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FRONTISPIECE

Jim Thorpe, Fifth Olympiad, Stockholm, July 1912

THERE IS a strikingly modern look to this photograph of Jim, dressed in the field uniform of the 1912 U.S. Olympic team. The T-shirt is now so familiar and ubiquitous a piece of street clothing it is easy to forget that it was rare in 1912. Rumpled, sweaty, dirty, and exhausted, he is the athlete in temporary repose.
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Jim Thorpe with the Canton Bulldogs, c. 1920, Canton, Ohio (photo credit col3.1)





IT IS LATE on a cold afternoon in November, about seven years since his world collapsed. His name was struck from the official record of the 1912 Olympics, his gold medals stripped from him. For playing minor league professional baseball for two summers he was expelled from the elitist stratum of Olympic sports, branded a pariah among simon-pure amateurs. The shock remains in his head, a nightmare that never ends. Though hardly an innocent, he would never understand exactly what he did wrong.

He radiates sadness, though there’s a hint of a good-natured smile. His stance seems to say that a photograph is beside the point; his life is about movement, not still poses for posterity. The sweater is scratchy and stiff and smells like sweat. The big white “C” stands for the Canton, Ohio, Bulldogs, a rough, early professional football team. His leather pants are crude and loose and held up by laces tied together at the waist. His body is solid and compact. He has big shoulders, hips thrust slightly forward, feet pointed straight ahead like, as whites said back then, an Indian’s. The top of the face also triggers old white preconceptions of what Indians are supposed to look like: cheekbones like Mount Rushmore and eyes that squint with the all-seeing gaze of the warrior, the noble savage.

He is the Indian transposed to the playing field of sport, and it’s a mythic transfer at that: Jim Thorpe, consumed by sports, just as they now consume us, was the first world-class celebrity sports figure and perhaps the finest all-around athlete America ever produced. His example prompted countless collegiate teams to choose the Indian as their mascot for the game that was seen, when he played, as a symbolic reenactment of the territorial wars that had so recently won the American land for the whites.

A mixed-blood Indian, partially white, he grew up on the often lawless, wide-open frontier of Oklahoma. He would internalize that chaos to make his own perpetual frontier, a no-man’s-land of conflicting identities and permanent unrest that found expression—and relief—on the playing field of sport.




Prologue

When Jim Thorpe was named the best football player of the half century on January 25, 1950, by an Associated Press poll of 393 national sportswriters and radio broadcasters, there was the usual grousing about comparing “old-timers and new-timers.” In response, some who had seen Jim play football in his glory days forty years before spoke up, echoing an earlier, definitive assessment by Kyle Crichton in Collier’s magazine: “Jim was a man, and the rest are children. I mean that Jim Thorpe was monumental, Brobdingnagian, colossal and perfect; the others are only shadows in his wake.”

The next day, when Jesse Owens was named the top track and field athlete with 201 votes and Jim was the runner-up with 74, Jim, sixty-two, spoke at a testimonial dinner in his honor in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. He kept the audience laughing as he reminisced happily about his days at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School. At a sportswriters’ banquet in nearby Harrisburg soon thereafter, the crowd rose when he was introduced and applauded him for five minutes. Overcome at the warmth and welcome extended to him by the people who had seen him at his best, he had tears in his eyes. He had been stoic for so long, and the sadness, anger, and helplessness that had been festering for years now flooded over him.

The AP polls continued into February, recognizing the greatest achiever in each major sport, until Sunday, February 12, when sports page headlines across the country announced: “Jim Thorpe Selected as Best Male Athlete of Half Century.” He had received 252 first-place votes; Babe Ruth, in second place, had received 86. New York Times sportswriter Arthur Daley, ever a Thorpe fan, raved that “[t]he Sac and Fox Indian is almost a legend now. Unlike most legends, though, he never needed any fictional embroidery to add luster to his accomplishments. The truth was breathtaking enough and hard to believe, because it seems inconceivable that any one man could be so overwhelmingly endowed by nature with all the skills and talents the Indian had in superabundance.”

The annulment of Thorpe’s Olympic performance in 1912 had fueled a grassroots hunger for vindication. He had become a folk hero, one of the last before what Swedish sports historian Leif Yttergren called “the massive media exposure and commercialization” of the celebrity culture that took root in the 1920s. Taciturn, poor, relatively uneducated, clearly ill at ease at public events, the victim of personal tragedy and misfortune self-inflicted and accidental, a man who rarely had peace, Thorpe was someone with whom all people could identify.

While some of his life story is certainly pegged to larger developments in Indian history and U.S. policy, particularly in his early years, it is impossible to fit him into a preconceived pattern. He was sui generis, “not,” as his daughter Grace Thorpe once said, “a traditional Indian.”* His life is defined in large part by the man people expected him to be, good and bad, as well as the man he really was. His unique fame as the central figure at the dawn of American and international popular sports is clouded by the question of how much he was the victim of prejudice and how much he was his own worst enemy.

A gentle person, intelligent and funny, with many flaws, Jim Thorpe was not a complicated man. But what happened to him was.


* The term “Indian” is used in this narrative because it is the word the Thorpe family uses to describe themselves. Similarly, the term “Sac” will be used instead of the more correct “Sauk” because that was the name generally used in written records before and during Jim Thorpe’s lifetime.




PART I
The Rules of the Game


This democracy, this land of freedom and equality and pursuit of happiness—it could have worked! There was something to it, after all!! It didn’t have to turn into a greedy free-for-all! We didn’t have to make a mess of it and the continent and ourselves! … For a moment I could imagine the past rewritten, wars unfought, the buffalo and the Indians undestroyed, the prairie unplundered. Maybe history did not absolutely have to turn out the way it did.

—IAN FRAZIER, Great Plains
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Black Hawk, prisoner of war at Jefferson Barracks, St. Louis, 1832, by George Catlin (photo credit p1.1)

MÚK-A-TAH-MISH-O-KÁH-KAIK, Black Sparrow Hawk—Black Hawk—was the Sac warrior who, in the summer of 1832, just before this portrait was painted, led the last major Indian campaign east of the Mississippi. His defeat and capture meant that the land from the river to the Alleghenies was now safe for the tsunami of white settlement that would follow. Regal and romantic as painted by George Catlin, Black Hawk’s face seems to register a dawning awareness that the land war is over. Honored in oral memory as the best runner, jumper, wrestler, and swimmer in the Sac and Fox tribe, he was Jim’s warrior model.


· CHAPTER ONE ·
Beginnings · Oklahoma Territory
1887–1904


Contrary to the beliefs of many, there was indeed a past.

