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Chapter 1


London, 1786

Richard, do you lie awake in the smoky warmth of the winter house in our old town, listening to the wind rattling the dry canebrake, to the river running forever in the Overhills? Do you ever call for me, for your mother? I know I am likely a ghost to you. My voice you barely know, yet I hope you see me in dreams, the flicker of my face in the home fire.

Over these twenty winters we’ve been separated by an ocean and wars, I can scarcely retrace the paths that brought me here to London, all the ambushes of fate that stranded me so far from you and my homeland. I followed my husband, your father, but I lost him in this cold, wet city. I left you behind, but I can only hope I’ve not lost you forever. I left my life in the mountains, but I have always carried you in my mind, just as I once bore you on my shoulders, your hands tugging at my hair. I was once a new mother in my best buckskin, dancing my baby boy around the high flames, stomping the arbor grounds. You held and shook the rattle, the pebbles inside the tortoise shell, laughing beneath the shining stars and the bright moon.

You lost your mother at such an early age, so did I. 

I’ve often dreamed of my mother’s face, at least her warm presence, a hovering shade against the hot sun. Closing my eyes now in London, I can hear the ancient rustle of wind through green leaves of corn, squash, and beans in the fields of our town, Tomotley. My mother is close by. She has cradled me against the roots of a walnut tree while she and the other women tended the rising corn. Sun blinking through the leaves overhead. The women are talking softly in the breeze. The gargle of my own tongue as I tried to master the soft language of the People around me. I slap the ground and laugh. 

A scream. She comes running, raising her hoe overhead. A strike on the ground beside me. Blood sprays warm against my skin.

She scoops me in her arms, turns her heel against the writhing snake that had slid so close to my foot. My mother saved my young life and cursed herself, slaying the rattlesnake that had crawled out of the sun and into the shade, close to my basket. 

Clan protects clan, blood calls for blood, one life for another, my grandmother, Cat Walker, later told me. My mother had not said the right formula for forgiveness after slaying a snake. The snakes were allied with the deer and the ginseng. The death of that sidewinder, a cold-blooded mother who had just hatched a hundred young, made the harvest of the deer harder that fall, while the ginseng that made good medicine hid its leaves in the hollows of the hills. 

Come summer, we traveled to the high passes. We walked among the blackberry bushes, heard rattlers sing on the warm rocks whenever we tread too close to their dens. A rattle in the air froze us on the trail, but no one ever saw the singing snake. My mother cried out, collapsed, had to be carried down the mountain.

My grandmother, Cat Walker, gathered the proper herbs and roots, according to the ancient formulas, but the snake clan took their revenge. The plants that were their allies would not cooperate in healing. A powerful poison coursed through my mother’s blood. My mother grew pale and feverish, until she turned her head to the wattled wall of the winter house.

“We pulled you from her breast lest you suckle the poison as well. She died from abandoning you as much as the bite.” My grandmother shook her head.

My mother had marked herself and our family for the vengeance of vipers. Blood responsibility has always been the law of our people. When anyone in the clan is murdered, other members are obliged to strike the offender. 

Guilt spreads as well as blood. Cat Walker would never say it plain to my face, but I grew up knowing I was responsible for my mother’s death. Leaving you behind, I still blame myself. 

***

So many names I have been called by various men who loved me for my heart and hated me for my skin, but I would tell you my first and real name is Skitty.

Most names that the mothers give their babes come from the animals, the Pigeon that was roosting in the thatch roof when my uncle Woyi came out, or the Frog that splashed in the creek where the mother washed her babe. Other girls had names that came from the world, Running Deer or Little Bird or Buffalo Girl. 

Skitty. A word that really meant nothing like the animal names that the little girls of Tomotley were known by. It was more like a sound an animal would make, a scampering, a skittishness, like a squirrel chasing her mate, spiraling around the trunk of the hickory. 

Where my mother had come up with my name, no one could say. And my mother wasn’t there to tell me. 

These days, I sign myself by my baptized name. Helena Ostenaco Timberlake, honoring my given Christian name, and those of my Cherokee father, Ostenaco and your father, Lt. Henry Timberlake. 

