invited to attend services that were not by tribal custom on sacred ground but with Christian prayers in soil far from home. Barbara Landis, the Carlisle archivist at the Cumberland County Historical Society a century later, thought the number of Indian students who died during their schooling at Carlisle was many times greater than those 186 headstones in the graveyard; hundreds more were sent back to their reservations to die once the administration realized they were gravely ill, not out of cultural sensitivity but so the death statistics would seem less glaring.

Yet there were many students over the years who came to think of Carlisle as their home, used their schooling as the foundation for successful careers, and developed a strong loyalty to the institution despite the early trauma. Luther Standing Bear himself would become a distinguished writer and Indian spokesman later in life, and while not airbrushing the struggles he went through at Carlisle nonetheless expressed a fondness for the school and even served as a recruiter for Pratt. In a screenplay that N. Scott Momaday, a Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist from the Kiowa nation, wrote about Carlisle, he used Luther Standing Bear to express the depth of those conflicted feelings. “For some the Carlisle experience was bad—it was the theft of an Indian childhood, the annihilation of language, culture, tradition, the sacred. But for others—and for me—it was good,” Momaday wrote in the dialogue for Luther Standing Bear. “It gave us purpose and resolve at a time when purpose and resolve were dead in our camps. It gave us the chance to test our bravery and our will to survive and to excel.”

From the uncertainty of the first days in 1879, Carlisle grew year by year. Pratt discovered that his students excelled at languages and most of them quickly learned to speak English. Within three years the school had evolved from a War Department project to an Indian bureau school chartered and funded by Congress. The first class of students and several that followed left after three years as part of the bargain Pratt had made to get them to come in the first place, and it took him a decade before he could keep some students long enough to produce his first small graduating class.

The bare-bones academic requirements at the school did not stop Pratt from assuming the manners of a college president, inviting important politicians from Washington and rich benefactors from Philadelphia, New York, and Boston to visit the school and marvel at the transformation of his Indians into productive young people who could survive in white society. He was a believer in using the media to spread his vision, inviting big-city journalists to the school and bringing in a local photographer to take before-and-after pictures of his little Indians, here wearing moccasins and long hair, there neatly shaved and uniformed, the photos developed in a way that made their skin look whiter. Ladies’ clubs and Quaker and Methodist religious societies provided money and moral support to Carlisle to demonstrate their tolerance and humanitarianism. Local ministers took turns leading chapel services at the school. By 1893 Pratt had started to emphasize athletics, including football. At one point he dropped the sport because he thought it was too violent, but then a few years later brought it back, in part at the request of his students and in part because he saw its promotional value, especially after he recruited Pop Warner, a young football whiz from Cornell, to coach the team in 1899.

It was all part of an effort to set his students on a path away from reservations. That some would go back was his greatest fear. “I would have more respect for you, every one of you, if after you went through Carlisle I saw you on the streets blacking boots than I would if you went back,” he told the students at one assembly. “There must be a break.” What prompted Pratt’s lecture were the unwelcome reports, even fifteen years after he opened Carlisle, that many of his students had returned to reservation life. “Pretty soon I shall begin to think that my life work has been without effect and without result,” he told one class in a characteristically melodramatic flourish. Pratt, the reformer who had convinced himself that he was helping save a race, felt pressure from all sides by then. His support from Congress and the Bureau of Indian Affairs had been based more on practicality than idealism, and politicians were seeing less value in having a non-reservation school in the east. The western Indians had been defeated and tamed, the prevailing pseudoscience was categorizing them as irredeemably inferior, and Carlisle was more expensive than modest reservation schools. Former students reverting to reservation life, current students running away or dying—none of that, Pratt feared, helped his cause.



THE EARLY MONTHS of 1904 were a time of leave-taking at Carlisle. On January 4, a month before Jim Thorpe arrived, Cooki Glook died of rheumatic heart disease at age sixteen. Cooki was among a group of Inuits who had been recruited to Carlisle from Port Clarence, Alaska, and the first of five of them who would die at school that year. The Red Man described her as “a sweet, lovable child endearing herself to the hearts of all who knew her.” For several weeks before she died, she was bedridden in pain, leaving her room only on Christmas Day when her classmates presented her with gifts around a miniature tree. The next student buried in the cemetery behind the athletic field was Wade Ayres, a Catawba from Rock Hill, South Carolina, who at age thirteen stood four foot eight and weighed seventy pounds. It was said that Wade took “cold in the arm after vaccination” and died from fever.

Pop Warner took leave of Carlisle in February before getting a chance to meet Thorpe, the athlete who later, after more goings and comings by both, would lift their names together into football immortality. In five years at Carlisle during his first stint there, Warner had led the football team to a point where it was nationally recognized and earning honors from Walter Camp, the arbiter of college rankings and All-American teams. In his last two seasons—1902 and 1903—he had finished 8-3 and then 10-2-1 and his Indians had defeated many of the best squads in the East, including Penn, Cornell, Harvard, and Georgetown. But his brusque manner created tensions with some of his best players, who challenged his authority, and a job offer came along that he could not refuse. Warner decided to return to Ithaca to coach his alma mater. “Our loss is Cornell’s gain,” the Red Man said. One of his former players, Edward Rogers, a Carlisle success story who was studying law at the University of Minnesota, was lured back to replace Warner.

Richard Henry Pratt, after a quarter century as the founder and champion of Carlisle, was also on his way out. His long-running ideological argument with Washington had reached a bitter climax when Indian Commissioner Francis E. Leupp forced him to retire. Leupp was a former newspaperman who had crusaded against non-reservation Indian schools and whom Pratt despised. Leupp’s motto for dealing with native peoples was “improvement, not transformation,” but Pratt countered that “all basic improvement is inevitably transformation” and asserted that Leupp’s support of “perpetual tribalism” was nothing more than a power play to keep the Indians down so that his bureau could have a reason for existing.

