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Introduction

A Bridge Too Far


IT IS 1956. FROM SECTION C, ROW 14, SEAT 1 OF THE COLONY THEATER on the south side of Chicago, a young boy watches great men wearing white hats defeat less-than-great men wearing war paint and feathers.


The cowboys of the Old West, the real West, the one that Hollywood gave us before most of us even knew there was an Old West (Hollywood rarely exaggerates or obfuscates or otherwise paints an unrealistic portrait of life, remember), those very same cowboys always win in the end. That’s because they stand for Truth and Justice and the American Way of Life, and they always win in the end.


They are America’s heroes.


Luckily for Americans everywhere, their archenemies and nemeses throughout history have been easy enough to pick out: They are dark of skin and wear a lot of Ultrasuede. They race through trees while carrying ponderous primitive weapons that never once snag on a bush or shrub. They eat raw meat and plunder, rape, and pillage those who are different than they. They live in tents and dance around in frenetic circles, half-crazed beneath the silvery light of the moon, and they always lose in the end. They stand for savagery and brutality and unbridled ignorance, and they always lose in the end.


They are America’s villains.


Life is filled with ironies and misconceptions. That the “noble savage” could be anything less than a wretched throwback to primordial time is preposterous. Hollywood tells us so. Not only Hollywood but also literature. Who other than Natty Bumppo himself could have shaped a nation besieged by prairie-dwellers utterly devoid of spirituality and scruples? Who but Davy Crockett could have carved a swath through red-skinned savages to open the West to civilized Americans? Who but Daniel Boone could have rid the landscape of deer-slayers and scalp-takers and returned morality and internal fortitude to a peace-loving people?


But spirituality, scruples, morality, and fortitude are not the first character traits that come to mind when perusing the history of humankind. In fact, they are among the last.


Unfold the history of great men and women, however, and examine the lives of some of humanity’s brightest thinkers and wildest achievers, and those concepts are right there at the forefront. They are the mark of greatness, and they belong to no one race as much as they do to everyone.


Enter, stage right: Wilma Mankiller.


Accidentally. Arbitrarily. Coincidentally. Unmistakably.


For nearly half a century, she had not been in the vanguard but had been the vanguard, on the cutting edge, engulfed in social reform, devoted to spirituality, mired in scruples. She had struggled with the cookie-cutter image of the American Redskin, the Injun, the typically ignorant brave and the ever-complacent squaw, all her life. With the patience of Job and the persistence of the ages, she had endured while she had endeared. She was nobody’s idea of a Native American, and she was everybody’s.


And when she came reluctantly to Political America, she came complete with her own instruction booklet written among the strange words of her own language. Charley. Irene. Oakes. Indian Center. Alcatraz Island. Forced Occupation.


These are mere words to most people. These are more than words to others. These words to Mankiller marked what life was all about. They were some of life’s most valuable lessons—the inspirations that drove humanity forward. These were to a young girl growing up in abject poverty and near-hopelessness life’s most cherished inspirations.


To a woman named Mankiller, the world held, as it will forever, the promise of a better tomorrow. She could afford the luxury of clinging to the notion. She had been there, walked the walk, talked the talk, and accomplished what needed to be done when the world needed to see it happen. And damn the consequences.


If Honest Abe and Mary Todd Lincoln had had a daughter, she would have been a Mankiller. If George and Martha Washington had had a daughter, she would have been a Mankiller. If anyone throughout history had had a daughter—not just a daughter but one destined to pick up the struggle heaped upon the shoulders of humanity, to bear the brunt of every American’s mistakes, to revel in the glory of everyone’s victories and no one’s defeats—she would have been a Mankiller.


She would have been Wilma.


As in Pearl.


As in Wilma Pearl Mankiller.


And the story has just begun.



Unveiling the Past


In a wire-fenced plot of land in south-central Wisconsin, 1980, a construction company petitions county administrators to allow it to create a new upper-middle-income residential development. There is a market for homes in affluent Dane County, and there is money to be made—lots of money. But the area has been designated an Indian burial ground for years, a sacred plot, and thus immune from development.


The construction company that has bid on the property files a motion for a review to release the land for development. The county executive contacts the Winnebago Nation and asks for formal clarification, and the deputy chief dispatches a medicine man to examine the grounds.


The medicine man, named Running Wolf, arrives at precisely 1:02 p.m. on Thursday, October 2, and begins walking through the leaves that have started falling from the oak and maple and hickory trees towering overhead. The clouds roll in on a blanket of mist. And the dew—the humidity or dampness or light drizzle so faint it is barely perceptible—filters its way down to earth.


Stretched out before Running Wolf, large rolling hills dot the grounds, and before long, the medicine man walks to the edge of one of the earthen swells and stops. He closes his eyes and lowers his head, mumbling something incoherent to the young journalist who had received word of the investigation and rushed out to witness the event.


Running Wolf raises his head, opens his eyes, and looks to his left before taking several steps in that direction and stopping suddenly at the edge of another rolling mound.


“Burial mound,” he says softly, so softly that the journalist has to ask him to repeat the words. Running Wolf complies and takes several more steps, stopping intermittently to brush aside the musty leaves from the tall grass underfoot. He pauses once more, draws upon his thoughts, glances skyward, and finally peers back down at the earth. He reaches beneath his jacket and extracts a pouch of packaged tobacco and a booklet of rolling papers from his shirt pocket and begins to roll a cigarette. He offers the tobacco and papers to the journalist, who declines politely before thinking better of it. He takes the pouch, waves off the papers, and pulls a spent pipe from his slicker before filling the instrument to the brim and handing the tobacco back to the man. He extracts a pouch of his own pipe tobacco and holds it out to the Native American. “Cherry blend,” the journalist comments.


The Indian nods, looks down at his own pouch, and laments simply, “Cheap.” He dumps his own tobacco back into his pouch and finishes rolling the butt with the journalist’s blend. Lighting up, he draws several times into his cheeks before inhaling deeply.


“I used to smoke this when I was in college,” the journalist tells him. “The smell drove the girls crazy.”


Running Wolf smiles. “I never smoked in college. Tobacco to us is sacred,” he says. “It offers us a link to the spirits. It offers us a bridge to the past.”


The journalist holds a lighter over the bowl of his pipe and sucks sharply against the bit. The tobacco begins to glow, and the smoke filters skyward. It fills his cheeks and feels pleasant, comforting, and then the journalist puckers his lips and blows out a plume of white-gray mist that snakes its way up toward the treetops.


“And what do the spirits tell you?” the journalist asks.


“These are hallowed grounds,” he whispers, his gravel-worn voice unwavering in its decisiveness, “and must not be disturbed.”