—RAY A. YOUNG BEAR, Black Eagle Child: The Facepaint Narratives




The path to glory is rough, and many gloomy hours obscure it. May the Great Spirit shed light on yours—and that you may never experience the humility that the power of the American government has reduced me to, is the wish of him, who, in his native forests, was once as proud and bold as yourself.

—BLACK HAWK



In 1885, Father Thomas Bergh, an observant English Benedictine monk, arrived from Ramsgate, the home abbey in Kent, to what was known as the Oklahoma Territory.* Bergh came as a visitator—an emissary and inspector—to the order’s Sacred Heart mission church, convent, and day school south of Tecumseh founded in 1876 by Jim’s Potawatomi grandfather, Jacob Vieux, and other tribal members. Before returning to England in 1886, Bergh wrote a series of letters to a Father Swithbert at the abbey that offers his view of the unique environment into which Jim Thorpe would be born a year later.

“There are two sorts of Indians,” Bergh noted on arrival, his perspective initially skewed by popular Wild West stereotypes. “Wild Indians with war-paint & scalp knots who dress in a blanket; and Civilized Indians who wear something besides.” He noted that although the area was closed to whites, except those who had married into the Potawatomi tribe, “[t]here can be no doubt that the U.S. Government will not be able much longer to restrain the covetousness of the Whites who hover all round the Territory and only wait the chance to rush in and settle.” The monk commented on the “slender, failing” Indians, who seemed marked by constant illness. When Bergh paid a pastoral visit to the chief of the Potawatomi—Po-mam-ke-tuck/Peter the Great, Jim’s great-great-uncle, who had survived his clan’s Trail of Death removal from Indiana to Kansas fifty years before—he found him “not one whit better off than the rest of his tribe” and “with neither bread nor meat.” The monk spent the night in the chief’s guest hut, “the walls of which are wooden gratings … as much as an inch apart.” The Oklahoma winter cold was so intense that cutlery froze to the plates in the mission refectory. The constant summer wind whipped the dreaded prairie fires. The Indian boys seemed “always on horseback or up trees,” noted Bergh, “irreclaimably averse from study.” Their parents were “ever yearning for the old wild life of their ancestors.”

Within both the boundaries of the land of the Five Nations (Chickasaw, Choctaw, Seminole, Muscogee [Creek], and Cherokee) to the east and in the Bureau of Indian Affairs-controlled reservations to the west, where the Potawatomi and Sac and Fox lived, U.S. law did not apply, nor did Indian law apply to whites. “In the whole Indian Territory,” Bergh wrote, “if a White man commits a crime, he is either lynched; or (should any one care to take the trouble) conveyed [several hundred miles] to Fort Smith in Arkansas, our nearest United States court of Justice.” In a series of what he calls “highwayman anecdotes,” Bergh recounted to a no doubt rapt Father Swithbert tales of the white “desperadoes” who flocked to the Territory. The James brothers, the Christian brothers, the Younger gang, and the Dalton brothers raided settlements, stealing horses, oxen, and cattle. “How little is thought in … the Territory of human life,” Bergh wrote. Violent deaths were neither registered nor counted. The word “murder” was not used: “The term ‘killing’ is more euphonious,” the monk explained, “and less likely to be resented as a personal allusion by any of the company present.”

Someone in England had snuck a copy of James Fenimore Cooper’s The Pathfinder into Bergh’s things, so he read it. He knew the author had a reputation for idealizing and distorting both Indians and whites, but found instead that the book seemed to him, after months in the Territory, “somehow … life-like and true.” Bergh mused, as had Cooper, that “[m]odel Indians are not to be found—they are pretty well as scarce as model Whites.” By the end of his visit, he was clearly saddened by the injustices done to the Indians he had come to like and respect.

Bergh’s descriptions of the moral and legal chaos of Indian Territory not only set the scene of Jim Thorpe’s childhood, but also laid out the elements, true and stereotypical, that would form the fractured identity of the boy—and man: outgoing and shy; white and Indian; nurtured and deracinated; “wild” and “civilized.”

Jim’s parents, Hiram Phillip Thorp* and Charlotte Vieux (also spelled “Vieau” and “View”), met around 1880, most likely at the Sac and Fox Agency, where that tribe, as well as the Kickapoo, Potawatomi, and Shawnee, did business. Hiram belonged to the Sac and Fox, Charlotte to the Potawatomi, with additional French, Menominee, and Kickapoo ancestry. The agency town, near today’s Stroud, east of Oklahoma City, was a thriving center of tribal activity with a blacksmith shop, bank, physician’s office, post office, cotton gin, cobbler’s shop, smokehouse, church, jail, photography studio, hotel, Whistler’s Black Hawk Café, the tribal boarding school, and several houses.

Charlotte’s father was one of the founders of the Sacred Heart mission, yet she joined with Hiram in an Indian wedding ceremony. Living together constituted Indian marriage, and either party was free to leave the other at any time and enter into another marriage alliance; a separation constituted divorce. Hiram, about twenty-eight, brought his bride, about ten years younger, home to his one-room cabin close to the North Canadian River. He had built the house from hickory and cottonwood trees that grew in the rich bottomland along the water. What Jim called the “lazy, flowing” river marked the southern border of what would be for a few months longer the communally held Sac and Fox tribal reservation with no internal boundaries, fences, or roads. The cabin had been home to two previous wives who lived concurrently with Hiram until the day he married Charlotte. With them he had had five children, of whom three survived. Polygamy was not uncommon in the tribe, though white missionaries considered the practice an “evil,” along with alcoholism, gambling, “lust,” superstition, and “filthiness.”

Jim said he was born in the cabin on May 28, 1888. In fact, he was born a year earlier on May 22. His birthplace was registered as Bellemont, a new, tiny crossroads with the nearest post office and store, three miles north. His fraternal twin, Charles, known as Charlie, was named for his mother’s brother and formally christened at Sacred Heart as Carolus, the Latin version of his name. James Francis—Jimmie or Jimmy—named for his father’s brother, was christened Jacobus Franciscus. Jimmy had pale skin, like the boys’ white paternal grandfather. Charlie had the darker skin of their paternal Sac grandmother. The tradition of naming children within the husband’s tribal clan—in this case, the Thunder group of Black Hawk—required an Indian name that related to the clan’s title. Charlotte gave Jim the name Wa-tha-sko-huk—literally Light After the Lightning, meaning after lightning hit the ground. The simpler version was Bright Path.

Jim was officially Sac and Fox because, as his grandfather Hiram G. Thorp had been a “squawman” (a white man married to an Indian woman), his children had joined his wife’s tribe. Such intermarriages produced “half-breed” children, like Jim’s father. “I am … five-eighths Indian,” Jim would say, “three-eighths of that being Potawatomi and the other two-eighths being Sac and Fox.” His land rights would be held through the latter. The U.S. government later designated Jim a “mixed-blood.”