In defense of his school and his philosophy, Pratt was never timid about expressing his feelings. In a speech that year at a conference of Baptist ministers in New York he said that “nothing better could happen to the Indians than the complete destruction of the [Indian] bureau”—not the sort of statement that would ingratiate him with his Washington bosses. Always strong-willed and certain of his righteousness, he had finally alienated everyone who held power over him: the Indian commissioner, members of Congress, the secretary of the Interior, all the way up to President Theodore Roosevelt. Although Teddy had at least once been Pratt’s guest at Carlisle when he was U.S. Civil Service commissioner, the two men were constantly at odds, which in this case meant “the man in the arena” was frequently disparaged by the pious superintendent, who once had called Teddy nothing more than “a conspicuous and inveterate office seeker.” His firing was inevitable, and it came late that spring, making front-page news in the New York Times. As part of his departure, Pratt was made a brigadier general.

In a retirement speech to his students, Pratt tried to hide his despair, saying “there is always some good in every action” and that he thought it would all come right in the end. “As it is now it lies in your power to hold the school in its present standard and I hope the good that is expected of you will not become otherwise. I would say more if I could but I will leave you with what I have said so far and though I may not be with you much longer my heart will remain with you each and every student of this school.”

Warner left (temporarily) for Cornell; Cooki Glook and Wade Ayres departed permanently for the school cemetery; Pratt was ushered begrudgingly into a twenty-year retirement during which he never stopped promoting his civilizationist cause. Shortly before he departed, there was another mass leaving, but it was an annual event that was one of Pratt’s founding ideas. The Outing.

On the first two days of April, 112 boys, large and small, left the Carlisle campus to live and work in farm homes in Pennsylvania and nearby regions of New Jersey, Delaware, and Maryland. The following two days, 68 large and small girls left for similar destinations. “They are going out in search of manly qualities and womanly accomplishments, and the real genuine stick that Colonel Pratt would have us find and hold onto,” proclaimed a notice in the Red Man. “Every one of them had stick in the eye as he passed out of the gates.” These Outings, which had been going on since Carlisle’s inception, were as central to Pratt’s assimilation philosophy as any of the pedagogy inside the school walls.

The Outing system had been run since its creation in 1880 by Anne S. Ely, the school’s institutional memory, and a Pratt loyalist who came to Carlisle soon after its founding and departed soon after Pratt’s firing. Ely maintained Outing records in well-ordered files in her office, but also held much of the information in her head. It was said that “she could tell you at a moment’s notice the whereabouts of any boy or girl, their standing, experience, conduct, and character.” She worked with a boys field agent and a girls field agent whose job it was to find families willing to partner with Carlisle and then match them with suitable students. The idea, according to a school brochure, was to imbed the students in the homes of “the best white families in the east” where they could “imbibe the best of civilization and earn wages.” The boys would do farmwork and the girls would help with housekeeping; all would become part of the family that took them in, treated not as servants or farmhands but as equals to the sons and daughters. During the school year, if they were still on Outing, they would be enrolled at the same public school as their family’s school-age children.

Along with furthering the assimilation effort, the Outing system was part of Carlisle’s financial strategy, equal parts ingenious and manipulative. Sending students out for long periods of time meant that Carlisle did not have to account for their room and board or education, even though they were kept on attendance rolls that determined federal funding. The families paid the Outing students between $5 and $15 a month, but that money did not go directly to them; it was sent to the superintendent and placed in a bank for future use. The students had to follow strict rules: no going to the big city of Philadelphia except for special occasions, no use of tobacco or liquor, no gambling or card playing, no absences without permission. They had to promise to obey their employers, attend church and bathe regularly, write monthly letters back to school, and stay the duration unless their patrons sent them home for misbehavior. While the Outing concept was presented as a boon to the Indian students, in essence it was an exploitative system intended to create a pool of second-class workers for the benefit of whites. School officials could never articulate that reality, but they dealt with the consequences. F. W. Canfield, the boys field agent, was constantly on the alert for difficulties from one direction or the other. He had to be part salesman, part conciliator, his work “in many instances requiring a great deal of diplomacy” as the reality of the program did not always match the promise.

Jim Thorpe met that harsh reality all too soon. He had been at Carlisle two months when word reached him from home that his father had died from snakebite poisoning. Jim’s relationship with Hiram had been uneven at best. They hunted and fished together, and fought often, and were separated for long stretches, either Hiram leaving the family or Jim off at boarding school. Carlisle was reluctant to let its students return home, especially in a situation like this where Jim had only recently enrolled. He was forced to stay in Pennsylvania and mourn far from the North Canadian River, an orphan before he turned seventeen. Just as Superintendent Pratt was leaving, Jim left as well, sent on his first Outing. “I was anxious to go for the experience,” he said. But not long after he reached the farm of Arthur E. Buchholz in Pennsylvania Dutch Country, his eagerness turned to despair.

Buchholz, a regular patron in the Outing system, was a summertime farmer. Most of the year he worked in Philadelphia as chief inspector of tenement houses for the Department of Public Health and Charities. He was a rigid man who spoke of the need for boys to be around “manly boys and men” and disparaged the “petticoat” style of Carlisle’s Quaker matrons, who he believed were guilty of “loving people too much.” With Thorpe, it seemed, he presented the worst of all worlds. Instead of outdoor work on the farm, Jim was assigned to be the family’s houseboy. He played with the two children when he could, but was treated like a servant, there to wash dishes after meals and cook at times. Buchholz kept him inside and made him eat separately, in the kitchen, rather than in the dining room with the family. He was paid $5 a month for this unpleasant experience. He was at Carlisle but not at Carlisle, supposedly learning how to live in a white world. Seeking independence, instead he felt trapped and smothered and asked to be transferred. He was still looking for his home.