ONE

Pure Pearl

WILMA PEARL ENTERED THE WORLD A MANKILLER ON NOVEMBER 18, 1945, in the W. W. Hastings Indian Hospital at Tahlequah, Oklahoma, the very heart of the sprawling Cherokee Nation. It was an uneventful birth so far as they go, similar to the one her father, Charley, had experienced in his father’s home, a small frame house not very far from where his daughter was born. Charley had made his debut thirty-one years earlier on November 15, 1914. It was the year of the outbreak of World War I and seven years after Oklahoma had become America’s forty-sixth state.

Charley Mankiller was raised in a strict Cherokee environment by his aunt, following his mother’s death when he was two. He had been educated in the Sequoyah Training School, a mandatory boarding facility where American Indians were forbidden to speak their Native tongues and were punished for even the slightest infraction. The school, appropriately enough, had been founded as an asylum in 1871 to provide housing for children orphaned by the Civil War, a conflict that had been fought partly in the Cherokee Nation with Cherokees serving in both the Union and the Confederate armies. Blue and gray knew no family allegiances, regardless of race.

At the war’s end, the state expanded the facility into a sanctuary for Indian people who experienced mental or physical problems so severe they couldn’t function in society without continuing professional help. In 1914, Cherokee chief W. C. Rogers sold the facility and forty acres of land to the federal government, which designated its use as a federal institution under the control of the Secretary of the Interior for “the Indian orphans of Oklahoma of the restricted class.” That meant for Native people of one-half Indian heritage or more. Congress passed an act in 1925 officially changing the name of the school to the Sequoyah Orphan Training School in honor of the red man credited with developing the Cherokees’ written language, the first one in Native American history.

Despite the school’s rich history, Charley didn’t like it. In fact, he didn’t like schools in general. He couldn’t understand how leaving home and family and being immersed in a society that tried to strip him of everything he had ever learned or believed in could be of any use to him in the future. It was as if the first ten or twelve years of his life—going off alone into the woods, fending for himself, and learning from the tribal elders the difference between right and wrong—had all been wasted. His childhood experiences apparently amounted to nothing, offered him little of value, and were worth a pittance in return. His entire young life had been squandered on foolishness. Or so he was taught.

He did like the fact that the Sequoyah School had its own orchard, a sprawling garden, and plenty of farm animals from chickens and cows to mules and horses. He especially liked the fact that he was given responsibility for their care. That brought him a measure of pride, instilling in him a sense of trust, one of the few areas in his life where he felt as though he still maintained some control.

Charley also liked the fact that, while many of the personnel at the school were nothing short of vicious toward the students, one man—the head of the school, Superintendent Jack Brown (who was himself part Cherokee)—treated Charley well. Brown was a history and literature buff, and he went out of his way to tutor the boy in those subjects. In time, the young Cherokee student discovered a whole new world opened up to him through the white man’s books. Charley learned to love reading, a gift he would later pass on to his children.

But many of his other teachers didn’t care much about their students. They worked at Sequoyah not so much to educate their charges as to achieve a common goal. They were there to do a specific job—to reeducate the Indian “savage” in the ways of the white man—and they attacked their task with demonic determination.

The concept behind Indian boarding schools, which at the time were located nearly exclusively on Indian lands in the south-central United States, was simple. The institutions, both government-run and church-sponsored, were designed to wean Native American children of their bond to tribal living and to acclimatize them to the world of whiteness. They were to force the children to abandon their Native heritage, history, and language and cleanse them of their ethnic culture.

“The boarding-school concept,” Wilma Mankiller recalled in her autobiography, “was simply another way for the federal government to deal with what its officials always called ‘the Indian problem.’ After first trying to wipe us all off the face of the earth with violence, they attempted to isolate us on reservations or, in the case of many people such as the Cherokees, place us in an area that the government called Indian Territory. All the while, they systematically conjured up policies to kill our culture.” 1

It was a concept that, in the case of Charley Mankiller, was destined to fail.

Even as a young boy, Charley was headstrong and proud. He learned to read and write well enough to understand the white man’s language. He acquired the skills to perform basic math, recite some poetry, and grapple with the concept of “civilization” and what that meant in white America. He learned to function and thrive in another man’s world. He absorbed, in fact, virtually everything his educators threw at him, every single thing they wanted him to learn except one. He never learned to turn his back on his heritage.

“I am thankful that even though my father was raised in such a boarding-school environment, he did not buy into everything that was being taught,” Charley Mankiller’s daughter wrote decades later. “Fortunately, he came from a strong family, and because of his traditional upbringing, the school was not successful in alienating him from his culture. He was a confident man and, to my knowledge, he never felt intimidated in the non-Indian world—a world he came to know even better after he met my mother.” 2

Wilma’s mother, Clara Irene Sitton (Irene), was born to Robert Bailey and Pearl Halady Sitton in Adair County, Oklahoma, on September 18, 1921. The prodigy of hardworking Dutch-Irish-American plains people, Irene’s genealogy was composed mostly of Sittons and Gillespies, whose ethnic backgrounds were predominantly Dutch and Irish. Although she had no Indian blood in her, she was familiar with the Cherokee way of life, having lived among their people while attending school with Cherokee children.

Irene’s ancestry extended back to North Carolina, where her lineage included some of the first iron-makers in the New World. It also included some less-than-desirable forbearers. The family still speculates that it is related to Charles Arthur Floyd, the rural Okie Dust Bowl–era bandit better known as “Pretty Boy” Floyd, one of the day’s most notorious gangsters and the FBI’s Public Enemy Number One. The Sittons had come from the same county in northern Georgia as Floyd and his kinfolk.

The Gillespies, on the other hand, were talented if less notorious contributors to society. Many of them worked as skilled craftsmen who turned out well-regarded long rifles, some of which had been used against the very Cherokee and other Indian tribes of the region from which sprang future generations of Gillespies.

Wilma’s maternal grandfather was born in 1874, nine years after the end of the Civil War. He was, according to family accounts, tall and distinguished-looking—a family trait. He was a farmer by vocation and died, as had her great-grandfather, at the relatively young age of fifty-eight, right in the midst of the Great Depression.

According to legend, he had been skinning rabbits before going to the barn to harness two mules to the plow. The animals smelled the blood on his hands, spooked, and bolted, crushing the man against the side of the stall. He suffered severe internal injuries from which he never recovered.