As a girl, I had not often seen my father. Ostenaco stayed busy with wars against the Mohawk and later the English, earning his most powerful name — The Mankiller. But when the mighty warrior was home, he was agidoda, my father. He let me tug at the silver rings dangling from his earlobes, rub his head’s stiff scalplock that had so narrowly escaped sharp Shawano knives and now the swords of the white men or yoneg, coming into our world. 

One summer evening after we had eaten by the fire, my father took my hand and led me down to the river. We sat, and I leaned against his strong knees and watched the wire-legged creatures dancing over the current. Without a thought or meaning to, I picked up a pebble, long rounded by the rushing water, and tossed it at a poor water spider. 

“Careful, you’ll put out the fire.” 

“What fire?” 

“You don’t know the story?” Ostenaco laughed. “See the water spider, that dot of red? How, girl, do you think it got there?”

In the beginning, before the Real People, there was no fire. The world had to wait until the Thunder that lived on the highest cloud fell one day with a mighty crash. The lightning left a dead sycamore burning on an island amid the ama eqwohi, the Great Water. All the animals stood at the water’s edge and watched the glow on the horizon. 

In those old days, all the beasts, birds, fish, insects, and plants could talk freely. Who would go and fetch the fire?

With a flap of his strong wings, Raven cried he would go. He flew high over the waters and alighted in the sycamore, but the fire burning in the hollow seared his feathers black, and the smoke made his once sweet voice into a hoarse croak. 

From the darkening woods came the call of the screech owl. 

“Guess who went next?” 

“The owl?”

My father nodded. “Bright girl. But not the little owl. This was the Great Horned Owl that flies at night. He flew over, but ashes blew into his face and gave him the white rings you see on his face. The birds said it was a bad business, but the snake clan said they would try. One of them wiggled into the water and held his head high above the waves, whipping his tail to swim to the island. When he got to the tree, he found a hole and crawled inside, but the ashes were so hot, he nearly caught fire, and wiggled free, the racer scorched as you see him to this day.” 

Dejected, the birds and snakes and four-legged beasts shivered on the shore because the world was cold. All had excuses for why they couldn’t go, though no one would say the real reason was they were afraid. But a small voice piped up outside the circle. The animals turned and saw the little Water Spider. “Not the one who looks like a mosquito, but the one with black downy hair and red stripes on her belly,” my father added.

She reared up on four of her hind legs and darted across the water, she is so light. The animals waited until the night was coming, and the dusk like now, my father said, and slowly they could see a spark come across the water, darting this way and that, just as a water spider does. And when she danced onto the shore, they saw that the spider had spun her silk into a bowl on her back where she carried the ember, burning a red spot. 

“Mark, girl, that spot, that tale,” Ostenaco told me. “Remember to tell it to your child someday.”

***

The coal stacked in my grate crumbles. I rise from my armchair to poke more red life into these black lumps. The English dig these soft rocks from the northern earth and cart them to Londontown, fuel for the black fog that smudges the sun and settles on the fouled river.

Fire was sacred, and the waters were blest back home. Time was in Tomotley I was a little girl sitting cross-legged before a warm fire, drying my hair after walking out of the river. Each dawn, I used to dunk my head dutifully seven times in the cold currents, praying the right words to walk in balance in this shifting world. 

I miss wood fires and cold, clean water. I miss my father, the feel of his hand held only in my memory. I told my father I would go to London to bring back fire, life to the Real People like the water spider in the story Ostenaco told. How long did it take her to swim back over the sea? 

Was she gone twenty years? 

I followed my heart, and my husband to this alien island. Now I find myself a widow in cotton petticoats and woolen mourning gown, the lace cap tied tight beneath my chin, minding a stingy fire in the grate of a Cheapside flat in London. My stripped quill hesitates in my hand, the foolscap blank in my lap where I once dandled thee. 

Richard, if we are to meet again in this life, you will likely want answers, not a long-winded story. You would want to know about your father, how I followed him, how I lost him. You wonder why your mother remained so long in this cold wet island, this place that is not my home.

How best to begin? 

Your father wrote his version of our story: 

“My circumstances, however, are not so much in the decline, that when I satisfy my creditors, I must retire to the Cherokee, or some hospitable country, where unobserved I and my wife may breathe upon the little that yet remains.”