4 High Jump


BEFORE RETURNING TO CARLISLE FOR a longer stay at the Indian school, Thorpe had worked at the homes of three farm families, only one of which he found agreeable—the truck farm of Harley Bozarth near White Horse, New Jersey, two miles outside Trenton. The Bozarths made regular use of Carlisle’s Outing students and were among the most accommodating of the families that benefited from the system. They paid Jim $8 to $10 a month to cut asparagus, invited him to eat with them in the dining room, and gave him full run of the house and property, treating him more like a relative than a servant. The two girls and boy in the family, Laura, Hazel, and Harley Jr., became his weekend companions “hurdling fences and jumping ravines” in the verdant countryside. During the school year, he attended the Maple Shade School a mile down the road, one of forty-one grammar students in the upper grades at the new two-room schoolhouse with its sturdy brick exterior topped by a clanging bell that called the students in for study.

But when Jim was transferred to a less friendly household in Yardley, Pennsylvania, a situation that reminded him of his lowly status at the Buchholz farm, where he was restricted in his movements and made to feel like an alien presence, he soured on the Outing life and ran away. Jim arrived back at Carlisle on March 9, 1907, where he went from feeling trapped away from school to being confined at school. “I am sorry to say that James Thorpe is in the guardhouse for running away from his country home,” reported one of his Sac and Fox classmates, Sadie Ingalls, in a letter home.

When class assignments for the year were handed out that month, Jim was placed in Room 9, which meant he had not been promoted for the semesters he was on Outing. In Carlisle’s unorthodox grade hierarchy, Room 9 was not the equivalent of ninth grade but more like seventh grade, and had no correlation to age, since Jim was nineteen, almost twenty, and there were many younger students in that class. The placement, based on an assessment of his academic skills by principal-teacher John Whitwell and the education staff, surprised and disappointed Jim. It meant he could not graduate in five years as he had hoped, a realization, he said later, that “rankled in my heart for many years.” In retrospect, even though he had never shown much interest in classwork, he would explain or rationalize his subsequent obsession with athletics as a way for him to make the administration “sorry for having treated me that way.”

His jump to athletic heights sprang from that sense of being underestimated—and with an origin story that took place on a spring afternoon as he passed the high-jump pit on his way to play baseball with his pickup team, the Big Chiefs, on the lower field. The story was recounted in scores of newspaper articles in later years, a recycling loop of information that began with interviews with Jim or his coach, Pop Warner, who had returned to Carlisle that year after a three-year hiatus coaching at Cornell. The tale was refashioned in various ways by imaginative scribes and the two main characters themselves in their as-told-to biographies, “Red Son of Carlisle” and Pop Warner: Football’s Greatest Teacher. Like most stories that become etched into legend, the essence remained the same in endless retellings but differed in details.

It went like this: On his way to the intramural ball game, dressed in overalls, a twilled-cotton work shirt, and borrowed gym shoes, Jim stopped to watch the track team’s high jumpers. Most stories say the bar was set at five feet nine inches. When the team’s jumpers one after another failed to clear that height, Thorpe asked if he could try. By some accounts this elicited derisive laughter from the varsity men. This guy in his overalls? Probably an embellishment to dramatize the story, but what was not exaggerated was the ease with which Thorpe rose over the bar and descended into the pit. With little effort he had jumped higher than anyone in Carlisle history.

Word of Thorpe’s feat quickly found its way to Coach Warner. In “Red Son of Carlisle,” Thorpe said Warner heard about it from a fellow student named Harold Archenbald. Close, but there was no student by that spelling. He meant Harry Archambault, a Sioux from the Standing Rock reservation who had been at Carlisle since 1902 and knew Jim from the time the skinny Sac and Fox kid had first entered the Large Boys quarters three years earlier. Archambault was a pole vaulter on the track squad and took photographs for the school paper. Other accounts said Warner was tipped off by one of the school’s athletic stars, Albert Exendine, who like Jim was an Oklahoman, though from the Delaware nation. In either case, Warner was always scouring the grounds for athletes and reacted quickly, summoning Thorpe to his office the next day without offering a reason. Jim had never played for Warner, never been to his office, never talked to him before. He feared that he was about to be reprimanded by the coach who, in his second coming, wielded as much power as anyone there, even the superintendent.

In Warner’s version of their meeting, Thorpe came in and said, “You wanted to see me, Coach? Have I done something wrong?”

“Son,” replied Pop, “you’ve only broken the school record in the high jump, that’s all.”

“Pop, I didn’t think that [was] very high,” Thorpe responded. “I think I can do better in a track suit.”

In Thorpe’s version, he came into Warner’s office and stood there quietly as Pop looked him over. “Are these the clothes you had on yesterday when you made the high jump?” Warner asked.

Thorpe nodded. “I want you to go to the club house, take those overalls off, and put on a track suit,” Warner then said. “You’re now on the track team.”

Warner saw enough promise in Jim to put him under the mentorship of Exendine, who had graduated but returned to town to prepare for Dickinson Law School and was conveniently available to renew his athletic career under Warner. Although Carlisle was no more than a high school in academics, in sports it had been competing at the college level since the 1890s. The track team that spring had dual meets with Penn State, the Naval Academy, Syracuse, and Bucknell, the first and last at home, the middle two away. In preparation for the season, Warner had installed a new cinder track around the athletic field and recruited a squad from the Small Boys quarters to smooth it.

The spring was unusually wet and chilly, limiting practices, but Exendine worked with Thorpe on his high-jump and shot-put techniques. His disciple showed the first hint of all-around promise days before the start of official contests with his performance at the school’s annual Field Day competition on the Saturday afternoon of April 19. With students filling the grandstands in clusters, cheering raucously and waving banners for their class’s athletes despite the blustery weather, Thorpe’s Room 9 finished second in points, most of them earned by him. He won the 120-yard high hurdles, finished second in the 220-yard hurdles, won the high jump, and finished second in the shot put. That showing brought new status to Jim among his classmates, but it was a ceremonial exhibition match that was missing some of Carlisle’s varsity track stars.