Wilma’s maternal grandmother was born in 1884 and lived until 1973, most of those years without a mother, who died when the woman was young. Wilma’s grandmother went to live with her half-sister, Ida Mae Seism Jordan, in Washington County, Arkansas. In 1903, when she was nineteen years old, “Grandma Sitton” left her home in Arkansas to visit friends. Arriving at the Wauhillau community in Indian Territory, she soon caught the eye of Wilma’s grandfather. At twenty-nine, Robert Sitton was a confirmed bachelor, but the vivacious if diminutive young Ida Mae captured his heart. After a brief courtship, they were married that same year and soon began a family. Wilma recalled, “My grandparents set up housekeeping near Wauhillau, where my grandfather’s parents, William and Sarah Sitton, lived. Wauhillau was a thriving new settlement made up of Cherokee people and white pioneers, many of whom had come from Georgia about the same time as the Sittons in 1891.” 3

After a few years, Wilma’s grandparents packed their belongings in a wagon and a two-seated buggy and moved to a small farm they had purchased near the eastern Oklahoma town of Titanic, “presumably named after the famous British transatlantic liner that had sunk on her maiden voyage in 1912.” 4 The town even boasted one resident who had survived the sinking of the ship. Helen Churchill Candee, a nearby Guthrie resident, shared Lifeboat No. 6 with the “Unsinkable” Molly Brown. Her only injury throughout the horrific affair was a fractured ankle that left her on crutches for a year.

Shortly after acquiring their new farmland, Wilma’s grandparents began clearing the fields for planting. Except for their oldest daughter, Sadie, who had stayed with her grandparents in Wauhillau, they sent their children to the one-room schoolhouse in Titanic. In all, Wilma’s grandparents had seven children—three sons and four daughters—born between 1904 and 1921.

Following several more moves, including a stop at the town of Foraker in Osage County, Oklahoma, where Wilma’s grandfather got a job working for the railroad, the Sitton family relocated once more, this time to Adair County. Grandma Sitton was determined to raise her family in the fresh country air, so she was delighted when they found a farm for sale not far from the community of Rock Mountain, where Wilma’s mother, Irene, the youngest of the clan, was born.

Predictably, work on the farm was backbreaking physical labor. But Wilma’s grandmother was up to every task. “I have heard it said that there was not a job on the farm my grandmother would not tackle, including plowing the fields. Folks described her as being spunky. Some years after my grandfather died and her children were raised, she sold her farm and moved into the town of Stilwell to run a boardinghouse.” 5

Wilma’s mother, Irene, met Charley when she was quite young. The two had grown up in the twenties and thirties, living and playing together in the same rural community for most of their lives. Whenever their paths crossed, it was often with predictable results: Charley teased the petulant white girl mercilessly, and she struck back in kind—occasionally literally. Once, Irene recalled, her future husband had upset her so much that she threw a pie at him. Irene never did reflect upon the accuracy of her aim.

But any of the childhood aggravations that Irene had felt toward Charley soon turned to affection and—wooed by the young man’s undeniable good looks and confidence—she eventually convinced her parents to allow him to court her. Not long after, the two were married. She was a mere girl of fifteen, and he was barely twenty-one, not unusually young for that era. Charley went to work, earning enough money to support the family—just barely—by raising strawberries and peanuts for cash crops, picking berries and green beans for extra money, and traveling to nearby Colorado during the harvest season to cut broomcorn, a plant with long, stiff stalks used to make brooms.

Irene’s mother—just as with most respectable mothers everywhere—had been against the marriage of her daughter to Charley from the start. Charley had been raised in an Indian boarding school and had a reputation for “getting around.” Irene had led the relatively sheltered life of a God-fearing country girl. “Mommy Dearest” considered the consummation a disaster in the making that couldn’t possibly last.

But Irene and Charley were in love, as often happens even in rural America, and the young girl finally agreed to become Charley’s wife. They exchanged their vows at the First Baptist Church in the sleepy little hamlet of Mulberry in Adair County. The local minister performed the Christian ceremony on March 6, 1937. Relations between Wilma’s grandparents and the newlyweds remained strained for the next several years.

By the time Wilma entered the world in 1945, Irene had already adapted to the Cherokee culture in which she had found herself immersed. She spoke some Cherokee—enough to get by, although nowhere near as fluently as did Charley, who was bilingual.

Not even the name Mankiller fazed Wilma’s mother, for as strange as it sounds to some white people, it was revered within the Native American community. It was a title bestowed upon the bravest of warriors whose job was to protect the tribe from hostile neighbors and marauding renegades. Besides, the name must have seemed pretty tame compared to other popular Cherokee surnames in the area—monikers such as Thirsty, Hummingbird, Wolf, Beaver, Squirrel, Soap, Canoe, Gourd, Fourkiller, Sixkiller, and Walkingstick. Author Gerald Hausman explains:


The name of honor was received after a person had attained some kind of special distinction in the tribe. This would occur through the performance of an act of great character, or it could be given by a secret society. The second name marked a moment of excellence in a person’s life and was not a hereditary position. Hereditary names, such as that of an Iroquois chief, were passed down successively to whoever filled the position for as long as there were people to fill it.6




Wilma learned as she matured that the coveted name Mankiller could be spelled different ways. One version is the literal Asgaya, meaning “man,” combined with the personal-name suffix dihi, or “killer.” Another is Outacity, an honorary title that also means “Man-killer.” Cherokee historians and genealogists believe that Mankiller is a military title, but Wilma learned there was another kind of Mankiller in her tribal past. In the Cherokee medicinal and conjuring tradition, Mankillers were known to attack other people to avenge wrongs that had been perpetrated against themselves or others whom they served. An enforcer of right, this type of Mankiller could alter things for better or worse and could change people’s minds, make an illness worse on a whim, or even shoot a deadly invisible arrow into the body of an enemy.

As Wilma discovered her family’s heritage, she learned that many distinguished leaders from the past had held the title of Mankiller, differentiated by the towns in which they lived. In the eighteenth century, for example, there was the Mankiller of Tellico, the Mankiller of Estatoe, and the Mankiller of Keowee. One prominent warrior and tribal leader, Outacity, or “Man-killer,” apparently joined a delegation of Cherokees visiting London in 1762, fourteen years before the American War for Independence began, to address the troubled reign of King George III.

Even though the Mankiller name had been honored for centuries, Wilma was forced to endure occasional derision because of it. Many people were visibly shaken when she was introduced to them as Wilma Mankiller, thinking it a fierce- and even threatening-sounding name. Wilma reflected upon the problems her name created early in her life:


Some people are startled when I am introduced to them as Wilma Mankiller… . Many find it amusing and make nervous jokes, and there are still those times when people display their ignorance. For example, I was invited in December of 1992 to attend President-elect Bill Clinton’s historic economic summit meeting in Little Rock, Arkansas, just about a month prior to his inaugural. The Wall Street Journal , one of America’s most respected newspapers, made a rather unfortunate remark about my surname that is best described as a cheap shot.