Both the Sac and Fox and the Potawatomi had been in Oklahoma less than twenty years when Jim was born. Originally tribes of the Great Lakes—Black Hawk claimed his Sac people originated near Montreal—they were warrior hunters, ethnically and linguistically categorized as Central Algonquian. From the mid-1600s until the Black Hawk War in 1832, both were pushed progressively westward by war with other tribes. The Sac or Sauk called themselves Asakiwaki, “people of the outlet” or “they that came forth into the open,” and were forced by the Huron to Saginaw Bay, “the place of the Sac” or “(in) Sac country,” in today’s Michigan. By 1700, the Potawatomi—“people of the place of the fire”—and the Sac had settled in the valley of the Fox River, which flowed from Green Bay in today’s Wisconsin. The area was the pivot between the administrative, financial, and hiring headquarters of the French fur trade in Montreal and the wilderness of the Far West, which few, if any, white men had penetrated. A Wisconsin professor, Frederick Jackson Turner, would use this particular history as the paradigm of the white conquest of the continent in his famous 1893 essay, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History.”

The Potawatomi, via their trading posts, became essential guides, hunters, and suppliers to the French buyers of beaver, weasel, and other furs or hides. Jim’s great-great-grandfather, the six-foot-tall and imposing Jacques Vieau, a Frenchman, is credited with building in 1795 the first structure—his trading post—in what would be the city of Milwaukee; his son-in-law, Solomon Juneau, was one of the founders of the city itself, its first mayor, and publisher of the first newspaper in the Northwest Territory, The Milwaukee Sentinel.

French trappers often married into Indian families of influence to secure trading rights with the tribes. Jacques married a Potawatomi-Menominee woman, a granddaughter of chief Ahkenepoweh, and thus functioned as a key liaison between the Indian and white worlds on the expanding frontier; like the many French missionaries and traders acting as intermediaries in tribal disputes and wars, he became indispensable to the Indians. The Potawatomi readily intermarried with the French, hence the prevalence of French surnames and adherence to the Roman Catholic faith. Jacques’s son, Louis Vieux (the spelling changed with Louis), married Sha Note/Charlotte Le Great (Jim’s mother’s namesake), the daughter of a prominent Potawatomi, and continued his father’s leadership in the tribe, playing a significant role in the white westward movement before the Civil War. Sacred Heart’s founder, Jacob Vieux, was Louis’s son.

Forming the allied tribe with which Jim would be identified, the Sac joined in a military alliance in the mid-1700s with the Fox or Mesquakie (Meskwakihaki), the Algonquian “red earth people” known, as were the Sac, for their sacred ceremonial runners. For both tribes, athletic feats or games were secular and religious, symbolic enactments to call forth desired results—rain, good crops, healthy tribespeople. After forcing out the Illinois, the Sac and Fox built the settlement of Saukenuk on the east bank of the Mississippi, near the site of today’s Rock Island, Illinois. It became famous for its rich land, crops, and orderly culture. The tribe raced horses and were known as skilled buffalo hunters. On the open plains across the Mississippi, on playing fields two to three hundred feet long, hundreds of participants massed to play an early form of lacrosse that looked to white observers like a barely organized melee.

When the Louisiana Purchase opened up the continent west of the Mississippi to white American settlers, Thomas Jefferson envisioned a solution to what would soon be known as the “Indian Problem,” which Andrew Jackson turned into federal policy with the 1830 Removal Act. Officially implemented to protect Indians from whites, but unofficially designed to free their land for white settlers, the law mandated that the southeastern Five Nations and some Great Lakes tribes be forcibly removed “X the M,” Jackson’s shorthand for “across the Mississippi.” The Black Hawk War two years later was the prototype of Indian wars to come: Indians returning to land they had unwittingly signed away to the U.S. government; spooked whites on the edge of the moving frontier; pursuit by the U.S. Army of the recalcitrant tribe; a misinterpreted attempt at a truce; slaughter of Indian men, women, and children as, in this case, they tried to swim to safety across the Mississippi. Both sides took scalps. Abraham Lincoln and Zachary Taylor took part in the campaign. Lieutenant Jefferson Davis escorted the defeated Black Hawk to Jefferson Barracks in St. Louis.

From 1832 until after the Civil War, the Sac and Fox of the Mississippi, as the tribe was now officially termed by the U.S. government, and the Potawatomi were each “removed”—the official euphemism for dispossession of their lands, followed by forcible transfer to a new location—at least three times in little more than a generation, with some of the long treks marked by bitter cold, hunger, disease, and death. Each time they were promised by treaty the new lands in perpetuity. The Iowa area of the Wisconsin Territory was the first stop for most of both tribes. There, in the area near today’s Des Moines, the Sac and Fox population dropped from about 6,000 to 2,500 by 1845. In 1846 Iowa became a state and the tribe, reported the Territory’s governor, was “fast progressing toward extermination” because of disappearing game, increased use of whiskey, and a greater reliance on annuities—the payments from the U.S. government to tribes for previous sales of land. The same was said of the Potawatomi. Louis Vieux, though, personally thrived. When his tribe was consolidated after 1846 on a reservation north of the Kansas River, near what is now North Topeka, Kansas, he became one of the principal gatekeepers on the Oregon Trail, outfitting the Donner party, John C. Frémont, and his scout, Kit Carson. By then the Sac and Fox had arrived at their new reservation along the Osage River, about sixty-five miles southwest of today’s Kansas City. Most of the Fox, however, later returned to Iowa to settle in Tama, west of Cedar Rapids.

Hiram G. Thorp, Jim’s grandfather, was originally from Connecticut and arrived in Kansas around 1845. Though Jim thought he was of Irish descent, there is no indication of a direct connection with Ireland in his ancestry; the surnames of Jim’s maternal Thorpe ancestors (e.g., Lamson, Doolittle, Lathrop, Ford, Fenn, Moss) do not indicate an obvious ethnic Irish background either. His great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather, William Thorp, was of East Anglian origin, and arrived in New England from London in 1637. He came with a group including the Yale family and led by the Reverend John Davenport, a prominent Puritan minister. A year later, Thorp was one of the founders of the theocratic colony of New Haven. In the nine-square town plan—one of the first and most influential in the colonies—his was the lot on square three.