The day before the first official meet a week later, Jim and his classmates were called to the auditorium for a school-wide assembly. President Roosevelt had established Arbor Day by issuing a “Proclamation to the School Children of the United States about the importance of trees.” After speeches by students and teachers and a reading of the president’s declaration, the assembly joined in singing “America.” By the time they reached the second verse—My native country thee / Land of the noble free / Thy name I love / I love thy rocks and rills…—eyes turned to a little band of students from the Hopi nation who had arrived at Carlisle only three months earlier, essentially as kidnapped prisoners, noble but not free in their native country, brought to the school against their will in a government effort to control and assimilate the recalcitrant Hopi people. The Hopi boys knew no English until they were taken to Carlisle. Now here they stood, extolling America “in perfect English and good melody.” Pop Warner was there, unaware that one of the frailest among the Hopi boys was a remarkable long-distance runner who years later would join Jim Thorpe in leading Carlisle to world fame.

The ceremony ended on the school grounds with each class choosing a spot to plant a tree, seventeen in all. The Hopi planted an elm and named it Hopi, short for Hopituh Shi-nu-mu, roughly translated as Peaceful Little Ones. The junior class named an oak after Pop Warner. Jim’s class, “gaily adorned with streamers tan and blue,” walked together to a spot near the hospital chosen by the school nurseryman and tenderly placed a horse chestnut into the rich soil.

Jim had success that track season, but not dominance. He failed to place in the meets against Navy and Syracuse, finished second in the high jump against Penn State, and placed second in the 120-yard hurdles and high jump against Bucknell. “The No. 9 pupils are proud of their two members James Thorpe and George H. Thomas who did such fine work in the dual meet with Bucknell last Saturday,” an item in the Arrow noted. It was in the high jump against Bucknell that Jim broke the school record, matching the first jump he had made so nonchalantly in overalls on his way to a pickup baseball game. All that was enough to earn him his first varsity letter, a big yellow C to be sewn onto his red letterman sweater.

Before Carlisle’s academic department shut down for the school year in June, three boys in grades ahead of Jim—Michael Balenti, a Cheyenne; William Garlow, an Onondaga; and William Newashe, a Sac and Fox who had known Jim since their childhoods in Indian Territory—left to play semipro baseball for Hagerstown in the Sunset League. Reports about other players at Hagerstown indicated some were paid as much as $75 a month. The three were well-known athletes on campus, and their exploits in summer ball were reported several times in the school paper, including a first-person account from Newashe. This was Newashe’s first experience with summer ball, and it surprised him that they played almost every day, he wrote. There were teams in Martinsburg and Berkeley Springs, West Virginia; Frederick and Sparrows Point, Maryland; Hanover and Carlisle, Pennsylvania; and Winchester, Virginia. “The crowds in Virginia and West Virginia were not as good as the crowds in Maryland and Pennsylvania,” Newashe observed. “And there is usually some betting done in the game nearly every day.” After a weekend game against Carlisle, Balenti slipped away to visit his pals at the school and told stories about his life in semipro ball. The school paper also noted that another student, Jesse Youngdeer, was playing semipro baseball that summer somewhere “in the west.”

Their experience was regarded as normal for students who had the talent, and in almost every respect it was. Students and staff at Carlisle knew Newashe, Garlow, Balenti, and Youngdeer, read about their exploits, and welcomed them back later, when they would continue playing baseball or football at school. School records indicate that the experience was considered an Outing, just like going to a sponsor’s farm. On the Outing line in Garlow’s student file, one of the notations reads: “Hagerstown Baseball Team.” As athletic director and head coach of most sports, Pop Warner kept tabs on his athletes every summer and could learn from public reports and his network of scouts who was playing and where. He did not instruct his boys not to play. The fact that Jim’s friends and teammates were doing it, that it seemed utterly ordinary, and that Warner likely knew every detail—all of this would become crucial context for the controversial events a few years later involving Jim and semipro baseball that haunted him the rest of his life.

While most of his classmates left for summer Outings, returned home for vacations, or took summer jobs, Jim remained at Carlisle. He and some friends slipped away from campus briefly to hunt and fish at Tagg Run, the school’s forested summer camp south of Carlisle on the northern edge of the Blue Ridge range. When he returned, a wisecracker in the Arrow wrote that “Thorpe must have been visiting Alaska where the Eskimos live”—implying that he was fond of an unnamed Inuit girl. At school that July and August he worked as foreman of a crew of students slapping fresh coats of paint on old campus buildings, and in the evenings he loped down to the athletic field to play pickup football and baseball. He anticipated the fall football season, and early reports speculated that he would soon be a star in both track and football, but baseball was also piquing his interest. He loved taking the mound for the Big Chiefs in the intramural league. The easygoing mix of work and unstructured play seemed to have a positive effect on his disposition. His friend Harry Archambault, the pole-vaulting Sioux photographer, bought a new camera that July and practiced by taking shots of his friends. When Jim posed for Harry, it was said that “he had on the smile that won’t come off.”



IN THE YEARS after richard Henry Pratt was ousted from the institution, the Carlisle Indian Industrial School underwent a gradual change in emphasis. Pratt’s successor, Major William A. Mercer, also came out of the U.S. Army, a cavalryman whose last posting had been as an Indian agent at the Uintah and Ouray Agency in Utah, after similar assignments in Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Nebraska. He had been dealing with Indians, first killing them, then overseeing them, since the final Sioux campaign that ended with the massacre at Wounded Knee in South Dakota on December 29, 1890, when at least 250 Lakota people, including many women and children, were slaughtered by the Seventh Cavalry, in which Mercer was a lieutenant. Unlike Pratt, Mercer never underwent a road-to-Damascus conversion about Indians or came to think of himself as their savior. He did not lobby for the job, but was chosen at least in part because he was on friendly terms with Teddy Roosevelt. It was thought he would be less ornery than Pratt and more willing to do the bidding of the Indian bureau.

Mercer was not interested in turning students into brown-skinned white people, had no training in academics, and wanted to focus on the third word in the school’s name: Industrial. He did not share Pratt’s conviction that an Indian could be as intelligent as any white person, or as successful if given the chance. His policies, reflecting those of Commissioner Leupp, came from the notion of white superiority and a belief that the students could grasp only so much; better to “let Indians be Indians” and focus on developing their practical skills. The Mercer administration was a mix of good and horrid intentions, just as Pratt’s was, though from a different perspective, but it did offer some benefits to the students that Pratt did not. Under Mercer’s tenure less attention was paid to strict notions of Christian obeisance, there were more social gatherings and dances, traditional Indian arts and crafts were encouraged, and competitive sports, especially football, were emphasized more than ever.