“Our favorite name on the summit list, we have to admit,” stated the Journal editorial, “is Chief Wilma Mankiller, representing the Cherokee Nation, though we hope not a feminist economic priority.”

Tim Giago, publisher of Indian Country Today , a Native American newspaper, quickly fired back at the Journal . “The fact that this powerful lady has been featured in several major magazines … has appeared on countless television shows, and has been given tons of coverage in major, national newspapers, appears to have escaped the closed minds at the Journal . One has to ask if they ever get out into the real world.”

Fortunately, most people I come across in my travels, especially members of the media, are more sensitive and generally more aware than that editorial writer. When someone unknowingly or out of ignorance makes a snide comment about my name, I often resort to humor. I look the person in the eye and say with a straight face that Mankiller is actually a well-earned nickname. That usually shuts the person up.7



Nevertheless, there were times in her childhood when Wilma endured a lot of teasing about her name. On many occasions, she wished she could disappear before the class roll call was taken and everyone laughed. Her parents admonished her to be proud of the family name. In time, she found that most people had come to accept her name, many of them saying that it was only appropriate and perhaps a bit ironic that the first female chief should be referred to as Mankiller.

As she aged, Wilma displayed her pride in her lineage, often saying that her family moniker was “a strong name. I am proud of my name—very proud. And I am proud of the long line of men and women who have also been called Mankiller. I hope to honor my ancestors by keeping the name alive.” 8

Born into the Mankiller household on Sunday, November 18, 1945, Wilma was the sixth child of eleven in the family. She entered the world at the W. W. Hastings Indian Hospital in Tahlequah, Oklahoma. It was the tail end of autumn, a few months after the surrender of the Japanese to the Americans and the conclusion of World War II. If her father had not fallen off a log while cutting trees for railroad ties, she often mused, “I would not have been born. But his leg injuries prevented him from enlisting in the military service and going off to war. So instead of fighting, he stayed around home, and three of us were born in or around that time.” 9

Three brothers and two sisters had been born before her. Louis Donald entered the world in 1937, Frieda Marie in 1938, Robert Charles in 1940, Frances Kay in 1942, and John David in 1943. Following Wilma came Linda Jean in 1949, Richard Colson in 1951, Vanessa Lou in 1953, James Ray in 1956, and the final Mankiller to join the clam, William Edward in 1961. The last two children were the only ones born in California. So, of the eleven children born to her parents, she often said, the wrens and crickets who, according to legend, smile warmly at the birth of each female, were happy on five of the occasions.

As she grew up, nearly everyone called Wilma by her middle name, Pearl. She had been named Wilma after the wife of her father’s uncle and Pearl after her mother’s mother. Wilma is a short form of the Dutch name Wilhelmina. The name Pearl comes, of course, from the speck of sand inside the oyster that becomes an aggravation to the mollusk and is eventually covered with smooth layers of shell material that often develop into an object of gem quality. It is not a scientific fact that eluded the girl: “Not that I consider myself a precious treasure,” she often kidded. “I don’t mean to say that. But the whole notion of an irritant developing into something of worth is appealing to me.” 10

One of Wilma Pearl’s earliest memories was of sitting on a trunk in the family house at Mankiller Flats in the Rocky Mountain community. They had only recently moved there, and the young girl was overjoyed. She recalled the moment clearly:


My folks had rented from other people until 1948, when we settled there on the family land. That house was built by Charley, my father. He built it himself. His uncle, Looney Gourd, helped him with the construction. So did my oldest brother, Don. My mother now lives on the site of that house. We eventually rented that original family house to some of our cousins. After that, other people lived there. Then there was a fire and the house burned down. But back when I was just a small girl, that house was the first real family home I can recall. Thinking back to those times, I remember it as a little bitty house with too many people living there—and more still to come.11




The four-room building had been constructed of rough lumber and featured bare plank floors and walls. It was covered by a tin roof. In the winter, their only heat came from a woodstove, which also provided them with the ability to cook. The home had no electricity, so the family lighted the rooms with candles and coal-oil lamps.

The sparsely furnished home had an outhouse for a bathroom. The washing machine ran by employing a gasoline motor connected to the spindle that turned an agitator, and the clothing iron ran off natural gas. For all their bathing and cooking needs, they hauled water from the spring a quarter mile from the house. That spring also served as a refrigerator for some of their food, which they kept in a box submerged in the icy water.

“To this day,” Wilma wrote in her autobiography, “I prefer to use wood for heating my home. The smell of the fire is familiar. And I still love the sound of rain. When I hear it, I remember the sound it made when it fell on our old tin roof. That’s a pleasant memory for me.” 12

Other memories were not quite so pleasant. The family was not well off when it came to money. “Dirt poor” is how she often described her early existence. Like many of the people in Adair County, they lived life on the “bottom rung of the … ladder.” 13

Yet, despite all the hardships, none of that seemed especially important at the time, Wilma recalled—understandably so.

By the late 1940s, much of the Cherokee population had already been mixed-blood for decades. These included many successful, prominent, and high-profile people, leading to the mistaken notion that all Cherokees had become happily assimilated into the mainstream of white Anglo-Saxon American life. In reality, there were more full-blood, half-blood, and other mixed-blood Cherokees still living traditional lives. That means they lived in extreme poverty in Cherokee communities, as did the Mankiller clan, scattered throughout the hills. Most of those settlements didn’t appear on any maps. Many of them were not visible from the road to travelers passing through the area. Each community was made up of families living on their individual government allotments of land.

These people congregated for various events at community centers, churches, schools, or at one of the tribal ceremonial grounds where they held dances. Sometimes the Mankiller family attended services at Echota Baptist Church. On other occasions, they went to the church in Rocky Mountain. But they were never, according to Wilma, regular churchgoers, nor did they attend Sunday school or learn a great deal about Christianity.

Sometimes they attended ceremonial dances. On such occasions, people brought plenty of food and, of course, even more children with whom young Wilma ran and played, accompanied by laughter often well into the night. The dances were held outside, sometimes lasting into the next morning. Wilma recalled:


It gave me such a good feeling to go to the ceremonial dances. We had such a great time. But I also recall that we were always secretive about going to the ceremonial dance grounds or even about going to some other Cherokees’ houses for parties with fiddles and poker games. My sister told me we had to keep it a secret because some folks thought such things were sinful. I thought that was odd. Later, I figured maybe she was right. Perhaps some of our non-Indian neighbors would not approve of music making or especially of a ceremonial dance.