The next two hundred years saw what one genealogist calls the Thorps’ “downward slide in social class” and fortune. Jim’s grandfather Hiram enlisted in the army in 1837, serving until 1840 with the U.S. Eighth Infantry in the Wisconsin Territory, effecting the removal of the Winnebago tribe to west of the Mississippi. In 1842 he reenlisted, in the U.S. First Infantry, and served in the west until 1844, when he was discharged for disability at Fort Des Moines in Iowa Territory, located near the Sac and Fox reservation. By now he had a taste for frontier life, and he probably met and married the first of his two Sac wives at this time. After the tribe was removed to Kansas in 1845, he was hired by the tribe as a blacksmith and carpenter and married Jim’s grandmother, No-ten-o-quah/Wind Before a Rain (or Storm), a tiny birdlike woman born around 1828. Jim referred to her as a niece of the warrior Náh-se-ús-kuk/Whirling Thunder, Black Hawk’s eldest son. That is not confirmed by often haphazard early Indian census reports.

Marriage to an Indian not only virtually guaranteed a white man access in this post–Removal Act era to tribal land and annuities, it also promised him more and better land because it was thought he was “competent,” the government’s term for a person able to manage his affairs and property. Hiram G., five foot seven, with gray eyes and sandy hair, may have decided that Irish descent was a more persuasive and feisty identity to assume on the frontier than his English ancestry: white men with Irish surnames appear in tribal documents, and in the mid-1860s, an Irishman, Henry Donahoe, who had married a Sac woman, was recognized by white authorities as the principal chief of the tribe.

To satisfy incessant demands for land from white settlers and the railroads, an Indian land allotment system was created in Kansas, roughly based on the 1862 Homestead Act. Each Indian was given a piece of reservation land on which to live, farm, and raise livestock (even if an Indian had no interest in doing so) and thus improve himself, like a white. Hiram G. was given a much larger allotment because he was already white. Many of the “competent” Potawatomi, like Vieux, became citizens—Citizen Band Potawatomi—and were given patents to their allotments; four hundred of the tribe’s traditionalist Prairie Band refused to apply for citizenship and kept their land in common. The “underutililzed” surplus land—there was always a large surplus—was put up for sale. This method of dispossession would shape federal Indian policy, and the life of Jim’s family, for the next forty years.

By the end of the Civil War in 1865, Kansas was a brand-new state with settlers hungry for the Indian allotments. Getting the Indians out was driven by more than a need for land or financial gain; it became, according to H. Craig Miner and William E. Unrau, authors of The End of Indian Kansas: A Study of Cultural Revolution, 1854–1871, “a passion, a challenge, a game.” The Sac and Fox and the Potawatomi were offered new reservation land in the western half of Indian Territory called Oklahoma (the Choctaw words okla homma mean “people” and “red,” respectively: “red people”). Partly as punishment for the Five Nations’ support of the Confederacy, this western section had been appropriated to provide for both the immediate resettlement of “friendly” Indians like the Potawatomi and the Sac and Fox and the eventual resettlement of the “hostile” tribes of the far western plains and the Southwest. As white squatters circled like vultures in Kansas, the Sac and Fox and Potawatomi signed new removal treaties. Hiram G. opted to sell his allotment and head for Oklahoma. Some of the more affluent, like Louis, chose to stay. Many Potawatomi were forced to sell their allotments for absurdly low prices; eventually much of their land would go to the Santa Fe railroad for $1 per acre.

They became virtual vagrants, without land or money. For those who tried to continue farming, the squatters tore up Indian crops and let animals loose on the land to graze, all in preparation for the Indians’ departure. “Everybody knows something of the Sacs and Foxes,” wrote The New York Times in 1868. “Everybody does not know as much apparently of the leeching and plucking to which this tribe of red men has for years been subject thanks to the Indian Bureau, Indian Agents, & Indian traders.” To journalist Horace Greeley, however, speaking for the white majority, it was logical that “[t]hese people must die out, there is no help for them. God has given this earth to those who will subdue it and cultivate it, and it is vain to struggle against His righteous decree.”

The new dumping ground of Oklahoma would be the tabula rasa for the latest solution to the Indian Problem: assimilation. More than sixty tribes ended up there eventually, and on every reservation a network of Christian schools and churches, most of them coordinated with the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), was set up to educate, civilize, and convert the Indian (the BIA was also referred to as the Office of Indian Affairs or the Indian Office). Two adjoining reservation tracts east of today’s Oklahoma City were chosen for the Sac and Fox and the Potawatomi, though less than 10 percent of the land was suited to agriculture. After a nineteen-day trek from Kansas, young Hiram Phillip, now about seventeen, and his parents, along with about four hundred Sac and Fox, arrived in their new Oklahoma home in December 1869. After 1875, Charlotte and her parents joined in Oklahoma those of the Citizen Band of the Potawatomi who had agreed to resettle. The traditional Prairie Band stayed behind in Mayetta, Kansas, and is there still.

Jim lived the first twenty years of his life in an area that would shortly provide the last and highly dramatic opportunity for white settlers to acquire vast amounts of “free” land. The ensuing disruption perfectly suited Jim’s father. Over six feet tall, 235 pounds, a good hunter and athlete, volatile, intelligent, self-sufficient, attractive to women, highly observant, single-minded or feckless as necessary, Hiram Phillip Thorp loved to laugh, had a quick wit, and would easily “desert his plow,” said Jim, to plan practical jokes on his fellow tribesmen—all the broader traits of the adult Jim.

He was also an angry man who had seen the Sac and Fox harassed and victimized his whole life. The increasing velocity of change in Oklahoma only added to his frustration. He was credited with killing at least five people and was notorious for raising hell in the “Seven Deadly Saloons” of Keokuk Falls, briefly one of the wildest stops in the West. Local horse thieves would steer clear of his property. Sac and Fox agents reported that he sold liquor on annuity payment days and was “very defiant in the matter.”

Hiram looked and dressed like a white, spoke fluent English, and had an Anglo surname; half his blood quantum was white: a half-breed. Yet he very much lived an Indian life on an Indian reservation. He was therefore neither/nor in the eyes of most Indians and whites. Jim, too, would struggle against such stereotypes all his life. He didn’t exist between two worlds, but rather within overlapping layers of identity: white, French, English, Sac, Potawatomi; the Catholic faith, the Indian religion; the tribal distrust of the white man’s education, Hiram and Charlotte’s belief in education; his family’s fluency in English and the white man’s world those words represented; and the ancient Indian words that so often meant phenomena and feelings impossible to describe in English. A term for an insincere Indian is “apple”: red on the outside, white on the inside. To a certain degree, Jim would be the opposite: he looked and spoke like a white but was Indian at the core.