The Memoirs of Lieut. Henry Timberlake, 

(who accompanied the Three Cherokee Indians to England in the Year 1762)

CONTAINING

Whatever he observed remarkable or worthy of public Notice, during his Travels to and from that Nation: wherein the Country, Government, Genius, and Customs of the Inhabitants are accurately described.

 

Dear Richard, you never met your father, and that pains me, my son. 

You had the look of his eyes even as a baby, and your name, Richard, he picked for you when I told him I was with child. Richard means brave ruler among the English, and I believe you will live up to that name someday. 

Your father was Lieut. Henry Timberlake. 

Henry was a brave man who wrote his memoirs before his death. It took me years, learning to decipher his words scratched by goose quill and ink of oak gall, what Henry had scratched and scrawled in Wood Street Compter, London’s worst debtor prison. I can see your father trying to part the bars set in the high window with his pen, the vane furiously flying over the foolscap, the yellowed pages by his guttering candle and his spastic coughs. Trying to settle his debts and buy his freedom again with his words. Henry had rubbed his brainpans, trying to recall and record all that he had seen and smelled and tasted and survived during his time in our towns. He was among the first yoneg, or white man, to see us, the Tsalagi or Real People, and where we raised our crops and children, hunted for deer, played the ball game. 

In turn, Timberlake escorted our delegation, led by my father, Ostenaco the Great Mankiller, my uncle, Woyi, and the Chota chief, Cunne Shote, from our shores to England in the year 1762. The so-called Savage Chieftains drew the curious and the gawkers, wherever they passed in their plumes and war paint, jingling with silver gorgets and bracelets. Rumors of their presence among the pallid hordes of Englishmen sparked riots in Vauxhall and Covent Garden. In his book, Timberlake tallied his troubles, what was owed, how he spent his whole fortune. 

Not once, but twice, Timberlake would sail to England, taking the plight of the Real People before the throne, pleading for peace, and an end to war, what little good it did. He proved less celebrity on a second voyage, the one on which I accompanied him. Only a little of that did he cover in his book, this cherished, dog-eared copy I keep in my lap, to serve as the writing desk for the paper I am filling with my own pen. I will consult and copy some passages for you. 

Someday I swear I will bring you his book and tell you my story as well. 

The English are now so nigh and encroached daily so far upon them, that they not only feel the bad effects of it in their hunting grounds which were spoiled, but they had all the reason in the world to apprehend being swallowed up, by so potent neighbors, or driven from the country, inhabited by their fathers, in which they were born, and brought up in fine their native soil from which all men have a particular tenderness and affection. The Indians cannot from the woods of America see the true state of Europe: random reports are all they have to judge by, and that often comes from persons too interested to give a just account.

Timberlake

 

Henry was the first man I would fall in love with, but he was not the first white man I had ever met. 

The one called M’Cormick had made his way to the mountains from down in Charleston. In his buckskins and moccasins and his fur cap, he could have passed for Tsalagi except for his horribly hairy mouth. Later, when he had learned more of our tongue, M’Cormick explained his origins. “I’ve heard my grandpap hailed from a place called Ulster, he was a Scotsman through and through.” He waved a long way across the woods in the direction of the rising sun and the long waters of the ocean. “Me, I washed up on the wharves of Charles Towne and struck west for my fortune.”

M’Cormick aimed to his living among us. He built his trading post from tall poplars. Tall trees that had taken our people seasons to fell with stone axes girdling their trunks he could fell with a morning’s work with the bite of his broadax.

As children, we would file through the woods to the clearing he was making, to watch what this strange smelling man might do. He roared strange oaths when he cut his hand, but he never thought to dunk himself in the water as a healing agent. He seemed afraid of water. M’Cormick announced his presence by his funk, a peculiar blend of sweat, what he last ate, blood and stool, and various greases and oils from deer hide and bearskin. You would wrinkle your nose, and he was there before you could say Siyo or hello. He often scratched at the bush that hid his mouth. You could swear small animals were burrowed next to his jowls, stashing the crumbs from his last meal.

For all his hairiness and poor hygiene, he kept marvels inside his storehouse. He pulled out his wares into the sunlight. Satin and grosgrain ribbons to weave through a warrior’s scalp lock or a braid in a vain girl’s mane. Bright hammered gorgets and coins, bits of glitter and metal, mirrors, magical polished surfaces that showed your smile, your own face, better than your reflection in the water. 