Most people we knew spoke Cherokee in their homes and as their first language. There were Cherokee-language Baptist churches. A significant number of folks spoke only Cherokee and no English. In our home, both languages were used, often interchangeably. Cherokee was spoken almost exclusively whenever we visited other native people or when they came to see us. My mother, even though she is white, learned to speak passable conversational Cherokee. When it was just the family, we mostly used English except for simple phrases such as the Cherokee for “Pass the salt” or “I need some water.” As children, we certainly understood Cherokee, but because we had a white mother, we never became as fluent in the language as our father and other kinfolk.14




In the small communities of eastern Oklahoma, Native people raised extensive vegetable gardens and harvested plant foods from the woods, including wild onions, greens, mushrooms, and berries. Hunting and fishing helped fill the people’s plates, and those who could afford them raised cattle and hogs. The Mankiller family was so large that they had to supplement their diet with wild game. Occasionally, Charley or Wilma’s older brother Don would be fortunate enough to kill a groundhog or a wild pig. Wilma wrote:


The younger boys also went hunting. In those early days, we ate a lot of squirrel. Squirrels are small, so you have to have several to make a meal for a family. My mother would bread the squirrels lightly and fry them like chicken. They tasted a little like chicken. She made gravy from the drippings. Sometimes we had squirrel soup and dumplings, or soup made from quail or other birds. We gathered greens such as dandelions and poke. There were walnuts and hickory nuts, as well as blackberries, mulberries, and wild grapes. We fished and ate our fill of perch, crawfish, catfish, and frogs. Mom canned jars of tomatoes, beans, and corn from our vegetable garden, and stored food underground or in the shed. In some years, we also grew strawberries or peanuts which we sold for cash. Even though we were poor, I cannot remember ever being hungry as a little girl. Somehow, we always had food on our table.15




She recalled in particular how they used to barter with neighbors for those things they didn’t raise or collect themselves, creating a sense of community that, she said, “extended beyond my family.” 16

Employment for rural Cherokees was mostly sporadic and anything but easy. In Adair County, many Native people cut wood to sell while others worked on migrant seasonal harvest crews. For the Mankillers, life consisted of a rugged, rigorous battle, a constant struggle to earn enough money to meet the family’s minimal cash needs. Wilma’s parents and older brothers and sisters had to scrape a living out of the stony hardscrabble that passed for soil. Don, the eldest, quit school after the eighth grade so he could help his parents support the family.

The older kids often accompanied their parents to cut and peel timber for use as railroad ties or utility poles. Most of the time, Wilma stayed home. One of the times when she didn’t, she picked up a soda-pop bottle that she had found and took a swig. What she had expected to be a sweet treat turned out to be kerosene. Her parents had to rush her to the hospital emergency room in Tahlequah. Another time, Wilma’s sister Frances sliced her knee so severely while cutting ties that she had to be raced thirty miles over bad roads for emergency care.

Typical of life in rural America following the Great Depression, few people had reliable transportation. That meant the opportunities for holding “regular jobs” were few. Wilma recalled:


Besides cutting railroad ties, my father and Don went to Colorado each year to help bring in the broomcorn and generate enough money to buy shoes and some other basics for all the kids. Broomcorn was an important material for making brooms, but it was also used in shipbuilding enterprises. The corn was harvested and put into a machine that crushed it and made it into bales. The bales were hauled by truck from the farms around Campo, Colorado, in the southeastern corner of the state.17




The Cherokee workers often traveled to Campo together, the lucky ones by car or on buses provided by the farm owners. They were joined by Hispanics and a few whites, but mostly the field hands were Native people. Charley and Don worked seven days a week, beginning at dawn and ending at dusk, along with a crew of more than twenty other men. The work was backbreaking, the men halting only long enough to swig dippers of water and wring out their sweaty neckerchiefs. But they never complained. The crews worked straight through until noon, at which time they broke for lunch. Women from the farms carried food out to the fields and set it onto quickly arranged tables. The workers rushed through their meals to have a few minutes to rest up in the shade before going back out into the fields. For their efforts, they received from nine to ten dollars a day—a princely sum at the time.

Unfortunately for Wilma, the timing of the broomcorn harvest didn’t align with her school classes, which in Oklahoma began in early August so that the children could be through with school in May to help with the local harvests. She recalled:


When school started, my father and brother were still in Colorado, so we had to begin classes without shoes for the new year. But before too long, Dad and Don would come home with some money in their pockets. Then they bought everyone shoes and warm coats before the cold weather set in. It was a very exciting time for all of us. Getting new leather shoes was pretty special. Most of our clothing was hand-me-downs or was made of flour sacks. Our flour came in huge sacks, so my mother used that cloth to make our clothes—both underwear and some of our outerwear. I recall that those sacks had roses or other floral prints on them. Even though, as the old saying goes, it is hard to make a silk purse from a sow’s ear, the designs made our clothes look a little better.18




There were no school buses back then, so the children had to walk three miles to and from Rocky Mountain School. Occasionally, Wilma recalled, her brother Bob snuck off to hunt or just to laze around in the woods all day, joining his siblings on their return journey home. “Once when Bob skipped school …,” she remembered, “he was bitten on the hand by a rattlesnake. By the time he returned home, his entire arm and shoulder were profoundly swollen.” 19 Fortunately, their parents rushed him to the doctor in time to save him, and he suffered no additional effects.

The schoolhouse where the Mankiller children attended classes from first through fifth grades was a little, whitewashed, wood-frame building. Charley had helped to roof it. It had one large general room, a kitchen, and two classrooms large enough to hold sixty students comfortably. Well, to hold them, at any rate.

The teachers, Wilma wrote, “were different than any I had known before entering school. They wore lipstick, and they spoke and dressed differently than the rest of the women in our community… . Most days, the teachers had a big pot of beans on for lunch. Oftentimes, the families from the area would have pie suppers and auctions at the schoolhouse to raise money for Christmas or other events.” 20

One of the advantages of being poor when you’re young is that you don’t often recognize the affliction. Wilma never knew her family was “poor” until one day when a well-to-do little girl saw her flour-sack underwear while Wilma was in the outhouse. “She ran and told some other girls, and they all teased me about it. That was really the first time I had any inkling that we were different.” 21

Even at that, the warmth and love the Mankillers showed their children made up for their lack of material possessions. Wilma’s parents had a strong relationship and never seemed to hide their love. “They were visibly affectionate with one another, hugging and holding hands. One time, when we were all going for a ride in our old car, Mom raced to beat us children so she could sit in the front seat right beside Dad.” 22

Whenever the family piled into their old, black 1949 Ford, Charley helped pass the time by telling scary stories as they drove the back roads through the woods. Often, the tales had a pointed moral, like the time he had run into some low-hanging branches on which an owl had alighted. The bird flew away, leaving blood on the windshield.

“We were terrified by the story,” Wilma recalled.