The arts program was run by Angel De Cora, a talented Winnebago artist who was given her own studio, the Leupp Art Studio, located near the main gate and across the lane from Pop Warner’s house. It was named in honor of the Indian commissioner, who had recruited her. De Cora was well established by then as an artist fluent in two worlds, Indian and white. She had run studios in New York and Boston and had been trained first at the Hampton Institute in Virginia, when it was a school for both African Americans and Native Americans, and then at two prominent white colleges, Drexel and Smith. She refused to be easily categorized and saw herself as a link between cultures, rejecting neither while firmly opposing Pratt’s assimilationist philosophy as it applied to art. She saw it as her mission at Carlisle to revive the inherent creative instincts in her students, which she said “had not perished but only lain dormant” in the Indian schools. “The method of educating the Indian in the past was to attempt to transform him into a brown Caucasian within the span of five years,” she said. “The educators made every effort to convince the Indian that any custom or habit that was not familiar to the white man showed savagery and degradation.”

That changed under De Cora. Rather than instruct her students in the European model, she took them outside to see beauty in their natural surroundings and had them study photographs of their reservation homelands, reconnecting them to their roots as a means of artistic inspiration. To promote their work, she eventually established another school publication, the Indian Craftsman, that featured student illustrations and border designs along with poems and stories that were “not only about Indians but by Indians.”

Not long into her stay at Carlisle, she secretly married a younger man who would play football with Jim Thorpe while serving as her assistant at the art studio. William H. Dietz was his name, but he called himself Lone Star Dietz, and his life, as would become clear later, was a brilliantly concocted and deceptive work of art all to itself. De Cora was thirty-five when she eloped with Lone Star, eleven years her junior. They lived near the old stone Guard House in a small cottage where Lone Star kept a pack of wolfhounds that he exercised by riding his bicycle up and down the school lanes with the dogs trotting behind him. The marriage would not last long. De Cora’s reputation also seemed short-lived; after dying during the great flu epidemic in 1919, she trailed into obscurity for much of the twentieth century, her art dismissed as insufficiently authentic, not Indian enough. But that was an overreaction and eventually her life and work regained stature to the point where the Winnebago nation in Nebraska, her homeland, named the Angel De Cora Museum after her.

If the government in Washington thought Indian schools were a drain on the federal budget, Superintendent Mercer saw it as his responsibility to run Carlisle as a capitalist operation. One aspect of Pratt’s old regime that fit into that plan was the Outing system, which provided a cheap labor pool to the region while also saving the school money. Mercer also saw the industrial shops as assets and took it upon himself to hawk the school’s products. An advertisement placed in the Arrow and Indian bureau newsletters around the country showed drawings of carriages that came out of the wagonmaking shop—a top buggy, a two-seated surrey, and a two-seated mail wagon—with a caption underneath stating “for descriptive circulars and prices address Major W. A. Mercer, U.S. Indian School, Carlisle.”

The school’s most profitable enterprise was its football team. Many of the newer buildings on campus were built by students and funded by proceeds from football games. All money from ticket sales and guaranteed percentages for away games went through the Carlisle Athletic Association, formed by Pop Warner and run by him again upon his return, enhancing his already formidable status on campus. While the grandstands at Carlisle’s home field, even when full, could hold only modest crowds of a few thousand, the team of Indians was a popular attraction on the road against Ivy League schools and top universities in the Midwest, where crowds of twenty to thirty thousand were common and Carlisle benefited from a guaranteed percentage of the gate. As much as Mercer was Commissioner Leupp’s man, he was also Coach Warner’s. Winning wasn’t the only thing to him, but winning while making money from football was, and after Warner returned from Cornell, Mercer did nothing to discourage the coach from recruiting the best players even if they did not fit the normal criteria for Carlisle.

That freedom was the main reason Warner had fled his alma mater to return to the Indian school. He thought the administration at Cornell cared little about football and less about winning. Some of the friction was personal, a lingering grudge between the school president and Warner over his expulsion of the team’s most popular player, Lawrence Rice, who Warner thought was undermining his leadership but others considered a model student and sportsman. There was a far larger issue as well—the growing violence of the game. At another Ivy League school, Dr. Charles Eliot, the president at Harvard, equated football with murder and wanted to ban it altogether. Cornell was not that extreme, but less enthralled with the sport and more concerned than Warner about its harmful effects on young men.

Before 1906, there were rules in football, but few to tame its ferocity. The game seemed a case of unnecessary roughness. Teams would line up head-to-head with no neutral zone and bang away at each other, hold, scrap, lock arms for brutal arrow-like flying wedges, slug, bite, pile on, and attack with deadly force. Helmets, more like thin leather straps or bonnets, had been around since the 1890s, but they were not yet mandatory, and few players wore them. From 1901 to 1905 there were 71 recorded deaths in football. In 1905 a Union College back, Harold Moore, died of a cerebral hemorrhage after being kicked in the head while trying to tackle a New York University runner. He was one of 18 players who died that year. An unofficial casualty count of the 1905 season read like a military after-action report: deaths, 18; partially paralyzed, 1; eyes gouged out, 1; intestines ruptured, 2; backs broken, 1; skulls fractured, 1; arms broken, 4; legs broken, 7; hands broken, 3; shoulders dislocated, 7; noses broken, 4; ribs broken, 11; collarbones broken, 7; jaws broken, 1; fingers broken, 4; shoulders broken, 2; hips dislocated, 4; thighbones broken, 1; brain concussion, 2. And these numbers were likely an underestimate.

And Christian reformers encouraged Native American boys to play football, the game of Harvard and the Ivy League boys, because the indigenous game of lacrosse was too savage.