Trading these goods for the deerskins that hunters brought him, he piled up a herd of hides inside, up to the rafters, and each fall, led his mountain ponies across the Twenty-Four Mountain Trail, down to Charles Towne for trade. He would return by next full moon with new treasures, blankets, beads, silver ornaments and spoons, cloth and guns, tributes from the English to keep us from siding with the French.

In their ongoing war, the English begged us to send our fiercest warriors. They promised to protect our fields, our women, and children while our men were away on the war path. They sent a garrison of red-coated soldiers who felled trees by the river and pitched a palisade, Fort Loudon, commanded by Capt. Demere.

Demere was the first man I had ever seen who watched the world with eyes colored blue. Yes, my husband, Henry Timberlake, would boast blue eyes, but his were warm as a summer sky. Demere had ice in his eyes that made you shiver. And his thin lip would curl as he studied us, high from the platform behind his stockade of sharpened trees. 

The English were not very neighborly. They would not play stickball with us nor share their food. When our crops were not good and the women went to the gates of the fort with their baskets, thinking it was time to trade, Demere drove them off. A haughty man, he held his nose in the air, like a dog or a wolf sniffing for its next supper. “Let them eat the grasses of the field. The meat is for my men only.”

Our Bony Moon when food grows scarce comes at winter’s end, in the month the English call February. I grew as skinny as my name, Skitty. Other girls I had played with grew sick and frail. The deer were fewer that our hunters could find, kill, and bring home. I could see our men talking darkly among themselves. 

Cat Walker was furious. “You call yourself warriors? You must stand your ground. Defend. Attack,” she badgered the balky men. “Mothers who cannot feed themselves enough to bring milk deserve blood for every baby that has starved this season.”

***

Your deeds dictate what you will be called. 

True to her name, Cat Walker was never one to back down from a foe. 

My grandmother had been not much older than myself when she won the name that would follow her through this life. Walking through the woods from the spring, balancing a fired earthen pot, now filled to the brim with sweet spring water atop her empty head, so cocky, so sure of herself, she would close her eyes and walk all the way home without spilling a drop.

Then a low growl halted her in her silly tracks. She slowly pivoted under the weight of the water sloshing inside the vase.

A great cat leapt down from a granite boulder onto the trail, twitching its tail, baring its teeth. Fear slithered down her spine, while a trickle of water sloshed out of the vase and rolled down her forehead into her left eye. She blinked hard, but she didn’t cry or make a sound other than the sharp intake of her own breath. 

Here was the choice that little girl had to make: not to scream or run, but to slowly take one step backwards, still facing her foe. The panther advanced on its huge, padded paws, enjoying this game. 

Girl takes a step, cat takes one. A misstep or hesitation and the cat would make its great leap. Slowly, step by step, they danced this way, face to face, breathing hard, both of them, gasping for the next minute of life when a blink of the eye meant death.

She walked backward over the mountain, down the trail toward town. She reached the edge of the cornfield. The panther saw its chance and leaped, but caught not a little girl in its claws, but a shafted arrow in its screaming throat. Her father drew his hickory bow again, let fly the second arrow through the heart of the beast. Only then did the little girl sit down. The vase of water shattered on the ground, and she began to weep, cutting her hands and stabbing the wet shards into the sacred dirt. 

Afterwards, they called the settlement Panthertown. And she was known as Cat Walker. 

My mother had faced down a rattlesnake, my grandmother, a panther. I knew I would never be as brave. I knew I would never grow up to be a woman like Cat Walker, let alone my departed mother. The beancakes I made never had the right texture, falling apart before you unwrapped the wet leaves. The fires I built were too smoky or burned out too quickly. The deer or turkey I cooked was charred on the outside and raw within. When I went to weave a sash, my fingers were clumsy and tied themselves in knots more than the fibers. 

Cat Walker kept after me to remember the names of the herbs in spring that we gathered, the shape of their leaves, how their shoots divided, high and low, more than I would ever master. I despaired of knowing all I would need to survive. I would surely poison my children with the wrong plants, I would break the taboo and bring punishment to my people. I would fall off the right path. It would be all my fault.

