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  Dedicated to my family and friends.


  Prologue

  The steam from the hot stones rose up to the roof of the sweat lodge. Shadows from the fire danced in the warm space. Inside the sacred, man-made tent the four Indians seated there steamed sweetly and gently, smelling Grandfather ’s Breath as they fasted on sweetgrass and sage.

  A vision they needed, for their future. But the boiling stones refused to give any signs. In their trance-like state they could not read any signals that would tell them what to do.

  The air was heavy with old sweat, mixed with fear, for they were unsure of their future. The land they lived upon was theirs no more. It had been taken over by the US Government and the Whites.

  Any day now, they expected soldiers to come and force them out of their beloved land.

  Bared to the waist, Chief Whiteleaf looked serene and impeccable. Inside his stalwart frame, his demeanor was not ‘in balance’, for he alone anticipated the soldier ’s arrival. And he knew it would not be good…

  An Indian with a hooked nose, sitting to the right of Chief Whiteleaf, stated: “You look worried, Jacob?”

  Chief Whiteleaf sighed heavily. “There have been no signs in the fire! I am growing stiff sitting here. We face such a crisis, my friends!”

  They all knew to what he referred to; The Treaty of New Echota had crumbled to dust in the Cherokee’s eyes. The white man’s parliament had won. Their land was being taken from them. Now, they were left to await their fate; probably to be moved to a faraway place that they didn’t want to travel to.

  Chief Whiteleaf had lived through sixty-seven summers and winters, so he was deemed to be called ‘wise’ in the eyes of his people. He was the head of a small Cherokee village named Ahoama. Today, he had called his people from all around the Smokey Mountains, to descend upon Ahoama and hold a council meeting.

  In that meeting they would have to decide what they were going to do if the soldiers came to oust them from their homes. For their land had been bought by the White People, because they wanted the gold found there.

  They were not fighters. Bloodshed wasn’t an option. Chief Whiteleaf ’s people were churchgoers and farmers. They knew nothing of warfare, for these Cherokee people were not like their ancestors.

  They had built this town board by board, nail by nail, and they were proud of it. It nestled amongst the Smokey Mountains, a serene backwoods retreat, filled with wooden homes with gardens. There was a main street that held an ironmongeries store, a stable, and a large two-storied, white-painted wooden building that was the council chambers. It was raised on stone foundations and had a brick built fire place at the end of the room. There was also a schoolhouse, a public house and a church.

  Chief Whiteleaf poured more water onto the heat-soaked stones that lay in the middle of the lodge and the four men were engulfed in its misty vapor. He would soon have to get ready to meet his people, and he had had no sign. He was a very disturbed man. He said now: “We have spent long time in here. Soon, now, all our people will join us at the council chambers. We will have to tell them about this present situation.”

  Another old Indian raised a fist and shook it. “Our people will not like to leave this land. We must fight the soldiers when they come! It would be better to die here than die elsewhere.”

  Chief Whiteleaf sucked in his fleshy under lip which made his mouth form a straight line of disapproval. He shook his long grey-haired head. “I disagree. While there is life there is hope. They would retaliate and slaughter our families. Look around you at what we have accomplished over the years – our homes, a community!”

  The Indian sitting the other side of Chief Whiteleaf, stretched his legs in the cramped space of the lodge: “So you think we should not fight them, Jacob?”

  “No! We look after the land and speak with God. We are no longer the savages of old.”

  Their medicine man, Najun, said: “Jacob speaks true. We no longer shed blood. We Cherokee are now a proud, civilized nation! We shouldn’t have to bow to anyone!”

  Chief Whiteleaf said: “I’m afraid the soldiers will make us bow to them. They will have weapons. We only have arrows, knives and pitchforks! No. We are truly civilized now – as Najun said – and the Government knows this. They have found easy ways to overcome us with their so-called treaties and rights of land!”

  The Indian who’d raised his fist, agreed, but he still persisted upon his own scheme. He spoke dryly: “Yes, we are civilized because we wear western clothes, own a printing press, and send our children to school. But many of our younger blood will want to seek ways to stop the soldiers from taking us from our homes. That is right! That is good!”

  Najun spoke heatedly: “They will send too many soldiers. Our young bloods will not be able to fight them all!”

  The men fell silent, in despair.