Owls are ominous birds to some Cherokees. It is believed that certain persons can change themselves into owls and travel through the night doing evil to others. One time, Dad told us, someone in our area shot an owl with a silver bullet. The next day, mysteriously, the person learned that his most bitter enemy had been found shot to death.

My father’s stories were important to all of us. Our main forms of entertainment were storytelling and visiting. Either we went to see other families, or folks visited us. Mostly we saw other Cherokee people.23




Not surprisingly, Cherokees were the people with whom young Wilma identified the most. Whenever white folks came to their house, she felt so shy and embarrassed that she often ran outside into the woods or hid upstairs in the attic. Her wariness, she believed, developed when, as a little girl, she was walking to school with her sister.


Some well-dressed white ladies occasionally would drive up in their big cars. They came to bring us clothes and offer us rides to school. I suppose they felt it was their Christian duty to pick us up and take us to school. One time when we got inside their car, those ladies looked at us with sad expressions and said, “Bless your little hearts.” It was not the words that got to me, but the way they said them, along with the looks on their faces. Were they being sympathetic because we had to walk? Was it because of our social situation? Was it the way we were dressed? After that, we called those women the “Bless Your Heart” ladies. Even as a child, I could tell if someone was being condescending or patronizing to me because I was Indian.24




Sometimes, the family drove on weekends to the town of Stilwell, the seat of Adair County, so they could spend time with Irene’s Uncle Tom Sitton and his wife, Maud. It was not a long drive, and Stilwell was a lot larger than Rocky Mountain. “Those were good trips,” Wilma recalled, “because we usually ended up getting a dime to go to the movies or buy candy.” 25 Every May, Stilwell hosted a strawberry festival that drew visitors from around the state to eat berries and celebrate the harvest, and the entire Mankiller family looked forward to the event.

When the Mankillers weren’t traveling to Stilwell to visit relatives, Wilma’s great-aunt came to see them. She brought clothes and other gifts for the children. She was one white woman Wilma didn’t shy away from, most likely because she was family and worked so hard at befriending the children. She had married Charley’s Uncle George, and the two lived in a sprawling brick residence in Tahlequah near the old Cherokee Female Seminary. When the Mankiller allotments had been parceled out at the turn of the century, Uncle George’s ancestors received land near Bartlesville, the headquarters of Phillips Petroleum Company. When oil was later discovered on his property, George’s life changed forever.

Despite her acceptance of Maud, Wilma felt much more comfortable around the family’s Cherokee relatives, possibly because they saw them more often and shared common interests and histories. One woman Wilma grew particularly close to was her father’s half-sister, Jensie Hummingbird. Small, birdlike, with hair so black “it looked blue in the sunlight,” she wore cotton housedresses that she made herself. Since she didn’t drive, the Mankillers most often initiated their visits. Even though she spoke no English, everyone managed to communicate; above all, the message she conveyed to the children was that she loved every one of them. Jensie, like many members of the Mankiller family, had some severe health problems and suffered for most of her adult life with diabetes and arthritis.

Another of Wilma’s favorite relatives, Maude Wolf, grew up with Charley. Even though they were cousins, the children called her Aunt Maude. An imposingly tall, thin, attractive woman with prominent cheekbones and excellent posture, she loved to work outdoors. She enjoyed playing the traditional Cherokee game of stickball and helping her husband, Jim, maintain the ceremonial grounds. She also took long walks in the woods, during which she gathered the “gifts of nature” that she used to prepare a meal.

Lacking formal education, Aunt Maude had wisdom beyond school-books. Her husband was a strict Cherokee traditionalist, Indian doctor, and ceremonial dance leader. Maude and Jim had nine children, but because they lived a fair distance from Rocky Mountain, they didn’t go to school with the Mankiller clan. Jim spoke no English, but Wilma recalled him as a “thoughtful and powerful presence with a crazy sense of humor.” 26

On their visits, the children usually played outdoor games such as hide-and-seek, or they ran through the woods playing tag. Charley often warned them about staying out too late and told them to be particularly watchful for mountain lions and bobcats. Wilma’s parents most often played cards with their hosts, sometimes all night. On those occasions, the adults laid quilts on the floor for the children who invariably slept soundly, exhausted from a day and night spent outside among the trees, plants, and animals.

No doubt, Wilma’s favorite relative was her father’s Aunt Maggie Gourd. Wilma’s dad had lived with her for a while when he was growing up. She lived only a mile and a half from the Mankillers, so they visited her often. Wilma recalled:


She had a striking, intelligent face and wore her very dark hair pulled back. Aunt Maggie had a nice wood-frame house—three big rooms and a porch. She also had good furniture, probably purchased when she had a much bigger ranch. Family legend has it that she married a much younger man, Looney Gourd, who sold a lot of her assets little by little until she owned very few cattle or goods. We traded farm goods and produce with Aunt Maggie. My brother Johnny and I walked to her house with eggs to swap for fresh milk. If we were lucky, Aunt Maggie had a story to tell us. I didn’t know it at the time, but Aunt Maggie told stories in the old Cherokee tradition. Some of those tales were frightening and others were not, but all of her stories taught us a lesson of some kind.27




Wilma’s brother Johnny was only two years older than she and strikingly dissimilar in appearance. While the girl had brown hair and hazel eyes, Johnny had brown eyes and raven-black hair. He was built like their father—sturdy with broad shoulders. Growing up, Johnny almost always wore overalls.

Since Johnny and Wilma were often asked to watch over their younger siblings while the older ones worked outside the home, their Aunt Maggie impressed upon them the importance of taking that job seriously. She told them a story about a young Cherokee man and woman who took their baby into the woods. When they stopped to make camp, they spread a blanket on the ground and put the baby down to nap. While the infant dozed, the parents crept away so as not to disturb the child. They built a fire, and when it was going well and their campsite was prepared, they returned to the blanket for the baby only to find the infant gone. Only the blanket remained. They searched everywhere but never found the child.

When the children asked what had happened to the infant, Aunt Maggie told them that the Little People, Yunwi Tsunsdi, who live in the woods wherever Cherokees live, had come across the baby. Believing it had been abandoned, they took it to raise as one of their own. Aunt Maggie’s story did the trick. Johnny and Wilma made a solemn vow to keep a very close watch over their brothers and sisters from that day on to prevent the Little People from carrying them away. Wilma wrote in her autobiography:


Stories of Little People have always been among the favorites of Cherokee children. The Little People look like Cherokees but are small, only about three feet tall. They speak our language. Cherokees always describe them “secondhand.” It is said that if one sees the Little People and tells about it, that person will surely die. If anything is found in the forest, Cherokees assume that it belongs to the Little People. If a Cherokee woman goes out to gather hickory nuts in the fall and happens on a woven basket left by another gatherer, she can pick it up and say out loud, “Little People, I am taking this basket.” Then it is hers to keep. That is her right.