***

One morning, I went out and squatted and let out a yellow stream that wet the dirt, there was only a little blood, but the red spots were startling. 

“Your life as a woman has begun, girl.” Cat Walker frowned deeper than usual. She took me to the watch tower in the fields, told me to wait until the blood had stopped spotting. Then I could come home.

Climbing up the wooden stand, I crouched with cramps in my stomach. I sat cross-legged on the platform, alone out there where the war parties, Senecas or Choctaw, might creep in, hand over your screaming mouth, stealing you as a slave or new wife in the ongoing blood feud between our tribes. 

Our women had planted the Three Sisters in the rich field. The corn grew like tall children waving lazy tassels under the summer sun beating down on my head, while the beans wrapped their vines around the cornstalks, and the squash rolled underfoot. I guarded the ripening crops against the scavenging birds or the marauding raccoons, shouting away any feathered or furred thieves come to steal the sweet ears, pods, and gourds. 

I lay back and watched the blue sky overhead, and I felt myself going blue, the sure sign of going West, into the darkness where the sun died every day.

I thought of the monsters in the mountains that preyed on mortal men. Cat Walker and the elders told of great leeches that lurk in some rivers, or giant Yellowjackets that buzz down to carry off small children. Or Judaculla the giant who leaped down from the mountaintop and left his claw marks in the rock in the valley. There was Spearfinger, the woman with a coat made of stone, who would serve up your liver on her sharp fingertip. How I had shivered by the winter fires, listening to those stories while the elders smiled at my childish fears. 

But the most feared was the Uk’tena, a great horned snake that lived in the darkest pools in the deepest coves of the highest mountains. With a swipe of its tail, the monster could send a flood of water waist-high through the town, knocking aside the slight summer houses and washing out the wattle from even the heaviest winter house.

I also suspected these were stories that old people tell to scare the young. There were real monsters in the world that worried my elders. 

What worried me was that I would never be like Cat Walker, content to follow the old-fashioned ways, wear only dull buckskin, never anything bright like the stroud cloth and the grosgrain ribbons from Charleston or Williamsburg. The Real People didn’t know everything, there was another world, they said, across the waters I had never seen. 

I wanted another world — I’m ashamed to admit it, but I thought those thoughts. I wanted to see what lay beyond the Overhills.

***

The Overhill settlement is by the two chiefs divided into two factions, between whom there is often great animosity, and the two leaders are sure to oppose one another in every measure taken. Attakullakulla has done but little in war to recommend him but has often signalized himself by his policy and negotiations at home. Ostenaco has a tolerable share of both, but policy and art are the greatest steps to power.

Timberlake

 

That spring, we paddled downriver to the sacred capital of Chota. Climbing the great mound, the clans from all the Overhills filed into the seven-sided council house, four hundred men and women. The sweet smoke from the sacred fire enveloped us all. 

We sat and listened to Ostenaco and Attakullakulla make their arguments for war or peace. 

Slight of stature, barely coming up to the shoulders of most males, Attakullakulla wasn’t even Tsalagi by birth. Some said he was of the Little People, those unseen sprites who have been known to snatch naughty children in the far woods. He was a baby when they brought him to town from a northern raid, still bathed with his mother’s blood. But he took to our ways, our tongue, short of stature, but quick with his tongue.

His name meant “Leaning Wood,” but he had never been much for sticks in ball play, fast outpaced by taller men, nor had he ventured out on the summer raids and returned to town, singing of his victory, with still wet scalps tied to his belt, the blood of his foes running down his bare thighs. The English knew him as the Little Carpenter, a clever man who was able to build coalitions and consensus, by his very words. He could talk circles around bigger men, stronger warriors in the council, until the clans were all nodding their heads and agreeing. 

“For such a little man, he talks too big,” Ostenaco scoffed.

While Ostenaco argued for a show of force to keep our honor, Attakullakulla would shave his words carefully, whittle his words down, caution against rashness. 

“The nation remembers sending me as emissary to the English King.” 

As a youth, Attakullakulla had gone to London, talked firsthand to their king. He came home and cautioned that the English were not like other tribes or nations, the counsel he repeated. 