Big-boned, 230 pounds, good-natured, with tough-skinned hands and what Jim described as “a pretty face,” Charlotte was the nurturing source of continuity for the large family. She generally put up with her husband, but did not hesitate to move out periodically when his drinking and womanizing went too far. Bergh had noted the strong Christian faith of the Potawatomi, and it was Jim’s mother’s fierce pride in being Roman Catholic that kept her loyal to Hiram. Charlotte had borne three children before Jim and Charlie arrived, of whom one, George, survived, and in the twenty-odd years after Jim’s birth, she had six more children with Hiram: Mary in 1889; Jesse, a boy who died less than a year after he was born, in 1891; Rosetta in 1893 (she died in 1900); Adeline (or Adaline) in 1895; Edward in 1898; and, in late 1901 or early 1902, Henry, who lived three days. Mary (“Big Mary”) grew over six feet tall and was legally deaf and able to speak only in a whisper due to an accident that affected her vocal cords. Eventually, as an adult, she assumed Charlotte’s role as the caring, responsible head of the family and a strong, reliable presence for Jim.

Family life was simple, plain, and protected for Jim and Charlie. A Sac and Fox neighbor recalled that the Thorpes were considered “not too poor.” Hiram was a horse, hog, and cattle rancher who managed between four and five hundred head of cattle for local farmers, as well as his own stock. Like other Sac and Fox, the family raised chickens and planted pumpkins, beans, and fruit, much of which they dried for winter consumption. The terrain was rich in sycamore, cedar, oak, walnut, willow, dogwood, pecan, and locust trees, with clear rivers flowing abundantly. Persimmons, elderberries, strawberries, possum grapes, Chickasaw plums, sassafras, and sumac grew wild. Antelope, prairie hens, turkeys, and fish were plentiful. The residents “worked hard for their living,” said one neighbor. “Always had plenty to eat and some to spare for old people. No one was ever hungry.” There were frequent droughts. Coyotes and packs of gray timber wolves prowled the open land. Except in the rich bottom soil along the river, the terrain was good only for grazing. Corn grew about two feet high.

Charlotte made the children’s clothes with “modern patterns” she bought at the store in Bellemont. Everyone went to bed early and got up with the sun, taking a bath in the river; in the winter, a hole for bathing was cut in the ice. Families living near the damp riverbeds, like the Thorps, were prone to lung infections in the winter and malaria from mosquitoes in the summer. The family seldom used the tribal medicine men because Charlotte’s mother, Elizabeth Goslin Vieux, was a specialist in herbal cures. She would search for branches, leaves, and plants in nearby hickory forests and then disappear into her small bark hut near Hiram’s house and make the ointments that were used, Jim recalled, for everything from “tired feet to a headache.” One day little Jim tried to follow his grandmother, unobserved, on a foraging trek, but she quickly vanished into the forest.

The Christian Thorps were “progressives,” as were roughly 15 percent of the tribe. They believed in education and in adapting their habits and attitudes. They consistently dressed in white man’s clothing, rather than blankets and buckskin, and spoke English. (In 1890, many Sac men still wore only a breechcloth.) A large number of what white bureaucrats called the “stubborn” traditionalists in the tribe had held on to rites and practices such as face painting, despite BIA directives to stop it. The Thorps did not paint their faces and lived in a log (rather than the traditional elm bark) house year-round, but Charlotte ground flour from corn in a stone dish used by her family since before the removals. Jim’s earliest years were thus spent shifting between practices ancient and new.

From Hiram, Jim learned to be competitive, to excel physically in order to earn his father’s respect, if not overt affection. Competing with speed and body contact had been the Sac and Fox tradition since the time before Saukenuk. Friends and relatives from nearby cabins and settlements would often gather at the Thorp home in the evenings, after the chores were done, to watch the men play games: broad and high jumping, footraces, swimming in the river, wrestling, and bareback riding. Games were also central to the large Sac and Fox seasonal feasts that drew spectators from all the area’s tribes. Every other year, the Sac, Shawnee, and Kickapoo gathered for three days at one of the reservations to race horses and play ballgames at the Festival of Smoking Ponies. The ceremonial practice of the spring midewiwin and the Sacred Bundle Feasts—the objects in the sacred bundles of each clan symbolized supernatural powers—were among the most actively celebrated events. Even for Christian Indians such as the Thorps, the power and magic of the nature-related manitos permeated tribal life and rituals.

Jim described his father as a “marvel,” a perennial winner. He was convinced Hiram’s skill, endurance, and strength were inspired by Black Hawk, whose athletic and military feats were a central chapter of the tribe’s vivid oral history. Hiram never pushed Jim to excel because the boy didn’t need any encouragement. But Hiram paid attention to his son, took the time to teach him vital survival skills and to monitor his progress.

Jim’s first sport was swimming. When he was three, his father watched him one day dog-paddling close to the banks of the river. Without taking off his shoes, Hiram waded in and took the boy forty yards into the middle of the rushing river, almost overflowing from spring rains, and returned to the bank to watch his son struggle back to land. When Jim climbed out, Hiram told him, “Don’t be afraid of the water, son, and it won’t be afraid of you.” When Jim began to excel at games and the tribe drew even stronger comparisons between him and Black Hawk, he convinced himself that was why he was his mother’s favorite.

The stronger of the twins, Jim had prodigious energy; Charlie was quiet and bookish. They were constant companions, with Jim allowing for his brother’s different pace. They were “never in the house when we could be out of it,” Jim said, and they “lived in the water.” They swung from ropes way out over the river and then dropped in, stuffing their mouths full of the blackberries that grew along the banks as they climbed out. They loved the free-for-all form of lacrosse. They ran and jumped and fought and wrestled. “We didn’t have a coach and most of the time we played barefoot,” Jim recalled, referring to a rough kind of baseball. “We made our own balls out of whatever was handy, used sticks for bats, flat rocks for bases and made up our own rules.” Jim would lead a group of about ten boys in follow-the-leader: swimming the river; scrambling to the top of barn roofs and jumping off; riding horses; wading streams; and climbing a tall hickory or cedar tree, swinging back and forth from a branch at the top before springing to the ground. Hiram cautioned his sons, according to Arthur Wakolee, one of the local boys, to be “clean in all sports, not to cause enemies in other tribes” and, moreover, to “show other races what an Indian can do.” The play was arduous, but fair. If an Indian child was too rough, he was warned, twice, and then, upon a third violation, removed from the game to reform his ways.

“The open plain and the river bottoms were my first track fields,” Jim said. He let himself be paced by a dog, a jackrabbit, or a colt, and tried to copy what he called the “spirited abandon” of a running horse, “head up and feet coming down” hard. When at his athletic peak, his style was compared to the speed, endurance, and grace of a thoroughbred horse; he would consider it one of the finest compliments he ever received. As he grew bigger and stronger, one of his chores was to chase down Hiram’s horses, running and jumping fences in his pursuit. He most loved to catch wild colts from the herds that roamed the range and break them. “He didn’t know he had abilities,” recalled family friend Cecelia “Ceil” Blanchard, a Kickapoo. “He just grew up doing what came natural to him.” He could lasso by the time he was ten and later claimed that, at fifteen, he had “never met a wild [horse] that I could not catch, saddle and ride.” This particular training, he said, made him “strong and active and alert … [with] quick judgment and decision.” On the go all day, he developed an ability, which news reporters would later note, to fall asleep instantly, anywhere.