Teddy Roosevelt, whose son had been injured playing football at Harvard, summoned several prominent Ivy League athletic directors to the White House and told them the only way to save the game, which he loved as much as they did, was to reform it. Walter Camp of Yale, considered the father of American football, was reluctant to change, but several new rules were instituted for the next season, including one that Warner took advantage of as much as or more than any coach in the nation. It was the forward pass, legalized as a means of spreading the field and making each play seem less like a rugby scrum. The pass had been legal for a year by the time Warner returned to Carlisle, and he saw it as the perfect tactic for a team of swift, savvy, fluid, and undersized players.

Warner encountered the Indians “with all the prejudices of an average white man.” Some of these dissolved there during his two stints, some remained. He was protective of his players, but also tended to think of them as a stereotyped group rather than as individuals. He thought they played better as underdogs and let up when they were ahead. They had uncommon powers of observation, he said, attributing that trait to centuries of their forefathers living and surviving outdoors. If he had Pratt’s zeal, it was toward transforming his charges not into white people, but into invincible players. He was Pop, but no father, not only because he and his wife, Tibb, had no children. His moniker preceded his arrival at Carlisle, given to him when he played football at Cornell and was older than his teammates, hence Pop. His childhood nickname in the farming village of Springville in western New York was less flattering: Butter, the boys called him, not because of his smoothness but for the flab around his belly. The midriff blubber dissolved during his playing days, then returned when he started coaching. He was a stout, gruff, profane man, a chain-smoker of Turkish Trophies cigarettes who spent his life tinkering, equally obsessed with devising new equipment, making a buck, and scratching out innovative football plays and formations on the back of a napkin or by moving salt and pepper shakers around the table.

Warner was an artist, a deft watercolor painter, but also had the brain of a mechanical engineer. He could take apart an auto piece by piece and put it back together. One of his favorite hangouts on the Carlisle campus was inside the industrial shop, where he was his own one-man athletic-wear creator, pounding away with a hammer to fashion longer and wider cleats for surer traction on muddy fields and concocting lighter and less bulky shoulder pads and thigh pads from varnished fiber lined with felt. To protect players with bum knees, he developed a device that became known as the Warner brace. Many of his inventions were bought and popularized by the A. G. Spalding sporting goods company for use by other teams around the country. It was no coincidence that an advertisement for Spalding appeared in every Friday’s edition of the Arrow.

The engineer and artist in Pop also worked to invent or refine formations and techniques that became standard in the game. His most lasting creation was the single-wing offense—first known simply as the Carlisle Formation or by Warner himself as Formation A—that involved a direct snap to a back, usually the tailback, and the stationing of another back just behind and to the outside of an end, positioning that enhanced both end runs and the passing game. The double-wing formation, screen pass, three-point stance, flying chop block, spiral punt—all those also came out of Pop’s laboratory, as did a phantasm of trick plays, including a hidden ball trick once used against Harvard for which he had a running back secretly stuff the ball into a pouch sewn into his uniform.



IN THAT FALL of 1907, Jim’s first on the varsity, he and his teammates were granted special privileges and set apart from other Large Boys as they moved into a commodious football dormitory refashioned from the old hospital; it featured two new pool tables and a reading room with racks of newspapers from Philadelphia, Harrisburg, and New York so the players could take in fresh accounts of their sporting exploits. They also had their own dining room stocked regularly with beef, milk, potatoes, and flapjacks—fare the rest of the school was served infrequently. Their special path at school became literal when student masons paved a walkway from their new quarters overlooking the quadrangle down to the playing fields. The fact that football players received elite treatment fostered some resentment among other students, just as it did at many colleges around the nation. Winning and bringing public notice to Carlisle helped ease the discontent, as did Warner’s constant presence at school events and his eagerness to entertain groups of schoolgirls by inviting them along in the back of his automobile, one of the few cars on campus.

The first football practice was held on September 2, with twenty-five boys reporting for varsity and an equal number on the “hotshots” scrub team. That was more than enough players in that era, when the eleven starters played both offense and defense, often for an entire game. As Thorpe later told the story, an assistant coach encouraged him to try out, but neither Warner nor the team’s trainer, Wallace Denny, wanted him to play: Warner because he was fearful his future track star would get hurt on the gridiron, Denny because he thought Thorpe was too young and too small. That sounds apocryphal; Thorpe had turned twenty that May, hardly too young by any measure, and the student newspaper had been speculating all summer about his promising football future. Estimates of his weight at the time varied, but it was likely in the range of at least 160 pounds, and it is safe to say he was far taller and heavier than the runt who’d first appeared at Carlisle three years earlier, if not as perfectly proportioned as he eventually became. Furthermore, the team’s star quarterback, Frank Mt. Pleasant, who was also a track star with hopes of competing in the 1908 Olympics, was shorter and slighter than Jim, but Warner and his assistants had no similar concerns about him.

Jim described his first football outfit as embarrassingly baggy. “When I walked out and joined the scrubs I was given the merry laugh by everybody for my misfit appearance,” he recalled. Perhaps, although that seems reminiscent of the supposed snickers greeting his first high jump in overalls. The anecdote more certainly reflected his state of mind. He had something to prove. How he did that, how he made Pop Warner take notice yet again, is another origin story, and like his first high jump, this one was told and retold in various ways with exaggerated dialogue. One of Warner’s drills involved giving the ball to a running back and instructing him to run the length of the field trying to dodge tacklers who were lined up at five-yard intervals. When Thorpe “dodged and swiveled” his way from one end to the other without being brought to the ground, a disbelieving Warner told him to try it again—which Jim did, again without being tackled, at which point Warner muttered to his assistants, “He’s certainly one wild Indian.”

In football, as in track, Exendine was Thorpe’s mentor. Ex, as he was known, was a bright student and tenacious athlete, a six-foot two-hundred-pounder who had the respect of Warner and his teammates. He told Jim the key to football success was to remember to be mean, whether running or tackling. Jim was a good student, Exendine recalled. “He was quick at doing things the way you showed him.” How much instruction Thorpe needed is an open question. He certainly had enough instruction on how to be mean from Hiram, his ruffian old man, and even during his days at Haskell playing with a makeshift cloth football he had told himself to run with the thundering certainty of a horse. He had already demonstrated enough toughness to be promoted from the scrubs to the second team as left halfback behind Albert Payne, who according to Carlisle documents was twenty-six and had been recruited from the Umatilla reservation in Oregon that fall to play football.