“We have sworn our friendship, and we, the People, are nothing if we do not keep our oath. And we benefit,” Attakullakulla insisted. “We send deer skins which we have aplenty, and we are rewarded with guns and axes, pots for our women to cook in, fine ribbons, and shiny things that adorn our daughters.”

“A man’s honor is not for sale,” Ostenaco interrupted. “The English talk only of land and who owns it. This is our homeland. How many deer hides would you take for your family, for the earth that feeds you?” 

“Listen, listen. The English are a strange folk and not to be dissuaded. They have seen our mountains, and they are like the tide of the sea. They will wash us away.”

“We are men as well, but the mountains are on our side, they are a defense against the invaders. We have fought off intruders, Shawano and Catawba and Seneca. We can vanquish the whites as well.” 

“Do not underestimate these foes,” Attakullakulla raised his voice. “They are not like the tribes we know and have bested. They will scalp our men, rape our women, dash out the brains of our babes, cut down the corn, burn the townhouse. They will kick our world aside with their high boots. In their preening pride, they aim to pull down the mountains and snuff out the sun once they build a ladder to reach the sky.” 

“More stories, tales that old women tell by the fires to scare their children,” Ostenaco raised his voice. “We are not children. We are AniYvwiya. The People who are not afraid.”

It came time to decide. Each man who would go to war and each woman who would bloody the captives had their say. In the right hand, a red bead for Ostenaco and war. Palmed in the left, white for Attakullakulla and peace. An earthen pot went around the council, and each man and woman dropped their beads inside. 

A wizened conjure man carried the vessel and raised it over his gray head, let fall the beads onto a tanned buckskin. It looked like drops of blood falling, overflowing as the Real People raised a war cry, Cat Walker trilling her pleasure the loudest. 

 

The reader will not be a little surprised to find the story of the Amazons not so great a fable as we imagined, many of the Indian women being as famous in war, as powerful in council. War-women who can no longer go to war, but have distinguished themselves in their younger days, have the title of Beloved. This is the only title females can enjoy, but it abundantly recompences them, by the power they acquire, which is so great, that they can by the wave of a swan’s wing, deliver a wretch condemned by the council, and already tied to the stake.

Timberlake

 

The nation’s six hundred warriors laid siege to Fort Loudon and slaughtered all within, taking the blood revenge, eye for eye, life for a life, scalp for scalp. But they saved Demere, that insolent man, for a last vengeful dance. 

They took him to the west bank of the river. We went to water each morning, turning to face the eastern light. But the far bank was saved for ceremonies of blood and sending souls off into the western darklands. 

I stood behind the angry women with their flaying knives, but I could not watch what they did to that man. A gorge of nausea rose in my gut, and I turned away. 

When his terrible dance ended and the screams finally stopped, I looked again. The man’s mouth was stuffed full of the grass that he had said was meant for our children’s hungry mouths.

Cat Walker walked away, wiping her knife clean. She was grim faced, taking no joy in her duty, the necessity of the man’s slow and terrible end. Blood calls for blood to correct the balance of the world, but Cat Walker could answer that call, better than I ever could. 

***

Ostenaco the Mankiller took his six hundred warriors in their best paint to meet the English army sent to destroy us, pacify us, punish us like terrible children. At Old Estatoe Fields, he set ambushes along the ridges. They watched and waited as Scottish Highlanders in their kilts marched with drum and bagpipes, their bayonets flashing in the sun. Our warriors waited in silence, and then at the war cry of the Mankiller, the arrows flew like rain, the shots rang out, and the kilted men fell, and the river turned dark with their blood. 

Back in Tomotley, women danced in glee with bloody hanks of hair, trophies from the battlefield. Cat Walker wore a bloody Scot’s kilt as she danced around the fire to celebrate our victory, wailing and keening and clicking her tongue.

“It is over,” Ostenaco boasted. “The Real People are victorious. We have defeated our foes and vanquished their armies.” 

Attakullalulla did not join the celebration. “Wait, just wait. It is not over. It will never be over with these people.” 

***

True to the White Chief’s words, the English returned in force the following spring. Once again, Ostenaco led the men of the nation. Once more, they lay in wait along the ridges overlooking the trail at old Estatoe. But this time, the Scots in their kilts didn’t give warning blowing their bagpipes. They didn’t march in formation in the open, but filed through the woods, following their newly enlisted scouts, Choctow and Chickasaw who had seen their towns raided by our young men, their kin killed in the back and forth of the game that is war. Men who knew how to fight in the mountains. 