Others say that the Little People assist the Cherokee “Indian doctors,” those who are sometimes called medicine men. It is also said that the Little People watch out for small children in the woods, like the baby in Aunt Maggie’s story. But mostly, Little People are known to be mischievous.28




Wilma, fascinated by the rich tableau of Aunt Maggie’s stories, relished each and every one of them, particularly those telling of the old days of territorial times. She spoke of outlaws and gunmen and vigilantes and hidden treasure. She relayed accounts of famous bank robbers such as Cherokee Bill and Ned Christie, who had hidden their stolen gold all around the Rocky Mountain community. To protect their loot, the bandits went to Indian doctors, or medicine men, to ask them to make powerful medicine to safeguard their booty. Presumably, that’s the reason so little of all their treasure was ever recovered.

Beyond the excitement of listening to Aunt Maggie’s stories, Wilma enjoyed the physical challenges sometimes associated with merely getting to her home, which she said often proved to be an “adventure.”


One time Johnny and I were walking to Aunt Maggie’s when a coach-whip snake dropped from a tree on the path in front of us. The snake was four or five feet long with a brown tail. Such snakes are called coachwhips because they look as if they are made of braided leather like the small whips coachmen used to drive horses. It must have stirred our imaginations, because even now when recalling that incident, it seems to me that the snake deliberately jumped down at us. The snake was so infuriated at missing its mark that it chased us. Afraid to look back, we ran as fast as we could. When we finally stopped, out of breath, we were still afraid that the snake would catch up to us and whip us to death. That was what we had heard could happen. We kept going straight to our house and never turned our heads once.

Another time on our way to Aunt Maggie’s house, Johnny was carrying eggs. We decided to take a shortcut across a pasture when out of nowhere came a bull charging after us. Johnny fell down and broke every single egg. He scrambled to his feet, and we made it to the safety of a fence just in time. We never could decide which was more frightening—the charging bull or the fury of our parents over those smashed eggs.29




Despite such hidden hazards—or possibly because of them—Wilma always loved being outdoors. She cherished the smells of the open air and the sights of the rocks and trees, the plants and animals. Most of all, she loved springtime.


Our place had a lot of dogwood and redbud trees. There were also dozens of different kinds of flowers. I guess my whole family loved the outdoors. My mother could name every tree, bush, flower, and edible plant we encountered in the woods. My father must have known somehow that I would love flowers because the Cherokee name he gave me is a-ji-luhsgi, which means “flower.” I have always loved the small purple and yellow flowers that grow unattended in the woods near my house. I would sometimes examine every detail of the tiny petals.30



Growing up for an outdoors-loving young girl meant bonding with nature. Sharing her adventures with friends and neighbors became part of her heritage. She couldn’t realize it at the time, but those bonds were soon to come to an end.

Although Wilma remembered the early years of her childhood with fondness and a sense of security, the financial burden of caring for a large family on a limited and unstable income finally forced her father to take drastic steps.

In 1956, Charley, driven to provide a better life for his steadily expanding family, agreed to move them from Oklahoma to California as part of an ambitious Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) resettlement program. It was initiated by the same bureaucrats who had previously “relocated” Japanese Americans during World War II. The program, yet another misguided experiment in social engineering, transplanted rural Native Americans into industrial cities scattered across the country. The BIA trumpeted its efforts as a wonderful opportunity for Indian families to get great jobs, obtain a good education for their kids, and, once and for all, leave poverty behind. The Indian Relocation Act of 1956 (also known as Public Law 959 or the Adult Vocational Training Program) encouraged Native Americans to leave Indian reservations, acquire skills, and assimilate into the general population. As part of the Indian termination policy of that era that removed the legal tribal status of numerous groups, it played a significant role in increasing the population of Indians in urban America in the coming years.

At a time when the US government was decreasing subsidies to Indians living on reservations, the Relocation Act offered to pay moving expenses and provide some vocational training for those who were willing to leave the reservations for certain government-designated cities where employment opportunities were thought to be more favorable. The assistance consisted of relocation transportation, moving household goods, a daily stipend for both the time of relocation and up to four weeks after, and funds to purchase tools and equipment for apprentice workers. Additional benefits included medical insurance for workers and their dependents, grants to buy work clothing, subsidies to buy household goods and furniture, tuition cost reimbursement for vocational night-school training, and, in some cases, funds to help buy a home. 31

It all sounded too good to be true. And it was. The program’s ultimate goal had nothing to do with providing increased opportunities for oppressed Native Americans but instead was designed to weaken reservation ties and diffuse whatever political power the tribes had once held.

The move was, in its goals, similar to the 1838 relocation of the Cherokee Nation from its ancestral grounds in the Southeast when federal troops under President Andrew Jackson ripped Indian families from their homes in the Carolinas, Tennessee, and Georgia. Acting under the vigilant eye of the US Army, the emigrants were forced to march to new reservations scattered throughout the Southwest. Wilma’s great-grandfather was among the more than sixteen thousand Native Americans and African slaves uprooted and forced to make the journey on foot. Harsh weather, hunger, disease, and abuse from both US soldiers and private profiteers along the way decimated the marchers, resulting in the deaths of at least four thousand of them.

The infamous “Trail of Tears” resulted in the relocation of nearly twelve thousand men, women, and children who survived the brutal journey only to become wards of the state for decades to come. 32

By the time the Civil War ground to a halt in 1865, whatever good fortune and prosperity that remained for the Cherokee Nation had ended with it. Because of where they lived, the North viewed the Cherokees, many of whom had not taken a side in the conflict, as defeated Southern sympathizers. Poverty replaced affluence as the government began stripping land from the Cherokees to make room for other tribes that had also been forced to leave their native lands for Indian Territory.

Shortly after the turn of the century, the federal government succeeded in dismantling the Cherokees’ tribal government, blunting the Cherokee Constitution, and dividing their tribal lands into individual allotments. 33 The Mankiller family, like many others, had received its share of land in the wooded Oklahoma hills.

But by 1956, a weak regional economy had targeted the Mankillers for relocation. It was the perfect impetus to move local tribes off their native lands so the government could open up their property to resettlement by rambunctious whites. By relocating the Indians to reservations scattered across the country, the BIA hoped to reclaim their lands, which contained some of the richest deposits of coal and oil in the nation. They planned on selling those lands to large corporations for development.

So, with a fistful of government assurances and a heart filled with hope, Charley Mankiller packed up his family and moved them west to the Bay Area, where he was told he would have the best chance of finding success and meaningful employment.