Visualization—creating a mental image of what you want to achieve, identified almost a century later as a key component of successful athletic performance—was an inherent part of Jim’s physical life. When anthropologist Thomas Buckley described the process of visualization among Pueblo runners, there were elements Jim would have known from the ancient Fox/Mesquakie ceremonial runner tradition: “Rather than feeling how your feet hit the ground, emphasis is placed on feeling the ground pushing back up against your feet. Gradually you put more and more trust in the earth, and move into a light trance state when you’re no longer interfering in the running.” Jim in motion would later look as if he were using the air to propel him.

By the time the twins were six, Hiram was taking them on hunting trips for deer or bear—setting a distance of thirty miles a day—and teaching them forest lore. Hiram “could walk and ride and run for days,” Jim wrote, “without showing the least sign of weariness.” Jim was the same. Hiram taught the twins how to fish in streams for perch, bass, and catfish with a spear, as their Indian ancestors had, and to shoot, ride horseback, and trap for rabbit, possum, and raccoon. One year they finished with too much game to pack on the backs of their horses, and Hiram slung a buck deer over each shoulder and walked twenty miles home. The feat became a legend in Sac and Fox territory.

The Sac boys—and girls—were routinely taught to be good shots and never to kill more than they needed. Jim and Charlie were given the job of finding small game meat for the family; they shot red and gray squirrels, rabbits, and ducks with an old 12-gauge muzzle-loader shotgun. All his life, Jim’s favorite meal would be fried squirrel with cream gravy. Before age ten, he went out alone with an old dog and hunted raccoon, often camping out overnight. He had a preternatural ability to track, to be silent and immobile, to pay attention. Ceil Blanchard went deer hunting with Jim when he was a grown man: “He did it so easily,” she said, “even if he hadn’t touched a gun in three or four years.” The independence and varied challenges of hunting suited him: “I was always of a restless disposition,” he said, in the formal locution that sometimes characterized his adult English, happiest when testing himself against a playmate or an animal.

Forest, field, wind, river, rain, darkness, stalking, animals—they were as familiar to Jim as breathing. When the other athletic skills had faded, his early pursuits would evolve into happy constants in Jim’s life, his connection with the ancient ways. Sports reporters would routinely ask him to name his favorite sport and be disappointed when he replied, “Hunting and fishing.”

This childhood environment, though, was fast disappearing. By the time Jim was taking his first steps, the railroad boom had dramatically increased the frontier chaos Bergh had observed. In what historians would call “aggravated lawlessness,” an area largely ignored by whites was now invaded and usurped by them. When the Sac and Fox and the Potawatomi arrived in Oklahoma, the Indian population of the Five Nations’ land to the east had been approximately 50,000; by 1900, thirty years later, that number remained the same, but the non-Indian population (whites and blacks) of railroad workers, cowboys, coal miners, and tenant farmers, mostly immigrants not authorized to live on Indian land, had increased 125 times. Although there would be no official frontier left by 1890, as determined by that year’s national census, there remained the “Twin Territories” of Oklahoma, promised to and populated by Indians. And whites wanted it.

The relegation of Indians to reservations had initially seemed to make the job of organizing and “civilizing” them easier and more efficient. Riding the waves of the temperance movement, which prohibited liquor on reservations, as well as the public school movement and the women’s rights crusade, which pushed coeducation, a broad push of reform movements by self-styled “friends of the Indian” grew. The goal: to save the “aborigine” from both barbarity and certain extinction. A major spur to the policy was the publication in 1881 of Helen Hunt Jackson’s landmark exposé, A Century of Dishonor. That the Indian was thought to be educable—at least in technical or vocational skills—was an important premise of all these patronizing movements: he could be “saved,” with all the meanings given to that word at the time. Most important, the Indian could be saved from himself. The belief that “the only good Indian is a dead Indian,” words imputed to General Philip H. Sheridan, gave way to the theory that Indians could be refashioned as white people. The process was named the “vanishing policy.” The current term is ethnocide.

By the end of the 1880s, however, frustrated reformers noted that Indians on the reservations were maintaining their old traditions of communal tribal life, work, and ownership. Agents’ reports of annuity-based indolence were seen as further proof of a policy failure: because Indians got regular government payments, some of them didn’t want to work, i.e., farm. Harking back to the earliest agrarian ideals of the Republic and building on the allotment example of Kansas, the reformers, in the next of a succession of missteps to solve the Indian Problem, decided that individual ownership of land was the key to assimilation. As a thrifty property owner, the Indian would naturally become ambitious, acquisitive, American. “Get the Indian out of the blanket and into trousers,” announced Merrill E. Gates, president of Amherst College, at the annual, influential Lake Mohonk Conference of the Friends of the Indian, “and trousers with a pocket in them, and with a pocket that aches to be filled with dollars!”

Not all whites got on the bandwagon. A minority report of the House Indian Affairs Committee earlier in the decade had cautioned: “If [allotment] were done in the name of greed it would be bad enough; but to do it in the name of humanity and under the cloak of an ardent desire to promote the Indian’s welfare by making him like ourselves, whether he will or not, is infinitely worse.” As a tribal people, Indians had lived in a world with a different idea of labor, less defined by acquisition, ownership, exploitation, and wealth; they now lived “in the midst of a society,” wrote historian Page Smith, “in which ‘work’ was only slightly less venerated than ‘property.’ ” To abruptly set up the Indian on an equal and competitive basis with whites was, at best, disingenuous; at worst, corrupt. Oklahoma historian Angie Debo would write, “The general effect of allotment was an orgy of plunder and exploitation probably unparalleled in American history.”

Hailed as historically comparable to the Emancipation Proclamation, the General Allotment Act (the Dawes Severalty Act), written and sponsored by Massachusetts senator Henry L. Dawes, a leading “friend of the Indian,” was passed by Congress in 1887, the year Jim was born. Theodore Roosevelt described the legislation as “a mighty pulverizing agent to break up the tribal mass.” One hundred sixty acres of reservation land were allotted to each family head, with half that amount given to orphans and single persons over eighteen years of age. There was such opposition from Indians to the alien “head of a family” idea—married women and children had property rights in many tribes—that the act was amended to give equal shares to all; Charlotte, for example, would have her own Potawatomi allotment, separate from Hiram’s Sac and Fox tract. Each allotment was to be held in trust for twenty-five years by the secretary of the interior, during which time it could not be sold or the title encumbered; at the end of that period, the patent to the land—legal title—would be issued to the owner.