Arrows nocked and flew. The muskets fired, and smoke filled the summer woods. My father fell back with his warriors into the higher hills. The kilted men and their native scouts swept up the valley into Nikwasee, guarded by one elder too feeble to run. He sat cross-legged on the trail, waiting. As the soldiers surrounded him with their bayonets drawn, he calmly sang his death song. They helped him along, caving in his skull with a musket butt. They torched the summer houses and the corn cribs, razed it all. They ran their horses through the corn and galloped up the sacred mound and into the council house, where they took turns pissing on the sacred fire until it was extinguished. 

The smoke of the razed Middle Towns rose over our mountains. Out of those passes, gaunt-eyed women and listless children staggered into the Overhills towns, the only survivors. They were the ones who ran fastest while their unfortunate sisters had fallen behind. Babies squalled beside their mothers with saber-slit throats. No one left to bury them. 

Ostenaco sued for peace. His last warriors decked out in cane breastplates and magic paints, the red of war and black of death smeared on their faces, they paddled their canoes from our side of the river. The British, in clumsy barges, came from their new ground, and they met in the Long Island in the middle of the river. 

Ostenaco took a great war hatchet and split the earth at his feet with a mighty shout. Then kicked the dirt over the blade that had cleaved more than a few white skulls. 

“No more. Enough,” he said. He buried the war into the past, the way that the dead are laid to rest under rocks. One by one, his men piled a river rock on the grave for the hatchet. Peace comes when the war is dead, and the ground drinks blood. 

But after the ceremony, my father had one more condition. He could not return home without a trophy of his own. 

 

All things being settled to the satisfaction of the Indians, the chief told Col. Stephen he had one more favor to beg of them, which was to send an officer back to their country as that would convince the nation of the sincerity of the English. The Colonel was embarrassed at the demand: he saw the necessity of some officer’s going there yet could not command any on so dangerous a duty. I relieved him from this dilemma, by offering my services, my active disposition, or if I may venture to say, a love of my country, would not permit its losing too great an advantage, for want of resolution to become hostage to a people, who tho’ savage and unacquainted with the laws of war or nations, seemed now tolerably sincere. The Colonel seemed more apprehensive of the danger than I was myself, scarce giving any encouragement to a man whom he imagined going to make himself a sacrifice.”

Timberlake

 

M’Cormick the trader relayed the demands of Ostenaco to the commanding officer of the British forces, Col. Stephens. His face turning red beneath his bushy beard as he heard the Tsalagi and tried to turn the words to English. “One more thing. They need one of your men, a high one.”

Col. Stephens hesitated. “What do you mean?”

“A hostage, plain and simple,” came M’Cormick’s answer. 

“How about you?”

“I’m a trader, not a warrior, so I don’t count to the Cherokee. They want an officer.”

“I can’t in good conscience consign one of my men to them. Not after what those women did to Demere,” Stephens protested. 

Richard, mark this turn in our story when your father stepped forward.

“I’ll go,” Henry volunteered. 

 




Chapter 2


Tomotley, 1762

Ostenaco sped home to the Overhills. 

We paced the riverbanks, watching until the moon waxed and waned, waiting for Timberlake, who had oddly decided to take a canoe rather than accompany my father by horseback. Along with Timberlake, a Sgt. Thomas Sumter had volunteered his duty and his honor to accompany the expedition. M’Cormick reluctantly stayed as guide to bring them safely down the river to Tomotley.

After a fortnight, we began to wonder if the three men had lost their lives to the Shawano or drowned in the river. What kind of fools would take a canoe in winter rather than travel by horse? 

Finally, Ostenaco dispatched a scouting party. They finally found Timberlake, M’Cormick, and Sumter, shivering by a fire, having abandoned their dugout lodged between two huge boulders in the river. “They were as wet as muskrats when we found them,” said my uncle, Woyi. “But they looked happy to see us.”

Word came by one runner that the party, both scouts and the rescued, was nearing the town. My father, the Mankiller, the War Chief of the Nation, painted his face black and red, the host preparing to welcome his guests. 