  Chief Whiteleaf sighed heavily. He held up his hands. “My friends… Be at peace. If we are to survive, we must be like the Opossum and play dead; we must wait and see what happens to us. We are in the hands of God. Let us go now and leave this lodge. We must counsel our people with strength in our hearts and calmness in our words. I am going to change.”

  Later, when the elders had left him, Chief Whiteleaf emerged from the sweat lodge wearing his Sunday best clothes. He saw that carriages and open wagons were already pulling up outside the council chambers.

  He slowly chewed his tobacco waiting for his people’s friendly greetings.

  Folk hailed the old chief with pride in their voices. For it was only Chief Whiteleaf and a handful of Elders who remembered the old ways; this was when the Cherokee lived in log and mud huts grouped around the town square, called the Council House, where ceremonial and public meetings were held. The council houses then were seven-sided and represented the seven clans of the Cherokee Indians: Bird, Paint, Deer, Wolf, Blue, Long Hair and Wild Potato. But that was a long time ago, in his youth. Now, the Cherokee people lived in modern wooden homesteads.

  Chief Whiteleaf remembered all this. He remembered also, that he was proud of his village. He glanced at his fob watch, spat out the tobacco, and, a little painfully, as his short legs were stiff and sore in the wintertime chill, he ambled over towards the council chambers.

  <> <> <>

  He was young and fit and strong, and he searched for ‘something more’ in life. That was why Nathan Billings had joined the 7 th Infantry under Captain Rufus McGinty. The army world was hard, but the lad was used to toil.

  His mother had died of the smallpox when he was six, and he’d been brought up by his gran’pa, his father having left them the day Nathan was born.

  He’d lived on a farm ranch, seeing to the animals from dawn to dusk, a hard worker, to the satisfaction of his gran’pa.

  But life pulled at him, making him yearn for broader teachings than just calving and feeding chickens and goats. One hot day on the prairie, he’d washed his shoulder-length dark brown hair, combed his sideburns that grew bushy around his square, rustic, suntanned face and put on his best coat and leggings, which were a bit tight on his solid, growing frame. Then he went and sat down for breakfast.

  After finishing his breakfast of bread and a fat slice of bacon, he began to say what was on his mind. “Gran’pa… Ah’m eighteen years old today—“

  Through sun-slit eyes his gran’pa nodded his head. “So you be! Well, I’m danged, Boy—“

  “An’ ah want to leave home.”

  The older man leaned back in his chair, holding a steaming cup of coffee halfway to his lips. “Well – dang me!” he repeated in amazement. “You’re going to leave me, then?”

  “That’s right, Gran’pa. Ah’ve been thinking about this for a long time.”

  “You hanker for adventure, eh?” Nathan’s gran’pa scratched his bald head. “Well, Ah understand, boy! Ah’m right sorry you want to go, but ah can’t keep you here against your will!”

  “Thanks, Gran’pa. Ah knew you’d understand!”

  “Sure, but Ah’ll miss you! Where the hell are you going to?” Nathan told him; he was going to join the army.

  Now, two years later, under McGinty, Nathan became a soldier, trained in physical combat. He’d travelled widely, lying with his head on his saddle, under the warm stars, listening to the soldier ’s stories of excursions and battles won. He’d learned to shoot and hold order. And he’d learned how to kill. Not that that part was ever easy for him to come to terms with. He was a carefree countryman at heart, who loved nature and everything and everyone around him. He brought these traits to the army and found himself quite popular – especially with the women, while the men admired his honesty.

  Now he rode with his fellow soldiers towards Ahoamah, ready to obey orders and to endure whatever it took to act like a man.


  Chapter One

  The Roundup

  The soldiers came to Ahoama that very day, just as Chief Whiteleaf dreaded, when all were at the council meeting. It was cold, and the hard ground glittered under a layer of frost.

  They surrounded Ahoama, stopping in disorderly array alongside the white painted council building with its open blue shutters. This wide open-spaced street was already chock-full with wagons, carriages and horses tethered to railings. All the Cherokee people who lived in the district were attending the meeting.

  The soldiers carried rifles and bayonets, their faces grim and unfriendly as they swarmed the council headquarters.

  The mass of them poured into the meeting room, firing their rifles. Several Indians fell, dead, and women screamed.

  The soldier ’s mud-stained caped uniforms and high, round hats with monograms emblazoned on the front, their white frozen faces sprouting rugged beards, made fifteen-year-old Ellie shriek in fear when she heard the guns go off and saw men fall to the ground.