The Sac and Fox and the Potawatomi were very small in number—about 500 and 1,500, respectively. Reducing their large reservations to cookie-cutter individual allotments produced, as it had in Kansas, a generous amount of surplus land to be sold to whites: 80 percent of the Sac and Fox reservation (390,000 acres) and about half of the Potawatomi (275,000 acres). An appropriations bill was added to the Dawes Act that allowed the government to buy, after negotiation, this leftover acreage from the tribes. The Sac and Fox, for example, were paid $1.23 per acre for land that was then sold for as much as $3. The projected new settlement dramatically accelerated Oklahoma statehood, the ultimate goal.

Tribal rhythms were utterly disrupted. Oral histories of Indians alive at the time routinely include the phrases “before allotment” or “after allotment.” The reservation, guaranteed in perpetuity less than a quarter century before, ceased to exist. Ignored, as always, was the particular importance of land to the Indian: “more a spiritual than economic resource,” in the words of Oklahoma historians W. David Baird and Danny Goble (although how spiritual the land was to someone like Hiram is questionable). Dividing the land into a grid of individually owned sections—much of it dry and good only for “grazing rabbits”—seemed unnatural to the Indian; the Sac and Fox were largely opposed to the policy. To facilitate the bureaucratic challenge of allotment registration on tribal rolls, English names were assigned to most tribal members who did not already have them.

About the time Hiram watched three-year-old Jim crawl out of the river, the western section of the old Indian Territory was designated the official U.S. Territory of Oklahoma. As the allotment process was completed for each reservation, chunks of surplus land emerged for white settlement. While the entire area was marked by rail lines, few if any goods were shipped in or out; there were no towns to speak of, no large farms or factories, no commerce—yet. Mineral resources might lie beneath the virgin soil. Real estate companies in the East advertised for settlers and had no shortage of takers in a nation that had endured a depression in 1873, the strikes of rail workers in 1877 that paralyzed the country, and the Great Plains drought and bust of 1887.

On Easter Sunday, April 21, 1889, the day before the first of a series of government-organized public land runs, this one on the Unassigned Lands west of the Potawatomi and the Sac and Fox, the Very Reverend D. Ignatius Jean, a French Benedictine monk from the Sacred Heart mission, gave a haunting sermon to the white prospective homesteaders massed on the border:


Tomorrow you will enter into the land for which you have craved so long, and in which you hope to find, I know not how true, rivers flowing with milk and honey.… I know the ambition, or rather the providential mission of the United States. I know what its indefatigable people have done during the last century to transform the wilderness.… But it is because we love tenderly and sincerely this new fatherland, the great republic of the United States, that we would not see its flag stained with the innocent blood of the Indians.… Sitting Bull was right. God is just.… Fear to transform this paradise given to you, this new promised land, into a sterile one. Do not forget that a ground naturally fertile becomes sterile by the crimes of its inhabitants.



The reservations of the Sac and Fox, Potawatomi, Iowa, and Shawnee were next. They were divided up into allotments. On September 22, 1891, a few months after Jim’s fourth birthday, runs were held on their surplus lands. White settlers lined up for miles along the north bank of the Cimarron River, the northern border of the Sac and Fox reservation. At the sound of the gunfire signal from U.S. marshals at noon, settlers plunged into the water, racing for the roughly 2,300 homesteads available on the other side. Jim no doubt was one of the children who watched frantic wildlife flapping and fleeing and running away just ahead of the rush. Recalled a Sac and Fox onlooker, “Where in the morning there was no one, by nightfall, there [were] families,” with tents, claim stakes, and campfires. The tent and wagon metropolis of Shawneetown (later Shawnee) sprang up overnight. Whites classified themselves as Northerners, Southerners—or Sooners, the settlers who had jumped the gun and staked a claim “sooner.”

The Sac and Fox began to adjust to the whites’ presence, as well as their stores, stagecoaches—and whiskey. The BIA inspector in 1891 reported that while a large number of the tribe had “accepted many of the white mans [sic] ways, it is usually his vices [‘hard’ drinking, gambling, horse racing, and dancing], seldom … his virtues.” A later inspector, with a balanced perspective rare then and now, found that the Indians were drinking more, but that the tribe did not use “any more [whiskey] than their white neighbors” and that the alcohol seemed “to have about the same effect upon an Indian that it does upon a white man.” The persistence of old customs, such as long hair on tribesmen, was soon expressly forbidden by the Department of the Interior. Short hair was seen as “a great step,” insisted the government in a letter to the Sac and Fox agent, to “hasten [the Indians’] progress toward civilization.” Indian dances and “so-called Indian feasts” were also prohibited.

All of this obscured the fact that allotment in general—and for the Sac and Fox in particular—was a disaster. From 1887 until the reversal of the Dawes Act under the New Deal in 1934, of the 138 million acres of total Indian land available for allotment, over 60 percent would be sold as surplus. Much of the rest the Indians had received would be lost through fraudulent actions of the U.S. government, business interests, and private citizens. In 1948 the Hoover Commission would look back and conclude that the “rationalization” behind the allotment policy “is so obviously false that it could not have prevailed for so long a time if not supported by the avid demands of others for Indian lands.” The avidity had been fueled by more national crises: in 1893, the stock market crashed, about six hundred banks closed, more than 1,500 businesses failed, seventy-four railroads went into receivership, and unemployment rose to unprecedented levels. Oklahoma held great promise for desperate Americans.

In yet another abrupt and devastating change, the U.S. government in 1891, under pressure from white farmers, allowed the general leasing of allotments by Indian owners judged unable to work the land to white tenant farmers—cattlemen from Texas, sharecroppers from the South, hog and wheat farmers from the North—for farming, mineral excavation, lumbering, and cattle grazing. The Department of the Interior would be the custodian of the lease revenues, returning a portion to individual Indians and tribes, but keeping in trust accruing balances. In 1996, a suit brought by Elouise Cobell, a Blackfoot, against the Department of the Interior to account for the lease revenue due Indians since 1891, would reveal fraud of such massive proportions that U.S. District Court Judge Royce C. Lamberth would describe it as “fiscal and governmental irresponsibility in its purest form.” A settlement of approximately $4 million would be reached in 2009.

The immediate effect of leasing on the Indians was dramatic. A year before it was approved, the Sac and Fox agent had reported on the productive habits of the tribe, their large herds of cattle, comfortable houses, and the almost total absence of “petty theft.” Two years later, as Jim turned five, the agent wrote to his superior in Washington, D.C.: “Should authority be given for the Indians to lease their lands, nearly all would avail themselves of the privilege and their land would be immediately taken up by whites at ridiculously low compensation and the Indian would squander the proceeds and still live an idle, vagabond life.”