Although relocation was voluntary—unlike the implementation of so many other federal Indian programs—the BIA acted with impunity in coercing Native American participation. At least one piece of relocation propaganda appealed directly to Indian parents: “If you won’t do this much for yourself, at least do it for the sake of your children.” 34 Charley believed their move to Daly City, California, in October 1956 was the best thing for everyone. And so did many other families.

In a Native American community that was staunchly pro-family, the government’s appeals fell on receptive ears. Many families took part in the relocation process for what they viewed to be a last-ditch effort to keep their families together. Wilma wrote:


We were not forced to do anything, but that did not matter—not to me. Not when the time came for our family to leave Mankiller Flats. Not when we had to say farewell to the land that had been our family’s home for generations, and move far away to a strange place. It was then that I came to know in some small way what it was like for our ancestors [in the 1800s] when the government troops made them give up their houses and property. It was a time for me to be sad.35




If the promises the government made to the people had been true, things might not have been so bad. But when the families began arriving in their new host cities, most discovered the tragic realities of a program that was systemically slanted toward menial labor. If good jobs and advanced salaries were available, they weren’t available to Cherokee families.

So, the government program promised the Mankiller family funds, employment, and better housing as an inducement to relocate west. Instead of enforcing relocation through the use of guns and bayonets as in the past, this new and improved BIA promoted resettlement through brochures featuring staged photographs of “smiling Indians in ‘happy homes’ in the big cities.” 36

Wilma recalled that some BIA people came to their home to talk to their father about the specific elements of the program. They said the government wanted to “get out of the Indian business,” and one of the ways to do that was by helping individuals and families relocate to larger cities.


Dad listened to their pitch… . I think Dad initially was opposed to our leaving Oklahoma and our land. As a boy, he had been taken from his home against his will to attend Sequoyah Boarding School. He did not want to leave his community and people again. But he talked it over with some Cherokee friends, and eventually he decided it would be a good idea to move. He must have honestly believed that in a distant city he could provide a better life for his children, with all the modern amenities.

I never liked the idea of our moving away. I can still remember hiding in a bedroom in our house of rough-hewn lumber, listening while my father, mother, and oldest brother talked in the adjoining room about the benefits and drawbacks of relocating our family. We younger children tried to listen through the door. We were terrified. They were talking about possible destinations. They spoke of places we had barely heard of—Chicago, New York, Detroit, Oakland, and San Francisco. California seemed to be their favorite. Finally my parents chose San Francisco because Grandma Sitton, my mother’s mom, had moved to California in 1943. A widow when she left Oklahoma, she had remarried and settled in Riverbank, a community in the farm belt about ninety miles east of San Francisco.37




As the family began making preparations for the move, the children had difficulty envisioning California. They had been as far as Muskogee to attend the fair on a school field trip and had traveled to nearby Stilwell and Tahlequah, but that was the extent of their world. It was a universe comprising a ten-mile radius from the family home at Mankiller Flats. Charley and Don had worked the fields of Colorado cutting broomcorn, and Irene had been to Arkansas to see her sister. Beyond that, the world was a mysterious entity somewhere “out there.”

Wilma recalled her mother’s particular reluctance to move: “My mother was scared about leaving, and hated the idea of moving to California. She really opposed it at first, more than anyone else. But finally, knowing she would be living close to her mother [Grandma Sitton], she was convinced to go along with my father, believing that life might be better for us all.” 38

Despite Irene’s acceptance, neither Wilma nor her sister Frances was prepared to leave. They asked if they could remain behind to stay with friends, but their parents insisted they come. Then the girls toyed with the notion of running away, but they never got around to actually doing it. As moving day came closer, Wilma and her sister kept hoping that something would happen, some kind of miracle that would allow them to remain behind instead of trekking off to a faraway land.

But miracles were in short supply in those days, even for the Mankiller family. In October 1956, the day arrived for their departure for California. It was a day that would remain branded in Wilma Pearl’s memory forever.


There were nine of us kids then. It was before the last two were born. My oldest sister, Frieda, was attending Sequoyah High School and did not move with us. My folks had sold off everything, including the old car. We all piled in a neighbor’s car, and he drove us to Stilwell so we could catch the train headed west to California. As we drove away, I looked at our house, the store, my school. I took last looks. I wanted to remember it all. I tried to memorize the shapes of the trees, the calls of animals and birds from the forest. All of us looked out the windows. We did not want to forget anything.

When we got to Stilwell, Dad took us to a restaurant, and we had bowls of chili. We were not a very happy crew—two adults and eight children leaving everything behind for an unknown place. Just getting aboard the train was terrifying for the smaller children. It was a new experience. We settled in all over the place. Some of the children were more comfortable sleeping on the floor, others stayed on the seats or beneath them. My youngest baby sister was marking the back of a seat with a crayon. We were a wild bunch. We must have looked like a darker version of the Joad family from John Steinbeck’s novel, The Grapes of Wrath.

My mother was still scared about the move. Dad was also worried, but he was excited about the chance for a better life for all of us. As we got settled on the train, he turned to my mother and said, “I don’t think I will ever be back until I come home in a coffin.” As it turned out, Dad was right. The next time he came home was more than fourteen years later when he was buried in his native land.39




As soon as the family had settled aboard the train, Frances began to cry. The conductor came along and asked if anything was wrong. She couldn’t reply. Wilma remembered that she cried, too—all of them did—as the train wound its way north. The family changed trains in Kansas City and continued on their way. Finally, after two interminably long days and nights, they reached California, passing through Riverbank, where Wilma’s grandmother lived. The family pressed on until they reached the city by the bay.

Charley had vouchers that BIA officials had given him for groceries and rent, but when they arrived, he discovered there were no apartments available, so the government picked up the tab for a two-week stay at an old hotel “in a notorious district of San Francisco called the Tender-loin.” During the night, the neighborhood sparkled with lots of neon lights, gaudy pimps and their prostitutes, and howling laughter in the streets. “But in the morning,” Wilma recalled, “we saw broken glass on the streets, people sleeping in doorways, and hard-faced men wandering around. The hotel was not much better than the streets.” 40

Wilma found the city noises, especially at night, unnerving. The family had gotten on the train two days earlier to the sounds of roosters, dogs, and cats; coyotes, bobcats, and owls; crickets, ducks, and other animals scurrying through the woods or flying overhead. She knew the sounds of nature. But these new sounds—these screeching sounds of traffic and other things—were foreign to her. Worst of all were the police and ambulance sirens. “That very first night in the big city,” she recalled, “we were all huddled under the covers, and we heard sirens outside in the streets. We had never heard sirens before. I thought it was some sort of wild creature screaming. The sirens reminded me of wolves.” 41
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