  She had been standing at the back of the hall with her mother, Alison. They both shrunk back against the whitewashed wall, horrified to see their townsfolk being threatened with rifles and bayonets. There was the smell of blood and gun powder in the air.

  A soldier appeared beside them. He was ginger-haired with a drooping moustache, and he wore a hat. He pointed a rifle at them.

  “Move!”

  Before either could speak he was pushing them with the tip of his bayonet.

  Alison found her voice and said to the soldier: “Don’t you dare point that rifle at me, you beast!”

  The soldier didn’t understand her very well, he just answered: “Move, Indian! Ah won’t tell ye again! Over there – where the others are!”

  Alison tried to protest again but her words were lost as she and Ellie stumbled to where he ordered, her dark Indian eyes noting the complete chaos around her. Soldiers everywhere, rounding up her people, including Chief Whiteleaf, who was also Ellie’s grandfather.

  Ellie stomped along behind her mother, thoroughly frightened at the violence and the menacing nearness of the soldier ’s weapons. She expected a blow to come her way any minute. She saw other soldiers mingling with the Indians, pushing and prodding, and clubbing those with their rifle butts who wouldn’t obey their orders.

  “Come on – over there! That way, Ah said!” “Pick that woman up. Put her with the rest—” “Leave her – she’s my wife, she’s fainted!” “Don’t argue! Pick her up or I’ll shoot her!” “Why – you son of a bitch!”

  The Indian lurched at the soldier. The armed man simply stepped back and swiped the Indian on the head with the butt of his rifle. The man went down beside his wife. They were both dragged away by more soldiers.

  Guards were being stationed at strategic points, keeping the Indians and some of their black slaves massed together in a tight knot of fear in the middle of the assembly room.

  “What is going on?” Alison demanded, breathlessly, having reached the crowd of Indians that the soldier was pushing them towards. She pulled Ellie tightly to her.

  The Indian standing to her right, quickly answered. “The Government has betrayed us! Remember the treaty? The Whites have our land. They’ve been threatening to move us out for a long time now. But we were the ones who refused to go! I’ve heard rumors that they might invade. Now they’ve come to take us away!”

  Alison glared at the Indian. “I heard the rumors too, but it’s an outrage! They can’t do this to us! We were told we could stay here for as long as there was hunting in the valley and water trickling from our streams! This is the land of our fathers. It’s sacred!”

  The Cherokee, an affluent Indian in his own right, dressed in a smart blanket coat against the cold and wearing a red sash turban around his forehead, shrugged, his eyes darting narrowly here and there, watching the soldiers warily, as were those grouped around them.

  Ellie, her heart still thumping, keeping close to her mother, also glanced around, recognizing her seventeen-year-old cousin, Jobe. He was short for his age, and worked in the stables, looking after the horses. But he wasn’t looking at her; he was glaring hard at the guards surrounding them, his fists clenched, wanting to fight the soldiers. Beside him, his sister Nancy was clinging to her frightened mother, Rachel. They were staring at the Indian lying, dead, at their feet.

  He was a man whom they knew.


  Chapter Two

  Indian Exodus

  The outraged shouting and the cries had died down. The soldiers stood back, smug and victorious now they had the Indians penned like sheep in their own council chambers. The dead lay haphazardly on the floor. Women sobbed helplessly, comforted by their relatives.

  Suspicion and disquiet hung about the room.

  From out of the dark ring of silent soldiers, a man with long, fair hair, a yellow trimmed beard and no hat came striding towards them.

  “Mama, look at the tall man!” Ellie had never seen a white man so high; he looked at least six-foot-four.

  Chief Whiteleaf, in his two-piece dark suit, white trade shirt, and colored waistcoat, stood with his arms folded and his short booted polished legs astride, his chin held up proudly as the white man in uniform approached him. His heart beat uncomfortably and his chest hurt, but he gave no outward sign of his inner turmoil.

  The tall stranger gave no salute. His face was long and sharp and he spoke to the old chief in the clipped tone of one who commanded authority.

  “Your Chief Whiteleaf, aren’t you? As of now your folks are under military arrest! By order of the Government we’re moving you all out. You’re to follow my men to a new place – a new camp! We’re going now so there is no time to collect your belongings.”