While the Thorps derived extra income from such arrangements and Jim would receive leasing income money from his allotment for years, the resources of the land were effectively under white control. Having set up an irresistible equation summed up by one inspector as “receiving in the way of rents more for their land than they could by cultivating it,” the whites then blamed the Indian, characterizing him as lazy for not working the land himself. New newspapers like The Stroud Messenger began to describe the area’s Sac and Fox as “dirty,” “uncivilized,” “beastly intoxicated,” “heathenish redskins,” and “primitive.” The tribe and its clans that had carefully prepared their own food supply and storage and taken care of all the children, elders, and orphans for centuries were now accused of living “day-to-day.” Perhaps the worst effect of allotment for Hiram was the diminishment of the wild game he loved to hunt and needed for food. Not only had the local animals fled in front of the settlers in 1891, they were then hunted by the new arrivals. The income Hiram derived from selling raccoon, skunk, and opossum furs was reduced. The streams and rivers were now overfished by the settlers.

The tribe, which had been reported, before allotment, as having better overall health than the other peoples of the region, began to succumb to pneumonia, malaria, cystitis, dropsy (edema), venereal diseases, and meningitis. A smallpox epidemic in 1899–1900 struck the Mo-ko-ho-ko band of the Sac and Fox near Cushing, killing as many as seventy people. For a tribe with, now, less than five hundred total population, this was a huge loss. There was also “a gradual decrease in the number of births,” a sign of profound cultural shock. The Sac and Fox of the Mississippi seemed to be heading for extinction. The low point of Indian population within the United States—less than 250,000—was between 1890 and 1910.

For those Indians judged “competent,” the Dawes Act’s original twenty-five-year waiting period was waived in 1906, allowing them to acquire immediate ownership of their land, which meant they were free to sell it to whites. At about the same time, major oil fields—like the Glenn Pool in 1905—were discovered on Indian land, setting off an oil boom that would last through the 1920s. Oil later found further north under Osage lands between Bartlesville and Ponca City generated—for the benefit of about two thousand Indians—more wealth, according to Baird and Goble, than “all the Old West’s famous gold rushes combined.” The Sac and Fox, unlike the Osage, did not retain subsurface rights to land they sold, and oil companies profited handsomely after black gold was discovered on Sac and Fox land near Stroud, Cushing, and Drumright. By 1907, Shawnee had several newspapers and banks, more than twenty shoe repair shops, two cotton gins, an opera house, churches, and schools. The railroad depot had an average of forty-two passenger trains and sixty-seven freight trains arriving and departing daily. The nearest new town to the Thorps was tiny Prague, founded by Czech immigrants.

The last hurdle before statehood was the dissolution of the more developed 19.5 million acres of the Five Nations, the remaining eastern half of the Oklahoma landmass given to them by Jackson in 1830. In 1896, the Curtis Act, sponsored by Representative Charles Curtis of Kansas, a Kaw Indian who would enter Jim’s life almost forty years later, mandated allotment, division of other property, and the termination of the Five Nations’ independent governments.

The move opened a settlement and development opportunity such as had never been seen in the history of Indian exploitation. On November 16, 1907, the eastern Indian Territory was joined to the western Territory of Oklahoma and admitted to the Union as the state of Oklahoma by Proclamation 780, signed with the “pleasedly firm presidential signature” of Theodore Roosevelt. Of the new state’s population of almost 1.5 million, 5.3 percent was Indian. Oklahoma was already the nation’s leading oil producer.

The Thorp family moved up the North Canadian River one mile to Charlotte’s allotment, in the center of the Thorp and Vieux allotments. They settled into what Jim considered an “elaborate home”—a new log-and-timber cabin with two big rooms and a separate sleeping loft.

Up until their sixth birthday, Jim and Charlie were protected from the whites’ activity, except for occasional trips into Shawnee. Their isolation ended for good, however, when they were sent during the summer of 1893 to the Sac and Fox Agency School, twenty miles from their home. Jim’s parents were anxious to see their children educated. Hiram was one of the thirty tribe members in 1892 who could read and speak English, though he signed his name with an “X.” Jim’s older brother, George, and his half siblings, Frank and Minnie, had attended the school; Hiram’s half sister, Mary, had worked there as a laundress.

The school was part of the network of Indian reservation boarding schools growing across the West. Built in 1872, with later additions, it was “beautifully situated,” according to one government report, on a knoll a few miles south of the new town of Stroud, which had replaced the old agency town. Eight buildings made up the complex, including three-story brick-and-frame boys’ and girls’ dormitories, a school building, a smokehouse, a laundry building, and a barn. A government inspector found “very dirty and filthy” buildings, thirty-four panes of broken glass, and bedding “covered with bed bugs.”

The approximately fifty-two boys and thirty-eight girls wore uniforms, and their school day was divided in two parts, with the transition announced by bells. Half of the day was devoted to basic reading, writing, arithmetic, geography, social etiquette, the Christian religion, and history from texts such as the Appleton and McGuffey readers. The afternoons were devoted to vocational skills. The girls were taught cooking, sewing (the uniforms), laundry, and housework. They assisted in the kitchen and dining room and made the beds. The boys learned to cultivate corn and potatoes on a thirty-acre farm, worked the school garden, carried in wood, and did other chores. The school owned two horses, a few milch cows, and hogs. The students’ diet was unpredictable. Twelve hundred pounds of cornmeal, received two years earlier, was found by the 1893 inspector to be “full of worms … and totally unfit for human food.”

The children, with exceptions like Jim and Charlie, arrived unable to speak or understand English, yet were forbidden to use Indian languages. While some of the teachers—Quakers, all white—were competent and kind, others were not. “We got a licking many times when we could not spell a simple word,” said one former student. Children with Indian names were given Anglo names; when the school administrators had used up the supply of U.S. presidents’ names, they started with the vice presidents and then moved on to the names of otherwise famous people, often religious, such as Calvin, Elijah, Aaron, or Isaac. Not many children finished the full course; some of those who did went on to one of the two main off-reservation Indian boarding schools, the Haskell Institute in Lawrence, Kansas, and the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Carlisle, Pennsylvania.

The Sac and Fox Agency now also had oversight over Iowa, Kickapoo, Absentee Shawnee, and Potawatomi, and the school served children from all the tribes—if it could get them to come. “The Mo-ko-ho-ko band of the Sac and Fox,” the most traditional of the tribe’s bands, read an 1894 report, “are opposed to education and civilization; withdrawing the annuities of those who won’t send their children to school does not have any effect. [They say] that they will not sell their children.” The solution was to round the pupils up. It was decided that “nothing but force” would work, and the Sac and Fox agent was given instructions from the commissioner of Indian affairs to use it. A
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