 

About 100 yards from the town house, we were received by a body of between 300-400 Indians, ten or twelve of which were entirely naked, except for a piece of cloth about their middle, and painted all over in a hideous manner; six of them with eagles tails in their hands, which they shook and flourished as they advanced, danced in a very uncommon figure, singing in concert with drums of their own make, and those of the late unfortunate Captain Demere, with several other instruments, uncouth beyond description. The headman of the town led the procession, painted blood-red, except his face, which was half-black, holding an old rusty broadsword in his right hand, and an eagle’s tail in his left. Singling himself out from the rest, the headman cut two or three capers, as a signal to the other eagle-tails, who instantly followed his example. This violent exercise, accompanied by the band of musick, and a loud yell from the mob, lasted about a minute, when the headman waving the sword over my head, struck it into the ground, about two inches from my left foot. 

Timberlake

 

“What took you so long?” I pulled M’Cormick aside, who stank even more than usual after his misadventures.

“Good God.” The trader shuddered. “Everything that could go wrong, did. We’re lucky the bears didn’t eat us alive.”

For two weeks, they had crept down river, lost one rifle in the river, broke another’s firing pin, finally rigged the weapon to shoot again, shot a bear before they starved to death, and nearly scared themselves silly, by their fires at night, beset by howling beasts in the wilderness.

“That little Johnny-upstart acted like he was the admiral of our little voyage, bossing us all about,” M’Cormick complained about Timberlake’s leadership. “Idiot. He couldn’t even swim.”

Sumter was even more blunt with his superior when they were found. “I would tell you to go to hell, ensign, but you already led us down to the door.”

***

The first I saw of then Ensign Henry Timberlake, later to be promoted to lieutenant for his bravery if not his common sense, he took my breath away. It was the same shiver as I felt going to water in my morning ritual, dunking my head in the freezing cleansing currents. 

If asked to paint my true love in words, what would I say? Henry was a fine figure of a man, dashing in his red waistcoat and his white stockings, muddied even as they were and reeking of his own fearful sweat. Stripped of those clothes, I could get the true scent of him. 

Middling of stature, fair of skin, with a rose in his cheek, and eyes blue as the sky, his hair like the sun-light sedge of a field. Almost slight compared to the boys I knew in Tomotley. 

Why did my fancy fall on Henry and not Sumter? They were both brave, white, and soldiers. Both came to Tomotley, both went to London with my father. Sumter came back to us. Henry never would.

But Sumter did not make me thirsty as Henry did, the first time I laid eyes upon him. 

Sumter: a neck barbecued by sun and wind, ginger-haired and freckled, like a red pox had afflicted his skin. His face would flush with blood when he grew angry or excited. The sergeant was a stocky, short but feisty man who came up only to my father’s shoulder, a little taller than Attakullakulla. His was the temperament of a bantam rooster who won’t back down from a fair fight, nor a dirty brawl. 

That spring, when I was sixteen, the sergeant wandered our town at will, watching our games and how the men gambled while the women did the field work and minded the houses. And he would stop and look and spit.

I’ve never seen a man so fond of spitting, once straight into the fire, until a warrior offered to split his head open with a club, and it was explained carefully by M’Cormick to the South Carolinian that fire is sacred, and it was blasphemy to spit into it. 

Sumter tried his hand at our game of chunkey. The men would roll a polished stone fast along the packed dirt where we had danced just last night. The pair of contestants would run behind, hurling their short spears at the rolling rock. The winner, of course, was the one whose throw came closest to the stone. Wagers were made with hunting shirts vs. good trader’s blades. After a few rolls of chunkey, a few sharp-eyed men had more than a few knives to their good name, while the slow and weak of eye had no shirt to cover their nakedness. 

The sergeant had heard that our people were fleeter, faster, stronger than a good white boy, which set his temper on edge. “Goldarn it, you red boys ain’t worth a lick. Let me show what a Carolina woodhick can do.”

He shed his coat, rolled the sleeves of his linsey shirt, spit on his hands. 

Woyi rolled the disc. Sumter took off running and flung his javelin, which sailed wide. “Goldurn it!” He ran harder, diving after the rolling stone. “Stay, you stony bastard.” 
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