  The Chief ’s grey-haired wife, Martha, Ellie’s grandmother, hovered impassively beside Chief Whiteleaf, a heavily-colored shawl around her shoulders, her round face thrust foreword pugnaciously. She was a large, buxom woman with bright and shrewd berry-brown eyes. She kept an impassive council, waiting for her husband to speak first.

  Chief Whiteleaf remained with his arms folded. “There was rumor that you would come, but to attack us like this! Who are you that we follow such orders?”

  Sharp green hooded eyes surveyed the old Indian. “Captain Rufus McGinty, 7 th Infantry.”

  “We are not ready to go. Where are you taking us?”

  “You’ll be told. Tell your people to move – now!”

  Martha planted herself in front of her husband. “You arrive on our land and order us to leave! This is our home!”

  The same green, sharp and penetrating eyes surveyed her coldly. “It isn’t any longer. Plans have been in operation since the treaty to oust all Indians outa here – you know ’bout that. Haven’t you noticed our army wagons driving along the track? We’ve been picking your lot up from all over the county as way back as May time. Now it’s your turn, so get movin’!”

  Haughtily, the tall captain turned on his heel and began to walk away.

  Outside, more menace was in the air, as windows smashed and horses neighed in panic. Ellie suddenly swung away from her mother: “Look – out there! They are taking my horse, Mama!” Her pony, Agali, meaning ‘sun is shining’, was being meekly led away by one of the soldiers.

  The alarmed girl made to rush out of the council hall, regardless of the soldier with the bayonet aimed at them. Her mother held her back, roughly.

  “Stay here!” she hissed through set teeth, mouth gummed together in dread and horror.

  “But – it’s Agali!”

  “We cannot help him now, Ellie. See? They are taking all our horses! They are taking everything! There isn’t much we can do!” Ellie stared up at the anguish and anger in her mother ’s voice, as Alison frowned at her beautiful two-story town house with its wide verandah and rocking chair, which was opposite the council building. Its wooden structure had recently been given a fresh coat of whitewash. It had looked neat and tidy in the cold air. Now its windows were smashed and its clapboard front door was open to the elements. White people who had followed the men in uniform were running in and out of it, carrying what spoils they could.

  Ellie was still set to go and rescue her beloved pony. Mutinously, when Alison pulled her closer to her, the girl stood her ground.

  “Drat them – I shan’t let them take him!”

  “Come – we’ll be moving soon. I don’t like it either, but we have no choice!”

  Ellie wrested herself from her mother ’s grip and stamped over to McGinty, her awe and fear forgotten in her indignation at the taking away of her beloved pony.

  When she reached him she shouted up at him: “I want my horse back, Tall Man!”

  Six-foot four inches of lean, taut male glowered down at Ellie’s five-foot-six. McGinty saw a dimpled, round face, with huge flashing brown, angry eyes. She had a maze of darkly burnished hair, combed through with bear grease to make it shine. Her rosebud mouth quivered. The girl wore a deerskin fawn-colored shift dress down to the thigh, belted at the waist with a blue hand-painted, hand-made belt. The dress was fastened at the neck by a decorated pin made of bone. A woven red underskirt made of wild hemp had long fringes on it that fluttered down her legs. She wore soft leather moccasins that were laced to the knee and decorated with colored seed beads. They were in her pierced ears as well. Around her slim shoulders was draped a colored, Indian patterned shawl, and around her neck was tied a jaunty red hemp scarf. She was quite a looker, he acknowledged to himself.

  He was busy, but she drew his interest. He asked: “What’s your name, gal?”

  Ellie drew herself up to her full height. “My name is Ellie Sheldon Starr!”

  McGinty creased his eyes but it wasn’t a smile. “Well, Ellie Sheldon Starr. We’re commissioning all the livestock – for your information!”

  “You’re stealing them!”

  “Ah, one minute, you’re living under my law now, missy. Those horses belong to the army – as well as everything else!”

  Ellie obstinately shook her head. “You’re purloining and thievin’ from us!”

  The light of battle was in her eyes, but McGinty wasn’t having any of it. He took a deep breath. “Ah’ve explained. These ain’t normal times – so – move back to where you came from and get into line!”

  What induced her to stand her ground Ellie didn’t know. “I will not, Tall Man!”

  Alison had advanced to be near her daughter, now she hissed warningly: “Ellie!”
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