Thorpe’s first football season was similar to his experience in track. There were several games in which, as a second-stringer most of the season, he never saw the field, but he gradually earned more playing time and notice. His time on the bench owed not to deficiencies in his game but to the excellence of that team, which Warner later declared his best, if not most famous. The 1907 squad was so stocked with talent it barely needed Thorpe. Considered the most innovative coach in the nation, Warner had players who could master whatever schemes he conceived. For the forward pass, the new way of advancing the ball, he usually turned to Mt. Pleasant. Along with being a nifty runner, Mt. Pleasant could throw a tight spiral for long distances at a time when many teams, in those rare instances when they tried to throw the ball (then a rugby-descended, bloated oblong sphere), were heaving it dead in the air like a shot put or end over end. The squad also had Exendine at end; Pete Hauser, an all-around star at fullback who sprinted around the ends, could throw a spiral nearly as well as Mt. Pleasant, and had a booming leg for punts; and a deep lineup including captain Antonio Lubo, Fritz Hendricks, William Gardner, Wauseka, Little Boy, Theodore Owl, Afraid-of-a-Bear, Albert Payne, and Michael Balenti, a multitalented back who also showed he could throw a tight spiral when he rejoined the football squad after his summer of semipro baseball in Hagerstown. Thorpe was an afterthought.

The Lebanon Valley opener was played in the rain. No contest: 40 to zip, Indians. Jim watched from the bench. Next Villanova visited Carlisle, a better gate attraction. Blanche Warner, the coach’s cousin and a strong supporter of “Pop’s Indians,” ventured down from upper New York State to watch. Major Mercer led a pregame parade of his Indian cadets and tripped on his saber. On the hill opposite the grandstands, Villanova fans parked their Ford Runabouts and Franklin Model D Landaulettes and watched from the sideboards, joining more out-of-town spectators lured from Shippensburg, Hagerstown, and Harrisburg by Warner’s paid publicist, Hugh Miller, who also was a stringer for the Associated Press and a New York paper. Another shutout, 10–0. No sign of Thorpe. A midweek game next against Susquehanna would not really count, too lopsided. Indians won 91 to zilch. Then up to Williamsport, a spectacular drive through the fall foliage on a sweet Saturday morning for a game against Penn State. Another Carlisle win, 18–5. Still only bench time for the second-string left halfback. On to Buffalo’s Olympic Park for the Syracuse game, where clever little Mt. Pleasant pulled off a long pass to Hauser on a fake punt—Warner was the master of trick plays—and another win, 14–6. Thorpe got in but did nothing to make the papers.

Now came Bucknell, and here was Thorpe at last, running like a downhill horse. In the first half he made a long run but tripped and fumbled on his way to the end zone, and the ball was picked up by his Cherokee teammate Theodore Owl, who ran it in for a score. In the second half Jim did most of the ball carrying and showed Pop how smoothly he could follow his blockers. Another Carlisle shutout win, 15–0. Five games, five wins. The game stories about Carlisle included violent stereotypes, racist descriptions ingrained in American sports culture. The Philadelphia Ledger account of the rivalry game against Penn wrote of “a determined horde of Redskins.” The Philadelphia Press reported that Carlisle’s Indians “played with racial savagery and ferocity.”

For Carlisle students, October 25, 1907, was a starred date on the calendar, marking for many a road trip to Philadelphia. The band, outfitted in bright red uniforms, marched into town from the hillside campus that morning to catch the train to Philly, joined by a boisterous throng of boys and girls who had been practicing cheers along with a new pep song written by Fannie Charley, a girl from the Peoria nation in Oklahoma. The school’s adopted stray mutt, Long Branch, followed the girls to the station but had to be left behind. Once at Penn, they toured the Free Museum of Science and Art, its bottom floor lined with Indian artifacts that anthropologists and archaeologists had appropriated from many of their tribes. When they reached Franklin Field, they were joined in the crowd of twenty thousand by classmates who came in from their Outing homes for the game, filling a section of the stands in a scene the Inquirer used for a page-one photograph captioned “Indian Maidens Viewing the Game.”

Carlisle defeated Penn handily, 26–6, but the score was secondary to the scene and its meaning. The game illuminated the crosscurrents of Carlisle and college football. It was at once a glorious autumn Saturday spectacle, an occasion of great school spirit for Carlisle, and a moneymaking sideshow for Penn. In a column that was racially degrading yet honest about the role of money in the sport, the Philadelphia Inquirer dismissed Penn’s defeat as inconsequential. When a prominent eastern university lost to the Indian school, it did not really count, the paper argued, except in the financial ledger. Schools like Penn, Princeton, Yale, and Harvard needed the gate attraction of Carlisle to maintain their big-time football programs. “The game with the Indians is one of the spectacular features of the year and is added to the schedule largely because as a financial proposition it is a winner,” the paper asserted. “The Indians are a strong drawing card wherever they go. They are not held down by any eligibility code or amateur rules. They are just Indians, and the best team possible is gotten together respective from where the material comes. Thus to be beaten by the red men is not counted as a blemish upon a college team’s escutcheon.”

Thorpe’s memories of the Penn game showed him to be an unreliable narrator of his own career. “During the first five minutes of play, Payne hurt his knee and had to leave the game,” Thorpe recalled. “I was sent in for my first chance. From that game on I remained at the left halfback position during the years I was at Carlisle.” Too excited on his first play, he said, he ran headlong into the defensive wall, was thrown for a loss, and looked at the sidelines, afraid that Pop would yank him from the game. But he quickly redeemed himself by racing around the end for a seventy-five-yard touchdown.

