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A young woman discovers the Cherokee folk tal

Although my skin is a color somewhere between beige and "high" yellow, my
blackness is never questioned. But when I tell people that I am also Indian, I see
their eyes search my face until they find the dark hair and high cheekbones that
validate my statement. These are the same features that caused my Lakota Sioux
roommate to look at me twice before she declared, "You’re Indian." After
seeing the picture of my grandmother on my desk, my roommate looked at me
and told me more than I knew about myself.

"Colored.” That was how my paternal

anot h(}'l’ . Ha‘na grandmother had always referred to
3 family _ pointed herself. On my next visit with Nana, I
history with a asked her about her heritage.
smile,
"That's "Nana, tell me about your parents."
mY " "
Daddy." What do you want to know?

"Well," I paused, "do vyou have any
p y )
pictures?"

Nana pointed to the top shelf of a
hallway closet. I pulled down a box of
old pictures and sat down at Nana’s
feet.

I already knew a little about the family history. Nana had grown up near
Asheville, N.C. Our family was famous because her father was a renowned
local blacksmith, but Nana and her siblings were easily bored. While still
young, they moved to Washington, D.C., "the city up north."

Mv ereat-annt tells me the storv of mv sreat-orandfather. the ancestor with the
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Irish name, "Rlpley He had killed a White man for hitting on his wife, and
moved to another small town in North Carolina. He had had to change his name
to avoid being lynched. "That’s how we ended up, ‘Markley,” " she laughs,
telling the tale. "But we’re really Ripleys."

I imagined a tall, dark man, filled with too much pride and anger for the racist
South. I could see him coming home and telling his wife to pack quickly
because they had to move before sunrise. I envisioned him bending over the hot
irons, in his worn apron, presenting new horseshoes to a customer. He was
respected because he was needed, and this fitted his pride perfectly.

When I opened the box, and removed the first picture, I was unprepared for the
shock. In a row of several Black men stood one White man to whom Nana
pointed with a smile, "That’s my Daddy."

"But he’s White!" I exclaimed.

"No, he’s not. He’s just light."

Picture after picture, Nana

memories pointed to pictures of nearly
unraveled 41 White men and women,

(hemkee' telling me of my great-

['said it grandparents. None of the

over and brown faces belonged to my

over family members. 1 looked at

in mymind. Nana again. T examined her

sallow beige skin that had
only recently begun to
wrinkle. Her hair was long
and silver gray. If left alone, it
fell straight down her back.
She permed it to make it curl,
and pinned it up saying, "Old
folks shouldn’t wear their hair
down." Her high cheekbones
set off small dark eyes that
looked at the pictures
nostalgically. I understood it
now. Nana wasn’t Black.

"Nana," I said quietly, "you’re White and Indian."
"Yes," she said, as if I was the only person in the world who didn’t know that.

"But you always say you are colored," I contested.
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"In North Carolina, in those days, if you weren’t White, you were colored," she
said. I heard Nana’s words, but I examined her life. She had married a Black
man, only to birth eight light-skinned children with dark wavy hair. She joined
a Black church and was an aggressive recruiter for the NAACP. In North
Carolina in those days, if you couldn’t be White, it was to your social and
political advantage to be Black. "Colored": She had carefully hidden behind the
word, and passed for Black.

Slowly, Nana’s story unraveled from her dusty spool of memory. Nana’s great
grandfather was overlooked when soldiers raided his parents’ campsite. They
had been part of a small band of Cherokees trying to resist removal from their
homeland. A nearby family had found the baby, and raised him like one of their
own children. He grew up and married an African slave woman, and had a baby
girl, Sally. Then, one night, he disappeared, without a word to his wife.
Everyone assumed that he had missed his people and had gone west to find
them. It was a common story, I later learned. The Trail of Tears left many
Indians unaccounted for. Of the Cherokees who resisted the western removal,
there were only three options: They died; they lived in isolated communities in
the mountains of Georgia, the Carolinas or Tennessee; or they intermarried and
passed for White or Black.

Cherokee. I said it over and over in my mind. I'm Black and Cherokee.

a search for Two weeks after our talk, Nana died,

. A TN and I vowed to own her quiet
belongmg b Ar_l'fltdwnh b.mk heritage. 1 realized that I knew
kﬂzﬂﬁf"edﬂ?o h'g_h nothing about being Indian. Although

Chﬁl‘kbmﬂs and my blood was part Cherokee, my

Nana’s stories, . culture was thoroughly  African

Isougﬁn American. I had spent 20 years

out 2 embracing Afrocentricity,

worshipping in a Black church,
participating in  Black  student
organizations, and pursuing African-
American studies. I knew nothing
about being Cherokee. I tried to learn
as much as I could. I took courses in
Native = American  history  and
literature. I read articles about the
American  Indian movement. I
searched museums for pictures of
Southeastern Indians.

community.

I joined the Native American student association on campus. With them, I
attended powwows, attempted beadwork and learned to cook Indian fry bread.
Yet I never felt like I belonged. All the other members had been raised with
tribal recognition. They had lived on or visited reservations. They had
experienced the brutal name-calling: "red." "savage." "Tonto." No matter how
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much they welcomed me, or how desperately I tried to fit in, it just wasn’t my
story. Like my great great-aunt Sally, who had been denied federal recognition
with the Eastern and Western bands of the Cherokee Nation, I was an outsider
trying to get in.

Armed with book knowledge, high cheekbones and Nana’s stories, I sought out
a community. I knew that somewhere, there were others like me. As my friends
learned of my quest, one person remembered an old family friend who had
started a club — for Black Indians.

. - The Heritage Circle meets in the home

9 dm:concerti'ng of a forme% Lutheran pastor. Everyone
circle Wh at thh[ brings a dish to eat, and we sit around

diﬁf [ have and talk. The apartment fills with

to cry beige, brown and Black people: A

”genecide" woman wearing traditional West

in the Black African attire has tied feathers’imo her

cammunﬁty? hair, a man wears moccasins and

cowrie shell jewelry, a woman with
Indian beadwork twists her dreadlocks.
The room holds an uncomfortable
potpourri of African and Indian
cultures.

We have all been raised to be African American, but we want to know more
about our Indian aspects. We tell each other the stories we know. We exchange
bibliographies on Indian genealogy, history and culture. We promise to name
our children after the circumstances of their births, as do many Indian cultures.
We learn beadwork. We plan to visit the reservation or homeland. We talk
about the ways our culture was denied us, and the ways that owning our
Indianness affects us.

Being Cherokee has changed me. It gives me a new sensitivity to issues I had
ignored. I had to admit that T had participated in my own oppression. 1 had
played cowboys and Indians. I had laughed at jokes about the broken English of
Indians in movies. I had reduced Indian culture to powwows, sweat lodges and
bows and arrows. I had spent so much time learning about the enslavement of
Africans that T forgot that the land they worked had been stolen from the
Indians. Although African Americans are 12 percent of the American
population, Indians make up less than 3 percent of it. What right did I have to
cry "genocide" in the Black community? I was ashamed.

bridging : I begin to rewrite my memory. The

ravated Itu rhymes that Daddy’s grandfather
ravage__ Cultures taught him may be remnants of a

we honor - - Cherokee legend. My great- aunts
that uneasy and great-uncles, their stories, their
sense of parents are more than the African
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