Good story, but most of it inaccurate. It was not his first chance—that came against Syracuse and more against Bucknell. Payne was not hurt in the first five minutes but played the entire first half and beginning of the second. Thorpe did not enter the game until Carlisle was winning by three touchdowns, and he did not score, let alone on a seventy-five-yard run. The one thrilling run of the game was a length-of-the-field kickoff return by Fritz Hendricks. The play where Jim was thrown for a loss came later, as the game was ending. Overall, his performance was good if not great, breaking one twenty-yard run and returning a punt to midfield, so there was no discernible need for this exaggeration, though misremembering events is not uncommon among athletes—or soldiers or business tycoons, for that matter—when describing their days of glory, especially when recalling them in as-told-to conversations. For the following weekend’s game against Princeton at the Polo Grounds in New York, Thorpe was the starting left halfback, but he and Payne took turns at that position the rest of the season.

The Princeton game was another financial boost for both schools, drawing a crowd of thirty thousand, not just partisans but thousands of New Yorkers curious to see the Indians, who had been an exotic draw in the city since Carlisle first played there in 1895. The teams played in a steady downpour that turned the field into a mud-slop mess. Thorpe kicked some booming punts, but the sloshy track eliminated Carlisle’s speed advantage and the slippery ball made it difficult for Pop to pull off trick plays. In what would be Carlisle’s only loss that year, they were defeated by Princeton 16–0. That game could have inspired Warner to head to the shops to design bad-weather cleats, but the coach had another explanation for the poor showing, also connected to foul weather. He said the Indians rarely performed well in bad weather because it took the joy out of the game, and they played more for fun than out of any Ivy League notion of school spirit. Princeton’s fans reveled in the rain from beginning to end, singing and cheering “heartily as though the sun shone brilliantly upon them.” When Carlisle jogged onto the field, the hold-that-Tiger section in the bleachers broke into a song drafted for the occasion. Here again, in a lighthearted ditty, were the contradictions of the Anglo view of native peoples, sympathy and condescension intertwined.


Mr. Indian, he is American

Mr. Indian, he is all right

For he used to be

In North America

When Society

Was out of sight.

As a potentate

Of Yankee real estate

He is just as great

As any man.

He may have beaten dear old Penn

But he can’t do a thing to the Princeton men.

Poor Mr. Indian.



JIM WAS PROMOTED that october in the classroom. He and five other students were moved up from Room 9 to Room 10. As a member of the football team, he was away from schoolwork much of the time until after Thanksgiving. Carlisle closed out the season with three time-consuming but profitable road games, first zigging up to Harvard in Boston and then taking the train zag west to face two powerful midwestern universities, Minnesota and Chicago. Jim had been on trains before, but traveling with the football boys on an extended journey was a more raucous experience of card playing, jamming on instruments, and singing into the night. “We had a private car for our trips and stayed in the best hotels,” he recalled. “But most of the boys complained about having to sleep in the soft beds. They preferred hard ones, being used to the uncompromising military beds of the school. Some of the team overcame this soft-bed condition by wrapping themselves in blankets and sleeping on the floors of the hotels or in the aisles on the train.” Once, as Thorpe remembered it, a maid opened the door to the room in the morning, saw that the bed had not been slept in, and entered assuming no one was there, then shrieked in fright when a player stuck his head out from under the bed. The maid “fled the room and didn’t stop until she fainted in the office of the hotel manager.”

Thorpe believed the team played better after a night of singing, so perhaps the music overflowed before those final three games. All were victories over favored opposition for the Indians, who finished the season with a 10-1 record, outscoring their opponents 267–62. Thorpe and Payne shared backfield duties. The game against Minnesota, in which Mt. Pleasant threw a touchdown pass to tackle Antonio Lubo on a fake field goal, was witnessed by hundreds of Indians who came from the reservations in Minnesota and the Dakotas. Mt. Pleasant hurt his thumb later in that game and did not play on Marshall Field in Chicago against the Maroons. That game, won by Carlisle 18–4, was an all-star coaching matchup between two giants of college football, Warner and the Maroons’ Amos Alonzo Stagg, both early advocates of the passing game and fiendish football magicians. Instead of the hidden ball trick wielded against Harvard, this time Warner sprang the hidden player trick, having Exendine trot from his end position to the sidelines and behind the opposition bench, then slip back into play thirty yards downfield to haul in a high-arching fling from Hauser. No rule against that—yet.

The next morning, the Chicago Tribune overflowed with stories about football, good and bad. One page was devoted to the mounting casualties during this second season of what was called “debrutalized” football, meaning the era that had started with rule changes imposed after the 1905 season intended to make the game less violent. Not much progress on that count, according to the newspaper’s investigation, which documented eleven deaths and ninety-eight serious injuries on the nation’s college, high school, and sandlot gridirons that year. Under the headline “The Dead and How They Were Killed,” Tribune readers learned about, among others, Leonard Clarkson of Norwich University, who died from a fractured skull in a game against Dartmouth; and Richard Evans, the left halfback on Wooster University’s squad, who was kicked in the abdomen and died of internal injuries after a scrimmage against Ohio rival Western Reserve; and Leo Strohmeyer, a talented young athlete in Iowa City, who was carted off the field on a stretcher during a high school game, neck broken, never to regain consciousness.

Further inside the Sunday paper, several pages were devoted to the Carlisle versus Chicago contest, including a cartoon of an Indian chief in moccasins, leggings, and full headdress, tomahawk in hand, posed as a fearsome statue on a Carlisle pedestal with the caption: “THE SECOND MASSACRE OF FORT DEARBORN.” The actual Battle of Fort Dearborn had occurred along the Chicago River in August 1812, when a rebellious band from the Potawatomi nation attacked and killed a smaller traveling party of soldiers and white settlers near the U.S. Army fort. The cartoon was nonchalantly racist, and to use that event as a metaphor for a football game ninety-five years later was questionable. In any case, in terms of events related to Carlisle football, another article appeared in the Tribune that day that was more explosive than the report on casualties or the game stories detailing what happened when the Indians beat the Maroons.
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